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Introduction

This is a free and open textbook for college composition, particularly for the range of first-year writing courses.
The focus is on expository essays, such as academic argumentation, analysis, comparison, critique, synthesis,
and so forth. This is as opposed to the many other types of writing in college, such as fiction, poetry, journalism,
business/technical writing, personal reflection, etc., which are not covered here.

The primary aim of this textbook is to help students achieve clarity and correctness in their writing. A secondary
aim is to help students with strategies that can make their writing more effective.

This textbook is essentially an edited, altered, and expanded version of another free and open textbook, Writing
for Success, by an author whose name was removed at the request of the original publisher. Josh Woods edited,
altered, and expanded this version, The Writing Textbook. The creative-commons license for this textbook allows
you to access and use it as you see fit–except where otherwise noted–with fairly liberal protocols, such as
offering basic attribution if you take from it, not monetizing it, etc. Please see the section titled Publisher
Information for details about and links to the original text and the license for this and the original.
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Publisher Information
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original author was removed at request of original publisher), which is licensed under a Creative Commons
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This expansion, adaptation, and derivative has reorganized and reformatted sections of the original text, and has
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter is an introduction to writing in college, as well as basic study and success skills and habits for
college.
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College Writing Basics

Why Write?

College requires a lot of writing. For nearly all your classes, you will be graded on your writing in essays, on
exams, on exercises, even on discussion boards and similar communications. And the higher you advance in
your courses and degrees, the less your grades will be based on taking exams, and the more they will be based
on writing essays.

This often seems odd to new students who come from high school or the workforce, where evaluation is based
on form-filling tests, attendance, and behavior. So why do you have to write so much in college? Your professors
want to see what you really know, and the best way to do that is to have you write out what you know.

By the phrase “what you really know,” I mean not what separate pieces of information you can recall and report,
nor which answers from a list you can recognize as correct. I don’t even mean whether you can accomplish a
skill such as correctly replacing the correct part in an engine or computer. You might be able to do all of this
without really knowing how all the information fits together, or exactly why your answers or performances were
correct. And if you don’t know how or why, you don’t really know.

A true college education is about really knowing. Understanding how your information and skills connect from
one context to the next, and how best to apply them, and why those are the best skills and information to apply,
and why you would apply them when you would exactly how you would, and why you would alter or avoid them
in other contexts—this is really knowing.

Indeed, this is the only way you will be able to adapt as the world changes around you. Changes came more
slowly fifty years ago, twenty-five years ago—even five years ago the world was more stable than it is now. The
career you are preparing for now will be drastically different by the time you graduate, if it even exists at all by
then. But you can succeed by adapting what you know, and the only way to adapt what you know is to really
know it.

And the only ways you can show what you really know is by speaking it or writing it.

But speaking is spontaneous, temporary, and unalterable. Once you’ve said something, the time has passed
for you to have said something different instead, so you don’t get the chance to re-think and make it better,
or to unsay something bad, or to make it closer to what you really know. And even by trying to correct yourself
afterward, saying something else next creates this same cycle of problems anew. So having students speak their
knowledge is not the best way to find out what they really know.

Writing, on the other hand, gives you the chance to put down your ideas and make them stay put long enough
for you to evaluate them. Writing gives you the chance to look at exactly what you have expressed and consider
whether it really conveys what you meant. If you find that it doesn’t, writing gives you the chance to revise and
edit to make it better. It also gives you the chance to see which of your ideas are good, strong, correct, and
effective, and which ones are bad, weak, wrong, or ineffective. Then you get to select the good ones and cut out
the bad ones. The result of a finished essay, in theory, is a collection of all the best things you can express in the
best way you can express them. Reading that essay is the closest your professors can get to seeing what you
really know.

But writing has another special advantage as well. It is a form of thinking itself.
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Writing is not only a form of communication, as in using words to express an idea you hold. Writing is also a
way to create the idea in the first place. When most people try to envision the act of thinking, they picture
silent contemplation, often something like Auguste Rodin’s famous sculpture The Thinker, the nude sitting
chin-to-knuckles, elbow-to-knee, as if deeply contemplating. But even that sculpture was intended to be an
image of a writer, Dante, who used his writing to work out his thoughts. Contemplation is indeed one form of
thinking—you can create and develop your ideas by silently considering them—but writing is another, different
form of thinking. You can create and develop ideas by putting down words and making them grow into
sentences and paragraphs. Believe it or not, you can finish a draft of an essay having created, found, or figured
out real knowledge that you didn’t have when you started.

With all of these advantages, it should become clearer why and how writing is so important in college. You
might even begin to see why and how writing is and has been so important to culture, history, and the very
continuity of the human species.

But there is one distinct disadvantage: writing takes skill and experience. And gaining that skill and experience
is hard work. That’s what this textbook is all about.

How to Make Writing Decisions

Writing in college requires innumerable open-ended decisions, which is a new and sometimes frightening
proposition for many students. This is because, unlike lower levels of education that tell students what to do and
how to do it, the college level will expect you to make your own decisions about the best and most efficient ways
to convey the kinds of ideas that you select to discuss. This is the only way for an adult student to develop as an
independent mind, a critical thinker, and a more educated human being. But sooner or later you must confront
the reality that you have hundreds of thousands of possible writing decisions in every essay, in every paragraph,
in every sentence, even in every single word. And as you already know, not all decisions are of equal quality—as
grading emphasizes—so you need a way to help you begin making the best and most effective decisions.

There is such a way. Every time you write in college, you should be aware of three variables:

• What you are writing (also called the subject, and eventually the claim or thesis)
• To whom you are writing (also called the audience, or the reader)
• Why you are writing (also called the purpose)

These will provide the guidelines for all your writing decisions. The specifics will change for each writing
assignment, which is why you need to stay continually aware of these variables, but they will always be there,
and the writing decisions you make—from overall essay decisions down to singular word choices—should
address them.

Can you avoid these variables? No. You will make these decisions whether you are conscious of them or not,
just like you make daily life choices whether you notice them or not. No matter what or how you write, every
word, sentence, and paragraph will reflect some kind of subject, audience, and purpose. Being unaware simply
means higher likelihood of handling these variables in chaotic, aimless, and failed ways. Being aware of them is
the beginning of self-control and self-development in the formation and expression of thought.
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What You Are Writing (Subject, Thesis)

You need to know exactly what your subject is and what you plan to say about it. This is not as obvious as it
might seem, and many students get stuck because they have failed to take this variable seriously. One reason
is the common error of confusing your assigned subject for your own subject. For instance, receiving an essay
assignment that tells you to write about “morality in social media” has not told you what your own subject is, so
trying to write about “morality in social media” in general will quickly find you fumbling with too many big ideas
in a lost and wandering fashion, or it might even find you stuck with only a blank page. Instead, you will need to
become aware of exactly what kind of morality you will focus on, or which model of moral philosophy you will
focus on, or which behaviors in social media you will focus on. Most importantly, you will need to become aware
of what specific point you want to make about it. Only then can you begin making real writing decisions and
real progress.

To Whom You Are Writing (Audience)

It’s natural to think that your professor is your audience or reader for your essay, for that is the person who will
indeed read and critique your work. But the professor is not your true audience for an essay assignment. Your
true audience is merely supposed. They are imaginary readers who need to know what you are explaining in
your essay, or are curious and skeptical about your claims. Many English class assignments specifically tell you
which kinds of readers to suppose (a common audience is adult college students and graduates), but often you
will need to determine this for yourself, and then make your writing decisions based on what would be most
effective for that audience.

For instance, an audience of adult college graduates can be assumed to know already what the United States
Constitution is, so if you took time to define it in your essay, you have made a bad writing decision. You failed
to address your audience by wasting their time writing below their level. But if you took time to define it for an
audience of children, you have made a good writing decision, for skipping over it would have caused confusion.

Why You Are Writing (Purpose)

In an essay, your writing purpose is different from your purpose as a student. Your purpose as a student might
be to get a good grade, or to avoid a bad one, or to try out your writing skills, etc. But your writing purpose
is the intention you use to guide what you discuss and how you discuss it. Again, many English classes will
explicitly tell you what purpose to have in mind while writing, but most other college assignments won’t.
Those classes will assume that you can determine this variable on your own given the assignment. Some
writing assignments have purposes that are informative or explanatory in nature, such as summaries, reports,
syntheses. Others purposes are critical in nature, such as analyses, comparisons, and responses. Some are even
exploratory in nature, such as narratives or higher-level arguments. Two essays about the same subject with the
same audience will be extremely different if the purposes are different. For instance, an informative essay on
bullying in American schools will likely focus on facts and statistics, but a critical essay on bullying in American
schools might instead compare school systems and offer judgments on them.

Regardless of your specific purpose, it’s safe to assume that nearly all college essays expect you to make some
kind of point. In this way, nearly all college essays have some degree of argumentation as a purpose, some
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implicitly and subtle, some explicitly and obvious. For more information on this, see the section Rhetoric and
Argumentation.

The Writing Process

Outside of college, many types of writing—e-mails, notes, social media posts—are simple enough for you to
handle in one step. But college writing is far more complex and challenging, and unlike other types of writing,
the quality of your work will be critiqued and judged carefully by professionals. So trying to write a final draft
in one step is a bad idea. Instead, you will use the writing process. This means that you will use different stages
to work out what you wish to say, how you wish to say it, and how you can make what you’ve produced even
better. This is addressed in more detail in the chapter The Writing Process, but here is a glimpse of the steps:

• Prewriting: In this step, the writer generates ideas to write about and begins developing these
ideas.

• Outlining: In this step, the writer determines the overall organizational structure of the writing
and creates an outline to organize ideas. Usually this step involves some additional fleshing out
of the ideas generated in the first step.

• Drafting: In this step, the writer uses the work completed in prewriting to develop a first draft.
The draft covers the ideas the writer brainstormed and follows the organizational plan that was
laid out in the first step.

• Revising: In this step, the writer revisits the draft to review and, if necessary, reshape its ideas
and expressions. This stage involves moderate and sometimes major changes: adding or
deleting a paragraph, phrasing the main point differently, expanding on an important idea,
reorganizing content, and so forth.

• Editing: In this step, the writer reviews the draft to make technical and mechanical changes,
such as grammar and format. This can also involve such minute improvements as word choice.
Once this stage is complete, the work is a finished piece and ready to share with others.

Plagiarism

As we consider the basics of college writing, it’s important to be aware of the dark side of writing: plagiarism.
Some students come to college thinking that it’s okay to carry along ideas they found elsewhere in their essays,
but it’s not that simple. Using ideas from elsewhere requires correct citation, and using ideas from elsewhere
without citation is plagiarism.

To be more specific, plagiarism in college is a form of academic dishonesty that includes acts such as (1.)
presenting any other person’s work as one’s own work, (2.) reproducing another’s ideas, theories, information,
syntax, or diction without giving proper credit, (3.) incorrectly citing another’s work, or (4.) reusing your own
work submitted in other classes. The most common conceptualization of plagiarism is a student’s copying
writing off of a Website to fill out an essay for class. But there are other and more subtle forms.

Plagiarism is more than a weakness or error in college writing: it is an academic offense. Most institutions treat it
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as a breach of student conduct with punishments enacted both by the professor and by the college separately.
In other words, in college plagiarism is considered unacceptable, and as a student you can expect that any
instance of plagiarism—whether on essays, homework, discussion forums, even bonus work—will be met with
the harshest penalties available. Such penalties include failure of the assignment, failure of the course, and
academic suspension.

Because adding research to your essays requires the use of others’ writing, and because many assignment
require you to write about others’ writing, it is possible to plagiarize accidentally through incorrect citation. And
there are many nuances in plagiarism, such as the boundaries of common knowledge, even the use of your
own writing in multiple courses. More information on all of this will be covered later. For now, determine not to
plagiarize intentionally, and seek to avoid plagiarizing unintentionally.

Writing Style

One of the first types of writing decisions college students become aware of is style. Before becoming aware of
this, some students default to a casual, undisciplined, or imprecise writing style. Example:

It’s to where everyone is all like why should I even care about them over there when actually they’re
just sitting there not doing anything with their lives if you get what I’m saying.

This is often acceptable in daily speech, especially when we’re spontaneously building on other contexts: the
people we’re talking with already know us and can guess fairly well at what we mean, and our body language
and tone of voice both add further information not captured in the words themselves. But in college writing,
this fails to address subject, audience, and purpose, and it expresses only vague thoughts in unclear ways.

Other students come to college with some awareness of writing style but expect that only an elaborate or
ornamental style is required. Example:

Particular to the substantially truncated suffrage rates directly correlated to those citizens of the less
than chronologically advanced composition, especially those rates couched in the present temporal
circumstances, a binary amount of positive approaches surround the desired outcome.

This fails as the previous example does, but in opposite ways. It addresses subject, audience, and purpose in
ineffective ways by selecting abstract and indirect words, and by arranging them in convoluted phrases within
a poor sentence structure. This can often be the result of a writer wanting the sound of a good, solid, academic
thought without having it, which would otherwise result in the confidence to say it clearly.

Now consider this example:

Young Americans aren’t voting in high numbers right now, but there are two ways to fix this.
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This is simple and direct writing, which means it is good writing. It uses the words it means, and it arranges
them in a natural structure. In fact, this says what the previous two examples were trying to say. If you
understand this example better than the previous two, that is good, for it is the best writing style of the three.

In college writing, aim to be simple and direct. This is not easy. In fact, one of the hardest human skills is to say
what you mean.

But even knowing what you mean is difficult. Writing skill can help you figure out what you mean, and writing
skill can help you say what you mean. Again, that’s what this textbook is all about.
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College Success Strategies

In college, academic expectations change from what you may have experienced elsewhere, such as in high
school or the workforce. When instructors expect you to read pages upon pages or study hours and hours
for one particular course, managing your work load can be challenging. This chapter includes strategies for
studying efficiently and managing your time.

The quality of the work you do also changes. It is not enough to understand course material and summarize
it on an exam. You will also be expected to seriously engage with new ideas by reflecting on them, analyzing
them, critiquing them, making connections, drawing conclusions, or finding new ways of thinking about a
given subject. Educationally, college represents deeper waters. A good writing course will help you swim.

For some ideas on the differences between what you might have experienced in high school and what is
expected of you in college, see the following table:

High School College

Reading assignments are moderately long. Teachers may set
aside some class time for reading and reviewing the material in
depth.

Some reading assignments may be very long. You will
be expected to come to class with a basic
understanding of the material.

Teachers often provide study guides and other aids to help you
prepare for exams. Reviewing for exams is primarily your responsibility.

Your grade is determined by your performance on a wide
variety of assessments, including minor and major
assignments. Not all assessments are writing based.

Your grade may depend on just a few major
assessments. Most assessments are writing based.

Writing assignments include personal writing such as writing
in journals or expressing daily impressions.

Most writing assignments are expository and present
academic arguments.

The structure and format of writing assignments is generally
stable over a four-year period.

Depending on the course, you may be asked to master
new forms of writing and follow differing standards
within particular professional fields.

Teachers often go out of their way to identify and try to help
students who are performing poorly on exams, missing classes,
not turning in assignments, or just struggling with the course.
Often teachers will give students many “second chances.”

Although teachers want their students to succeed, they
may not always realize when students are struggling.
They also expect you to be proactive and take steps to
help yourself. “Second chances” are less common.

This chapter covers the types of reading and writing assignments you will encounter as a college student. You
will also learn a variety of strategies for mastering these new challenges—and becoming a more confident
student and writer.

Exercise 1

Review the table above, and think about how you have found your college experience to be different
from high school so far. Respond to the following questions:

1. In what ways do you think college will be more rewarding for you as a learner?
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2. What aspects of college do you expect to find most challenging?
3. What changes do you think you might have to make in your life to ensure your success in college?

Reading Strategies

Your college courses will sharpen both your reading and your writing skills. Most of your writing
assignments—from brief response papers to in-depth research projects—will depend on your understanding of
course reading assignments or related readings you do on your own. And it is difficult, if not impossible, to write
effectively about a text that you have not understood. Even when you do understand the reading, it can be hard
to write about it if you do not feel personally engaged with the ideas discussed.

Planning Your Reading

Have you ever stayed up all night cramming just before an exam? Or found yourself skimming a detailed memo
from your boss five minutes before a crucial meeting? The first step in handling college reading successfully is
planning. This involves both managing your time and setting a clear purpose for your reading.

Managing Your Reading Time

Focus on setting aside enough time for reading and breaking your assignments into manageable chunks. If you
are assigned a seventy-page chapter to read for next week’s class, try not to wait until the night before to get
started. Give yourself at least a few days and tackle one section at a time.

Your method for breaking up the assignment will depend on the type of reading. If the text is very dense and
packed with unfamiliar terms and concepts, you may need to read no more than five or ten pages in one
sitting so that you can truly understand and process the information. With more user-friendly texts, you will be
able to handle longer sections—twenty to forty pages, for instance. And if you have a highly engaging reading
assignment, such as a novel you cannot put down, you may be able to read lengthy passages in one sitting.

As the semester progresses, you will develop a better sense of how much time you need to allow for the reading
assignments in different subjects. It also makes sense to preview each assignment well in advance to assess its
difficulty level and to determine how much reading time to set aside.

Setting a Purpose

The other key component of planning is setting a purpose. Knowing what you want to get out of a reading
assignment helps you determine how to approach it and how much time to spend on it. It also helps you stay
focused during those occasional moments when it is late, you are tired, and relaxing in front of the television
sounds far more appealing than curling up with a stack of journal articles.
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Sometimes your purpose is simple. You might just need to understand the reading material well enough to
discuss it intelligently in class the next day. However, your purpose will often go beyond that. For instance, you
might also read to compare two texts, to formulate a personal response to a text, or to gather ideas for future
research. Here are some questions to ask to help determine your purpose:

• How did my instructor frame the assignment? Often your instructors will tell you what they expect you to
get out of the reading:

◦ Read Chapter 2 and come to class prepared to discuss current teaching practices in elementary math.
◦ Read these two articles and compare Smith’s and Jones’s perspectives on the 2010 health care reform

bill.
◦ Read Chapter 5 and think about how you could apply these guidelines to running your own business.

• How deeply do I need to understand the reading? If you are majoring in computer science and you are
assigned to read Chapter 1, “Introduction to Computer Science,” it is safe to assume the chapter presents
fundamental concepts that you will be expected to master. However, for some reading assignments, you
may be expected to form a general understanding but not necessarily master the content. Again, pay
attention to how your instructor presents the assignment.

• How does this assignment relate to other course readings or to concepts discussed in class? Your
instructor may make some of these connections explicitly, but if not, try to draw connections on your own.
(Needless to say, it helps to take detailed notes both when in class and when you read.)

• How might I use this text again in the future? If you are assigned to read about a topic that has always
interested you, your reading assignment might help you develop ideas for a future research paper. Some
reading assignments provide valuable tips or summaries worth bookmarking for future reference. Think
about what you can take from the reading that will stay with you.

Improving Your Comprehension

You have blocked out time for your reading assignments and set a purpose for reading. Now comes the
challenge: making sure you actually understand all the information you are expected to process. Some of your
reading assignments will be fairly straightforward. Others, however, will be longer or more complex, so you will
need a plan for how to handle them.

For any expository writing—that is, nonfiction writing—your first comprehension goal is to identify the main
points and relate any details to those main points. Because college-level texts can be challenging, you will also
need to monitor your reading comprehension. That is, you will need to stop periodically and assess how well you
understand what you are reading. Finally, you can improve comprehension by taking time to determine which
strategies work best for you and putting those strategies into practice.

Identifying the Main Points

In college, you will read a wide variety of materials, including the following:

• Textbooks. These usually include summaries, glossaries, comprehension questions, and other study aids.
• Nonfiction trade books. These are less likely to include the study features found in textbooks.
• Popular magazine, newspaper, or web articles. These are usually written for a general audience.
• Scholarly books and journal articles. These are written for an audience of specialists in a given field.
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Regardless of what type of expository text you are assigned to read, your primary comprehension goal is to
identify the main point: the most important idea that the writer wants to communicate and often states early
on. Finding the main point gives you a framework to organize the details presented in the reading and relate
the reading to concepts you learned in class or through other reading assignments. After identifying the main
point, you will find the supporting points: the details, facts, and explanations that develop and clarify the main
point.

Some texts make that task relatively easy. Textbooks, for instance, include the aforementioned features as
well as headings and subheadings intended to make it easier for students to identify core concepts. Graphic
features, such as sidebars, diagrams, and charts, help students understand complex information and
distinguish between essential and inessential points. When you are assigned to read from a textbook, be sure
to use available comprehension aids to help you identify the main points.

Trade books and popular articles may not be written specifically for an educational purpose; nevertheless, they
also include features that can help you identify the main ideas. These features include the following:

• Trade books. Many trade books include an introduction that presents the writer’s main ideas and purpose
for writing. Reading chapter titles (and any subtitles within the chapter) will help you get a broad sense of
what is covered. It also helps to read the beginning and ending paragraphs of a chapter closely. These
paragraphs often sum up the main ideas presented.

• Popular articles. Reading the headings and introductory paragraphs carefully is crucial. In magazine
articles, these features (along with the closing paragraphs) present the main concepts. Hard news articles
in newspapers present the gist of the news story in the lead paragraph, while subsequent paragraphs
present increasingly general details.

At the far end of the reading difficulty scale are scholarly books and journal articles. Because these texts are
written for a specialized, highly educated audience, the authors presume their readers are already familiar with
the topic. The language and writing style is sophisticated and sometimes dense.

When you read scholarly books and journal articles, try to apply the same strategies discussed earlier. The
introduction usually presents the writer’s thesis, the idea or hypothesis the writer is trying to prove. Headings
and subheadings can help you understand how the writer has organized support for his or her thesis.
Additionally, academic journal articles often include a summary at the beginning, called an abstract, and
electronic databases include summaries of articles, too.

For more information about reading different types of texts, see the Chapter on Research Writing.

Monitoring Your Comprehension

Finding the main idea and paying attention to text features as you read helps you figure out what you should
know. Just as important, however, is being able to figure out what you do not know and developing a strategy
to deal with it.

Textbooks often include comprehension questions in the margins or at the end of a section or chapter. As you
read, stop occasionally to answer these questions on paper or in your head. Use them to identify sections you
may need to reread, read more carefully, or ask your instructor about later.

Even when a text does not have built-in comprehension features, you can actively monitor your own
comprehension. Try these strategies, adapting them as needed to suit different kinds of texts:
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1. Summarize. At the end of each section, pause to summarize the main points in a few sentences. If you
have trouble doing so, revisit that section.

2. Ask and answer questions. When you begin reading a section, try to identify two to three questions you
should be able to answer after you finish it. Write down your questions and use them to test yourself on
the reading. If you cannot answer a question, try to determine why. Is the answer buried in that section of
reading but just not coming across to you? Or do you expect to find the answer in another part of the
reading?

3. Do not read in a vacuum. Look for opportunities to discuss the reading with your classmates. Many
instructors set up online discussion forums or blogs specifically for that purpose. Participating in these
discussions can help you determine whether your understanding of the main points is the same as your
peers’.

These discussions can also serve as a reality check. If everyone in the class struggled with the reading, it may be
exceptionally challenging. If it was a breeze for everyone but you, you may need to see your instructor for help.

Exercise 2

Choose any text that that you have been assigned to read for one of your college courses. In your notes,
complete the following tasks:

1. Summarize the main points of the text in two to three sentences.
2. Write down two to three questions about the text that you can bring up during class discussion.

Tip

Students are often reluctant to seek help. They feel like doing so marks them as slow, weak, or
demanding. The truth is, every learner occasionally struggles. If you are sincerely trying to keep up
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with the course reading but feel like you are in over your head, seek out help. Speak up in class,
schedule a meeting with your instructor, or visit your university learning center for assistance.

Deal with the problem as early in the semester as you can. Instructors respect students who are
proactive about their own learning. Most instructors will work hard to help students who make the
effort to help themselves.

Writing Assignments in College

College writing assignments serve a different purpose than the typical writing assignments you completed in
high school. In high school, teachers generally focus on teaching you to write in a variety of modes and formats,
including personal writing, expository writing, research papers, creative writing, and writing short answers and
essays for exams. Over time, these assignments help you build a foundation of writing skills.

In college, many instructors will expect you to already have that foundation.

Your college composition courses will focus on writing for its own sake, helping you make the transition
to college-level writing assignments. However, in most other college courses, writing assignments serve a
different purpose. In those courses, you may use writing as one tool among many for learning how to think
about a particular academic discipline.

Additionally, certain assignments teach you how to meet the expectations for professional writing in a given
field. Depending on the class, you might be asked to write a lab report, a case study, a literary analysis, a
business plan, or an account of a personal interview. You will need to learn and follow the standard conventions
for those types of written products.

Finally, personal and creative writing assignments are less common in college than in high school. College
courses emphasize expository writing, writing that explains information or argues for certain claims. Often
expository writing assignments will incorporate outside research, too. College instructors will hold you to a
higher standard when it comes to supporting your ideas with reasons and evidence.
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Writing at Work

Part of managing your education is communicating well with others at your university. For instance,
you might need to e-mail your instructor to request an office appointment or explain why you will
need to miss a class. You might need to contact administrators with questions about your tuition or
financial aid. Later, you might ask instructors to write recommendations on your behalf.

Treat these documents as professional communications. Address the recipient politely; state your
question, problem, or request clearly; and use a formal, respectful tone. Doing so helps you make a
positive impression and get a quicker response.

Writing Skills

Writing well is difficult. Even people who write for a living sometimes struggle to get their thoughts on the
page. Even people who generally enjoy writing have days when they would rather do anything else. For people
who do not like writing or do not think of themselves as good writers, writing assignments can be stressful or
even intimidating. And of course, you cannot get through college without having to write—sometimes a lot,
and often at a higher level than you are used to.

No magic formula will make writing quick and easy. However, you can use strategies and resources to manage
writing assignments more easily. The remaining chapters of this book provide more detailed, comprehensive
instruction to help you succeed at a variety of assignments. College will challenge you as a writer, but it is also a
unique opportunity to grow.

Using the Writing Process

To complete a writing project successfully, good writers use some variation of the following process.
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The Writing Process
• Prewriting. In this step, the writer generates ideas to write about and begins developing these

ideas.
• Outlining a structure of ideas. In this step, the writer determines the overall organizational

structure of the writing and creates an outline to organize ideas. Usually this step involves
some additional fleshing out of the ideas generated in the first step.

• Writing a rough draft. In this step, the writer uses the work completed in prewriting to develop
a first draft. The draft covers the ideas the writer brainstormed and follows the organizational
plan that was laid out in the first step.

• Revising. In this step, the writer revisits the draft to review and, if necessary, reshape its
content. This stage involves moderate and sometimes major changes: adding or deleting a
paragraph, phrasing the main point differently, expanding on an important idea, reorganizing
content, and so forth.

• Editing. In this step, the writer reviews the draft to make additional changes. Editing involves
making changes to improve style and adherence to standard writing conventions—for
instance, replacing a vague word with a more precise one or fixing errors in grammar and
spelling. Once this stage is complete, the work is a finished piece and ready to share with
others.

Chances are, you have already used this process as a writer. You may also have used it for other types of creative
projects, such as developing a sketch into a finished painting or composing a song. The steps listed above apply
broadly to any project that involves creative thinking. You come up with ideas (often vague at first), you work to
give them some structure, you make a first attempt, you figure out what needs improving, and then you refine
it until you are satisfied.

Most people have used this creative process in one way or another, but many people have misconceptions
about how to use it to write. Here are a few of the most common misconceptions students have about the
writing process:

• “I do not have to waste time on pre-writing if I understand the assignment.” Even if the task is
straightforward and you feel ready to start writing, take some time to develop ideas before you plunge into
your draft. Free-writing—writing about the topic without stopping for a set period of time—is one pre-
writing technique you might try in that situation.

• “It is important to complete a formal, numbered outline for every writing assignment.” For some
assignments, such as lengthy research papers, proceeding without a formal outline can be very difficult.
However, for other assignments, a structured set of notes or a detailed graphic organizer may suffice. The
important thing is that you have a solid plan for organizing ideas and details.
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• “My draft will be better if I write it when I am feeling inspired.” By all means, take advantage of those
moments of inspiration. However, understand that sometimes you will have to write when you are not in
the mood. Sit down and start your draft even if you do not feel like it. If necessary, force yourself to write for
just one hour. By the end of the hour, you may be far more engaged and motivated to continue. If not, at
least you will have accomplished part of the task.

• “My instructor will tell me everything I need to revise.” If your instructor chooses to review drafts, the
feedback can help you improve. However, it is still your job, not your instructor’s, to transform the draft to a
final, polished piece. That task will be much easier if you give your best effort to the draft before
submitting it. During revision, do not just go through and implement your instructor’s corrections. Take
time to determine what you can change to make the work the best it can be.

• “I am a good writer, so I do not need to revise or edit.” Even talented writers still need to revise and edit
their work. At the very least, doing so will help you catch an embarrassing typo or two. Revising and
editing are the steps that make good writers into great writers.

For a more thorough explanation of the steps of the writing process as well as for specific techniques you can
use for each step, see the chapter The Writing Process.

Tip

The writing process also applies to timed writing tasks, such as essay exams. Before you begin
writing, read the question thoroughly and think about the main points to include in your response.
Use scrap paper to sketch out a very brief outline. Keep an eye on the clock as you write your
response so you will have time to review it and make any needed changes before turning in your
exam.
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Active Reading Strategies

Active Reading

Now that you have acquainted (or reacquainted) yourself with useful planning and comprehension strategies,
college reading assignments may feel more manageable. You know what you need to do to get your reading
done and make sure you grasp the main points. However, the most successful students in college are not only
competent readers but active, engaged readers.

Using the SQ3R Strategy

One strategy you can use to become a more active, engaged reader is the SQ3R strategy, a step-by-step process
to follow before, during, and after reading. You may already use some variation of it. In essence, the process
works like this:

1. Survey the text in advance.
2. Form questions before you start reading.
3. Read the text.
4. Recite and/or record important points during and after reading.
5. Review and reflect on the text after you read.

Before you read, you survey, or preview, the text. As noted earlier, reading introductory paragraphs and headings
can help you begin to figure out the author’s main point and identify what important topics will be covered.
However, surveying does not stop there. Look over sidebars, photographs, and any other text or graphic features
that catch your eye. Skim a few paragraphs. Preview any boldfaced or italicized vocabulary terms. This will help
you form a first impression of the material.

Next, start brainstorming questions about the text. What do you expect to learn from the reading? You may find
that some questions come to mind immediately based on your initial survey or based on previous readings and
class discussions. If not, try using headings and subheadings in the text to formulate questions. For instance, if
one heading in your textbook reads “Medicare and Medicaid,” you might ask yourself these questions:

• When was Medicare and Medicaid legislation enacted? Why?
• What are the major differences between these two programs?

Although some of your questions may be simple factual questions, try to come up with a few that are more
open-ended. Asking in-depth questions will help you stay more engaged as you read.

The next step is simple: read. As you read, notice whether your first impressions of the text were correct. Are the
author’s main points and overall approach about the same as what you predicted—or does the text contain a
few surprises? Also, look for answers to your earlier questions and begin forming new questions. Continue to
revise your impressions and questions as you read.

While you are reading, pause occasionally to recite or record important points. It is best to do this at the end of
each section or when there is an obvious shift in the writer’s train of thought. Put the book aside for a moment
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and recite aloud the main points of the section or any important answers you found there. You might also
record ideas by jotting down a few brief notes in addition to, or instead of, reciting aloud. Either way, the physical
act of articulating information makes you more likely to remember it.

After you have completed the reading, take some time to review the material more thoroughly. If the textbook
includes review questions or your instructor has provided a study guide, use these tools to guide your review.
You will want to record information in a more detailed format than you used during reading, such as in an
outline or a list.

As you review the material, reflect on what you learned. Did anything surprise you, upset you, or make you
think? Did you find yourself strongly agreeing or disagreeing with any points in the text? What topics would
you like to explore further? Jot down your reflections in your notes. (Instructors sometimes require students to
write brief response papers or maintain a reading journal. Use these assignments to help you reflect on what
you read.)

Exercise 1

Choose another text that that you have been assigned to read for a class. Use the SQ3R process to
complete the reading. (Keep in mind that you may need to spread the reading over more than one
session, especially if the text is long.)

Be sure to complete all the steps involved. Then, reflect on how helpful you found this process. On a
scale of one to ten, how useful did you find it? How does it compare with other study techniques you
have used?

Using Other Active Reading Strategies

The SQ3R process encompasses a number of valuable active reading strategies: previewing a text, making
predictions, asking and answering questions, and summarizing. You can use the following additional strategies
to further deepen your understanding of what you read.

• Connect what you read to what you already know. Look for ways the reading supports, extends, or
challenges concepts you have learned elsewhere.

• Relate the reading to your own life. What statements, people, or situations relate to your personal
experiences?

• Visualize. For both fiction and nonfiction texts, try to picture what is described. Visualizing is especially
helpful when you are reading a narrative text, such as a novel or a historical account, or when you read
expository text that describes a process, such as how to perform cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR).

• Pay attention to graphics as well as text. Photographs, diagrams, flow charts, tables, and other graphics
can help make abstract ideas more concrete and understandable.

• Understand the text in context. Understanding context means thinking about who wrote the text, when
and where it was written, the author’s purpose for writing it, and what assumptions or agendas influenced
the author’s ideas. For instance, two writers might both address the subject of health care reform, but if
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one article is an opinion piece and one is a news story, the context is different.
• Plan to talk or write about what you read. Jot down a few questions or comments in your notebook so

you can bring them up in class. (This also gives you a source of topic ideas for papers and presentations
later in the semester.) Discuss the reading on a class discussion board or blog about it.

Writing at Work

Many college courses require students to participate in interactive online components, such as a
discussion forum, a page on a social networking site, or a class blog. These tools are a great way to
reinforce learning. Do not be afraid to be the student who starts the discussion.

Remember that when you interact with other students and teachers online, you need to project a
mature, professional image. You may be able to use an informal, conversational tone, but
complaining about the work load, using off-color language, or criticizing other participants is
inappropriate.

Active reading can benefit you in ways that go beyond just earning good grades. By practicing these strategies,
you will find yourself more interested in your courses and better able to relate your academic work to the rest
of your life. Being an interested, engaged student also helps you form lasting connections with your instructors
and with other students that can be personally and professionally valuable. In short, it helps you get the most
out of your education.
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Study Skills and Note-taking

This section covers specific strategies for managing your time effectively. You will also learn about different
note-taking systems that you can use to organize and record information efficiently.

As you work through this section, remember that every student is different. The strategies presented here are
tried and true techniques that work well for many people. However, you may need to adapt them slightly to
develop a system that works well for you personally. If your friend swears by her smartphone, but you hate
having to carry extra electronic gadgets around, then using a smartphone will not be the best organizational
strategy for you.

Read with an open mind, and consider what techniques have been effective (or ineffective) for you in the past.
Which habits from your high school years or your work life could help you succeed in college? Which habits
might get in your way? What changes might you need to make?

Understanding Yourself as a Learner

To succeed in college—or any situation where you must master new concepts and skills—it helps to know
what makes you tick. For decades, educational researchers and organizational psychologists have examined
how people take in and assimilate new information, how some people learn differently than others, and what
conditions make students and workers most productive. Here are just a few questions to think about:

• What times of day are you most productive? If your energy peaks early, you might benefit from blocking
out early morning time for studying or writing. If you are a night owl, set aside a few evenings a week for
schoolwork.

• How much clutter can you handle in your work space? Some people work fine at a messy desk and know
exactly where to find what they need in their stack of papers; however, most people benefit from
maintaining a neat, organized space.

• How well do you juggle potential distractions in your environment? If you can study at home without
being tempted to turn on the television, check your e-mail, fix yourself a snack, and so on, you may make
home your work space. However, if you need a less distracting environment to stay focused, you may be
able to find one on your college’s campus or in your community.

• Does a little background noise help or hinder your productivity? Some people work better when
listening to background music or the low hum of conversation in a coffee shop. Others need total silence.

• When you work with a partner or group, do you stay on task? A study partner or group can sometimes
be invaluable. However, working this way takes extra planning and effort, so be sure to use the time
productively. If you find that group study sessions turn into social occasions, you may study better on your
own.

• How do you manage stress? Accept that at certain points in the semester, you will feel stressed out. In
your day-to-day routine, make time for activities that help you reduce stress, such as exercising, spending
time with friends, or just scheduling downtime to relax.
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Time Management

In college you have increased freedom to structure your time as you please. With that freedom comes increased
responsibility. High school teachers often take it upon themselves to track down students who miss class or
forget assignments. College instructors, however, expect you to take full responsibility for managing yourself
and getting your work done on time.

Getting Started: Short- and Long-Term Planning

At the beginning of the semester, establish a weekly routine for when you will study and write. A general
guideline is that for every hour spent in class, students should expect to spend another two to three hours on
reading, writing, and studying for tests. Therefore, if you are taking a biology course that meets three times a
week for an hour at a time, you can expect to spend six to nine hours per week on it outside of class. You will
need to budget time for each class just like an employer schedules shifts at work, and you must make that study
time a priority.

That may sound like a lot when taking multiple classes, but if you plan your time carefully, it is manageable.
A typical full-time schedule of fifteen credit hours translates into thirty to forty-five hours per week spent on
schoolwork outside of class. All in all, a full-time student would spend about as much time on school each week
as an employee spends on work. Balancing school and a job can be more challenging, but still doable.

In addition to setting aside regular work periods, you will need to plan ahead to handle more intense demands,
such as studying for exams and writing major papers. At the beginning of the semester, go through your course
syllabuses and mark all major due dates and exam dates on a calendar. Use a format that you check regularly,
such as your smartphone or the calendar feature in your e-mail.

Tip

The two- to three-hour rule may sound intimidating. However, keep in mind that this is only a rule of
thumb. Realistically, some courses will be more challenging than others, and the demands will ebb
and flow throughout the semester. You may have trouble-free weeks and stressful weeks. When you
schedule your classes, try to balance introductory-level classes with more advanced classes so that
your work load stays manageable.
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Exercise 1

Now that you have learned some time-management basics, it is time to apply those skills. For this
exercise, you will develop a weekly schedule and a semester calendar.

1. Working with your class schedule, map out a week-long schedule of study time. Try to apply the
“two- to three-hour” rule. Be sure to include any other nonnegotiable responsibilities, such as a
job or child care duties.

2. Use your course syllabuses to record exam dates and due dates for major assignments in a
calendar (paper or electronic). Use a star, highlighting, or other special marking to set off any days
or weeks that look especially demanding.

Staying Consistent: Time Management Dos and Don’ts

Setting up a schedule is easy. Sticking with it, however, may create challenges. A schedule that looked great on
paper may prove to be unrealistic. Sometimes, despite students’ best intentions, they end up procrastinating or
pulling all-nighters to finish a paper or study for an exam.

Keep in mind, however, that your weekly schedule and semester calendar are time-management tools. Like
any tools, their effectiveness depends on the user: you. If you leave a tool sitting in the box unused (e.g., if
you set up your schedule and then forget about it), it will not help you complete the task. And if, for some
reason, a particular tool or strategy is not getting the job done, you need to figure out why and maybe try using
something else.

With that in mind, read the list of time-management dos and don’ts. Keep this list handy as a reference you can
use throughout the semester to “troubleshoot” if you feel like your schoolwork is getting off track.

Dos

1. Set aside time to review your schedule or calendar regularly and update or adjust them as needed.
2. Be realistic when you schedule study time. Do not plan to write your paper on Friday night when everyone

else is out socializing. When Friday comes, you might end up abandoning your plans and hanging out
with your friends instead.

3. Be honest with yourself about where your time goes. Do not fritter away your study time on distractions
like e-mail and social networking sites.

4. Accept that occasionally your work may get a little off track. No one is perfect.
5. Accept that sometimes you may not have time for all the fun things you would like to do.
6. Recognize times when you feel overextended. Sometimes you may just need to get through an especially

demanding week. However, if you feel exhausted and overworked all the time, you may need to scale back
on some of your commitments.

7. Have a plan for handling high-stress periods, such as final exam week. Try to reduce your other
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commitments during those periods—for instance, by scheduling time off from your job. Build in some
time for relaxing activities, too.

Don’ts

1. Do not procrastinate on challenging assignments. Instead, break them into smaller, manageable tasks
that can be accomplished one at a time.

2. Do not fall into the trap of “all-or-nothing” thinking: “There is no way I can fit in a three-hour study session
today, so I will just wait until the weekend.” Extended periods of free time are hard to come by, so find
ways to use small blocks of time productively. For instance, if you have a free half hour between classes,
use it to preview a chapter or brainstorm ideas for an essay.

3. Do not fall into the trap of letting things slide and promising yourself, “I will do better next week.” When
next week comes, the accumulated undone tasks will seem even more intimidating, and you will find it
harder to get them done.

4. Do not rely on caffeine and sugar to compensate for lack of sleep. These stimulants may temporarily perk
you up, but your brain functions best when you are rested.

Exercise 2

The key to managing your time effectively is consistency. Completing the following tasks will help you
stay on track throughout the semester.

1. Establish regular times to “check in” with yourself to identify and prioritize tasks and plan
how to accomplish them. Many people find it is best to set aside a few minutes for this each
day and to take some time to plan at the beginning of each week.

2. For the next two weeks, focus on consistently using whatever time-management system
you have set up. Check in with yourself daily and weekly, stick to your schedule, and take
note of anything that interferes. At the end of the two weeks, review your schedule and
determine whether you need to adjust it.

• Review the preceding list of dos and don’ts.

Note-Taking Methods

One final valuable tool to have in your arsenal as a student is a good note-taking system. Just the act of
converting a spoken lecture to notes helps you organize and retain information, and of course, good notes also
help you review important concepts later. Although taking good notes is an essential study skill, many students
enter college without having received much guidance about note taking.
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These sections discuss different strategies you can use to take notes efficiently. No matter which system you
choose, keep the note-taking guidelines in mind.

Organizing Ideas in Your Notes

A good note-taking system needs to help you differentiate among major points, related subtopics, and
supporting details. It visually represents the connections between ideas. Finally, to be effective, your note-taking
system must allow you to record and organize information fairly quickly. Although some students like to create
detailed, formal outlines or concept maps when they read, these may not be good strategies for class notes,
because spoken lectures may not allow time for elaborate notes.

Instead, focus on recording content simply and quickly to create organized, legible notes. Try one of the
following techniques.

General Note-Taking Guidelines

1. Before class, quickly review your notes from the previous class and the assigned reading.
Fixing key terms and concepts in your mind will help you stay focused and pick out the
important points during the lecture.

2. Come prepared with paper, pens, highlighters, textbooks, and any important handouts.
3. Come to class with a positive attitude and a readiness to learn. During class, make a point

of concentrating. Ask questions if you need to. Be an active participant.
4. During class, capture important ideas as concisely as you can. Use words or phrases

instead of full sentences and abbreviate when possible.
5. Visually organize your notes into main topics, subtopics, and supporting points, and show

the relationships between ideas. Leave space if necessary so you can add more details
under important topics or subtopics.

• Record the following:

• Review your notes regularly throughout the semester, not just before exams.
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Modified Outline Format

A modified outline format uses indented spacing to show the hierarchy of ideas without including roman
numerals, lettering, and so forth. Just use a dash or bullet to signify each new point unless your instructor
specifically presents a numbered list of items.

The first example shows notes from a developmental psychology class about an important theorist in this field.
Notice how the line for the main topic is all the way to the left. Subtopics are indented, and supporting details
are indented one level further. These also use abbreviations for terms like development and example.

Idea Mapping

If you discovered in this section that you learn best with visual presentations, you may prefer to use a more
graphic format for notes, such as an idea map. The next example shows how lecture notes could be set up
differently. Although the format is different, the content and organization are the same.
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Charting

If the content of a lecture falls into a predictable, well-organized pattern, you might choose to use a chart
or table to record your notes. This system works best when you already know, either before class or at the
beginning of class, which categories you should include. The next figure shows how this system might be used.
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THEORIST COUNTRY OF ORIGIN YEARS
ACTIVE STAGES OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT

Jean
Piaget Switzerland

1920s
through

1970s

1. sensorimotor (0-2)
2. preoperational (2-7)
3. concrete operational (7-12)
4. formal operational (12-adulthood)

Erik
Erikson

Denmark (studied in Austria, emigrated to US in
1930s)

1930s
through

1980s

1. trust vs. mistrust (infants)
2. autonomy vs. shame and doubt

(toddler)
3. initiative vs. guilt (preschool-K)
4. industry vs. inferiority (elementary

school)
5. identity vs. role confusion (teen years)

***See also stages of adult development

The Cornell Note-Taking System

In addition to the general techniques already described, you might find it useful to practice a specific strategy
known as the Cornell note-taking system. This popular format makes it easy not only to organize information
clearly but also to note key terms and summarize content.

To use the Cornell system, begin by setting up the page with these components:

• The course name and lecture date at the top of the page
• A narrow column (about two inches) at the left side of the page
• A wide column (about five to six inches) on the right side of the page
• A space of a few lines marked off at the bottom of the page

During the lecture, you record notes in the wide column. You can do so using the traditional modified outline
format or a more visual format if you prefer.

Then, as soon as possible after the lecture, review your notes and identify key terms. Jot these down in the
narrow left-hand column. You can use this column as a study aid by covering the notes on the right-hand side,
reviewing the key terms, and trying to recall as much as you can about them so that you can mentally restate
the main points of the lecture. Uncover the notes on the right to check your understanding. Finally, use the
space at the bottom of the page to summarize each page of notes in a few sentences.

Using the Cornell system, notes would look like the following:
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Exercise 3

Over the next few weeks, establish a note-taking system that works for you.

1. If you are not already doing so, try using one of the aforementioned techniques. (Remember that
the Cornell system can be combined with other note-taking formats.)

2. It can take some trial and error to find a note-taking system that works for you. If you find that you
are struggling to keep up with lectures, consider whether you need to switch to a different format
or be more careful about distinguishing key concepts from unimportant details.

3. If you find that you are having trouble taking notes effectively, set up an appointment with your
school’s academic resource center.

Study Skills and Note-taking | 35





SENTENCE GRAMMAR

This chapter is about grammatical correctness at the level of the sentence.
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Introduction to Sentence Grammar

Clear and correct communication is important for all writers, from students to professionals. Whether you are
typing an e-mail or writing an essay, you have the responsibility to present your meaning precisely, and to avoid
the misunderstandings and distractions that result from incorrectness. Writing in complete sentences is one
way to ensure that you communicate well.

Many of the common errors in sentence construction come from problems with one unit of language: clauses.
This means that learning to identify and combine clauses correctly is the most effective means of learning
correct sentence grammar.

In order to learn about clauses, you must first know how to correctly identify subjects and verbs, and doing that
is much more effective after knowing how to identify prepositional phrases. So the beginning of this chapter is
arranged according to this skill progression:

1. Prepositional Phrases
2. Subjects and Verbs
3. Clauses and Combining Clauses
4. Common Sentence Errors
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Prepositional Phrases

Prepositions

Prepositions are orienting words, helping you understand how one word connects to another in time, space,
and relationship. Examples of prepositions:

• above
• after
• as
• below
• from
• in
• of
• to
• under

It can sometimes help to think of a preposition as “anywhere a mouse can go,” such as the following:

• around
• behind
• within
• inside

This “mouse” hint doesn’t always work, though, for the following are also prepositions:

• of
• about
• with
• during
• along
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Below are some of the most common prepositions:

above beneath into till

across beside like toward

against between near under

after beyond off underneath

among by on until

around despite over up

at except past with

before for since without

behind from through

below inside throughout

Prepositional Phrases

A prepositional phrase is a group of words that contains the preposition along with the object of that
preposition. In other words, it is the preposition plus “the what” or “the when” the preposition is directing. In the
prepositional phrase across the table, the preposition is across, and the object of the preposition is the table.

Examples of Prepositional Phrases (with the preposition underlined and the object italicized):

• along the street
• in the cave
• with your friends
• during the storm
• around some zombies
• under the bridge
• through the waterfall
• above the nuclear explosion at the hour of his doom in space right before the commercial

Why start with prepositional phrases if we are learning grammar? Why not start with subjects and verbs? These
are very good questions. It’s true that the ability to identify subjects and verbs is the most fundamental skill for
grammar, but prepositions get in the way. That’s because prepositions can sometimes seem like subjects, and
sometimes seem like verbs, but note the following grammar rules:

• The sentence’s subject will never be inside a prepositional phrase.
• The sentence’s verb will never be inside a prepositional phrase.
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So identifying prepositional phrases allows you to eliminate the wrong answers and distractions, making
identifying the real subjects and verbs much easier.

In the following example, all sorts of words cause distractions in trying to identify the sentence’s subject and
verb:

Above the nuclear explosion at the hour of his doom in space right before the commercial, he
laughed.

But if we cross out the prepositional phrases, which never contain the sentence’s subject or verb, then we can
see the right answers much more easily:

Above the nuclear explosion at the hour of his doom in space right before the commercial, he
laughed.

The only options remaining are he and laughed, which happen to be the sentence’s subject and verb.

The following example includes several sentences, and the prepositional phrases are circled in each.
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Subjects and Verbs

A complete sentence functions by having two parts: a subject and a predicate. The subject is the grammatical
focus, and the predicate is the grammatical statement about that focus. Example:

My neighbor bit my dog.

Here, the subject is My neighbor, which is the grammatical focus of the sentence, and the predicate is bit my
dog, which makes a statement about that focus. The key feature that makes a predicate function–the part that
states something about the subject–is the verb. In this example, the verb is bit. So the fundamental skill in
understanding sentences is the ability to identify subjects and verbs.

For most students, identifying the subject is much easier after first identifying the verb. So to follow that natural
progression of the mind, we will cover verbs first, and subjects second.

Verbs

Everything that is stated about the subject is called the predicate, but for the purpose of identifying how a
sentence works we need only to identify the simple predicate, which is essentially the functioning verb (along
with any of the verb’s auxiliaries, or helping verbs). In the above example, My neighbor bit my dog, the complete
predicate is bit my neighbor, but all we really need to identify is the functioning verb, which is bit.

Verbs come in the form of actions and states of being. Action verbs are words that express some performance
or behavior, such as the following examples:

• ran
• jumped
• thinks
• smile

These are often easier to identify consciously than verbs that express states of being. However, states of
being are extremely common in your own regular talk, especially the verb to be in all its forms (including
contractions):

• is (’s)
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• am (’m)
• are (’re)
• were (’re)
• was
• being
• been
• be

These state-of-being verbs express state of being itself, and they are also called linking verbs since they connect
descriptions to subjects, such as the following examples (verbs underlined):

• He is happy.
• I am lost.
• They’re loud today.
• We were tired after the hike.
• Class was long.

Some verbs can function as actions or as states of being such as the word smell. Example (verbs underlined):

The soup might smell delicious, but I can’t smell it because of my cold.

The first smell is a kind of being, but the second smell is an action. With that said, it is not necessary to
distinguish between these two types of verbs; the important point is simply to know that both can be verbs.

A single functioning verb can actually comprise more than one word. This is because the verb often needs
help from other words, auxiliaries, in order to express grammatical tense or condition. This, again, is common
in your regular talk. You walked yesterday, but tomorrow you will walk, or you might walk. For our purposes, it
is acceptable to identify the verbs in the previous sentence as walked, will walk, and might walk. Each of the
following sentences has a functioning verb that comprises more than one word (verbs underlined):

• I have read his essay.
• He had told me to.
• I will give him feedback.
• He might not have liked it.
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• He is going to call me tomorrow.

Also note that a sentence can have numerous verbs all connected to the same subject, as the examples below
show (verbs underlined):

• College challenges your resolve and expands your mind.
• The monster screamed, fell, and died.

A couple of rules can help avoid some common mistakes in identifying the functioning verb:

1. Any word with –ing added to it at the end is never the functioning verb by itself. It needs either another
word in front of it (such as is or was), or it is simply not the functioning verb.

Examples (verbs underlined):

• Running away from the mob of zombies, he screamed.
• He was looking scared.

In the first sentence, running is a word that adds -ing to the end (-ing is added to run) and it has no other verb
in front of it, so it cannot be the functioning verb. (In this case, it happens to be a type of word called a gerund.)
The functioning verb is screamed. In the second sentence, although looking is not the functioning verb by itself,
it has a verb in front of it, so the pair of words was looking is the verb.

2. Any word that has to right in front of it is never the functioning verb.

Examples (verbs underlined):

• She loves to play virtual reality games.
• She wants to design them too.

In the first sentence, play has to right in front of it, so it cannot be the functioning verb. The correct verb is loves.
In the second sentence, the functioning verb is wants, not design, which has to right in front of it. (In these
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cases, the words with to right in front are a type of word called an infinitive, which is a form of verb that isn’t
functioning.)

Exercise 1

Identify the verbs in the following sentences. Make sure to watch out for prepositional phrases (crossing
them out first helps), and heed the rules above so as to avoid lone words with an added -ing and words
with to right in front.

1. The cat sounds ready to come back inside.
2. We have not eaten dinner yet.
3. It took four people to move the broken-down car.
4. The book was filled with notes from class.
5. We walked from room to room, inspecting for damages.
6. Harold was expecting a package in the mail.
7. The clothes still felt damp even though they had been through the dryer twice.
8. The teacher who runs the studio is often praised for his restoration work on old masterpieces.
9. Singing well takes years of training.

10. To sing well takes years of training.

Subjects

As stated above, the subject is the grammatical focus of the sentence, the part that the sentence makes a
statement about. The general word-order in English is subject first and verb second, so subjects often appear
toward the beginning of sentences, and they are often nouns or pronouns. A noun is a word that identifies
a person, place, thing, or idea, such as doctor, school, cat, table, public speaking, philosophy, or monsters. A
pronoun is a word that replaces a noun, such as I, he, she, it, you, they, or we.

Subjects can come in many forms, which typically fall into the following three categories:

Simple Subjects

1. A common or proper noun can be a subject. Examples with the subject underlined:

◦ The house is empty.
◦ My car needs a new set of tires.
◦ Frogs are raining down from the sky.
◦ New York City faces many challenges.

2. A pronoun can be a subject. Examples with the subject underlined:
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◦ She powerlifts.
◦ They love pizza.
◦ It won’t work.

3. Note that a subject doesn’t have to be just one or two words. A larger group of words can be a subject.
Examples with the subject underlined:

◦ Seventy recent college graduates attended the premier.
◦ Shakespeare’s Globe Theater has an interesting history.

Implied Second Person

1. We often omit the second-person pronoun “you” when we use it as the subject, but it can still be the
subject even if it doesn’t appear in the sentence. Examples:

◦ Shut the front door.
◦ Apply by the end of the calendar year.
◦ See the related entry on person and point-of-view.

In all of these examples, the subject is the implied “you.”

Gerunds

1. Gerunds include actions ending with –ing, which can be subjects. In many ways, when adding -ing to an
action, it ceases to be an action per say and becomes more of an idea, as with a noun: a person, place,
thing, or idea. Examples with the subject underlined:

◦ Running hurts my knees.
◦ Laughing burns calories.
◦ Showing up late reflects poorly on an employee’s performance.

2. Gerunds include state of being ending with –ing, which can be subjects. Again, when -ing is added to the
state of being, it functions more like an idea. Examples with the subject underlined:

◦ Being positive can help your performance.
◦ Feeling anxious is natural.

Compound Subjects: two or more subjects

1. A sentence can have numerous subjects that are each connected to the same verb. Examples with the
subject underlined:

◦ Desmond and Maria have been working on that design for almost a year.
◦ Books, magazines, and online articles are all good resources.

Exercise 2
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Identify the subjects in the following sentence. Make sure to watch out for prepositional phrases
(crossing them out first helps).

1. The gym is open until nine o’clock tonight.
2. After the storm, we went to the store to get some ice.
3. The student with the most extra credit will win a homework pass.
4. Maya and Tia found an abandoned cat by the side of the road.
5. The driver of that pickup truck skidded on the ice.
6. The book is about Oprah.
7. It was an engaging book.
8. The people who work for that company were surprised about the merger.
9. Working in haste means that you are more likely to make mistakes.

10. The soundtrack has over sixty songs in languages from around the world.
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Clauses and Combining Clauses
(Coordination and Subordination)

Once you have the ability to identify subjects and verbs, you can identify clauses, which are fundamental
in identifying complete sentences and in correctly combining sentences. Indeed, for our purposes, the only
point of identifying subjects and verbs is to be able to identify clauses. This is because clauses are the units of
language that writers deal with the most when editing for correct sentence grammar.

Clauses

A clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a functioning verb. Not all groups of words meet this
special qualification. For example, a phrase is a group of words as well, but not all phrases contain subjects and
verbs; some do and some don’t. Yet all clauses do, and any unit of words that contains a subject and a verb is a
clause. Examples of clauses:

• The dog ran.
• if the ceremony ends early
• Voting might be enabling and validating a corrupt system.
• when they found it
• Do elephants have consciousness?

Some clauses can stand alone as complete sentences, but some cannot because they depend on another
clause. That means we have two types of clauses:

1. clauses that are independent
2. clauses that are dependent

The first example above can stand alone as a complete sentence: The dog ran. Thus it is an independent clause.
Examples of independent clauses:

• Some clowns are evil.
• Students often have funny stories to tell.
• Going to college challenges young people in new ways.
• It is good.
• This is an independent clause.
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The second example at the beginning, if the ceremony ends early, cannot stand alone as a sentence even
though it has a subject (the ceremony) and a verb (ends). Thus it is a dependent clause. Examples of dependent
clauses:

• because the monster attacked the city
• after I read that novel
• although the dog ran
• before the store closes
• once you can identify clauses

Notice that a dependent clause always has a certain kind of word in front of the subject-and-verb pair.
This certain kind of word causes a condition of dependence, forcing the clause to sound incomplete and
require another clause. This word is called a subordinating conjunction. The dog ran is independent, but
once you add the subordinating conjunction although, the clause becomes dependent. Readers are forced to
wonder, “Although the dog ran… Although what?” An independent clause would need to be combined to this
dependent clause in order for it to be complete as a sentence.

Exercise 1

Write a couple of clauses of your own in both of these types. Do not combine the clauses yet (the
dependent clauses won’t be complete sentences). For your subject, write about observations or advice
relating to being a college student.

1. Independent Clause
2. Dependent Clause
3. Independent Clause
4. Dependent Clause

Combining Clauses

Once you can identify clauses as either independent or dependent, you can combine them according to the
following rules:

Rule 1: If a dependent clause comes first and an independent clause comes second, combine them with a
comma. The handy notation for this is DEP, IND. Examples:
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• Although the dog ran, it didn’t get very far.
• Once class is over, I’m going to eat a snack.
• Because my boyfriend is a vampire, he cannot work a day job.

Combining clauses in this way is called subordination. The type of sentence that does this is called a complex
sentence.

Rule 2. If an independent clause comes first and a dependent clause comes second, combine them without
adding anything in-between. The handy notation for this is IND DEP. Examples:

• The dog ran because it was scared.
• I’m going to eat a snack once class is over.
• Going to college can be difficult if you also have to work full-time.

Combining clauses in this way is also called subordination. The type of sentence that does this is also called a
complex sentence.

Rule 3: If both clauses are independent, combine them using one of these options:

1. semicolon

◦ Example: He is fast; he can run a mile in five minutes.

2. colon

◦ Example: I have an idea for a new rule: all professors should wear cloaks.

3. comma followed by one of these combining words, also known as coordinating conjunctions (this is the
most common option)

◦ for

▪ Example: I should read that novel, for it will be on the final exam.
◦ and

▪ Example: I studied for the final exam, and I passed it.
◦ nor

▪ Example: I didn’t get enough sleep, nor did I eat breakfast.
◦ but

▪ Example: I studied for the final exam, but I failed it.
◦ or

▪ Example: I will eat lunch after this, or I might take a nap.
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◦ yet

▪ Example: I think I did well on the exam, yet there is no way to know.
◦ so

▪ Example: I studied for the final exam, so I passed it.

These are the only coordinating conjunctions: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so. No other words can apply to this rule.
A common error is to treat a word such as because like a coordinating conjunction, but it is not, so that would
be incorrect.

One way to learn these coordinating conjunctions is to remember the acronym fanboys. Each letter
in fanboys can represent one of the coordinating conjunctions:

For
And
Nor
But
Or
Yet
So

Handy notation for this Rule 3 is as follows:

• IND; IND
• IND: IND
• IND, fanboys IND

Here are further examples of uses of coordinating conjunctions:

Independent Clause Coordinating
Conjunction

Independent
Clause Revised Sentence

I will not be attending the
dance.

for (indicates a
reason or
cause)

I have no one to go
with.

I will not be attending the dance, for I have no one
to go with.

I plan to stay home. and (joins two
ideas)

I will complete an
essay for class.

I plan to stay home, and I will complete an essay
for class.

Jessie isn’t going to be at the
dance.

nor (indicates
a negative)

Tom won’t be there
either.

Jessie isn’t going to be at the dance, nor will Tom
be there.

The fundraisers are hoping
for a record-breaking
attendance.

but (indicates
a contrast)

I don’t think many
people are going.

The fundraisers are hoping for a record-breaking
attendance, but I don’t think many people are
going.

I might go to the next
fundraising event.

or (offers an
alternative)

I might donate
some money to the
cause.

I might go to the next fundraising event, or I
might donate some money to the cause.

My parents are worried that I
am antisocial.

yet (indicates a
reason)

I have many friends
at school.

My parents are worried that I am antisocial, yet I
have many friends at school.

Buying a new dress is
expensive.

so (indicates a
result)

By staying home I
will save money.

Buying a new dress is expensive, so by staying
home I will save money.
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Combining sentences in these ways is called coordination. The type of sentence that does this is called a
compound sentence.

Exercise 2

Correctly combine clauses of your own in each of these ways. Make sure to follow the rules above. For
your subject, write about observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Dependent clause followed by an independent clause
2. Independent clause followed by a dependent clause
3. Two independent clauses combined with a semicolon
4. Two independent clauses combined with a colon
5. Two independent clauses combined with a comma and coordinating conjunction

Relative Clauses

The types of clauses noted above (independent and dependent clauses) are the most important to learn, but
they aren’t the only types of clauses. A relative clause is clause that begins with a relative pronoun, sometimes
even with the relative pronoun as its subject. It gives more information about select nouns.

Relative Pronouns:

• who
• whom
• whose
• that
• which
• where
• when
• what
• why

So a relative clause is a clause that begins with one of these relative pronouns.
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• who likes pizza
• whom I kicked
• that is parked diagonally
• which seems weird

The rules for including and combining relative clauses are brief and simple. And they are less important than
the rules for independent and dependent clauses because fewer readers notice errors with relative clauses, and
such errors are less likely to cause confusion. These are still important to get correct; they’re just less important
than those above. Here are the rules for relative clauses:

When it is needed to clarify the noun, do not put commas around it.

When it isn’t needed to clarify the noun, put commas around it.

Here are examples of when the relative clause is needed to clarify the noun (relative clause underlined):

• The car in the parking lot that has a missing door is parked illegally.
• I want to interview the audience member who is sitting in the back left corner.

Note the lack of commas around the relative clauses since they are needed to clarify which car and which
audience member in these contexts.

Here are examples of when the relative clause is not needed to clarify the noun (relative clause underlined):

• The college president, who recently cooked burgers for the students, cares about campus
morale.

• The Statue of Liberty, which has 162 steps, is a popular national monument.

Note the commas around the relative clauses since they are not needed to clarify which college president and
which Statue of Liberty in these contexts.

Exercise 3
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Write two correct sentences of your own for both of these types of clauses. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. A sentence with a relative clause that is needed (no separation by comma)
2. A sentence with a relative clause that is needed (no separation by comma)
3. A sentence with a relative clause that isn’t needed (separation by comma)
4. A sentence with a relative clause that isn’t needed (separation by comma)
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Common Sentence Errors (Fragment,
Run-on, Comma Splice)

The most common errors in sentence grammar result from the misuse of clauses. This can mean treating an
incomplete or dependent clause as if it were an independent clause, or combining clauses incorrectly. The most
common types of sentence construction errors are fragments, run-on sentences, and comma splices.

Fragments

A fragment is a common error in which an incomplete sentence is presented as if it were complete. Some of
the most common reasons, along with examples and suggested corrections, are as follows:

1. It’s just a phrase, probably one that should have been part of the previous sentence. Examples:

• For example, coyotes, ground hogs, and squirrels.
• Probably due to the weather.
• In some situations, such as operas and city riots.
• However, not nearly as many as you might think.

These fragments can often be fixed by simply attaching them with commas to the complete sentences that
they refer to.

2. It’s only a dependent clause, which cannot stand alone as a sentence. Examples:

• Because kale is healthy.
• Whether you agree or not.
• If my car got stolen.

These fragments can often be fixed by simply by using the rules above for Combining Clauses to attach them
to the sentences they refer to.

3. It has an incorrect or incomplete verb. Examples:
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• He going to school later today.
• They seen that movie.
• The author, after many years and many completed novels, finally his greatest book yet.

Sometimes these fragments merely need the addition of the accidentally omitted verb (as with the third
example). But other times these are caused by a deeper weakness in verb conjugation (as with the first two
examples), which requires time dedicated to careful reading of good prose.

4. It’s missing a grammatical subject. Examples:

• In the movie “The Godfather,” says to keep your enemies closer than your friends.
• After class let out, walked right up to me and laughed.

These fragments are often caused by accidental lapses in focus when drafting and can therefore be fixed by
merely adding the intended subject.

Exercise 1

Correct the following fragments.

1. Working without taking a break. We try to get as much work done as we can in an hour.
2. I needed to bring work home. In order to meet the deadline.
3. Unless the ground thaws before spring break. We won’t be planting any tulips this year.
4. Turning the lights off after he was done in the kitchen. Robert tries to conserve energy whenever

possible.
5. You’ll find what you need if you look. On the shelf next to the potted plant.
6. To find the perfect apartment. Deidre scoured the classifieds each day.
7. In class today told us to submit our essays early.
8. The professor the letter grade of F to all the late essays.
9. If that seems unfair.

10. Isn’t funny.
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Run-on Sentences

A run-on sentence is a common error in which two independent clauses are combined without any
punctuation. Examples of run-on sentences:

• I am afraid of that dog it looks scary.
• It barked I ran.
• I have an idea let’s order pizza.
• Pizza is good tacos are better.

Note that this error has nothing to do with the length of the sentence. There is no grammatical rule against long
sentences. Instead, a run-on sentence is an error of combining complete ideas incorrectly, so a run-on sentence
could be any length, as could a correct sentence.

The ways to fix run-on sentences described in the section Clauses and Combining Clauses. Examples of
corrected sentences:

• I am afraid of that dog; it looks scary.
• It barked, and I ran.
• I have an idea: let’s order pizza.
• Pizza is good, but tacos are better.

Comma Splices

A comma splice is a common error in which two independent clauses are combined only a comma, which
means that the comma is not followed by one of the necessary coordinating conjunctions (for, and, nor, but, or,
yet, so). Examples of comma splices:

• I don’t like studying grammar, it’s too hard.
• I ran, the dog chased me.
• The pizza fell on the floor, the carpet is ruined.

Note that using only a comma is the correct when combining some dependent clauses with independent
clauses. Examples of correct sentences:
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• Because I don’t have to work today, I’m going to play retro video games.
• The newer games make me dizzy, which is why I don’t play them.

The ways to fix run-on sentences described in the section Clauses and Combining Clauses. Examples of
corrected sentences:

• I don’t like studying grammar; it’s too hard.
• I ran, but the dog chased me.
• The pizza fell on the floor; the carpet is ruined.

Exercise 2

Correct the following run-on sentences and comma splices. If the sentence is already correct, write
correct. Make sure to keep the correct versions as single sentences rather than breaking them apart
into separate sentences.

1. Seafood smells weird, I don’t like it.
2. The Ancient Greeks are credited with inventing democracy voting by citizens is its primary

feature.
3. The printer doesn’t work right it just makes weird sounds and shuts off.
4. Thought control can take many forms, censorship, book-burning, and canceling are common

types.
5. The universe might not be infinite, some scientists propose that it is finite like a bubble.
6. In general, the Ancient Greeks spoke Greek the Ancient Romans spoke Latin.
7. My car won’t start, the rain won’t stop.
8. Serpents and dragons appear in many myths and folktales they have powerful effects on the

human mind.
9. I can’t turn it off my phone keeps ringing.

10. Shakespeare, perhaps the world’s greatest writer, is often referred to as the Bard Homer, another
contender for greatest writer, is referred to as the Poet.
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Verb Tense

Verbs take different forms, called tenses, to indicate functions in time. Below is a brief review of the basics, along
with some features of tense that can help you control your writing and avoid errors in tense shifts (see Tense
Shifts below).

Here are the simple tenses, along with two types of examples, regular and irregular verbs:

• regular verb: meaning that a regular -ed can be added to the end of it
• irregular verb: meaning that it takes a different kind of form in some tenses

Simple Tenses Regular Verb Example Irregular Verb Example

Simple Past I walked. He wrote.

Simple Present I walk. He writes.

Simple Future I will walk. He will write.

Notice that the future tense requires the addition of an auxiliary verb, also called a helping verb. “Will” is the
most common auxiliary for creating future tense, but “shall” can also be used in certain circumstances,
depending on emphasis and person/point-of-view, as shown in the table below:

Person/POV Standard Strong Emphasis/Demand

First Person I shall go. I will go.

Second Person You will go. You shall go.

Third Person He will go. He shall go.

Exercise 1

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct form of the verb in simple present, simple
past, or simple future tenses.

1. The Dust Bowl (is, was, will be) a name given to a period of very destructive dust storms that
occurred in the United States during the 1930s.

2. Historians today (consider, considered, will consider) The Dust Bowl to be one of the worst
weather of events in American history.

3. The Dust Bowl mostly (affects, affected, will affect) the states of Kansas, Colorado, Oklahoma,
Texas, and New Mexico.

4. Dust storms (continue, continued, will continue) to occur in these dry regions, but not to the
devastating degree of the 1930s.

5. The dust storms during The Dust Bowl (cause, caused, will cause) irreparable damage to farms
and the environment for a period of several years.

6. When early settlers (move, moved, will move) into this area, they (remove, removed, will remove)
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the natural prairie grasses in order to plant crops and graze their cattle.
7. They did not (realize, realized, will realize) that the grasses kept the soil in place.
8. There (is, was, will be) also a severe drought that (affects, affected, will affect) the region.
9. The worst dust storm (happens, happened, will happen) on April 14, 1935, a day called Black

Sunday.
10. The Dust Bowl era finally came to end in 1939 when the rains (arrive, arrived, will arrive).
11. Dust storms (continue, continued, will continue) to affect the region, but hopefully they will not be

as destructive as the storms of the 1930s.

Irregular verbs can be tricky, and students sometimes need to double-check them when editing, so the
following table can provide some help:
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Simple Present Simple Past Simple Present Simple Past

be was, were lose lost

become became make made

begin began mean meant

blow blew meet met

break broke pay paid

bring brought put put

build built quit quit

burst burst read read

buy bought ride rode

catch caught ring rang

choose chose rise rose

come came run ran

cut cut say said

dive dove (dived) see saw

do did seek sought

draw drew sell sold

drink drank send sent

drive drove set set

eat ate shake shook

fall fell shine shone (shined)

feed fed shrink shrank (shrunk)

feel felt sing sang

fight fought sit sat

find found sleep slept

fly flew speak spoke

forget forgot spend spent

forgive forgave spring sprang

freeze froze stand stood

get got steal stole

give gave strike struck

go went swim swam

grow grew swing swung

have had take took

hear heard teach taught

hide hid tear tore

hold held tell told

hurt hurt think thought

keep kept throw threw

know knew understand understood

lay laid wake woke
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Simple Present Simple Past Simple Present Simple Past

lead led wear wore

leave left win won

let let wind wound

Here are examples of an irregular verb in use:

Present Tense: Lauren keeps all her letters.
Past Tense: Lauren kept all her letters.
Future Tense: Lauren will keep all her letters.

Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct form of the irregular verb in simple present,
simple past, or simple future tense.

1. Marina finally (forgived, forgave, will forgive) her sister for snooping around her room.
2. The house (shook, shaked, shakes) as the airplane rumbled overhead.
3. I (buyed, bought, buy) several items of clothing at the thrift store on Wednesday.
4. She (put, putted, puts) the lotion in her shopping basket and proceeded to the checkout line.
5. The prized goose (layed, laid, lay) several golden eggs last night.
6. Mr. Batista (teached, taught, taughted) the class how to use correct punctuation.
7. I (drink, drank, will drink) several glasses of sparkling cider instead of champagne on New Year’s

Eve next year.
8. Although Hector (growed, grew, grows) three inches in one year, we still called him “Little Hector.”
9. Yesterday our tour guide (lead, led, will lead) us through the maze of people in Times Square.

10. The rock band (burst, bursted, bursts) onto the music scene with their catchy songs.

Exercise 3

Write a sentence using the correct form of the verb tense shown below.

1. Throw (past)
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2. Paint (simple present)
3. Smile (future)
4. Tell (past)
5. Share (simple present)

Infinitives

Note that a verb takes a tense form when functioning in a sentence, or when it is put to use grammatically with
the subject to help form the predicate, which is called conjugation. But verbs can appear in a sentence without
functioning with the subject–without being conjugated. A verb that has not yet been conjugated is called an
infinitive, and it will appear with the word to in front of it, and without any other changes. When we want to
express the notion of a verb without putting it to use with a subject, we use its infinitive. But infinitives will never
be the functioning verb of a sentence. Examples of verbs in their infinitive forms:

• to walk
• to write
• to draw
• to be
• to feel
• to defenestrate

In the following sentence, notice the difference between the functioning verb and the infinitive.

I loved to draw maps as a child.

The subject is I, and the functioning verb is loved, which is a conjugated form (here, the simple past tense) of the
verb to love. But this sentence also includes another verb, which is in its infinitive form: to draw. As noted above,
infinitives do not grammatically connect to the subject (do not predicate of the subject), so they can never be
the functioning verb in a sentence. This is handy to know when identifying functioning verbs in your writing: if
the word to is right in front of a verb, it is never the functioning verb.

Also note that an infinitive is not a prepositional phrase, grammatically speaking, so confusing the two is wrong.
But since neither can contain the functioning verb, if your only goal is to find the functioning verb, you can
safely ignore both without distinguishing them.
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Exercise 4

Identify the infinitives in the following sentences (and see if you can distinguish between infinitives and
prepositional phrases):

1. I hate to say this, but I kind of liked that movie.
2. The trolls come out at night to dance in the moonlight.
3. To live a happy and meaningful life should be my goal.
4. She goes to work to make money.
5. To be or not to be, that is the question.

Other Uses for Present Tense

Present tense has a few other uses than simply expressing the present:

1. Habitual Present: Present tense can be used to express actions that keep continuing. Examples:

• I run the store.
• She talks a lot.

2. Future Present: Present tense can be used to express events scheduled to take place in the future.
Examples:

• We leave in the morning.
• The train arrives in three hours.

3. Historical or Literary Present: Descriptions of events in history or within literature are sometimes
expressed in present tense. This is a stylistic choice—not a grammatical rule. Examples:
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• As soon as Lincoln is shot, the hunt for his assassin begins.
• Hamlet questions the meaning of life.

Other Tenses

Some tenses allow you to indicate a more specific kind of time than the simple tenses. These are called perfect
tenses and progressive tenses, as seen below with examples:

Perfect Tenses Regular Verb Example Irregular Verb Example

Past Perfect I had walked. He had written.

Present Perfect I have walked. He has written.

Future Perfect I will have walked. He will have written.

Progressive Tense Regular Verb Example Irregular Verb Example

Past Progressive I was walking. He was writing.

Present Progressive I am walking. He is writing.

Future Progressive I will be walking. He will be writing.

Past Perfect Progressive I had been walking. He had been writing.

Present Perfect Progressive I have been walking. He has been writing.

Future Perfect Progressive I will have been walking. He will have been writing.

Exercise 5

Using one sentence for each of the tenses listed below, discuss the action of taking a test, using the
verb to take.

• Past Perfect
• Present Perfect
• Future Perfect
• Past Progressive
• Present Progressive
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Tense Shifts

A common error in writing is to shift between different tenses. The most common tense shifts occur between
past and present tense, as in the following example:

The professor walked into the classroom, and then he looks around and says, “Someone is missing.”

Notice that the sentence begins in past tense (“walked”) but then shifts to present tense (“looks” and “says”).
Tense should be consistent as a general rule, so either of the following would be good corrections:

• The professor walked into the classroom, and then he looked around and said, “Someone is
missing.”

• The professor walks into the classroom, and then he looks around and says, “Someone is
missing.”

Exercise 6

Edit the following paragraph by correcting the inconsistent verb tense.

In the Middle Ages, most people lived in villages and work as agricultural laborers, or peasants. Every
village has a “lord,” and the peasants worked on his land. Much of what they produce go to the lord and
his family. What little food was leftover goes to support the peasants’ families. In return for their labor,
the lord offers them protection. A peasant’s day usually began before sunrise and involves long hours of
backbreaking work, which includes plowing the land, planting seeds, and cutting crops for harvesting.
The working life of a peasant in the Middle Ages is usually demanding and exhausting.
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Writing at Work

Read the following excerpt from a work e-mail:

The inconsistent tense in the e-mail will very likely distract the reader from its overall point. Most
likely, your coworkers will not correct your verb tenses or call attention to grammatical errors, but it is
important to keep in mind that errors such as these do have a subtle negative impact in the
workplace.
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Subject-Verb Agreement

Errors with subject-verb agreement are often stigmatizing, which means many readers (especially
professionals, such as professors and employers) will judge such errors more harshly than other grammatical
errors. To add to this severity, subject-verb agreement errors are easy to make even when trying not to, such as
changing some pronouns here and there during revision but forgetting to double-check their verbs. So it is vital
that you become familiar with this error in order to identify and fix it.

Agreement

Agreement in sentence writing refers to the proper grammatical match between words and phrases. Parts of
sentences must agree, or correspond with other parts, in number, person, case, and gender.

• Number. All parts must match in singular or plural forms.
• Person. All parts must match in first person (I), second person (you), or third person (he, she, it,

they) forms.
• Case. All parts must match in subjective (I, you, he, she, it, they, we), objective (me, her, him,

them, us), or possessive (my, mine, your, yours, his, her, hers, their, theirs, our, ours) forms. For
more information on pronoun case agreement.

• Gender. All parts must match in male or female forms.

Subject-verb agreement describes the proper match between subjects and verbs.

Because subjects and verbs are either singular or plural, the subject of a sentence and the verb of a sentence
must agree with each other in number. That is, a singular subject belongs with a singular verb form, and a plural
subject belongs with a plural verb form.

Singular: The cat jumps over the fence.
Plural: The cats jump over the fence.

Regular Verbs

Regular verbs follow a predictable pattern. For example, in the third person singular, regular verbs always end
in -s. Other forms of regular verbs do not end in -s. Study the following regular verb forms in the present tense.
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Singular Form Plural Form

First Person I live. We live.

Second Person You live. You live.

Third Person He/She/It lives. They live.

.

Singular: I read every day.

Plural: We read every day.

In these sentences, the verb form stays the same for the first person singular and the first person plural.

Singular: You stretch before you go to bed.
Plural: You stretch before every game.

In these sentences, the verb form stays the same for the second person singular and the second person plural.
In the singular form, the pronoun you refers to one person. In the plural form, the pronoun you refers to a group
of people, such as a team.

Singular: My mother walks to work every morning.

In this sentence, the subject is mother. Because the sentence only refers to one mother, the subject is singular.
The verb in this sentence must be in the third person singular form.

Plural: My friends like the same music as I do.

In this sentence, the subject is friends. Because this subject refers to more than one person, the subject is plural.
The verb in this sentence must be in the third person plural form.

70 | Subject-Verb Agreement



Tip

Many singular subjects can be made plural by adding an -s. Most regular verbs in the present tense
end with an –s in the third person singular. This does not make the verbs plural.

Singular subject, singular verb: The cat races across the yard.
Plural subject, plural verb: The cats race across the yard.

Exercise 1

Select the correct verb form for each of the following sentences.

1. I (brush/brushes) my teeth twice a day.
2. You (wear/wears) the same shoes every time we go out.
3. He (kick/kicks) the soccer ball into the goal.
4. She (watch/watches) foreign films.
5. Catherine (hide/hides) behind the door.
6. We (want/wants) to have dinner with you.
7. You (work/works) together to finish the project.
8. They (need/needs) to score another point to win the game.
9. It (eat/eats) four times a day.

10. David (fix/fixes) his own motorcycle.

Irregular Verbs

Not all verbs follow a predictable pattern. These verbs are called irregular verbs. Some of the most common
irregular verbs are be, have, and do. Learn the forms of these verbs in the present tense to avoid errors in
subject-verb agreement.

Be

Study the different forms of the verb to be in the present tense. For more information, see the section To Be.

Subject-Verb Agreement | 71



Singular Form Plural Form

First Person I am. We are.

Second Person You are. You are.

Third Person He/She/It is. They are.

Have

Study the different forms of the verb to have in the present tense.

Singular Form Plural Form

First Person I have. We have.

Second Person You have. You have.

Third Person He/She/It has. They have.

Do

Study the different forms of the verb to do in the present tense.

Singular Form Plural Form

First Person I do. We do.

Second Person You do. You do.

Third person He/She/It does. They do.

Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by writing the correct present tense form of be, have, or do.

1. I ________ sure that you will succeed.
2. They ________ front-row tickets to the show.
3. He ________ a great Elvis impersonation.
4. We ________ so excited to meet you in person!
5. She ________ a fever and a sore throat.
6. You ________ not know what you are talking about.
7. You ________ all going to pass this class.
8. She ________ not going to like that.
9. It ________ appear to be the right size.

10. They ________ ready to take this job seriously.
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Errors in Subject-Verb Agreement

Errors in subject-verb agreement are common in the following cases:

• a sentence contains a compound subject
• the subject of the sentence is distant from the verb
• the subject of the sentence is an indefinite pronoun, such as anyone or everyone
• the subject of the sentence is a collective noun, such as team or organization
• the subject appears after the verb

Recognizing the sources of common errors in subject-verb agreement will help you avoid these errors in your
writing. This section covers the subject-verb agreement errors in more detail.

Compound Subjects

A compound subject is formed by two or more nouns and the coordinating conjunctions and, or, or nor. A
compound subject can be made of singular subjects, plural subjects, or a combination of singular and plural
subjects.

Compound subjects combined with and take a plural verb form.

Two singular subjects: Alicia and Miguel ride their bikes to the beach.
Two plural subjects: The girls and the boys ride their bikes to the beach.
Singular and plural subjects: Alicia and the boys ride their bikes to the beach.

Compound subjects combined with or and nor are treated separately. The verb must agree with the subject
that is nearest to the verb.

Two singular subjects: Neither Elizabeth nor Rianna wants to eat at that restaurant.
Two plural subjects: Neither the kids nor the adults want to eat at that restaurant.
Singular and plural subjects: Neither Elizabeth nor the kids want to eat at that restaurant.
Plural and singular subjects: Neither the kids nor Elizabeth wants to eat at that restaurant.

Two singular subjects: Either you or Jason takes the furniture out of the garage.
Two plural subjects: Either you or the twins take the furniture out of the garage.
Singular and plural subjects: Either Jason or the twins take the furniture out of the garage.
Plural and singular subjects: Either the twins or Jason takes the furniture out of the garage.
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Tip

If you can substitute the word they for the compound subject, then the sentence takes the third
person plural verb form.

Distance Between Subjects and Verbs

As you read or write, you may come across a sentence that contains a phrase or clause that keeps the subject
distant from the verb. Often, prepositional phrases or dependent clauses add more information to the sentence
and appear between the subject and the verb. However, the subject and the verb must still agree.

If you have trouble finding the subject and verb, cross out or ignore the phrases and clauses that begin
with prepositions or dependent words. The subject of a sentence will never be in a prepositional phrase or
dependent clause.

The following are each an example of a subject and verb separated by a prepositional phrase:

The students with the best grades win the academic awards.
The puppy under the table is my favorite.

The following are each an example of a subject and verb separated by a dependent clause:

The car that I bought has power steering and a sunroof.
The representatives who are courteous sell the most tickets.

Indefinite Pronouns

Indefinite pronouns refer to an unspecified person, thing, or number. When an indefinite pronoun serves as the
subject of a sentence, you will often use a singular verb form.

However, keep in mind that exceptions arise. Some indefinite pronouns may require a plural verb form. To
determine whether to use a singular or plural verb with an indefinite pronoun, consider the noun that the
pronoun would refer to. If the noun is plural, then use a plural verb with the indefinite pronoun. View the chart
to see a list of common indefinite pronouns and the verb forms they agree with.

74 | Subject-Verb Agreement



Indefinite Pronouns That Always Take a Singular Verb Indefinite Pronouns That Can Take a Singular or Plural Verb

anybody, anyone, anything All

each Any

everybody, everyone, everything None

much Some

many

nobody, no one, nothing

somebody, someone, something

Singular: Everybody in the kitchen sings along when that song comes on the radio.

The indefinite pronoun everybody takes a singular verb form because everybody refers to a group performing
the same action as a single unit.

Plural: All the people in the kitchen sing along when that song comes on the radio.

The indefinite pronoun all takes a plural verb form because all refers to the plural noun people. Because people
is plural, all is plural.

Singular: All the cake is on the floor.

In this sentence, the indefinite pronoun all takes a singular verb form because all refers to the singular noun
cake. Because cake is singular, all is singular.

Collective Nouns

A collective noun is a noun that identifies more than one person, place, or thing and considers those people,
places, or things one singular unit. Because collective nouns are counted as one, they are singular and require
a singular verb. Some commonly used collective nouns are group, team, army, flock, family, and class.

Singular: The class is going on a field trip.

In this sentence, class is a collective noun. Although the class consists of many students, the class is treated as
a singular unit and requires a singular verb form.
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The Subject Follows the Verb

You may encounter sentences in which the subject comes after the verb instead of before the verb. In other
words, the subject of the sentence may not appear where you expect it to appear. To ensure proper subject-verb
agreement, you must correctly identify the subject and the verb.

Here or There

In sentences that begin with here or there, the subject follows the verb.

Here is my wallet!
There are thirty dolphins in the water.

If you have trouble identifying the subject and the verb in sentences that start with here or there; it may help to
reverse the order of the sentence so the subject comes first.

My wallet is here!
Thirty dolphins are in the water.

Questions

When you ask questions, a question word (who, what, where, when, why, or how) appears first. The verb and
then the subject follow.

Who are the people you are related to?
When am I going to go to the grocery store?

Exercise 3

Correct the errors in subject-verb agreement in the following sentences. If there are no errors in
subject-verb agreement, write correct.

1. My dog and cats chases each other all the time.
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___________________________________________________________

2. The books that are in my library is the best I have ever read.

___________________________________________________________

3. Everyone are going to the concert except me.

___________________________________________________________

4. My family are moving to California.

___________________________________________________________

5. Here is the lake I told you about.

___________________________________________________________

6. There is the newspapers I was supposed to deliver.

___________________________________________________________

7. Which room is bigger?

___________________________________________________________

8. When are the movie going to start?

___________________________________________________________

9. My sister and brother cleans up after themselves.

___________________________________________________________

10. Some of the clothes is packed away in the attic.

___________________________________________________________

Exercise 4

Correct the errors in subject-verb agreement in the following paragraph.

Dear Hiring Manager,
I feels that I am the ideal candidate for the receptionist position at your company. I has three
years of experience as a receptionist in a company that is similar to yours. My phone skills and
written communication is excellent. These skills, and others that I have learned on the job, helps
me understand that every person in a company helps make the business a success. At my current
job, the team always say that I am very helpful. Everyone appreciate when I go the extra mile to
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get the job done right. My current employer and coworkers feels that I am an asset to the team. I
is efficient and organized. Is there any other details about me that you would like to know? If so,
please contact me. Here are my résumé. You can reach me by e-mail or phone. I looks forward to
speaking with you in person.
Thanks,
Felicia Fellini

Writing at Work

Imagine that you are a prospective client and that you saw the above ad online. Would you call Terra
Services to handle your next project? Probably not! Mistakes in subject-verb agreement can cost a
company business. Paying careful attention to grammatical details ensures professionalism that
clients will recognize and respect.
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Person or Point-of-View

Person, also called point-of-view, is the grammatical mode a piece of writing takes to identify participants,
generally by staying consistent with one form of personal pronoun, such as I, you, or they. In English, there are
three options for person/point-of-view:

• First person: The author makes direct self-references.
• Second person: The author makes direct-address references to the reader.
• Third person: The author references others indirectly, typically as a non-participant.

See the table below for the pronouns associated with each person/point-of-view:

Singular Plural

First-person pronouns I, me, my, mine we, us, our, ours

Second-person pronouns you, your, yours you, your, yours

Third-person pronouns he, she, it, him, her, his, hers, its they, them, their, theirs

(Note that third-person is the standard form for discussing anything except yourself and the reader. For
example, the following terms are third-person: everyone, nobody, dogs, chairs, spaghetti.)

A common error in writing is to shift between the three forms of person in an uncontrolled or unclear way.

As an example of this common error, notice the shift in the following
sentence from third-person to second-person:

Incorrect: When students hope for an easy teacher, you better be careful what you wish for.

This sentence shifts from third-person (“students”) to second-person (“you”). It should be revised for consistency
in person, in either way:

Correct: When students hope for an easy teacher, they better be careful what they wish for.

Correct: When you hope for an easy teacher, you better be careful what you wish for.

Notice that consistency and clarity are the aims here. More important than which type of pronouns you use
is that you stay consistent with them once you’ve chosen them, and that you choose the clearest ones. But
students often come to college with a more specific question regarding this:

Are you allowed to use I or you in a college essay?

The short answer is yes. Successful student essays often use first- or second-person. Professional, expert, and
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awarded writers use them all the time. Likewise, this textbook uses them throughout. Referring directly to the
reader or to oneself is an extremely important and effective writing tool. Indeed, using personal pronouns–or
any other words in the English language–is never wrong in-and-of itself if the words in questions are the most
effective choices to express exactly what you mean. However, the problems come when (1) the use of I or you
shifts and (2) when the the use of I or you adds unnecessary phrases. Both of these problems create confusion
and distraction, causing the writing to become uncontrolled or unclear.

These problems are made worse by the fact that these errors are extremely easy to make, and avoiding them
requires careful decision-making, subtle awareness, and disciplined editing. Therefore, some instructors find
it best to avoid these problems by forbidding the use of first- or second-person in their students’ essays. If
this is the case for you as a student writer, follow your instructor’s rule on that just as you would follow any
other guideline on an assignment. The truth is that a proficient writers should have the ability to adapt their
expressions to all manner parameters and contexts, for, as always, your writing decisions should be guided by
subject, audience, and purpose.

Shifts in Person

The obvious problems with shifting in person/point-of-view are illustrated above. You can notice quickly enough
that the following sentence starts in third-person (“students”) and then shifts to second-person (“you”), which
adds needless confusion: “When students hope for an easy teacher, you better be careful what you wish for.” In
fact, this shift is obvious enough that some automated grammar-checkers can catch it.

But the more complex problems come about when the shifts are subtle: when the pronouns are consistent, but
the references to participants still shift. As a subtle example of this error of shifting in person, look carefully at
the following sentence:

You have no idea how difficult it is to be a pregnant teen in high school, because as soon as you find
out you’re pregnant, it’s like the whole world turns against you.

Notice that the whole sentence remains in second-person, which might seem consistent, but then notice
whom the writer means with the pronoun “you.” At first, the writer means “you, the reader,” someone who
hasn’t been pregnant in high school. Then with the same word the writer means a different kind of person, “you,
the pregnant teen.” This is a shift in the use of person, and it creates confusion.

Controlling the use of person/point-of-view at this level of subtly requires careful awareness and rigor. Again,
this is one reason some instructors ban such pronouns.

Needless Phrases

The use of first-person and second-person often tempts students into adding phrases to their sentences that
are needless and distracting. This is especially true when stating claims, such as thesis statements and topic
sentences.
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Bad Example:

I think that the two-party political system in America should be changed.

Since this is trying to make a claim about the two-party system, not about the writer’s own mindset, the phrase
“I think that” is needless and should be cut:

Good Example:

The two-party political system in America should be changed.

This problem can get worse: such needless phrases can hide that fact that a sentence has failed to make a claim
at all:

Bad Example:

In my essay, I am going to tell you about the two-party political system in America.

At first, this might sound like it makes a claim, but if you remove the needless first-person self-references, you
can see that it in fact fails to make a claim. All that the sentence really says is this:

the two-party political system in America

This fragment needs additional statements in order to make a claim just as it did before cutting the needless
phrases, but at least now that need is more obvious and can be more easily noticed and revised. Thus, revising
with a close eye on person/point-of-view usage can be a key strategy to improving writing quality.
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PUNCTUATION AND TYPOGRAPHY

This chapter is about correctness and clarity at the level of punctuation and typographical format.
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Capitalization

Text messages, casual e-mails, and instant messages often ignore the rules of capitalization. In fact, it can seem
unnecessary to capitalize in these contexts. In more formal communication, however, correct capitalization is
vital.

Capitalize the First Word of a Sentence

Incorrect: the museum has a new butterfly exhibit.
Correct: The museum has a new butterfly exhibit.
Incorrect: cooking can be therapeutic.
Correct: Cooking can be therapeutic.

Capitalize Proper Nouns

Proper nouns—the names of specific people, places, objects, streets, buildings, events, or titles of
individuals—are always capitalized.

Incorrect: He grew up in harlem, new york.
Correct: He grew up in Harlem, New York.
Incorrect: The sears tower in chicago has a new name.
Correct: The Sears Tower in Chicago has a new name.

Tip

Capitalize nationalities, races, languages, and religions. For example, American, African American,
Hispanic, Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, and so on.
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Do not capitalize common nouns, which are the nouns for people, places, things, buildings, events, titles, and
ideas when the noun is used in general or common way. See the following chart for the difference between
proper nouns and common nouns. (Note that other rules override this, such as the rule to capitalize the first
letter of a sentence.)

Common Noun Proper Noun

museum The Art Institute of Chicago

theater Apollo Theater

country Malaysia

uncle Uncle Javier

doctor Dr. Jackson

book Pride and Prejudice

college Smith College

war the Spanish-American War

historical event The Renaissance

Exercise 1

Write proper nouns for each common noun that is listed. The first one in each has been done for you.

Common noun: river

1. Mississippi
2.
3.
4.
5.

Common noun: musician

1. Ronnie James Dio
2.
3.
4.
5.

Common noun: magazine

1. Fangoria
2.
3.
4.
5.
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Capitalize Days of the Week, Months of the Year, and Holidays

Incorrect: On wednesday, I will be traveling to Austin for a music festival.
Correct: On Wednesday, I will be traveling to Austin for a music festival.
Incorrect: The fourth of july is my favorite holiday.
Correct: The Fourth of July is my favorite holiday.

Capitalize Titles

For titles of works, such as articles, books, movies, songs–even your own essays in your classes–capitalize the
first letter of each word, except for prepositions and articles that appear in-between the first and last words.

Incorrect: The novel We have always lived in the castle by Shirley Jackson is one of my favorites.
Correct: The novel We Have Always Lived in the Castle by Shirley Jackson is one of my favorites.

Exercise 2

Edit the following sentences by correcting the capitalization of the titles or names.

1. The prince of england enjoys playing polo.
2. “Ode to a nightingale” is a sad poem.
3. My sister loves to read magazines such as the new yorker.
4. The house on Mango street is an excellent novel written by Sandra Cisneros.
5. My physician, dr. alvarez, always makes me feel comfortable in her office.

Exercise 3

Edit the following paragraphs by correcting the capitalization.

david grann’s the lost City of Z mimics the snake-like winding of the amazon River. The three
distinct Stories that are introduced are like twists in the River. First, the Author describes his own
journey to the amazon in the present day, which is contrasted by an account of percy fawcett’s
voyage in 1925 and a depiction of James Lynch’s expedition in 1996. Where does the river lead
these explorers? the answer is one that both the Author and the reader are hungry to discover.
The first lines of the preface pull the reader in immediately because we know the author, david
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grann, is lost in the amazon. It is a compelling beginning not only because it’s thrilling but also
because this is a true account of grann’s experience. grann has dropped the reader smack in
the middle of his conflict by admitting the recklessness of his decision to come to this place.
the suspense is further perpetuated by his unnerving observation that he always considered
himself A Neutral Witness, never getting personally involved in his stories, a notion that is swiftly
contradicted in the opening pages, as the reader can clearly perceive that he is in a dire
predicament—and frighteningly involved.

Writing at Work

Using all capital letters in a message comes across like shouting. In addition, all capital letters are
actually more difficult to read and may annoy the reader. To avoid “shouting” at or annoying your
reader, follow the rules of capitalization and find other ways to emphasize your point.
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Commas

One of the punctuation clues to reading you may encounter is the comma. The comma is a punctuation mark
that indicates a pause in a sentence or a separation of things in a list. Commas can be used in a variety of ways.
Look at some of the following sentences to see how you might use a comma when writing a sentence.

• Introductory word: Personally, I think the practice is helpful.
• Lists: The barn, the tool shed, and the back porch were destroyed by the wind.
• Coordinating adjectives: He was tired, hungry, and late.
• Conjunctions in compound sentences: The bedroom door was closed, so the children knew their mother

was asleep.
• Interrupting words: I knew where it was hidden, of course, but I wanted them to find it themselves.
• Quotations: Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”
• Dates, addresses, greetings, and letters: The letter was postmarked December 8, 1945.

Commas After an Introductory Word or Phrase

You may notice a comma that appears near the beginning of the sentence, usually after a word or phrase. This
comma lets the reader know where the introductory word or phrase ends and the main sentence begins.

Without spoiling the surprise, we need to tell her to save the date.

In this sentence, without spoiling the surprise is an introductory phrase, while we need to tell her to save
the date is the main sentence. Notice how they are separated by a comma. When only an introductory word
appears in the sentence, a comma also follows the introductory word.

Ironically, she already had plans for that day.

Exercise 1

Look for the introductory word or phrase. Copy the sentence and add a comma to correct the sentence.

1. Suddenly the dog ran into the house.
2. In the blink of an eye the kids were ready to go to the movies.
3. Confused he tried opening the box from the other end.
4. Every year we go camping in the woods.
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5. Without a doubt green is my favorite color.
6. Hesitating she looked back at the directions before proceeding.
7. Fortunately the sleeping baby did not stir when the doorbell rang.
8. Believe it or not the criminal was able to rob the same bank three times.

Commas in a List of Items

When you want to list several nouns in a sentence, you separate each word with a comma. This allows the
reader to pause after each item and identify which words are included in the grouping. When you list items in a
sentence, put a comma after each noun, then add the word and before the last item. However, you do not need
to include a comma after the last item.

We’ll need to get flour, tomatoes, and cheese at the store.

The pizza will be topped with olives, peppers, and pineapple chunks.

Commas and Coordinating Adjectives

You can use commas to list both adjectives and nouns. A string of adjectives that describe a noun are called
coordinating adjectives. These adjectives come before the noun they modify and are separated by commas.
One important thing to note, however, is that unlike listing nouns, the word and does not always need to be
before the last adjective.

It was a bright, windy, clear day.

Our kite glowed red, yellow, and blue in the morning sunlight.

He told us a strange, disturbing story.

But note that commas should not be used when the adjectives modify the noun in different ways, nor when
the adjective modifies a phrase that contains its own adjective.
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He wore a dark blue coat.

They have a strict no-hats rule.

Helpful hint: If you could sensibly add and between the adjectives, use a comma. But if you could not sensibly
add and between them, do not use a comma.

You can sensibly add and: He told us a strange [and] disturbing story.

So you should use a comma between adjectives: He told us a strange, disturbing story.

You cannot sensibly add and: He wore a dark [and] blue coat.

So you should not use a comma between adjectives: He wore a dark blue coat.

You cannot sensibly add and: They have a strict [and] no-hats rule.

So you should not use a comma between adjectives: They have a strict no-hats rule.

Exercise 2

Use what you have learned so far about comma use to add commas to the following sentences.

1. Monday Tuesday and Wednesday are all booked with meetings.
2. It was a quiet uneventful unproductive day.
3. We’ll need to prepare statements for the Franks Todds and Smiths before their portfolio reviews

next week.
4. Michael Nita and Desmond finished their report last Tuesday.
5. With cold wet aching fingers he was able to secure the sails before the storm.
6. He wrote his name on the board in clear precise delicate letters.
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Commas Before Conjunctions in Compound Sentences

Commas are sometimes used to separate two independent clauses. The comma comes after the first
independent clause and is followed by a coordinating conjunction: for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so. For more
information on these, see the section Clauses and Combining Clauses.

He missed class today, and he thinks he will be out tomorrow, too.

He says his fever is gone, but he is still very tired.

Exercise 3

Correctly combine the two independent clauses with a comma and a coordinating conjunction.

1. The presentation was scheduled for Monday. The weather delayed the presentation for four days.

________________________________________________________________

2. He wanted a snack before bedtime. He ate some fruit.

________________________________________________________________

3. The patient is in the next room. I can hardly hear anything.

________________________________________________________________

4. We could go camping for vacation. We could go to the beach for vacation.

________________________________________________________________

5. I want to get a better job. I am taking courses at night.

________________________________________________________________

6. I cannot move forward on this project. I cannot afford to stop on this project.

________________________________________________________________

7. Patrice wants to stop for lunch. We will take the next exit to look for a restaurant.

________________________________________________________________

8. I’ve got to get this paper done. I have class in ten minutes.

________________________________________________________________

9. The weather was clear yesterday. We decided to go on a picnic.

________________________________________________________________
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10. I have never dealt with this client before. I know Leonardo has worked with them. Let’s ask
Leonardo for his help.

________________________________________________________________

Commas Before and After Interrupting Words

In conversations, you might interrupt your train of thought by giving more details about what you are talking
about. In a sentence, you might interrupt your train of thought with a word or phrase called interrupting words.
Interrupting words can come at the beginning or middle of a sentence. When the interrupting words appear at
the beginning of the sentence, a comma appears after the word or phrase.

If you can believe it, people once thought the sun and planets orbited around Earth.

Luckily, some people questioned that theory.

When interrupting words come in the middle of a sentence, they are separated from the rest of the sentence
by commas. You can determine where the commas should go by looking for the part of the sentence that is not
essential for the sentence to make sense.

An Italian astronomer, Galileo, proved that Earth orbited the sun.

We have known, for hundreds of years now, that the Earth and other planets exist in a solar system.

Exercise 4

Copy the sentence and insert commas to separate the interrupting words from the rest of the
sentence.

1. I asked my neighbors the retired couple from Florida to bring in my mail.
2. Without a doubt his work has improved over the last few weeks.
3. Our professor Mr. Alamut drilled the lessons into our heads.
4. The meeting is at noon unfortunately which means I will be late for lunch.
5. We came in time for the last part of dinner but most importantly we came in time for dessert.
6. All of a sudden our network crashed and we lost our files.
7. Alex hand the wrench to me before the pipe comes loose again.
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Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Commas Before quotations

Use a comma when introducing a quotation with an introductory tag.

Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”

The author argues, “Voting enables a corrupt system by allowing it a sense of legitimacy.”

Commas should not be used when blending the quotation into your own sentence. For more information, see
the chapter MLA Format.

Commas in Dates, Addresses, and the Greetings and Closings of Letters

You also use commas when you write the date, such as in cover letters and e-mails. Commas are used when you
write the date, when you include an address, and when you greet someone.

If you are writing out the full date, add a comma after the day and before the year. You do not need to add a
comma when you write the month and day or when you write the month and the year. If you need to continue
the sentence after you add a date that includes the day and year, add a comma after the end of the date.

The letter is postmarked May 4, 2001.

Her birthday is May 5.

He visited the country in July 2009.

I registered for the conference on March 7, 2010, so we should get our tickets soon.

You also use commas when you include addresses and locations. When you include an address in a sentence,
be sure to place a comma after the street and after the city. Do not place a comma between the state and the
zip code. Like a date, if you need to continue the sentence after adding the address, simply add a comma after
the address.
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We moved to 4542 Boxcutter Lane, Hope, Missouri 70832.

After moving to Boston, Massachusetts, Eric used public transportation to get to work.

Greetings are also separated by commas. When you write an e-mail or a letter, you add a comma after the
greeting word or the person’s name. You also need to include a comma after the closing, which is the word or
phrase you put before your signature.

Hello,
I would like more information about your job posting.
Thank you,
Anita Al-Sayf

Dear Mrs. Al-Sayf,
Thank you for your letter. Please read the attached document for details.
Sincerely,
Jack Fromont

Exercise 5

Use what you have learned about using commas to edit the following letter.

March 27 2010
Alexa Marché
14 Taylor Drive Apt. 6
New Castle Maine 90342
Dear Mr. Timmons
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I am available on Monday the fifth. I can stop by your
office at any time. Is your address still 7309 Marcourt Circle #501? Please get back to me at your
earliest convenience.
Thank you
Alexa
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Exercise 6

Use what you have learned about comma usage to edit the following paragraphs.

1. My brother Nathaniel is a collector of many rare unusual things. He has collected lunch boxes
limited edition books and hatpins at various points of his life. His current collection of unusual
bottles has over fifty pieces. Usually he sells one collection before starting another.

2. Our meeting is scheduled for Thursday March 20. In that time we need to gather all our
documents together. Alice is in charge of the timetables and schedules. Tom is in charge of
updating the guidelines. I am in charge of the presentation. To prepare for this meeting please
print out any e-mails faxes or documents you have referred to when writing your sample.

3. It was a cool crisp autumn day when the group set out. They needed to cover several miles before
they made camp so they walked at a brisk pace. The leader of the group Garth kept checking his
watch and their GPS location. Isabelle Raoul and Maggie took turns carrying the equipment while
Carrie took notes about the wildlife they saw. As a result no one noticed the darkening sky until
the first drops of rain splattered on their faces.

4. Please have your report complete and filed by April 15 2010. In your submission letter please
include your contact information the position you are applying for and two people we can contact
as references. We will not be available for consultation after April 10 but you may contact the
office if you have any questions. Thank you HR Department.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.
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Semicolons

Another punctuation mark that you will encounter is the semicolon (;). Like most punctuation marks, the
semicolon can be used in a variety of ways. The semicolon indicates a break in a sentence, but functions
differently than a period or a comma.

Semicolons to Join Two Independent Clauses

Use a semicolon to combine two closely related independent clauses. Relying on a period to separate the
related clauses into two shorter sentences is technically correct, but in some cases it could make the idea seem
disconnected unintentionally. Using a comma would create a error called a comma splice (see the section
Common Sentence Errors for more information).

Correct: Be sure to wear clean, well-pressed clothes to the interview; appearances are important.

Correct but disconnected: Be sure to wear clean, well-pressed clothes to the interview. Appearances
are important.

Incorrect: Be sure to wear clean, well-pressed clothes to the interview, appearances are important.

In this case, writing the independent clauses as two sentences separated by a period is correct. However, using
a semicolon to combine the clauses can help you add variety to your sentence lengths and structures while
preserving the connection of ideas.

Semicolons to Join Items in a List

You can also use a semicolon to join items in a list when the items in the list already include commas.
Semicolons help the reader distinguish between such items in the list.

Correct: The color combinations we can choose from are black, white, and grey; green, brown, and
black; or red, green, and brown.

Incorrect: The color combinations we can choose from are black, white, and grey, green, brown, and
black, or red, green, and brown.

By using semicolons in this sentence, the reader can easily distinguish between the three sets of colors.
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Exercise 1

Correct the following sentences by adding semicolons. If the sentence is correct as it is, write OK.

1. I did not notice that you were in the office I was behind the front desk all day.
2. Do you want turkey, spinach, and cheese roast beef, lettuce, and cheese or ham, tomato, and

cheese?
3. Please close the blinds there is a glare on the screen.
4. Unbelievably, no one was hurt in the accident.
5. I cannot decide if I want my room to be green, brown, and purple green, black, and brown or

green, brown, and dark red.
6. Let’s go for a walk the air is so refreshing.
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Colons

The colon (:) is a punctuation mark used to indicate an introduction to something. It can be used to introduce an
independent clause (and thereby combine two independent clauses), or other items such as lists, quotations,
examples, or explanations.

Colons to Combine Independent Clauses

When one independent clause introduces another, the best punctuation for combining them is a colon.
Leaving them as two separate sentences can confuse readers through unintended disconnection. Using just
a comma is an error called a comma splice (see the section Common Sentence Errors for more information).
Examples:

I have an idea: let’s order pizza.

The English language changes more than others, such as French, for one key reason: the culture of
the English language encourages innovation.

In these examples, the clauses on either side of the colon are independent and could stand alone as separate
sentences, but one introduces the other, so combining them with a colon is the best choice here.

Colons to Introduce Letters

You can use a colon after the greeting in business letters and memos.

Dear Hiring Manager:

To: Human Resources

From: Deanna Dean

Colons to Introduce a List

Use a colon to introduce a list of items. Introduce the list with an independent clause.
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The team will tour three states: New York, Pennsylvania, and Maryland.

I have to take four classes this semester: Composition, Statistics, Ethics, and Italian.

Colons to Introduce a Quotation

You can use a colon to introduce a quotation.

Mark Twain said it best: “When in doubt, tell the truth.”

See more information on formatting quotations in the chapter MLA format.

Colons to Introduce Examples or Explanations

Use a colon to introduce an example or to further explain an idea presented in the first part of a sentence. The
first part of the sentence must always be an independent clause. Do not use a colon after phrases like such as
or for example.

Correct: Our company offers many publishing services: writing, editing, and reviewing.

Incorrect: Our company offers many publishing services, such as: writing, editing, and reviewing.

Exercise 1

Correct the following sentences by adding semicolons or colons where needed. If the sentence does
not need a semicolon or colon, write correct.

1. Don’t give up you never know what tomorrow brings.

________________________________________________________________

2. Our records show that the patient was admitted on March 9, 2010 January 13, 2010 and November
16, 2009.

________________________________________________________________
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3. Allow me to introduce myself I am the greatest ice-carver in the world.

________________________________________________________________

4. Where I come from there are three ways to get to the grocery store by car, by bus, and by foot.

________________________________________________________________

5. Listen closely you will want to remember this speech.

________________________________________________________________

6. I have lived in Sedona, Arizona Baltimore, Maryland and Knoxville, Tennessee.

________________________________________________________________

7. The boss’s message was clear lateness would not be tolerated.

________________________________________________________________

8. Next semester, we will read some more contemporary authors, such as Vonnegut, Miller, and
Orwell.

________________________________________________________________

9. My little sister said what we were all thinking “We should have stayed home.”

________________________________________________________________

10. Trust me I have done this before.

________________________________________________________________
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Quotation Marks

Quotation marks (“ ”) set off a group of words from the rest of the text. Use quotation marks to indicate direct
quotations of another person’s words or to indicate a title of an article or essay. Quotation marks always appear
in pairs.

Direct Quotations

A direct quotation is an exact account of what someone said or wrote. To include a direct quotation in your
writing, enclose the words in quotation marks. An indirect quotation is a restatement of what someone said or
wrote, also known as paraphrasis. Indirectly quoting, or paraphrasing, does not use the person’s exact words. Do
not use quotation marks for paraphrasing (but make sure to cite the source in MLA format just as you would a
quotation).

Direct quotation: Carly said, “I’m not ever going back there again.”

Indirect quotation/paraphrasis: Carly said that she would never return.

Use commas between identifying words and quotes. Quotation marks must be placed after commas and
periods. Place quotation marks after question marks and exclamation points only if the question or exclamation
is part of the quoted text.

Question is part of quoted text: The new employee asked, “When is lunch?”

Question is not part of quoted text: Did you hear her say you were “the next Picasso”?

Exclamation is part of quoted text: My supervisor beamed, “Thanks for all of your hard work!”

Exclamation is not part of quoted text: He said I “single-handedly saved the company thousands of
dollars”!

Quotations Within Quotations

Use apostrophes (‘ ’) to show a quotation within in a quotation.

Theresa said, “I wanted to take my dog to the festival, but the man at the gate said, ‘No dogs allowed.’”

“When you say, ‘I can’t help it,’ what exactly does that mean?”
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“The instructions say, ‘Tighten the screws one at a time.’”

Titles

Use quotation marks around titles of short works that are published or produced, such as essays, songs,
episodes, poems, short stories, and chapters in books. Titles of longer works, such as books, magazines, albums,
newspapers, and novels, are italicized.

“Annabelle Lee” is one of my favorite poems.

The New York Times has been in publication since 1851.

Exercise 1

Correct the following by adding quotation marks where necessary. If the sentence does not need any
quotation marks, write correct.

1. Yasmin said, I don’t feel like cooking. Let’s go out to eat.

________________________________________________________________

2. Where should we go? said Russell.

________________________________________________________________

3. Yasmin said it didn’t matter to her.

________________________________________________________________

4. I know, said Russell, let’s go to the Two Roads Juice Bar.

________________________________________________________________

5. Perfect! said Yasmin.

________________________________________________________________

6. Did you know that the name of the Juice Bar is a reference to a poem? asked Russell.

________________________________________________________________

7. I didn’t! exclaimed Yasmin. Which poem?

________________________________________________________________
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8. It is The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost, Russell explained.

________________________________________________________________

9. Oh! said Yasmin, Is that the one that starts with the line, Two roads diverged in a yellow wood?

________________________________________________________________

10. That’s the one, said Russell.

________________________________________________________________
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Apostrophes

An apostrophe (’) is a punctuation mark that is used with a noun to show possession or to indicate where a letter
has been left out to form a contraction.

A common error is to use an apostrophe to create a plural. Apostrophes are never used to create plurals
(although they can be involved with plurals when possessive). Examples:

Incorrect: Many doctor’s agree that it is unhealthy.

Correct: Many doctors agree that it is unhealthy.

Correct: He received three doctors’ opinions.

Possession

An apostrophe and the letter s indicate who or what owns something. To show possession with a singular noun,
add ’s.

Jen’s dance routine mesmerized everyone in the room.

The dog’s leash is hanging on the hook beside the door.

Jess’s sister is also coming to the party.

Notice that singular nouns that end in s still take the apostrophe s (’s) ending to show possession. This applies
especially to proper nouns that end in s.

Professor Woods’s classes

To show possession with a plural noun that ends in s, just add an apostrophe (’). If the plural noun does not end
in s, add an apostrophe and an s (’s).

Plural noun that ends in s: The drummers’ sticks all moved in the same rhythm, like a machine.
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Plural noun that does not end in s: The people’s votes clearly showed that no one supported the
management decision.

Contractions

A contraction is a word that is formed by combining two words. In a contraction, an apostrophe shows where
one or more letters have been left out. Contractions are commonly used in informal writing but not in formal
writing.

I do not like ice cream.

I don’t like ice cream.

Notice how the words do and not have been combined to form the contraction don’t. The apostrophe shows
where the o in not has been left out.

We will see you later.

We’ll see you later.

Look at the chart for some examples of commonly used contractions.

aren’t are not

can’t cannot

doesn’t does not

don’t do not

isn’t is not

he’ll he will

I’ll I will

she’ll she will

they’ll they will

you’ll you will

it’s it is, it has

let’s let us

she’s she is, she has

there’s there is, there has

who’s who is, who has
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Tip

Be careful not to confuse it’s with its. It’s is a contraction of the words it and is. Its is a possessive
pronoun.

It’s cold and rainy outside. (It is cold and rainy outside.)

The cat was chasing its tail. (Shows that the tail belongs to the cat.)

When in doubt, substitute the words it is in a sentence. If sentence still makes sense, use the
contraction it’s.

Exercise 1

Correct the following sentences by adding apostrophes. If the sentence is correct as it is, write OK.

1. “What a beautiful child! She has her mothers eyes.”
2. My brothers wife is one of my best friends.
3. I couldnt believe it when I found out that I got the job!
4. My supervisors informed me that I wouldnt be able to take the days off.
5. Each of the students responses were unique.
6. Wont you please join me for dinner tonight?

Omission

Just as apostrophes are used in contractions to indicate that some letters are omitted (don’t omits the o in not),
so too do they indicate omission in other circumstances.

An old-fashioned example can be seen in four o’clock, where the apostrophe indicates the omission of the
phrase of the. So four o’clock fully means four of the clock.

A more common modern example is the omission of numerals when writing a year or decade. So if you’re
discussing the decade of the 1980s, you could omit the first two numerals with an apostrophe and write the
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’80s. Remember, as noted above, that apostrophes are never used to create plurals, so writing the 1980’s or the
80’s to mean the plural years is technically wrong in formal writing.
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Parentheses

Parentheses ( ) are punctuation marks that are always used in pairs and contain material that is secondary to
the meaning of a sentence. A sentence should make sense if you delete any text within parentheses and the
parentheses.

The original Robocop is the best movie I have seen (so far).

Your spinach and garlic salad is one of the most delicious (and nutritious) foods I have ever tasted!

Exercise 1

Clarify the following sentences by adding parentheses. If the sentence is clear as it is, write correct.

1. Are you going to the seminar this weekend I am?
2. I recommend that you try the sushi bar unless you don’t like sushi.
3. I was able to solve the puzzle after taking a few moments to think about it.
4. Please complete the questionnaire at the end of this letter.
5. Has anyone besides me read the assignment?
6. Please be sure to circle not underline the correct answers.
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Hyphens and Dashes

Hyphens and dashes look like similar pieces of punctuation and are often created using the same keys on your
keyboard, but they have different uses and functions.

Hyphen

A hyphen (-) is a piece of punctuation used to connect separate words or word parts that are intended to
function as one.

The fifty–five–year–old athlete was just as qualified for the marathon as his younger opponents.

My doctor recommended against taking the medication, since it can be habit–forming.

A high-school student told me that.

My mother-in-law is coming to town this weekend.

A student in high school told me that it was a nerve-racking experience.

Word parts that are single letter also use hyphens, as seen in the examples below:

• E-mail
• I-beam
• T-shirt
• X-ray

Is it correct to write e-mail as email (without the hyphen)? No, this is not yet fully accepted as correct in formal
writing, but it is common in casual writing, and the momentum of change appears to be in favor of email, so
it will likely be considered formally correct in the near future. This is one example of the continuous dynamic of
change in English, and in language in general. Conscious efforts, expert judgments, cultural norms, historical
events, and most of all common usage—these factors all play off of each other to change the language, or to
keep it the same, over time.
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Dash, or Em-dash

A dash (—), more technically known as an em-dash, is a punctuation mark used to set off abrupt interruptions
in a sentence. You can enclose text between two em-dashes, or use just one em-dash. To create an em-dash
in many word processing programs, type two hyphens together (without space in between). It is typically
acceptable to leave two hyphens together to indicate an em-dash, but it is not correct to use just a single
hyphen as an em-dash.

I arrived to the interview at noon—just in time to embarrass myself.

Any of the suits—except for the purple one—should be fine to wear.

The em-dash has very few concrete rules associated with it, so you can use it in all sorts of scenarios rather
freely without fear of making grammatical mistakes. For instance, em-dashes can even be used to combine two
independent clauses:

You’re not reading it right. That can’t be—that’s inside the room.

“That can’t be,” and “that’s inside the room” are both independent clauses that would normally require a
semicolon, colon, or comma plus a coordinating conjunction, but the second clause acts abruptly enough here
to use an em-dash, so this is correct.

So the em-dash gives you great punctuation power, but remember what comes with great power. Avoid going
full Emily-Dickinson on your essays.
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WORDS AND PHRASES

This chapter is about correctness and clarity at the level of words and phrases.
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Word Choice

Effective writing involves making conscious choices with words. When you prepare to sit down to write your first
draft, you likely have already completed some freewriting exercises, chosen your topic, developed your thesis
statement, written an outline, and even selected your sources. When it is time to write your first draft, start to
consider which words to use to best convey your ideas to the reader.

Some writers are picky about word choice as they start drafting. They may practice some specific strategies,
such as using a dictionary and thesaurus, using words and phrases with proper connotations, and avoiding
slang, clichés, and overly general words.

Once you understand these tricks of the trade, you can move ahead confidently in writing your assignment.
Remember, the skill and accuracy of your word choice is a major factor in developing your writing style. Precise
selection of your words will help you be more clearly understood—in both writing and speaking.

Using a Dictionary and Thesaurus

Even professional writers need help with the meanings, spellings, pronunciations, and uses of particular words.
In fact, they rely on dictionaries to help them write better. No one knows every word in the English language
and their multiple uses and meanings, so all writers, from novices to professionals, can benefit from the use of
dictionaries.

Most dictionaries provide the following information:

• Spelling. How the word and its different forms are spelled.
• Pronunciation. How to say the word.
• Part of speech. The function of the word.
• Definition. The meaning of the word.
• Synonyms. Words that have similar meanings.
• Etymology. The history of the word.

Look at the following sample dictionary entry and see which of the following information you can identify:

myth, mith, n. [Gr. mythos, a word, a fable, a legend.] A fable or legend embodying the convictions of a
people as to their gods or other divine beings, their own beginnings and early history and the heroes
connected with it, or the origin of the world; any invented story; something or someone having no
existence in fact.—myth • ic, myth • i • cal

Note that every dictionary is a separate and unique publication. So there is no such thing as just The Dictionary,
nor is there just a Webster’s Dictionary (these are general-use terms that any book may employ). Also note that
many search engines, such as Google, show glimpses of definitions from specific dictionaries as part of their
search results, so “Google defines…” is not accurate. When citing the dictionary you’re using, state its actual title.
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Highlight on The Oxford English Dictionary

The Oxford English Dictionary, sometimes referred to as the OED, is the largest and most
comprehensive dictionary in existence. It includes all words in the English language, as well as the
etymology of each word, as well as quoted examples of each word in use as found in texts
throughout history. If your college provides you with access to it, you are wise to use it as your
primary dictionary.

Like a dictionary, a thesaurus is another useful writing tool. A thesaurus gives you a list of synonyms, words that
have nearly the same meaning as another word. It also lists antonyms, words with the opposite meaning of the
word. A thesaurus will help you when you are looking for the perfect word with just the right meaning to convey
your ideas. It will also help you learn more words and use the ones you already know more correctly.

precocious adj, She’s such a precocious little girl!: uncommonly smart, mature, advanced, smart, bright,
brilliant, gifted, quick, clever, apt.

Ant. slow, backward, stupid.

Using Proper Connotations

A denotation is the surface-level definition of a word. For example, the words house and home have the
same denotation: they are both dwellings. A connotation, on the other hand, is the emotional or cultural
meaning attached to a word. For house and home, the connotations are different: house feels rather neutral,
but home feels warm and positive. At Halloween, you wouldn’t attend a “haunted home,” and you don’t feel the
longing of being “housesick”–these feel wrong because they ignore connotations. Instead, you go to a “haunted
house,” and you feel “homesick.” The connotation of a word can be positive, negative, neutral, or otherwise.
Stay continuously aware of the connotations of the words you choose. And when uncertain about a word’s
connotations, find the word used in professional articles or books, and study its implications carefully.

Scrawny

• Denotation: Exceptionally thin and slight or meager in body or size.
• Word used in a sentence: Although he was a premature baby and a scrawny child, Martin has

developed into a strong man.
• Connotation: (Negative) In this sentence the word scrawny may have a negative connotation in

the readers’ minds. They might find it to mean a weakness or a personal flaw; however, the word
fits into the sentence appropriately.

116 | Word Choice



Skinny

• Denotation: Lacking sufficient flesh, very thin.
• Word used in a sentence: Skinny jeans have become very fashionable in the past couple of years.
• Connotation: (Positive) Based on cultural and personal impressions of what it means to be skinny,

the reader may have positive connotations of the word skinny.

Lean

• Denotation: Lacking or deficient in flesh; containing little or no fat.
• Word used in a sentence: My brother has a lean figure, whereas I have a more muscular build.
• Connotation: (Neutral) In this sentence, lean has a neutral connotation. It does not call to mind an

overly skinny person like the word scrawny, nor does imply the positive cultural impressions of the
word skinny. It is merely a neutral descriptive word.

Notice that all the words have a very similar denotation; however, the connotations of each word differ.

Exercise 1

In each of the following items, you will find words with similar denotations. Identify the words’
connotations as positive, negative, or neutral by writing the word in the appropriate box.

1. curious, nosy, interested
2. lazy, relaxed, slow
3. courageous, foolhardy, assured
4. new, newfangled, modern
5. mansion, shack, residence
6. spinster, unmarried woman, career woman
7. giggle, laugh, cackle
8. boring, routine, prosaic
9. noted, notorious, famous

10. assertive, confident, pushy

Positive Negative Neutral
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Avoiding Slang

Slang describes informal words that are considered nonstandard English. Slang often changes with passing
fads and may be used by or familiar to only a specific group of people. Most people use slang when they speak
and in personal correspondences, such as e-mails, text messages, and instant messages. Slang is appropriate
between friends in an informal context but should be avoided in formal academic writing.

Writing at Work

Frequent exposure to media and popular culture has desensitized many of us to slang. In certain
situations, using slang at work may not be problematic, but keep in mind that words can have a
powerful effect. Slang in professional e-mails or during meetings may convey the wrong message or
even mistakenly offend someone.

Exercise 2

Edit the following paragraph by replacing the slang words and phrases with more formal language.

I felt like such an airhead when I got up to give my speech. As I walked toward the podium, I
banged my knee on a chair. Man, I felt like such a klutz. On top of that, I kept saying “like” and
“um,” and I could not stop fidgeting. I was so stressed out about being up there. I feel like I’ve
been practicing this speech 24/7, and I still bombed. It was ten minutes of me going off about
how we sometimes have to do things we don’t enjoy doing. Wow, did I ever prove my point. My
speech was so bad I’m surprised that people didn’t boo. My teacher said not to sweat it, though.
Everyone gets nervous his or her first time speaking in public, and she said with time I would
become a whiz at this speech giving stuff. I wonder if I have the guts to do it again.

Avoiding Clichés

Clichés are descriptive expressions that have lost their effectiveness because they are overused. Writing that
uses clichés often suffers from a lack of originality and insight. Avoiding clichés in formal writing will help you
write in original and fresh ways.
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• Clichéd: Whenever my brother and I get into an argument, he always says something that makes
my blood boil.

• Plain: Whenever my brother and I get into an argument, he always says something that makes
me really angry.

• Original: Whenever my brother and I get into an argument, he always says something that makes
me clinch my fists so hard that I leave fingernail dents in my palms.

Exercise 3

Revise the following sentences by replacing the clichés with fresh, original descriptions.

1. She is writing a memoir in which she will air her family’s dirty laundry.
2. Fran had an axe to grind with Benny, and she planned to confront him that night at the party.
3. Mr. Muller was at his wit’s end with the rowdy class of seventh graders.
4. The bottom line is that Greg was fired because he missed too many days of work.
5. Sometimes it is hard to make ends meet with just one paycheck.
6. I always try to give 110%
7. Maria left the dishes in the sink all week to give Jeff a taste of his own medicine.
8. Time sure does fly when you are having fun.
9. Jeremy became tongue-tied after the interviewer asked him where he saw himself in five years.

10. Jordan was so pressed with responsibilities that he felt like he carried the world on his shoulders.

Avoiding Overly General Words

Specific words and images make your writing clearer, more precise, and often more interesting. Whenever
possible, avoid overly general words in your writing; instead, try to replace general language with particular
nouns, verbs, and modifiers that convey details and that bring yours words to life. Add words that provide color,
texture, sound, and even smell to your writing.

• General: My new puppy is cute.
• Specific: My new puppy is a ball of white fuzz with the biggest black eyes I have ever seen.

• General: My teacher told us that lying is bad.
• Specific: My teacher, Ms. Atwater, created a presentation detailing exactly how lying is immoral

and dangerous.

For more information on this, see the section Specificity.
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Exercise 4

Revise the following sentences by replacing the overly general words with more precise and attractive
language.

1. Reilly got into her car and drove off.
2. I would like to travel to outer space because it would be amazing.
3. Jane came home after a bad day at the office.
4. I thought Milo’s essay was fascinating.
5. The dog walked up the street.
6. The coal miners were tired after a long day.
7. The tropical fish are pretty.
8. I sweat a lot after running.
9. The goalie blocked the shot.

10. I enjoyed my Mexican meal.
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Commonly Confused Words

Some words in English cause trouble for writers because these words
share a similar pronunciation, meaning, or spelling with another word.
These words are called commonly confused words. For example, read
aloud the following sentences containing the commonly confused
words new and knew:

I liked her new sweater.

I knew she would wear that sweater today.

These words may sound alike when spoken, but they carry entirely different usages and meanings. New is an
adjective that describes the sweater, and knew is the past tense of the verb to know.

Recognizing Commonly Confused Words

New and knew are just two of the words that can be confusing because of their similarities. Familiarize yourself
with the following list of commonly confused words. Recognizing these words in your own writing and in other
pieces of writing can help you choose the correct word.

Commonly Confused Words

A, An, And

• A (article). Used before a word that begins with a consonant.

a key, a mouse, a screen

• An (article). Used before a word that begins with a vowel.

an airplane, an ocean, an igloo
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• And (conjunction). Connects two or more words together.

peanut butter and jelly, pen and pencil, jump and shout

Accept, Except

• Accept (verb). Means to take or agree to something offered.

They accepted our proposal for the conference.

• Except (conjunction). Means only or but.

We could fly there except the tickets cost too much.

Affect, Effect

• Affect (verb). Means to create a change.

Hurricane winds affect the amount of rainfall.

• Effect (noun). Means an outcome or result.

The heavy rains will have an effect on the crop growth.

Are, Our

• Are (verb). A conjugated form of the verb to be.

My cousins are all tall and blonde.

• Our (pronoun). Indicates possession, usually follows the pronoun we.

We will bring our cameras to take pictures.

By, Buy

• By (preposition). Means next to.

My glasses are by the bed.

• Buy (verb). Means to purchase.

I will buy new glasses after the doctor’s appointment.

Its, It’s

• Its (pronoun). A form of it that shows possession.

The butterfly flapped its wings.

• It’s (contraction). Joins the words it and is.

It’s the most beautiful butterfly I have ever seen.

Know, No

• Know (verb). Means to understand or possess knowledge.

I know the male peacock sports the brilliant feathers.
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• No. Used to make a negative.

I have no time to visit the zoo this weekend.

Loose, Lose

• Loose (adjective). Describes something that is not tight or is detached.

Without a belt, her pants are loose on her waist.

• Lose (verb). Means to forget, to give up, or to fail to earn something.

She will lose even more weight after finishing the marathon training.

Of, Have

• Of (preposition). Means from or about.

I studied maps of the city to know where to rent a new apartment.

• Have (verb). Means to possess something.

I have many friends to help me move.

• Have (linking verb). Used to connect verbs.

I should have helped her with that heavy box.

Quite, Quiet, Quit

• Quite (adverb). Means really or truly.

My work will require quite a lot of concentration.

• Quiet (adjective). Means not loud.

I need a quiet room to complete the assignments.

• Quit (verb). Means to stop or to end.

I will quit when I am hungry for dinner.

Right, Write

• Right (adjective). Means proper or correct.

When bowling, she practices the right form.

• Right (adjective). Also means the opposite of left.

The ball curved to the right and hit the last pin.

• Write (verb). Means to communicate on paper.

After the team members bowl, I will write down their scores.

Set, Sit

• Set (verb). Means to put an item down.
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She set the mug on the saucer.

• Set (noun). Means a group of similar objects.

All the mugs and saucers belonged in a set.

• Sit (verb). Means to lower oneself down on a chair or another place

I’ll sit on the sofa while she brews the tea.

Suppose, Supposed

• Suppose (verb). Means to think or to consider

I suppose I will bake the bread, because no one else has the recipe.

• Suppose (verb). Means to suggest.

Suppose we all split the cost of the dinner.

• Supposed (verb). The past tense form of the verb suppose, meaning required or allowed.

She was supposed to create the menu.

Than, Then

• Than (conjunction). Used to connect two or more items when comparing

Registered nurses require less schooling than doctors.

• Then (adverb). Means next or at a specific time.

Doctors first complete medical school and then obtain a residency.

Their, They’re, There

• Their (pronoun). A form of they that shows possession.

The dog walker feeds their dogs every day at two o’clock.

• They’re (contraction). Joins the words they and are.

They’re the sweetest dogs in the neighborhood.

• There (adverb). Indicates a particular place.

The dogs’ bowls are over there, next to the pantry.

• There (pronoun). Indicates the presence of something

There are more treats if the dogs behave.

To, Two, Too

• To (preposition). Indicates movement.

Let’s go to the circus.
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• To. A word that completes an infinitive verb.

to play, to ride, to watch.

• Two. The number after one. It describes how many.

Two clowns squirted the elephants with water.

• Too (adverb). Means also or very.

The tents were too loud, and we left.

Use, Used

• Use (verb). Means to apply for some purpose.

We use a weed whacker to trim the hedges.

• Used. The past tense form of the verb to use

He used the lawnmower last night before it rained.

• Used to. Indicates something done in the past but not in the present

He used to hire a team to landscape, but now he landscapes alone.

Who’s, Whose

• Who’s (contraction). Joins the words who and either is or has.

Who’s the new student? Who’s met him?

• Whose (pronoun). A form of who that shows possession.

Whose schedule allows them to take the new student on a campus tour?

Your, You’re

• Your (pronoun). A form of you that shows possession.

Your book bag is unzipped.

• You’re (contraction). Joins the words you and are.

You’re the girl with the unzipped book bag.

Exercise 1

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct word.

1. My little cousin turns ________(to, too, two) years old tomorrow.
2. The next-door neighbor’s dog is ________(quite, quiet, quit) loud. He barks constantly throughout

Commonly Confused Words | 125



the night.
3. ________(Your, You’re) mother called this morning to talk about the party.
4. I would rather eat a slice of chocolate cake ________(than, then) eat a chocolate muffin.
5. Before the meeting, he drank a cup of coffee and ________(than, then) brushed his teeth.
6. Do you have any ________(loose, lose) change to pay the parking meter?
7. Father must ________(have, of) left his briefcase at the office.
8. Before playing ice hockey, I was ________(suppose, supposed) to read the contract, but I only

skimmed it and signed my name quickly, which may ________(affect, effect) my understanding of
the rules.

9. Tonight she will ________(set, sit) down and ________(right, write) a cover letter to accompany her
résumé and job application.

10. It must be fall, because the leaves ________(are, our) changing, and ________(it’s, its) getting darker
earlier.

Strategies to Avoid Commonly Confused Words

When writing, you need to choose the correct word according to its spelling and meaning in the context.
Not only does selecting the correct word improve your vocabulary and your writing, but it also makes a good
impression on your readers. It also helps reduce confusion and improve clarity. The following strategies can help
you avoid misusing confusing words.

1. Use a dictionary. Keep a dictionary at your desk while you write. Look up words when you are
uncertain of their meanings or spellings. Many dictionaries are also available online, and the
Internet’s easy access will not slow you down. Check out your cell phone or smartphone to see if a
dictionary app is available.

2. Keep a list of words you commonly confuse. Be aware of the words that often confuse you.
When you notice a pattern of confusing words, keep a list nearby, and consult the list as you write.
Check the list again before you submit an assignment to your instructor.

3. Study the list of commonly confused words. You may not yet know which words confuse you,
but before you sit down to write, study the words on the list. Prepare your mind for working with
words by reviewing the commonly confused words identified in this chapter.
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Tip

Figure 4.1 A Commonly Misused Word
on a Public Sign

Commonly confused words appear in many locations, not just at work or at school. Be on the lookout
for misused words wherever you find yourself throughout the day. Make a mental note of the error and
remember its correction for your own pieces of writing.
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Writing at Work

All employers value effective communication. From an application to an interview to the first month on
the job, employers pay attention to your vocabulary. You do not need a large vocabulary to succeed, but
you do need to be able to express yourself clearly and avoid commonly misused words.

When giving an important presentation on the effect of inflation on profit margins, you must know the
difference between effect and affect and choose the correct word. When writing an e-mail to confirm
deliveries, you must know if the shipment will arrive in to days, too days, or two days. Confusion may
arise if you choose the wrong word.

Consistently using the proper words will improve your communication and make a positive impression
on your boss and colleagues.

Exercise 2

The following paragraph contains eleven errors. Find each misused word and correct it by adding the
proper word.

The original United States Declaration of Independence sets in a case at the Rotunda for the
Charters of Freedom as part of the National Archives in Washington, DC. Since 1952, over one
million visitors each year of passed through the Rotunda too snap a photograph to capture
they’re experience. Although signs state, “No Flash Photography,” forgetful tourists leave the
flash on, an a bright light flickers for just a millisecond. This millisecond of light may not seem
like enough to effect the precious document, but supposed how much light could be generated
when all those milliseconds are added up. According to the National Archives administrators, its
enough to significantly damage the historic document. So, now, the signs display quit a different
message: “No Photography.” Visitors continue to travel to see the Declaration that began are
country, but know longer can personal pictures serve as mementos. The administrators’
compromise, they say, is a visit to the gift shop for a pre-printed photograph.
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Specificity

The ability to be specific is one of the most overlooked skills in writing, yet it might be one of the most valuable.
Being specific, or the strategy of specificity, is especially important when using examples to help readers better
understand what you mean. This also happens to be a skill that takes longer for students to improve than other
similar skills, so patience and persistent practice are key.

The Ladder of Abstraction

One useful model of thought to aid in specificity is the Ladder of Abstraction, proposed by S.I. Hayakawa in his
book Language in Thought and Action. It is a way of visualizing a type of idea as a vertical ladder, and visualizing
the different words for the idea as rungs on that ladder. The higher the rung, the more that word is abstract,
general, or vague. The lower the rung, the more that word is specific, particular, or detailed. Example:

Words that are high in abstraction are open to interpretation but lack guidance about which interpretation
the writer means. Words low in abstraction–more specific words–present more precise images or ideas. It
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is important to realize that your readers can always move up the Ladder of Abstraction, but they cannot
move down. This means that if you give them the specific phrase “my chubby pet bull dog,” reader can also
understand that you’re conveying the idea of a pet, a dog, a mammal, or a being in general. But if you were to
give them the mildly abstract word “dog,” or the more abstract word “mammal,” reader can never be expected
to correctly interpret your meaning of “chubby pet bull dog.” So in order to more clearly convey your ideas, you
need to get specific.

The Five Senses

Another model of thought to aid in specificity is an ancient one: Aristotle’s model of the human being as having
five senses. They are commonly identified as sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.

Describing an example that employs the use of these senses is a way to be specific. Or another way of looking
at it is this: if what you are describing can be filmed, listened to, or touched, it is likely to be specific. If it can’t be,
then it’s not. This often helps writers who confuse their own abstract expressions with the more specific images
they have in mind but haven’t yet articulated.

For example, many students identify the word “happiness” as specific. But can you see “happiness”? Can it be
filmed? This is often where students refer to a “smile,” but that was not the word in question. “Smile” is specific;
it can be seen, filmed, etc. But “happiness” is not; it is abstract. You cannot see happiness, or hear it, or touch
it, taste it, or smell it. You could only use those senses for more specific instances of happiness, such as smiling,
laughter, an so on.

Of course, you don’t always need to employ the strategy of specificity. You will often want to make general
statements, and you definitely want the ability to move from abstract to specific to suit your changing needs
as a writer. But when it comes time to clarify exactly what you mean, especially when giving examples, focus on
specificity.

Exercise 1

Identify which option in each of the following groups of three is the most specific. Note that this is not
just a matter of interpretation, but it is nonetheless a matter of critical thinking: there are right and
wrong answers that require careful interpretation to identify.

1.

a. Fighting for freedom and for our nation

b. A veteran with a prosthetic leg
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c. The American armed forces and the proud men and women who serve

2.

a. Overcoming obstacles in life

b. Taking college classes

c. Writing a five-page essay for biology class

3.

a. Jogging, yoga, and weightlifting

b. Losing weight while getting stronger and healthier

c. Improving diet and exercise

4.

a. Believing in yourself and pursuing your goals

b. Becoming a CNA and getting a full-time job with benefits

c. Working a nursing night-shift through the winter at St. Joseph’s Hospital

Exercise 2

Answer whether the following count as specific examples of the topic “something people enjoy”?

1. Hanging out with friends.

a. Yes, it is specific.

b. No, it is not specific.

2. Jet-skiing at Carlyle Lake.

a. Yes, it is specific.
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b. No, it is not specific.

3. Taking part in hobbies that involve friends and family.

a. Yes, it is specific.

b. No, it is not specific.

4. Working hard, getting better every day, and following your dreams.

a. Yes, it is specific.

b. No, it is not specific.

5. Reading true-crime books about serial killers.

a. Yes, it is specific.

b. No, it is not specific.

Exercise 3

Offer a specific example for each of the following abstractions:

1. Hope
2. Fear
3. Self-improvement
4. Destiny
5. Being irresponsible
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Pronouns

If there were no pronouns, all types of writing would be quite tedious to read. We would soon be frustrated
by reading sentences like Bob said that Bob was tired or Christina told the class that Christina received
an A. Pronouns are a natural part of the English language, and using them strategically can help you avoid
unnecessary repetition. And errors in pronoun use are often quite apparent to readers, so knowing how to use
them correctly in your writing is vital.

This section also has many connections to the concepts covered in the previous section Person/Point-of-View,
so see that for more information.

Pronoun Agreement

A pronoun is a word that takes the place of (or refers back to) a noun or another pronoun. The word or words a
pronoun refers to is called the antecedent of the pronoun.

1. Lani complained that she was exhausted.

• She refers to Lani.
• Lani is the antecedent of she.

2. Jeremy left the party early, so I did not see him until Monday at work.

• Him refers to Jeremy.
• Jeremy is the antecedent of him.

3. Crina and Rosalie have been best friends ever since they were freshman in high school.

• They refers to Crina and Rosalie.
• Crina and Rosalie is the antecedent of they.

Pronoun agreement errors occur when the pronoun and the antecedent do not match or agree with each
other. There are several types of pronoun agreement.
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Agreement in Number

The original, traditional rule is this: If the pronoun takes the place of or refers to a singular noun, the pronoun
must also be singular.

Incorrect: If a bull (sing.) gets angry, they (plur.) might charge.
Correct: If a bull (sing.) gets angry, it (plur.) might charge.
Correct: If bulls (plur.) get angry, they (plur.) might charge.Incorrect: My grades (plur.) are higher than
it’s (sing.) ever been.
Correct: My grades (plur.) are higher than they’ve (plur.) ever been.
Correct: My grade (sing.) is higher than it’s (sing.) ever been.

This rule traditionally applies to personal pronouns as well, but this has become a sensitive and nuanced issue,
so see the section on Sex and Gender Word Choices for more information.

Agreement in Person

Singular Pronouns Plural Pronouns

First Person I me my (mine) we us our (ours)

Second Person you you your (yours) you you your (your)

Third Person he, she, it him, her, it his, her, its they them their (theirs)

If you use a consistent person, your reader is less likely to be confused.

Incorrect: When a person (3rd) goes to a restaurant, you (2nd) should leave a tip.
Correct: When a person (3rd) goes to a restaurant, he or she (3rd) should leave a tip.
Correct: When we (1st) go to a restaurant, I should (1st) should leave a tip.

Exercise 1

Edit the following paragraph by correcting pronoun agreement errors in number and person.

Over spring break I visited my older cousin, Diana, and they took me to a butterfly exhibit at a
museum. Diana and I have been close ever since she was young. Our mothers are twin sisters, and
she is inseparable! Diana knows how much I love butterflies, so it was their special present to me.
I have a soft spot for caterpillars too. I love them because something about the way it transforms
is so interesting to me. One summer my grandmother gave me a butterfly growing kit, and you
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got to see the entire life cycle of five Painted Lady butterflies. I even got to set it free. So when my
cousin said they wanted to take me to the butterfly exhibit, I was really excited!

Indefinite Pronouns and Agreement

Indefinite pronouns do not refer to a specific person or thing and are usually singular. Note that a pronoun that
refers to an indefinite singular pronoun should also be singular. The following are some common indefinite
pronouns.

Common Indefinite Pronouns

all each one few nothing several

any each other many one some

anybody either neither one another somebody

anything everybody nobody oneself someone

both everyone none other something

each everything no one others anyone

Indefinite pronoun agreement
Incorrect: Everyone (sing.) should do what they (plur.) can to help.
Correct: Everyone (sing.) should do what he or she (sing.) can to help.
Incorrect: Someone (sing.) left their (plur.) backpack in the library.
Correct: Someone (sing.) left his or her (sing.) backpack in the library.

Collective Nouns

Collective nouns suggest more than one person but are usually considered singular. Look over the following
examples of collective nouns.

Common Collective Nouns

audience faculty public

band family school

class government society

committee group team

company jury tribe
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Collective noun agreement
Incorrect: Lara’s company (sing.) will have their (plur.) annual picnic next week.
Correct: Lara’s company (sing.) will have its (sing.) annual picnic next week.

Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct pronoun. Copy the completed sentence
onto your own sheet of paper. Then circle the noun the pronoun replaces.

1. In the current economy, nobody wants to waste ________ money on frivolous things.
2. If anybody chooses to go to medical school, ________ must be prepared to work long hours.
3. The plumbing crew did ________ best to repair the broken pipes before the next ice storm.
4. If someone is rude to you, try giving ________ a smile in return.
5. My family has ________ faults, but I still love them no matter what.
6. The school of education plans to train ________ students to be literacy tutors.
7. The commencement speaker said that each student has a responsibility toward ________.
8. My mother’s singing group has ________ rehearsals on Thursday evenings.
9. No one should suffer ________ pains alone.

10. I thought the flock of birds lost ________ way in the storm.

Subject and Object Pronouns

Subject pronouns function as subjects in a sentence. Object pronouns function as the object of a verb or of a
preposition.

Singular Pronouns Plural Pronouns

Subject Object Subject Object

I me we us

you you you you

he, she, it him, her, it they them

The following sentences show pronouns as subjects:

1. She loves the Blue Ridge Mountains in the fall.
2. Every summer, they picked up litter from national parks.

The following sentences show pronouns as objects:

1. Marie leaned over and kissed him.
2. Jane moved it to the corner.
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Tip

Note that a pronoun can also be the object of a preposition.

Near them, the children played.

My mother stood between us.

The pronouns us and them are objects of the prepositions near and between. They answer the
questions near whom? And between whom?

Compound subject pronouns are two or more pronouns joined by a conjunction or a preposition that function
as the subject of the sentence.

The following sentences show pronouns with compound subjects:

Incorrect: Me and Harriet visited the Grand Canyon last summer.

Correct: Harriet and I visited the Grand Canyon last summer.

Correct: Jenna accompanied Harriet and me on our trip.

Tip

Note that object pronouns are not used in the subject position. One way to remember this rule is to
remove the other subject in a compound subject, leave only the pronoun, and see whether the
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sentence makes sense. For example, Me visited the Grand Canyon last summer sounds immediately
incorrect.

Compound object pronouns are two or more pronouns joined by a conjunction or a preposition that function
as the object of the sentence.

Incorrect: I have a good feeling about Janice and I.

Correct: I have a good feeling about Janice and me.

Writing at Work

In casual conversation, people sometimes mix up subject and object pronouns. For instance, you might
say, “Me and Donnie went to a movie last night.” However, when you are writing or speaking at work or
in any other formal situation, you need to remember the distinctions between subject and object
pronouns and be able to correct yourself. These subtle grammar corrections will enhance your
professional image and reputation.

Exercise 3

Revise the following sentences in which the subject and object pronouns are used incorrectly. Write
correct for each sentence that is correct.

1. Meera and me enjoy doing yoga together on Sundays.

________________________________________________________________

2. She and him have decided to sell their house.

________________________________________________________________
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3. Between you and I, I do not think Jeffrey will win the election.

________________________________________________________________

4. Us and our friends have game night the first Thursday of every month.

________________________________________________________________

5. They and I met while on vacation in Mexico.

________________________________________________________________

6. Napping on the beach never gets boring for Alice and I.

________________________________________________________________

7. New Year’s Eve is not a good time for she and I to have a serious talk.

________________________________________________________________

8. You exercise much more often than me.

________________________________________________________________

9. I am going to the comedy club with Yolanda and she.

________________________________________________________________

10. The cooking instructor taught her and me a lot.

________________________________________________________________

Who versus Whom

Who or whoever is always the subject of a verb. Use who or whoever when the pronoun performs the action
indicated by the verb.

Who won the marathon last Tuesday?

I wonder who came up with that terrible idea!

On the other hand, whom and whomever serve as objects. They are used when the pronoun does not perform
an action. Use whom or whomever when the pronoun is the direct object of a verb or the object of a preposition.

Whom did Frank marry the third time? (direct object of verb)
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From whom did you buy that old record player? (object of preposition)

Tip

If you are having trouble deciding when to use who and whom, try this trick. Take the following
sentence:

Who/Whom do I consider my best friend?

Reorder the sentence in your head, using either he or him in place of who or whom.

I consider him my best friend.

I consider he my best friend.

Which sentence sounds better? The first one, of course. So the trick is, if you can use him, you should
use whom.

Exercise 4

Complete the following sentences by adding who or whom.

1. ________ hit the home run?
2. I remember ________ won the Academy Award for Best Actor last year.
3. To ________ is the letter addressed?
4. I have no idea ________ left the iron on, but I am going to find out.
5. ________ are you going to recommend for the internship?
6. With ________ are you going to Hawaii?
7. No one knew ________ the famous actor was.
8. ________ in the office knows how to fix the copy machine?
9. From ________ did you get the concert tickets?

10. No one knew ________ ate the cake mom was saving.
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Adjectives and Adverbs

Adjectives and adverbs are descriptive words that further information and clarity to fundamental nouns and
verbs.

Adjectives and Adverbs

An adjective is a word that describes a noun or a pronoun. It often answers questions such as which one, what
kind, or how many?

1. The green sweater belongs to Iris.

2. She looks beautiful.

• In sentence 1, the adjective green describes the noun sweater.
• In sentence 2, the adjective beautiful describes the pronoun she.

An adverb is a word that describes a verb, an adjective, or another adverb. Adverbs frequently end in -ly. They
answer questions such as how, to what extent, why, when, and where.

3. Bertrand sings horribly.
4. My sociology instructor is extremely wise.

5. He threw the ball very accurately.

• In sentence 3, horribly describes the verb sings. How does Bertrand sing? He sings horribly.
• In sentence 4, extremely describes the adjective wise. How wise is the instructor? Extremely wise.
• In sentence 5, very describes the adverb accurately. How accurately did he throw the ball? Very accurately.

Exercise 1

Complete the following sentences by adding the correct adjective or adverb from the list in the
previous section. Identify the word as an adjective or an adverb (Adj, Adv).

1. Frederick ________ choked on the piece of chicken when he saw Margaret walk through the door.
2. His ________ eyes looked at everyone and everything as if they were specimens in a biology lab.
3. Despite her pessimistic views on life, Lauren believes that most people have ________ hearts.
4. Although Stefan took the criticism ________, he remained calm.
5. The child developed a ________ imagination because he read a lot of books.
6. Madeleine spoke ________ while she was visiting her grandmother in the hospital.
7. Hector’s most ________ possession was his father’s bass guitar from the 1970s.
8. My definition of a ________ afternoon is walking to the park on a beautiful day, spreading out my

blanket, and losing myself in a good book.
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9. She ________ eyed her new coworker and wondered if he was single.
10. At the party, Denise ________ devoured two pieces of pepperoni pizza and a several slices of ripe

watermelon.

Comparative versus Superlative

Comparative adjectives and adverbs are used to compare two people or things.

1. Jorge is thin.

2. Steven is thinner than Jorge.

• Sentence 1 describes Jorge with the adjective thin.
• Sentence 2 compares Jorge to Steven, stating that Steven is thinner. So thinner is the comparative form of

thin.

Form comparatives in one of the following two ways:

1. If the adjective or adverb is a one syllable word, add -er to it to form the comparative. For example, big, fast,
and short would become bigger, faster, and shorter in the comparative form.

2. If the adjective or adverb is a word of two or more syllables, place the word more in front of it to form the
comparative. For example, happily, comfortable, and jealous would become more happily, more
comfortable, and more jealous in the comparative.

Superlative adjectives and adverbs are used to compare more than two people or two things.

1. Jackie is the loudest cheerleader on the squad.

2. Kenyatta was voted the most confident student by her graduating class.

• Sentence 1 shows that Jackie is not just louder than one other person, but she is the loudest of all the
cheerleaders on the squad.

• Sentence 2 shows that Kenyatta was voted the most confident student of all the students in her class.

Form superlatives in one of the following two ways:

1. If the adjective or adverb is a one-syllable word, add -est to form the superlative. For example, big, fast, and
short would become biggest, fastest, and shortest in the superlative form.

2. If the adjective or adverb is a word of two or more syllables, place the word most in front of it. For example,
happily, comfortable, and jealous would become most happily, most comfortable, and most jealous in the
superlative form.
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Tip

Remember the following exception: If the word has two syllables and ends in -y, change the -y to an -i
and add -est. For example, happy would change to happiest in the superlative form; healthy would
change to healthiest.

Exercise 2

Edit the following paragraph by correcting the errors in comparative and superlative adjectives.

Our argument started on the most sunny afternoon that I have ever experienced. Max and I
were sitting on my front stoop when I started it. I told him that my dog, Jacko, was more smart
than his dog, Merlin. I could not help myself. Merlin never came when he was called, and he
chased his tail and barked at rocks. I told Max that Merlin was the most dumbest dog on the
block. I guess I was angrier about a bad grade that I received, so I decided to pick on poor little
Merlin. Even though Max insulted Jacko too, I felt I had been more mean. The next day I
apologized to Max and brought Merlin some of Jacko’s treats. When Merlin placed his paw on
my knee and licked my hand, I was the most sorry person on the block.

Irregular Words: Good, Well, Bad, and Badly

Good, well, bad, and badly are often used incorrectly. Study the following chart to learn the correct usage of
these words and their comparative and superlative forms.

Comparative Superlative

Adjective good better best

Adverb well better best

Adjective bad worse worst

Adverb badly worse worst
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Good versus Well

Good is always an adjective—that is, a word that describes a noun or a pronoun. The second sentence is correct
because well is an adverb that tells how something is done.

Incorrect: Cecilia felt that she had never done so good on a test.

Correct: Cecilia felt that she had never done so well on a test.

Well is always an adverb that describes a verb, adverb, or adjective. The second sentence is correct because
good is an adjective that describes the noun score.

Incorrect: Cecilia’s team received a well score.

Correct: Cecilia’s team received a good score.

Bad versus Badly

Bad is always an adjective. The second sentence is correct because badly is an adverb that tells how the speaker
did on the test.

Incorrect: I did bad on my accounting test because I didn’t study.

Correct: I did badly on my accounting test because I didn’t study.

Badly is always an adverb. The second sentence is correct because bad is an adjective that describes the noun
thunderstorm.

Incorrect: The coming thunderstorm looked badly.

Correct: The coming thunderstorm looked bad.

Better and Worse

The following are examples of the use of better and worse:
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Tyra likes sprinting better than long distance running.

The traffic is worse in Chicago than in Atlanta.

Best and Worst

The following are examples of the use of best and worst:

Tyra sprints best of all the other competitors.

Peter finished worst of all the runners in the race.

Exercise 3

Write good, well, bad, or badly to complete each sentence.

1. Donna always felt ________ if she did not see the sun in the morning.
2. The school board president gave a ________ speech for once.
3. Although my dog, Comet, is mischievous, he always behaves ________ at the dog park.
4. I thought my back injury was ________ at first, but it turned out to be minor.
5. Steve was shaking ________ from the extreme cold.
6. Apple crisp is a very ________ dessert that can be made using whole grains instead of white flour.
7. The meeting with my son’s math teacher went very ________.
8. Juan has a ________ appetite, especially when it comes to dessert.
9. Magritte thought the guests had a ________ time at the party because most people left early.

10. She ________ wanted to win the writing contest prize, which included a trip to New York.

Exercise 4

Write the correct comparative or superlative form of the word in parentheses.

1. This research paper is ________ (good) than my last one.
2. Tanaya likes country music ________ (well) of all.
3. My motorcycle rides ________ (bad) than it did last summer.
4. That is the ________ (bad) joke my father ever told.
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5. The hockey team played ________ (badly) than it did last season.
6. Tracey plays guitar ________ (well) than she plays the piano.
7. It will go down as one of the ________ (bad) movies I have ever seen.
8. The deforestation in the Amazon is ________ (bad) than it was last year.
9. Movie ticket sales are ________ (good) this year than last.

10. My husband says mystery novels are the ________ (good) types of books.

Writing at Work

The irregular words good, well, bad, and badly are often misused along with their comparative and
superlative forms better, best, worse, and worst. You may not hear the difference between worse and
worst, and therefore type it incorrectly. In a formal or business-like tone, try using each of these words
to write eight separate sentences, and suppose these sentences will be seen and judged by your
current or future employer.
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Synonyms and Antonyms

As you draft, revise, and edit, you will want to pay particular attention to the words you have chosen. Do they
express exactly what you are trying to convey? Can you choose better, more effective words? Familiarity with
synonyms and antonyms can be helpful in answering these questions.

Synonyms

Synonyms are words that have nearly meaning as another word. You can say an “easy task” or a “simple task”
because easy and simple are synonyms. You can say Hong Kong is a “large city” or a “metropolis” because large
city and metropolis are synonyms.

However, it is important to remember that not all pairs of words in the English language are so easily
interchangeable. The slight but important differences in meaning between synonyms can make a big
difference in your writing. For example, the words boring and insipid may have similar meanings, but the subtle
differences between the two will affect the message your writing conveys. The word insipid evokes a scholarly
and perhaps more pretentious message than boring.

The English language is full of pairs of words that have subtle distinctions between them. All writers,
professionals and beginners alike, face the challenge of choosing the most appropriate synonym to best convey
their ideas. When you pay particular attention to synonyms in your writing, it comes across to your reader. The
sentences become much more clear and rich in meaning.

Exercise 1

Replace the underlined words in the paragraph with appropriate synonyms.

When most people think of the Renaissance, they might think of artists like Michelangelo,
Raphael, or Leonardo da Vinci, but they often overlook one of the very important figures of the
Renaissance: Filippo Brunelleschi. Brunelleschi was born in Florence, Italy in 1377. He is considered
the very best architect and engineer of the Renaissance. His impressive accomplishments are
a testament to following one’s dreams, persevering in the face of obstacles, and realizing one’s
vision.
The most difficult undertaking of Brunelleschi’s career was the dome of Florence Cathedral,
which took sixteen years to construct. A major blow to the progress of the construction happened
in 1428. Brunelleschi had designed a special ship to carry the one hundred tons of marble needed
for the dome. He felt this would be the most inexpensive way to transport the marble, but the
unthinkable happened. The ship went down to the bottom of the water, taking all the marble
with it to the bottom of the river. Brunelleschi was really sad. Nevertheless, he did not give up. He
held true to his vision of the completed dome. Filippo Brunelleschi completed construction of the
dome of Florence Cathedral in 1446. His influence on artists and architects alike was felt strongly
during his lifetime and can still be felt in this day and age.
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Exercise 2

Write a sentence with each of the following words that illustrates the specific meaning of each
synonym.

1. leave, abandon
2. mad, insane
3. outside, exterior
4. poor, destitute
5. quiet, peaceful
6. riot, revolt
7. rude, impolite
8. talk, conversation
9. hug, embrace

10. home, residence

Antonyms

Antonyms are words that have the opposite meaning of a given word. The study of antonyms will not only help
you choose the most appropriate word as you write; it will also sharpen your overall sense of language. The table
below lists common words and their antonyms.

Common Antonyms
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Word Antonym Word Antonym

absence presence frequent seldom

accept refuse harmful harmless

accurate inaccurate horizontal vertical

advantage disadvantage imitation genuine

ancient modern inhabited uninhabited

abundant scarce inferior superior

artificial natural intentional accidental

attractive repulsive justice injustice

borrow lend knowledge ignorance

bravery cowardice landlord tenant

create destroy, demolish likely unlikely

bold timid, meek minority majority

capable incapable miser spendthrift

combine separate obedient disobedient

conceal reveal optimist pessimist

common rare permanent temporary

decrease increase plentiful scarce

definite indefinite private public

despair hope prudent imprudent

discourage encourage qualified unqualified

employer employee satisfactory unsatisfactory

expand contract tame wild

forget remember vacant occupied

Exercise 3

Correct the following sentences by replacing the underlined words with an antonym.

1. The pilot who landed the plane was a coward because no one was injured.
2. Even though the botany lecture was two hours long, Gerard found it incredibly dull.
3. My mother says it is impolite to say thank you like you really mean it.
4. Although I have learned a lot of information through textbooks, it is life experience that has given

me ignorance.
5. When our instructor said the final paper was compulsory, it was music to my ears!
6. My only virtues are coffee, video games, and really loud music.
7. Elvin was so bold when he walked in the classroom that he sat in the back row and did not

participate.
8. Maria thinks elephants who live in freedom have a sad look in their eyes.
9. The teacher filled her students’ minds with gloomy thoughts about their futures.

10. The guest attended to every one of our needs.
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To Be (Copula)

The to be verb extremely common in English, but it can be difficult to identify as a verb for a couple of reasons:
(1) it’s not as apparent as an action verb (compare “he is” to “he jumped”), and (2) because it takes so many
different forms, as seen below (including contractions):

• is (’s)
• am (’m)
• are (’re)
• were (’re)
• was
• being
• been
• be

The verb to be express the state of being itself, so it can be called a state-of-being verb, but it’s also called a
linking verb since it binds a description back to the subject, such as the following examples:

• He is happy.
• I am lost.
• They’re loud today.
• We were tired after the hike.
• Class was long.

Linguists call any language’s to be verb its copula, which is Latin for “bind.” That’s another way of calling it a
linking verb.

Eliminating and Replacing To Be

Although to be is the most common verb in English and is extremely useful (you can even see it used in this
sentence), eliminating or replacing it can often make your writing more precise. That is because the words you
choose instead are likely to be more specific or are likely to add more information. Example:
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Using to be:

My parents were angry with me.

Options for eliminating and replacing to be:

1. My parents grew angry with me.
2. My parents felt angry with me.
3. My parents yelled at me and kicked me out of the house.

In option 1, the word “grew” adds the suggestion that the anger did not used to be there and came about
through some process of behavior. In option 2, the word “felt” emphasizes a more temporary emotional state,
as if the parents will feel otherwise later or perhaps are more emotional than they should be. Option 3 takes
advantage of the more precise words replacing to be and thereby uses the strategy of specificity: getting rid of
the abstraction “angry” and replacing it with particular actions that can be seen or heard. See more information
in the section Specificity.
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Spelling

One essential aspect of good writing is accurate spelling. With computer spell checkers, spelling may seem
simple, but these programs fail to catch every error. Spell-checkers identify some errors, but writers still have
to consider the flagged words and suggested replacements. A writers is always responsible for the errors that
remain.

For example, if the spell-checker highlights a word that is misspelled and gives you a list of alternative words,
you may choose a word that you never intended even though it is spelled correctly. This can change the
meaning of your sentence and can confuse readers. Automatic spell-checkers are useful editing tools, but they
can never replace human knowledge of spelling rules, homophones, and commonly misspelled words.

Common Spelling Rules

The best way to master new words is to understand the key spelling rules. Keep in mind, however, that some
spelling rules carry exceptions. A spell-checker may catch these exceptions, but knowing them yourself will
prepare you to spell accurately on the first try. You may want to try memorizing each rule and its exception like
you would memorize a rhyme or lyrics to a song.

Write i before e except after c, or when pronounced ay like “neighbor” or “weigh.”

• achieve, niece, alien
• receive, deceive

When words end in a consonant plus y, drop the y and add an i before adding another ending.

• happy + er = happier
• cry + ed = cried

When words end in a vowel plus y, keep the y and add the ending.

• delay + ed = delayed

Memorize the following exceptions to this rule: day, lay, say, pay = daily, laid, said, paid
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When adding an ending that begins with a vowel, such as –able, –ence, –ing, or –ity, drop the last e in a
word.

• write + ing = writing
• pure + ity = purity

When adding an ending that begins with a consonant, such as –less, –ment, or –ly, keep the last e in a
word.

• hope + less = hopeless
• advertise + ment = advertisement

For many words ending in a consonant and an o, add –s when using the plural form.

• photo + s = photos
• soprano + s = sopranos

Add –es to words that end in s, ch, sh, and x.

• church + es = churches
• fax + es = faxes

Exercise 1

Identify and correct the nine misspelled words in the following paragraph.

Sherman J. Alexie Jr. was born in October 1966. He is a Spokane/Coeur d’Alene Indian and an
American writer, poet, and filmmaker. Alexie was born with hydrocephalus, or water on the
brain. This condition led doctors to predict that he would likly suffer long-term brain damage
and possibly mental retardation. Although Alexie survived with no mental disabilitys, he did
suffer other serious side effects from his condition that plagud him throughout his childhood.
Amazingly, Alexie learned to read by the age of three, and by age five he had read novels such as
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John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Raised on an Indian reservation, Alexie often felt
aleinated from his peers due to his avid love for reading and also from the long-term effects of
his illness, which often kept him from socializeing with his peers on the reservation. The reading
skills he displaid at such a young age foreshadowed what he would later become. Today Alexie is
a prolific and successful writer with several story anthologeis to his credit, noteably The Lone
Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven and The Toughest Indian in the World. Most of his fiction
is about contemporary Native Americans who are influenced by pop culture and pow wows and
everything in between. His work is sometimes funny but always thoughtful and full of richness
and depth. Alexie also writes poetry, novels, and screenplays. His latest collection of storys is
called War Dances, which came out in 2009.

Tip

Eight Tips to Improve Spelling Skills

1. Read the words in your assignment carefully, and avoid skimming over the page. Focusing on
your written assignment word by word will help you pay close attention to each word’s spelling.
Skimming quickly, you may overlook misspelled words.

2. Use mnemonic devices to remember the correct spelling of words. Mnemonic devices, or
memory techniques and learning aids, include inventive sayings or practices that help you
remember. For example, the saying “It is important to be a beautiful person inside and out” may
help you remember that beautiful begins with “be a.” The practice of pronouncing the word
Wednesday Wed-nes-day may help you remember how to spell the word correctly.

3. Use a dictionary. Many professional writers rely on the dictionary—either in print or online. If you
find it difficult to use a regular dictionary, ask your instructor to help you find a “poor speller’s
dictionary.”

4. Use your computer’s spell checker. The spell checker will not solve all your spelling problems, but
it is a useful tool. See the introduction to this section for cautions about spell checkers.

5. Keep a list of frequently misspelled words. You will often misspell the same words again and
again, but do not let this discourage you. All writers struggle with the spellings of certain words;
they become aware of their spelling weaknesses and work to improve. Be aware of which words
you commonly misspell, and you can add them to a list to learn to spell them correctly.

6. Look over corrected papers for misspelled words. Add these words to your list and practice
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writing each word four to five times each. Writing teachers will especially notice which words you
frequently misspell, and it will help you excel in your classes if they see your spelling improve.

7. Test yourself with flashcards. Sometimes the old-fashioned methods are best, and for spelling,
this tried and true technique has worked for many students. You can work with a peer or alone.

8. Review the common spelling rules explained in this chapter. Take the necessary time to master
the material; you may return to the rules in this chapter again and again, as needed.

Tip

Remember to focus on spelling during the editing step of the writing process. Start with the big ideas
such as organizing your piece of writing and developing effective paragraphs, and then work your way
down toward the smaller—but equally important—details like spelling and punctuation. To read more
about the writing process and editing and revising, see the chapter The Writing Process.

Homophones

Homophones are words that sound like one another but have different meanings.

Commonly Misused Homophones

Principle, Principal
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• Principle (noun). A fundamental concept that is accepted as true.

The principle of human equality is an important foundation for all nations.

• Principal (noun). The original amount of debt on which interest is calculated.

The payment plan allows me to pay back only the principal amount, not any compounded
interest.

• Principal (noun). A person who is the main authority of a school.

The principal held a conference for both parents and teachers.

Where, Wear, Ware

• Where (adverb). The place in which something happens.

Where is the restaurant?

• Wear (verb). To carry or have on the body.

I will wear my hiking shoes when go on a climb tomorrow morning.

• Ware (noun). Articles of merchandise or manufacture (usually, wares).

When I return from shopping, I will show you my wares.

Lead, Led

• Lead (noun). A type of metal used in pipes and batteries.

The lead pipes in my homes are old and need to be replaced.

• Led (verb). The past tense of the verb lead.

After the garden, she led the patrons through the museum.

Which, Witch

• Which (pronoun). Replaces one out of a group.

Which apartment is yours?

• Witch (noun). A person who practices sorcery or who has supernatural powers.

She thinks she is a witch, but she does not seem to have any powers.

Peace, Piece

• Peace (noun). A state of tranquility or quiet.

For once, there was peace between the argumentative brothers.

• Piece (noun). A part of a whole.

I would like a large piece of cake, thank you.

Passed, Past
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• Passed (verb). To go away or move.

He passed the slower cars on the road using the left lane.

• Past (noun). Having existed or taken place in a period before the present.

The argument happened in the past, so there is no use in dwelling on it.

Lessen, Lesson

• Lessen (verb). To reduce in number, size, or degree.

My dentist gave me medicine to lessen the pain of my aching tooth.

• Lesson (noun). A reading or exercise to be studied by a student.

Today’s lesson was about mortgage interest rates.

Patience, Patients

• Patience (noun). The capacity of being patient (waiting for a period of time or enduring pains and
trials calmly).

The novice teacher’s patience with the unruly class was astounding.

• Patients (plural noun). Individuals under medical care.

The patients were tired of eating the hospital food, and they could not wait for a home-cooked
meal.

Sees, Seas, Seize

• Sees (verb). To perceive with the eye.

He sees a whale through his binoculars.

• Seas (plural noun). The plural of sea, a great body of salt water.

The tidal fluctuation of the oceans and seas are influenced by the moon.

• Seize (verb). To possess or take by force.

The king plans to seize all the peasants’ land.

Threw, Through

• Threw (verb). The past tense of throw.

She threw the football with perfect form.

• Through (preposition). A word that indicates movement.

She walked through the door and out of his life.
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Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct homophone.

1. Do you agree with the underlying ________(principle, principal) that ensures copyrights are
protected in the digital age?

2. I like to ________(where, wear, ware) unique clothing from thrift stores that do not have company
logos on them.

3. Marjorie felt like she was being ________(led, lead) on a wild goose chase, and she did not like it
one bit.

4. Serina described ________(witch, which) house was hers, but now that I am here, they all look the
same.

5. Seeing his friend without a lunch, Miguel gave her a ________(peace, piece) of his apple.
6. Do you think that it is healthy for mother to talk about the ________(passed, past) all the time?
7. Eating healthier foods will ________(lessen, lesson) the risk of heart disease.
8. I know it sounds cliché, but my father had the ________(patients, patience) of a saint.
9. Daniela ________(sees, seas, seize) possibilities in the bleakest situations, and that it is why she is

successful.
10. Everyone goes ________(through, threw) hardships in life regardless of who they are.

Commonly Misspelled Words

Below is a list of commonly misspelled words. You probably use these words every day in either speaking or
writing. Each word has a segment in bold type, which indicates the problem area of the word that is often
spelled incorrectly. If you can, use this list as a guide before, during, and after you write.

Tip

Use the following two tricks to help you master these troublesome words:

1. Copy each word a few times and underline the problem area.
2. Copy the words onto flash cards and have a friend test you.
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Table 4.1 Commonly Misspelled Words
across disappoint integration particular separate

address disapprove intelligent perform similar

answer doesn’t interest perhaps since

argument eighth interfere personnel speech

athlete embarrass jewelry possess strength

beginning environment judgment possible success

behavior exaggerate knowledge prefer surprise

calendar familiar maintain prejudice taught

career finally mathematics privilege temperature

conscience government meant probably thorough

crowded grammar necessary psychology thought

definite height nervous pursue tired

describe illegal occasion reference until

desperate immediately opinion rhythm weight

different important optimist ridiculous written

Exercise 3

Identify and correct the ten commonly misspelled words in the following paragraph.

Brooklyn is one of the five boroughs that make up New York City. It is located on the eastern
shore of Long Island directly accross the East River from the island of Manhattan. Its beginings
stretch back to the sixteenth century when it was founded by the Dutch who originally called it
“Breuckelen.” Immedietely after the Dutch settled Brooklyn, it came under British rule. However,
neither the Dutch nor the British were Brooklyn’s first inhabitants. When European settlers first
arrived, Brooklyn was largely inhabited by the Lenapi, a collective name for several organized
bands of Native American people who settled a large area of land that extended from upstate
New York through the entire state of New Jersey. They are sometimes referred to as the Delaware
Indians. Over time, the Lenapi succumbed to European diseases or conflicts between European
settlers or other Native American enemies. Finalley they were pushed out of Brooklyn completely
by the British.
In 1776, Brooklyn was the site of the first importent battle of the American Revolution known as
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the Battle of Brooklyn. The colonists lost this battle, which was led by George Washington, but
over the next two years they would win the war, kicking the British out of the colonies once and
for all.
By the end of the nineteenth century, Brooklyn grew to be a city in its own right. The completion
of the Brooklyn Bridge was an ocasion for celebration; transportation and commerce between
Brooklyn and Manhattan now became much easier. Eventually, in 1898, Brooklyn lost its seperate
identity as an independent city and became one of five boroughs of New York City. However,
in some people’s opinien, the intagration into New York City should have never happened; they
though Brooklyn should have remained an independent city.
Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Writing at Work

In today’s job market, writing e-mails has become a means by which many people find employment. E-
mails to prospective employers require thoughtful word choice, accurate spelling, and perfect
punctuation. Employers’ inboxes are inundated with countless e-mails daily. If even the subject line of
an e-mail contains a spelling error, it will likely be overlooked and someone else’s e-mail will take
priority.

The best thing to do after you proofread an e-mail to an employer and run the spell checker is to have
an additional set of eyes go over it with you; one of your teachers may be able to read the e-mail and
give you suggestions for improvement. Most colleges and universities have writing centers, which may
also be able to assist you.
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Sex and Gender Word Choices

Choosing the best word is difficult enough for student writers when the choices are clearly right and wrong,
so choices that involve subtlety and complexity can be extremely challenging. To add to this issue, English-
speaking culture has become particularly sensitive to word choices dealing with sex and gender, and this
creates great difficulty for students trying to figure out the best and most effective ways to express ideas. The
following advice is necessarily subtle and complex, but it can help guide you through this difficult territory.

Pronouns

The traditional grammar rule regarding pronouns is to make them agree in number, and in uncertain contexts
to rely on the masculine pronoun. This means that plural pronouns should be used for plural antecedents, and
singular for singular.

Traditionally Correct: Some professors (plur.) write their (plur.) own textbooks.

Traditionally Incorrect: A professor (sing.) can write their (plur.) own textbook.

Traditionally Correct: A professor (sing.) can write his (sing.) own textbook.

Traditionally Incorrect: Anyone (sing.) can read the statistics for themselves (plur.).

Traditionally Correct: Anyone (sing.) can read the statistics for himself (sing.).

But as illustrated in these examples, this traditional rule can cause confusion with common-sex words, such as
professor, and common-sex general words, such as anyone. The use of the singular masculine pronoun (he, him,
his, himself) suggests that the general professor or anyone being referenced excludes women, which would be
at least misleading, and more likely just plain wrong.

Added to this problem is the political attack on such pronoun usage as being essentially sexist. In recent years,
other gender-focused attacks have been leveled against traditional pronoun usage as well, but the underlying
problems, principles, and solutions remain the same despite the specific accusation.

The main underlying problem is that the English language has no common-sex singular personal pronouns.
We have only he, she, and it (and their declensions: him, her, his, hers, its, himself, herself, itself).

Do your personal political views determine how you should proceed? No, not if your aim is good writing. As
Bryan Garner notes, “If you start with the pragmatic premise that you want to avoid misleading or distracting
a significant percentage of your readers, then you’ll almost certainly conclude that it’s best to avoid sexist
language. Regardless of your political persuasion, that conclusion seems inevitable—if you’re a pragmatist”
(821).

Those principles—that good writers should neither mislead their readers nor create distractions for
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them—nullifies the awkward, clumsy, and unorthodox attempts to use devices to address the problem such as
he/she, s/he, xe (xem/xyrs), and so forth.

And while we do see both pedants and activists choose to write badly to support their causes, a good writer is
ever the pragmatist, and the key pragmatic principle here is that you can always write around the problem.

Both the pedant and the activist want to know what you would choose if rewriting the sentence were not an
option, but that’s merely a theoretical or ideological question. You always have the option of rewriting.

Bryan Garner provides a handy list of some common methods (822):

A. “Delete the pronoun reference altogether”

Original: Each student should read the assignment as soon as it is made available to him.

Revision (delete to him): Each student should read the assignment as soon as it is made available.

B. “Change the pronoun to an article, such as a or the”

Original: Somebody left his coffee mug in the classroom.

Revision (change his to a): Somebody left a coffee mug in the classroom.

C. “Pluralize, so that he becomes they”

Original: A student should support his point with explanations and evidence.

Revision: Students should support their points with explanations and evidence.

D. “Use the relative pronoun who, especially when the generic he follows an if”
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Original: If a student does not read the literature, he cannot expect to pass the final exam.

Revision: A student who does not read the literature cannot expect to pass the final exam.

E. “Repeat the noun instead of using a pronoun, especially when the two are separated by several words”

Original: The professor will provide individual commentary on essays that is intended to guide
improvement in writing. More specifically, he will note strengths and weaknesses in clarity,
coherence, completeness, and correctness.

Revision (change he to the professor): The professor will provide individual commentary on essays
that is intended to guide improvement in writing. More specifically, the professor will note strengths
and weaknesses in clarity, coherence, completeness, and correctness.

Plural Pronouns

What about the option of using a plural pronoun (such as they) for a singular antecedent that is general (such
as student or someone)? Although this option is traditionally incorrect, it has been used in English writing for
centuries—the Oxford English Dictionary cites the year 1375 as the earliest example—and it is becoming even
more widely accepted now. Indeed, few readers will notice the shift from singular to plural, and might even be
distracted by the traditionally correct option.

Traditionally Correct: Someone in the theater needs to put his phone on silent.

Widely Acceptable: Someone in the theater needs to put their phone on silent.

Traditionally Correct: When a parent (sing.) chooses adoption, he or she (sing.) faces many new
challenges.

Widely Acceptable: When a parent (sing.) chooses adoption, they (plur.) face many new challenges.

Of course, these examples could have been rewritten instead via Garner’s advice above.
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But note that this widely acceptable use of a plural pronoun for a singular antecedent applies only to one
scenario: when that antecedent is general or unknown. Here are just a few examples:

• A student
• A firefighter
• Someone
• Anyone
• The owner

But there is no established pattern in English (written or spoken) of using a plural pronoun for a singular
antecedent that is known or specific, such as my sister, or Gregory, or Chewbacca, etc. Instead, this option
simply causes confusion and distraction for readers and would be used intentionally only as a contrivance for
activism, not for good writing.

Incorrect: My mother left their coffee in the room.

Correct: My mother left her coffee in the room.

Incorrect: Robert fell down the steps, but they will be fine.

Correct: Robert fell down the steps, but he will be fine.

This does not address scenarios in which specific individuals request to be addressed by non-standard
pronouns. Avoid misleading or distracting your reader as you let context be your guide in those cases.

The Word and Suffix Man

As Jacques Barzun explains more fully, the word man has traditionally meant human being (82-3). This means
people regardless of sex, as seen even in 1611 in Genesis: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of
God created he him; male and female created he them” (King James Version Gen. 1.27). And man meant human
being even at its etymological roots in Sanskrit, manu (Barzun 82-3). So there is nothing technically wrong with
having a female or otherwise-gendered chairman or fireman or policeman or mailman.

But not all readers are this aware of how the language works, so when this option is likely to distract or
mislead (which is more and more often), Bryan Garner advises the more effective and efficient option: drop the
suffix -man altogether, and use the more specific identifier where available. So you can instead refer to the
department chair, firefighter, police officer, or mail carrier (Garner 823).
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Other Forms of Sexist Word Choices

Sex-specific terms are very rarely needed or have more common alternatives, so words such as authoress,
waitress, stewardess, etc., can simply be author, server, flight attendant, and so forth (Garner 823).

If you are dealing with a subject or source that requires the distinction of, for instance, the Academy Award
Winner for Best Supporting Actress, or Jane Austen’s heroines, or the goddesses of Greek mythology, you can
use such widely accepted terms without fear of sounding sexist. Again, context and clarity are the best guides.

During your revising and editing stages, watch closely for unnecessary distinctions of sex, which can distract
and mislead. Referring to a “female surgeon” or a “woman governor” has no place in a discussion that is actually
about surgeons and governors rather than the sex or gender of them.

And on this note, the typical pattern is to use female as an adjective and woman/women as a noun. Although
there are exceptions that context usually clarifies, one would not “interview a female about the issue” but
instead “interview a woman,” and one might specifically seek the opinion of a “female doctor” rather than a
“woman doctor.”
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Vocabulary Strategies

You will naturally encounter many words and phrases in your college reading that are new to you, and you
will want to understand them well enough to employ them in your own writing. There are three fundamental
strategies for understanding these unfamiliar words and thereby improving your own vocabulary: context clues,
word parts, and dictionaries.

Context Clues

Context clues are bits of information within a text that will assist you in deciphering the meaning of unknown
words. Since most of your knowledge of vocabulary comes from reading, it is important that you recognize
context clues. By becoming more aware of particular words and phrases surrounding a difficult word, you can
make logical guesses about its meaning. The following are the different types of context clues:

• Brief definition or restatement
• Synonyms and antonyms
• Examples

Brief Definition or Restatement

Sometimes a text directly states the definition or a restatement of the unknown word. The brief definition or
restatement is signaled by a word or a punctuation mark. Consider the following example:

If you visit Alaska, you will likely see many glaciers, or slow moving masses of ice.

In this sentence, the word glaciers is defined by the phrase that follows the signal word or, which is slow moving
masses of ice.

In other instances, the text may restate the meaning of the word in a different way, by using punctuation as a
signal. Look at the following example:

Marina was indignant—fuming mad—when she discovered her brother had left for the party without
her.

Although fuming mad is not a formal definition of the word indignant, it does serve to define it. These two
examples use signals—the word or and the punctuation dashes—to indicate the meaning of the unfamiliar
word. Other signals to look for are the words is, as, means, known as, and refers to.
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Synonyms and Antonyms

Sometimes a text gives a synonym of the unknown word to signal the meaning of the unfamiliar word:

When you interpret an image, you actively question and examine what the image connotes and
suggests.

In this sentence the word suggests is a synonym of the word connotes. The word and sometimes signals
synonyms.

Likewise, the word but may signal a contrast, which can help you define a word by its antonym.

I abhor clothes shopping, but I adore grocery shopping.

The word abhor is contrasted with its opposite: adore. From this context, the reader can guess that abhor
means to dislike greatly.

Examples

Sometimes a text will give you an example of the word that sheds light on its meaning:

I knew Mark’s ailurophobia was in full force because he began trembling and stuttering when he saw
my cat, Ludwig, slink out from under the bed.

Although ailurophobia is an unknown word, the sentence gives an example of its effects. Based on this
example, a reader could confidently surmise that the word means a fear of cats.
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Tip

Look for signal words like such as, for instance, and for example. These words signal that a word’s
meaning may be revealed through an example.

Exercise 1

Identify the context clue that helps define the underlined words in each of the following sentences.

1. Lucinda is very adroit on the balance beam, but Constance is rather clumsy.
2. I saw the entomologist, a scientist who studies insects, cradle the giant dung beetle in her palm.
3. Lance’s comments about politics were irrelevant and meaningless to the botanist’s lecture on

plant reproduction.
4. Before I left for my trip to the Czech Republic, I listened to my mother’s sage advice and made a

copy of my passport.
5. His rancor, or hatred, for socializing resulted in a life of loneliness and boredom.
6. Martin was mortified, way beyond embarrassment, when his friends teamed up to shove him into

the pool.
7. The petulant four-year-old had a baby sister who was, on the contrary, not grouchy at all.
8. The philosophy teacher presented the students with several conundrums, or riddles, to solve.
9. Most Americans are omnivores, people that eat both plants and animals.

10. Elena is effervescent, as excited as a cheerleader, for example, when she meets someone for the
first time.

168 | Vocabulary Strategies



Writing at Work

Jargon a type of shorthand communication often used in the workplace. It is the technical language of
a special field. Imagine it is your first time working as a server in a restaurant and your manager tells
you he is going to “eighty-six” the roasted chicken. If you do not realize that “eighty-six” means to
remove an item from the menu, you could be confused.

When you first start a job, no matter where it may be, you will encounter jargon that will likely be
foreign to you. Perhaps after working the job for a short time, you too will feel comfortable enough to
use it. When you are first hired, however, jargon can be baffling and make you feel like an outsider. If
you cannot decipher the jargon based on the context, it is always a good policy to ask.

Word Parts

The English language contains an enormous and ever-growing number of words. Enhancing your vocabulary
by learning new words can seem overwhelming, but if you know the common prefixes and suffixes of English,
you will understand many more words.

Mastering common prefixes and suffixes is like learning a code. Once you crack the code, you can not only spell
words more correctly but also recognize and perhaps even define unfamiliar words.

Prefixes

A prefix is a word part added to the beginning of a word to create a new meaning. Study the common prefixes
in the table below.
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Tip

The main rule to remember when adding a prefix to a word is not to add letters or leave out any letters.
See the table below for examples of this rule.

Common Prefixes
Prefix Meaning Example

dis not, opposite of dis + satisfied = dissatisfied

mis wrongly mis + spell = misspell

un not un + acceptable = unacceptable

re again re + election = reelection

inter between inter + related = interrelated

pre before pre + pay = prepay

non not non + sense = nonsense

super above super + script = superscript

sub under sub + merge = submerge

anti against, opposing anti + bacterial = antibacterial

Exercise 2

Identify the five words with prefixes in the following paragraph, and write their meanings on a separate
sheet of paper.
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At first, I thought one of my fuzzy, orange socks disappeared in the dryer, but I could not find it
in there. Because it was my favorite pair, nothing was going to prevent me from finding that
sock. I looked all around my bedroom, under the bed, on top of the bed, and in my closet, but I
still could not find it. I did not know that I would discover the answer just as I gave up my search.
As I sat down on the couch in the family room, my Dad was reclining on his chair. I laughed
when I saw that one of his feet was orange and the other blue! I forgot that he was color-blind.
Next time he does laundry I will have to supervise him while he folds the socks so that he does
not accidentally take one of mine!

Exercise 3

Add the correct prefix to the word to complete each sentence.

1. I wanted to ease my stomach ________comfort, so I drank some ginger root tea.
2. Lenny looked funny in his ________matched shirt and pants.
3. Penelope felt ________glamorous at the party because she was the only one not wearing a dress.
4. My mother said those ________aging creams do not work, so I should not waste my money on

them.
5. The child’s ________standard performance on the test alarmed his parents.
6. When my sister first saw the meteor, she thought it was a ________natural phenomenon.
7. Even though she got an excellent job offer, Cherie did not want to ________locate to a different

country.
8. With a small class size, the students get to ________act with the teacher more frequently.
9. I slipped on the ice because I did not heed the ________cautions about watching my step.

10. A ________combatant is another word for civilian.

Suffixes

A suffix is a word part added to the end of a word to create a new meaning. Study the suffix rules in the following
boxes.

Rule 1

When adding the suffixes –ness and –ly to a word, the spelling of the word does not change.

Examples:

• dark + ness = darkness
• scholar + ly = scholarly
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Exceptions to Rule 1

When the word ends in y, change the y to i before adding –ness and –ly.

Examples:

• ready + ly = readily
• happy + ness = happiness

Rule 2

When the suffix begins with a vowel, drop the silent e in the root word.

Examples:

• care + ing = caring
• use + able = usable

Exceptions to Rule 2

When the word ends in ce or ge, keep the silent e if the suffix begins with a or o.

Examples:

• replace + able = replaceable
• courage + ous = courageous

Rule 3

When the suffix begins with a consonant, keep the silent e in the original word.

Examples:

• care + ful = careful
• care + less = careless

Exceptions to Rule 3

Examples:

• true + ly = truly
• argue + ment = argument

Rule 4
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When the word ends in a consonant plus y, change the y to i before any suffix not beginning with i.

Examples:

• sunny + er = sunnier
• hurry + ing = hurrying

Rule 5

When the suffix begins with a vowel, double the final consonant only if (1) the word has only one
syllable or is accented on the last syllable and (2) the word ends in a single vowel followed by a single
consonant.

Examples:

• tan + ing = tanning (one syllable word)
• regret + ing = regretting (The accent is on the last syllable; the word ends in a single vowel

followed by a single consonant.)
• cancel + ed = canceled (The accent is not on the last syllable.)
• prefer + ed = preferred

Exercise 4

Write the correct forms of the words with their suffixes.

1. refer + ed
2. refer + ence
3. mope + ing
4. approve + al
5. green + ness
6. benefit + ed
7. resubmit + ing
8. use + age
9. greedy + ly

10. excite + ment
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Dictionaries

Even professional writers need help with the meanings, spellings, pronunciations, and uses of particular words.
In fact, they rely on dictionaries to help them write better. No one knows every word in the English language
and their multiple uses and meanings, so all writers, from novices to professionals, can benefit from the use of
dictionaries.

Most dictionaries provide the following information:

• Spelling. How the word and its different forms are spelled.
• Pronunciation. How to say the word.
• Part of speech. The function of the word.
• Definition. The meaning of the word.
• Synonyms. Words that have similar meanings.
• Etymology. The history of the word.

Here is an example of a dictionary entry:

myth, mith, n. [Gr. mythos, a word, a fable, a legend.] A fable or legend embodying the convictions of a
people as to their gods or other divine beings, their own beginnings and early history and the heroes
connected with it, or the origin of the world; any invented story; something or someone having no
existence in fact.—myth • ic, myth • i • cal

Here is an analysis of the information this example has provided:

• Spelling: “myth”
• Pronunciation: “mith”
• Part of speech: “n.,” which means noun
• Definition: “A fable or legend embodying the convictions of a people as to their gods or other divine

beings, their own beginnings and early history and the heroes connected with it, or the origin of the world;
any invented story; something or someone having no existence in fact.”

• Synonyms: In this entry, the synonyms are merely suggested rather than explicitly listed; those synonyms
are fable and legend.

• Etymology: “Gr. mythos,” which means it comes from the Greek language, where the original word was
mythos, meaning “a word, a fable, a legend”

Note that every dictionary is a separate and unique publication. So there is no such thing as just The Dictionary,
nor is there just a Webster’s Dictionary (these are general-use terms that any book may employ). Also note that
many search engines, such as Google, show glimpses of definitions from specific dictionaries as part of their
search results, so “Google defines…” is not accurate. When citing the dictionary you’re using, state its actual title.
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Exercise 5

Directions: Use the boldface dictionary entry below to answer the following questions.

lance (lans) [ME launcen, F lancer, L lanceare, lancea] n., 1. a steel-tipped spear carried by mounted
knights or light cavalry; 2. any of various sharp objects suggestive of a lance. v.t., 1. a: to pierce with
or as if with a lance, b: to open with or as if with a lancet; 2. to throw forward or hurl.

1. Is lans an acceptable alternative spelling of lance?

2. Can lance can be used as a verb?

3. Which languages does the word lance come from?

4. As used in the following sentence, which is the correct definition of lance? “Ajax lanced the weapon
over the heads of his allies, across the battlefield, to the chest of his foe.”

5. In the example sentence in number 4, which part of speech is lanced used as?
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SENTENCE STYLE

This chapter is about writing decisions focused on the sentence that go beyond mere grammar.
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Sentence Types

There are different categories of sentences, often distinguished by the intention of the sentence, the types of
clauses the sentence uses, the voice of the sentence, and the pattern the sentence uses. These categories are
neither exclusive nor exhaustive; there are overlaps and redundancies among them, and there are more than
those noted here.

Sentence Types: Intention

Declarative

• A sentence that asserts or denies (which is the default mode for college composition)
• Examples:

◦ The werewolf is hungry.
◦ The front door isn’t shut.

Imperative

• A sentence that directs or commands (the subject is the implied second person, “you”)
• Examples:

◦ Feed the werewolf.
◦ Shut the front door.

Interrogative

• A sentence that asks or inquires
• Examples

◦ Is the werewolf hungry?
◦ Did you shut the front door?

Exclamatory

• A sentence that announces an excited sentiment or point
• Examples:

◦ What big teeth he has!
◦ Hooray for werewolves!

Exercise 1
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Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Declarative
2. Imperative
3. Interrogative
4. Exclamatory

Sentence Types: Clauses

Simple

• A sentence that has one independent clause only.
• Examples:

◦ I like monsters.
◦ Monsters don’t like me.

Compound

• A sentence that includes two or more independent clauses
• Examples:

◦ I like monsters, but monsters don’t like me.
◦ Godzilla destroys cities, and cities destroy King Kong.

Complex

• A sentence that includes one or more dependent clauses
• Examples:

◦ Although Godzilla destroys cities, I think he’s cute.
◦ Sunlight is bad for vampires because it weakens them.

Compound-Complex

• A sentence that combines multiple independent clauses with one or more dependent clauses
• Examples:

◦ Although Godzilla destroys cities, I think he’s cute, and he seems to know it.
◦ Sunlight is bad for vampires because it weakens them, but not all vampires are destroyed by it.
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Exercise 2

Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Simple
2. Compound
3. Complex
4. Compound-Complex

Sentence Types: Voice

Active

• A sentence in which the grammatical subject is the one acting or being (which is the default mode for
college composition)

• Examples:

◦ She took a walk.
◦ I made mistakes.

Passive

• A sentence in which the grammatical subject is something being acted upon
• Examples:

◦ A walk was being taken by her.
◦ Mistakes were made.

Exercise 3

Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Active
2. Passive
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Sentence Types: Mode (or Mood)

Indicative

• A sentence that asserts, denies, or questions facts or claims (which is the standard mode for college
composition)

• Examples:

◦ The werewolf is hungry.
◦ Is the werewolf hungry?
◦ A tree fell in the forest.

Subjunctive

• A sentence exploring ideas as counter-factual or merely possible, not factual or real (note the change in
verbs)

• Examples:

◦ If Shakespeare were alive today, he would work in Hollywood.
◦ If that be true, the treasure is gone.
◦ The professor asked that the student leave the test on the desk.

Imperative

• A sentence that directs or commands (the subject is the implied second person, “you”)
• Examples:

◦ Feed the werewolf.
◦ Shut the front door.

Exercise 4

Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Indicative
2. Subjunctive
3. Imperative

Sentence Types: Patterns

Subject–Verb
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Computers (subject) hum (verb)

Subject–Linking Verb–Noun

Computers (subject) are (linking verb) tools (noun)

Subject–Linking Verb–Adjective

Computers (subject) are (linking verb) expensive (adjective)

Subject–Verb–Adverb

Computers (subject) calculate (verb) quickly (adverb)

Subject–Verb–Direct Object

When you write a sentence with a direct object (DO), make sure that the DO receives the action of the verb.

Sally (subject) rides (verb) a motorcycle (direct object)

Subject–Verb–Indirect Object–Direct Object

In this sentence structure, an indirect object explains to whom or to what the action is being done. The indirect
object is a noun or pronoun, and it comes before the direct object in a sentence.

My coworker (subject) gave (verb) me (indirect object) the reports (direct object)
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Exercise 5

Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Subject-Verb
2. Subject-Linking Verb-Noun
3. Subject-Linking Verb-Adjective
4. Subject-Verb-Adverb
5. Subject-Verb-Direct Object
6. Subject-Verb-Indirect Object-Direct Object

Sentence Types: Style

Balanced

• A sentence that presents multiple ideas in the same way at the same length, often with a sense of rhythm
• Examples

◦ “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.” (John F. Kennedy)
◦ “To err is human, to forgive, divine.” (Alexander Pope)

Periodic

• A sentence that separates the grammatical beginning and the grammatical conclusion with extra
information (sometimes separating subject and predicate, sometimes separating phrases or clauses)

• Examples

◦ “It was in Rome, on the 15th of October 1764, as I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the
barefooted friars were singing vespers in the temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline
and fall of the city first started to my mind.” (Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Edward
Gibbon)

◦ The dog, having howled and moaned and pawed at the door incessantly for hours like some
famished beast from an old folktale, was finally let inside.

Loose

• A sentence that presents an independent clause and then continues to add other phrases and clauses
• Examples

◦ The concert was loud, perhaps too loud, maybe not too loud for the younger audience members, who
danced and sweated and screamed, but too loud for the old folks, especially in the heat, under the
blazing summer sun.

◦ “I was born in the year 1632, in the city of York, of a good family, though not of that country, my father
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being a foreigner of Bremen, who settled first at Hull: he got a good estate by merchandise, and
leaving off his trade, lived afterwards at York, from whence he had married my mother, whose
relations were named Robinson, a very good family in that country, and from whom I was called
Robinson Kreutznoer; but by the usual corruption of words in England, we are now called, nay we call
ourselves, and write our name Crusoe, and so my companions always called me.” (Robinson Crusoe
by Daniel Defoe)

Exercise 6

Write a sentence of your own in each of these sentence types. For your subject, write about
observations or advice relating to being a college student.

1. Balanced
2. Periodic
3. Loose
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Sentence Slots

Subject and Verb Slots

A sentence has two primary slots for inserting content: the subject slot and the verb slot. Readers naturally
focus on the words in these slots and, rightfully, sense that the main information will be in them.

[subject slot] + [verb slot]

• [The cat] [chattered].
• [I] [wrote] an essay.
• [The movie] [failed] at the box office.

When styling sentences, take advantage of this feature of the English language with the following strategy:

Fill the subject slot and verb slot with the most relevant, most exact, most particular words within your
meaning.

For instance, if you are writing about how someone gave a confusing speech, your meaning could be conveyed
in this way:

When giving his speech, it was a little confusing to the audience.

But notice what pieces of information fill the subject and verb slots.

[it] [was]

This is poor sentence style, for the most relevant words within the meaning—speech and confusing—are left out
of the primary slots for information: subject and verb. Instead, those slots are filled with vague, abstract words
that do not directly convey the meaning themselves. It and was could apply to any sort of idea. In other words,
they are not relevant, exact, or particular to the meaning speech or the meaning confusion.

The same meaning could be conveyed in a differently styled sentence, such as this one:
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Confusion happened among the audience during his speech.

Notice which pieces of information fill the subject and verb slots.

[Confusion] [happened]

This is poor sentence style because the real meaning focuses on the subject of his speech, but that does not
appear in either slot. And the subject slot is instead filled by the wrong piece: what the subject did—the action,
or verb—which is confused. The verb slot, where confused should have gone, is instead filled with the vague
word happened, which could be about anything. The result is a sentence that sounds unclear and awkward; in
other words, it has poor sentence style.

But notice what happens when that sentence is styled according to the strategy of filling the subject slot and
verb slot with the most relevant, most exact, most particular words within your meaning.

His speech confused the audience.

This sentence is much clearer and more natural than the above version. It is therefore good sentence style. And
it was achieved by this strategy. Notice which pieces of information fill the subject and verb slots:

[His speech] [confused]

Whether skimming or paying careful attention, readers of this sentence will naturally focus on his speech and
confused, which is exactly the meaning the sentence intended to convey in the first place. Thus, this strategy
improved the sentence style.

Exercise 1

Revise the following sentences according to this strategy: Fill the subject slot and verb slot with the
most relevant, most exact, most particular words within your meaning. Make sure to use complete
sentences.
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1. It took a long time for the marathon by the end of it for some of the runners.
2. A lot of things were problems in my essay with all my bad grammar.
3. Feeling uncertain is how I am right now.
4. Watching the show revealed to me that the Emmy should go to that lead actor for deserving it so

much.
5. It’s to where social media has been people’s focus more than their real relationships.

Needless “It” in the Subject Slot

A common writing weakness is needlessly starting sentences with a vague use of “it.” This does not mean that
the pronoun “it” is a bad subject, especially not when this pronoun has a clear and specific referent. Instead,
the weakness comes when the use of “it” refers to nothing in particular. In those cases, some other meaning is
probably the true subject and should be placed in the subject slot.

See the following examples (with the subject slot in brackets):

• Weak Sentence Style: [It] is a common weakness to needlessly start sentences with a vague
use of “it.”

• Strong Sentence Style: [A common weakness] is needlessly starting sentences with a vague
use of “it.”

But this solution can get difficult if you think that the subject slot can hold only nouns and pronouns.
Remember that styling sentences gives you more options than those. The best words for the subject slot do not
always have to be nouns and pronouns. Instead, you can fill the subject slot with other kinds of words and
phrases (even whole clauses, as explained later).

The exact grammatical names of the different words and phrases (gerunds, infinitives, etc.) do not matter here.
What matters is that you are aware that other kinds of words and phrases can be subjects, and that they can be
used to better say what you mean.

For these other kinds of subjects, see the following examples (with the subject slot in brackets):

• Weak Sentence Style: [It] hurts my knees to run.
• Strong Sentence Style: [Running] hurts my knees.
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• Weak Sentence Style: [It] is the key to happiness to live freely.
• Strong Sentence Style: [To live freely] is the key to happiness.

• Weak Sentence Style: [It]’s wise that you are pursuing a liberal, adaptable degree.
• Strong Sentence Style: [Pursuing a liberal, adaptable degree] is wise.
• Strong Sentence Style: [Your pursuing a liberal, adaptable degree] is wise.

Further information on this can be found in the section Active Voice vs. Passive Voice.

Exercise 2

Directions: Revise the following sentences to remove “it” from the subject slot.

1. It is my decision that matters.

2. It won’t take long for the present to arrive.

Directions: Do the same as above. But make the subject slot begin with a word that ends with “-ing.”
(This is using a gerund.)

3. It is wrong to keep wild animals caged.

4. It is silly spending fifty thousand dollars on a car.

5. [Write a sentence of your own that has an “-ing” phrase in the subject slot.]

Directions: Do the same as above. But make the subject slot begin with the word “to.” (This is using an
infinitive.)

6. It has become a danger to disagree with anyone in America nowadays.

7. It teaches us wisdom to laugh at life.

8. [Write a sentence of your own that has a “to” phrase in the subject slot.]

Clauses in the Subject Slot

Once you can see and use the subject and verb slots in your sentences—once you gain this awareness and
skill—you can begin to gain control over exactly what your sentences say and how they must be interpreted.

Sentence Slots | 189



Writers without this awareness and skill often find themselves writing sentences that suggest the wrong ideas,
but they won’t have any notions about how to say it differently, or how to style the sentence to fix the problem.
Worse than that, these weaker writers might not think closely enough about the style of their sentences to
notice that the problem exists.

For example, consider the following problematic sentence:

Example I.

I do not disagree with you because your facts are wrong.

This suggests two very different meanings, and which one the writer intends is unclear. This could mean either
scenario:

1. I agree with you, and there is one main reason for that: your facts are wrong.
2. I disagree with you, but the reason I disagree is not just because your facts are wrong—that just happens

to be coincidental to the fact that I disagree with you.

Indeed, these two valid interpretations are nearly opposites, which is extremely bad. If your writing can be validly
interpreted as saying the opposite of what you mean, you have failed in your primary task as a writer. Your
primary task is to say what you mean.

Consider another problematic sentence.

Example II.

He waited to text until he sat down after having dropped his lunch tray two days in a row.

Again, this suggests at least two very different meanings, and which one the writer intends is unclear. This could
mean either scenario:

1. For two days in a row, this happened in this order: he dropped his lunch tray, and then sat down at the
table, and then texted.

2. For two days in a row, he was texting while walking and carrying his lunch tray, and that caused him to
drop his lunch tray. After those incidences, he decided from then on to take his tray to the table and sit
down first, and then text afterward.

Again, these are both valid interpretations of the sentence, and they are very different. Either could be what the
writer means, which means the writer has failed.
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These are not the only two possible sentences with such problems. Countless sentences like these pop up in
student essays all the time, and they might have even occurred in your own essays. But what is the cause of
these problems? And how do you fix them? And what if you didn’t even notice them so that you could try to fix
them?

The cause of these problems is poor sentence style. And that sentence style can be improved by making use of
the subject slot. Merely being aware of what you have placed in your subject slots can help you begin to see
whether you have these kinds of problems or not, and then manipulating the words you put in the subject slots
can help you fix the problem.

Let’s use the above examples, and let’s fix them using the following as the writer’s intended meanings:

Example I: I do not disagree with you because your facts are wrong.

Intended Meaning of Example I: I disagree with you, but the reason I disagree is not just because
your facts are wrong—that just happens to be coincidental to the fact that I disagree with you.

Example II: He waited to text until he sat down after having dropped his lunch tray two days in a
row.

Intended Meaning of Example II: For two days in a row, he was texting while walking and carrying
his lunch tray, and that caused him to drop his lunch tray. After those incidences, he decided from
then on to take his tray to the table and sit down first, and then text afterward.

The descriptions of the intended meaning are terribly clunky, awkward, and excessive, so they would be very
poor solutions, and we can disregard them. Instead, let’s style the sentences to say exactly what they mean in
roughly the same amount of space as the originals.

Here is why the key to fixing these sentence styles is manipulating the words in the subject slots: the subject
slot should hold the words for whatever is truly “doing” or “being.”

In Example I, the subject slot holds “I,” which means “the writer” is doing “the disagreeing.” But if the true
meaning is about the subject of “the wrong facts,” and what they are being is “not the reason,” then we need to
find a way to place that idea of “the wrong facts” in the subject slot.

The same goes for Example II. The subject slot holds “he,” which means that “he” is doing “the waiting.” But if
the true meaning is about “the incidents of dropping the tray,” and what they are doing is “convincing him to sit
down first,” then we need to find a way to place that idea of “the incidents of dropping the tray” in the subject
slot.

We can do this by filling the subject slots with something other than just nouns or pronouns. We can fill the
subject slots with different kinds of clauses.

The exact grammatical names of the different clauses (gerund, relative, subordinate, etc.) do not matter here.
What matters is that you are aware that clauses can be subjects, and that they can be used to better say what
you mean.
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For Example I, watch what happens when we turn “the wrong facts” into a clause and place it in the subject slot
(subject slot in brackets):

Subject Slot: [That your facts are wrong]

Solution for Example I: That your facts are wrong is not the reason I disagree with you.

This is good sentence style. There is only one valid way to interpret this, and that interpretation matches with
the intended meaning. Because it uses the strategy of filling the subject slot with the real subject, worded here
as a clause, the sentence says what it means.

Watch what happens when we apply the same strategy to Example II:

Subject Slot: [Having dropped his lunch tray two days in a row]

Solution for Example II: Having dropped his lunch tray two days in a row convinced him to wait
until he sat down at the table to text.

Again, this is good sentence style because the only valid interpretation is the intended one. And that was
achieved by using the subject slot, and filling it with a whole clause that says the real subject. It says what it
means.

Exercise 3

Directions: Revise the following sentences by using a clause in the subject slot. Use a clause that begins
with “that.”

1. We should not take this trail because it is the only one.

2. The thing that upsets me the most is that the dog sheds so badly.

3. His horror stories are universal due to the fact that the fear of the unknown is primordial.

4. [Write a sentence of your own that uses a “that” clause in the subject slot.]
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Directions: Revise the following sentences by using a clause in the subject slot. Use a clause that begins
with “having.”

5. It zapped his strength by nightfall after having worked all day in the sun.

6. It caused him great embarrassment to have been named student of the year in front of the cool kids.

7. She delayed sending her e-mail until she calmed down after having read his statement.

8. [Write a sentence of your own that uses a clause in the subject slot that begins with “having.”]
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Active Voice vs. Passive Voice

Voice in a sentence is either active or passive. This means that a sentence has either a direct or an indirect
connection between the grammatical subject-verb pair and the real concepts behind the subject-verb pair.

In the sentence “I made mistakes,” the grammatical subject “I” connects directly to the real meaning, which is
I, myself, the author. And the grammatical verb “made” connects directly to the real meaning, which is made,
committed, did. This means that this sentence is in active voice. Active voice is the standard voice in college
writing.

But in the sentence “Mistakes were made,” something different happens. The grammatical subject “mistakes”
isn’t the real meaning of who made the mistakes. It connects only indirectly to the real meaning, which is I,
myself, the author. And the grammatical verb “were made” allows this indirectness to happen, for it allows the
subject to shift to a concept that gets acted upon, rather than something or someone doing the action. In other
words, the real meaning of the subject is hidden. This means the sentence is in passive voice.

Typically, active voice is better for your sentences in college essays. It clarifies the ideas by getting you closer
to saying what you mean. Passive voice often weakens your sentences by helping you avoid saying what you
mean. However, as with all writing choices, this choice of voice should be guided by your subject, audience, and
purpose. Some scenarios make passive voice a better option for clarity and directness. What’s most important
as a writer is that you have the awareness and ability to use either voice.

Some excellent examples of active versus passive voice and their uses are available later in this textbook in
Strunk’s Elements of Style, rule 10. But here are a handful of simple examples:

Active Voice:

• She took a walk.
• I submitted my essay late.
• The company fired me.
• Citizens across the city felt angry.
• People don’t respect nurses enough.

Passive Voice:

• A walk was being taken by me.
• The essay was submitted late.
• I got fired.
• Anger was felt across the city.
• Nurses aren’t respected enough.

Notice in both sets of examples that the first two sentences are stronger and clearer in active voice. But the
third sentences are roughly interchangeable; neither is clearly superior. And in the last two sentences, active
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voice puts emphasis on “citizens” and “people” when it is more likely that those ideas distract from the writer’s
purpose, so passive voice is probably a superior style choice in those circumstances.
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Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers

A modifier is a word, phrase, or clause that clarifies or describes another word, phrase, or clause. Sometimes
writers use modifiers incorrectly, leading to strange and unintentionally humorous sentences. The two common
types of modifier errors are called misplaced modifiers and dangling modifiers. If either of these errors occurs,
readers can no longer read smoothly. Instead, they become stumped trying to figure out what the writer meant
to say. A writer’s goal must always be to communicate clearly and to avoid distracting the reader with strange
sentences or awkward sentence constructions. The good news is that these errors can be easily overcome.

Misplaced Modifiers

A misplaced modifier is a modifier that is placed too far from the word or words it modifies. Misplaced modifiers
make the sentence awkward and sometimes unintentionally humorous.

Incorrect: She wore a bicycle helmet on her head that was too large.

Correct: She wore a bicycle helmet that was too large on her head.

• Notice in the incorrect sentence it sounds as if her head was too large! Of course, the writer is referring to
the helmet, not to the person’s head. The corrected version of the sentence clarifies the writer’s meaning.

Look at the following two examples:

Incorrect: They bought a kitten for my brother they call Shadow.

Correct: They bought a kitten they call Shadow for my brother.

• In the incorrect sentence, it seems that the brother’s name is Shadow. That’s because the modifier is too
far from the word it modifies, which is kitten.

Incorrect: The patient was referred to the physician with stomach pains.

Correct: The patient with stomach pains was referred to the physician.

• The incorrect sentence reads as if it is the physician who has stomach pains! What the writer means is that
the patient has stomach pains.
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Tip

Simple modifiers like only, almost, just, nearly, and barely often get used incorrectly because writers
often stick them in the wrong place.

Confusing: Tyler almost found fifty cents under the sofa cushions.

Repaired: Tyler found almost fifty cents under the sofa cushions.

• How do you almost find something? Either you find it or you do not. The repaired sentence is
much clearer.

Exercise 1

Rewrite the following sentences to correct the misplaced modifiers.

1. The young lady was walking the dog on the telephone.
2. I heard that there was a robbery on the evening news.
3. Uncle Louie bought a running stroller for the baby that he called “Speed Racer.”
4. Rolling down the mountain, the explorer stopped the boulder with his powerful foot.
5. We are looking for a babysitter for our precious six-year-old who doesn’t drink or smoke and owns

a car.
6. The teacher served cookies to the children wrapped in aluminum foil.
7. The mysterious woman walked toward the car holding an umbrella.
8. We returned the wine to the waiter that was sour.
9. Charlie spotted a stray puppy driving home from work.

10. I ate nothing but a cold bowl of noodles for dinner.

Dangling Modifiers

A dangling modifier is a word, phrase, or clause that describes something that has been left out of the sentence.
When there is nothing that the word, phrase, or clause can modify, the modifier is said to dangle.
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Incorrect: Riding in the sports car, the world whizzed by rapidly.

Correct: As Jane was riding in the sports car, the world whizzed by rapidly.

• In the incorrect sentence, riding in the sports car is dangling. The reader is left wondering who is riding in
the sports car. The writer must tell the reader!

Incorrect: New-boot goofing in the parking lot, the genuine ostrich leather shimmered like snow.

Correct: As Lieutenant Dangle was new-boot goofing in the parking lot, the genuine ostrich leather
shimmered like snow.

Correct: The genuine ostrich leather shimmered like snow as Lieutenant Dangle was new-boot goofing
in the parking lot,

• In the incorrect sentence new-boot goofing is dangling. Who is new-boot goofing? Lieutenant Dangle.
Note that there are two different ways the dangling modifier can be corrected.

Incorrect: To win the spelling bee, Luis and Gerard should join our team.

Correct: If we want to win the spelling bee this year, Luis and Gerard should join our team.

• In the incorrect sentence, to win the spelling bee is dangling. Who wants to win the spelling bee? We do!

Tip

The following three steps will help you quickly spot a dangling modifier:

1. Look for an -ing modifier at the beginning of your sentence or another modifying phrase:
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Painting for three hours at night, the kitchen was finally finished by Maggie. (Painting is the -ing
modifier.)

2. Underline the first noun that follows it:

Painting for three hours at night, the kitchen was finally finished by Maggie.

3. Make sure the modifier and noun go together logically. If they do not, it is very likely you have a
dangling modifier.

After identifying the dangling modifier, rewrite the sentence.

Painting for three hours at night, Maggie finally finished the kitchen.

Exercise 2

Rewrite the following the sentences onto your own sheet of paper to correct the dangling modifiers.

1. Bent over backward, the posture was very challenging.
2. Making discoveries about new creatures, this is an interesting time to be a biologist.
3. Walking in the dark, the picture fell off the wall.
4. Playing a guitar in the bedroom, the cat was seen under the bed.
5. Packing for a trip, a cockroach scurried down the hallway.
6. While looking in the mirror, the towel swayed in the breeze.
7. While driving to the veterinarian’s office, the dog nervously whined.
8. The priceless painting drew large crowds when walking into the museum.
9. Piled up next to the bookshelf, I chose a romance novel.

10. Chewing furiously, the gum fell out of my mouth.

Exercise 3

Rewrite the following paragraph correcting all the misplaced and dangling modifiers.

I bought a fresh loaf of bread for my sandwich shopping in the grocery store. Wanting to make a
delicious sandwich, the mayonnaise was thickly spread. Placing the cold cuts on the bread, the
lettuce was placed on top. I cut the sandwich in half with a knife turning on the radio. Biting into
the sandwich, my favorite song blared loudly in my ears. Humming and chewing, my sandwich
went down smoothly. Smiling, my sandwich will be made again, but next time I will add cheese.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.
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Parallelism

Parallelism is the use of similar structure in related words, clauses, or phrases. It creates a sense of rhythm
and balance within a sentence. As readers, we often correct faulty parallelism—a lack of parallel
structure—intuitively because an unbalanced sentence sounds awkward and poorly constructed. Read the
following sentences aloud:

Faulty parallelism: Kelly had to iron, do the washing, and shopping before her parents arrived.

Faulty parallelism: Driving a car requires coordination, patience, and to have good eyesight.

Faulty parallelism: Ali prefers jeans to wearing a suit.

All of these sentences contain faulty parallelism. In the first example, three different verb forms are used. In the
second and third examples, the writer begins each sentence by using a noun (coordination, jeans), but ends
with a phrase (to have good eyesight, wearing a suit). Now read the same three sentences that have correct
parallelism.

Note that the goal in parallelism is not to use the one right type of construction (which type is your choice), but
instead to make every item use the same construction.

Correct parallelism: Kelly had to do the ironing, washing, and shopping before her parents arrived.

Correct parallelism: Driving a car requires coordination, patience, and good eyesight.

Correct parallelism: Ali prefers wearing jeans to wearing a suit.

When these sentences are written using a parallel structure, they sound more aesthetically pleasing because
they are balanced. Repetition of grammatical construction also minimizes the amount of work the reader has
to do to decode the sentence. This enables the reader to focus on the main idea in the sentence and not on how
the sentence is put together.

200 | Parallelism



Tip

A simple way to check for parallelism in your writing is to make sure you have paired nouns with nouns,
verbs with verbs, prepositional phrases with prepositional phrases, and so on. Underline each element
in a sentence and check that the corresponding element uses the same grammatical form.

Creating Parallelism Using Coordinating Conjunctions

When you connect two clauses using a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so), make sure that
the same grammatical structure is used on each side of the conjunction. Take a look at the following example:

Faulty parallelism: When I walk the dog, I like to listen to music and talking to friends on the phone.

Correct parallelism: When I walk the dog, I like listening to music and talking to friends on the phone.

The first sentence uses two different verb forms (to listen, talking). In the second sentence, the grammatical
construction on each side of the coordinating conjunction (and) is the same, creating a parallel sentence.

The same technique should be used for joining items or lists in a series:

Faulty parallelism: This committee needs to decide whether the company should reduce its
workforce, cut its benefits, or lowering workers’ wages.

Correct parallelism: This committee needs to decide whether the company should reduce its
workforce, cut its benefits, or lower workers’ wages.

The first sentence contains two items that use the same verb construction (reduce, cut) and a third item that
uses a different verb form (lowering). The second sentence uses the same verb construction in all three items,
creating a parallel structure.
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Exercise 1

Revise each of the following sentences to create parallel structure using coordinating conjunctions.

1. Mr. Holloway enjoys reading and to play his guitar at weekends.
2. The doctor told Mrs. Franklin that she should either eat less or should exercise more.
3. Breaking out of the prison compound, the escapees moved carefully, quietly, and were quick on

their feet.
4. I have read the book, but I have not watched the movie version.
5. Deal with a full inbox first thing in the morning, or by setting aside short periods of time in which

to answer e-mail queries.

Creating Parallelism Using Than or As

When you are making a comparison, the two items being compared should have a parallel structure.
Comparing two items without using parallel structure can lead to confusion about what is being compared.
Comparisons frequently use the words than or as, and the items on each side of these comparison words
should be parallel. Take a look at the following example:

Faulty parallelism: Swimming in the ocean is much tougher than a pool.

Correct parallelism: Swimming in the ocean is much tougher than swimming in a pool.

In the first sentence, the elements before the comparison word (than) are not equal to the elements after the
comparison word. It appears that the writer is comparing an action (swimming) with a noun (a pool). In the
second sentence, the writer uses the same grammatical construction to create a parallel structure. This clarifies
that an action is being compared with another action.

To correct some instances of faulty parallelism, it may be necessary to add or delete words in a sentence.

Faulty parallelism: A brisk walk is as beneficial to your health as going for a run.

Correct parallelism: Going for a brisk walk is as beneficial to your health as going for a run.

In this example, it is necessary to add the verb phrase going for to the sentence in order to clarify that the act of
walking is being compared to the act of running.
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Exercise 2

Revise each of the following sentences to create parallel structure using than or as.

1. I would rather work at a second job to pay for a new car than a loan.
2. How you look in the workplace is just as important as your behavior.
3. The firefighter spoke more of his childhood than he talked about his job.
4. Indian cuisine is far tastier than the food of Great Britain.
5. Jim’s opponent was as tall as Jim and he carried far more weight.

Creating Parallelism Using Correlative Conjunctions

A correlative conjunction is a paired conjunction that connects two equal parts of a sentence and shows the
relationship between them. Common correlative conjunctions include the following:

• either…or
• not only…but also
• neither…nor
• whether…or
• rather…than
• both…and

Correlative conjunctions should follow the same grammatical structure to create a parallel sentence. Take a look
at the following example:

Faulty parallelism: We can neither wait for something to happen nor can we take evasive action.

Correct parallelism: We can neither wait for something to happen nor take evasive action.

When using a correlative conjunction, the words, phrases, or clauses following each part should be parallel. In
the first sentence, the construction of the second part of the sentence does not match the construction of the
first part. In the second sentence, omitting needless words and matching verb constructions create a parallel
structure. Sometimes, rearranging a sentence corrects faulty parallelism.

Faulty parallelism: It was both a long movie and poorly written.

Correct parallelism: The movie was both long and poorly written.
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Tip

To see examples of parallelism in use, read some of the great historical speeches by rhetoricians such as
Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. Notice how they use parallel structures to emphasize
important points and to create a smooth, easily understandable oration.

Here is a link to text, audio, video, and the music of Martin Luther King’s speech “I Have a Dream”:
http://www.mlkonline.net/dream.html.

Writing at Work

Speechwriters use parallelism not only within sentences but also throughout paragraphs and beyond.
Repeating particular key phrases throughout a speech is an effective way of tying a paragraph together
as a cohesive whole and creating a sense of importance. This technique can be adapted to any piece of
writing, but it may be especially useful for creating a proposal or other type of persuasive workplace
document.

Note that the spelling and grammar checker on most word processors will not draw attention to faulty
parallelism. When proofreading a document, read it aloud and listen for sentences that sound awkward
or poorly phrased.
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Exercise 3

Revise each of the following sentences to create parallel structure using correlative conjunctions.

1. The cyclist owns both a mountain bike and has a racing bike.
2. The movie not only contained lots of action, but also it offered an important lesson.
3. My current job is neither exciting nor is it meaningful.
4. Jason would rather listen to his father than be taking advice from me.
5. We are neither interested in buying a vacuum cleaner nor do we want to utilize your carpet

cleaning service.

Exercise 4

Read through the following excerpt from Alex’s essay and revise any instances of faulty parallelism.
Rewrite the sentences to create a parallel structure.
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Sentence Variety

Sometimes writers have a tendency to reuse the same sentence pattern throughout their writing. Like any
repetitive task, reading text that contains too many sentences with the same length and structure can become
monotonous, robotic, and even distracting. Experienced writers mix it up by using an assortment of sentence
patterns, rhythms, and lengths.

In this chapter, you will follow a student named Naomi who has written a draft of an essay but needs to refine
her writing. This section discusses how to introduce sentence variety into writing, how to open sentences using
a variety of techniques, and how to use different types of sentence structure when connecting ideas. You can
use these techniques when revising a paper to bring life and rhythm to your work.

(See the section Rhythms of Three for a specific style not covered here.)

Incorporating Sentence Variety

Experienced writers incorporate sentence variety into their writing by varying sentence style and structure.
Using a mixture of different sentence structures reduces repetition and adds emphasis to important points in
the text. Read the following example:

During my time in office I have achieved several goals. I have helped increase funding for local schools. I
have reduced crime rates in the neighborhood. I have encouraged young people to get involved in their
community. My competitor argues that she is the better choice in the upcoming election. I argue that it
is ridiculous to fix something that isn’t broken. If you reelect me this year, I promise to continue to serve
this community.

In this extract from an election campaign, the writer uses short, simple sentences of a similar length and style.
Writers often mistakenly believe that this technique makes the text more clear for the reader, but the result
is a choppy, unsophisticated paragraph that does not grab the audience’s attention. Now read the revised
paragraph with sentence variety:

During my time in office, I have helped increase funding for local schools, reduced crime rates in the
neighborhood, and encouraged young people to get involved in their community. Why fix what isn’t
broken? If you reelect me this year, I will continue to achieve great things for this community. Don’t
take a chance on an unknown contender; vote for the proven success.

Notice how introducing a short rhetorical question among the longer sentences in the paragraph is an effective
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means of keeping the reader’s attention. In the revised version, the writer combines the choppy sentences at
the beginning into one longer sentence, which adds rhythm and interest to the paragraph.

Exercise 1

Combine each set of simple sentences into a compound or a complex sentence.

1. Heroin is an extremely addictive drug. Thousands of heroin addicts die each year.
2. Shakespeare’s writing is still relevant today. He wrote about timeless themes. These themes

include love, hate, jealousy, death, and destiny.
3. Gay marriage is now legal in six states. Iowa, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Vermont, New

Hampshire, and Maine all permit same-sex marriage. Other states are likely to follow their
example.

4. Prewriting is a vital stage of the writing process. Prewriting helps you organize your ideas. Types of
prewriting include outlining, brainstorming, and idea mapping.

5. Mitch Bancroft is a famous writer. He also serves as a governor on the local school board. Mitch’s
two children attend the school.

Using Sentence Variety at the Beginning of Sentences

Read the following sentences and consider what they all have in common:

John and Amanda will be analyzing this week’s financial report.

The car screeched to a halt just a few inches away from the young boy.

Students rarely come to the exam adequately prepared.

If you are having trouble figuring out why these sentences are similar, try underlining the subject in each.
You will notice that the subject is positioned at the beginning of each sentence—John and Amanda, the car,
students. Since the subject-verb-object pattern is the simplest sentence structure, many writers tend to overuse
this technique, which can result in repetitive paragraphs with little sentence variety.

Naomi wrote an essay about the 2008 government bailout. Read this excerpt from Naomi’s essay:
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This section examines several ways to introduce sentence variety at the beginning of sentences, using Naomi’s
essay as an example.

Starting a Sentence with an Adverb

One technique you can use so as to avoid beginning a sentence with the subject is to use an adverb. An adverb
is a word that describes a verb, adjective, or other adverb and often ends in –ly. Examples of adverbs include
quickly, softly, quietly, angrily, and timidly. Read the following sentences:

She slowly turned the corner and peered into the murky basement.

Slowly, she turned the corner and peered into the murky basement.

In the second sentence, the adverb slowly is placed at the beginning of the sentence. If you read the two
sentences aloud, you will notice that moving the adverb changes the rhythm of the sentence and slightly alters
its meaning. The second sentence emphasizes how the subject moves—slowly—creating a buildup of tension.
This technique is effective in fictional writing.

Note that an adverb used at the beginning of a sentence is usually followed by a comma. A comma indicates
that the reader should pause briefly, which creates a useful rhetorical device. Read the following sentences
aloud and consider the effect of pausing after the adverb:

Cautiously, he unlocked the kennel and waited for the dog’s reaction.

Solemnly, the policeman approached the mayor and placed him under arrest.

Suddenly, he slammed the door shut and sprinted across the street.

In an academic essay, moving an adverb to the beginning of a sentence serves to vary the rhythm of a
paragraph and increase sentence variety.
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Naomi has used two adverbs in her essay that could be moved to the beginning of their respective sentences.
Notice how the following revised version creates a more varied paragraph:

Tip

Adverbs of time—adverbs that indicate when an action takes place—do not always require a comma
when used at the beginning of a sentence. Adverbs of time include words such as yesterday, today,
later, sometimes, often, and now.
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Exercise 2

Rewrite the following sentences by moving the adverbs to the beginning.

1. The red truck sped furiously past the camper van, blaring its horn.
2. Jeff snatched at the bread hungrily, polishing off three slices in under a minute.
3. Underage drinking typically results from peer pressure and lack of parental attention.
4. The firefighters bravely tackled the blaze, but they were beaten back by flames.
5. Mayor Johnson privately acknowledged that the budget was excessive and that further discussion

was needed.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Starting a Sentence with a Prepositional Phrase

A prepositional phrase is a group of words that behaves as an adjective or an adverb, modifying a noun or a
verb. Prepositional phrases contain a preposition (a word that specifies place, direction, or time) and an object
of the preposition (a noun phrase or pronoun that follows the preposition).

above beneath into till

across beside like toward

against between near under

after beyond off underneath

among by on until

around despite over up

at except past with

before for since without

behind from through

below inside throughout

Read the following sentence:

The terrified child hid underneath the table.

In this sentence, the prepositional phrase is underneath the table. The preposition underneath relates to the
object that follows the preposition—the table. Adjectives may be placed between the preposition and the
object in a prepositional phrase.
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The terrified child hid underneath the heavy wooden table.

Some prepositional phrases can be moved to the beginning of a sentence in order to create variety in a piece of
writing. Look at the following revised sentence:

Underneath the heavy wooden table, the terrified child hid.

Notice that when the prepositional phrase is moved to the beginning of the sentence, the emphasis shifts
from the subject—the terrified child—to the location in which the child is hiding. Words that are placed at the
beginning or end of a sentence generally receive the greatest emphasis. Take a look at the following examples.
The prepositional phrase is underlined in each:

The bandaged man waited in the doctor’s office.

In the doctor’s office, the bandaged man waited.

My train leaves the station at 6:45 a.m.

At 6:45 a.m., my train leaves the station.

Teenagers exchange drugs and money under the railway bridge.

Under the railway bridge, teenagers exchange drugs and money.

Prepositional phrases are useful in any type of writing. Take another look at Naomi’s essay on the government
bailout.

Now read the revised version.
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The underlined words are all prepositional phrases. Notice how they add additional information to the text and
provide a sense of flow to the essay, making it less choppy and more pleasurable to read.

Unmovable Prepositional Phrases

Not all prepositional phrases can be placed at the beginning of a sentence. Read the following sentence:

I would like a chocolate sundae without whipped cream.

In this sentence, without whipped cream is the prepositional phrase. Because it describes the chocolate
sundae, it cannot be moved to the beginning of the sentence. “Without whipped cream I would like a chocolate
sundae” does not make as much (if any) sense. To determine whether a prepositional phrase can be moved, we
must determine the meaning of the sentence.

Overuse of Prepositional Phrases

Experienced writers often include more than one prepositional phrase in a sentence; however, it is important
not to overload your writing. Using too many modifiers in a paragraph may create an unintentionally comical
effect as the following example shows:

The treasure lay buried under the old oak tree, behind the crumbling fifteenth-century wall, near the
schoolyard, where children played merrily during their lunch hour, unaware of the riches that remained
hidden beneath their feet.

A sentence is not necessarily effective just because it is long and complex. If your sentence appears cluttered
with prepositional phrases, divide it into two shorter sentences. The previous sentence is far more effective
when written as two simpler sentences:
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The treasure lay buried under the old oak tree, behind the crumbling fifteenth-century wall. In the
nearby schoolyard, children played merrily during their lunch hour, unaware of the riches that
remained hidden beneath their feet.

Writing at Work

The overuse of prepositional phrases often occurs when our thoughts are jumbled and we are unsure
how concepts or ideas relate to one another. If you are preparing a report or a proposal, take the time to
organize your thoughts in an outline before writing a rough draft. Read the draft aloud, either to
yourself or to a colleague, and identify areas that are rambling or unclear. If you notice that a particular
part of your report contains several sentences over twenty words, you should double check that
particular section to make certain that it is coherent and does not contain unnecessary prepositional
phrases. Reading aloud sometimes helps detect unclear and wordy sentences. You can also ask a
colleague to paraphrase your main points to ensure that the meaning is clear.

Starting a Sentence by Inverting Subject and Verb

As we noted earlier, most writers follow the subject-verb-object sentence structure. In an inverted sentence, the
order is reversed so that the subject follows the verb. Read the following sentence pairs:

1. A truck was parked in the driveway.
2. Parked in the driveway was a truck.

1. A copy of the file is attached.
2. Attached is a copy of the file.

Sentence Variety | 213



Notice how the second sentence in each pair places more emphasis on the subject—a truck in the first example
and the file in the second. This technique is useful for drawing the reader’s attention to your primary area of
focus. We can apply this method to an academic essay. Take another look at Naomi’s paragraph.

To emphasize the subject in certain sentences, Naomi can invert the traditional sentence structure. Read her
revised paragraph:

Notice that in the first underlined sentence, the subject (some economists) is placed after the verb (argued). In
the second underlined sentence, the subject (the government) is placed after the verb (expects).

Exercise 3

Rewrite the following sentences as inverted sentences.

1. Teresa will never attempt to run another marathon.
2. A detailed job description is enclosed with this letter.
3. Bathroom facilities are across the hall to the left of the water cooler.
4. The well-dressed stranger stumbled through the doorway.
5. My colleagues remain unconvinced about the proposed merger.
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Connecting Ideas to Increase Sentence Variety

Reviewing and rewriting the beginning of sentences is a good way of introducing sentence variety into your
writing. Another useful technique is to connect two sentences using a modifier, a relative clause, or an
appositive. This section examines how to connect ideas across several sentences in order to increase sentence
variety and improve writing.

Joining Ideas Using an –ing Modifier

Sometimes it is possible to combine two sentences by converting one of them into a modifier using the –ing
verb form—singing, dancing, swimming. A modifier is a word or phrase that qualifies the meaning of another
element in the sentence. Read the following example:

Original sentences: Steve checked the computer system. He discovered a virus.

Revised sentence: Checking the computer system, Steve discovered a virus.

To connect two sentences using an –ing modifier, add –ing to one of the verbs in the sentences (checking)
and delete the subject (Steve). Use a comma to separate the modifier from the subject of the sentence. It is
important to make sure that the main idea in your revised sentence is contained in the main clause, not in
the modifier. In this example, the main idea is that Steve discovered a virus, not that he checked the computer
system.

In the following example, an –ing modifier indicates that two actions are occurring at the same time:

1. Noticing the police car, she shifted gears and slowed down.

This means that she slowed down at the same time she noticed the police car.

2. Barking loudly, the dog ran across the driveway.

This means that the dog barked as it ran across the driveway.

You can add an –ing modifier to the beginning or the end of a sentence, depending on which fits best.

Beginning: Conducting a survey among her friends, Amanda found that few were happy in their jobs.

End: Maria filed the final report, meeting her deadline.
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Dangling Modifiers

A common mistake when combining sentences using the –ing verb form is to misplace the modifier so that
it is not logically connected to the rest of the sentence. This creates a dangling modifier. Look at the following
example:

Jogging across the parking lot, my breath grew ragged and shallow.

In this sentence, jogging across the parking lot seems to modify my breath. Since breath cannot jog, the
sentence should be rewritten so that the subject is placed immediately after the modifier or added to the
dangling phrase.

Jogging across the parking lot, I felt my breath grow ragged and shallow.

For more information on dangling modifiers, see the section Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers.

Joining Ideas Using an –ed Modifier

Some sentences can be combined using an –ed verb form—stopped, finished, played. To use this method, one
of the sentences must contain a form of be as a helping verb in addition to the –ed verb form. Take a look at the
following example:

Original sentences: The Jones family was delayed by a traffic jam. They arrived several hours after the
party started.

Revised sentence: Delayed by a traffic jam, the Jones family arrived several hours after the party
started.

In the original version, was acts as a helping verb—it has no meaning by itself, but it serves a grammatical
function by placing the main verb (delayed) in the perfect tense.

To connect two sentences using an –ed modifier, drop the helping verb (was) and the subject (the Jones family)
from the sentence with an –ed verb form. This forms a modifying phrase (delayed by a traffic jam) that can be
added to the beginning or end of the other sentence according to which fits best. As with the –ing modifier,
be careful to place the word that the phrase modifies immediately after the phrase in order to avoid a dangling
modifier.
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Using –ing or –ed modifiers can help streamline your writing by drawing obvious connections between two
sentences. Take a look at how Naomi might use modifiers in her paragraph.

The revised version of the essay uses the –ing modifier opting to draw a connection between the government’s
decision to bail out the banks and the result of that decision—the acquisition of the mortgage-backed
securities.

Joining Ideas Using a Relative Clause

Another technique that writers use to combine sentences is to join them using a relative clause. A relative
clause is a group of words that contains a subject and a verb and describes a noun. Relative clauses function
as adjectives by answering questions such as which one? or what kind? Relative clauses begin with a relative
pronoun, such as who, which, where, why, or when. Read the following examples:

Original sentences: The managing director is visiting the company next week. He lives in Seattle.

Revised sentence: The managing director, who lives in Seattle, is visiting the company next week.

To connect two sentences using a relative clause, substitute the subject of one of the sentences (he) for a
relative pronoun (who). This gives you a relative clause (who lives in Seattle) that can be placed next to the
noun it describes (the managing director). Make sure to keep the sentence you want to emphasize as the main
clause. For example, reversing the main clause and subordinate clause in the preceding sentence emphasizes
where the managing director lives, not the fact that he is visiting the company.

Revised sentence: The managing director, who is visiting the company next week, lives in Seattle.

Relative clauses are a useful way of providing additional, nonessential information in a sentence. Take a look at
how Naomi might incorporate relative clauses into her essay.
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Notice how the underlined relative clauses can be removed from Naomi’s essay without changing the meaning
of the sentence.

Tip

To check the punctuation of relative clauses, assess whether or not the clause can be taken out of the
sentence without changing its meaning. If the relative clause is not essential to the meaning of the
sentence, it should be placed in commas. If the relative clause is essential to the meaning of the
sentence, it does not require commas around it.

Joining Ideas Using an Appositive

An appositive is a word or group of words that describes or renames a noun or pronoun. Incorporating
appositives into your writing is a useful way of combining sentences that are too short and choppy. Take a look
at the following example:

Original sentences: Harland Sanders began serving food for hungry travelers in 1930. He is Colonel
Sanders or “the Colonel.”

Revised sentence: Harland Sanders, “the Colonel,” began serving food for hungry travelers in 1930.
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In the revised sentence, “the Colonel” is an appositive because it renames Harland Sanders. To combine two
sentences using an appositive, drop the subject and verb from the sentence that renames the noun and turn
it into a phrase. Note that in the previous example, the appositive is positioned immediately after the noun it
describes. An appositive may be placed anywhere in a sentence, but it must come directly before or after the
noun to which it refers:

Appositive after noun: Scott, a poorly trained athlete, was not expected to win the race.

Appositive before noun: A poorly trained athlete, Scott was not expected to win the race.

Unlike relative clauses, appositives are always punctuated by a comma or a set commas. Take a look at the way
Naomi uses appositives to include additional facts in her essay.

Exercise 4

Rewrite the following sentence pairs as one sentence using the techniques you have learned in this
section.

1. Baby sharks are called pups. Pups can be born in one of three ways.
2. The Pacific Ocean is the world’s largest ocean. It extends from the Arctic in the north to the

Southern Ocean in the south.
3. Michael Phelps won eight gold medals in the 2008 Olympics. He is a champion swimmer.
4. Ashley introduced her colleague Dan to her husband, Jim. She speculated that the two of them

would have a lot in common.
5. Cacao is harvested by hand. It is then sold to chocolate-processing companies at the Coffee,

Sugar, and Cocoa Exchange.
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Writing at Work

In addition to varying sentence structure, consider varying the types of sentences you are using in a
report or other workplace document. Most sentences are declarative, but a carefully placed question,
exclamation, or command can pique colleagues’ interest, even if the subject material is fairly dry.
Imagine that you are writing a budget analysis. Beginning your report with a rhetorical question, such
as “Where is our money going?” or “How can we increase sales?” encourages people to continue
reading to find out the answers. Although they should be used sparingly in academic and professional
writing, questions or commands are effective rhetorical devices.
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Rhythms of Three

We often round up vast and complex concepts into tidy rhythms of three—three words, three phrases, three
ideas—such as the following:

• Body, Mind, Soul
• Reading, Writing, Arithmetic
• Logos, Ethos, Pathos
• Protons, Electrons, Neutrons
• Height, Width, Depth
• Animal, Vegetable, Mineral
• Order, Genera, Species
• Gold, Silver, Bronze
• Legislative, Executive, Judicial
• Father, Mother, Child
• Land, Sea, Air

We tend to use three (rather than two or four) because that is the most economical amount for conveying a
pattern. Two of something is merely a pair or coincidence, and a fourth of something is unnecessary to show
that it will continue, for the third time’s a charm (or the third strike means you’re out). Any of the subjects listed
above is, of course, far more nuanced than three elements can convey, so when we speak of something in a
pattern of three, we are summing it up at a high order of abstraction. In other words, we are taking a detailed
discussion and elevating it.

For example, notice how the use of patterns of three elevate the following phrases, making them more poetic,
more certain, more indelible:

Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.
—Emma Lazarus

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.
—Thomas Jefferson

Veni, vidi, vici. (I came; I saw; I conquered.)
—Julius Caesar

This tendency to sum up and to elevate makes patterns of three excellent tools for conclusions in essays. Study
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the following examples closely—they are each the concluding paragraph to an excellent essay—and see if you
can identify the use of patterns of three.

The industrialization—and dehumanization—of American animal farming is a relatively new, evitable
and local phenomenon: no other country raises and slaughters its food animals quite as intensively
or as brutally as we do. Were the walls of our meat industry to become transparent, literally or even
figuratively, we would not long continue to do it this way. Tail-docking and sow crates and beak-
clipping would disappear overnight, and the days of slaughtering 400 head of cattle an hour would
come to an end. For who could stand the sight? Yes, meat would get more expensive. We’d probably
eat less of it, too, but maybe when we did eat animals, we’d eat them with the consciousness,
ceremony and respect they deserve.

—Michael Pollan, “An Animal’s Place”

Well, great. Serial killers aren’t necessarily spooky; they simply have high metabolisms. And they like
to watch Footloose. And to know them means nothing, even if it does. Apparently, there is no one on
earth who needs to meet a serial killer more than me; only then will I realize these people are
meaningless. Get ready, all ye lonely hitchhikers. My car awaits your empty eyes, your random
perversity, and your hand of perpetual doom. One way or the other, I need the truth. The next dance
is mine, Cowboy.

—Chuck Klosterman, “This Is Zodiac Speaking”

When I was writing the first draft of this essay in California, on July 23, she erupted again, sending
her plume to 60,000 feet. Yesterday, August 7, as I was typing the words “the ‘meaning’ of the
eruption,” I checked out the study window and there it was, the towering blue cloud against the
quiet northern sky—the fifth major eruption. How long may her labor be? A year, ten years, ten
thousand? We cannot predict what she may or might or will do, now, or next, or for the rest of our
lives, or ever. A threat: a terror: a fulfillment. This is what serenity is built on. This unmakes
metaphors. This is beyond us, and we must take it personally. This is the ground we walk on.

—Ursula K. Le Guin, “A Very Warm Mountain”
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THE WRITING PROCESS

This chapter is about the writing process, particularly for college writing assignments.
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Steps of the Writing Process

If you think that a blank sheet of paper or a blinking cursor on the computer screen is a scary sight, you are
not alone. Many writers, students, and employees find that beginning to write can be intimidating. When faced
with a blank page, however, experienced writers remind themselves that writing, like other everyday activities,
is a process. Every process, from writing to cooking, bike riding, and learning to use a new cell phone, will get
significantly easier with practice.

Just as you need a recipe, ingredients, and proper tools to cook a delicious meal, you also need a plan, resources,
and adequate time to create a good written composition. In other words, writing is a process that requires
following steps and using strategies to accomplish your goals.

The Writing Process

The writing process is a series of steps that a writer goes through in order to move from a blank page to a
completed written composition. Understanding and using the steps of the writing process can help you avoid
the all-too-common mistake of trying to write a completed final draft from scratch as one single step, which
is doomed to produce inferior work. Although experienced writers eventually customize their own personal
writing processes, nearly all successful writers–from students to professionals–use some form of this writing
process, of which there are five steps:

These are the five steps in the writing process:

1. Prewriting
2. Outlining
3. Drafting
4. Revising
5. Editing

Of course, you must keep in mind that in every step of the writing process, you must guide your decisions based
on your subject, your audience, and your purpose, as noted at the beginning of this textbook.

What does each step involve?

• Prewriting.

◦ In this step, the writer generates ideas to write about and begins developing these ideas.
• Outlining a structure of ideas.
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◦ In this step, the writer determines the overall organizational structure of the writing and creates an
outline to organize ideas. Usually this step involves some additional fleshing out of the ideas generated
in the first step.

• Writing a rough draft.

◦ In this step, the writer uses the work completed in prewriting to develop a first draft. The draft covers
the ideas the writer brainstormed and follows the organizational plan that was laid out in the first step.

• Revising.

◦ In this step, the writer revisits the draft to review and, if necessary, reshape its content. This stage
involves moderate and sometimes major changes: adding or deleting a paragraph, phrasing the main
point differently, expanding on an important idea, reorganizing content, and so forth.

• Editing.

◦ In this step, the writer reviews the draft to make additional changes. Editing involves making changes
to improve style and adherence to standard writing conventions—for instance, replacing a vague word
with a more precise one or fixing errors in grammar and spelling. Once this stage is complete, the
work is a finished piece and ready to share with others.

It is likely that you have already used this process as a writer. You may also have used it for other types of creative
projects, such as developing a sketch into a finished painting or composing a song. The steps listed above apply
broadly to any project that involves creative thinking. You come up with ideas (often vague at first), you work to
give them some structure, you make a first attempt, you figure out what needs improving, and then you refine
it until you are satisfied.

Most people have used this creative process in one way or another, but many people have misconceptions
about how to use it to write. Here are a few of the most common misconceptions students have about the
writing process:

• “I do not have to waste time on prewriting if I understand the assignment.” Even if the task is
straightforward and you feel ready to start writing, take some time to develop ideas before you plunge into
your draft. Freewriting—writing about the topic without stopping for a set period of time—is one
prewriting technique you might try in that situation.

• “It is important to complete a formal, numbered outline for every writing assignment.” For some
assignments, such as lengthy research papers, proceeding without a formal outline can be very difficult.
However, for other assignments, a structured set of notes or a detailed graphic organizer may suffice. The
important thing is that you have a solid plan for organizing ideas and details.

• “My draft will be better if I write it when I am feeling inspired.” By all means, take advantage of those
moments of inspiration. However, understand that sometimes you will have to write when you are not in
the mood. Sit down and start your draft even if you do not feel like it. If necessary, force yourself to write for
just one hour. By the end of the hour, you may be far more engaged and motivated to continue. If not, at
least you will have accomplished part of the task.

• “My instructor will tell me everything I need to revise.” If your instructor chooses to review drafts, the
feedback can help you improve. However, it is still your job, not your instructor’s, to transform the draft to a
final, polished piece. That task will be much easier if you give your best effort to the draft before
submitting it. During revision, do not just go through and implement your instructor’s corrections. Take
time to determine what you can change to make the work the best it can be.

• “I am a good writer, so I do not need to revise or edit.” Even talented writers still need to revise and edit
their work. At the very least, doing so will help you catch an embarrassing typo or two. Revising and
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editing are the steps that make good writers into great writers.

For a more thorough explanation of the steps of the writing process as well as for specific techniques you can
use for each step, see the next sections in this chapter.

Tip

The writing process also applies to timed writing tasks, such as essay exams. Before you begin writing,
read the question thoroughly and think about the main points to include in your response. Use scrap
paper to sketch out a very brief outline. Keep an eye on the clock as you write your response so you will
have time to review it and make any needed changes before turning in your exam.
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Prewriting

Prewriting is the stage of the writing process during which you transfer your abstract thoughts into more
concrete ideas in ink on paper (or in type on a computer screen). There are many different kinds of prewriting
strategies, and this chapter covers six of them: using experience and observations, freewriting, asking questions,
brainstorming, mapping, and searching the Internet. Using the strategies in this chapter can help you
overcome the fear of the blank page and confidently begin the writing process.

Although prewriting techniques can be helpful in all stages of the writing process, the following four strategies
are best used when initially deciding on a subject:

1. Using experience and observations
2. Reading
3. Freewriting
4. Asking questions

At this stage in the writing process, it is acceptable to choose a general subject. Later you will learn more
prewriting strategies that will narrow the focus of the subject.

Choosing a Subject

In addition to understanding that writing is a process, writers also understand that choosing a good general
subject for an assignment is an essential step. Sometimes your instructor will give you an idea to begin an
assignment, and other times your instructor will ask you to come up with a subject on your own. A good subject
not only covers what an assignment will be about but also fits the assignment’s purpose and its audience.

In this chapter, you will follow a writer named Mariah as she prepares a piece of writing. You will also be planning
one of your own. The first important step is for you to tell yourself why you are writing (to inform, to explain, or
some other purpose) and for whom you are writing. Write your purpose and your audience on your own sheet
of paper, and keep the paper close by as you read and complete exercises in this chapter.

My purpose: ____________________________________________

My audience: ____________________________________________

Using Experience and Observations

When selecting a subject, you may also want to consider something that interests you or something based
on your own life and personal experiences. Even everyday observations can lead to interesting subjects. After
writers think about their experiences and observations, they often take notes on paper to better develop their
thoughts. These notes help writers discover what they have to say about their subject.
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Tip

Have you seen an attention-grabbing story on your local news channel? Many current issues appear on
television, in magazines, and on the Internet. These can all provide inspiration for your writing.

Reading

Reading plays a vital role in all the stages of the writing process, but it first figures in the development of ideas
and subject. Different kinds of documents can help you choose a subject and also develop that subject. For
example, a magazine advertising the latest research on the threat of global warming may catch your eye in
the supermarket. This cover may interest you, and you may consider global warming as a subject. Or maybe a
novel’s courtroom drama sparks your curiosity of a particular lawsuit or legal controversy.

After you choose a subject, critical reading is essential to the development of a subject. While reading almost
any document, you evaluate the author’s point of view by thinking about his main idea and his support. When
you judge the author’s argument, you discover more about not only the author’s opinion but also your own.
If this step already seems daunting, remember that even the best writers need to use prewriting strategies to
generate ideas.

Tip

The steps in the writing process may seem time consuming at first, but following these steps will save
you time in the future. The more you plan in the beginning by reading and using prewriting strategies,
the less time you may spend writing and editing later because your ideas will develop more swiftly.
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Prewriting strategies depend on your critical reading skills. Reading prewriting exercises (and outlines and
drafts later in the writing process) will further develop your subject and ideas. As you continue to follow the
writing process, you will see how Mariah uses critical reading skills to assess her own prewriting exercises.

Freewriting

Freewriting is an exercise in which you write freely about any subject for a set amount of time (usually three to
five minutes). During the time limit, you may jot down any thoughts that come to your mind. Try not to worry
about grammar, spelling, or punctuation. Instead, write as quickly as you can without stopping. If you get stuck,
just copy the same word or phrase over and over until you come up with a new thought.

Writing often comes easier when you have a personal connection with the subject you have chosen.
Remember, to generate ideas in your freewriting, you may also think about readings that you have enjoyed or
that have challenged your thinking. Doing this may lead your thoughts in interesting directions.

Quickly recording your thoughts on paper will help you discover what you have to say about a subject. When
writing quickly, try not to doubt or question your ideas. Allow yourself to write freely and unselfconsciously. Once
you start writing with few limitations, you may find you have more to say than you first realized. Your flow of
thoughts can lead you to discover even more ideas about the subject. Freewriting may even lead you to discover
another subject that excites you even more.

Look at Mariah’s example. The instructor allowed the members of the class to choose their own subjects, and
Mariah thought about her experiences as a communications major. She used this freewriting exercise to help
her generate more concrete ideas from her own experience.

Tip

Some prewriting strategies can be used together. For example, you could use experience and
observations to come up with a subject related to your course studies. Then you could use freewriting
to describe your subject in more detail and figure out what you have to say about it.
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Exercise 1

Freewrite about one event you have recently experienced. With this event in mind, write without
stopping for five minutes. After you finish, read over what you wrote. Does anything stand out to you as
a good general subject to write about?

Asking Questions

Who? What? Where? When? Why? How? In everyday situations, you pose these kinds of questions to get more
information. Who will be my partner for the project? When is the next meeting? Why is my car making that
odd noise? Even the title of this chapter begins with the question “How do I begin?”

You seek the answers to these questions to gain knowledge, to better understand your daily experiences, and
to plan for the future. Asking these types of questions will also help you with the writing process. As you choose
your subject, answering these questions can help you revisit the ideas you already have and generate new ways
to think about your subject. You may also discover aspects of the subject that are unfamiliar to you and that you
would like to learn more about. All these idea-gathering techniques will help you plan for future work on your
assignment.

When Mariah reread her freewriting notes, she found she had rambled and her thoughts were disjointed. She
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realized that the subject that interested her most was the one she started with, the media. She then decided
to explore that subject by asking herself questions about it. Her purpose was to refine media into a subject she
felt comfortable writing about. To see how asking questions can help you choose a subject, take a look at the
following chart that Mariah completed to record her questions and answers. She asked herself the questions
that reporters and journalists use to gather information for their stories. These are sometimes called the 5WH
Questions.

Questions Answers

Who? I use media. Students, teachers, parents, employers and employees-almost everyone uses media.

What? The media can be a lot of things. Television, radio, e-mail (I think), newspapers, magazines, books.

Where? The media is almost everywhere now. It’s in homes, at work, in cars, even on cell phones!

When? Media has been around for a long time, but seems a lot more important now.

When? Hmm. This is a good question. I don’t know why there is mass media. Maybe we have it because we have the technology now. Or people live
far away from their families and they have to stay in touch.

How? Well, media is possible because of the technology inventions, but I don’t know how they all work!

Tip

Prewriting is very purpose driven; it does not follow a set of hard-and-fast rules. The purpose of
prewriting is to find and explore ideas so that you will be prepared to write. A prewriting technique like
asking questions can help you both find a subject and explore it. The key to effective prewriting is to
use the techniques that work best for your thinking process. Freewriting may not seem to fit your
thinking process, but keep an open mind. It may work better than you think. Perhaps brainstorming a
list of subjects might better fit your personal style. Mariah found freewriting and asking questions to be
fruitful strategies to use. In your own prewriting, use the 5WH questions in any way that benefits your
planning.

Exercise 2

Choose a general subject idea from the prewriting you completed in above. Then read each question
and use your own paper to answer the 5WH questions. As with Mariah when she explored her writing
subject for more detail, it is OK if you do not know all the answers. If you do not know an answer, use
your own opinion to speculate, or guess. You may also use factual information from books or articles
you previously read on your subject. Later in the chapter, you will read about additional ways (like
searching the Internet) to answer your questions and explore your guesses.
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5WH Questions

1. Who?

_____________________________________________________

2. What?

_____________________________________________________

3. Where?

_____________________________________________________

4. When?

_____________________________________________________

5. Why?

_____________________________________________________

6. How?

_____________________________________________________

Now that you have completed some of the prewriting exercises, you may feel less anxious about starting a paper
from scratch. With some ideas down on paper (or saved on a computer), writers are often more comfortable
continuing the writing process. After identifying a good general subject, you, too, are ready to continue the
process.

Exercise 3

Write your general subject on your own sheet of paper, under where you recorded your purpose and
audience. Choose it from among the subjects you listed or explored during the prewriting you have
done so far. Make sure it is one you feel comfortable with and feel capable of writing about.

My general subject: ____________________________________________
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Tip

You may find that you need to adjust your subject as you move through the writing stages (and as you
complete the exercises in this chapter). If the subject you have chosen is not working, you can repeat
the prewriting activities until you find a better one.

Narrowing the Focus

Narrowing the focus means breaking up the subject into sub-points, or more specific points. Generating lots of
sub-points will help you eventually select the ones that fit the assignment and appeal to you and your audience.

After rereading her syllabus, Mariah realized her general subject, mass media, is too broad for her class’s short
paper requirement. Three pages are not enough to cover all the concerns in mass media today. Mariah also
realized that although her readers are other communications majors who are interested in the subject, they
may want to read a paper about a particular issue in mass media.

Brainstorming

Brainstorming is similar to list making. You can make a list on your own or in a group with your classmates. Start
with a blank sheet of paper (or a blank computer document) and write your general subject across the top.
Underneath your subject, make a list of more specific ideas. Think of your general subject as a broad category
and the list items as things that fit in that category. Often you will find that one item can lead to the next,
creating a flow of ideas that can help you narrow your focus to a more specific paper subject.

The following is Mariah’s brainstorming list:
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From this list, Mariah could narrow her focus to a particular technology under the broad category of mass
media.

Idea Mapping

Idea Mapping allows you to visualize your ideas on paper using circles, lines, and arrows. This technique is also
known as clustering because ideas are broken down and clustered, or grouped together. Many writers like this
method because the shapes show how the ideas relate or connect, and writers can find a focused subject from
the connections mapped. Using idea mapping, you might discover interesting connections between subjects
that you had not thought of before.

To create an idea map, start with your general subject in a circle in the center of a blank sheet of paper. Then
write specific ideas around it and use lines or arrows to connect them together. Add and cluster as many ideas
as you can think of.

In addition to brainstorming, Mariah tried idea mapping. Review the following idea map that Mariah created:

Notice Mariah’s largest circle contains her general subject, mass media. Then, the general subject branches into
two sub-points written in two smaller circles: television and radio. The sub-point television branches into even
more specific subjects: cable and DVDs. From there, Mariah drew more circles and wrote more specific ideas:
high definition and digital recording from cable and Blu-ray from DVDs. The radio subject led Mariah to draw
connections between music, downloads versus CDs, and, finally, piracy.

From this idea map, Mariah saw she could consider narrowing the focus of her mass media subject to the more
specific subject of music piracy.
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Searching the Internet

Using search engines on the Internet is a good way to see what kinds of websites are available on your subject.
Writers use search engines not only to understand more about the subject’s specific issues but also to get
better acquainted with their audience.

When you search the Internet, type some key words from your broad subject or words from your narrowed
focus into your browser’s search engine (many good general and specialized search engines are available for
you to try). Then look over the results for relevant and interesting articles.

Tip

If the search engine results are not what you are looking for, revise your key words and search again.
Some search engines also offer suggestions for related searches that may give you better results.

Mariah typed the words music piracy from her idea map into the search engine Google.

Useful Search Engine Results
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Not all the results online search engines return will be useful or reliable. Give careful consideration to the
reliability of an online source before selecting a subject based on it. Remember that factual information can be
verified in other sources, both online and in print. If you have doubts about any information you find, either do
not use it or identify it as potentially unreliable.

The results from Mariah’s search included websites from university publications, personal blogs, online news
sources, and lots of legal cases sponsored by the recording industry. Reading legal jargon made Mariah
uncomfortable with the results, so she decided to look further. Reviewing her map, she realized that she was
more interested in consumer aspects of mass media, so she refocused her search to media technology and
the sometimes confusing array of expensive products that fill electronics stores. Now, Mariah considers a paper
subject on the products that have fed the mass media boom in everyday lives.

Exercise 4

In Exercise 2 you chose a possible subject and explored it by answering questions about it using the
5WH questions. However, this subject may still be too broad. Here, in Exercise 3, choose and complete
one of the prewriting strategies to narrow the focus. Use either brainstorming, idea mapping, or
searching the Internet.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers. Share what you found and what interests
you about the possible subject(s).

Prewriting strategies are a vital first step in the writing process. First, they help you first choose a broad subject
and then they help you narrow the focus of the subject to a more specific idea. An effective subject ensures that
you are ready for the next step.
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Subject Checklist

The following checklist can help you decide if your narrowed subject is a good subject for your
assignment.

• Am I interested in this subject?
• Would my audience be interested?
• Do I have prior knowledge or experience with this subject? If so, would I be comfortable exploring

this subject and sharing my experiences?
• Do I want to learn more about this subject?
• Is this subject specific?
• Does it fit the length of the assignment?

With your narrowed focus in mind, answer the bulleted questions in the checklist for developing a good subject.
If you can answer “yes” to all the questions, write your subject on the line. If you answer “no” to any of the
questions, think about another subject or adjust the one you have and try the prewriting strategies again.

My narrowed subject: ____________________________________________
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Outlining

Your prewriting activities and readings have helped you gather information for your assignment. The more you
sort through the pieces of information you found, the more you will begin to see the connections between
them. Patterns and gaps may begin to stand out. But only when you start to organize your ideas will you be
able to translate your raw insights into a form that will communicate meaning to your audience.

Organizing Ideas

When you write, you need to organize your ideas in an order that makes sense. The writing you complete in all
your courses exposes how analytically and critically your mind works. In some courses, the only direct contact
you may have with your instructor is through the assignments you write for the course. You can make a good
impression by spending time ordering your ideas.

Order refers to your choice of what to present first, second, third, and so on in your writing. You will of course let
the subject of your essay guide the order you use (ex: a historical subject is likely to benefit from chronological
order), but you will also want to let your purpose and audience guide your decisions.

The three common methods of organizing writing are chronological
order, spatial order, and order of importance. See more about these in
the section Organizing Body Paragraphs.

Writing an Outline

Outlines are the most common form of
organization. Many college instructors require students to

submit a formal outline before writing a major essay as a way to be

sure you are on the right track and are working in an organized

manner. A formal outline is a detailed guide that shows how all your

supporting ideas relate to each other. It helps you distinguish between
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ideas that are of equal importance and ones that are of lesser

importance. You build your paper based on the framework created by

the outline.

There are two types of formal outlines: the topic outline and the sentence outline. You format both types of
formal outlines in the same way.

• Place your introduction and thesis statement at the beginning, under Roman numeral I.
• Use Roman numerals (II, III, IV, V, etc.) to identify main points that develop the thesis statement.
• Use capital letters (A, B, C, D, etc.) to divide your main points into parts.
• Use Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc.) if you need to subdivide any As, Bs, or Cs into smaller parts.
• End with the final Roman numeral expressing your idea for your conclusion.

Here is what the skeleton of a traditional formal outline looks like. The indention helps clarify how the ideas are
related.

1. Introduction

Thesis statement

2. Main point 1 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 1

1. Supporting detail → becomes a support sentence of body paragraph 1

2. Supporting detail

3. Supporting detail

3. Main point 2 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 2

4. Main point 3 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 3

5. Conclusion
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Tip

In an outline, any supporting detail can be developed with subpoints. For simplicity, the model shows
them only under the first main point.

Tip

Formal outlines are often quite rigid in their organization. As many instructors will specify, you cannot
subdivide one point if it is only one part. For example, for every Roman numeral I, there must be a For
every A, there must be a B. For every Arabic numeral 1, there must be a 2. See for yourself on the sample
outlines that follow.

Example of Constructing Topic Outlines

A topic outline is the same as a sentence outline except you use words or phrases instead of complete
sentences. Words and phrases keep the outline short and easier to comprehend. All the headings, however,
must be written in parallel structure. (For more information, see the section Parallelism.)

Here is the topic outline that Mariah constructed for the essay she is developing. Her purpose is to inform, and
her audience is a general audience of her fellow college students. Notice how Mariah begins with her thesis
statement. She then arranges her main points and supporting details in outline form using short phrases in
parallel grammatical structure.
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Checklist

Writing an Effective Topic Outline

This checklist can help you write an effective topic outline for your assignment. It will also help you
discover where you may need to do additional reading or prewriting.
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• Do I have a controlling idea that guides the development of the entire piece of writing?
• Do I have three or more main points that I want to make in this piece of writing? Does each main

point connect to my controlling idea?
• Is my outline in the best order—chronological order, spatial order, or order of importance—for me

to present my main points? Will this order help me get my main point across?
• Do I have supporting details that will help me inform, explain, or prove my main points?
• Do I need to add more support? If so, where?
• Do I need to make any adjustments in my working thesis statement before I consider it the final

version?

Exercise 1

Using the working thesis statement you wrote above, construct a topic outline for your essay. Be sure to
observe correct outline form, including correct indentations and the use of Roman and Arabic
numerals and capital letters.

Example of Constructing Sentence Outlines

A sentence outline is the same as a topic outline except you use complete sentences instead of words or
phrases. Complete sentences create clarity and can advance you one step closer to a draft in the writing process.

Here is the sentence outline that Mariah constructed for the essay she is developing.
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Tip

The information compiled under each Roman numeral will become a paragraph in your final paper. In
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the previous example, the outline follows the standard five-paragraph essay arrangement, but longer
essays will require more paragraphs and thus more Roman numerals. If you think that a paragraph
might become too long or stringy, add an additional paragraph to your outline, renumbering the main
points appropriately.

Exercise 2

Expand the topic outline you prepared above to make it a sentence outline. In this outline, be sure to
include multiple supporting points for your topic sentences even if your topic outline does not contain
them. Be sure to observe correct outline form, including correct indentations and the use of Roman
and Arabic numerals and capital letters.
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Drafting

Drafting is the stage of the writing process in which you put all of your prewriting and organizing ideas into
sentences and paragraphs. The aim in drafting at first should be to write the bulk of the essay in a rough form,
without worrying much about revisions and edits (which are later steps in the writing process).

The point of prewriting and organizing was to make this stage of drafting more manageable. If you take
prewriting and organizing seriously, you already have notes and plan about what you need to draft. If you failed
to prewrite and organize, you might be facing the terror of the blank page, which can tempt writers into trying
to construct a final draft from nothing–a very bad idea. So take prewriting and organizing seriously to help make
this stage of the writing process as effective as possible.

Making the Writing Process Work for You

What makes the writing process so beneficial to writers is that it encourages alternatives to standard practices
while motivating you to develop your best ideas. For instance, the following approaches, done alone or in
combination with others, may improve your writing and help you move forward in the writing process:

• Start with the body paragraphs. A common error is to start drafting an essay at the introduction since
that’s the first paragraph in a final draft, but you cannot effectively introduce something you do not yet
know. You can’t introduce someone at a social gathering if you have no idea who that person is, and you
can’t effectively introduce body paragraphs that you haven’t drafted yet. So draft several body paragraphs
before going back and creating an introduction that discusses them.

• Begin writing with the part you know the most about. You can start with the third paragraph in your
outline if ideas come easily to mind. You can start with the second paragraph or the first paragraph, too.
Although paragraphs may vary in length, keep in mind that short paragraphs may contain insufficient
support. Readers may also think the writing is abrupt. Long paragraphs may be wordy and may lose your
reader’s interest. As a guideline, try to write paragraphs longer than one sentence but shorter than the
length of an entire double-spaced page.

• Write one paragraph at a time and then stop. As long as you complete the assignment on time, you may
choose how many paragraphs you complete in one sitting. Pace yourself. On the other hand, try not to
procrastinate. Writers should always meet their deadlines.

• Take short breaks to refresh your mind. This tip might be most useful if you are writing a multi-page
report or essay. Still, if you are antsy or cannot concentrate, take a break to let your mind rest. But do not
let breaks extend too long. If you spend too much time away from your essay, you may have trouble
starting again. You may forget key points or lose momentum. Try setting an alarm to limit your break, and
when the time is up, return to your desk to write.

• Be reasonable with your goals. If you decide to take ten-minute breaks, try to stick to that goal. If you told
yourself that you need more facts, then commit to finding them. Holding yourself to your own goals will
create successful writing assignments.

• Keep your audience and purpose in mind as you write. These aspects of writing are just as important
when you are writing a single paragraph for your essay as when you are considering the direction of the
entire essay.
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Of all of these considerations, keeping your purpose and your audience at the front of your mind is the most
important key to writing success.

Your purpose will guide your mind as you compose your sentences. Your audience will guide word choice. Are
you writing for experts, for a general audience, for other college students, or for people who know very little
about your topic? Keep asking yourself what your readers, with their background and experience, need to be
told in order to understand your ideas. How can you best express your ideas so they are totally clear and your
communication is effective?

Exercise 1

Using a subject of your choosing (such as one you have outlined in previous exercises), describe your
purpose and your audience as specifically as you can. Keep these responses near you during future
stages of the writing process.

My purpose: ____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

My audience: ____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

The Basic Elements of a First Draft

If you have been using the information in this chapter step by step to help you develop an assignment, you
already have both a formal topic outline and a formal sentence outline to direct your writing. Knowing what a
first draft looks like will help you make the creative leap from the outline to the first draft. A first draft should
include the following elements:

• An introduction that clearly identifies the subject, the thesis, and the main ideas to come (in the order that
they will appear).

• A thesis statement that presents the main claim of the entire piece of writing.
• A topic sentence in each paragraph that states the main point of the paragraph and implies how that

main point connects to the thesis statement.
• Supporting sentences in each paragraph that develop or explain the topic sentence. These can be reasons,

specific examples, explanations, comparisons, facts, or other strategies that help support the main points
and the thesis.

• A conclusion that emphasizes the most important ideas and interpretations.

See the chapter Paragraphs for information on topic sentences and other key parts of a paragraph. See the
chapter Essays for more information on thesis statements and other key parts of an essay.
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Examples of Starting a Draft

Now we are finally ready to look over Mariah’s shoulder as she begins to write her essay about digital technology
and the confusing choices that consumers face. As she does, you should have in front of you your outline, with
its thesis statement and topic sentences, and the notes you wrote earlier in this lesson on your purpose and
audience. Reviewing these will put both you and Mariah in the proper mind-set to start.

The following is Mariah’s thesis statement.

Here are the notes that Mariah wrote to herself to characterize her purpose and audience.

Mariah chose to begin by writing a quick introduction based on her thesis statement. She knew that she would
want to improve her introduction significantly when she revised. Right now, she just wanted to give herself a
starting point.

With her thesis statement and her purpose and audience notes in front of her, Mariah then looked at her
sentence outline. She chose to use that outline because it includes the topic sentences. The following is the
portion of her outline for the first body paragraph. The Roman numeral II identifies the topic sentence for the
paragraph, capital letters indicate supporting details, and Arabic numerals label subpoints.
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Mariah then began to expand the ideas in her outline into a paragraph. Notice how the outline helped her
guarantee that all her sentences in the body of the paragraph develop the topic sentence.
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Tip

When you make major changes to a draft, save the different version as a different document with a
different title—such as draft 1, draft 2, and so on—so that you will have a complete history of drafts. This
can come in handy when later changing your mind about a direction you went with a draft.

Exercise 2

Study how Mariah made the transition from her sentence outline to her first draft. First, copy her
outline onto your own sheet of paper. Leave a few spaces between each part of the outline. Then copy
sentences from Mariah’s paragraph to align each sentence with its corresponding entry in her outline.

Examples of Continuing a Draft

Mariah continued writing her essay, moving to the second and third body paragraphs. She had supporting
details but no numbered subpoints in her outline, so she had to consult her prewriting notes for specific
information to include.

Tip

If you decide to take a break between finishing your first body paragraph and starting the next one, do
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not start writing immediately when you return to your work. Put yourself back in context and in the
mood by rereading what you have already written. This is what Mariah did. If she had stopped writing in
the middle of writing the paragraph, she could have jotted down some quick notes to herself about
what she would write next.

Preceding each body paragraph that Mariah wrote is the appropriate section of her sentence outline. Notice
how she expanded Roman numeral III from her outline into a first draft of the second body paragraph. As
you read, ask yourself how closely she stayed on purpose and how well she paid attention to the needs of her
audience.

Mariah then began her third and final body paragraph using Roman numeral IV from her outline.
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Exercise 3

Re-read body paragraphs two and three of the essay that Mariah is writing.

1. In body paragraph two, Mariah decided to develop her paragraph as a nonfiction narrative. Do
you agree with her decision? Explain. How else could she have chosen to develop the paragraph?
Why is that better?

2. Compare the writing styles of paragraphs two and three. What evidence do you have that Mariah
was getting tired or running out of steam? What advice would you give her? Why?

3. Choose one of these two body paragraphs. Write a version of your own that you think better fits
Mariah’s audience and purpose.

Drafting | 253



Revising and Editing

Revising and editing are the two tasks you undertake to significantly improve your essay. Both are very
important elements of the writing process. You may think that a completed first draft means little improvement
is needed. However, even experienced writers need to improve their drafts and rely on peers during revising and
editing. You may know that athletes miss catches, fumble balls, or overshoot goals. Dancers forget steps, turn
too slowly, or miss beats. For both athletes and dancers, the more they practice, the stronger their performance
will become. Web designers seek better images, a more clever design, or a more appealing background for their
web pages. Writing has the same capacity to profit from improvement and revision.

Understanding the Purpose of Revising and Editing

Revising and editing allow you to examine two important aspects of your writing separately, so that you can
give each task your undivided attention.

• When you revise, you take a second look at your ideas. You might add, cut, move, or change information in
order to make your ideas clearer, more accurate, more interesting, or more convincing.

• When you edit, you take a second look at how you expressed your ideas. You add or change words. You fix
any problems in grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure. You improve your writing style. You make
your essay into a polished, mature piece of writing, the end product of your best efforts.

In other words, the difference between revising and editing is this: revising is about ideas, and editing is about
mechanics.

Tip

How do you get the best out of your revisions and editing? Here are some strategies that writers have
developed to look at their first drafts from a fresh perspective. Try them over the course of this
semester; then keep using the ones that bring results.

• Take a break. You are proud of what you wrote, but you might be too close to it to make changes.
Set aside your writing for a few hours or even a day until you can look at it objectively.

• Ask someone you trust for feedback and constructive criticism.
• Pretend you are one of your readers. Are you satisfied or dissatisfied? Why?
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• Use the resources that your college provides. Find out where your school’s writing lab is located
and ask about the assistance they provide online and in person.

Many people hear the words critic, critical, and criticism and pick up only negative vibes that provoke feelings
that make them blush, grumble, or shout. However, as a writer and a thinker, you need to learn to be critical of
yourself in a positive way and have high expectations for your work. You also need to train your eye and trust
your ability to fix what needs fixing. For this, you need to teach yourself where to look.

Creating Unity and Coherence

Following your outline closely offers you a reasonable guarantee that your writing will stay on purpose and not
drift away from the controlling idea. However, when writers are rushed, are tired, or cannot find the right words,
their writing may become less than they want it to be. Their writing may no longer be clear and concise, and
they may be adding information that is not needed to develop the main idea.

When a piece of writing has unity, all the ideas in each paragraph and in the entire essay clearly belong and are
arranged in an order that makes logical sense. When the writing has coherence, the ideas flow smoothly. The
wording clearly indicates how one idea leads to another within a paragraph and from paragraph to paragraph.

Tip

Reading your writing aloud will often help you find problems with unity and coherence. Listen for the
clarity and flow of your ideas. Identify places where you find yourself confused, and write a note to
yourself about possible fixes.

Creating Unity

Sometimes writers get caught up in the moment and cannot resist a good digression. Even though you might
enjoy such detours when you chat with friends, unplanned digressions usually harm a piece of writing.

Mariah stayed close to her outline when she drafted the three body paragraphs of her essay she tentatively
titled “Digital Technology: The Newest and the Best at What Price?” But a recent shopping trip for an HDTV
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upset her enough that she digressed from the main topic of her third paragraph and included comments
about the sales staff at the electronics store she visited. When she revised her essay, she deleted the off-topic
sentences that affected the unity of the paragraph.

Read the following paragraph twice, the first time without Mariah’s changes, and the second time with them.

Nothing is more confusing to me than choosing among televisions. It confuses lots of people who want
a new high-definition digital television (HDTV) with a large screen to watch sports and DVDs on. You
could listen to the guys in the electronics store, but word has it they know little more than you do. They
want to sell what they have in stock, not what best fits your needs. You face decisions you never had to
make with the old, bulky picture-tube televisions. Screen resolution means the number of horizontal
scan lines the screen can show. This resolution is often 1080p, or full HD, or 768p. The trouble is that if
you have a smaller screen, 32 inches or 37 inches diagonal, you won’t be able to tell the difference with
the naked eye. The 1080p televisions cost more, though, so those are what the salespeople want you to
buy. They get bigger commissions. The other important decision you face as you walk around the sales
floor is whether to get a plasma screen or an LCD screen. Now here the salespeople may finally give you
decent info. Plasma flat-panel television screens can be much larger in diameter than their LCD rivals.
Plasma screens show truer blacks and can be viewed at a wider angle than current LCD screens. But be
careful and tell the salesperson you have budget constraints. Large flat-panel plasma screens are much
more expensive than flat-screen LCD models. Don’t let someone make you by more television than you
need!

Exercise 1

Answer the following two questions about Mariah’s paragraph:

Tip

When you reread your writing to find revisions to make, look for each type of problem in a separate
sweep. Read it straight through once to locate any problems with unity. Read it straight through a

256 | Revising and Editing



second time to find problems with coherence. You may follow this same practice during many stages
of the writing process.

Creating Cohesion

Careful writers use transitions to clarify how the ideas in their sentences and paragraphs are related. These
words and phrases help the writing flow smoothly. Adding transitions is not the only way to improve cohesion,
but they are often useful and give a mature feel to your essays. The table below groups many common
transitions according to their purpose.

For more advanced transition strategies, see the section Transitions.

Common Transitional Words and Phrases
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Transitions That Show Sequence or Time

after before later

afterward before long meanwhile

as soon as finally next

at first first, second, third soon

at last in the first place then

Transitions That Show Position

above across at the bottom

at the top behind below

beside beyond inside

near next to opposite

to the left, to the right, to the side under where

Transitions That Show a Conclusion

indeed hence in conclusion

in the final analysis therefore thus

Transitions That Continue a Line of Thought

consequently furthermore additionally

because besides the fact following this idea further

in addition in the same way moreover

looking further considering…, it is clear that

Transitions That Change a Line of Thought

but yet however

nevertheless on the contrary on the other hand

Transitions That Show Importance

above all best especially

in fact more important most important

most worst

Transitions That Introduce the Final Thoughts in a Paragraph or Essay

finally last in conclusion

most of all least of all last of all

All-Purpose Transitions to Open Paragraphs or to Connect Ideas Inside Paragraphs

admittedly at this point certainly

granted it is true generally speaking

in general in this situation no doubt

no one denies obviously of course

to be sure undoubtedly unquestionably

Transitions that Introduce Examples

for instance for example

Transitions That Clarify the Order of Events or Steps

first, second, third generally, furthermore, finally in the first place, also, last

in the first place, furthermore, finally in the first place, likewise, lastly
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After Maria revised for unity, she next examined her paragraph about televisions to check for coherence. She
looked for places where she needed to add a transition or perhaps reword the text to make the flow of ideas
clear. In the version that follows, she has already deleted the sentences that were off topic.

Tip

Many writers make their revisions on a printed copy and then transfer them to the version on-screen.
They conventionally use a small arrow called a caret (^) to show where to insert an addition or
correction.

Exercise 2

Answer the following questions about Mariah’s revised paragraph.

1. Do you agree with the transitions and other changes that Mariah made to her paragraph? Which
would you keep and which were unnecessary? Explain.
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2. What transition words or phrases did Mariah add to her paragraph? Why did she choose each
one?

3. What effect does adding additional sentences have on the coherence of the paragraph? Explain.
When you read both versions aloud, which version has a more logical flow of ideas? Explain.

Now return to the first draft of the essay you wrote in the previous section and revise it for coherence.
Add transition words and phrases where they are needed, and make any other changes that are
needed to improve the flow and connection between ideas.

Being Clear and Concise

Some writers are very methodical and painstaking when they write a first draft. Other writers unleash a lot of
words in order to get out all that they feel they need to say. Do either of these composing styles match your
style? Or is your composing style somewhere in between? No matter which description best fits you, the first
draft of almost every piece of writing, no matter its author, can be made clearer and more concise.

If you have a tendency to write too much, you will need to look for unnecessary words. If you have a tendency
to be vague or imprecise in your wording, you will need to find specific words to replace any overly general
language.

Identifying Wordiness

Sometimes writers use too many words when fewer words will appeal more to their audience and better fit
their purpose. Here are some common examples of wordiness to look for in your draft. Eliminating wordiness
helps all readers, because it makes your ideas clear, direct, and straightforward.

• Sentences that begin with There is or There are.

Wordy: There are two major experiments that the Biology Department sponsors.

Revised: The Biology Department sponsors two major experiments.

• Sentences with unnecessary modifiers.

Wordy: Two extremely famous and well-known consumer advocates spoke eloquently in favor of the
proposed important legislation.

Revised: Two well-known consumer advocates spoke in favor of the proposed legislation.

• Sentences with deadwood phrases that add little to the meaning. Be judicious when you use phrases
such as in terms of, with a mind to, on the subject of, as to whether or not, more or less, as far as…is
concerned, and similar expressions. You can usually find a more straightforward way to state your point.

Wordy: As a world leader in the field of green technology, the company plans to focus its efforts in the area
of geothermal energy.
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A report as to whether or not to use geysers as an energy source is in the process of preparation.

Revised: As a world leader in green technology, the company plans to focus on geothermal energy.

A report about using geysers as an energy source is in preparation.

• Sentences in the passive voice or with forms of the verb to be. Sentences with passive-voice verbs often
create confusion, because the subject of the sentence does not perform an action. Sentences are clearer
when the subject of the sentence performs the action and is followed by a strong verb. Use strong active-
voice verbs in place of forms of to be, which can lead to wordiness. Avoid passive voice when you can.

Wordy: It might perhaps be said that using a GPS device is something that is a benefit to drivers who have
a poor sense of direction.

Revised: Using a GPS device benefits drivers who have a poor sense of direction.

• Sentences with constructions that can be shortened.

Wordy: The e-book reader, which is a recent invention, may become as commonplace as the cell phone.

My over-sixty uncle bought an e-book reader, and his wife bought an e-book reader, too.

Revised: The e-book reader, a recent invention, may become as commonplace as the cell phone.

My over-sixty uncle and his wife both bought e-book readers.

Exercise 3

Now return once more to the first draft of the essay you have been revising. Check it for unnecessary
words. Try making your sentences as concise as they can be.

Choosing Specific, Appropriate Words

Most college essays should be written in formal English suitable for an academic situation. Follow these
principles to be sure that your word choice is appropriate. For more information about word choice, see the
chapter Words and Phrases

• Avoid slang. Find alternatives to bummer, kewl, and rad.
• Avoid language that is overly casual. Write about “men and women” rather than “girls and guys” unless

you are trying to create a specific effect. A formal tone calls for formal language.
• Avoid contractions. Use do not in place of don’t, I am in place of I’m, have not in place of haven’t, and so

on. Contractions are considered casual speech.
• Avoid clichés. Overused expressions such as green with envy, face the music, better late than never, and

similar expressions are empty of meaning and may not appeal to your audience.
• Be careful when you use words that sound alike but have different meanings. Some examples are

allusion/illusion, complement/compliment, council/counsel, concurrent/consecutive, founder/flounder,
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and historic/historical. When in doubt, check a dictionary.
• Choose words with the connotations you want. Choosing a word for its connotations is as important in

formal essay writing as it is in all kinds of writing. Compare the positive connotations of the word proud
and the negative connotations of arrogant and conceited.

• Use specific words rather than overly general words. Find synonyms for thing, people, nice, good, bad,
interesting, and other vague words. Or use specific details to make your exact meaning clear.

Now read the revisions Mariah made to make her third paragraph clearer and more concise. She has already
incorporated the changes she made to improve unity and coherence.

Exercise 4

Answer the following questions about Mariah’s revised paragraph:

1. Read the unrevised and the revised paragraphs aloud. What revisions in word choice have
affected Mariah’s writing?

2. Do you agree with the changes that Mariah made to her paragraph? Which changes would you
keep and which were unnecessary? Explain. What other changes would you have made?

3. What effect does removing contractions and the pronoun you have on the tone of the paragraph?
How would you characterize the tone now? Why?
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Now return once more to your essay in progress. Read carefully for problems with word choice. Be sure
that your draft is written in formal language and that your word choice is specific and appropriate.

Completing a Peer Review

After working so closely with a piece of writing, writers often need to step back and ask for a more objective
reader. What writers most need is feedback from readers who can respond only to the words on the page.
When they are ready, writers show their drafts to someone they respect and who can give an honest response
about its strengths and weaknesses.

You, too, can ask a peer to read your draft when it is ready. After evaluating the feedback and assessing what is
most helpful, the reader’s feedback will help you when you revise your draft. This process is called peer review.

You can work with a partner in your class and identify specific ways to strengthen each other’s essays. Although
you may be uncomfortable sharing your writing at first, remember that each writer is working toward the
same goal: a final draft that fits the audience and the purpose. Maintaining a positive attitude when providing
feedback will put you and your partner at ease. The box that follows provides a useful framework for the peer
review session.

Questions for Peer Review

Title of essay: ____________________________________________

Date: ____________________________________________

Writer’s name: ____________________________________________

Peer reviewer’s name: _________________________________________

1. This essay is about____________________________________________.
2. Your main points in this essay are____________________________________________.
3. What I most liked about this essay is____________________________________________.

4. These three points struck me as your strongest:

a. Point: ____________________________________________

Why: ____________________________________________
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b. Point: ____________________________________________

Why: ____________________________________________

c. Point: ____________________________________________

Why: ____________________________________________

5. These places in your essay are not clear to me:

a. Where: ____________________________________________

Needs improvement because__________________________________________

b. Where: ____________________________________________

Needs improvement because ____________________________________________

c. Where: ____________________________________________

Needs improvement because ____________________________________________

• The one additional change you could make that would improve this essay significantly is
____________________________________________.

Using Feedback Objectively

The purpose of peer feedback is to receive constructive criticism of your essay. Your peer reviewer is your first
real audience, and you have the opportunity to learn what confuses and delights a reader so that you can
improve your work before sharing the final draft with a wider audience (or your intended audience).

It may not be necessary to incorporate every recommendation your peer reviewer makes. However, if you start
to observe a pattern in the responses you receive from peer reviewers, you might want to take that feedback
into consideration in future assignments. For example, if you read consistent comments about a need for more
research, then you may want to consider including more research in future assignments.

Using Feedback from Multiple Sources

You might get feedback from more than one reader as you share different stages of your revised draft. In this
situation, you may receive feedback from readers who do not understand the assignment or who lack your
involvement with and enthusiasm for it.
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You need to evaluate the responses you receive according to two important criteria:

1. Determine if the feedback supports the purpose of the assignment.
2. Determine if the suggested revisions are appropriate to the audience.

Then, using these standards, accept or reject revision feedback.

Editing Your Draft

If you have been incorporating each set of revisions as Mariah has, you have produced multiple drafts of your
writing. So far, all your changes have been content changes. Perhaps with the help of peer feedback, you have
made sure that you sufficiently supported your ideas. You have checked for problems with unity and coherence.
You have examined your essay for word choice, revising to cut unnecessary words and to replace weak wording
with specific and appropriate wording.

The next step after revising the content is editing. When you edit, you examine the surface features of your text.
You examine your spelling, grammar, usage, and punctuation. You also make sure you use the proper format
when creating your finished assignment.

Tip

Editing often takes time. Budgeting time into the writing process allows you to complete additional
edits after revising. Editing and proofreading your writing helps you create a finished work that
represents your best efforts. Here are a few more tips to remember about your readers:

• Readers do not notice correct spelling, but they do notice misspellings.
• Readers look past your sentences to get to your ideas—unless the sentences are awkward, poorly

constructed, and frustrating to read.
• Readers notice when every sentence has the same rhythm as every other sentence, with no

variety.
• Readers do not cheer when you use there, their, and they’re correctly, but they notice when you

do not.
• Readers will notice the care with which you handled your assignment and your attention to detail

in the delivery of an error-free document..

The first section of this book offers a useful review of grammar, mechanics, and usage. Use it to help you
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eliminate major errors in your writing and refine your understanding of the conventions of language. Do not
hesitate to ask for help, too, from peer tutors in your academic department or in the college’s writing lab. In the
meantime, use the checklist to help you edit your writing.

Checklist

Editing Your Writing

Grammar

• Are some sentences actually sentence fragments?
• Are some sentences run-on sentences? How can I correct them?
• Do some sentences need conjunctions between independent clauses?
• Does every verb agree with its subject?
• Is every verb in the correct tense?
• Are tense forms, especially for irregular verbs, written correctly?
• Have I used subject, object, and possessive personal pronouns correctly?
• Have I used who and whom correctly?
• Is the antecedent of every pronoun clear?
• Do all personal pronouns agree with their antecedents?
• Have I used the correct comparative and superlative forms of adjectives and adverbs?
• Is it clear which word a participial phrase modifies, or is it a dangling modifier?

Sentence Structure

• Are all my sentences simple sentences, or do I vary my sentence structure?
• Have I chosen the best coordinating or subordinating conjunctions to join clauses?
• Have I created long, over-packed sentences that should be shortened for clarity?
• Do I see any mistakes in parallel structure?

Punctuation

• Does every sentence end with the correct end punctuation?
• Can I justify the use of every exclamation point?
• Have I used apostrophes correctly to write all singular and plural possessive forms?
• Have I used quotation marks correctly?

Mechanics and Usage

• Can I find any spelling errors? How can I correct them?
• Have I used capital letters where they are needed?
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• Have I written abbreviations, where allowed, correctly?
• Can I find any errors in the use of commonly confused words, such as to/too/two?

Tip

Be careful about relying too much on spelling checkers and grammar checkers. A spelling checker
cannot recognize that you meant to write principle but wrote principal instead. A grammar checker
often queries constructions that are perfectly correct. The program does not understand your meaning;
it makes its check against a general set of formulas that might not apply in each instance. If you use a
grammar checker, accept the suggestions that make sense, but consider why the suggestions came
up.

Tip

Proofreading requires patience; it is very easy to read past a mistake. Set your paper aside for at least a
few hours, if not a day or more, so your mind will rest. Some professional proofreaders read a text
backward so they can concentrate on spelling and punctuation. Another helpful technique is to slowly
read a paper aloud, paying attention to every word, letter, and punctuation mark.

If you need additional proofreading help, ask a reliable friend, a classmate, or a peer tutor to make a
final pass on your paper to look for anything you missed.
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Formatting

Remember to use proper format when creating your finished assignment. Sometimes an instructor, a
department, or a college will require students to follow specific instructions on titles, margins, page numbers,
or the location of the writer’s name. These requirements may be more detailed and rigid for research projects
and major essays, which require the use of MLA format, especially when citations of sources are included.

To ensure the format is correct and follows any specific instructions, make a final check before you submit an
assignment.

Exercise 5

With the help of the checklist, edit and proofread your essay.
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PARAGRAPHS

This chapter is about writing decisions at the level of the paragraph.

Paragraphs | 269





Paragraph Basics

A paragraph is a unit of writing essentially comprising a group of sentences. Paragraphs separate ideas into
logical, manageable chunks, not only for the reader but also for the writer. One paragraph should focus on only
one main point, and should present coherent sentences to support that one point. Because all the sentences
in one paragraph support the same point, a paragraph may stand on its own. If you have more than one main
idea to convey, then you should use more than one paragraph to do so, even if the main ideas are within the
same discussion about the same subject.

The size and scope of a paragraph can vary as needed, depending on subject, audience, and purpose, so it is
possible to have very long paragraphs of ten or more sentences, or very short paragraphs of only one sentence.
In other words, there is no correct number of sentences in a paragraph.

Regardless of this variation, all fully developed or complete paragraphs have two key parts: claim and support.
The claim is essentially the statement of a point, and the support is essentially all the other sentences that
further convey that point.

Furthermore, complete paragraphs generally have even more specific components in common, and giving
each of these components a sentence of its own normally constructs a paragraph of about four or five
sentences.

This can be considered complete paragraph construction, and once you understand its components, you can
begin to make alterations as best fits your needs as a writer.

The common components of a complete paragraph are as follows:

The Complete Paragraph

• Topic Sentence: This states your claim, or main idea, or point about your subject.

◦ Be deliberate and precise in your choice of terms, even if they will need explanation below.
◦ Don’t focus on more than one main idea per paragraph.
◦ This is most commonly the first sentence in a paragraph, but variations of order are possible as

strategies for effectiveness.
• Explanation: This is a common type of supporting sentence that discusses the topic sentence by clarifying

what it means or expanding on its ideas in more detail.

◦ You can try helping your audience see your Topic Sentence in a new way here, sometimes by saying
the point in a different way, or by elaborating on it.

◦ Defining or categorizing your terms and ideas is often an effective type of explanation.
◦ Stay focused on the claim in the Topic Sentence, even when introducing new details.
◦ Don’t assume that your Topic Sentence is self-explanatory or perfectly expressed. Instead, work to

clarify it further here.
• Example or Analogy: These are common types of supporting sentences that give readers concepts and

images to relate to and connect with to better understand your claim.

◦ An example gives the audience something clear and specific to relate to in order to better understand.

▪ For examples, abstractions are bad and specifics are good. See the section Specificity for more
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information.
▪ Examples can be real instances or hypothetical illustrations, as long as they clarify.

◦ An analogy gives the audience something different from your subject to compare it to in order to
better understand.

▪ Analogies are most useful when the paragraph’s ideas are complex or unfamiliar to the audience,
for they can clarify through comparison to simple or familiar ideas.

▪ Don’t use weak analogies: analogies in which vital concepts fail to match up fairly or honestly.
◦ Both examples and analogies often require their own Explanations (above).

• Conclusion: This is essentially a final supporting sentence. It clarifies the important understanding
intended by the paragraph.

◦ Emphasis is one type of conclusion. It explains the significance of the entire paragraph or the insight
to be gained from it.

▪ Don’t be redundant when using Emphasis. Instead, find a new, brief way to encapsulate vital ideas.
◦ Rectification is another type of conclusion. It clarifies any likely misinterpretations and thereby

identifies the most important interpretation.

▪ When deciding what to address in Rectification, keep in mind misinterpretations that would be
made by relying on common assumptions or thought clichés.

◦ Don’t try to transition by using the last sentence of a paragraph to introduce the subject of the next
paragraph. Instead, see the strategies in the section Transitions.

Examples of the Complete Paragraph

What follows are examples of complete paragraphs that use the components described above, and below each
example is an analysis of its components.

Riding in a hot air balloon is only for the brave. These balloonists will stand in a wicker basket next to
a tank of highly flammable gas and then go up into the sky, trusting their lives to the sturdiness of a
balloon. It’s so crazy that it’s like skydiving in reverse. Rather than starting in the sky and trying to
make it to the ground safely, balloonists start safely on the ground with an over-sized parachute
(they call it an envelope) and fling themselves into the sky. When it comes down to it, these folks
don’t get enough credit for their audacious courage. Give them a Congressional medal, and give me
a spot to watch them from way down flat on the ground.

• Topic Sentence: “Riding in a hot air balloon is only for the brave.”
• Explanation: “These balloonists will stand in a wicker basket next to

a tank of highly flammable gas and then go up into the sky, trusting
their lives to the sturdiness of a balloon.”

• Analogy: “It’s so crazy that it’s like skydiving in reverse.”
◦ Explanation of the Analogy: “Rather than starting in the sky and

trying to make it to the ground safely, balloonists start safely on
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the ground with an over-sized parachute (they call it an envelope)
and fling themselves into the sky.”

• Conclusion (Emphasis): “When it comes down to it, these folks don’t
get enough credit for their audacious courage. Give them a
Congressional medal, and give me a spot to watch them from way
down flat on the ground.”

Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no
unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a
machine no unnecessary parts. This requires not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that
he avoid all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that he make every word tell.

—William Strunk, The Elements of Style

• Topic Sentence: “Vigorous writing is concise.”
• Explanation: “A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, …”
• Analogy: “… for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no

unnecessary parts.”
• Conclusion (Rectification): “This requires not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that he avoid

all detail and treat his subjects only in outline, but that he make every word tell.”

The industrialization–and dehumanization–of American animal farming is a relatively new, evitable
and local phenomenon: no other country raises and slaughters its food animals quite as intensively
or as brutally as we do. Were the walls of our meat industry to become transparent, literally or even
figuratively, we would not long continue to do it this way. Tail-docking and sow crates and beak-
clipping would disappear overnight, and the days of slaughtering 400 head of cattle an hour would
come to an end. For who could stand the sight? Yes, meat would get more expensive. We’d probably
eat less of it, too, but maybe when we did eat animals, we’d eat them with the consciousness,
ceremony and respect they deserve.

—Michael Pollan, “An Animal’s Place”

• Topic Sentence: “Were the walls of our meat industry to become transparent, literally or even figuratively,
we would not long continue to do it this way.”

• Explanation: “The industrialization–and dehumanization–of American animal farming is a relatively new,
evitable and local phenomenon: no other country raises and slaughters its food animals quite as
intensively or as brutally as we do.”
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• Example: “Tail-docking and sow crates and beak-clipping would disappear overnight, and the days of
slaughtering 400 head of cattle an hour would come to an end. For who could stand the sight?”

• Conclusion (Rectification and Emphasis): “Yes, meat would get more expensive. We’d probably eat less of
it, too, but maybe when we did eat animals, we’d eat them with the consciousness, ceremony and respect
they deserve.”

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a better
path?” You are quite right in calling for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action.
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community
which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks to so dramatize the
issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the
nonviolent-resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word
“tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent
tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension
in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the
unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must we see the need for
nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark
depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.

— Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail”

• Topic Sentence: “Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a
community which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue.”

• Explanation: “It seeks to so dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of
tension as part of the work of the nonviolent-resister may sound rather shocking.”

◦ Defining/Categorizing as Explanation: “But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word “tension.” I
have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent tension which is
necessary for growth.”

• Analogy: “Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the mind…”

◦ Explanation of Analogy: “… so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to
the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, …”

• Conclusion (Emphasis): “… we must we see the need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in
society that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of
understanding and brotherhood.”

Exercise 1
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Write a complete paragraph using the components above: topic sentence, explanation, example or
analogy, and conclusion. For your subject, respond to one of the questions below. Suppose your
audience to be other college students and your purpose to get your reader to agree with you or to
better understand your point of view.

Option 1: What is the best place in the nation to raise children?

Option 2: Why is new technology so addictive?

Option 3: Should colleges and universities ban access to social media on the Internet connections they
provide?

Option 4: Why are you in college?

Option 5: How does a young person make friends nowadays?

Option 6: What has Christmas come to mean in American culture?
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Topic Sentences

Pick up any newspaper or magazine and read the first sentence of an article. Are you fairly confident that you
know what the rest of the article is about? If so, you have likely read the topic sentence. An effective topic
sentence combines a subject with the writer’s position on that subject or claim about it. It serves to orient the
reader and provides an indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph. Example:

Creating a national set of standards for math and English education will improve student learning in
many states.

This topic sentence declares a position in favor of standardizing math and English education. After reading
this sentence, a reader might reasonably expect the writer to provide supporting details and facts as to why
standardizing math and English education might improve student learning in many states. If the purpose of
the essay is actually to evaluate education in only one particular state, or to discuss math or English education
specifically, then the topic sentence is misleading and should be revised to say so.

Subject Versus Claim

Good topic sentences contain both a subject (the overall matter, issue, or field of inquiry) and a claim (the
writer’s specific point about the subject, or position on it). Different writers may use the same subject but can
steer their paragraph in a number of different directions according to their claim, or stance on the subject.
Examples:

• Marijuana is a destructive influence on teens and causes long-term brain damage.
• The anti-nausea properties in marijuana are a lifeline for many cancer patients.
• Legalizing marijuana would create a higher demand for Class A and Class B drugs.

Although the subject—marijuana—is the same in all three topic sentences, the claim differs depending on
the writer’s viewpoint. For instance, in the first sentence, the claim about marijuana is that it “is a destructive
influence on teens and causes long-term brain damage.”

Exercise 1

Separately identify the subject and the claim about it in each of the following topic sentences:
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1. Exercising three times a week is the only way to maintain good physical health.

• Subject:
• Claim:

2. Sexism and racism are still rampant in today’s workplace.

• Subject:
• Claim:

3. Raising the legal driving age to twenty-one would decrease road traffic accidents.

• Subject:
• Claim:

4. Owning a business is the only way to achieve financial success.

• Subject:
• Claim:

5. Dog owners should be prohibited from taking their pets on public beaches.

• Subject:
• Claim:

Characteristics of a Good Topic Sentence

The following are characteristics good topic sentences:

• A good topic sentence provides an accurate indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph.

Weak example. People rarely give firefighters the credit they deserve for such a physically and
emotionally demanding job. (The paragraph is about a specific incident that involved firefighters;
therefore, this topic sentence is too general.)

Stronger example. During the October riots, Unit 3B went beyond the call of duty. (This topic
sentence is more specific and indicates that the paragraph will contain information about a
particular incident involving Unit 3B.)

• A good topic sentence contains both a subject and claim.
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Weak example. In this paper, I am going to discuss the rising suicide rate among young
professionals. (This topic sentence provides a subject, but it does not present a claim.)

Stronger example. The rising suicide rate among young professionals should become a higher
priority among the concerns of human resource departments. (This topic sentence presents the
writer’s claim on the subject of rising suicide rates among young professionals.)

• A good topic sentence is clear and easy to follow.

Weak example. In general, writing an essay, thesis, or other academic or nonacademic document is
considerably easier and of much higher quality if you first construct an outline, of which there are
many different types. (This topic sentence includes a subject and claim, but both are buried beneath
the confusing sentence structure and unnecessary vocabulary. These obstacles make it difficult for
the reader to follow.)

Stronger example. Most forms of writing can be improved by first creating an outline. (This topic
sentence cuts out unnecessary words and simplifies the previous statement, making it easier for the
reader to follow.)

• A good topic sentence does not include supporting details.

Weak example. Salaries should be capped in baseball for many reasons, most importantly so we
don’t allow the teams with budgets that exceed their competitors by four or five times to have such
an extreme advantage year after year. (This topic sentence includes a supporting detail that should
be included later in the paragraph to support the main point.)

Stronger example. Introducing a salary cap would improve the game of baseball for many reasons.
(This topic sentence omits the additional supporting detail so that it can be expanded upon later in
the paragraph.)
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Exercise 2

Choose the most effective topic sentence from the following sentence pairs.

1. Which is the more effective topic sentence?

a. This paper will discuss the likelihood of the Democrats winning the next election.

b. To boost their chances of winning the next election, the Democrats need to listen to public opinion.

2. Which is the more effective topic sentence?

a. The unrealistic demands of union workers are crippling the economy for the following three reasons.

b. Union workers are crippling the economy because companies are unable to remain competitive as a
result of added financial pressure, which in turn forces companies trying to survive to relocate overseas
where non-union wages can be half or in some cases less than half of union wages.

3. Which is the more effective topic sentence?

a. Major companies are stealing back digital content that customers purchased, which is destroying the
very concept of ownership.

b. Technology is having drastic effects on how companies deal with digital sales nowadays.

4. Which is the more effective topic sentence?

a. Pop music has lost the genuine heart and superb artistry that it displayed in the past.

b. This essay will consider the quality of pop music.

Exercise 3

Using the tips on developing effective topic sentences in this section, create a topic sentence on each of
the following subjects. Remember to include the subject as well as the claim.

1. An endangered species

____________________________________________

2. The cost of fuel

____________________________________________
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3. The legal drinking age

____________________________________________

4. A controversial film or novel

____________________________________________
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Supporting Sentences

The bulk of a paragraph consists of sentences that support the claim. Support is a very broad term in college
composition: it means anything that further conveys the idea. This means that supporting sentences can come
in many different forms, and that you have many different strategies to choose from when composting your
own paragraphs. Some of the most common strategies for supporting sentences are identified below:

Explanation/Elaboration

This is the strategy of stating the claim in a different way, often by adding more information, giving a better idea
of the context, getting more precise, or clearing up difficult concepts.

Example/Illustration

This is the strategy of describing a specific instance so that readers can have a particular circumstance or image
to relate to the claim. A realistic instance is often called an example, and an instance that the writer makes up
just for clarity is often called an illustration. For this strategy, specificity is key. For more information see the
section Specificity.

Analogy/Comparison

This is the strategy of relating the focal ideas to something different to help readers better understand them.
This can be done by showing how the two types of ideas are similar, or by showing how they differ by
contrast. Analogies and comparisons are most useful when the paragraph’s ideas are complex or unfamiliar to
the audience, for they can clarify through likeness or difference to simpler or more familiar ideas.

Cause/Effect

This is the strategy of relating why things have happened (causes), or what has been or will be the outcomes of
something (effects), or even how events are related.
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Definition/Classification

This is the strategy of clarifying exactly what you mean by key words or phrases, or by clearly identifying what
categories you are discussing. It is helpful to think of this strategy as re-defining words and phrases in the
author’s own way.

Evidence/Testimony

This is the strategy of referencing or quoting other authors, writings, or sources. This is any use of outside
material, such as statistics, cases or precedents, news stories, or laws, and it includes bringing in quotations and
ideas from experts, historical figures, or highly respected persons. Remember that MLA format requires citation
for each instance of such evidence or testimony.

Emphasis/Rectification

This kind of supporting sentence is often used as the conclusion to a paragraph. Emphasis is the strategy of
explaining the significance of the entire paragraph, or the insights to be gained from it. Rectification is a kind of

emphasis that clarifies any likely misinterpretations (especially those that would
rely on common assumptions or thought clichés), or that identifies the
most important interpretation out of the many possible ones.
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Paragraph Structure for Argumentation

As covered in the section Paragraph Basics, fully developed paragraphs have some common components, but
eventually writers will need to customize each of their paragraphs based on the various needs of the subject,
audience, and purpose. But argumentation is a common purpose in college, and such paragraphs have their
own common components, slightly different from the basic paragraph. Essentially, what follows is a version of
the basic paragraph customized for conveying academic arguments. (For more information, see the section
Rhetoric and Argumentation.)

But as you learn this, note that the order of these elements can change as needed, as can the approaches to
each of these elements.

Paragraph Structure for Argumentation:

1. Claim: State the main point, or the position you are taking on the subject.

1. Be deliberate and precise in your choice of terms, even if they will need explanation below.
2. The Claim can be extended by adding on a reason using a “because” clause.

2. Support: State the reasons for your claim, and offer any necessary clarifying information.

1. Stay focused on the Claim, even when introducing new details.
2. A common strategy is to discuss causes or effects related to the Claim.
3. Don’t assume that your reader automatically agrees with your statements.

3. Evidence: Provide information from external references and sources to demonstrate the validity of your
Claim and Support.

1. Don’t use unprofessional or questionable sources. Instead, rely on evidence from legitimate,
authoritative, or commonly accepted experts, publishers, and institutions.

2. Cite your sources correctly.
3. Explain the how the evidence relates to the Claim and Support as necessary.

4. Acknowledgment: Address reasonable opposition to the ideas you state above.

1. Anticipate what other perspectives or weaknesses a critical thinker might be able to find in your ideas.
2. Consider using research to find the best available opposing ideas.
3. Don’t assume that your interpretation of the evidence is the only valid possibility. Instead, state an

opposing interpretation.
4. Don’t address unreasonable, exaggerated, or easily defeated opposition. This poor strategy is often

called “the straw-man fallacy.”
5. Rebuttal: Defend your ideas against the Acknowledgment.

1. Don’t forget this part. A common error is to end on Acknowledgment, which creates contradiction and
confusion.

2. Don’t get aggressive or bombastic. Remain focused, reasonable, and professional.
3. Consider using sources again as needed.
4. Admit to your weaknesses with honestly if the opposition to too solid to rebut directly, but end on a

strong defense of your ideas regardless. And remember that the best defense is a clear expression of
good ideas.
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Examples:

Below are examples of the argumentation paragraph in use, followed by analysis of the components:

TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on children because those exposed to lots of it
tend to adopt the values of what they see. Their constant exposure to violent images makes them
unable to distinguish fantasy from reality. Smith found that children ages of 5-7 who watched more
than three hours of violent television a day were 25 percent more likely to say what they saw on
television was “really happening” (214). Of course, some children who watch more violent
entertainment might already be attracted to violence. But Jones found that “children with no
predisposition to violence were as attracted to violent images as those with a violent history” (12).

—Adapted to display MLA format quotation from The Craft of Research (Booth, Colomb, Williams
113)

Claim: “TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on children because those exposed to lots of it tend
to adopt the values of what they see.”

Support: “Their constant exposure to violent images makes them unable to distinguish fantasy from reality.”

Evidence: “Smith found that children ages of 5-7 who watched more than three hours of violent television a day
were 25 percent more likely to say what they saw on television was ‘really happening’ (214).”

Acknowledgment: “Of course, some children who watch more violent entertainment might already be
attracted to violence. ”

Rebuttal: “But Jones found that ‘children with no predisposition to violence were as attracted to violent images
as those with a violent history’ (12).”

What was not foreseen was the backlash of the [First World War]. Emotionally, it was a revulsion
against four years of carnage. In practical effect, it was nothing less than a social revolution. The war
itself was revolutionary, having moved the masses out of their routines-the men into the trenches,
the women into the factories. What happened under Lenin in Russia, and for a time among her
neighbors, advertised this social upheaval. The masses were now sovereign in their outlook and
behavior. Henceforth, whatever was done must be done for their good and in their name. Their
needs and wants, their habits and tastes, marked the high tide of democracy as Tocqueville had
foreseen it in this country. The message was clear to all, because it had been preached with growing
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intensity for 100 years. Universal suffrage; the end of poverty; identical rights for everybody; social,
economic, even sexual emancipation; popular culture, not elite esthetics—these demands went with
a distrust and hatred of all the old orders, old leaders, and old modes of life that had brought on the
four years of homicidal horror and destruction. The new modes were to be anti-capitalist (obviously);
anti-Victorian in morals, and anti-parliamentarian as well, for many thought representative
government a corrupt and contemptible fraud. Democracy needed better machinery. In that mood
it is no wonder that fascism and the corporate state triumphed so rapidly.* If England and France
hung on to their constitutional freedoms amid this turmoil, it was due largely to historical
momentum, the same force that threw Russia back into its old groove.

—Jacques Barzun, “Is Democratic Theory for Export?”

*The theory of the corporate state, or socialism in the guise of state capitalism, was expounded in
France and Germany and promulgated in Italy. It had intellectual adherents for a time; Winston
Churchill praised Mussolini, and David Lloyd George, Hitler. The defeat of the Axis powers silenced
such advocates, which shows again how dependent on current events theorists are.

Claim: “What was not foreseen was the backlash of the [First World War]. Emotionally, it was a revulsion against
four years of carnage. In practical effect, it was nothing less than a social revolution.”

Support: “The war itself was revolutionary, having moved the masses out of their routines-the men into the
trenches, the women into the factories. What happened under Lenin in Russia, and for a time among her
neighbors, advertised this social upheaval. The masses were now sovereign in their outlook and behavior.
Henceforth, whatever was done must be done for their good and in their name. Their needs and wants,
their habits and tastes, marked the high tide of democracy as Tocqueville had foreseen it in this country. The
message was clear to all, because it had been preached with growing intensity for 100 years.”

Evidence: “Universal suffrage; the end of poverty; identical rights for everybody; social, economic, even sexual
emancipation; popular culture, not elite esthetics—these demands went with a distrust and hatred of all the old
orders, old leaders, and old modes of life that had brought on the four years of homicidal horror and destruction.
The new modes were to be anti-capitalist (obviously); anti-Victorian in morals, and anti-parliamentarian as well,
for many thought representative government a corrupt and contemptible fraud. Democracy needed better
machinery. In that mood it is no wonder that fascism and the corporate state triumphed so rapidly.* …

*The theory of the corporate state, or socialism in the guise of state capitalism, was expounded in France and
Germany and promulgated in Italy. It had intellectual adherents for a time; Winston Churchill praised Mussolini,
and David Lloyd George, Hitler. The defeat of the Axis powers silenced such advocates, which shows again how
dependent on current events theorists are.”

Acknowledgment: “If England and France hung on to their constitutional freedoms amid this turmoil, …”

Rebuttal: “… it was due largely to historical momentum, the same force that threw Russia back into its old
groove.”
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Exercise 1

Write a fully developed paragraph using the components above: claim, support, evidence,
acknowledgment, and rebuttal. For your subject, respond to one of the questions below. Suppose your
audience to be other college students and your purpose to get your reader to agree with you or to
better understand your point of view.

Option 1: Is it right for all college degrees to require students to pass English and math classes?

Option 2: Should colleges and universities be closed in honor of Columbus Day?

Option 3: Should community colleges allow theatrical or artistic performances on campus that could
be deemed offensive?
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Transitions

(This sections was not in the original text; it is an addition with strong alterations.)

Transitioning between paragraphs is important. Without effective transitions, paragraphs can seem
disorganized, and the ideas can seem unrelated or off-topic. With effective transitions, the paragraphs and ideas
can seem to connect and relate in natural and logical ways. These results can occur regardless of the quality or
merit of the ideas on their own.

So how do you create effective transitions? Let’s explore some strategies and evaluate them briefly.

Strategy 1: Transitional Words and Phrases

The most common and basic advice is to use transitional words and phrases, such as additionally, however,
furthermore, admittedly, first and foremost, in conclusion, among many others. These are acceptable and
functional, especially for beginning writers, for they are easy to add to drafts, and they clarify the relationships
between ideas in simple ways.

Transitional words can even change the intended interpretation of a sentence. Let’s take the common
conjunctions and and but as examples of how meaning changes with transitions:

1. This college has small classes, and students get more one-on-one time with their professors.
2. This college has small classes, but students get more one-on-one time with their professors.

Since “more one-on-one time” is implied to be a good thing, sentence 1 clarifies that “small classes” are good
too, for the word “and” connects both ideas. In sentence 2, “small classes” are suddenly bad. That’s because the
word “but” contrasts the two ideas. The two sentences state the same claims, but the single transitional word
controls how they are meant to be interpreted.

Other transitional words can clarify other kinds of relationships between ideas, such as the order of ideas, or
cause and effect, or importance, among others. See the following example:

There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid car. First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more
miles to the gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered vehicle. Second, they produce very few emissions
during low speed city driving. Because they do not require gas, hybrid cars reduce dependency on fossil
fuels, which helps lower prices at the pump. Alex bought a hybrid car two years ago and has been
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extremely impressed with its performance. “It’s the cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she said. “The running
costs are far lower than previous gas-powered vehicles I’ve owned.” Given the low running costs and
environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely that many more people will follow Alex’s
example in the near future.

Each of the underlined words is a transition word. Words such as first and second are transition words that
show sequence or clarify order. They help organize the writer’s ideas by showing that he or she has another
point to make in support of the topic sentence. Other transition words that show order include third, also, and
furthermore.

The transition word because is a transition word of consequence that continues a line of thought. It indicates
that the writer will provide an explanation of a result. In this sentence, the writer explains why hybrid cars will
reduce dependency on fossil fuels (because they do not require gas). Other transition words of consequence
include as a result, so that, since, or for this reason.

To include a summarizing transition in her concluding sentence, the writer could rewrite the final sentence as
follows:

In conclusion, given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely
that many more people will follow Alex’s example in the near future.

The following chart provides some useful transition words to connect supporting sentences and concluding
sentences.

Useful Transitional Words and Phrases
For Supporting Sentences

above all but for instance in particular moreover subsequently

also conversely furthermore later on nevertheless therefore

aside from correspondingly however likewise on one hand to begin with

at the same time for example in addition meanwhile on the contrary

For Concluding Sentences

after all all things considered in brief in summary on the whole to sum up

all in all finally in conclusion on balance thus
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Writing at Work

Transitional words and phrases are useful tools to incorporate into workplace documents. They guide
the reader through the document, clarifying relationships between sentences and paragraphs so that
the reader understands why they have been written in that particular order.

For example, when writing an instructional memo, it may be helpful to consider the following
transitional words and phrases: before you begin, first, next, then, finally, after you have completed.
Using these transitions as a template to write your memo will provide readers with clear, logical
instructions about a particular process and the order in which steps are supposed to be completed.

Overall, this is a good, basic strategy, but experienced and professional writers do not rely on it alone. Instead,
they will combine it with other strategies.

Strategy 2: Conclusions as Transitions

You might encounter advice that tells you to use the conclusion of one paragraph to state the main idea of the
next paragraph. This often backfires and creates more confusion and disorganization than necessary. For this
reason, you will find that professional writers do not use this strategy.

A better approach to this type of strategy is to conclude one paragraph with a naturally emerging question, and
then to begin the next paragraph with an answer to that question. see the following example.

Good Example:

J.R.R. Tolkien is one of the most popular and beloved authors of the 20th century. His book The Lord
of the Rings has sold over 150 million copies, making it the highest-selling book of the 20th century,
and the third highest fiction book of all time. And his book The Hobbit is only a few spots behind
with over 100 million copies sold, making tied with others at fourth highest-selling in the 20th
century, and sixth of all time. So if his work is this popular, why do so many literary critics and
professors discount his importance?
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The simple answer is that Tolkien is popular, and too many academics believe that literature can’t be
masterful if common readers enjoy it. …

The first paragraph discusses one idea (Tolkien’s popularity) and lets it lead to a question about that idea (so why
is he discounted by critics?). Then the next paragraph answers that question. Notice how inferior the writing
seems to become if this transition were removed:

Bad Example:

J.R.R. Tolkien is one of the most popular and beloved authors of the 20th century. His book The Lord
of the Rings has sold over 150 million copies, making it the highest-selling book of the 20th century,
and the third highest fiction book of all time. And his book The Hobbit is only a few spots behind
with over 100 million copies sold, making it tied with others at fourth highest-selling in the 20th
century, and sixth of all time.

Too many academics believe that literature can’t be masterful if common readers enjoy it. …

This inferior version seems to wander into a different point as if the writer were not in control of what ideas get
discussed when.

Overall, this strategy of leading to a question and then answering it is effective, and experienced and
professional writers do use it some. But it comes with two difficulties:

(1) Few paragraphs will naturally lead to concluding questions, and few topic sentences will be specific answers
to questions, so this strategy is often too problematic to force onto your writing.

(2) This strategy cannot be used too many times in a single essay without creating a false, robotic tone.

Strategy 3: Consistent Terms as Transitions

Unfortunately, in an effort to add variety to their paragraphs or essays, some writers make the mistake of using
different terms for the same idea. This causes confusion and disorganization, especially when the idea being
named is important. And it keeps readers from being able to follow along with the ideas and see how they
connect to others; in other words, it fails to transition. So a good strategy is to decide on which term best fits an
idea, and to keep to that same term whenever you refer to that idea.

See the following paragraph as a bad example in need of revision using this strategy:
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Bad Example:

People usually do not put others’ opinions of their marriage into perspective when they are deciding
whether to marry someone or not. Just because society views homosexual marriage against
everyday norms does not change that there are homosexual couples that would like to make a
commitment to each other.

This paragraph creates confusion because it uses about ten different terms to mean only four different ideas.
Notice how many different terms are used for the single idea of those who want to marry:

• People
• Someone
• Couples
• Each other

This makes it sound like different types or persons are meant with each use of a different term, but the writer
intends the opposite, so a single consistent term should be chosen for those who want to marry.

As for the idea of those who are judging marriage, this paragraph uses to different terms: others and society,
which sound different. For the idea of judgment itself, it uses opinions and views, which sound different. For the
idea of marriage, it uses to marry and to make a commitment, which sound different.

To revise this using the strategy of consistent terms, let’s choose the following:

• Those who want to marry: couples
• Those who are judging marriage: society
• The judgments: opinions
• Marriage: to marry

Good Example:

Couples usually do not put society’s opinions of their marriage into perspective when they are
deciding whether to marry. Society’s opinion that homosexual marriage is against everyday norms
does not change the fact that there are homosexual couples that would still like to marry.

Now each idea can effectively transition to the next because we can tell which idea is which. And pronouns such
as “their” can be used without fear of confusion.

This strategy is used by experienced and professional writers so often that it has become a mark of writing
skill in general. The weak writer fears repetition and adds variety without seeing the consequences. The strong
writer trusts consistency and controls meaning by choosing the right terms and sticking to them.
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Strategy 4: Brief Summary Transitions (with Demonstrative Words)

This is an immensely effective and accessible strategy for beginners and experts alike, and professional writers
use it all the time, but it is rarely if ever taught (I have never found another textbook that includes it). That is a
shame, for it is simple enough, and students can quickly make it natural element in their writing, so let’s remedy
that now. Here is the essence of this strategy: As you discuss your next idea, summarize your preceding
paragraph in a brief phrase.

This strategy allows readers to more efficiently see how ideas interlock. This kind of summary is particularly
aided by the use of demonstrative pronouns and determiners:

• This
• That
• These
• Those
• Here
• There

These are called demonstrative words because they point out, or demonstrate, the idea they’re referring to.
Talking about a table doesn’t refer back to something already established, but talking about that table or this
table does. Thus, a quick connection is made naturally and logically, and a transition is created.

In essence, this strategy calls on you to funnel each larger body of discussion down into the beginning stream
of the next, adding to the effect of “flow.” Notice this strategy in the following paragraphs. Also notice how
the instances aren’t necessary in their respective sentences or paragraphs, that instead they are added to
function purely as transitions. I have added emphasis in each instance by bold type, with the demonstrative
word italicized:

In the final paragraph of my last column, I observed that the report of the New York State
Commission on Higher Education slights—indeed barely mentions—the arts and humanities,
despite the wide-ranging scope of its proposals. Those who posted comments agreed with David
Small that “the arts and the humanities are always the last to receive any assistance.”

There were, however, different explanations of this unhappy fact. Sean Pidgeon put the blame on
“humanities departments who are responsible for the leftist politics that still turn people off.” Kedar
Kulkarni blamed “the absence of a culture that privileges Learning to improve oneself as a human
being.” Bethany blamed universities, which because they are obsessed with “maintaining funding”
default on the obligation to produce “well rounded citizens.” Matthew blamed no one, because in his
view the report’s priorities are just what they should be: “When a poet creates a vaccine or a tangible
good that can be produced by a Fortune 500 company, I’ll rescind my comment.”

Although none of these commentators uses the word, the issue they implicitly raise is justification.
How does one justify funding the arts and humanities? It is clear which justifications are not
available. You can’t argue that the arts and humanities are able to support themselves through
grants and private donations. You can’t argue that a state’s economy will benefit by a new reading of
“Hamlet.” You can’t argue – well you can, but it won’t fly – that a graduate who is well-versed in the
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history of Byzantine art will be attractive to employers (unless the employer is a museum). You can
talk as Bethany does about “well rounded citizens,” but that ideal belongs to an earlier period, when
the ability to refer knowledgeably to Shakespeare or Gibbon or the Thirty Years War had some cash
value (the sociologists call it cultural capital). Nowadays, larding your conversations with small bits of
erudition is more likely to irritate than to win friends and influence people.

—Stanley Fish, “Will the Humanities Save Us?”

In the second paragraph above, “this unhappy fact” is a brief summary of the previous paragraph, which was all
about the details of one unhappy fact. The second paragraph can then proceed clearly in response to that fact.
In the third paragraph, “these commentators” is a brief summary of the previous paragraph, which was entirely
a list of comments from named individuals. The third paragraph can then proceed clearly as an analysis of those
comments.

See the same strategy in use in the following paragraphs from a different essay:

Many things have been urged upon the beleaguered public schools: install computers; reduce class
size; pay teachers better and respect them more; give them bodyguards; reform teacher training; re-
establish the principal’s authority; create a rank of master teacher; let volunteers take on the chores;
recruit liberal arts majors from the colleges; purge the bureaucracy and cut down paperwork;
lengthen the school year; increase homework; stick to the basics; stop “social promotion;” set up
remedial clinics; kill social studies and bring back history; wheel infants to the blackboard in their
cradles; and-latest plan-pay the kids not to drop out or play truant.

Except for the last, these recommendations all have merit and some are being tried. But to the best
of my knowledge, the central feature of modern schooling has never been singled out for critical
discussion. I mean the use of multiple-choice tests.

This type of test and its variants—filling in words, rearranging items, matching diagrams, choosing
summary statements, and so on—dominates every mind in the classroom, the teacher’s as well as
the student’s. Passing and failing, ratings of teachers and schools, national and state rankings, the
rise and fall of literacy, admission to college and other institutions—all hang upon this instrument
peculiar to our century.

—Jacques Barzun, “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

Compare the above examples to the following, which lacks this transition strategy at the beginning of each
paragraph.
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Bad Example:

Professors have a professional interest in—indeed a professional duty to uphold—liberty of thought
and discussion. But in recent years, precisely where they should be most engaged and outspoken
they have been apathetic and inarticulate.

Consider Yale. On Oct. 1, the university hosted Danish cartoonist Kurt Westergaard. His drawing of
Muhammad with a bomb in his turban became the best known of 12 cartoons published by the
Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September 2005. That led to deadly protests throughout the
Muslim world. On the same day, at an unrelated event, Yale hosted Brandeis Prof. Jytte Klausen. Her
new book, The Cartoons that Shook the World, was subject in August to a last minute
prepublication decision by Yale President Richard Levin and Yale University Press to remove not only
the 12 cartoons but also all representations of Muhammad, including respected works of art.

The Westergaard appearance inspired protests. Muslim students condemned Yale’s invitation to the
cartoonist as religiously and racially insensitive, compared him to Holocaust deniers and white
supremacists, and declared his art and utterances hate speech rather than free speech.

—Peter Berkowitz “Academia Goes Silent on Free Speech”

From one paragraph to the next, note the resulting effects of abruptness, disorientation, and lack of referential
clarity. To be fair to Berkowitz, journalists like himself are often constrained by extremely limited word-counts
and page-space, and phrases are often edited out of their writing without their specific agreement. It could
have been the case that the author’s original transitions were cut for brevity. But writers in college rarely find
themselves in the predicament of having too much relevant writing in their essays, so this strategy can be
added confidently.

Exercise 1

Try revising this example from Berkowitz using this fourth strategy. Focus on the beginning sentences
of the second and third paragraphs. For the first, “Consider Yale,” add a phrase that summarizes what
the first paragraph was, or that shows what we should “consider Yale” as being. Use a demonstrative
word to help. For the second, “The Westergaard appearance inspired protests,” add a phrase that
summarizes what happened in previous paragraph and suggests how it relates to this paragraph.
Again, use a demonstrative word to help.
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ESSAYS

This chapter is about writing decisions at the level of the essay, regardless of the specific type of essay.
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Essay Basics

For college, an essay is a collection of paragraphs that all work together to express ideas that respond
appropriately to the directions and guidelines of a given written assignment. Depending on the instructor,
course, or assignment, you might also hear essays called papers, term papers, articles, themes, compositions,
reports, writing assignments, and written assessments, but these terms are largely interchangeable at the
beginning of college.

Essays and their assignments vary so much that there is no single right kind of essay, so there are no clear
answers to questions such as, “How many paragraphs should a college essay have?” or, “How many examples
should I use to help convey my ideas?” etc.

But with that said, most essays have a few components in common:

1. The Introduction: the beginning parts that show what is to come
2. The Body: the bulk of the essay that says everything the assignment calls for
3. The Conclusion: the ending parts that emphasize or make sense of what has been said

One rudimentary type of essay that displays these components in a way that’s easy to demonstrate and see is
the five-paragraph essay.

The Five Paragraph Essay

The term “five-paragraph essay” refers to a default structure that consists of the following:

• One paragraph for the introduction

◦ This should clearly state the main idea of the whole essay, also called the essay’s claim or thesis.
◦ This should also include a brief mention of the main ideas to come, which is the essay map.

• Three paragraphs for the body

◦ Each paragraph should be about one main point that supports the main idea of the essay (the claim
or thesis).

◦ The topic sentence of each paragraph should be its main point.
◦ The rest of the sentences of each paragraph should explain or support that topic sentence.

• One paragraph for the conclusion

◦ This should clarify the most important ideas or interpretations regarding what the essay has said in
the body.

Example Outline of a Five-Paragraph Essay:
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• Introduction:

◦ Claim/Thesis: Unleashed dogs on city streets are a dangerous nuisance.
◦ Essay Map: They scare cyclists and pedestrians, present traffic hazards, and damage

gardens.

• Body Paragraph 1:

◦ Topic Sentence: Dogs can scare cyclists and pedestrians.
◦ Support:

▪ Cyclists are forced to zigzag on the road.
▪ School children panic and turn wildly on their bikes.
▪ People who are walking at night freeze in fear.

• Body Paragraph 2:

◦ Topic Sentence: Loose dogs are traffic hazards.
◦ Support:

▪ Dogs in the street make people swerve their cars.
▪ To avoid dogs, drivers run into other cars or pedestrians.
▪ Children coaxing dogs across busy streets create danger.

• Body Paragraph 3:

◦ Topic Sentence: Unleashed dogs damage gardens.
◦ Support:

▪ They step on flowers and vegetables.
▪ They destroy hedges by urinating on them.
▪ They mess up lawns by digging holes.

• Conclusion:

◦ Emphasis: The problem of unleashed dogs should be taken seriously by citizens and city
council members.

Exercise 1

Using a subject assigned by your instructor, create an outline for a five-paragraph essay following these
guidelines. Complete sentences are allowed but not required in such outlines.
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• Introduction

◦ Claim/Thesis
◦ Essay Map

• Body Paragraph 1

◦ Topic Sentence
◦ Support

• Body Paragraph 2

◦ Topic Sentence
◦ Support

• Body Paragraph 3

◦ Topic Sentence
◦ Support

• Conclusion

◦ Emphasis

When the above example outline is turned into complete sentences, arranged in paragraphs, and further
elaborated here and there for clarity and transition, it becomes a complete five-paragraph essay, as seen here:

Problems Unleashed

With unfamiliar turning lanes branching and numerous traffic lights flashing and aggressive drivers
weaving and honking, the last surprise you need as an urban driver is to suddenly see a dog run by
in front of you. Unfortunately, given the current ordinances allowing unleashed dogs, this is the case.
Unleashed dogs on city streets are a dangerous nuisance. They not only present traffic hazards, but
they also scare cyclists and pedestrians, and they damage property such as gardens.

Loose dogs are traffic hazards. Many dogs won’t hesitate to run across busy roads, and as soon as
they do, people must suddenly swerve their cars. But the cars swerve where? In crowded city streets,
the chances are there to swerve accidentally into other cars or pedestrians. And this danger is made
worse by the tendency of children, who often don’t know any better, coaxing dogs across busy
streets. These kinds of dangers are frequent enough for causes that can’t be controlled, and the
problem of unleashed dogs, which can be controlled, adds to them unnecessarily.

And these dangers aren’t limited to swerving cars, for dogs can scare cyclists and pedestrians too.
When dogs dart across their path, cyclists are forced to zigzag on the road. This leads to wrecks,
which for cyclists can cause serious injury. And while adult cyclists might maintain control when
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confronted with a darting dog, children riding home from school can’t be expected to. They typically
panic and turn wildly on their bikes. Even among pedestrians, unleashed dogs present a real danger,
for no one can predict how aggressive a loose dog might be. When confronted with such dogs,
people who are walking at night freeze in fear.

These are some of the most severe problems with unleashed dogs, but there are others still worthy
of concern, such as the damage unleashed dogs do to lawns and gardens. Property owners invest
significant time and money into the value of their lawns, but dogs can’t understand or respect that.
Let loose without a leash, dogs will simply act like the animals they are. They will step on flowers and
vegetables, destroy hedges by urinating on them, and mess up lawns by digging holes.

With the city ordinances as they currently stand, unleashed dogs are allowed to cause danger, injury,
fear, and property damage. But this doesn’t have to be the case. The problem of unleashed dogs
should be taken seriously by citizens and city council members. We would be wise to stop letting
dogs take responsibility for their actions, and start taking responsibility ourselves.

Exercise 2

Read the above example outline and essay carefully. Then identify any significant changes in ideas,
wording, or organization that the essay has made from the original plan in the outline. Explain why the
writer would make those changes.

Exercise 3

Using your outline from Exercise 1, create a five-paragraph essay.

Keep in mind that the five-paragraph essay is a rudimentary essay form. It is excellent for demonstrating the
key parts of a general essay, and it can address many types of short writing assignments in college, but it is
too limited to sustain the more complex kinds of discussions many of the higher-level college essays need to
develop and present.

For those kinds of essays, you will need a deeper and more complete understanding of the general essay
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structure (below), as well as an understanding of various writing modes and strategies, research, and format
(the sections and chapters that follow).

Complete General Essay Structure

The following explains how to write an essay using a general essay structure at a far more complete level and
with far more depth than the five-paragraph essay. This complete general essay structure can be applied to
many of your essay assignments that you will encounter in many of your college classes, regardless of subject
matter. Although innumerable alterations and variations are possible in successful essays, these concepts are
foundational, and they merit your understanding and application as a student of writing.

Also note that there is no set number of paragraphs using a complete general essay structure, as there is in the
five-paragraph essay (one introductory, three body, and one concluding). A good introduction can be broken
up into more than one paragraph, as can a conclusion, and body paragraphs might number more than three.
But this complete general essay structure can indeed be achieved in five paragraphs as well.

Here are the components of complete general essay structure:

1. Title (see more details in the section Titles, Introductions, and Conclusions)

◦ Use a phrase that identifies the subject.
◦ Consider a title that also suggests the main claim, or thesis (see below, and see the section Thesis for

more information)
◦ Remember that the title is the writer’s main opportunity to control interpretation.
◦ Don’t use a phrase that could easily apply to all the other students’ essays, such as the number or title

of the assignment.

2. The Introduction (see more details in the section Titles, Introductions, and Conclusions)

◦ The Introduction gives the audience a stark impression of what the essay is about.
◦ In medias res (“start in the middle of things”): Immediately offer a glimpse at a specific idea,

example, or scenario that delves deep into a fascinating aspect of your subject. This is often called “the
attention grabber.”

▪ In choosing this glimpse, consider that which is surprising, counter-intuitive, or vivid.
▪ Don’t use false questions, such as those about the reader’s personal experience, those that have

obvious answers, or those for which you won’t attempt specific or compelling answers.
◦ Context: Explain the subject you just introduced.

▪ Give a larger understanding of the glimpse above, such as what the important issue is, or why it is
significant.

▪ Don’t get detailed. Save details for the body paragraphs.
◦ Main Claim or Thesis: State the main claim or thesis of your entire essay in a single sentence.

▪ Your main claim or thesis is your position or point about the subject, often confirming or denying a
proposition.

▪ For more details on thesis statements, see the section Thesis.
▪ Don’t use a question or a fragment as a main claim or thesis.
▪ Don’t confuse the subject with the main claim or thesis.

◦ Essay Map: Briefly name the three or more main points of the paragraphs to come, using the same
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order.

▪ Don’t reference your own essay. State your main points by discussing the subject itself rather than
by discussing the essay you’re writing.

▪ Don’t get detailed here either.

3. The Body (see more information in the sections Body Paragraphs and Organizing Body Paragraphs)

◦ The Body forms the support for your main claim or thesis.
◦ Keep in mind that you are not limited to three body paragraphs only, but that three body paragraphs

form a good base regardless.
◦ Give each main point a separate paragraph. Aim for at least three body paragraphs, which means you

should have at least three main points that support your main claim or thesis.
◦ Use topic sentences and supporting sentences in each paragraph. For more information on the

structure of a paragraph, see the section Paragraph Basics.
◦ Remember that separate paragraphs not only help the audience read, but they also help writers see

their ideas as clarified segments, each of which needs to be completed, connected, and organized.
◦ For details and strategies about how best to connect paragraphs, see the section Transitions.
◦ Don’t combine two different focal points into the same paragraph, even if they are about the same

subject.
◦ Don’t contradict the order of your Essay Map from the Introduction, even if minor points require

paragraphs in-between the main points.
◦ Don’t veer away from supporting your main claim or thesis. If any necessary minor point appears to do

this, immediately follow it up by conveying its support to your thesis.

4. The Conclusion (see more details in the section Titles, Introductions, and Conclusions)

◦ The Conclusion brings your essay to its final and most significant point. Use any one or combination of
the following components:

◦ Emphasis: Find a new way to encapsulate the most important ideas that have been conveyed in the
essay.

▪ One good strategy is to use a brief and poignant phrase or quotation.
▪ Another good strategy is to use a metaphor: description of an interesting image that stands for an

important idea.
▪ Don’t re-state the introduction or be redundant.
▪ Don’t bring up new details or issues.
▪ Don’t end on a minor point

◦ Humility: Be honest in admitting short-comings in your ideas, explanations, or comprehensiveness.

▪ Don’t weaken your essay here with contradiction, false humility, self-deprecation, or un-rebutted
opposition.

▪ Don’t issue commands, get aggressive, or sound exclamatory in the Conclusion.
◦ Elevation: Hint at higher, nobler possibilities relating to your subject.

▪ For more information, see the section Rhythms of Three.
◦ Combine or rearrange Emphasis, Humility, and Elevation as needed.
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Exercise 4

Using a subject assigned by your instructor, create an outline for a complete general essay structure. In
your outline, identify the types of ideas that you would use to address the components and principles
explained above. Complete sentences are allowed but not required in such outlines.

Exercise 5

Using your outline from Exercise 4 and the concepts above, compose a complete general essay.
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Thesis

A thesis is a sentence that expresses the main claim of the entire essay. This means that every paragraph, every
major point, every supporting detail, and every source must somehow relate to and support the thesis.

Essentially, when readers want to know what your point is, what they want to know is your thesis. And all college
writing assignments expect you to make a point of some kind or another. This means that every one of your
college essays should have a thesis. Some assignments emphasize argumentation more than others, so this
need for a thesis might be less obvious to you in an essay that focuses more on reporting information, but it’s
still there: your audience always expects you to make a point. An essay that has a good thesis has a good chance
of succeeding. An essay that has a bad thesis, no matter what other strengths it may display, has a very poor
chance of succeeding.

A good thesis is capable of being expressed in a single sentence. Much more information will be added to it in
later sentences and paragraphs as support, but the primary idea itself will be focused and decisive enough to
be stated in one sentence.

A good thesis takes the form of a declarative sentence. This means that a good thesis is never a question. A
question cannot state a point directly, but a thesis is a directly stated point, which means it won’t be a question
but instead a possible answer to a question.

Three Characteristics of a Good Thesis

A good thesis statement has three characteristics:

• It is specific.

◦ This means that it focuses on clearly defined ideas, often narrow enough to be discussed in a single
essay. Within a thesis, referring to “sports” is not specific, but referring to “combat sports during the
COVID-19 pandemic” is.

• It is arguable.

◦ This means that equally reasonable, intelligent, and educated readers could hold differing positions on
the matter, and that the issues in the thesis can’t be answered with any kind of general certainty.
“Bullying is bad” is not arguable for academic audiences, but what schools should do about bullying is.
Keep in mind that arguable does not necessarily mean controversial. Academic arguments can be
claims of analysis, observation, or other typically non-controversial modes. For example, a thesis
claiming that “horror stories function through four primary motifs” is not controversial, but
academically it is arguable. See more in the section Rhetoric and Argumentation.

• It is significant.

◦ This means that it has some meaningful bearing on others and/or society. “I think Disney movies are
terrible” is not significant, but exploring how “Disney movies have negatively affected the unrealistic
worldview of children” is.
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Common Errors: Bad Thesis Statements

It is possible for a thesis to be a single, declarative sentence yet still be bad. Often, this is because the thesis fails
to display the three characteristics explained above. Here are some examples of bad thesis statements, along
with brief explanations:

Bad Example 1: “Drugs have harmful effects on the community.”

Bad Example 1 is bad because it is not specific. It does not indicate what drugs, what specific effects, what
communities, or any other useful information.

Bad Example 2: “Racism should not be tolerated in school because it makes students feel alienated
and harms the learning environment.”

Although Bad Example 2 is specific and has good intentions, it is a bad thesis statement because it is not
arguable. No one in a modern, rationally-minded audience would really disagree and say that racism should in
fact be promoted in school. Therefore this thesis tells its readers what they already know, which makes it useless.

Bad Example 3: “Blue ink pens are better than black ink pens.”

Although Bad Example 3 is specific and arguable, it is a bad thesis because it is not significant. Nobody really
cares, or at least it has no important effect on people’s lives or in society.

Good Thesis Statements

Now here are some good thesis statements with brief explanations. (Note: Don’t use these as your own.)
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“We should stop experimenting on animals and start experimenting on prisoners because the
findings would be more accurate for humans and because prisoners aren’t innocent like animals
are.”

This is highly arguable (you might disagree with it already), and that is a good thing: it is arguable while still
being rationally able to defend itself (by offering at least two reasons as support). It is also good because it is
very specific and because it is significant—it would matter whether America incorporates this idea.

“Divisions in America are getting worse because social media amplifies the voice of a minority of
radicals, whom the majority of reasonable people are afraid to speak out against.”

This is a special type of thesis called a “causal analysis.” It argues why something is the way it is, and it is specific
(it says exactly what and why), significant (it obviously matters to many), and arguable (this might not be the
reason, or at least not a main one—or it might be).

“The original iPhone was the most important invention in the past 20 years.”

Although this may be a bit challenging to support (because of the
words “the most”), it is still a good thesis because it is definitely
arguable, it is specific (although the word “important” will have to be
explained), and it would be significant if it proves to be a viable claim.

How to Build a Thesis

The way you build a thesis is to do the following in the order listed, making sure to use pre-writing strategies
(whichever you prefer) to log your ideas each step of the way.

1. Pick a broad subject that interests you.
2. Pick some issue or controversy within that subject that interests you.
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3. Develop a guiding question about that issue or controversy, a question that is difficult or impossible for
anyone to ever answer for certain.

(Warning: This is where lesser writers stop. They think this guiding question is what their essay is about—its
thesis—but they are wrong because questions do not state points and cannot be argued. Do not stop here.
Keep going until you have an actual thesis.)

4. Make some sort of claim, comment, or point about that issue or controversy. This is your thesis.

Examples:

1. nursing
2. communicating with patients
3. What is the best way to teach nursing students to effectively communicate with patients?
4. The best way to teach nursing students to effectively communicate with patients is to use live

role-playing training.

1. global warming
2. car exhaust and its effects on global warming
3. What should be done to stop the effects of car exhaust on global warming?
4. Gas-burning cars should be made illegal in order to better protect the environment from

global warming.

1. vampires
2. vampires being the objects of romantic fantasies
3. Why have vampires changed from truly feared monsters into popular objects of romantic

desire?
4. Vampires have ceased scaring people and are now the objects of romantic fantasy because

modern science has destroyed the fear of the supernatural while still leaving people with the
desires of power and eternal life, both represented by vampires.
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Common Errors

Although constructing a thesis according to the above characteristics and steps will help you avoid the biggest
problems, it’s still possible to run into a few common errors.

One such error is confusing an essay’s subject with a thesis, which is a claim or position about that subject. This
is particularly problematic when students focus on arguing for the existence of what they believe to be facts.
Some are easy enough to identify and revise, such as “America still allows the death penalty in some places.”
This does not yet take a position on that subject, but a student could easily enough reach one once this error is
noticed. Others create more complicated problems. Consider these examples: “Aliens exist.” Or: “Ghosts are real.”
These might seem to fit the characteristics of good thesis statements above, but they do not. That is because
these are merely subjects for the writer. The writer who has asserted these as facts in the world has, by doing
so, not yet made a claim about them and has failed to take a position on them. Such a position might be what
the writer thinks universities or research institutions should do with their budgets based on evidence of the
existence of aliens, or of ghosts. But taking such positions and supporting them often becomes quite complex
and shaky, especially when directed toward academic audiences, which is why these kinds of “secret facts about
the universe” subjects are too problematic for student writers to handle successfully. Some professors simply
ban them to help students avoid inevitable trouble.

Another such error is confusing an self-referential announcement with a thesis. This kind of announcement
often looks something like, “My essay will be about…,” or, “In my opinion, I think that…,” or, “For this assignment, I
will tell you about…,” or something in the essay that similarly refers to itself as an essay. Sometimes the revision is
simple: eliminate the needless phrase. Consider this example: “I think that the teaching of Shakespeare should
be banned in American schools.” As it stands, it is not a thesis because it is a simple announcement about
the writer, but simply removing “I think that” makes it a thesis, for it then makes an arguable, specific, and
significant claim that would need to be supported. In other cases, the needless self-referential announcements
such as “my essay will be about” hide the fact that the student has actually just confused the subject with a
thesis, as noted above. So, “My essay will be about the death penalty” is only a subject, not yet a thesis.

Another common error is confusing the role of personal opinion in a thesis. Some students come to believe
that personal opinions are banned in English class essays, or in college writing in general, but this is self-
evidently wrong. The only way to make a thesis arguable is to take some opinion-based position on a matter.
Opinions are therefore required in constructing a good thesis. But the simple statement of a personal opinion is
rarely sufficient for a thesis; instead, it often becomes a mere statement of taste, which is neither arguable nor
significant. “I love pineapple on pizza, no matter what anyone else says,” is just a statement of personal opinion,
which means it can’t be arguable, nor is it significant. “I hate that Americans only get two options when voting
for president” is just a personal opinion as it stands, but this one has the potential for a good thesis with just a
little more revision.

One of the most difficult errors to face is confusing personal beliefs or convictions with claims. It is not
necessary in college for student writers to personally believe all the ideas they explore in their essays, but this
is hard for some students to comprehend or accept. Many students come to college having worked only on
figuring out what they personally believe to be right and wrong, true and false, good and bad. That is fine up to a
point, but it places the student in the prison of singular perspective. One great aim of a true college educations
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is, as Oscar Wilde put it, the ability to “play gracefully with ideas” rather than being stuck in “the violence of
opinion merely.” So essays can serve as an opportunity to work through ideas that you have not necessarily
given your heart, mind, and soul over to. This kind of serious play enriches you, makes you more perceptive,
adaptable, and confident, and is indeed one main reason to bother writing at all. So avoid the temptation to
write only about your convictions, or to fear any challenge to them. Instead, “play gracefully with ideas.”

Exercise 1

Using the above instruction work through the steps to create a thesis of your own.

1. Name a broad subject that interests you.
2. Name some issue or controversy within that subject that interests you.
3. Develop a guiding question about that issue or controversy, a question that is difficult or

impossible for anyone to ever answer for certain.
4. State some sort of claim, comment, or point about that issue or controversy, or state some sort of

answer to that guiding question. This is your thesis. Make sure your thesis is arguable, specific,
and significant.

Work Cited

Wilde, Oscar. ‘Epistola: In Carcere et Vinculis’, The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, vol.II, De Profundis, ‘Epistola:
In Carcere et Vinculis’, ed. Ian Small (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p.39.
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Titles, Introductions, and Conclusions

Titles

Titles should be specific and clear, and the quickest path to this is composing a title that states your exact
subject. If you can also hint at your thesis in the title, it becomes that much more effective. Examples:

• The Extinction of Bees
• Peer Review in Writing Classes
• Why We Need Fantasy Literature
• Video Games and Art
• Video Games Can Never Be Art

In academic writing, it is also common to have a two-part title that consists of (1) a vivid or curious glimpse of
some aspect of the subject and (2) a straightforward statement of the subject. This is generally used for longer
essays, such as those comprising more than 2,000 words. Examples:

• Hashtag I’m Fired: Employment in the Era of Social Media
• Sanity in the Eye of the Beholder: The Dynamics of the Unreliable Narrator in “The Tell-Tale

Heart”

Remember that titles are an opportunity to control interpretation of your essay. Consider how the titles of films
do this: What is the film Forrest Gump about? Most would agree it’s about the life of Forrest Gump. But what
would the common answers be if the title had been Me and Jenny? It would probably be called a love story,
which it kind of is given that title. Or what if it had been titled Me and Lieutenant Dan? Then it would probably
be a buddy picture about friendship, which it would be given that title. Use this quality of titles to guide your
readers’ interpretations.

Introductions

Audiences want a clear idea of what they’re about to get into, what to expect, and what is so interesting about
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it, so use the introduction to give all of this to them. Brief introductions are typically the best, which means the
first paragraph will often be the shortest in the essay.

The most common strategy in an introduction is to move from the general context to a specific point. This often
feels natural for writers and readers, so much so that we even see this kind of strategy in movies and shows:
visuals of the whole city first, then of the one building, then of the specific room with the focal characters. In an
essay, this works by first stating general facts or ideas about the subject. Then, as you move deeper into your
introduction, you gradually narrow the focus, moving closer to your thesis. Moving smoothly and logically from
your introductory remarks to your thesis statement can be visualized as a funnel-like structure, as illustrated in
the diagram below:

Watch closely for the excellent use of this strategy in this example:

J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings has sold around 150 million copies worldwide, which makes it
one of the bestselling fiction novels of all time. Some even claim it is the greatest book of the
twentieth century. While Tolkien’s Middle-earth novels continue to grow in popularity, many scholars
still refuse to take them seriously. Most critics not only disregard, but despise them with a fiery
passion. Critics of the younger generation focus on the supposed social problems in Middle-earth,
such as racism or sexism. But the most astounding criticisms come mostly from the older
generation of literary critics, who claim that Tolkien’s writing is just awful. Edmund Wilson argues in
“Oo, Those Awful Orcs” that The Lord of the Rings is nothing but “juvenile trash.” In the introduction
to Bloom’s Critical Modern Interpretations: J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, Harold Bloom
claims that Tolkien’s writing style is “stiff, false archaic, and overwrought.” Bloom is “not able to
understand how a skilled and mature reader can absorb about fifteen hundred pages of this quaint
stuff.” These criticisms are as absurd are they are comical. If anything, The Lord of the Rings is anti-
racist and anti-sexist and beautifully written. Of course, the merit of any work is, in essence,
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subjective and tastes differ. But what is the cause of both the contemptuous criticisms and
unwarranted indifference toward The Lord of the Rings?

–Lauren Stengel, “Why We Need Fantasy Literature”

Notice that the first sentence isn’t about Stengel’s point directly but is instead a way to generally contextualize
what she is about to say. Then each sentence gets more and more specific until we are left with an exact notion
of what her position is and what she plans to explore about it.

Another strategy is to add something of specific and immediate interest right before this general context.

This is done by employing the Classical advice in medias res, which means to start in the middle of

things. Immediately offer a glimpse at a specific idea, example, or scenario
that delves deep into a fascinating aspect of your subject, even if the
meaning of it is not yet clear. In choosing this glimpse, consider that
which is surprising, counter-intuitive, or vivid. This is often called “the
attention grabber,” but that phrase is often misunderstood, for
multitudes of student writers have written statements and questions
that they find extremely boring yet have told themselves they are doing
so for the benefit of readers in order to “grab their attention.” The
problem stems from assuming that readers are boring. They aren’t;
they’re interesting, and they want to read interesting ideas. So bring up
the ideas that are actually interesting. Don’t use false questions, such as
those about the reader’s personal experience, those that have obvious
answers, and those for which you won’t attempt specific or compelling
answers.

Bad Example:

What is the Bible? The Bible is a collection of books that is sacred to the religion of Christianity.

This asks a false question, for adult audiences already know quite well what the Bible is. And the follow-up
answer is even more insulting to the audience’s capacity to have interesting minds.

Good Example:
What the Bible does not say is staggering, especially to those who think they know the famous
stories. The best place to start is the story of Eden, then of Moses.

This brings up a point that demands more explanation, which means it demands the continued interest of the
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audience. Most audiences would like to hear what is not in the Bible that they had thought was in there. And
the follow-up sentence offers some clear expectations of points to come.
After establishing this in medias res glimpse, you can then move to the first strategy noted above, the moving

from general context to specific point, which in this case means to explain the subject you just
introduced. Essentially, this is giving a larger understanding of what
you mentioned above, such as what the important issue is, or why it is
significant. Don’t get detailed here; save details for the body
paragraphs.

After that beginning (whether or not you added the in medias res glimpse before your general context),

state the main claim of your entire essay in a single sentence, which
is also called your thesis. Your claim should take a position or make a
point about the subject, often by confirming or denying a proposition.
Remember not to use a question or a fragment as a thesis, for those
do not state points. Also make sure to state your exact position on the
subject, which is what a claim or thesis is, rather than simply stating the
subject. See the section Thesis for more information.

After you have made your claim or thesis clear, offer an essay map. This
is the strategy of briefly naming the main points of the paragraphs to
come, stating them in the same order that they will use in the body of
the essay. Avoid referencing your own essay or your own assignment, as
with phrases such as, “in this essay,” or, “for my assignment,” or, “I will
discuss.” Instead, state your main points by discussing the subject itself
rather than by discussing yourself writing it or the essay that contains it.
Remember not to get detailed here either; save the details for the body
paragraphs.

Conclusions

Conclusions can be just as vital as any other part of an essay, and often the most vital part, so avoid the natural
temptations to short-cut at the end. Two common short-cuts to avoid are mere stopping, and merely repeating.
The conclusion that simply stops discussing the ideas at some point has failed to conclude them, as has the
conclusion that simply re-states what has already been said in the essay.

The best way to conclude is through emphasis: find a new way to encapsulate the most important ideas that
have been conveyed in the essay. This does not mean introducing new ideas, which would add confusion, but
instead to help readers see what is most important in all that has been discussed, or what is the most important
way to understand it all.

One good strategy for this is to use a brief and poignant phrase or quotation. Another good strategy is to use a
metaphor: description of an interesting image that stands for an important idea.

As you work through your conclusion, note that this is the best place for humility. Be honest in admitting short-
comings in your ideas, explanations, or comprehensiveness. This approach in an introduction can leave the
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impression of an unsure or unfocused writer, but after a succession of clear ideas throughout an essay, humility
in the conclusion shows a writer who is honest and thoughtful. This is not to be confused with contradiction,
false humility, self-deprecation, or un-rebutted opposition. Instead, the humility of honesty is the aim here.

Finally, try using the tone of elevation: hint at higher, nobler possibilities relating to your subject. Some of the
greatest writers and speakers in history have used this strategy in their conclusions, as can be seen in many of
the readings in this textbook and beyond. For some technical information on how to achieve this tone, see the
section Rhythm of Threes.

Common errors in conclusions include the following:

• Ending on a minor point or detail
• Introducing new material
• Contradicting your thesis
• Changing your thesis
• Issuing commands, getting aggressive, or sounding exclamatory

Ending on a minor point or detail drives the entire essay off-topic because it suggests something other than
the main idea as the most important. Move minor points and details to the appropriate body paragraph.

Introducing new material in your conclusion has an unsettling effect on your reader. When you raise new points,
you make your reader want more information, which you could not possibly provide in the limited space of your
final paragraph.

Contradicting or changing your thesis statement causes your readers to think that you do not actually have a
conviction about your subject. After all, you have spent several paragraphs adhering to a singular point of view.
When you change sides or open up your point of view in the conclusion, your reader becomes less inclined to
believe your original argument.

Issuing commands, getting aggressive, or sounding exclamatory works against the aims and expectations of
academic argument, for it shows the writer’s failure to trust the points and support the essay has offered, as
well as the failure to trust in the capability of the audience to use their own minds appropriately.
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Body Paragraphs

Your thesis gives the reader a road-map to your essay, and your body paragraphs should closely follow that
map. The body paragraphs present the ideas that support your thesis, using the various rhetorical strategies
that you find most effectively address your subject, audience, and purpose.

Select Main Points for Your Thesis

The primary supporting ideas for your thesis are often called the main points. They can be reasons, or evidence,
or examples, or any other type of idea that further clarifies, conveys, or strengthens your claims. Each main point
you choose should be incorporated into the topic sentence for each body paragraph you write. Your main points
are further supported by supporting sentences within the paragraphs.

Main points are strong only when they relate directly to the thesis. They should show, explain, or prove your
claims without delving into irrelevant details. When faced with lots of information that could be used to prove
your thesis, you may think you need to include it all in your body paragraphs. But effective writers resist the
temptation to lose focus. Remind yourself of your main claim or position on your subject, and delete any ideas
that do not directly relate to it. This is often difficult, especially for beginning writers who want to include every
possible idea they have on a given subject. Remember that an essay is a narrow space meant to contain only
one focused argument; it will not do to treat it as an exhaustive book on the matter. Omitting unrelated ideas
ensures that you will use only the most convincing information in your body paragraphs. Choose at least three
of only the most compelling main points. These will serve as the topic sentences for your body paragraphs.

But with that said, keep in mind the writing process, which encourages you to revise after you have written your
draft. Some writers choose to leave possibly irrelevant or off-topic information in their essays until the revision
stage, and only then remove them. As long as you keep these principles in mind, find the writing process that
works best for you.

Primary Strategies for Support

As outlined in the section Rhetoric and Argumentation (and as detailed in future sections), there are numerous
strategies available to you when trying to support your thesis. These are often called rhetorical strategies or
rhetorical modes. They can be used to support your main point you have selected (above), such as the primary
reasons for your thesis, or they can even form the main points themselves.

You will notice many overlaps between these and the strategies for supporting sentences within a paragraph,
and that is because a good paragraph is a mini-essay with its own mini-argument, so the two are the same kind
of composition at different levels of magnitude.

Definition is the strategy of using key words or phrases in a persuasive way. It is helpful to think of this strategy
as re-defining words in the author’s own way. This is also the strategy of placing ideas into categories. If you
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say the death penalty is murder, or that it is justice, you are attempting to define the death penalty and are
therefore using the rhetorical strategy of definition.

Consequence is the strategy of explaining causes or effects in a persuasive way. Writers often try to explain
why things have happened (causes) or what will be the outcome of something (effect), or even how events are
related. An example of the use of consequence: “Video games do not make children violent. Instead, children
who are already violent tend to play violent video games.”

Comparison is the strategy of showing how things are similar or how they are different in a persuasive way. A
common form of comparison is an analogy. As an example, you could say that using multiple-choice tests in
English class is as silly as testing by playing “pin the tail on the donkey”: students can succeed at both by blindly
guessing. This would be an argument that uses the rhetorical strategy of comparison.

Illustration is the strategy of describing a specific instance so that readers can have a particular circumstance
or image to relate to the claim. A realistic instance is often called an example, and an instance that the writer
makes up just for clarity is often called an illustration, but the two terms are interchangeable enough. For this
strategy, specificity is key. For more information see the section Specificity.

Narration is a type of illustration in which you tell a story to show what you mean in a way that is easier for
readers to imagine or relate to, at least easier than mere abstract explanation. This also includes the strategy
of telling about your own relevant personal experiences to further humanize the matter, or to make it more
specific.

Testimony is the strategy of referencing or quoting others in a persuasive way. Any time a writer brings in
outside material, such as statistics, cases or precedents, news stories, laws, or similar material, that writer is
using the rhetorical strategy of testimony. It is often persuasive to bring in quotations and ideas from experts,
historical figures, or highly respected persons, such as Martin Luther King, Jr., because such uses of testimony
have instant credibility. Remember that MLA format requires citation for all instances of such references and
quotations.

Choose Supporting Topic Sentences

Each body paragraph contains a topic sentence that states one aspect of your thesis and then expands upon it.

Each body paragraph should comprise a topic sentence and support.

As discussed earlier in the chapter Paragraphs, topic sentences indicate the main points of the basic arguments
of your essay. These sentences are vital to writing your body paragraphs because they always refer back to and
support your thesis statement. Topic sentences are linked to the ideas you have introduced in your thesis, thus
reminding readers what your essay is about. A paragraph without a clearly identified topic sentence may be
unclear and scattered, just like an essay without a thesis statement. Consider the following as the thesis for an
entire essay:

Author J.D. Salinger relied primarily on his personal life and belief system as the foundation for the
themes in the majority of his works.
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The following topic sentence is a primary support point for the thesis.
The topic sentence states exactly what the controlling idea of the
paragraph is. Later, you will see the writer immediately provide support
for the sentence.

Salinger, a World War II veteran, suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, a disorder that
influenced themes in many of his works.

See the section Topic Sentences in the chapter Paragraphs for more information.

Supporting Sentences for Each Topic Sentence

After deciding which main points you will use as your topic sentences, you must add to them by using
the various strategies of support. See the section Supporting Sentences in the chapter Paragraphs for more
information.

The following paragraph contains supporting sentences for the main point (the topic sentence), which is
underlined.

Salinger, a World War II veteran, suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, a disorder that influenced
the themes in many of his works. He did not hide his mental anguish over the horrors of war and once
told his daughter, “You never really get the smell of burning flesh out of your nose, no matter how long
you live.” His short story “A Perfect Day for a Bananafish” details a day in the life of a WWII veteran who
was recently released from an army hospital for psychiatric problems. The man acts questionably with a
little girl he meets on the beach before he returns to his hotel room and commits suicide. Another short
story, “For Esmé – with Love and Squalor,” is narrated by a traumatized soldier who sparks an unusual
relationship with a young girl he meets before he departs to partake in D-Day. Finally, in Salinger’s only
novel, The Catcher in the Rye, he continues with the theme of post-traumatic stress, though not
directly related to war. From a rest home for the mentally ill, sixteen-year-old Holden Caulfield narrates
the story of his nervous breakdown following the death of his younger brother.
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Organizing Body Paragraphs

Even though you might have an overall structure for your essay and all your main ideas planned, the best
order for those ideas and their body paragraphs may not be apparent. But the method of organization in an
essay can be just as important as its content. Without a clear organizational pattern, your reader could become
confused and lose interest. The way you structure your essay helps your readers draw connections between the
body and the thesis, and the structure also keeps you focused as you plan and write the essay. Choosing your
organizational pattern before you outline ensures that each body paragraph works to support and develop your
thesis.

This section covers three ways to organize body paragraphs:

1. Chronological order
2. Order of importance
3. Spatial order

When you begin to draft your essay, your ideas may seem to flow from your mind in a seemingly random
manner. Your readers, who bring to the table different backgrounds, viewpoints, and ideas, need you to clearly
organize these ideas in order to help process and accept them.

A solid organizational pattern gives your ideas a path that you can follow as you develop your draft. Knowing
how you will organize your paragraphs allows you to better express and analyze your thoughts. Planning the
structure of your essay before you choose supporting evidence helps you conduct more effective and targeted
research.

Chronological Order

Chronological arrangement has the following purposes:

• To explain the history of an event or a topic
• To tell a story or relate an experience
• To explain how to do or to make something
• To explain the steps in a process

Chronological order is mostly used in expository writing, which is a form of writing that narrates, describes,
informs, or explains a process. When using chronological order, arrange the events in the order that they
actually happened, or will happen if you are giving instructions. This method requires you to use words such as
first, second, then, after that, later, and finally. These transition words guide you and your reader through the
paper as you expand your thesis.

For example, if you are writing an essay about the history of the airline industry, you would begin with its
conception and detail the essential timeline events up until present day. You would follow the chain of events
using words such as first, then, next, and so on.
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Writing at Work

At some point in your career you may have to file a complaint with your human resources department.
Using chronological order is a useful tool in describing the events that led up to your filing the
grievance. You would logically lay out the events in the order that they occurred using the key transition
words. The more logical your complaint, the more likely you will be well received and helped.

Keep in mind that chronological order is most appropriate for the following purposes:

• Writing essays containing heavy research
• Writing essays with the aim of listing, explaining, or narrating
• Writing essays that analyze literary works such as poems, plays, or books

Tip

When using chronological order, your introduction should indicate the information you will cover and
in what order, and the introduction should also establish the relevance of the information. Your body
paragraphs should then provide clear divisions or steps in chronology. You can divide your paragraphs
by time (such as decades, wars, or other historical events) or by the same structure of the work you are
examining (such as a line-by-line explication of a poem).

Order of Importance

Order of importance is best used for the following purposes:
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• Persuading and convincing
• Ranking items by their importance, benefit, or significance
• Illustrating a situation, problem, or solution

Most essays move from the least to the most important point, and the paragraphs are arranged in an effort to
build the essay’s strength. Sometimes, however, it is necessary to begin with your most important supporting
point, such as in an essay that contains a thesis that is highly debatable. When writing a persuasive essay, it is
best to begin with the most important point because it immediately captivates your readers and compels them
to continue reading.

For example, if you were supporting your thesis that homework is detrimental to the education of high school
students, you would want to present your most convincing argument first, and then move on to the less
important points for your case.

Some key transitional words you should use with this method of organization are most importantly, almost as
importantly, just as importantly, and finally.

Spatial Order

Spatial order is best used for the following purposes:

• Helping readers visualize something as you want them to see it
• Evoking a scene using the senses (sight, touch, taste, smell, and sound)
• Writing a descriptive essay

Spatial order means that you explain or describe objects as they are arranged around you in your space, for
example in a bedroom. As the writer, you create a picture for your reader, and their perspective is the viewpoint
from which you describe what is around you.

The view must move in an orderly, logical progression, giving the reader clear directional signals to follow from
place to place. The key to using this method is to choose a specific starting point and then guide the reader to
follow your eye as it moves in an orderly trajectory from your starting point.

Pay attention to the following student’s description of her bedroom and how she guides the reader through the
viewing process, foot by foot.

Attached to my bedroom wall is a small wooden rack dangling with red and turquoise necklaces that
shimmer as you enter. Just to the right of the rack is my window, framed by billowy white curtains. The
peace of such an image is a stark contrast to my desk, which sits to the right of the window, layered in
textbooks, crumpled papers, coffee cups, and an overflowing ashtray. Turning my head to the right, I
see a set of two bare windows that frame the trees outside the glass like a 3-D painting. Below the
windows is an oak chest from which blankets and scarves are protruding. Against the wall opposite the
billowy curtains is an antique dresser, on top of which sits a jewelry box and a few picture frames. A tall
mirror attached to the dresser takes up most of the wall, which is the color of lavender.
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The paragraph incorporates two objectives you have learned in this chapter: using an implied topic sentence
and applying spatial order. Often in a descriptive essay, the two work together.

The following are possible transition words to include when using spatial order:

• Just to the left or just to the right
• Behind
• Between
• On the left or on the right
• Across from
• A little further down
• To the south, to the east, and so on
• A few yards away
• Turning left or turning right
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WRITING MODES AND STRATEGIES

This chapter is about the most common types of writing modes and strategies for essays. In other words, these
are different ways you can use writing to discuss, express, or explore ideas in order to effectively address your
subject, your audience, and your purpose.

Writing Modes and Strategies | 323





Rhetoric and Argumentation

Rhetoric

The term rhetoric has come to take several different and incompatible meanings—some of them rather
negative and unfortunate—but in the context of college writing we use its original meaning, which, according
to Aristotle, is “the art of finding all available means of persuasion.” Aristotle meant persuasion through words,
not through physical confrontation. So as it applies to writing, a rhetorical choice is any choice the author
makes to be more persuasive in expressing ideas.

This, by the way, is the real meaning of rhetorical question: a question that’s not a true inquisition looking for an
answer, but instead a point phrased as a question to help clarify a message.

So rhetorical strategies are any writing strategies authors use to best convey their ideas to their readers, or
convince readers to agree, or be as clear and inviting as possible to the minds of their readers.

Rhetoric can also take the broader meaning of using the audience or readers as your guide for making writing
decisions. This is another approach to some of the basic principles at the very beginning of this textbook: that
you should consider your audience as you write. In this way, all efforts toward clarity and correctness in order to
convey your ideas can be labeled as rhetoric.

Argumentation

The words argumentation and argument here do not mean the same thing as they do in casual conversation,
where they are associated with bickering, contention, and conflict. In the context of writing essays, an argument
is the combination of a point you are trying to make and the support you offer in order to make that point.
This is sometimes called academic argumentation, especially when the argument is supported by rational
explanations, reliable evidence, and similar rhetorical strategies.

At some level or another, nearly all college writing is argumentation. This is because every assignment asks you
to convey your point, claim, or message, and to support it somehow: with explanation, research, description, etc.

Argumentation in college writing overlaps with purely persuasive writing in many ways as well, but there is a
subtle difference: pure persuasion needs to change others’ minds in order to succeed, but academic arguments
don’t. Instead, to be successful, an academic argument need only be complete and valid, independent of
whether the audience agrees. Good academic arguments are persuasive, but it’s also possible to have a good
academic argument—through careful support of a claim—that a reader rejects in belief or action yet considers
viable and worthy of sincere consideration. This subtle difference becomes apparent in the tone of a good
academic argument, which is typically sober, precise, and focused on the ideas themselves, as opposed to
purely persuasive writing, which can seem closer to a cloying sales-pitch focused on the beliefs or actions of the
reader. The former is our aim in argumentation, and the latter is to be avoided.

But in order for writers to make their arguments successful, they do need to make writing decisions that
express their ideas as effectively as possible for the audience. This means that argumentation requires the
use of rhetorical strategies. This also means that when you are using rhetorical strategies, you are assumed
to be engaging in some version of argumentation. Just as there is a lot of overlap between argumentation
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and persuasion, so too is there a lot of overlap between argumentation and rhetoric. In fact, the three
terms—rhetoric, argumentation, and persuasion—are often used interchangeably.

Why is argumentation so vital in a college education? One main reason is that the world you live in today was
built by a series of well written arguments. If you live in the United States of America, that is because Thomas
Jefferson wrote an argument called “The Declaration of Independence,” and the founders of the USA made sure
to protect the freedom to write more arguments in the future by identifying the freedom of speech in the First
Amendment. Martin Luther King, Jr. presented an argument in a speech of his called “I Have a Dream,” and it
was effective enough to help bring about the much more just society you have now. And the man after whom
Martin Luther King, Jr. was named, Marin Luther, wrote an argument called “The Ninety-Five Theses,” which in
many ways led history into the modern era. To participate in writing an argument is to better understand the
world around you, and, by doing so, to empower you to participate in that world. If you paid close attention here,
you can point out that even this paragraph is an argument: it presents a thesis that is arguable, specific, and
significant, and it supports that thesis with explanation and examples.

Three Rhetorical Appeals

In his classic handbook Rhetoric (quoted above), Aristotle noted that there are three main appeals in persuasion.
These three rhetorical appeals are still relevant today and can be found in all modern articles. They are the
following:

Appeals to logos: the mode of persuasion through logic, reason, rationality. This often relies on critical thinking,
careful explanation, and facts.

Appeals to ethos: the mode of persuasion through relying on credibility, trustworthiness, reputation, or some
type of common authority. This means persuasion relying not so much on what is said (as per logos) but instead
on who says it. This often involves using quotations from legitimate institutions, admired or credentialed
personalities, or respected books. Due diligence by the writer is also an appeal to ethos, for readers are more
likely to listen to someone who writes and cites correctly than they are to writers who are sloppy or careless.

Appeals to pathos: the mode of persuasion through emotion or audience-reactions. Such emotions could
be outrage, nostalgia, pride, pity, defensiveness, even curiosity or humor. This often relies on audience bias,
consensus opinion, attitude, and gut-feeling. Writers sometimes appeal to ethos by choosing stark examples,
provocative images, and loaded word-choices.

Other Common Rhetorical Strategies

Ancient and older schools used to teach 26 different rhetorical strategies (that they referred to more technically
as topics), but this is a lot for modern students to memorize and practice. And many rhetoricians have created
lists much longer than this, enumerating rhetorical strategies and techniques into the hundreds. In the 1950s,
a group of professors from the University of Chicago came up with an idea to make these strategies more
manageable and useful; they combined all 26 into 4 basic strategies. They referred to them using the following
terms:
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• Genus
• Consequence
• Likeness and Difference
• Testimony and Authority

This isn’t the only way to look at rhetorical strategy, and it isn’t the one right way, but it can be useful. Here,
I have used this University of Chicago approach, but I have made a couple of alterations: (1) I have added the
strategy of illustration, and (2) I have made some changes to the names:

• Illustration
• Definition
• Consequence
• Comparison
• Testimony

Illustration is the strategy of offering specific examples or instances in a persuasive way. This can help make
abstract ideas more concrete for readers, helping them to see your ideas more clearly. Instances that you
invent or fictionalize are often called illustrations, and instances you reference that are real are often called
examples, but the terms are interchangeable. Narratives often function as illustrations as well. If you claim that
school uniforms censor students’ thoughts and opinions unfairly, and to make your claim clearer you describe
instances of students getting in trouble for wearing “Black Lives Matter” shirts, then you are using the rhetorical
strategy of illustration.

Definition is the strategy of using key words or phrases in a persuasive way. It is helpful to think of this strategy
as re-defining words in the author’s own way. This is also the strategy of placing ideas into categories. If you
say the death penalty is murder, or that it is justice, you are attempting to define the death penalty and are
therefore using the rhetorical strategy of definition.

Consequence is the strategy of explaining causes or effects in a persuasive way. Writers often try to explain
why things have happened (causes) or what will be the outcome of something (effect), or even how events are
related. An example of the use of consequence: “Video games do not make children violent. Instead, children
who are already violent tend to play violent video games.”

Comparison is the strategy of showing how things are similar or how they are different in a persuasive way.
Note that comparison includes contrasting, as when you compare prices to find differences in them. A common
form of comparison is an analogy. As an example, you could say that using multiple-choice tests in English class
is as silly as testing by playing “pin the tail on the donkey”: students can succeed at both by blindly guessing.
This would be an argument that uses the rhetorical strategy of comparison.

Testimony is the strategy of referencing or quoting others in a persuasive way. Any time a writer brings in
outside material, such as statistics, cases or precedents, news stories, laws, or similar material, that writer is
using the rhetorical strategy of testimony. It is often persuasive to bring in quotations and ideas from experts,
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historical figures, or highly respected persons, such as Martin Luther King, Jr., because such uses of testimony
have instant credibility—which makes them simultaneously appeals to ethos (described above). To use research
in essays, as we do in this class, is to use the rhetorical strategy of testimony.

Other Perspectives on Rhetorical Strategies

There are many other valid ways to conceive of rhetorical strategies, and many other ways to analyze an author’s
rhetorical strategies.

For instance, imagine an article that tries to define abortion as murder by citing the Bible. If you were to analyze
that rhetorical strategy, you could call it an appeal to ethos (the authority of the Bible), or an appeal to pathos
(drumming up emotions or biases), or the use of definition, or the use of testimony. All these different types of
analysis are valid, so there are many possible right answers. What matters most is what the analysis says about
how that strategy is put to use.

Further, the above types of rhetorical strategies are merely the classic or common types, but you could find
perfectly valid rhetorical strategies that are not mentioned here, and you could use your own perfectly valid
terms for them.

Key Parts of an Argument

A good argument can be constructed using many different strategies and arrangements, but most of them
have some common components. These key parts of an argument can be scaled up and down: they can all exist
within the small space of single paragraph, or they can each take their own paragraphs and build and entire
essay or book. As detailed below, the four key parts of an argument are the following:

• Claim
• Support
• Evidence
• Acknowledgment with Rebuttal

Claim

The claim is the main point about a subject, or the position on it. The main claim of a whole essay is often called
the “thesis,” and the main claim of a paragraph is often called the “topic sentence.” Sometimes claims include
a main reason, often as a “because” clause, such as, “Schools should eliminate the requirement of uniforms
because they are unfair and ineffective.”
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Support

Support is a broad term in argumentation. It refers to any reasons to accept the claim, or any strategies a writer
uses to effectively convey the claim to the audience. In essence, all the other parts of an argument that follow
are types of support. And there are numerous other strategies for support that are detailed in other sections of
this textbook (see Body Paragraphs or Rhetoric and Argumentation), such as offering examples, comparisons,
definitions, or discussions of causes and effects. And as you support your claims, remember not to assume
that your reader automatically agrees with your statements. Convey your ideas as if you are dealing with an
intelligent, critical, and reasonably skeptical reader.

Evidence

Evidence is any information from external references and sources that demonstrate the validity of your claim, or
of your support. The best evidence relies on information from legitimate, authoritative, or commonly accepted
experts, publishers, and institutions. Mere research alone isn’t enough to function as evidence; you need to
explain how the research relates to your claim or support in order for it to be real evidence. Remember that MLA
format requires you to cite all instances of such evidence.

Acknowledgment with Rebuttal

Acknowledgment is a technical term in argumentation that means to address reasonable opposition to the
ideas you state above. In other words, it is the strategy of bring up counter-arguments, or the ideas from
the other side that go against yours. Do this by anticipating what other perspectives or weaknesses a critical
thinker might be able to find in your ideas. Consider using research to find the best available opposing ideas.
Remember not to assume that your interpretation of the evidence is the only valid possibility. Instead, state an
opposing interpretation.

The whole point of acknowledgment is to further strengthen your own argument, not to contradict it.
Addressing opposition and counter-arguments is a way for you to test out the validity and resilience of your
ideas, and to show your readers that you have thought through the issue thoroughly rather than having
taken a narrow-minded short-cut. Also note that true acknowledgment doesn’t bother with unreasonable,
exaggerated, or easily-defeated opposition. This poor strategy is often called “the straw-man fallacy.”
Acknowledgment can only strengthen your argument when the counter-argument is strong itself.

But acknowledgment won’t strengthen your argument unless you offer your own rebuttal to it. Rebuttal
is your explanation to defend your ideas against the acknowledged opposition. Don’t forget this rebuttal. A
common error is to end on just the acknowledgment, which only creates contradiction and confusion. Another
common error is to get aggressive or bombastic, but this only weakens your argument. Instead, remain focused,
reasonable, and professional. Admit to your weaknesses with honesty if the opposition is to too solid to rebut
directly, but end on a strong defense of your ideas regardless. And remember that the best defense is a clear
expression of good ideas.
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Short Examples

Here are examples of short excerpts that contain all five parts of an argument. They short for convenience and
space, but whole articles—such as those listed as readings in this textbook—can serve as larger examples.

TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on children because those exposed to lots of it
tend to adopt the values of what they see. Their constant exposure to violent images makes them
unable to distinguish fantasy from reality. Smith found that children ages of 5-7 who watched more
than three hours of violent television a day were 25 percent more likely to say what they saw on
television was “really happening” (214). Of course, some children who watch more violent
entertainment might already be attracted to violence. But Jones found that “children with no
predisposition to violence were as attracted to violent images as those with a violent history” (12).

—Adapted to display MLA format quotation from The Craft of Research (Booth, Colomb, Williams
113)

Claim: “TV violence can have harmful psychological effects on children because those exposed to lots of it tend
to adopt the values of what they see.”

Support: “Their constant exposure to violent images makes them unable to distinguish fantasy from reality.”

Evidence: “Smith found that children ages of 5-7 who watched more than three hours of violent television a day
were 25 percent more likely to say what they saw on television was ‘really happening’ (214).”

Acknowledgment: “Of course, some children who watch more violent entertainment might already be
attracted to violence. ”

Rebuttal: “But Jones found that ‘children with no predisposition to violence were as attracted to violent images
as those with a violent history’ (12).”

What was not foreseen was the backlash of the [First World War]. Emotionally, it was a revulsion
against four years of carnage. In practical effect, it was nothing less than a social revolution. The war
itself was revolutionary, having moved the masses out of their routines-the men into the trenches,
the women into the factories. What happened under Lenin in Russia, and for a time among her
neighbors, advertised this social upheaval. The masses were now sovereign in their outlook and
behavior. Henceforth, whatever was done must be done for their good and in their name. Their
needs and wants, their habits and tastes, marked the high tide of democracy as Tocqueville had
foreseen it in this country. The message was clear to all, because it had been preached with growing
intensity for 100 years. Universal suffrage; the end of poverty; identical rights for everybody; social,
economic, even sexual emancipation; popular culture, not elite esthetics—these demands went with
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a distrust and hatred of all the old orders, old leaders, and old modes of life that had brought on the
four years of homicidal horror and destruction. The new modes were to be anti-capitalist (obviously);
anti-Victorian in morals, and anti-parliamentarian as well, for many thought representative
government a corrupt and contemptible fraud. Democracy needed better machinery. In that mood
it is no wonder that fascism and the corporate state triumphed so rapidly.* If England and France
hung on to their constitutional freedoms amid this turmoil, it was due largely to historical
momentum, the same force that threw Russia back into its old groove.

—Jacques Barzun, “Is Democratic Theory for Export?”

*The theory of the corporate state, or socialism in the guise of state capitalism, was expounded in
France and Germany and promulgated in Italy. It had intellectual adherents for a time; Winston
Churchill praised Mussolini, and David Lloyd George, Hitler. The defeat of the Axis powers silenced
such advocates, which shows again how dependent on current events theorists are.

Claim: “What was not foreseen was the backlash of the [First World War]. Emotionally, it was a revulsion against
four years of carnage. In practical effect, it was nothing less than a social revolution.”

Support: “The war itself was revolutionary, having moved the masses out of their routines-the men into the
trenches, the women into the factories. What happened under Lenin in Russia, and for a time among her
neighbors, advertised this social upheaval. The masses were now sovereign in their outlook and behavior.
Henceforth, whatever was done must be done for their good and in their name. Their needs and wants,
their habits and tastes, marked the high tide of democracy as Tocqueville had foreseen it in this country. The
message was clear to all, because it had been preached with growing intensity for 100 years.”

Evidence: “Universal suffrage; the end of poverty; identical rights for everybody; social, economic, even sexual
emancipation; popular culture, not elite esthetics—these demands went with a distrust and hatred of all the old
orders, old leaders, and old modes of life that had brought on the four years of homicidal horror and destruction.
The new modes were to be anti-capitalist (obviously); anti-Victorian in morals, and anti-parliamentarian as well,
for many thought representative government a corrupt and contemptible fraud. Democracy needed better
machinery. In that mood it is no wonder that fascism and the corporate state triumphed so rapidly.* …

*The theory of the corporate state, or socialism in the guise of state capitalism, was expounded in France and
Germany and promulgated in Italy. It had intellectual adherents for a time; Winston Churchill praised Mussolini,
and David Lloyd George, Hitler. The defeat of the Axis powers silenced such advocates, which shows again how
dependent on current events theorists are.”

Acknowledgment: “If England and France hung on to their constitutional freedoms amid this turmoil, …”

Rebuttal: “… it was due largely to historical momentum, the same force that threw Russia back into its old
groove.”
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Our Founding Fathers gave us excellent advice on foreign policy. Thomas Jefferson, in his first
inaugural address, called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling
alliances with none.” George Washington, several years earlier, took up this theme in his Farewell
Address. “Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, humanity, and
interest,” he maintained. “But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand;
neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences.” Washington added:

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial
relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible… Why quit our own to stand
upon foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle
our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or caprice?

Unfortunately, we have spent the past century spurning this sensible advice. If the Founders’ advice
is acknowledged at all, it is dismissed on the grounds that we no longer live in their times. The same
hackneyed argument could be used against any of the other principles the Founders gave us.
Should we give up the First Amendment because times have changed? How about the rest of the
Bill of Rights? It’s hypocritical and childish to dismiss certain founding principles simply because a
convenient rationale is needed to justify foolish policies today. The principles enshrined in the
Constitution do not change. If anything, today’s more complex world cries out for the moral clarity of
a noninterventionist foreign policy.

It is easy to dismiss the noninterventionist view as the quaint aspiration of men who lived in a less
complicated world, but it’s not so easy to demonstrate how our current policies serve any national
interest at all. Perhaps an honest examination of the history of American interventionism in the
twentieth century, from Korea to Vietnam to Kosovo to the Middle East, would reveal that the
Founding Fathers foresaw more than we think.

Anyone who advocates the noninterventionist foreign policy of the Founding Fathers can expect to
be derided as an isolationist. I myself have never been an isolationist. I favor the very opposite of
isolation: diplomacy, free trade, and freedom of travel. The real isolationists are those who impose
sanctions and embargoes on countries and peoples across the globe because they disagree with
the internal and foreign policies of their leaders. The real isolationists are those who choose to use
force overseas to promote democracy, rather than seeking change through diplomacy,
engagement, and by setting a positive example. The real isolationists are those who isolate their
country in the court of world opinion by pursuing needless belligerence and war that have nothing
to do with legitimate national security concerns.

—Ron Paul, “The Foreign Policy of the Founding Fathers”

Summarized Claim: The US should have a noninterventionist foreign policy.

Summarized Support: The Founding Fathers advised it. The advice is old but still relevant. Recent troubles with
interventions show this.

Summarized Evidence: Quotations from Founding Fathers; analogies to the Bill of Rights; lists of violent and
chaotic locations of US intervention

Summarized Acknowledgment: Opponents might think it’s isolationism.
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Summarized Rebuttal: Isolationism is created by interventions; noninterventionists seek peace, exchange, and
freedom.

Extended Examples

For extended examples (entire essays) of masterful argumentation, go to Readings in this textbook, and read
“An Animal’s Place” by Michael Pollan, “The Moral Equivalent of War” by William James, and “The Federalist No.
10” by James Madison.

Exercise 1

Read either “An Animal’s Place” by Michael Pollan, “The Moral Equivalent of War” by William James, or
“The Federalist No. 10” by James Madison, and analyze its parts of an argument:

• Claim
• Support
• Evidence
• Acknowledgment with Rebuttal

And analyze its rhetorical appeals:

• Logos
• Pathos
• Ethos

And analyze its rhetorical strategies:

• Illustration
• Definition
• Consequence
• Comparison
• Testimony

Exercise 2
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Read any other essay included in Readings in this textbook, and explain how it works as an argument.

See the following example of argumentation, which is excellent, and which the author wrote when she was in a
first-year composition course. It is so good that it was soon after published by the international magazine Areo.

“Why We Need Fantasy Literature”

By Lauren Stengel

First published in Areo, May 17, 2019

J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings has sold around 150 million copies worldwide, which makes it
one of the bestselling fiction novels of all time. Some even claim it is the greatest book of the
twentieth century. While Tolkien’s Middle-earth novels continue to grow in popularity, many scholars
still refuse to take them seriously. Most critics not only disregard, but despise them with a fiery
passion. Critics of the younger generation focus on the supposed social problems in Middle-earth,
such as racism or sexism. But the most astounding criticisms come mostly from the older
generation of literary critics, who claim that Tolkien’s writing is just awful. Edmund Wilson argues in
“Oo, Those Awful Orcs” that The Lord of the Rings is nothing but “juvenile trash.” In the introduction
to Bloom’s Critical Modern Interpretations: J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, Harold Bloom
claims that Tolkien’s writing style is “stiff, false archaic, and overwrought.” Bloom is “not able to
understand how a skilled and mature reader can absorb about fifteen hundred pages of this quaint
stuff.” These criticisms are as absurd are they are comical. If anything, The Lord of the Rings is anti-
racist and anti-sexist and beautifully written. Of course, the merit of any work is, in essence,
subjective and tastes differ. But what is the cause of both the contemptuous criticisms and
unwarranted indifference toward The Lord of the Rings?

Realism has taken over literature; fantasy—and other genres—have been deemed childish garbage.
Ursula K. Le Guin blames the modernists for this. In her article “The Critics, the Monsters and the
Fantasists,” she writes,

The modernists are largely to blame. Edmund Wilson and his generation left a tradition of criticism
that is, in its way, quite a little monster. In this school for anti-wizards, no fiction is to be taken
seriously except various forms of realism, which are labelled ‘serious.’ Universities have taught
generations of students to shun genres, including fantasy (unless it was written before 1900, wasn’t
written in English, and/ or can be labelled magic realism).

But realism is a very recent movement. Before the eighteenth century, genre fiction was literature.
What makes genre writing after 1900 any less significant than its predecessors? There isn’t any lost,
secret knowledge on how to write fantastical literature. There isn’t anything about English that
changes the literary merit of genre writing. Perhaps, as Le Guin asserts, these critics simply don’t
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understand how to read fantasy. And, if they don’t understand how to read genre literature, by what
authority can they criticize The Lord of the Rings?

Critics’ obsession with allegory may be one of the obvious pitfalls, since fantasy literature—at least
according to Tolkien—should never be read in this way. In the foreword to the second edition of The
Lord of the Rings, Tolkien writes:

I cordially dislike allegory in all its manifestations, and always have done so since I grew old and wary
enough to detect its presence. I much prefer history, true or feigned, with its varied applicability to
the thought and experience of readers. I think that many confuse ‘applicability’ with ‘allegory’; but
the one resides in the freedom of the reader, and the other in the purposed domination of the
author.

Of course, as Tolkien states, there’s nothing wrong with finding parts of faerie stories applicable to
our own individual lives: that’s one of the greatest things about them. But Harold Bloom’s claim
that The Lord of the Rings is a “giant Period Piece” about World War II is nonsense. Simply put, it is a
story of a hobbit and his companions and their quest to destroy a ring. Tolkien did not write allegory.
Anything more you get from the story is on you. Of course, living through both world wars
influenced Tolkien’s ideology, and that ideology made its way into his fiction—but, in writing the
books, Tolkien had no political agenda. He only wanted to create a faerie story.

But what is it about The Lord of the Rings specifically that provokes such strong objections from the
critics? Possibly, the question is too specific. Perhaps it’s the genre of faerie story that critics detest,
not The Lord of the Rings itself. Critics raise the same objections to other modern fantasy works that
receive acclaim. In a review of Harry Potter, Bloom writes, “Taking arms against Harry Potter, at this
moment, is to emulate Hamlet taking arms against a sea of troubles. By opposing the sea, you won’t
end it. The Harry Potter epiphenomenon will go on, doubtless for some time, as J. R. R. Tolkien did,
and then wane.” This is from a review of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the first book in the
series, and was written in 2007, while the novel itself was written ten years previously. Yet, twenty-
one years after publication, Harry Potter is still as big as ever, if not bigger. It makes one wonder
what Bloom thinks of Amazon’s plans for a new Lord of the Rings series (65 years after
publication, The Lord of the Rings is still going strong). These faerie stories aren’t going anywhere.

They aren’t going anywhere because we need them. It’s no coincidence that the fantasy genre can
be traced back to some of the earliest forms of writing. We need the warriors, the adventure, the
monsters, the magic. Exploring these aspects of fantasy is a great way of gaining insight into what it
means to be human. Critics love to attack fantasy for not being serious literature: realism is the
human experience. But not only does fantasy encompass the human experience, it does so better
than realism. In his essay “Hamlet and His Problems,” T. S. Eliot outlines his theory of the objective
correlative:

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an “objective correlative”; in other
words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular
emotion; such that when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given,
the emotion is immediately evoked.

Don’t tell us how you feel—show us how you feel. This is one reason storytelling is so important. It’s
not that realism can’t incorporate the objective correlative in beautiful ways, but what better way to
show our fear of the deep than Tolkien’s Watcher in the Water, our fear of death than Ringwraiths, or
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our fear of the forest than Mirkwood? These images are so much stronger than those realism can
produce. Realism is forced by its own limitations, in many instances, to deal in abstracts, while
fantasy gives us concrete images of emotions that couldn’t be as vividly portrayed otherwise.
Fantasy also allows us to lower our guard, which makes it easier to understand otherwise difficult
subject matter, and helps us see things from new perspectives. Maybe the new insights into
ourselves that we gain from fantasy literature are too difficult for critics to accept. People usually
don’t like to admit they’re wrong. And maybe, whether they’re aware of it or not, that’s why critics
shun fantasy literature: they’re afraid of what they’ll discover about themselves by studying it. The
anthropocentric nature of realism makes us out to be both the victims and heroes of our reality,
while fantasy forces us to confront the monsters within ourselves. I bet the critics don’t like
accepting that. I doubt anyone does. But the truth is important.

Not only does fantasy remind us of what we are, it reminds us of what we once were. The
industrialization of our current world has severed us from the connection we used to have with
nature. In “The Critics, the Monsters, and the Fantasists,” Ursula K. Le Guin expresses this beautifully:

The fields and forests, the villages and byroads, once did belong to us, when we belonged to them.
That is the truth of the non-industrial setting of so much fantasy. It reminds us of what we have
denied, what we have exiled ourselves from.

Animals were once more to us than meat, pests, or pets: they were fellow-creatures, colleagues,
dangerous equals … what fantasy generally does that the realistic novel generally cannot do is
include the nonhuman as essential.

That’s possibly another reason critics discredit fantasy literature. Fantasy, at its foundation, is anti-
anthropocentric. But news flash, critics: we’re not in charge. We don’t run the world: nature does. We
enjoy pretending we’re in control—and fantasy challenges that. Progressivism is certainly at least
partially to blame for the shunning of the fantasy genre. The idea of progress assumes that it is
imperative to the betterment of the human condition, but it may be just the opposite. The
repercussions of such a philosophy are a narcissistic, materialistic and ruthless humanity, which is
becoming more and more distanced from its roots in the natural world. It’s no coincidence that
realism took over as the primary literary mode during the Industrial Revolution. Maybe we’ve
become too sophisticated to find meaning in childish fairy tales. But, as we run away from
these childish themes of hope, heroism, magic and divinity, we become less inclined to care for
anyone or anything but ourselves. We’ve become selfish. We build ourselves up just to tear others
down; we pollute our oceans and destroy our forests. We are disconnecting ourselves from nature,
with which we should be in harmony. So maybe it’s society’s fault that critics shun The Lord of the
Rings and other fantastical literature. We don’t need magic; we have science. We’re our own heroes,
in it for ourselves. But we don’t seem to be getting anywhere worthwhile in our industrial
progressiveness: we live in a world of greed, hatred and constant war. Possibly, one of the reasons is
our abandonment and complete disregard of the faerie story and its significance. This may seem
like a giant leap, but maybe we can only learn morality through storytelling and from the magic
embraced by fantastical literature.

In the Boston Globe article “Dumbing Down American Readers,” Bloom claims that the fantasy
genre is dumbing down America. But perhaps it’s our flight from fantasy that is dumbing us down.
Bloom says that the reasons are “very complex … there’s very little authentic study of the humanities
remaining.” But maybe we’re tired of being told what is and isn’t relevant. Maybe we’re ready to
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accept that fantasy is an important aspect of the human experience and will continue to be. The
twenty-first century is a century of the strange and magical, of the fantastical. It’s a century of
wizards, faeries and dragons, and the critics will eventually have to accept that. The fantasy genre is
back, ready to reclaim the rightful place in the world of literature that realism unjustly stole from it.

Exercise 3

After careful study of the essay above, “Why We Need Fantasy Literature,” identify and explain three
particular strengths or strategies of argumentation that Stengel employs.

Exercise 4

Read the next student example, which is a lesser essay than the above example but is still functional
overall. Then evaluate it as argumentation. Which parts of an argument does it achieve well? Which
part of an argument are weak, vague, or missing? Which rhetorical appeals or strategies does it use?
Which of those are strong, effective, or well expressed? Which of those are weak, ineffective, or poorly
expressed?

Student Example:

Universal Health Care Coverage for the United States

The United States is the only modernized Western nation that does not offer publicly funded health
care to all its citizens; the costs of health care for the uninsured in the United States are prohibitive,
and the practices of insurance companies are often more interested in profit margins than
providing health care. These conditions are incompatible with US ideals and standards, and it is time
for the US government to provide universal health care coverage for all its citizens. Like education,
health care should be considered a fundamental right of all US citizens, not simply a privilege for the
upper and middle classes.

One of the most common arguments against providing universal health care coverage (UHC) is that
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it will cost too much money. In other words, UHC would raise taxes too much. While providing health
care for all US citizens would cost a lot of money for every tax-paying citizen, citizens need to
examine exactly how much money it would cost, and more important, how much money is “too
much” when it comes to opening up health care for all. Those who have health insurance already
pay too much money, and those without coverage are charged unfathomable amounts. The cost of
publicly funded health care versus the cost of current insurance premiums is unclear. In fact, some
Americans, especially those in lower income brackets, could stand to pay less than their current
premiums.

However, even if UHC would cost Americans a bit more money each year, we ought to reflect on
what type of country we would like to live in, and what types of morals we represent if we are more
willing to deny health care to others on the basis of saving a couple hundred dollars per year. In a
system that privileges capitalism and rugged individualism, little room remains for compassion and
love. It is time that Americans realize the amorality of US hospitals forced to turn away the sick and
poor. UHC is a health care system that aligns more closely with the core values that so many
Americans espouse and respect, and it is time to realize its potential.

Another common argument against UHC in the United States is that other comparable national
health care systems, like that of England, France, or Canada, are bankrupt or rife with problems. UHC
opponents claim that sick patients in these countries often wait in long lines or long wait lists for
basic health care. Opponents also commonly accuse these systems of being unable to pay for
themselves, racking up huge deficits year after year. A fair amount of truth lies in these claims, but
Americans must remember to put those problems in context with the problems of the current US
system as well. It is true that people often wait to see a doctor in countries with UHC, but we in the
United States wait as well, and we often schedule appointments weeks in advance, only to have
onerous waits in the doctor’s “waiting rooms.”

Critical and urgent care abroad is always treated urgently, much the same as it is treated in the
United States. The main difference there, however, is cost. Even health insurance policy holders are
not safe from the costs of health care in the United States. Each day an American acquires a form of
cancer, and the only effective treatment might be considered “experimental” by an insurance
company and thus is not covered. Without medical coverage, the patient must pay for the
treatment out of pocket. But these costs may be so prohibitive that the patient will either opt for a
less effective, but covered, treatment; opt for no treatment at all; or attempt to pay the costs of
treatment and experience unimaginable financial consequences. Medical bills in these cases can
easily rise into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, which is enough to force even wealthy families
out of their homes and into perpetual debt. Even though each American could someday face this
unfortunate situation, many still choose to take the financial risk. Instead of gambling with health
and financial welfare, US citizens should press their representatives to set up UHC, where their
coverage will be guaranteed and affordable.

Despite the opponents’ claims against UHC, a universal system will save lives and encourage the
health of all Americans. Why has public education been so easily accepted, but not public health
care? It is time for Americans to start thinking socially about health in the same ways they think
about education and police services: as rights of US citizens.
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Analysis

Analysis is the act of breaking something down to its chief components and figuring out how those
components work. This is a common type of assignment in college because it is a natural part of the learning
process for any subject. To better learn the culinary arts, you would take time analyzing dishes: their ingredients,
their flavors, their textures, their presentation, etc. To better learn boxing, you would take time analyzing
fighters: their feints, their footwork, their defenses, their combinations, etc. And to better learn writing, you will
take time analyzing other essays, articles, and books.

You will encounter all sorts of analytical assignments in your various college courses, each changing with the
subject: analyzing case studies for psychology classes, analyzing precedents for law classes, analyzing classic
conundrums for philosophy classes, etc. How to handle each of those is dependent on the specific subjects and
what you learn in those courses, so they can’t be effectively addressed here, but there are general steps to nearly
all types of analysis:

Analysis Steps

1. Introduce the context of what you are analyzing. This means to explain what the original circumstances
and intentions were, regarding the thing you are analyzing, and it means to offer a brief summary of the
overall subject and claim, if applicable. It also means to explain how you plan on viewing it or handling it as
something to be analyzed.

2. Name and clarify the part you are analyzing. This means to use the precise term for the component
you’re attempting to analyze, to define what that term means as a category itself, and to explain why the
part fits the term you are using for it.

3. Explain how it functions in its context, and give examples. This is typically the bulk of the analysis. It
means to describe what the component is doing in order to work, and why or how it is working as it does,
and even to evaluate how effective it is. In other words, you to say what the effect is, and why or how it has
that effect. This must include specific examples from what you are analyzing in order to show it
functioning. When analyzing text, giving examples or showing means to summarize, paraphrase, or quote
(see more details on this is in the section Summary, Paraphrasis, and Quotation).

Exercise 1

Using an artifact (such as a reading, or an advertisement) and a part to analyze (such as sophisticated
vocabulary, or humor) as assigned by your instructor, analyze using these steps:

1. Introduce Context
2. Name and Clarify
3. Explain Function with Examples
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The above steps can guide you through many types of analysis in many different college subjects, but for
analysis particular to English classes and composition courses, especially analyses of written works (articles,
essays, books, etc.), there are more particular strategies for the types of assignment you will encounter: critical
analysis, rhetorical analysis, and literary analysis.

Critical Analysis

For an analysis that covers critical thinking–or even for analysis of a reading in general–here are the components
that you should cover and/or analyze:

• The author, especially anything directly relevant to the piece of writing itself
• The purpose or intention, possibly including its perspective, orientation, or worldview
• The context, such as its social or historical situation, its original publication circumstances, or its

publication history since
• The audience, such as its original intended audience, its audience since, its original reception, or its

consensus opinion since
• The main subject, issue, and/or question it handles
• The thesis or main claims
• The main points and pieces of support for its thesis or main claims
• The strategies used to convey its ideas
• The style of writing it uses
• The primary concepts, theories, models, or schools of thought it uses or participates in
• The assumptions and biases it uses or relies on
• The critiques of its ideas, approach, or expression

Here is a brief example of one paragraph of critical analysis by a first-year composition student who preferred
to remain anonymous:

In his article, “Is Democratic Theory for Export?,” Jacques Barzun, a famous historian, questions
whether or not democratic nations are able to spread their ideas of democracy to other countries.
Barzun theorizes that extending the idea of democracy to other countries is impossible. He wrote
this article in order to explain to a politically-oriented, even patriotic, readership why he feels the idea
of democracy could not be shared. He presents his article in three parts, stating that democracy is
hard to define; therefore, it is hard to interpret for other nations. Next, he points out that democracy
works differently for every country, making it difficult to know exactly what will work for other
countries. Lastly, he justifies that overall democracy is a complex idea to share with other nations. He
conveys his ideas well by covering not just the theoretical ideas but also numerous examples from
history. His beliefs might be criticized as defeatist by those who want to impose democracies on
foreign nations, but Barzun uses more of the tone of a realist.
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Exercise 2

Find a recent article published in the Opinion section (also called an op-ed article) of a professional and
legitimate news publication. Analyze it by addressing each of the components of Critical Analysis:

1. author
2. purpose
3. context
4. audience
5. subject
6. thesis
7. main points
8. strategies
9. style

10. primary concepts
11. assumptions and biases
12. critiques

Rhetorical Analysis

A rhetorical analysis is a breakdown of the strategies and appeals a written work employs in order to convey its
ideas. The phrase “rhetorical strategies and appeals” means the ways in which the author wrote and explained
the idea in order to be clearer, more persuasive, and more effective. So a rhetorical analysis tries to figure out
which kinds of techniques the writing uses in order to achieve its purpose for its audience, and how, why, or
to what effect those techniques are used. These elements are important to remember for a good rhetorical
analysis, and they fit into the general analysis steps like so:

Analysis Step 1. Introduce Context: What is the writing’s subject, main claim/thesis, purpose, and/or intended
audience?

Analysis Step 2. Name and Explain: Which rhetorical strategies or appeals does it use? And why do you think
your examples fit those types of strategies or appeals?

Analysis Step 3. Explain Functions with Examples: How does it use them? Or why does it use them? Or to what
effect does it use them? Give examples from the writing.

Rhetorical strategies and appeals, as well as rhetoric/argumentation, are covered in detail in the section
Rhetoric and Argumentation, but they are summarized and illustrated here.

Rhetorical analysis is vital for improving writing skill because it is essentially a close look at how writing
works, using a specific example of writing to do so. Students who feel confused, lost, or hesitant about such
assignments often feel this way for the following reasons:
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1. The idea that writers use strategies is new to such students. Some students come to college thinking
that all writing is spontaneously produced by the emotions or wisdom of a writer, or that something said
in a written work is the only way the author could have said it. The sooner students exorcise these bad
ideas from their heads, the better, for these are wildly incorrect assumptions. Indeed, their opposites are
true: good writing is deliberate and conscious of its choices, and every expression, approach, appeal, or
strategy is one option out of an astronomic number of possibilities.

2. Such students confuse facts with insights, so they are afraid to make claims that aren’t confirmed pieces
of data. For instance, a student might be hesitant to say that in the essay “Politics and the English
Language,” author George Orwell used morbid humor, even if the student finds examples and can explain
them, and the hesitation is only because the student never met Orwell long enough to get the author’s
answer about whether he intended morbid humor. This would be an attempt to ruin an insight (actually, a
very good point of rhetorical analysis) just because it is not a confirmed fact or data point. Facts are not
insights and indeed cannot offer insights without critical interpretation, or analysis. So the quicker
students understand that insights are the aim of analysis, the better.

Once those barriers are removed from your mind, you can engage in rhetorical analysis. There is no finite list
of which strategies can or cannot be analyzed in a written work, and the actual strategies employed will differ
with every piece of writing, but with that said, the following are some of the most common points worthy of
your investigation for rhetorical analysis:

Rhetorical Strategies and Appeals

Appeals to logos: the mode of persuasion through logic, reason, rationality. This often relies on critical thinking,
careful explanation, and facts.

Appeals to ethos: the mode of persuasion through relying on credibility, trustworthiness, reputation, or some
type of common authority.

Appeals to pathos: the mode of persuasion through emotion or audience-reactions. Such emotions could be
outrage, nostalgia, pride, pity, defensiveness, even curiosity or humor.

Illustration: the strategy of offering specific examples or instances in a persuasive way.

Definition: the strategy of using key words or phrases in a persuasive way. It is helpful to think of this strategy
as re-defining words in the author’s own way. This is also the strategy of placing ideas into categories.

Consequence: the strategy of explaining causes or effects in a persuasive way. Writers often try to explain why
things have happened (causes) or what will be the outcome of something (effect), or even how events are
related.

Comparison: the strategy of showing how things are similar or how they are different in a persuasive way. Note
that comparison includes contrasting. A common form of comparison is an analogy.

Testimony: the strategy of referencing or quoting others in a persuasive way. Any time a writer brings in outside
material, such as statistics, cases or precedents, news stories, laws, or similar material, that writer is using the
rhetorical strategy of testimony.
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Examples of Rhetorical Appeals and Strategies

What follows is an excerpt of a written work, and then a brief analysis of examples from the work that fit the
appeals and strategies noted above. That analysis would not be complete on its own as an essay, for it stops at
merely naming the points of analysis with examples, but it can help you learn to see rhetorical strategies in use.

Our Founding Fathers gave us excellent advice on foreign policy. Thomas Jefferson, in his first
inaugural address, called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling
alliances with none.” George Washington, several years earlier, took up this theme in his Farewell
Address. “Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, humanity, and
interest,” he maintained. “But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand;
neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences.” Washington added:

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial
relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible… Why quit our own to stand
upon foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle
our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or caprice?

Unfortunately, we have spent the past century spurning this sensible advice. If the Founders’ advice
is acknowledged at all, it is dismissed on the grounds that we no longer live in their times. The same
hackneyed argument could be used against any of the other principles the Founders gave us.
Should we give up the First Amendment because times have changed? How about the rest of the
Bill of Rights? It’s hypocritical and childish to dismiss certain founding principles simply because a
convenient rationale is needed to justify foolish policies today. The principles enshrined in the
Constitution do not change. If anything, today’s more complex world cries out for the moral clarity of
a noninterventionist foreign policy.

It is easy to dismiss the noninterventionist view as the quaint aspiration of men who lived in a less
complicated world, but it’s not so easy to demonstrate how our current policies serve any national
interest at all. Perhaps an honest examination of the history of American interventionism in the
twentieth century, from Korea to Vietnam to Kosovo to the Middle East, would reveal that the
Founding Fathers foresaw more than we think.

Anyone who advocates the noninterventionist foreign policy of the Founding Fathers can expect to
be derided as an isolationist. I myself have never been an isolationist. I favor the very opposite of
isolation: diplomacy, free trade, and freedom of travel. The real isolationists are those who impose
sanctions and embargoes on countries and peoples across the globe because they disagree with
the internal and foreign policies of their leaders. The real isolationists are those who choose to use
force overseas to promote democracy, rather than seeking change through diplomacy,
engagement, and by setting a positive example. The real isolationists are those who isolate their
country in the court of world opinion by pursuing needless belligerence and war that have nothing
to do with legitimate national security concerns.

–Ron Paul, “The Foreign Policy of the Founding Fathers”

Now, below, see example parts labeled by appeal and strategy. Note that some parts are given as the same
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example for different strategies. This is fine, both here and in your own rhetorical analysis essays, for any given
expression can indeed employ several strategies at once.

Testimony:

Thomas Jefferson, in his first inaugural address, called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendship
with all nations, entangling alliances with none.” George Washington, several years earlier, took up
this theme in his Farewell Address. “Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended
by policy, humanity, and interest,” he maintained. “But even our commercial policy should hold an
equal and impartial hand; neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences.” Washington
added:

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial
relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible… Why quit our own to stand
upon foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle
our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or caprice?

Consequence:

Unfortunately, we have spent the past century spurning this sensible advice. If the Founders’ advice
is acknowledged at all, it is dismissed on the grounds that we no longer live in their times. The same
hackneyed argument could be used against any of the other principles the Founders gave us.
Should we give up the First Amendment because times have changed? How about the rest of the
Bill of Rights? It’s hypocritical and childish to dismiss certain founding principles simply because a
convenient rationale is needed to justify foolish policies today. The principles enshrined in the
Constitution do not change. If anything, today’s more complex world cries out for the moral clarity of
a noninterventionist foreign policy.

Comparison:

Perhaps an honest examination of the history of American interventionism in the twentieth century,
from Korea to Vietnam to Kosovo to the Middle East, would reveal that the Founding Fathers
foresaw more than we think.

344 | Analysis



Definition:

I myself have never been an isolationist. I favor the very opposite of isolation: diplomacy, free trade,
and freedom of travel. The real isolationists are those who impose sanctions and embargoes on
countries and peoples across the globe because they disagree with the internal and foreign policies
of their leaders. The real isolationists are those who choose to use force overseas to promote
democracy, rather than seeking change through diplomacy, engagement, and by setting a positive
example. The real isolationists are those who isolate their country in the court of world opinion by
pursuing needless belligerence and war that have nothing to do with legitimate national security
concerns.

Illustration:

Our Founding Fathers gave us excellent advice on foreign policy. Thomas Jefferson, in his first
inaugural address, called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling
alliances with none.” George Washington, several years earlier, took up this theme in his Farewell
Address. “Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, humanity, and
interest,” he maintained. “But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand;
neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences.”
…
Perhaps an honest examination of the history of American interventionism in the twentieth century,
from Korea to Vietnam to Kosovo to the Middle East, would reveal that the Founding Fathers
foresaw more than we think.

Appeal to logos:

The real isolationists are those who impose sanctions and embargoes on countries and peoples
across the globe because they disagree with the internal and foreign policies of their leaders. The
real isolationists are those who choose to use force overseas to promote democracy, rather than
seeking change through diplomacy, engagement, and by setting a positive example. The real
isolationists are those who isolate their country in the court of world opinion by pursuing needless
belligerence and war that have nothing to do with legitimate national security concerns.

Appeal to ethos:
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Our Founding Fathers gave us excellent advice on foreign policy. Thomas Jefferson, in his first
inaugural address, called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling
alliances with none.” George Washington, several years earlier, took up this theme in his Farewell
Address. “Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, humanity, and
interest,” he maintained. “But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand;
neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences.”

Appeal to pathos:

Unfortunately, we have spent the past century spurning this sensible advice. If the Founders’ advice
is acknowledged at all, it is dismissed on the grounds that we no longer live in their times. The same
hackneyed argument could be used against any of the other principles the Founders gave us.
Should we give up the First Amendment because times have changed? How about the rest of the
Bill of Rights? It’s hypocritical and childish to dismiss certain founding principles simply because a
convenient rationale is needed to justify foolish policies today.

So once you have identified the parts and examples to analyze, you then piece it all together and convey it with
explanations, using the analysis strategy described at the beginning of this section. Here is an example of one
paragraph of rhetorical analysis composed by a first-year writing student who preferred to remain anonymous:

Barzun uses comparison often and relies on it heavily when arguing his
position on exporting democracy. In order to support the fact that democracy
is an undefined and abstract idea, he discusses the differences between
communism and democracy. Barzun reveals that communism is very easily
taught to others, unlike democracy, because communism is easy to define
and is able to be planned out and taught. In his article, Barzun states, “The
scheme is readily teachable as a series of catchwords which, as experience
shows, can appeal to every level of intelligence” (474). By comparison,
democracy cannot be shared in a few ideas; therefore, the author’s point is
effectively reasoned. Barzun also uses comparison well when discussing that
democracy works differently for different countries. He compares the thirteen
colonies and Latin America, pointing out that when rebelling the two nations
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were very similar; however, the same technique did not work effectively for
both of them. The thirteen colonies gained their freedom; however “[r]epeated
efforts by able, selfless leaders have left South and Central America prey to
repeated dictatorships with the usual accompaniment of wars, massacres,
oppression, assassinations, and…uncertainty about the succession of
legitimate governors” (Barzun 480). His use of comparison demonstrates his
point that different techniques of democracy work differently for other
countries. Barzun also uses comparison when reasoning his belief that
democracy is an overall complex idea. He associates government with the
circuitry of a computer, stating that they are very alike in many ways. Barzun
argues, “the government machine is more like the circuitry of a computer, too
complex for anybody by students of the science” (485). Because of the author’s
successful use of comparison, his argument is well argued and persuasive.

Exercise 3

Using one of the Readings in this textbook, or a reading assigned by your instructor, rhetorically analyze
for one of these appeals/strategies:

• Appeals to logos
• Appeals to ethos
• Appeals to pathos
• Illustration
• Definition
• Consequence
• Comparison
• Testimony

Literary Analysis

You might be asked to write about a novel, a short story, or a poem as a work of literature. This means you are
assigned to engage in literary analysis. The strategy of critical analysis applies here as well, but with the addition
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of features particular to literature. Those features are far too numerous, detailed, and nuanced to handle in this
textbook–they require entirely separate textbooks–but a very brief list of items to analyzed can be noted here:

• Plot: the events
• Characters: the participants
• Point-of-view/Voice/Narration: the mode of telling
• Setting: the time and place
• Symbols/Metaphors: the specific images or words that have deeper or connected meanings
• Themes: the major concepts, subjects, morals, or questions
• Form/Style: the technical features of choices with words, phrases, sentences, sounds, meter, etc.
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Narrative

Narrative is the telling of a story, and this section covers only narrative as used as a strategy or mode within
exposition writing. This means we are not covering the true, full narrative arts themselves, which are covered
separately in creative writing courses. They are too expansive, involved, and nuanced to be handled in this
textbook, and because they are far more persuasive, influential, and powerful than exposition (thus potentially
dangerous, as Plato’s Socrates noted), they require special care and responsibility.

However, narrative within exposition still taps into some of that power. When readers are absorbing your ideas
through your explanations, they are thinking, but when you give them a story that shows your ideas, they are
immersed. They can embody the ideas. Narrative offers the chance for readers to feel connected to individual
people, or to picture specific images, to feel involved in an event or present in a place. If you can align your thesis
statements or main points to engaging stories you tell about them, your audience will find your writing to be
more effective.

Since this section is focused on the techniques of narrative writing for exposition, it matters little whether the
story being told is fiction or non-fiction, which means imagined or factual, respectively. They function the same,
and either one is acceptable to help you convey your points, depending of course on the subject, audience, and
purpose (including assignment and instructor). But it is best in your essay to make clear whether your narrative
is fictional or not.

Also note that narrative includes the act of writing about yourself, which is exceptionally difficult for most
writers but is nonetheless required for many circumstances in and out of college, such as scholarship
application essays, statements of purpose for applying to exclusive educational programs, cover letters for
employment, even appeals to college professors, departments, or administrators. The strategies for this kind of
narrative writing are covered toward the end of this section.

The elements of narrative

If narrative is the telling of a story, what is a story? A story can be defined by the functions of its elements:
characters striving within their worlds through occurrences and confronting important meanings. In other
words, a story is the dynamic among characters, setting, plot, and theme.

These are the four elements you need to make clear in your narrative. Leaving any one of them out, or
leaving any one of them vague, will leave the tale pointless or useless, and will likely leave readers confused or
disappointed. Vagueness and abstraction are the antitheses of narrative, which functions through specificity:
the use of words to summon concrete images, sensations, and experiences. For more information on that in
particular, see the section Specificity.

Keep in mind that real or factual narratives require great amounts of selection from you, the writer. You cannot
and should not try to include everything and everyone involved in the real or factual occurrence. Instead, you
must choose to tell only the most vital parts, which are those associated with these four elements:
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Theme

This means the overall concept, dilemma, question, point, message, or moral that the story treats. Stories
essentially explore important meanings in one’s own life, or in life itself, and this exploration of meaning is
theme. For our purpose here, the theme is often the thesis that the narrative supports, or the main point that
the narrative illustrates. You need to know what the point of your story is, and you must make it clear for readers.
The lack of explicit clarity (which is called ambiguity) is not for this kind of narrative. That is better left to the
separate art and craft of creative writing.

Characters

These are the participants in the story. They can include yourself, the writer (normally by using first-person
pronouns), and/or others. For your readers, characters in a narrative are not the people themselves in real life.
They are constructs of words that the readers must imagine. So in a narrative, characters exist only through
what you say about them, and what you say about them should show the only two things they can really do: act
and speak. It is your job as the writer to create the characters by rendering their actions and/or speech through
your words. Each character’s behavior and/or dialogue should be involved in the narrative and should matter to
the theme, setting, plot, or other characters. If you fail to involve a characters speech and/or actions, or if they
have no bearing on these elements in the narrative, you have failed to render the character.

And remember that we act and speak for reasons. In other words, action and speech are motivated–they are
attempts to get or accomplish something–so clarify the characters’ motivations. Sometime such motivations
are concrete or material, such as winning the trophy, getting the job, returning home alive, etc. Other times
motivations are social, moral, or otherwise abstract, such as wanting acceptance, love, control, or a guilt-free
conscience. What matters most is that the motivations are clarified for the characters and are reflected through
their actions and speech.

Also note that characters are further realized through specifics about the kind of person they are. They are not
realized through merely naming them, or through sharing generic demographic information about them. So
saying that your “friend was at the party” means nothing, nor does saying your “friend’s name is Jayden” or that
“Jayden has dark hair.” These are not actions or words from Jayden, nor do they give specifics about the kind
of person Jayden is. What is Jayden like? What did Jayden say or do? What does Jayden want? How did Jayden
affect the plot, setting, theme, or other characters? Only those answers can begin to create the character.

It is possible to describe the presence of some people in a narrative without rendering them as characters in
the ways noted above. For instance, you might mention numerous cops and reporters standing around at a
crime scene in order to show what the scene was like, and you wouldn’t need to render them as real characters.
This is because, in cases like this, they can function merely as parts of the setting. In other words, people can be
props that serve the other elements of the narrative. They don’t become true characters until you render them,
as above.

Remember that narration of real or factual stories requires selection. If a person was really there in the true
event but did and said nothing that had any bearing on anything, do not bother to mention them. Leave
them out. Their presence will simply distract or mislead. Such a person is still real but is not a character in that
narrative.
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Setting

This means the time and place of the story. As with characters, the names or pure data mean almost nothing
without specifics regarding what it was like and how it affected the plot, characters, theme, or other parts of
the setting. So saying that the story took place in “Centralia on June 22, 2018” means nothing. Instead, say what
kind of place it seemed like to you, and use specifics to render the sensations of that kind of place. What did it
look like? What was around? What did that time or era seem like to you?

Narratives are subjective–which is part of what gives them the power they have–so do not fear to re-interpret
reality based on your own perceptions. If you fell in love during the first weeks of the 2020 pandemic, then for
you it was not a time of fear or depression but instead a time of blissful joy and electric anticipation, so describe
specifics about the place and time–sights, sounds, atmosphere–with that mindset. The song on the radio that
caught your ear at the time: that’s part of the setting. What crowds in masks looked like to you at the time: that’s
part of the setting. The way your own home felt to you at the time: that’s part of the setting.

It is perhaps most useful to think of setting in terms of scenes: specific sets where and when the story
happened, moments and locations that could be filmed directly, per the advice in the section Specificity. A
common error among student writers is to forget to render setting in these ways, and by default to place the
narrative vaguely over the course of a year, or during high school, or some other kind of non-setting. Instead,
select one specific place and time. Again, this requires selection. You cannot render all important places and
times relevant to you; you must select the few best suited to your overall narrative.

Plot

This means the events and occurrences of the story. In other words, plot is what happens, both externally
(physically, historically) and internally (mentally, emotionally). This is probably the most difficult and complex
aspect of narrative for student writers to achieve, largely due to the selection and arrangement it requires.
In order to develop a plot, you must reinterpret what happened as certain narrative categories, or types of
occurrences, often called plot beats. And then you must organize them in ways that suit the telling of a story,
in ways that step the narrative along, rather than in the ways they happened chronologically. Many writers new
to this idea find it difficult to re-conceive of real-life events as different kinds of steps or beats in a story to be
told, or they might even be reluctant to do so for fear of being dishonest. These mental obstacles must be got
over. Telling what happened (according to what you think were facts) without selection or plot-crafting results
in a mere information report or chronology, which is likely to lack any bearing on the theme. Such an attempt
at narrative will therefore seem to readers to be pointless.

Side Note:
In the workforce there are versions of narratives in which you want to seem like you are merely
reporting events in a neutral, chronological fashion, such as a police report, or an incident report in a
company. But even with those there are differences in quality: some of these reports are more
effectively written than others. The ineffective reports fail to tell a story because they wander
through disconnected or unimportant facts, or because they lack specificity regarding the
important elements of narrative that the readers of the report want to know. The effective reports do
all that is said here in the techniques of narrative writing: they render the factual incidents as stories,

Narrative | 351



replete with characters, settings, plots, and themes; they simply do so less explicitly. The professional
audiences of such reports are still human beings, and human beings respond powerfully to stories.
This might shed some light on the notion mentioned above that narrative is powerful and
potentially dangerous, for good storytellers could use their powers for evil. But this textbook will not
address the moral responsibilities you have once you gain effective writing skill.

So what are these plot beats, these narrative categories and arrangements that make plot function? There are
far too many different answers to this from writers over the centuries to cover in this textbook (since it’s not
focused on creative writing), but for our purposes, we can cover the fundamental plot beats that can make
a narrative function as a mode and strategy in exposition. Those plot beats are Want, Plan, Struggle, and
Revelation. The examples included illustrate the plot beats within a work of fiction, and within a work of non-
fiction.

Plot Beat 1: Want

First establish what the main character (whether yourself or someone else) wants, desires, or seeks to strive for.
This is the character’s motivation for action and speech. As noted above, this can be concrete or abstract, as
long as you make it clear. The want is often what the character thinks is the solution to something that has
disrupted the ordinary world. This can also be connected to or drawn from something incomplete or flawed in
the character’s life.

In the film The Wizard of Oz, or in L. Frank Baum’s book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Dorothy dislikes her
mundane life but has been removed by a tornado to a strange land, and now she just wants to get back home.
In the excerpts from Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass included in the Readings in this textbook,
Frederick Douglass is an American slave, and he wants his freedom.

Plot Beat 2: Plan

Next, clarify how the main character will try to get that want. This is often some plan, strategy, or set of
intentions, but it can also be details about how the character normally goes about striving for goals, such as
the character’s code of conduct, skills and tools, training, etc. This plan is how you engage the reader with
anticipation about how things will go, and it is the only way a reader can figure out whether the occurrences
are going well or poorly for the character. Without having a clear notion of the plan, readers have no lens for
interpreting occurrences, and the events in the story become random, aimless, or disconnected.

Dorothy’s plan to get home is to follow the Yellow Brick Road and ask the Wizard of Oz for help. Frederick
Douglass’s plan to get free from slavery is to gain the power of learning how to read and write.

Plot Beat 3: Struggle

Once want and plan are clear, the character strives forth, and the struggle begins. This is often referred to as the
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conflict in the story. This is when the plan goes wrong, often by something unexpected occurring, or challenges
proving more difficult than the plan anticipated, or an opponent getting in the way, or even a problem more
abstract, such feeling moral or spiritual strife. In longer narratives, this is the plot beat that makes up the bulk of
the story: the character keeps struggling, responding, facing new struggles, responding, and so on.

Dorothy’s struggles come primarily through her opponents, the Wicked Witch of the West and her minions.
Frederick Douglass’s struggles focus on the fact that slaveholders forbid literacy among slaves, forcing him to
find secret ways to learn, at the risk of his torture and execution.

Plot Beat 4: Revelation

A plot does not conclude when the character achieves or fails to achieve the want. Through the struggle, the
character begins to see important meanings more clearly, and the plot then leads to a moment when the
character has a revelation: a new realization or lesson about the self, or about Life. Only then does the story
become complete, for this revelation is a recognition of the theme, and all four elements of narrative are tied
together at once.

Dorothy’s revelation is that she needs to truly appreciate her home, as she failed to at the beginning; only then
can she truly return to it. In other words, she realizes that “there’s no place like home.” Frederick Douglass’s
revelation through literacy opens greater doors than the narrow conceptions he at first had about his own
freedom. Now he has learned the word for and the concept of freedom not just for himself but for all slaves in
America: “abolition.”

Examples

For masterful examples of narrative provided in this textbook, go to the chapter Readings, and see the
excerpted chapters from Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, which is an autobiography, and see “The
Perfect Picture” by James Alexander Thom.

Exercise 1

Read “The Perfect Picture” by James Alexander Thom carefully. Then analyze it for all of the narrative
elements and components:

• Theme
• Characters
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• Setting
• Plot

◦ Want
◦ Plan
◦ Struggle
◦ Revelation

Exercise 2

Read “The Perfect Picture” by James Alexander Thom carefully. Then analyze two examples of specifics
in that narrative, such as items described, images detailed, etc. Which elements of narrative are those
specifics associated with? And what at do those particular specifics add to the effect of the narrative?

Exercise 3

Read the excerpted chapters from Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass carefully. Then analyze
them for all of the narrative elements and components:

• Theme
• Characters
• Setting
• Plot

◦ Want
◦ Plan
◦ Struggle
◦ Revelation
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Narrative Help for Writing about Yourself

As noted at the beginning of this section, inside and outside of college you are often required to write about
yourself. Employers want cover letters, or examples of your past experiences, successes, and failures.
Scholarships want you to write essays about yourself, your experiences, and your goals. Educational programs
want you to write about yourself as a candidate for admission. You even have to write about yourself if you are
making an appeal to a college or institution. But writing about yourself is one of the most difficult challenges a
writer can confront. It’s hard to know where to begin, what to address, what to add, what to omit. And it is even
harder to view yourself and your own life as a construction of words in the mind of a stranger reading your work.

But the techniques of narrative can help. First, conceive of a story (told in the same way as described above) as a
type of example or illustration that you want to show your reader. The story in this way supports a point you are
making. This is the same concept as the strategy for narrative in exposition noted at the beginning–narrative as
support for your thesis or main points–but in this case, the point you are making will be about yourself, and it
will be the third step. The three steps in writing about yourself are writing about your (1) interests, (2) abilities,
and (3) example story.

Step 1: Interests

Start by discussing what you like or what you value. This can include what you feel naturally drawn to, or
even what you don’t like. You should select the interest subjects that have some relevance to the purpose and
audience, of course.

Step 2: Abilities

Then discuss what skills or talents you developed by pursuing these interests. This can include the skills or
talents that you have naturally and that you have applied to your interests. Again, select the subjects that have
some relevance to the purpose and audience.

Step 3: Example Story

Finally, use all the techniques of narrative above to share a brief illustration of when you used those abilities.
This can be an example story of when you succeeded at something, or even when you faced challenges, even if
you failed. In cover letters or similar writing tasks, keep this example story short, around one paragraph. Other
such writing tasks, such as scholarship application essays, can handle extended example stories.

These techniques do not include the details of structure or format that are specific to certain types of writing
about yourself, such as a job application cover letter. Instead, this is meant to teach the techniques needed to
write about yourself as a skill that you can apply to many different tasks and challenges.

See the following example of a scholarship application cover letter, and below it find the analysis as it applies to
these steps:
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Dear Scholarship Committee,

I recently read about your generous Audubon Memorial Scholarship of $16,000 that will go to one
fortunate nursing student, and as a future nursing student myself, I am excited at the opportunity to
apply for it. With this letter of application and the enclosed materials, I ask that you please consider
me for this scholarship.

Nursing has been a passion of mine since I was a little girl. I watched my mother work as an
unofficial nurse to care for her own parents as well as for other elders in our neighborhood, and
because of this, becoming a nurse is a way for me to carry on my mother’s legacy and to share the
care and blessings I have been fortunate to receive from her.

I am enrolled to begin the nursing program next semester at Henderson Community College, and I
currently work at a day-care company, which has helped prepare me for entering into the nursing
field. In this job I have found that when others are in need, I am quick to jump in to help, and when a
problem arises, I immediately begin developing a solution. I have been praised for this initiative by
my supervisors, and I think that the driving force behind this quality is my sincere love for care-
taking.

Recently, I was named as the employee of the month, which is a regional award that several
locations compete for. I received this award for my initiative and my dedication in challenging
situations. For example, one afternoon, right after I had ended my shift, I noticed that a fellow
employee was upset with someone she was talking to on her phone. Without interrupting her, I
guided her away from earshot of the day-care children so they would not be upset by her tone, and
then I decided to wait around to see if I could be of any help to her. It turned out that her ride would
no longer be picking her up from work, or even taking her to work, which meant that she would be
in danger of losing her job. I of course gave her a ride home that afternoon, but the next day I also
organized a car-pooling sign-up program so that we could not only help out that employee but also
cut down on gas costs for all of us. This innovation was just a small thing, but I hope it goes to show
the kind of dedication to care-giving and the initiative that I can bring to the field of nursing.

I know that many other candidates for this scholarship are in need of financial assistance just like I
am, so I know you will have a difficult decision ahead, but as you consider my life-long passion for
nursing and the good that I can do with a nursing degree, I hope you will find me to be the right
match for the Audubon Memorial Scholarship. I thank you for your time and consideration, and I
hope to hear back from you soon.

Sincerely,

Jamie Gunderson

Interests:

Nursing has been a passion of mine since I was a little girl. I watched my mother work as an
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unofficial nurse to care for her own parents as well as for other elders in our neighborhood, and
because of this, becoming a nurse is a way for me to carry on my mother’s legacy and to share the
care and blessings I have been fortunate to receive from her.

Abilities:

I am enrolled to begin the nursing program next semester at Henderson Community College, and I
currently work at a day-care company, which has helped prepare me for entering into the nursing
field. In this job I have found that when others are in need, I am quick to jump in to help, and when a
problem arises, I immediately begin developing a solution. I have been praised for this initiative by
my supervisors, and I think that the driving force behind this quality is my sincere love for care-
taking.

Example Story:

Recently, I was named as the employee of the month, which is a regional award that several
locations compete for. I received this award for my initiative and my dedication in challenging
situations. For example, one afternoon, right after I had ended my shift, I noticed that a fellow
employee was upset with someone she was talking to on her phone. Without interrupting her, I
guided her away from earshot of the day-care children so they would not be upset by her tone, and
then I decided to wait around to see if I could be of any help to her. It turned out that her ride would
no longer be picking her up from work, or even taking her to work, which meant that she would be
in danger of losing her job. I of course gave her a ride home that afternoon, but the next day I also
organized a car-pooling sign-up program so that we could not only help out that employee but also
cut down on gas costs for all of us. This innovation was just a small thing, but I hope it goes to show
the kind of dedication to care-giving and the initiative that I can bring to the field of nursing.

Exercise 4
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Read the following excerpt from The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin. Then analyze it for the
elements and components of narrative writing about oneself:

• Interests
• Abilities
• Example Story:

◦ Want
◦ Plan
◦ Struggle
◦ Revelation

At ten years old I was taken home to assist my father in his business… I was employed in cutting wick
for the candles, filling the dipping mold and the molds for cast candles, attending the shop, going of
errands, etc.

I disliked the trade, and had a strong inclination for the sea, but my father declared against it;
however, living near the water, I was much in and about it, learnt early to swim well, and to manage
boats; and when in a boat or canoe with other boys, I was commonly allowed to govern, especially in
any case of difficulty; and upon other occasions I was generally a leader among the boys, and
sometimes led them into scrapes, of which I will mention one instance, as it shows an early
projecting public spirit, though not then justly conducted.

There was a salt-marsh that bounded part of the mill-pond, on the edge of which, at high water, we
used to stand to fish for minnows. By much trampling, we had made it a mere quagmire. My
proposal was to build a wharf there fit for us to stand upon, and I showed my comrades a large heap
of stones, which were intended for a new house near the marsh, and which would very well suit our
purpose. Accordingly, in the evening, when the workmen were gone, I assembled a number of my
play-fellows, and working with them diligently like so many emmets, sometimes two or three to a
stone, we brought them all away and built our little wharf. The next morning the workmen were
surprised at missing the stones, which were found in our wharf. Inquiry was made after the
removers; we were discovered and complained of; several of us were corrected by our fathers; and
though I pleaded the usefulness of the work, mine convinced me that nothing was useful which was
not honest.

–Excerpt from The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin

Exercise 5
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Read the student example below, and evaluate its strengths and weaknesses using the concepts from
this section. What are its strengths as a narrative essay? What are its weaknesses? What elements and
components does it succeed at rendering? Which elements and components are vague, lacking, or
missing?

Student Example:

My College Education

The first class I went to in college was philosophy, and it changed my life forever. Our first
assignment was to write a short response paper to the Albert Camus essay “The Myth of Sisyphus.” I
was extremely nervous about the assignment as well as college. However, through all the confusion
in philosophy class, many of my questions about life were answered.

I entered college intending to earn a degree in engineering. I always liked the way mathematics had
right and wrong answers. I understood the logic and was very good at it. So when I received my first
philosophy assignment that asked me to write my interpretation of the Camus essay, I was instantly
confused. What is the right way to do this assignment, I wondered? I was nervous about writing an
incorrect interpretation and did not want to get my first assignment wrong. Even more troubling
was that the professor refused to give us any guidelines on what he was looking for; he gave us total
freedom. He simply said, “I want to see what you come up with.”

Full of anxiety, I first set out to read Camus’s essay several times to make sure I really knew what was
it was about. I did my best to take careful notes. Yet even after I took all these notes and knew the
essay inside and out, I still did not know the right answer. What was my interpretation? I could think
of a million different ways to interpret the essay, but which one was my professor looking for? In
math class, I was used to examples and explanations of solutions. This assignment gave me nothing;
I was completely on my own to come up with my individual interpretation.

Next, when I sat down to write, the words just did not come to me. My notes and ideas were all
present, but the words were lost. I decided to try every prewriting strategy I could find. I
brainstormed, made idea maps, and even wrote an outline. Eventually, after a lot of stress, my ideas
became more organized and the words fell on the page. I had my interpretation of “The Myth of
Sisyphus,” and I had my main reasons for interpreting the essay. I remember being unsure of myself,
wondering if what I was saying made sense, or if I was even on the right track. Through all the
uncertainty, I continued writing the best I could. I finished the conclusion paragraph, had my spouse
proofread it for errors, and turned it in the next day simply hoping for the best.

Then, a week or two later, came judgment day. The professor gave our papers back to us with grades
and comments. I remember feeling simultaneously afraid and eager to get the paper back in my
hands. It turned out, however, that I had nothing to worry about. The professor gave me an A on the
paper, and his notes suggested that I wrote an effective essay overall. He wrote that my reading of
the essay was very original and that my thoughts were well organized. My relief and newfound
confidence upon reading his comments could not be overstated.
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What I learned through this process extended well beyond how to write a college paper. I learned to
be open to new challenges. I never expected to enjoy a philosophy class and always expected to be a
math and science person. This class and assignment, however, gave me the self-confidence, critical-
thinking skills, and courage to try a new career path. I left engineering and went on to study law and
eventually became a lawyer. More important, that class and paper helped me understand education
differently. Instead of seeing college as a direct stepping stone to a career, I learned to see college as
a place to first learn and then seek a career or enhance an existing career. By giving me the space to
express my own interpretation and to argue for my own values, my philosophy class taught me the
importance of education for education’s sake. That realization continues to pay dividends every day.
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Illustration

Illustration in writing is the use of words to show, represent, or demonstrate an idea, point, or concept by using
examples, images, or vivid clarifying information. In other words, illustration means to shed light on something,
which is what the word’s etymology indicates: illustration is from the Latin lustrare, “to shine light on.”

It’s worth noting that another common meaning associated with the word illustration is a literal picture, as in a
purely visual image without words, but that is not the meaning of illustration in writing as we use it here. When
such pictures are discussed in or added to college essays, they are typically called figures.

You might notice that illustration and narrative writing are quite similar in many ways, for they both seek
to render abstract ideas more concretely for readers. In fact, for college writing purposes, it’s fair to consider
narration a special type of illustration. But there are still means of engaging in illustration that do not require
the telling of a full story, as narrative does. Illustration writing can include full stories, but it can also consist of a
series of examples and instances, or even just one example. The instances used in illustration can be imagined
or factual or anywhere in-between; they can be equally effective once they become clear in the reader’s mind.

Since it’s so versatile, illustration can be used as an entire mode of writing–such as a full illustration essay–or as
a single strategy within an essay, or even within a paragraph.

Illustration is particularly powerful for effective communication with readers. Much like narrative, it gives readers
a way to visualize your ideas or points, which makes them seem more real. It is so common in communication
that it might be considered the most natural type of support for a claim. If you want someone to understand
what you mean, you need to give them an example, and if you don’t, they are likely to ask, “What do you mean?”
Which is another way of saying to give an example, to use illustration. Every example of masterful writing in the
Readings in this textbook use illustration. Every college textbook you have uses illustration. Every one of your
professor’s lectures includes illustration. Yet students so often fail to use it in their own writing. Why? Perhaps
because they are so busy getting a handle on the many new abstractions and theories that college classes
present that they forget to make those ideas real, concrete, and specific with illustrations. More often, this failure
comes from the erroneous or default assumptions that readers always know exactly what a writer means or
intends without the use of words. But readers can’t every really know what you mean in a clear, specific way
until you illustrate it.

And when you employ illustration in your essays, you will often want to prepare readers for them with brief
phrases that help in the transition from abstract to specific, such as the following:

Phrases of Illustration
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case in point for example

for instance in particular

in this case one example/another example

specifically

e.g.

to illustrate

imagine this:

Illustration for Support

The primary use of illustration in college writing is to support a claim. This is how it can be used as a minor
strategy within an argumentation, analysis, or similar essay, or as an entire mode of writing itself: a pure
illustration essay assignment essentially asks you to support claims primarily through illustration. Typically, you
have two options for engaging in such illustration essay assignments: (1) to use narrative as your illustration,
or (2) to provide a series of logically relevant examples as your illustration. Illustration as support is thus quite
versatile, and it can range in tone and use from the calm and meticulous, to provoking and emotional, as seen
in the following examples.

For a calm and meticulous use of illustration for support, consider the following claim that Jacques Barzun
makes about the use of multiple-choice testing in schools in his essay “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”:

[T]he device tests nothing but recognition knowledge. This is knowledge at the far side of the
memory, where shapes are dim.
–Jacques Barzun, “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

He has provided a key term for his critique of multiple-choice testing:
“recognition knowledge.” And he has explained what recognition
knowledge is and why it is an inferior type of knowledge to test. Despite
this information, most of us will still be left wondering, “What do you
mean?” We don’t yet have a clear concept of what recognition
knowledge would look like beyond just a theory. Barzun, a masterful
writer, anticipates this and moves immediately into an illustration of
recognition knowledge.

[The use of multiple-choice in schools] tests nothing but recognition knowledge. This is knowledge
at the far side of the memory, where shapes are dim. Take a practical situation. A friend plans to drive to a

town where you spent a month several years ago. Can you help him with some precise indications? Well, you

remember a few landmarks—city hall, big church on main street, post office on one of the side roads. Your

knowledge, distressingly vague, stops there.

Yet if you join him and drive through that main street, it all comes back—things look familiar,
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including the names of shops and streets; you even notice changes. But—and this is the point— you
did not know until you saw. You are glad to find that your memory is not a sieve, but when it was
called on to perform without the renewed experience it was useless. It had only passive recognition-
knowledge, not active usable-knowledge.

–Jacques Barzun, “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

Notice that the author describes a specific scenario that shows how recognition knowledge works, and even
why it fails as an unusable, passive form of knowledge. He provides clear images to help us see why multiple-
choice testing both relies on and encourages this inferior type of knowledge: friends discussing directions,
driving through a city, watching particular landmarks and streets, etc. Barzun’s illustration here is clearly
imagined or made-up for the purposes of clarifying, and it is no less effective for that. We now have a much
clearer understanding of what he means and are more likely to find his critiques about his subject valid.

Immediately after the above excerpt, Barzun goes on to further clarify how this applies directly to schools and
testing:

The application to schoolwork is obvious. Knowing something—really knowing it—means being able
to summon it up out of the blue; the facts must be produced in their right relations and with their
correct significance. When you know something, you can tell it to somebody else. It is these
profound platitudes that condemn mechanical testing and its influence on the learning mind.

–Jacques Barzun, “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

Again, this is highly competent explanation, and we might understand it in theory, but it has not yet become
real in the mind because we don’t have a specific example to anchor the theory onto. What kinds of questions
do this in such tests? Would we be able to see the difference between these two levels of testing? We don’t yet
get answers. So, again, Barzun makes the effective writing decision to offer illustration. The very next sentences
in that paragraph are as follows:

Imagine the two different actions: it is one thing to pick out Valley Forge and not Albany or Little
Rock as the place where Washington made his winter quarters; it is another, first, to think of Valley
Forge and then to say why he chose it instead of Philadelphia, where it was warmer. (The pivotal fact
here is that Philadelphia was in the hands of the British.)

–Jacques Barzun, “Reasons to De-Test the Schools”

This provides a specific illustration of two types of questions that could confront students: an inferior multiple-
choice question, and a superior question of real knowledge. In this case, the illustration is somewhere between
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imagined and real, but that matters little. What matters most is that his ideas have now become concrete and
thereby more effective.

For a provoking and emotional use of illustration as support, see the following example from “Letter from
Birmingham Jail” by Martin Luther King, Jr. It is a masterful example of illustration in combination with appeal
to ethos. Among the many brilliant writing choices in this paragraph, watch for the specific instances that show
you exactly what it looks like to suffer while others tell you calmly to “wait.”

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God-given rights. The nations of
Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward gaining political independence, but we stiff
creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. Perhaps it is easy
for those who have never felt the stinging dark of segregation to say, “Wait.” But when you have
seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at
whim; when you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and
sisters; when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an
airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue
twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughter why she
can’t go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears
welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, and see ominous
clouds of inferiority beginning to form in her little mental sky, and see her beginning to distort her
personality by developing an unconscious bitterness toward white people; when you have to
concoct an answer for a five-year-old son who is asking: “Daddy, why do white people treat colored
people so mean?”; when you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to sleep night after
night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because no motel will accept you; when you
are humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white” and “colored”; when your first
name becomes “nigger,” your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are) and your last
name becomes “John,” and your wife and mother are never given the respected title “Mrs.”; when
you are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living constantly at
tiptoe stance, never quite knowing what to expect next, and are plagued with inner fears and outer
resentments; when you go forever fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodiness” then you will
understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs
over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. I hope, sirs, you can
understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience.

–Martin Luther King, Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail”

Exercise 1

Using any one of the Readings in this textbook as assigned by your instructor, identify a claim the
reading makes and then the illustration it uses as support.
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Illustration for Introductions

As explained and shown in the section Paragraph Basics, good introductions often begin in medias res,
jumping right into something specific and interesting within your subject, and one of the best ways to achieve
this is by illustration. You can begin by showing your reader a curious or compelling instance of engaging with
your subject matter, and then you can follow that up with clarifying explanations leading to your thesis and
main point

The following example is the first paragraph in Michael Pollan’s essay
“An Animal’s Place,” which you can find in its entirety in the chapter
Readings. After this use of illustration, he immediately explains the
subject and context of his inquiry, and eventually reveals his ultimate
thesis, but here he offers readers a glimpse into his dilemma in medias
res:

The first time I opened Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation, I was dining alone at the Palm, trying to
enjoy a rib-eye steak cooked medium-rare. If this sounds like a good recipe for cognitive dissonance
(if not indigestion), that was sort of the idea. Preposterous as it might seem, to supporters of animal
rights, what I was doing was tantamount to reading “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” on a plantation in the Deep
South in 1852.
–Michael Pollan, “An Animal’s Place”

The Key to Illustration: Specificity

Illustration works through specificity, which means using words that render particular images and instances.
Students often have difficulty achieving this in their writing because it requires an acute combination of critical
thinking, awareness of audience, and creative thinking. In order to be specific, you have to figure out what the
important pieces of your subject are, and which the audience needs to be shown in order to understand, and
finally how to imagine something precise enough to convey in detail.

But this difficulty is not insurmountable. Two models for improving your understanding and use of specificity
are the Ladder of Abstraction and the Five Senses. More information and exercises are provided in the section
Specificity, but the useful models and examples are also provided here.

The Ladder of Abstraction

One useful model of thought to aid in specificity is the Ladder of Abstraction, proposed by S.I. Hayakawa in his
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book Language in Thought and Action. It is a way of visualizing a type of idea as a vertical ladder, and visualizing
the different words for the idea as rungs on that ladder. The higher the rung, the more that word is abstract,
general, or vague. The lower the rung, the more that word is specific, particular, or detailed. Example:

Words that are high in abstraction are open to interpretation but lack guidance about which interpretation
the writer means. Words low in abstraction–more specific words–present more precise images or ideas. It
is important to realize that your readers can always move up the Ladder of Abstraction, but they cannot
move down. This means that if you give them the specific phrase “my chubby pet bull dog,” reader can also
understand that you’re conveying the idea of a pet, a dog, a mammal, or a being in general. But if you were to
give them the mildly abstract word “dog,” or the more abstract word “mammal,” reader can never be expected
to correctly interpret your meaning of “chubby pet bull dog.” So in order to more clearly convey your ideas, you
need to get specific.

The Five Senses

Another model of thought to aid in specificity is an ancient one: Aristotle’s model of the human being as having
five senses. They are commonly identified as sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.

Describing an example that employs the use of these senses is a way to be specific. Or another way of looking
at it is this: if what you are describing can be filmed, listened to, or touched, it is likely to be specific. If it can’t be,
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then it’s not. This often helps writers who confuse their own abstract expressions with the more specific images
they have in mind but haven’t yet articulated.

For example, many students identify the word “happiness” as specific. But can you see “happiness”? Can it be
filmed? This is often where students refer to a “smile,” but that was not the word in question. “Smile” is specific;
it can be seen, filmed, etc. But “happiness” is not; it is abstract. You cannot see happiness, or hear it, or touch
it, taste it, or smell it. You could only use those senses for more specific instances of happiness, such as smiling,
laughter, an so on.

Exercise 2

Offer specific illustrations of the following abstractions:

1. Luck
2. Daydreaming
3. The joy of coming home
4. The fear of change
5. Failing but continuing to try

Illustrating Aphorisms

Because illustration is so vital to effective articulate expression, it has been used in assignments since at least
the schooldays of the Roman Empire, and one such common assignment has been illustrating aphorisms, or
short statements of general or universal truth. The following is an example of a famous aphorism:

“That which does not destroy us makes us stronger.”

—Nietzsche

This aphorism carries a lot of significant meaning, and because it is a general or universal truth, it is applicable
to many situations. But the exact way you interpret and understand it–or the length to which you do–is not yet
clear, for this statement remains necessarily abstract, or vague. In order to show that you can and do understand
it, and in order to show exactly how you do or how it applies to your mindset, you would need to illustrate it.

This assignment requires you to develop the skill of illustration along with all the important abilities associated
with it: critical thinking, awareness of audience, and creative thinking. Thus, it is an ancient, relevant, and
important writing challenge.

There are typically two approaches to illustrating aphorisms, as noted above under Illustration as Support: (1)
use narrative as your illustration, or (2) provide a series of logically relevant examples as your illustration.
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Exercise 3

Using the above concepts, illustrate one of the following aphorisms in one paragraph:

• No great man ever complains of want of opportunity. (Emerson)
• Beware of telling an improbable truth. (Dr. Fuller)
• When we are in love, we often doubt what we most believe. (La Rochefoucauld)
• The wise man does once what the fool does finally. (Gracian)
• Who lies for you will lie against you. (Bosnian Proverb)
• The ears are the last feature to age. (Chazal)
• Honesty is often in the wrong. (Lucan)
• What was hard to endure is sweet to recall. (Continental Proverb)

The above are quoted from the following book: Auden, W.H., and Louis Kronenberger. The Viking Book
of Aphorisms. Viking, 1962.

Further Examples of Illustration

To see masterful example of illustrating an aphorism, consider the aphorism, “Human suffering has become
a spectator sport.” Then read “The Perfect Picture” by James Alexander Thom. This essay is also a masterful
example of illustration writing in general (regardless of the aphorism).

As another masterful example of illustrating an aphorism, consider the aphorism, “Knowledge is power.” Then
read Chapters VI and VII of Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass.

For a student example of illustration, read and evaluate the following:

America’s Pastime

As the sun hits my face and I breathe in the fresh air, I temporarily forget that I am at a sporting
event. But when I open my eyes and look around, I am reminded of all things American. From the
national anthem to the international players on the field, all the sights and sounds of a baseball
game come together like a slice of Americana pie.

First, the entrance turnstiles click and clank, and then a hallway of noise bombards me. All the fans
voices coalesce in a chorus of sound, rising to a humming clamor. The occasional, “Programs, get
your programs, here!” jumps out through the hum to get my attention. I navigate my way through
the crowded walkways of the stadium, moving to the right of some people, to the left of others, and I
eventually find the section number where my seat is located. As I approach my seat I hear the
announcer’s voice echo around the ball park, “Attention fans. In honor of our country, please remove
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your caps for the singing of the national anthem.” His deep voice echoes around each angle of the
park, and every word is heard again and again. The crowd sings and hums “The Star-Spangled
Banner,” and I feel a surprising amount of national pride through the voices. I take my seat as the
umpire shouts, “Play ball!” and the game begins.

In the fifth inning of the game, I decide to find a concessions stand. Few tastes are as American as
hot dogs and soda pop, and they cannot be missed at a ball game. The smell of hot dogs carries
through the park, down every aisle, and inside every concourse. They are always as unhealthy as
possible, dripping in grease, while the buns are soft and always too small for the dog. The best way
to wash down the Ball Park Frank is with a large soda pop, so I order both. Doing my best to balance
the cold pop in one hand and the wrapped-up dog in the other, I find the nearest condiments stand
to load up my hot dog. A dollop of bright green relish and chopped onions, along with two squirts of
the ketchup and mustard complete the dog. As I continue the balancing act between the loaded
hot dog and pop back to my seat, a cheering fan bumps into my pop hand. The pop splashes out of
the cup and all over my shirt, leaving me drenched. I make direct eye contact with the man who
bumped into me and he looks me in the eye, looks at my shirt, tells me how sorry he is, and then I
just shake my head and keep walking. “It’s all just part of the experience,” I tell myself.

Before I am able to get back to my seat, I hear the crack of a bat, followed by an uproar from the
crowd. Everyone is standing, clapping, and cheering. I missed a home run. I find my aisle and ask
everyone to excuse me as I slip past them to my seat. “Excuse me. Excuse me. Thank you. Thank you.
Sorry,” is all I can say as I inch past each fan. Halfway to my seat I can hear discarded peanut shells
crunch beneath my feet, and each step is marked with a pronounced crunch.

When I finally get to my seat I realize it is the start of the seventh inning stretch. I quickly eat my hot
dog and wash it down with what is left of my soda pop. The organ starts playing and everyone
begins to sing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” While singing the song, putting my arms around
friends and family with me, I watch all the players taking the field. It is wonderful to see the
overwhelming amount of players on one team from around the world: Japan, the Dominican
Republic, the United States, Canada, and Venezuela. I cannot help but feel a bit of national pride at
this realization. Seeing the international representation on the field reminds me of the ways that
Americans, though from many different backgrounds and places, still come together under
common ideals. For these reasons and for the whole experience in general, going to a Major League
Baseball game is the perfect way to glimpse a slice of Americana.

Exercise 4

Identify the thesis, main claim, or aphorism the above student example attempts to illustrate. Then
evaluate its use of illustration, particularly its ability to create clear examples and images through
specificity. Where does it succeed, and where does it fail? Which parts are strongest, and which are
weakest? Why?
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Comparison and Contrast

The primary aim of comparing and contrasting in college writing is to clarify meaningful, non-obvious features
of similarity and difference. In this case, comparison means showing similarity or likeness, and contrasting
means showing difference or distinction. Comparing and contrasting is a vital skill in writing and critical
thinking, and even essays that are not explicitly “compare-and-contrast” assignments require this skill as a
means to clarify and sharpen your ideas.

Indeed, this skill was traditionally valued and lauded as the intellectual qualities of wit and judgment: wit
being the ability to see creative connections between things that normally seem quite different, and judgment
being the ability to draw important distinctions between things that normally seem quite similar. For example,
wit would be intelligent explication of how the journeys of Moses and Odysseus follow the same important
steps–that would be a strong use of comparison. And, for example, judgment would be an intelligent
clarification of why inequality is essentially different from poverty, and why public policy should focus on the
latter–that would be a strong use of contrast.

There is no real point in explaining obvious or insignificant similarities and differences, of course, nor is there
much of a point in comparing two similar subjects, or contrasting two different subjects. But this is where
students most struggle with comparison and contrast: identifying obvious features or features that provide no
real insight into their subjects.

For example, it would be a failure of thought and writing skill to spend time contrasting horror movies and
romantic comedies by pointing out that horror movies typically involve more terror and violence than the love
and hijinks of a romantic comedy. The two kinds of films are already different, so contrasting them in such a
way adds no real insight. And it would be an equal failure to compare horror movies and romantic comedies by
pointing out that they are both genres of cinema and that involved directors, producers, and actors. Although
those would be similar features between different things, they are obvious similarities, so they fail to show
meaningful connections.

Why do student writers so often fail in such ways? One reason is that listing the obvious is a quicker and simpler
activity than real comparison and contrast, which is rigorous and requires both imaginative and critical thought.
Another reason is the fear of being wrong, or of being informed that you are wrong, which is ever-present when
venturing a new insight or creative idea. You can avoid being wrong by stating only the obvious and superficial,
but the result of such safety is the failure to compare and contrast, thereby defeating the purpose. Instead, you
must risk being wrong by seeking unique and significant connections and distinctions. And then you can do
your best to use the writing process stages of revision and editing to clean out the bad ideas and sharpen the
good ones. Regardless of the result, the mere act of going through this risk and process further conditions your
imaginative and critical thinking, and further hones your writing skills.

Exercise 1
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The ideas below are often considered synonyms, but careful contrasting can illuminate important
distinctions between them. Select one pair, and use only your own thoughts and words to contrast
them. Try offering an example, and seek to explain the contrast in two to five sentences.

• Leisure and idleness
• Sports and athletics
• Consistency and uniformity

Exercise 2

The ideas below are often considered extremely different, but careful comparison can illuminate
important similarities and connections between them. Select one pair, and use only your own thoughts
and words to compare them. Try offering an example, and seek to explain the comparison in two to five
sentences.

• Work and play
• Holidays and warfare
• Parenting and video gaming

Categories and Criteria

Comparison and contrast often work by engaging in classification, which means explaining how your subjects
can actually fit a different type of category than readers would typically realize, or how your subjects should not
be placed in their typically assumed categories. Although classification is often treated as a different type of
writing assignment, it is often a version of comparison and contrast–or comparison and contrast are versions of
classification.

For example, writers such as Sarah Jilek and Michael Wilmington have published essays in which they assert
that the Christmas classic It’s a Wonderful Life is essentially film noir, a genre which would otherwise seem
like the opposite of Christmas movies. This is the use of categories, taking a subject from one category and
placing it in a new category, but this classification works by drawing comparisons between the style, theme,
and structure of this Christmas movie and those same qualities of film noir.

Or your could take two subjects and classify them together in the same category through comparison, such as
arguing that the films Home Alone and Die Hard are both essentially horror movies. That would require drawing
comparisons between both examples films–family and action genres, respectively–and the films that typically
fit the horror genre. Or you could argue that Home Alone is essentially a type of Die Hard movie, which would
mean treating the latter as a kind of category of its own.
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All of this can also be done through the lens of contrast. For example, Home Alone is generally regarded
as an example of the fun-loving family genre, but you could argue that the movie is actually inappropriate
for children. That would involve contrasting what is featured as comical in Home Alone–violence, child
abandonment, home invasion, vigilantism–with the category of family films, shedding light on important
distinctions between the two.

Related to this use of categories is the use of criteria. Criteria are standards or qualities that candidates must
meet or include. For example, criteria for a passing essay might including (1) a minimum of 2,500 words, (2) the
use of MLA format, and (3) the citation of at least seven sources. Failing to meet one criterion of these three,
such as the minimum word count, would mean that the candidate essay does not fit the category of a passing
essay, and it would thus fail.

Criteria can help sharpen and clarify your thinking about categories, and about how your subjects compare to
and contrast with them, and with each other. You can establish criteria in your essay, explain what they are and
why, and then you can apply your subjects to those criteria as candidates to see how they compare and contrast.
Using the above examples for instance, you could determine five features that a Christmas movie must have,
and then you could walk Home Alone through each of them to see if or how well it meets all five, and then you
could walk Die Hard through each of them and see if or how well it meets all five. This would be comparing and
contrasting through the use of criteria.

There are many advantages to using criteria, such as the organization and expansiveness they lend
automatically to essays, but this approach does add the extra stage of establishing the criteria, and that often
requires rigorous critical thinking in order to come up with criteria that truly work. For example, a student might
find it natural to say that the criteria of a “ball sport” are that (1) it must involve two opposing players or teams,
(2) it must be competitive, determining a winner through scored points, and (3) the guided movement of the
ball must score those points. These three criteria would allow basketball, football, soccer, and tennis to fit the
category of “ball sport,” but baseball would fail to meet the third criterion: in baseball, points are scored by the
player reaching home, not the ball. So the student who established this criteria would have to apply critical
thinking to notice this discrepancy, and then do the work to go back in and revise the criteria–or perhaps make
the argument that baseball is not a ball sport, which would be a kind of contrast essay.

Again, finding a new or unique category for a subject, and making that re-classification make worthwhile sense,
requires both creative and critical thinking. Such are the rigors and aims of comparison and contrast.

Exercise 3

Using your own ideas and words, try explaining one of the following options in a paragraph. This
involves using a category to make comparisons.

• Casual small talk as a type of workforce skill
• Water as a type of drug
• Science as a type of religion
• Dating as a type of art

372 | Comparison and Contrast



• Art as a type of dating

Exercise 4

Select one of the following options, and develop three to five criteria for it. Then apply two different
candidate examples to each of the criteria, explaining briefly if or how well they meet the criteria. Use
your own ideas and words for this exercise.

• Board games
• Holidays
• Violence
• Literature

Conclusions and Judgments

One difficulty of comparison and contrast is that a worthwhile conclusion can sometimes seem evasive. Even
if you can point out significant similarities or differences between your subjects, you might not have addressed
the natural question, “So what?” What does it matter that your two similar subjects are significantly different?
Or that your two different subjects are significantly similar?

Especially for essays focused on contrast, this difficulty can be addressed by seeking a conclusion of judgment.
That means determining which of your contrasting subjects is better, a kind of “this versus that” essay. If,
for example, you were contrasting two different film versions of Hamlet, you could drive all of your points of
contrast toward a conclusion of which version was better. The most careful and organized way to level such as
judgment in an essay is to use criteria, as noted above.

For essays focused on comparison, this kind of judgment can work by elevating one of the compared subjects.
In other words, you might compare two subjects, such as Hamlet and The Lion King, in order to conclude that
The Lion King should be taken more seriously as literature. This would be comparison using a kind of judgment
as a conclusion or ultimate point: that the lesser Disney story is similar to the greater Shakespeare story, thus
elevating the lesser. And the use of criteria helps here too, as does the use of categories.

There are other types of conclusions available as well, but you must be mindful of the need to include some
ultimate point or answer to, “So what?” An essay that shows its readers significant similarities and/or differences
must also so them why that matters.
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Organization

The compare-and-contrast essay often starts with a thesis that clearly states the subjects that are to be
compared, contrasted, or both, as well as the reason for doing so. The thesis could lean more toward comparing,
or contrasting, or it could focus on both equally. Remember that the point of comparing and contrasting is to
provide insight to the reader. Take the following thesis as an example that leans more toward contrasting.

Thesis Statement: Organic vegetables may cost more than those that are conventionally grown, but
when put to the test, they are definitely worth every extra penny.

Here the thesis sets up the two subjects to be compared and contrasted (organic versus conventional
vegetables), and it makes a claim about the results that might prove useful to the reader.

The standard compare-and-contrast essays could be organized in one of the following two ways:

1. According to the subjects themselves, discussing one then the other
2. According to individual points, discussing each subject in relation to each point

The figures below diagram the two different types of typical organization, using the example of organic versus
conventional vegetables.
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These two types of organization apply to most types of compare-and-contrast essays, even those involving
categories and criteria, which often use the second organizational strategy (organizing by points). But there are
far too many possibilities and variations to say that these are the only two types of organization. Ultimately, you
must make your organizational decisions based on your subject, your purpose, and your audience.
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Example

See the following essay as an example of comparing and contrasting in which the writer, Wes O’Donnell, takes
two concepts that are so similar as to be considered synonyms in some cases, and then clarifies the vital
distinction we should make between them, all the while providing insight through context and origin. The
primary focus here is on contrasting two similar subjects, but the essay takes time to establish at least one
important and non-obvious way the two are similar. Finally, this essay addresses the difficulty of concluding a
compare/contrast essay by establishing a meaningful judgment–which of the two similar ideas is better–and
clarifying why.

Patriotism vs. Nationalism- What’s the Difference?
by Wes O’Donnell
Published in Medium
Aug 29, 2019

America is wholly unique among the nations of the world. Conceived as an asylum for oppressed
peoples everywhere, George Washington would write, “I had always hoped that this land might
become a safe and agreeable asylum to the virtuous and persecuted part of mankind, to whatever
nation they might belong.”

America enjoys influence from everywhere:

France helped secure our independence. Our numbers come from India and Baghdad. Our religions
are from Palestine, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. Our languages have mostly Latin and Asian roots. Our
arts are from Greece. Our jurisprudence comes from Rome. Our 4th of July fireworks were invented
in China. Our calendar comes from the Catholic Church. I hail from Germany and Ireland. My
neighbors are from Mexico and Africa. I served in the American military with men and women who
came from all points on the compass.

As Jill Lepore says, “To love this particular nation… is to love the world.”

Patriotism and Nationalism: Two Very Different Things

Rarely in the history of the United States have two words that are so contradictory today, been used
so interchangeably in the past.

In fact, patriotism is the older of the two words, dating back to the mid-17th century. Its first use was
recorded in 1653:

“There is hardly any judicious man but knoweth, that it was neither learning, piety, nor patriotism
that perswaded any of that Nation to Presbytery….” (C.N., Reasons Why the Supreme Authority of the
Three Nations (for the time) is not in the Parliament, 1653)

The word nationalism came along a full 150 years later and until the 20th century was used
interchangeably with Patriotism to mean roughly the same thing.

It wasn’t until World War II that the word nationalism began to take on a negative connotation. It
was used frequently in media of the day to describe the fervent German expansion of the 1930s.

Today, Merriam-Webster treats nationalism and patriotism as synonyms; however, they
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acknowledge that the pair are problematic and while the definition of patriotism has remained
unchanged through the years, the word nationalism has grown apart.

So Where Do the Words Stand Today?

The challenge that we face is that there is no consensus, even among scholars and social scientists,
where to draw a line between the pair of words.

A quote by Sydney J. Harris best sums up the current outlook on the pair:

“The difference between patriotism and nationalism is that the patriot is proud of his country for
what it does, and the nationalist is proud of his country no matter what it does.”

A nationalist believes that his country is the best because they live in it. But a patriot believes that
his country is the best but there is always room for improvement.

A nationalist can’t tolerate any criticism of his country and considers it an insult. But a patriot can
tolerate criticism and have a thoughtful conversation about improvements.

A nationalist puts more importance on unity through a shared cultural background. But a patriot
puts more importance on unity through shared values.

Many even go so far as to define nationalism as evil, xenophobic and racist.

Is Nationalism All Bad?

Surprisingly, no. Nationalism has its uses as a very strong motivator for uniting people together in
the struggle against injustice.

As an example, recall the 20th-century anti-colonialism struggles in Africa and India driven by a
strong nationalist sentiment among the oppressed peoples.

Some political analysts feel that peace in the Middle East can only be achieved through a strong
national identity of the countries involved, as opposed to the current tribal and religious identities
that divide them. Embracing national identities over religious may make it easier to negotiate
through national amendable laws rather than ambiguous religious laws.

But in a country like America, there is a very strong connection between nationalism and
extremism. Putting America first ahead of our enemies is fine. But putting America first over our
allies creates a much more unstable Europe and Asia, as long-standing trade and defense
agreements crumble under the weight of our own self-interest.

If the evil “globalist agenda” is spending a little more foreign aid now to avoid war, health or
humanitarian crises at a future date, then call me a globalist.

It’s okay to feel like your country is exceptional. I believe in American exceptionalism, but not
because I had the good fortune of being born here. Instead, I believe that America is exceptional
because of our shared values and our willingness to help other countries experience the same
freedom.

As for nationalism, America’s strong national identity has always manifested itself in the form of
patriotism. As a nation made up of bits and pieces of cultures from all over the world, American
nationalism shouldn’t exist. In this country, we have no shared ethnic heritage. Writings from our
country’s founders show men who envisioned a land made up of oppressed peoples from all nations
on Earth.
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Patriotism and our shared values might just be the path out of the venomous divisiveness that we
find ourselves in now. Emphasizing what we’re about, rather than who we are, is always a good bet
for Americans.

I’m always at my proudest when I stand with patriots.
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Summary, Paraphrasis, and Quotation

Many college writing assignments require you to write about outside or external sources, or to involve external
sources in your own essay, such as articles, books, or Websites. In other words, you are often required to write
about someone else’s writing. This might occur when you have to write an analysis about a course reading, or
use research to complete a report, or bring in evidence to support an argument.

Regardless of the type of assignment, there are only three ways to bring external sources into your own essay:
summary, paraphrasis, and quotation.

Each of these methods requires the exact same type of citation in essays. How to format that citation is a
different lesson; this is about how and why to use the strategies of summary, paraphrasis, and quotation. For
information on how to cite, see the chapter MLA Format.

Summary

Two Different Meanings of Summary

First, note that to summarize a work has two different meanings, both of which are relevant here. One meaning
is the larger or general acts of conveying what a source said, and that can involve all three of the more
specific techniques below (summary, paraphrasis, and quotation). The other meaning is the specific technique
described and demonstrated next.

For instance, a college writing assignment might ask you to summarize an article, and as you do so, you might
choose to quote it, paraphrase it, and even summarize it. It might feel odd that we can say we’re summarizing
in our summary, but this is just one of myriad oddities of the English language.

Summary

Summary is writing your own brief version of what someone else wrote. This means finding your words in order
to explain a condensed version of the source material. You would do this when you want to convey the overall
ideas of a larger work but in a short space.

Good summaries are accurate and comprehensive, meaning that they should cover every important idea
without distorting meanings. Weak summaries tend to leave out important ideas or suggest the wrong ideas.

If you use the same key phrases or unique terms, you are involving the different strategy of quotation and
should indicate that accordingly. And remember that every instance of summary in an essay should cite its
source.

Example of Summary

Below is an excerpt from “Letter from Birmingham Jail” by Martin Luther King, Jr., and following that is an
example of a good one-sentence summary of it.
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Original:

You may well ask: “Why direct action? Why sit-ins, marches and so forth? Isn’t negotiation a better
path?” You are quite right in calling, for negotiation. Indeed, this is the very purpose of direct action.
Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community
which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks to so dramatize the
issue that it can no longer be ignored. My citing the creation of tension as part of the work of the
nonviolent-resister may sound rather shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word
“tension.” I have earnestly opposed violent tension, but there is a type of constructive, nonviolent
tension which is necessary for growth. Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension
in the mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the
unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, we must see the need for nonviolent
gadflies to create the kind of tension in society that will help men rise from the dark depths of
prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood.

Summary:

King clarifies that there are two approaches to protest—violent and nonviolent—and although they
both create “tension,” the former is destructive while the latter is constructive.

Exercise 1

Directions: In one sentence, explain what the following passage says. Try to convey each main idea,
but briefly.

The world is swiftly changing and with each day the pace quickens. The pressure to respond intensifies.
New global realities are rapidly working their way into the deepest structures of our lives: economic,
social, cultural, political, and environmental realities — realities with profound implications for thinking
and learning, business and politics, human rights and human conflicts. These realities are becoming
increasingly complex; many represent significant dangers and threats. And they all turn on the
powerful dynamic of accelerating change.

We cannot deal with incessant and accelerating change and complexity without revolutionizing our
thinking. Traditionally our thinking has been designed for routine, for habit, for automation and fixed
procedure. We learned how to do our job once, and then we used what we learned over and over. But
the problems we now face, and will increasingly face, require a radically different form of thinking,
thinking that is more complex, more adaptable, more sensitive to divergent points of view. The world in
which we now live requires that we continually relearn, that we routinely rethink our decisions, that we
regularly reevaluate the way we work and live. In short, there is a new world facing us, one in which the
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power of the mind to command itself, to regularly engage in self-analysis, will increasingly determine
the quality of our work, the quality of our lives, and perhaps even, our very survival.

(An excerpt from “Our Mission: How Can We Survive in an Increasingly Complex World?” on Critical
Thinking.org)

Paraphrasis

Paraphrasing is a lot like summary, but the difference is that summary skips over all the details and sub-points,
and paraphrasis conveys every idea—just in different words than the original. This means that a section of
paraphrasis is just as long (if not longer) than the original.

Why you bother with paraphrasing? You shouldn’t if the original is right for your audience, tone, and
purpose—you should just quote the original. But if the original would sound unclear to your particular audience,
or if it wouldn’t convey or emphasize the idea in the way you want to, then you would want to say it in your own
way, which is paraphrasing.

Good examples of paraphrasis will convey all the ideas accurately in a different way. Weak or incorrect examples
of paraphrasis will be inaccurate or too close to the original wording, which would defeat the purpose of
explaining the same idea in a different way. And remember that every instance of summary in an essay should
cite its source.

Example of Paraphrasis

Below is an excerpt from “Supernatural Horror in Literature” by H.P. Lovecraft, and following that is a good
example of paraphrasing those ideas for a very different intended audience, in this case an audience of junior-
high students.

Original:
The appeal of the spectrally macabre [in literature] is generally narrow because it demands from the
reader a certain degree of imagination and a capacity for detachment from everyday life.

Paraphrasis for junior-high level readers:
H.P. Lovecraft thought that horror stories aren’t as popular as other types because horror readers
need to be able to check out of the real world and drift away into their own strange thoughts.

Exercise 2
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Directions: Explain the following quotation to a junior-high student in your own words.

“Daring ideas are like chessmen moved forward; they may be beaten, but they may start a winning
game.”
—Goethe

Quotation

Quotation is the strategy of using the original source’s exact same words. You will indicate this in essay by
putting quotation marks around the original.

There are lots of details about how to quote well technically (punctuation, citation, etc.)—a different lesson (see
the chapter MLA Format)—but there is also a way to quote well strategically. First, introduce the quotation
to come by leading the reader’s interest into the heart of the idea to come or somehow contextualize the
quotation to come. Second, give the quotation. Third, discuss what the quotation said.

Bad or weak uses of quotation will drop in the quotation out of nowhere, as if the sentences around it don’t
acknowledge that the quotation exists. In those bad examples, one could take out the quotation and the
paragraph still makes sense, which means the quotation was irrelevant to the writing. Here is a bad example
using the same Lovecraft quotation as above:

Bad Example:

Fiction is divided into several genres, and some are more popular than others. “The appeal of the
spectrally macabre is generally narrow because it demands from the reader a certain degree of
imagination and a capacity for detachment from everyday life” (Lovecraft). Fantasy fiction continues
to be popular among young readers.

Good uses of quotation make the quoted section necessary to the surrounding sentences, which directly
incorporate the ideas of the original in some way. Here is a good example using the same Lovecraft quotation
as above:

Good Example:

Why do so few readers love horror stories? H.P. Lovecraft thought that there are two reasons. He
said, “The appeal of the spectrally macabre is generally narrow because it demands from the reader
a certain degree of imagination and a capacity for detachment from everyday life.” This detachment
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is probably even rarer now that our phones and laptops keep us constantly linked to work,
responsibilities, and social engagements.

Exercise 3

Directions: Introduce the following quotation by leading interest into the heart of the idea, and then
address what it says afterward in some way.

“To study the abnormal is the best way of understanding the normal.”
— William James
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RESEARCH

This chapter is about research for college writing assignments.
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Research Basics

In college writing, research means finding information, ideas, and answers in sources (anything that is
published or produced). And it also means analyzing and sharing what you’ve found. Whether you are a
scientist, an artist, a paralegal, or a parent, you probably perform research in your everyday life. When your boss,
your instructor, or a family member asks you a question that you do not know the answer to, you locate relevant
information, analyze your findings, and share your results. Locating, analyzing, and sharing information are key
steps in the research process. By developing these research writing skills, you will prepare yourself to answer
any question no matter how challenging.

Throughout this textbook, the items that you find in research and put to use in your essay will be called sources.
As briefly noted above, a source is anything that is published or produced in such a way as for others to access
it. The most common types of sources used in research essays are texts, such as articles, essays, reports, or
chapters, whether they are on Websites or in books or periodicals. But there are, of course, many other kinds of
sources as well, such as videos, images, audio files, etc.

Reasons for Research

When you perform research, you are essentially trying to solve a mystery—you want to know how something
works or why something happened. In other words, you want to answer a question that you (and other people)
have about the world. This is one of the most basic reasons for performing research.

But the research process does not end when you have solved your mystery. Imagine what would happen
if a detective collected enough evidence to solve a criminal case, but she never shared her solution with
the authorities. Presenting what you have learned from research can be just as important as performing
the research. Research results can be presented in a variety of ways, but one of the most popular—and
effective—presentation forms is the research essay. A research essay (also called a research paper) presents
an original thesis about a subject, and it develops and supports that thesis with information gathered from a
variety of sources.

If you are curious about the possibility of life on Mars, for example, you might choose to research the subject.
What will you do, though, when your research is complete? You will need a way to put your thoughts together
in a logical, coherent manner. You may want to use the facts you have learned to create a narrative or to support
an argument. And you may want to show the results of your research to your friends, your teachers, or even the
editors of magazines and journals. Writing a research essay is an ideal way to organize thoughts, craft narratives,
or make arguments based on research, and share your newfound knowledge with others.

Research Writing and the Academic Essay

No matter what field of study you are interested in, you will most likely be asked to write a research essay during
your academic career. For example, a student in an art history course might write a research essay about an
artist’s work. Similarly, a student in a psychology course might write a research essay about current findings in
childhood development.

Having to write a research essay may feel intimidating at first. After all, researching and writing a long essay
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requires a lot of time, effort, and organization. However, writing a research essay can also be a great opportunity
to explore a subject that is particularly interesting to you. The research process allows you to gain expertise on a
subject of your choice, and the writing process helps you remember what you have learned and understand it
on a deeper level.

Steps of the Research Writing Process

How does a research essay grow from a collection of brainstormed notes to a polished final draft? No two
projects are identical, but most projects follow a series of six basic steps.

These are the steps in the research writing process:

1. Choose a subject.
2. Plan and schedule time to research and write.
3. Conduct research.
4. Organize research and ideas.
5. Draft your essay.
6. Revise and edit your essay.

Here is a brief look at what each step involves.

Step 1: Choosing a Subject

To narrow the focus of your subject, you may try free-writing exercises, such as brainstorming. You may also
need to ask a specific research question—a broad, open-ended question that will guide your research—as well
as propose a possible answer, or a working thesis. You may use your research question and your working thesis
to create a research proposal. In a research proposal, you present your main research question, any related
sub-questions you plan to explore, and your working thesis. For more information on how to create a research
proposal, see the section Research Proposal and Annotated Bibliography.

Step 2: Conducting Research

When going about your research, you will likely use a variety of sources—anything from books and periodicals
to video presentations and in-person interviews.

Your sources will include both primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources provide firsthand
information or raw data. For example, surveys, in-person interviews, and historical documents are primary
sources. Secondary sources, such as biographies, literary reviews, or magazine articles, include some analysis or
interpretation of the information presented. As you conduct research, you will take detailed, careful notes about
your discoveries. You will also evaluate the legitimacy and reliability of each source you find.

This stage is often helped by starting and continually updating an annotated bibliography. For more
information on how to do that, see the section Research Proposal and Annotated Bibliography.
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Step 3: Organizing the Research and Your Own Ideas

When your research is complete, you will organize your findings and decide which sources to cite in your essay.
This is aided by completing an annotated bibliography (perhaps one you started in the previous step), which is
a list of your sources along with notes about each. You will also have an opportunity to evaluate the evidence
you have collected and determine whether it supports your thesis, or the focus of your essay. You may decide to
adjust your thesis or conduct additional research to ensure that your thesis is well supported.

For more information on how to write an annotated bibliography, see the section Research Proposal and
Annotated Bibliography.

Step 4: Drafting Your Essay

At this stage you are ready to combine your research findings with your critical analysis of the results in a rough
draft. You will incorporate source materials into your essay and discuss each source thoughtfully in relation to
your thesis.

When you cite your reference sources, it is important to pay close attention to the rules and conventions for
citing sources in order to avoid plagiarism (the act of using words, information, or ideas from a source without
acknowledging that source). For information on citation, see the chapter MLA Format and Citation.

Step 5: Revising and Editing Your Essay

In the final step of the research writing process, you will adjust your essay. You might add or cut out sections for
clarity, focus, or completeness. You might also re-organize your essay’s structure or revise for unity and cohesion,
ensuring that each element in your essay connects to the next logically and naturally.

Once you feel confident in the strength of your writing, you will edit your essay for proper spelling, grammar,
punctuation, mechanics, and formatting. When you complete this final step, you will have transformed a simple
idea or question into a thoroughly researched essay.

Research Terminology

Research writing requires you to seek and engage with many different forms of information, and each of those
forms has specialized terms. Some of these terms, such search engine and Website, you have heard and used
before casually, but since they are easily confused, reviewing the precise use of them here is wise. Other terms
you might never have heard before, and becoming familiar with them now is vital. Below are those terms and
definitions.

Important Terms (That Students Often Confuse)

• Source: anything containing information, words, or ideas that has been published or produced so as to be
available for reading, listening, or viewing. Examples of sources: articles, books, videos, Websites,
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magazines, social-media posts, dictionaries, songs, governmental documents, interviews, religious texts,
scientific reports, etc.

• Browser (or Web browser): a program that lets you access the Web (Internet Explorer, Firefox, Chrome,
etc.)

• Search Engine: a site that lets you search the Web (Google, Bing, etc.)
• Database: an electronic collection of sources
• Card Catalog: a library’s list of available books, periodicals, and similar media; card catalogs are often

searchable online
• Keyword: a specific term relevant to your research subject that you use in electronic searches (search

engines, card catalogs, and databases); finding the best or most common keywords for your subject
makes searching for sources more efficient and effective

• Website (or site): a set of interconnected Webpages
• Webpage: a document from a Website that can contain multiple media (text, pictures, video, etc.)
• Citation (also the verb to cite): the documentation of what information, words, or ideas came from what

source, along with the publication/production information for that source

Important Forms of Sources (That Students Often Confuse)

• Book: a general term for a long work of any genre, often 50,000 words or more
• Novel: a fiction book, which means the ideas and events it contains were imagined for entertainment or

literary purposes
• Story: a short work of fiction, often less than 10,000 words
• News story: a short report for the general public of real, current events
• Essay or article: a short work of non-fiction, often less than 10,000 words
• Textbook: a non-fiction book used to teach you something, often including summaries, glossaries,

comprehension questions, and other study aids
• Journal, review, or magazine: a collection of articles and essays, or of stories, often one that recurs every so

often as issues
• Periodical: a collection of articles or essays that comes out on a regular basis, such as a newspaper or

magazine
• Scholarly or academic book, journal, or article: a non-fiction work or collection of works written by experts

and specialists for other experts or specialists
• Reference book: a non-fiction book that presents information collected in lists or entries, such as a

dictionary or encyclopedia
• Op-Ed or opinion piece: an argumentative or opinionated article often published within news sites or

journals, as opposed to purely informative reports or articles. These are not the same as unreliable sources
that are secretly biased, fake, etc.; instead, these are openly clarified as debatable positions and arguments
and are thus legitimate in that they are what they say they are.

• Literature or literary works: writings that are intended to be artful, often fiction, but can be in the form of
poems, plays, scripts, and songs

• Biography: non-fiction about a person’s life
• Autobiography: non-fiction about the author’s own life
• Anthology: a collection of writings, often of literary works

Less Common Terms That Are Specific to Research Writing
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• Primary Source: the original source of information (relative to your focus). Example: If you’re writing about
free speech in the Constitution, then the First Amendment to the Constitution is your primary source. But
this is relative to your focus, so if you were writing an essay about Wikipedia and how it influences
common consensus on free speech, then Wikipedia is now your primary source.

• Secondary Source: a response to or study of the primary source, often engaged and in-depth. Example: If
you’re writing about free speech in the Constitution, then an article written by a scholar that analyzes the
First Amendment would be your secondary source.

• Tertiary Source: a discussion of secondary or primary sources, often less engaged by way of summary.
Example: If you’re writing about free speech in the Constitution, a Wikipedia page about the First
Amendment would be a tertiary source.

• Abstract (as a noun): a summary of a long article, often associated with scholarly or academic sources
• Peer-Reviewed (as an adjective): a source that has been subjected to critique by other experts in the field

(often called “scholarly”)
• Boolean (as an adjective modifying “phrase” or “search”): searching according to Boolean logic, which

allows customization with operators such as and, or, not.

◦ Using Boolean phrases while searching can help you immensely in your research. Here are some
examples of how you can use Boolean searches in Google’s search engine (these tell you what to add
to your search in the search bar, all quoted from here):

▪ Exclude words from your search: Put – in front of a word you want to leave out. For example, jaguar
speed -car

▪ Search for an exact match: Put a word or phrase inside quotes. For example, “tallest building”.
▪ Search within a range of numbers: Put .. between two numbers. For example, camera $50..$100.
▪ Combine searches: Put “OR” between each search query. For example, marathon OR race.
▪ Search for a specific site: Put “site:” in front of a site or domain. For example, site:youtube.com or

site:.gov.
▪ Search for related sites: Put “related:” in front of a web address you already know. For example,

related:time.com.
▪ Search social media: Put @ in front of a word to search social media. For example: @twitter.
▪ Search hashtags: Put # in front of a word. For example: #throwbackthursday
▪ See Google’s cached version of a site: Put “cache:” in front of the site address.
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Plagiarism

Plagiarism in college is a form of academic dishonesty that includes acts such as (1.) presenting any other
person’s work as one’s own work, (2.) reproducing another’s ideas, theories, information, syntax, or diction
without giving proper credit, (3.) incorrectly citing another’s work, or (4.) reusing your own work submitted in
other classes. The most common conceptualization of plagiarism is a student’s copying writing off of a Website
to fill out an essay for class, or even turning in an entire essay written by someone else. But there are other and
subtler forms, as discussed below.

Also keep in mind that all college writing is subject to the principles of plagiarism, whether that means a full
essay or paper, or writing on a test or exam, or writing on an exercise or worksheet, even writing in a discussion
board or e-mail.

Plagiarism is more than a weakness or error in college writing: it is an academic offense. Most institutions treat it
as a breach of student conduct with punishments enacted both by the professor and by the college separately.
In other words, in college plagiarism is considered unacceptable, and as a student you can expect that any
instance of plagiarism—whether on essays, homework, discussion forums, even bonus work—will be met with
the harshest penalties available. Such penalties include failure of the assignment, failure of the course, and
academic suspension.

Intentional and Accidental Plagiarism

Sometimes a writer plagiarizes work on purpose—for instance, by finding or purchasing an essay on a website
and submitting it as original course work. In other cases, a writer may commit accidental plagiarism due to
carelessness, haste, or misunderstanding. To avoid unintentional plagiarism, follow these guidelines:

• Understand what types of information must be cited.
• Understand the nuances of plagiarism.
• Keep source materials and notes carefully organized.
• Follow guidelines for summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting sources.

When to Cite

Any idea, statement, or fact taken from a source must be cited, in both in the text of your essay and on the
Works Cited page. Whether you are quoting, paraphrasing, or even summarizing, you must fully cite the source.

Full citation of a source means listing the author’s name in the text of the essay, as well as the page number
the cited material appears on in the original source (only if the source has page numbers). But full citation
also means making the distinction between your words/ideas and the source’s as clear as possible for readers.
Quotation marks and tags help with this distinction when quoting, but for paraphrasing and summary, you
must use explanations–however brief–to distinguish your words and ideas from the source’s.

Of course, full citation also requires entries on the Works Cited page that include all of the vital publication
information of the source. See the section MLA Citation for more information.
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The only exceptions are facts or general statements that are common knowledge and typically have no single,
original source to identify (although they might appear in hundreds or thousands of sources). For example, a
writer would not need to cite the statement that most breads, pastas, and cereals are high in carbohydrates;
this is widely known. However, if a writer explained in detail the differences among the chemical structures of
carbohydrates, proteins, and fats, especially if a source is consulted, a citation would be necessary.

As a general guide to common knowledge, you might not have to cite a source if you know the fact or
idea without having to look it up. But if you looked up the fact or idea–even just to double-check your
knowledge–you should definitely cite the source you used. When in doubt, cite.

The Nuances of Plagiarism

As noted above, there are subtler forms of plagiarism than merely copying writing or using ideas and sources
without citation.

One such subtle form of plagiarism is bad or weak paraphrasing or summarizing, especially when the newly
worded idea is expressed in ways too close to the original. Even if the source is technically cited, bad
paraphrasing or summarizing can still constitute a subtle form of plagiarism. See the following for an example,
which begins with an excerpt from “Supernatural Horror in Literature” by H.P. Lovecraft:

Original:

“The appeal of the spectrally macabre [in literature] is generally narrow because it demands from
the reader a certain degree of imagination and a capacity for detachment from everyday life.”

Bad Paraphrasis (a kind of plagiarism):

According to H.P. Lovecraft, the attraction of the ghostly gruesome in stories is typically small
because it requires from the audience a level of creativity and an ability to disconnect from normal
reality.

Good Paraphrasis:

H.P. Lovecraft thought that horror stories aren’t as popular as other types because horror readers
need to be able to check out of the real world and drift away into their own strange thoughts.

In the example above of bad paraphrasis, even though the original author was named, the newly worded
sentence follows the exact same sentence structure and word order; it simply uses synonyms for each ideas in
the exact same way as the original. This would be inacceptable paraphrasis and a form of plagiarism.

But the root cause of this error is a misunderstanding of paraphrasing. You should paraphrase only when you
need to re-word the original idea in order to better fit your purpose, subject, or audience. The good example
of paraphrasis above re-words the original in a way that junior-high students could more easily understand. It
explains the same idea in a different way, which makes it good and not at all plagiarism, and this strength is
much easier to achieve when you have a real reason to paraphrase. The same goes for summary: only use it
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when you legitimately need to change the way the ideas are worded. If you don’t need to change the wording,
rely on direct quotation, with full citation of course.

As for other forms of subtle plagiarism, which can’t all be adequately enumerated, keep in mind that the truest
concept of plagiarism is this: academic dishonesty in writing. Knowing what counts as academically dishonest
requires you to understand this vital principle in college: all of your writing in your classes is supposed to
comprise only your own original thoughts and expressions (except that which is fully cited) created only for that
assignment at that time. Any veering away from this is some kind of plagiarism.

For example, if someone else helps you with your essay by telling you what you should say in it, that would
be plagiarism because that wouldn’t be your own original thought or expression. Even if you re-use your own
essay from another course to turn in for a different course, that would be plagiarism because you wouldn’t be
creating the essay only for that assignment at that time. In short, unless you fully cite a source, everything you
write should be your own thoughts and expressions created just for the immediate writing assignment.

Overuse of Source Material

The legitimate use of source material is to support and develop your own ideas. But you must keep the use of
source material disciplined so that it remains purely supportive. Quoting another’s work at excessive length, to
the extent that large sections of the writing are unoriginal, is not legitimate use and is instead the overuse of
source material.

Notice the overuse of the source material in the following student example:

Overuse of Source Material
Heinz (2009) found that “subjects in the low-carbohydrate group (30% carbohydrates; 40% protein,
30% fat) had a mean weight loss of 10 kg (22 lbs) over a 4-month period.” These results were
“noticeably better than results for subjects on a low-fat diet (45% carbohydrates, 35% protein, 20%
fat)” whose average weight loss was only “7 kg (15.4 lbs) in the same period.” From this, it can be
concluded that “low-carbohydrate diets obtain more rapid results.” Other researchers agree that “at
least in the short term, patients following low-carbohydrate diets enjoy greater success” than those
who follow alternative plans (Johnson & Crowe 2010).

Even though the student is citing the source correctly, the quotations take over the discussion, which is no
longer truly the student’s. It has become a mere collage of the original source, which is overuse. Now see
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a better use of source material, which is achieved by a more reasonable balance of quotation, paraphrasis,
summary, and original observation, as well as a more thoughtful organization including a topic sentence and a
conclusion:

Better Use of Source Material
Low-carbohydrate diets may indeed be superior to other diet plans for short-term weight loss. In a
study comparing low-carbohydrate diets and low-fat diets, Heinz (2009) found that subjects who
followed a low-carbohydrate plan (30% of total calories) for 4 months lost, on average, about 3
kilograms more than subjects who followed a low-fat diet for the same time. Heinz concluded that
these plans yield quick results, an idea supported by a similar study conducted by Johnson and
Crowe (2010). What remains to be seen, however, is whether this initial success can be sustained for
longer periods.
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Types of Sources

When you find sources in your research, you will need to be able to distinguish which types of sources they will
be categorized as when they appear in your research essay. These types are not always obvious or apparent,
nor are they exclusive (a single source can be of several types simultaneously), but confusing them can cause
problems with how you involve their ideas and information in your essay, and that can hurt your grade and
harm your credibility as a writer. In other words, your professor will be able to see and distinguish the types of
sources you are using in your research essay, so it is vital that you can too.

Types of Sources: Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary

Writers classify research resources in three categories: primary sources, secondary sources, and tertiary sources.
These three types can come in any form: Websites, magazines, books, news stories, etc. What distinguishes
them is not the publication category but instead how relevant they are to your subject and purpose.

Primary sources are direct, original sources of information or ideas. They are generally the best sources to use
in research essays.

But whether a source is primary relies on your subject and purpose. For example, if you’re writing about free
speech in the Constitution, then the First Amendment to the Constitution is your primary source. A Wikipedia
entry about the First Amendment would not be a primary source. But this would change if your subject or
purpose changed, so if you were writing an essay about how Wikipedia’s entry influences what people think
free speech is, then Wikipedia is now your primary source.

The following types often end up being primary sources:

• Research articles
• Literary texts
• Historical documents such as diaries or letters
• Autobiographies or other personal accounts

Secondary sources are in-depth analyses of, interpretations of, and discussions about primary sources. They are
often useful and insightful supplements to include in research essays, for they can help you and your audience
contextualize and make clear sense of primary sources.

For example, if you’re writing about the First Amendment, you might read articles about legal cases that
involved First Amendment rights, or editorials expressing commentary on the First Amendment. These sources
would be considered secondary sources because they are one step removed from the primary source of
information.

The following types often end up being secondary sources:

• Magazine articles
• Biographical books
• Literary and scientific reviews
• Television documentaries
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Tertiary sources are less-engaged summaries or surveys of secondary or primary sources. These can be helpful
guides when you are beginning your research, but they are rarely good sources to use in research essays.

For example, if you’re writing about the First Amendment, then you might read a Wikipedia page on it, or a
textbook section explaining it. These would be tertiary sources. They are helpful for teaching you the basics of a
subject, and for finding out what the primary and secondary sources are for it, but tertiary sources are generally
weak as sources themselves.

The following types often end up being tertiary sources:

• Encyclopedias
• Course textbooks
• News articles
• Introductory or how-to Websites or videos

Keep in mind that your subject and purpose determine the kinds of primary and secondary sources you should
seek and use in your essay. If you are writing a research essay about reality television shows, you will need to use
some reality shows as a primary source, but secondary sources, such as a reviewer’s critique, are also important.
If you are writing about the health effects of nicotine, you will probably want to read the published results of
scientific studies, but secondary sources, such as magazine articles discussing the outcome of a recent study,
may also be helpful.

Types of Publications: Scholarly, Trade, and Popular

In your research, you will encounter three very different types of publications: scholarly (including peer-
reviewed), trade, and popular. Because all three types can cover the same subjects, they can sometimes seem
similar to those new to research, but is important that you learn to distinguish among them. These types can
appear on Websites, or within databases, or in print.

Scholarly publications (sometimes called academic publications) present reports and articles written by
experts in academic or scientific fields. When you hear of scientists reporting new results or discoveries, or
research teams finding new correlations or statistics, or scholars presenting important theories or analyses, that
is because these are published in scholarly journals.

• Audience: other experts, scholars, and academics; also student researchers
• Content: long articles, lots of detailed information, many complex charts and graphs
• Style: highly technical and academic, neutral and objective, information-heavy
• Appearance: plain and serious
• Citation: numerous citations, long bibliographies, many footnotes

Peer-reviewed publications are a special type of scholarly publication. They go through a long, difficult process
of being evaluated by other experts and scholars in the field before they are even published. In other words,
the expert authors must present their articles and reports to other experts—their peers—and get their approval
first. That approval typically focuses on the legitimacy, reliability, and accuracy of the methods, sources, and
theories used in the writing. Once this review by peers is complete, it can be published, and this peer-reviewed
publication is therefore the most reliable type of publication that exists.
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All peer-reviewed publications are scholarly, but not all scholarly publications are peer-reviewed. Both types are
good sources to use in research essays, but peer-reviewed will generally be the best.

Because scholarly articles tend to be so long and detailed, they can be difficult to skim in order to find out
whether they might be useful for your research. This is why they often contain abstracts.

Abstracts are short summaries of long scholarly articles or reports. These summaries are normally about one
paragraph in length, and they explain what the article or report covers, what its methods or sources are, what
its findings are, and what the authors’ conclusions are. Abstracts are found at the beginning of the article, and
sometimes in the database information for the article. The whole purpose of abstracts is to make research easier
on you by letting you know right away what the article or report contains.

Trade publications present articles, reports, and trends written by professionals in industries or business and
technical fields, or by professional writers with experience and knowledge of the trade. When engineers learn
about new technology to purchase and use, or physicians learn about drugs to prescribe, or business owners
learn new methods to employ, they do so by reading trade publications.

• Audience: other professionals within the industry or field; also experienced clients and consumers
• Content: medium-length articles, news, illustrations and photos, advertisements related to the trade,

industry, or field
• Style: commercial, persuasive with some professional objectivity, specialized in its terminology and jargon
• Appearance: vivid and state-of-the-art
• Citation: some footnotes and bibliographies of sources

Trade publications can be useful for many types of research essays, but you will need to evaluate them closely
since they can include biased information in attempts to sell or promote for profit.

Popular publications present articles, news, and opinions written by journalists and freelance writers. Most of
the magazines, journals, and news sources you encounter on a daily basis, such as The New York Times, Time
Magazine, USA Today, and The Wallstreet Journal, are popular publications.

• Audience: general, everyday readers
• Content: short- and medium-length articles, information tidbits, news, illustrations and photos,

advertisements about common products and services
• Style: entertaining, persuasive, commercial, accessible, sometimes provocative and controversial
• Appearance: glossy and stylized
• Citation: very few official citations, sometimes brief references within articles

Popular publications can be useful sources for examples in research essays, but they are not typically strong
as sources for important information or ideas. They can often demonstrate what the common consensus or
controversy on an issue is, and they can help point you toward better secondary and primary sources. But they
will need to be evaluated very carefully, for they are almost always biased in selecting what kind of information
to present, and how.

Terminology for Publication Forms

• Book: a general term for a long work of any genre, often 50,000 words or more
• Novel: a fiction book, which means the ideas and events it contains were imagined for entertainment or
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literary purposes
• Story: a short work of fiction, often less than 10,000 words
• News story: a short report for the general public of real, current events
• Essay or article: a short work of non-fiction, often less than 10,000 words
• Textbook: a non-fiction book used to teach you something, often including summaries, glossaries,

comprehension questions, and other study aids
• Journal, review, or magazine: a collection of articles and essays, or of stories, often one that recurs every so

often as issues
• Periodical: a collection of articles or essays that comes out on a regular basis, such as a newspaper or

magazine
• Reference book: a non-fiction book that presents information collected in lists or entries, such as a

dictionary or encyclopedia
• Op-Ed or opinion piece: an argumentative or opinionated article often published within news sites or

journals, as opposed to purely informative reports or articles. These are not the same as unreliable sources
that are secretly biased, fake, etc.; instead, these are openly clarified as debatable positions and arguments
and are thus legitimate in that they are what they say they are.

• Literature or literary works: writings that are intended to be artful, often fiction, but can be in the form of
poems, plays, scripts, and songs

• Biography: non-fiction about a person’s life
• Autobiography: non-fiction about the author’s own life
• Anthology: a collection of writings, often of literary works
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Conducting Research

Research can be conducted in two modes: prewriting research, and project research.

Prewriting research: This is the research you do before you have developed a working thesis and a plan. In this
mode, you research as an exploration for gathering, connecting, and generating ideas. In other words, you can
use research as a prewriting strategy in the same way you would use free-writing, thought-webbing, etc. This
mode of research often involves using broad search terms, skimming many sources, reading only key parts of
the sources, and taking note of the source just enough to help you find and return to it later for more formal
note-taking. (But if you find specific ideas and information that you will begin using in your prewriting, it is best
to note the full bibliographic information right away.)

Project research: This is the research you do after you have developed a working thesis and a plan. This kind
of research is more focused than prewriting research; it is an attempt to find answers to the specific research
questions you have formulated, and to find information about your working thesis, such as support for it,
relevant facts about it, or even opposition to it. This mode of research involves using specific search terms and
phrases, reading sources closely, and taking complete, formal notes intended for use in your essay (both in the
text as summary, paraphrasis, and quotation, as well as on the Works Cited page as entry information).

Both modes of research use the same procedures and sources–the only difference is your specificity, depth, and
formality–so the information below applies to conducting research either way.

Conducting Research

To begin conducting research (either prewriting or project research), you will select an avenue or medium for
accessing sources, and you will browse or seek using search terms.

That should provide you with results, whether those results be news articles, scholarly papers, encyclopedic
information, or other kinds of sources. Then you will sift through those results and focus on the ones most
relevant to your aims and inquiries.

In both modes of research, you will be continually evaluating sources for legitimacy and reliability, as well as
determining their relevance to your aims (including whether they would be primary, secondary, or tertiary
sources for your project).

At some point in the process of your research, you will carefully read the best sources you have found and then
put them to use in your essay.

That is the overview of conducting research, so in theory you could begin researching now, but there are key
steps mentioned above that require a little more understanding before your engagement in research can
become effective and efficient:

Search terms: You need to know what words and phrases to type into the various search features you will
encounter, and you should know the methods for fine-tuning and customizing your search terms. That will be
covered below first.

Avenues and media: You need to know where to look for sources, and which are the best or most efficient for
research writing in college. That will be covered below second, organized by the type of avenue or media.
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After you read the information below, you should try beginning your research. Then, once you do, you will need
to understand and engage in the following:

Evaluating legitimacy and reliability: For information on this, see the section Legitimate and Reliable Sources.

Note-taking for research: For more information on this, see the section Note-Taking for Research.

Using research: For more information on this, see the section Using Research.

Search Terms

In order to conduct research, you will need to use key words and phrases–search terms–to find what you need.
These will often be the words that express your subject or key concepts within your subject.

Typically, it is best to use terms in their noun forms, so rather than searching using the verb “adopt,” you should
use the noun “adoption.”

It is also best to keep your search terms short, limited to one, two, or three words if possible. So rather than
searching using the terms “the laws about the adoption of various breeds of dogs,” you should use the terms
“dog adoption laws.”

You should be as precise as you can with the words you choose. This often means selecting the specialized
terms (even jargon) used by professionals and experts in your subject. This might be difficult when in the mode
of prewriting research, especially if you are not already familiar with your subject. In that case, finding out
what the specialized terms are is part of your goal in such prewriting research. Once you do have a notion of
the specialized terms within your subject, you should use them as your search terms. For example, within the
subject of education, especially the study of and training for education, you won’t get the best search results by
using the terms “methods and concepts for learning and teaching.” That is because the field of education has
a specialized term for that: “pedagogy.” If you use the search term “pedagogy,” you will get much better results
about methods and concepts for learning and teaching.

Finally, you should customize and alter your search terms to better control the results you get. This involves
searching so as to find only sources that combine certain subjects, or eliminating sources that include some
undesired aspect or version of the subject. You can do this by searching using Boolean logic, which is a kind
of customization that uses operators such as and, or, not. Using Boolean phrases while searching can help you
immensely in your research. Here are some examples of how you can use Boolean searches in Google’s search
engine (these tell you what to add to your search in the search bar, all quoted from here):

• Exclude words from your search: Put – in front of a word you want to leave out. For example, jaguar speed
-car

• Search for an exact match: Put a word or phrase inside quotes. For example, “tallest building”.
• Search within a range of numbers: Put .. between two numbers. For example, camera $50..$100.
• Combine searches: Put “OR” between each search query. For example, marathon OR race.
• Search for a specific site: Put “site:” in front of a site or domain. For example, site:youtube.com or site:.gov.
• Search for related sites: Put “related:” in front of a web address you already know. For example,

related:time.com.
• Search social media: Put @ in front of a word to search social media. For example: @twitter.
• Search hashtags: Put # in front of a word. For example: #throwbackthursday
• See Google’s cached version of a site: Put “cache:” in front of the site address.
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Databases

Although regular search engines, such as Google, might be more familiar to you, databases provide far better
results for college essays in general. A database is a collection of publications and sources designed specifically
for research, and they have three advantages over regular search engines:

1. Databases provide results that regular search engines can’t, such as full articles that will not appear when
doing a regular Google search. This is normally because of copyright permissions that databases have. This
is also why access to databases have access fees, which many colleges cover automatically for currently
enrolled students.

2. Databases provide customizable search features, such as drop-down menus for Boolean operators. This
makes customizing your search easier, and databases provide these features because, again, they are
specifically designed for doing academic research.

3. Databases provide more legitimate and reliable sources, and some databases even have search features
that eliminate all but peer-reviewed sources. This take a lot of the work out of evaluating sources for
legitimacy and reliability; your research process can move more quickly when you can be less skeptical
about each source you find.

The main disadvantages of databases are that they cost money to access, and that they are unfamiliar to most
students. But, again, if you are a currently enrolled student, it is likely that your college automatically covers
the access cost for you on some common databases, such as EBSCOhost. And the problem of being unfamiliar
with how to use and sift through a database can be solved by taking time to explore and experiment with
the features of a given database. Most databases have different designs and processes, so it is a good idea in
general to spend time getting familiar with a database during prewriting research before needing the best
results during project research.

To find out which databases your college provides access to, consult your professor or your college library (which
often provides access through library Webpage features such as “electronic subscriptions”). Also note that some
databases provide a limited number of free articles per year to currently enrolled students, so even if your
college doesn’t provide access to the database you want, you might still be able to get cost-free access.

Some of the most popular databases are EBSCOhost, Project MUSE, JSTOR, and ProQuest. These provide full
scholarly, academic, and peer-reviewed sources, and they are used by students and professional researchers
alike. There are also databases such as Credo that are customized more for students writing research essays.
Take time to explore the databases you have available to you.

Search Engines

When doing regular Internet research, you will typically use search engines, such as Google, Bing, or others. And
then you will sift through the results and explore the Webpages or electronic resources among those results
that seem to best fit your aims.

The primary advantages of doing this regular kind of search engine research is that it is familiar to most
students, who already do this kind of research casually dozens of times a day, and that it will typically provide
many, many results.

The great disadvantages are that the results are not as relevant nor as reliable as what databases provide, for
most search engines are not designed for the kind of research you will do for college. As for the relevancy of
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the results, you always need to evaluate that, even with databases, but the high number of results most search
engines provide (often in the millions) make this more difficult. And you will always need to evaluate your
sources for legitimacy and reliability, but this is even more necessary with search-engine research, which, unlike
databases, will provide results intentionally designed to confuse, misinform, and fool readers.

There are two ways to mitigate these disadvantages:

• Use versions of popular search engines designed for research. One popular option is Google Scholar, which
is free and available like regular Google is, and which provides database-like results.

• Use Boolean operators as noted above to get only the kinds of results that are most relevant and reliable.
Remember that you can use these operators to limit the results to only Websites that are connected with
schools and colleges, such as “.edu” sites, or results that include the mention of being “peer-reviewed,” etc.

Print Resources

Print resources include a vast array of documents and publications. Electronic sources will likely make up the
bulk of your research, and many electronic sources are digital forms of print resources, but there are still many
sources that cannot be accessed in any way except in print. This is often due to restrictions in copyright law,
but sometimes it is simply due to more specialized subjects not yet having all their legacy sources translated
to electronic sources. The table below lists different types of print resources available at public and university
libraries.

Library Print Resources
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Resource
Type Description Example(s)

Reference
works

Reference works provide a summary of information about a particular topic.
Almanacs, encyclopedias, atlases, medical reference books, and scientific
abstracts are examples of reference works. In some cases, reference books
may not be checked out of a library.

Note that reference works are many steps removed from original primary
sources and are often brief, so these should be used only as a starting point
when you gather information.

• The World Almanac
and Book of Facts
2010

• Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual
published by the
American Psychiatric
Association

Nonfiction
books

Nonfiction books provide in-depth coverage of a topic. Trade books,
biographies, and how-to guides are usually written for a general audience.
Scholarly books and scientific studies are usually written for an audience that
has specialized knowledge of a topic.

• The Low-Carb
Solution: A Slimmer
You in 30 Days

• Carbohydrates, Fats
and Proteins:
Exploring the
Relationship Between
Macronutrient Ratios
and Health Outcomes

Periodicals
and news
sources

These sources are published at regular intervals—daily, weekly, monthly, or
quarterly. Newspapers, magazines, and academic journals are examples.
Some periodicals provide articles on subjects of general interest, while others
are more specialized.

• New York Times
• PC Magazine
• JAMA, The Journal of

the American Medical
Association

Government
publications

Federal, state, and local government agencies publish information on a
variety of topics. Government publications include reports, legislation, court
documents, public records, statistics, studies, guides, programs, and forms.

• The Census 2000
Profile

• The Business
Relocation Package
published by the
Philadelphia Chamber
of Commerce

Business
and
nonprofit
publications

Businesses and nonprofit organizations produce publications designed to
market a product, provide background about the organization, provide
information on topics connected to the organization, or promote a cause.
These publications include reports, newsletters, advertisements, manuals,
brochures, and other print documents.

• A company’s
instruction manual
explaining how to use
a specific software
program

• A news release
published by the Sierra
Club

Some of these resources are also widely available in electronic format. In addition to the resources noted in the
table, library holdings may include primary texts such as historical documents, letters, and diaries.

You can find print resources through three main methods:

• Using the library’s online “card catalog,” which is a old term that means a search feature for finding print
resources

• Using databases and periodicals indexes, which can provide the information on print resources that you
need in order to find them

• Consulting librarians, who specialize in helping students find sources
• Using the Library of Congress’s Website, which catalogs published books: https://id.loc.gov/authorities/

404 | Conducting Research



subjects.html

Interviews

With so many print and electronic media readily available, it is easy to overlook another valuable information
resource: other people. Consider whether you could use a person or group as a primary source. For instance,
you might interview a professor who has expertise in a particular subject, a worker within a particular industry,
or a representative from a political organization. Interviews can be a great way to get firsthand information.

Direct interviews are often allowed as sources in research essays, but not always, so make sure to check with
your professor beforehand.

To get the most out of an interview, you will need to plan ahead. Contact your subject early in the research
process and explain your purpose for requesting an interview. Prepare detailed questions. Open-ended
questions, rather than questions with simple yes-or-no answers, are more likely to lead to an in-depth
discussion. Schedule a time to meet, virtually or otherwise, or arrange an e-mail interview, and be sure to obtain
your subject’s permission to record the interview and/or to use it as you intend. Get as precise as possible when
recording what was said; this record, the transcript, is sometimes requested by professors who allow you to use
interviews as sources in essays.

Others

There are of course many different ways to find sources than only using the Internet or libraries. You might end
up watching a documentary on television that will work as a source for your essay, or you might find artifacts of
research on bookshelves or in boxes in your own home, or you might conduct primary research in the field or
laboratory yourself. Remember that a source is anything published or produced in such a way that others can
access it, so keep your mind and eyes open, and when in doubt about a source, consult with your professor.
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Legitimate and Reliable Sources

A legitimate source is one that is what it purports to be, and a reliable source is one that can be trusted to have
valid or accurate information. Some sources are both legitimate and reliable, and some are neither, but some
can be one or the other.

For instance, a Wikipedia page is probably legitimate because it is what it says it is: it claims to be a crowd-
sourced encyclopedia, and it is. The information in it may or may not be fully reliable, but that is different
from being a legitimate source. The American Journal of Psychology is reliable because it is peer-reviewed,
meaning that other professionals evaluate and check an article before it is published. It is also legitimate in that
it presents itself as a scholarly journal, and it is.

Finding a legitimate and reliable source requires your own judgment and critical thinking skills, for there is no
definitive test for legitimate and reliable sources. The closest objective test is to discover whether a source is
peer-reviewed, but that is no substitute for your own critical thinking, and that doesn’t apply to many sources
that are still legitimate and reliable.

Questions for Evaluating Sources

Given that difficulty and need for critical thinking, a useful way to evaluate sources is to think in the following
terms, and if the answers are yes, then the source could be legitimate and reliable:

• Does the source openly disclose where it gets its information, and/or who wrote it, and/or whether or not
it’s presenting an opinion?

• If the source is controversial, biased, or opinionated, is the author is someone with real expertise or
authority in the subject?

• If the source is news- or information-based, does the source comes from a real and respected publisher,
media company, or organization (including governmental organizations)?

• Does the source try to show evidence for each major claim that it makes?
• Does the source present a professional appearance or design, and/or does it follow the professional

conventions of its medium?

When evaluating a source, keep in mind that the main criterion for judgment isn’t whether you agree with the
source or think that the information in the source is right. What matters more is that the source is open and
honest about its claims, and that its approach is valid. Even in peer-reviewed journals, the scholars who approve
of a given article disagree with its conclusions or implications, but they will publish it anyway if its methods are
valid and its information is honest.

Biases and Hidden Agendas

Whenever you consult a source, always think carefully about the author’s or authors’ purpose in presenting the
information. Few sources present facts completely objectively. In some cases, the source’s content and tone are
significantly influenced by biases or hidden agendas.

Bias, in this context, means favoritism or prejudice toward a particular person, group, idea, or belief. For instance,
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an author may be biased against a certain political party and present information in a way that subtly—or not so
subtly—makes that organization look bad. Bias can lead an author to present facts selectively, edit quotations
to misrepresent someone’s words, and distort information.

Hidden agendas are goals that are not immediately obvious but influence how an author presents the facts.
For instance, an article about the role of beef in a healthy diet would be questionable if it were written by a
representative of the beef industry—or by the president of an animal-rights organization. In both cases, the
author would likely have a hidden agenda.

Using Current Sources

Be sure to determine whether your research subject is affected by or tied to recent progress and developments.
If your subject is, as most are, seek out sources that are current, or up to date. Depending on the subject, sources
may become outdated relatively soon after publication, or they may remain useful for years. For instance, social
media sites have evolved rapidly over the past few years. An article published in 2002 about this topic will not
provide current information. On the other hand, a good research essay on the literary merit of the Bible could
use books that were published decades ago and still remain relevant and high-quality.

Quality of Sources

Another way to think about legitimacy and reliability is to note that there is a range of quality among sources.
This is different from whether a source is primary, secondary, or tertiary for your research aims. This instead
means that some sources, on their own, are generally trusted to be legitimate and reliable, and some aren’t, and
most are in-between. In other words, there is rarely a clear-cut, black-and-white answer about whether a source
is legitimate and reliable.

In the table below you can find some guidelines for evaluating different types of sources.
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High-Quality Sources

These sources provide the most in-depth information. They are
researched and written by subject matter experts and are carefully
reviewed.

• Scholarly books and articles in scholarly
journals

• Trade books and magazines geared toward an
educated general audience, such as
Smithsonian Magazine or Nature

• Government documents, such as books,
reports, and web pages

• Documents posted online by reputable
organizations, such as universities and
research institutes

• Textbooks and reference books, which are
usually reliable but may not cover a topic in
great depth

Varied-Quality Sources

These sources are often useful. However, they do not cover subjects
in as much depth as high-quality sources, and they are not always
rigorously researched and reviewed. Some, such as popular
magazine articles or company brochures, may be written to market
a product or a cause. Use them with caution.

• News stories and feature articles (print or
online) from reputable newspapers,
magazines, or organizations, such as
Newsweek or the Public Broadcasting Service

• Popular magazine articles, which may or may
not be carefully researched and fact checked

• Documents published by businesses and
nonprofit organizations

Questionable Sources

These sources should be avoided. They are often written primarily to
attract a large readership or present the author’s opinions and are
not subject to careful review.

• Loosely regulated or unregulated media
content, such as Internet discussion boards,
blogs, free online encyclopedias, talk radio
shows, television news shows with obvious
political biases, personal websites, and chat
rooms

Modern News Sources

Modern news sources have come under fire for disrupting distinctions among what counts as legitimate and
reliable, so they are more complicated to deal with and require more of your own critical thinking. But often the
problem is not that they publish illegitimate or unreliable articles. Instead, the charge is that they only publish
the information that supports their own institution’s political agenda, and that the conclusions they draw from
the information are bad. This might not mean that they are entirely unreliable or illegitimate. In those cases,
they are in a gray area, so it would be up to the writer of the essay to put the source to its best use.

For instance, Vox typically publishes left-wing articles, and Fox News typically publishes right-wing articles. They
might both draw from the same news story and same facts but present them in different ways with different
rhetorical strategies in order to support opposite political agendas. So both could be cited as legitimate news
sources, but relying only on Vox articles to support a left-wing thesis—or on Fox News articles to support a right-
wing thesis—is not an effective use of research. It’s not entirely wrong, but a smart, skeptical reader wouldn’t be
compelled very much by such support.
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Common Errors in Evaluating Sources

The most common error students make in this regard is to rely on a source that purports to be a neutral,
informative source but is actually an effort to propagandize, and is merely masquerading as an information
service. These are often published or posted by small, unknown, or dishonest institutions. The mistaken
students often find the kind of statement or fact that they hoped to use in their essays and fail to evaluate the
source to see clues of its illegitimacy or unreliability.

The other common error students make is to use individual opinions of non-experts as a source of support.
Often, such students will find statements on a blog or post that they want to use but fail to notice that the
author of the statements has no convincing credentials and no meaningful authority on the issue.

Both of these errors come about more frequently in your research when you engage in “conclusion shopping.”
This is the weakness of seeking out sources that draw the conclusions you want them to, which is different from
real research. Real research is an honest search for answers, whatever they may be. That search is guided by
your working thesis, of course, and most essay assignments eventually want you to commit to and support a
position by the final draft, but that working thesis and that ultimate position should be altered and guided by
the answers you find in your research. You should not seek to do this backward and look only for research that
states the answers you wanted from the start. When you do, you are more likely to exclude or avoid legitimate
and reliable sources, and to use illegitimate or unreliable sources, which will likely damage your research essay,
your grade, and your own credibility as a writer.

Also keep in mind that looking at the end of the URL for a .org or similar indicator doesn’t tell you anything
about the legitimacy or reliability of the source. You must analyze what the source presents and how it presents
it.

In short, there is no real short-cut to finding legitimate and reliable sources. And, in other words, there is no way
to avoid the act of critical thinking. You must intelligently evaluate everything you read and use.
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Note-taking for Research

As you determine which sources you will rely on most, it is important to establish a system for keeping track of
your sources and taking notes. There are several ways to go about it, and no one system is necessarily superior.
What matters is that you keep materials in order; record bibliographical information you will need later; and
take detailed, organized notes.

Keeping Track of Your Sources

As you conduct research, taking time to keep track of source information and to organize that information now
will help ensure that you are not scrambling to find it at the last minute, which easily leads to problems ranging
from incomplete essays to plagiarism. Throughout your research, record bibliographical information for each
source as soon as you begin using it. Maintaining an electronic list (even by copying and pasting information)
can be quick and efficient, but you may instead feel more in control of the information you’ve collected by using
pen-and-paper methods, such as a notebook or note cards.

The table below shows the kinds of details you should record for commonly used source types. Use these details
to develop a working bibliography—a preliminary list of sources that you will later use to develop the final Works
Cited page of your essay.

Details for Commonly Used Source Types

Source Type Necessary Information

Book Author(s), title and subtitle, publisher, city of publication, year of publication

Essay or article
published in a
book

Include all the information you would for any other book. Additionally, record the essay’s or article’s
title, author(s), the pages on which it appears, and the name of the book’s editor(s).

Periodical Author(s), article title, publication title, date of publication, volume and issue number, and page
numbers

Online source Author(s) (if available), article or document title, organization that sponsors the site, database name
(if applicable), date of publication,, and URL

Interview Name of person interviewed, method of communication, date of interview

Your research may involve less common types of sources not listed above. For additional information on citing
different sources, see the chapter MLA Format and Citation.

Taking Notes Efficiently

Good researchers stay focused and organized as they gather information from sources. Before you begin taking
notes, take a moment to step back and think about your goal as a researcher—to find information that will
help you answer your research question. When you write your essay, you will present your conclusions about
the subject supported by your research. That goal will determine what information you record and how you
organize it.

Writers sometimes get caught up in taking extensive notes, so much so that they lose sight of how their
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notes relate to the questions and ideas they started out with. Remember that you do not need to write down
every detail from your reading. Focus on finding and recording details that will help you answer your research
questions. The following strategies will help you take notes efficiently.

Use Headings to Organize Ideas

Whether you use old-fashioned index cards or organize your notes using word-processing software, such as MS
Word or Google Docs, record just one major point from each source at a time, and use a heading to summarize
the information covered. Keep all your notes in one file, digital or otherwise. Doing so will help you identify
connections among different pieces of information. It will also help you make connections between your notes
and the research questions and subtopics you identified earlier.

Know When to Summarize, Paraphrase, or Directly Quote a Source

Your notes will fall under three categories—summary notes, paraphrased information, and direct quotations
from your sources. Effective researchers make choices about which type of notes is most appropriate for their
purpose.

• Summary notes give an overview of the main ideas in a source in a few sentences or a short paragraph. A
summary is considerably shorter than the original text and captures only the major ideas. Use summary
notes when you do not need to record specific details but you intend to refer to broad concepts the author
discusses.

• Paraphrased notes restate a fact or idea from a source using your own words and sentence structure,
particularly in a way that better suits your purpose and audience than the way the original source said it.

• Direct quotations use the exact wording used by the original source and enclose the quoted material in
quotation marks. It is a good strategy to copy direct quotations when an author expresses an idea in an
especially lively or memorable way. However, do not rely exclusively on direct quotations in your note
taking.

Most of your notes should be paraphrased from the original source. Paraphrasing as you take notes is usually
a better strategy than copying direct quotations, because it forces you to think through the information in
your source and understand it well enough to restate it. In short, it helps you stay engaged with the material
instead of simply copying and pasting. For more information on this, see the section Summary, Paraphrasis, and
Quotation.

Maintain Complete, Accurate Notes

Regardless of the format used, any notes you take should include enough information to help you organize
ideas and locate them instantly in the original text if you need to review them. Make sure your notes include the
vital bibliographic information noted above.

Throughout the process of taking notes, be scrupulous about making sure you have correctly attributed each
idea to its source. Always include source information so you know exactly which ideas came from which sources.
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Use quotation marks to set off any words for phrases taken directly from the original text. If you add your own
responses and ideas, make sure they are distinct from ideas you quoted or paraphrased.

Finally, make sure your notes accurately reflect the content of the original text. Make sure quoted material is
copied verbatim. If you omit words from a quotation, use ellipses to show the omission and make sure the
omission does not change the author’s meaning. Paraphrase ideas carefully, and check your paraphrased notes
against the original text to make sure that you have restated the author’s ideas accurately in your own words.
For more information on this, see the section Summary, Paraphrasis, and Quotation.

Use a System That Works for You

There are several formats you can use to take notes. No technique is necessarily better than the others—it is
more important to choose a format you are comfortable using. Choosing the format that works best for you will
ensure your notes are organized, complete, and accurate. Consider implementing one of these formats when
you begin taking notes:

• Use index cards. This traditional format involves writing each note on a separate index card. It takes more
time than copying and pasting into an electronic document, which encourages you to be selective in
choosing which ideas to record. Recording notes on separate cards makes it easy to later organize your
notes according to major topics. Some writers color-code their cards to make them still more organized.

• Use note-taking software. Word-processing and office software packages often include different types of
note-taking software. Although you may need to set aside some time to learn the software, this method
combines the speed of typing with the same degree of organization associated with handwritten note
cards.

• Maintain a research notebook. Instead of using index cards or electronic note cards, you may wish to keep
a notebook or electronic folder, allotting a few pages (or one file) for each of your sources. This method
makes it easy to create a separate column or section of the document where you add your responses to
the information you encounter in your research.

• Annotate your sources. This method involves making handwritten notes in the margins of sources that
you have printed or photocopied. If using electronic sources, you can make comments within the source
document. For example, you might add comment boxes to a PDF version of an article. This method works
best for experienced researchers who have already thought a great deal about the topic because it can be
difficult to organize your notes later when starting your draft.

Choose one of the methods from the list to use for taking notes. Continue gathering sources and taking notes.
In the next section, you will learn strategies for organizing and synthesizing the information you have found.
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Research Proposal and Annotated
Bibliography

Most research essays involve two particular documents that help guide, manage, and report on the on-going
research process. Those two documents are the research proposal and the annotated bibliography, detailed
below.

Research Proposal

A research proposal is a brief document—only one typed page—that summarizes the preliminary ideas and
current progress regarding your research essay. Your purpose is to formalize your plan for research and present
it to your instructor for feedback. Your research proposal should be in complete sentences and paragraphs (and
lists of information where appropriate), and should use MLA format.

A research proposal should address all of the following (the order of this information is allowed to change):

1. Briefly summarize the subject and its issues, controversies, or context.
2. Briefly explain of the significance or relevance of researching this subject.
3. State your main research question about the subject.
4. List any sub-questions related to your main research question (consider who, what, when, where, why, and

how).
5. State your working thesis.
6. State the kinds of sources you plan to seek, or the types you have found, and/or your plan for finding

sources.

Remember that your working thesis is not set in stone. You can and should change your working thesis
throughout the research writing process if the information you find does not support your original thesis. Never
try to force information into fitting your argument. For example, suppose your working thesis is this: “Mars
cannot support life-forms.” Yet a week into researching your subject, suppose you find an article in the New York
Times detailing new findings of bacteria under the Martian surface. Instead of trying to force that information
into fitting your argument, such as arguing that bacteria are not life forms, you might instead alter your thesis
to something like, “Mars cannot support complex life-forms.”

Below is an example of a research proposal from a student, which addresses all of the above:

Jorge Ramirez
Prof. Habib
Healthcare 101
March 25, 2015

Research Proposal
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In recent years, subjects related to diet, nutrition, and weight loss have been covered extensively in
the mainstream media. Different experts recommend various, often conflicting strategies for
maintaining a healthy weight. One highly recommended approach, which forms the basis of many
popular diet plans, is to limit the consumption of carbohydrates. Yet experts disagree on the
effectiveness and health benefits of this approach. What information should consumers consider
when evaluating diet plans?

In my research, I will explore the claims made by proponents of the “low-carb lifestyle.” My primary
research question is this: Are low-carbohydrate diets as effective for maintaining a healthy weight as
they are portrayed to be?

My secondary research questions are these:

• Who can benefit from following a low-carb diet?

• What are the supposed advantages of following a low-carb diet?

• When did low-carb diets become a hot topic in the media?

• Where do average consumers get information about diet and nutrition?

• Why has the low-carb approach received so much media attention?

• How do low-carb diets work?

My working thesis is this: Low-carb diets are not as effective as the mass media attention suggests.
In order to do this research, I will review mass media articles as well as scholarly articles that discuss
the relationship between low-carb diets, weight loss, and long-term health. I will use general Google
searches as well as Google Scholar, JSTOR, and other databases available through the campus
library Website.

Exercise 1

Write a research proposal. Make sure to address all of the following in complete sentences:

• brief summary of the subject and its issues or context
• brief explanation of the significance of researching this subject
• your main research question about the subject
• any sub-questions related to your main research question
• your working thesis
• the kinds of sources you plan to seek or have found, or your plan for finding sources
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Annotated Bibliography

A bibliography is a list of all your sources and along with their citation information (in MLA format, the Works
Cited page is a type of bibliography). An annotation is a note, description, and/or commentary on an item. So
an annotated bibliography is a list of sources with notes, descriptions, and/or commentary on each source.

When engaging in a research writing project, creating and updating an annotated bibliography is extremely
useful. It can function as your hub for collecting sources (so that you don’t lose or forget about them), as your
reminder of what the source is about (so that you don’t have to re-read the whole piece), and as your aid in the
writing process when selecting which sources are best to include where (so that you don’t have to memorize all
of them while drafting and revising). An annotated bibliography can also help you avoid accidental plagiarism,
which sometimes happens when students forget the sources of ideas or sentences they use in their essays.

Annotated bibliographies are thus a common assignment in courses that use research writing, even in alternate
forms, such as the common high-school assignment of “note cards” (which are essentially annotated
bibliographies on separate cards).

Whether or not you are assigned to create an annotated bibliography along with your research essay, you are
wise to start one as soon as you read your first useful source. And you should keep adding to it and updating it
as your research continues.

Take a look at an example entry for an annotated bibliography:

Pollan, Michael. “The New Science of Psychedelics.” The Wall Street Journal, May 3, 2018. Michael
Pollan, https://michaelpollan.com/articles-archive/the-new-science-of-psychedelics.

This article is the author’s summary of his book How to Change Your Mind: What the New Science of
Psychedelics Teaches Us About Consciousness, Dying, Addiction, Depression and Transcendence. It
was first published in a reliable source, then republished on the author’s website. It is about the
newly legal studies by major medical research institutions of the beneficial medical effects of
psychedelics. Results for treating addiction and depression have been particularly positive. Pollan is
a professional writer, not a medical professional. The primary subject in his career has been the
modern food system. This article’s purpose is to reveal what’s new and possible with psychedelics,
and to encourage further study. It is written in a calm, neutral, rational style, but one that stays vivid
and interesting. It seems to be for an educated audience, but a broad one (not specialists).

Here are more details on the parts of an annotated bibliography and how to create them (along with the
example pieces from the above entry):

I. Cite the source. Create the full Works Cited entry in MLA format that you would use as the citation in your
essay. For online sources, including the full URL here can save a lot of time when returning to the source during
drafting, revising, and editing.
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Pollan, Michael. “The New Science of Psychedelics.” The Wall Street Journal, May 3, 2018. Michael
Pollan, https://michaelpollan.com/articles-archive/the-new-science-of-psychedelics.

II. Start a short paragraph below the citation for the annotation, and address the following:

1. Describe the source and its publication. Also mention its context, such as what it is a part of or is connected
to, or how recent or relevant it is.

This article is the author’s summary of his book How to Change Your Mind: What the New Science of
Psychedelics Teaches Us About Consciousness, Dying, Addiction, Depression and Transcendence. It
was first published in a reliable source, then republished on the author’s website.

2. Summarize what the source is about. Include a brief mention of a detail or two that might be useful to your
research project.

It is about the newly legal studies by major medical research institutions of the beneficial medical
effects of psychedelics. Results for treating addiction and depression have been particularly positive.

3. Discuss relevant information about the author, such as credentials, experience, reputation, or other
publications.

Pollan is a professional writer, not a medical professional. The primary subject in his career has been
the modern food system.

4. Discuss the source’s purpose, bias, style, and/or intended audience.

This article’s purpose is to reveal what’s new and possible with psychedelics, and to encourage
further study. It is written in a calm, neutral, rational style, but one that stays vivid and interesting. It
seems to be for an educated audience, but a broad one (not specialists).

5. Adjust the information you discuss in this paragraph as needed for the source, the research project, and/or
the annotated bibliography assignment. For instance, you might wish to include a note to yourself about how
you plan to use this source in your essay. Or the source might lack a stated author, which requires you to discuss
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the institution that produced the source instead. Also note that the above information does not have to remain
in this order strictly.

To format your entire annotated bibliography with all of your entries, use standard MLA page layout. This means
to include the standard first-page identifying information in the upper left (name, professor, course, date), a title
(typically the words Annotated Bibliography), and alphabetical order for the entries. One common exception
to this format is to use single-spaced entries, and leaving double-spacing between them. Find out from your
instructor whether either is spacing style is preferred, or whether both are acceptable.

Exercise 2

Create an annotated bibliography entry for an article as assigned by your instructor. Make sure to
include all of the following:

Part I: Citation entry

Part II: Annotation paragraph

1. Describe the source and publication.
2. Summarize the source.
3. Discuss the author.
4. Discuss the purpose, bias, style, and/or audience.
5. Include any other relevant information.

Exercise 3

Create an annotated bibliography for five sources that you might use for an upcoming research essay.
Make sure use correct format and to include all of the following for each for the five entries:

Part I: Citation entry

Part II: Annotation paragraph

1. Describe the source and publication.
2. Summarize the source.
3. Discuss the author.
4. Discuss the purpose, bias, style, and/or audience.
5. Include any other relevant information.
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Using Research

After conducting research and gathering a collection of ideas and information from various sources, it will be
time to put that research to use. But this is not as straightforward as novice writers often think.

Such beginning writers sometimes attempt to transform a pile of notes into a formal research essay without any
intermediary step. This approach presents problems. The writer’s original question and thesis can get buried in
a flood of disconnected details taken from research sources. The draft can present redundant or contradictory
information. Worst of all, the writer’s own thoughts can be diminished, marginalized, or lost altogether.

An effective research essay focuses on the writer’s ideas—from the question that sparked the research process,
to how the writer answers that question based on the research findings. Before beginning a draft, or even an
outline, good writers pause and reflect. They ask themselves questions such as the following:

• How has my thinking changed based on my research? What have I learned?
• Was my working thesis on target? Do I need to revise my thesis based on what I have learned?
• How do the ideas or information in my sources mesh with my research questions and help me answer

those questions? Have any additional important questions or additional subjects come up that I will need
to address in my essay?

• How do my sources complement each other? Which ideas or facts recur in multiple sources?
• Where do my sources disagree with each other, and why?

Select Useful Information

When you conduct research, you keep an open mind and seek out many promising sources. You take notes on
any information that looks like it might help you answer your research questions. Often, new ideas and terms
come up in your reading, and these, too, find their way into your notes. You may record facts or quotations
that catch your attention even if they did not seem immediately relevant to your research question. The result,
typically, is a large and detailed collection of notes.

But you will not use all of your notes in your paper. That is because research writing involves two different
mindsets: that of the researcher, and that of the writer.

Researchers should be thorough. While in the researcher mindset, you should look at multiple perspectives,
facts, and ideas related to the subject, and you should gather a great deal of information.

But writers should be selective. While in the writer mindset, you should determine which information is most
relevant and appropriate for your purpose. You should include details that develop or explain your ideas—and
you must leave out details that do not. A good writer never lets the abundance of research take over what is
discussed or how it is discussed in the essay. Instead a good writer controls the discussion, selects the ideas,
arranges the information, and shapes every part of the essay with intention.

So after the process of conducting research, you should engage in the process of using research, which is
essentially the process of selecting from the gathered research and connecting it to your ideas to further
illuminate and explore the discussion your essay engages in.

418 | Using Research



Identify Information That Supports Your Thesis

At this stage, you should identify the ideas and information in your research that clearly support your thesis.
Mark or group these, whether digitally in various word processing or spreadsheet programs, or even physically
as notecards or printed pages. As you identify the crucial details that support your thesis, make sure you analyze
them critically. Ask the following questions to focus your thinking:

• Is this detail from a reliable, high-quality source? Is it appropriate for me to cite this source in an
academic paper? The bulk of the support for your thesis should come from legitimate and reliable
sources. If most of the details that support your thesis are from less-reliable sources or sources weak in
legitimacy or authority, you may need to do additional research or modify your thesis.

• Is the link between this information and my thesis direct—or will I need further research to make the
connection? Some of the important or useful information you find will connect to your thesis only through
assumed or unstated facts, which will need to be shown through additional research. In other words,
critically thinking through the research you’ve collected can show you what other research your need to
find in order to fill in the logical gaps. For example, you could have found information supporting the claim
that popular literature is typically shunned in college study, but you might also need to provide additional
source information showing that your examples of popular literature, such as the book Dune, are indeed
still popular to begin with.

• What personal biases or experiences might affect the way I interpret this information? No researcher is
100 percent objective. We all have personal opinions and experiences that influence our reactions to what
we read and learn. Good researchers are aware of this human tendency. They keep an open mind when
they read opinions or facts that contradict their beliefs. It can be tempting to ignore information that does
not support your thesis or that contradicts it outright. However, such information is important. At the very
least, it gives you a sense of what has been written about the issue. More importantly, it can help you
question and refine your own thinking so that writing your research paper is a true learning process.

• Is this source primary, secondary, or tertiary for my thesis? And is that type effective as support? For
more information on this, see the two gray boxes that follow:

Use Primary Sources Effectively

Some types of research essays must use primary sources extensively to achieve their purpose. Any
essay that analyzes a primary text or presents the writer’s own experimental research falls in this
category. Here are a few examples:

• An essay for a literature course analyzing several poems by Emily Dickinson
• An essay for a political science course comparing televised speeches delivered by two

presidential candidates
• An essay for a communications course discussing gender biases in television commercials
• An essay for a business administration course that discusses the results of a survey the writer

conducted with local businesses to gather information about their work-from-home and
flextime policies

• An essay for an elementary education course that discusses the results of an experiment the
writer conducted to compare the effectiveness of two different methods of mathematics
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instruction

For these types of essays, primary research is the main focus. If you are writing about a work
(including nonprint works, such as a movie or a painting), it is crucial to gather information and
ideas from the original work, rather than relying solely on others’ interpretations. And, of course, if
you take the time to design and conduct your own field research, such as a survey, a series of
interviews, or an experiment, you will want to discuss it in detail. For example, the interviews may
provide interesting responses that you want to share with your reader.

Use Secondary Sources Effectively

For some assignments, it makes sense to rely more on secondary sources than primary sources. If
you are not analyzing a text or conducting your own field research, you will need to use secondary
sources extensively.

As much as possible, use secondary sources that are closely linked to primary research, such as a
journal article presenting the results of the authors’ scientific study or a book that cites interviews
and case studies. These sources are more reliable and add more value to your paper than sources
that are further removed from primary research. For instance, a popular magazine article on junk-
food addiction might be several steps removed from the original scientific study on which it is
loosely based. As a result, the article may distort, sensationalize, or misinterpret the scientists’
findings.

Even if your essay is largely based on primary sources, you may use secondary sources to develop
your ideas. For instance, an analysis of Alfred Hitchcock’s films would focus on the films themselves
as a primary source, but might also cite commentary from critics. An essay that presents an original
experiment would include some discussion of similar prior research in the field.

Revise Your Working Thesis

A careful analysis of your notes will help you reevaluate your working thesis and determine whether you need
to revise it. Remember that your working thesis was the starting point—not necessarily the end point—of your
research. You should revise your working thesis if your ideas changed based on what you read. Even if your
sources generally confirmed your preliminary thinking on the topic, it is still a good idea to tweak the wording
of your thesis to incorporate the specific details you learned from research.

For example, consider a working that “the media exaggerates the benefits of low-carb diets,” but
then through research finding that low-carb diets have some benefits that have not really been
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exaggerated in the media. Such a thesis could then be revised as follows: “Although following a low-
carbohydrate diet can benefit some people, these diets are not necessarily the best option for
everyone who wants to lose weight or improve their health.”

After revising your thesis, you should return to the process of identifying information that supports your thesis.
Often you will find that the ideas and information you have gathered in your research work or stack up
differently when parts of the thesis change. For instance, in the example above, the revised thesis removed the
“media” aspect from the original working thesis, so such a writer would need to look again at the information
identified as support and remove the sources focused on the media.

Find Connections Between Your Sources

As you find connections between your ideas and information in your sources, also look for information that
connects your sources. Do most sources seem to agree on a particular idea? Are some facts mentioned
repeatedly in many different sources? What key terms or major concepts come up in most of your sources
regardless of whether the sources agree on the finer points? Identifying these connections will help you identify
important ideas to discuss in your paper.

Look for subtler ways your sources complement one another, too. Does one author refer to another’s book or
article? How do sources that are more recent build upon the ideas developed in earlier sources?

Be aware of any redundancies in your sources. If you have amassed solid support from a reputable source, such
as a scholarly journal, there is no need to cite the same facts from an online encyclopedia article that is many
steps removed from any primary research. If a given source adds nothing new to your discussion and you can
cite a stronger source for the same information, use the stronger source.

Determine how you will address any contradictions found among different sources. For instance, if one source
cites a startling fact that you cannot confirm anywhere else, it is safe to dismiss the information as unreliable.
However, if you find significant disagreements among reliable sources, you will need to review them and
evaluate each source. Which source presents a sounder argument or more solid evidence? It is up to you to
determine which source is the most credible and why.

Finally, do not ignore any information simply because it does not support your thesis. Carefully consider how
that information fits into the big picture of your research. You may decide that the source is unreliable or the
information is not relevant, or you may decide that it is an important point you need to bring up. What matters
is that you give it careful consideration.

Synthesize and Organize Information

After identifying information that supports your thesis, reevaluating your thesis, and finding connections
between sources, you will begin (or will have already begun) synthesizing information, which means putting
the pieces together into a coherent whole. It is normal to find this part of the process a little difficult. Some
questions or concepts may still be unclear to you. You may not yet know how you will tie all of your research
together. Synthesizing information is a complex, demanding mental task, and even experienced researchers
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struggle with it at times. But a little uncertainty is often a good sign. It means you are challenging yourself to
work thoughtfully with your subject instead of simply restating the same information.

The process of synthesizing your research involves analyzing how your
notes relate to your major research question and the sub-questions
you identified. Organize your notes with headings that correspond to
those questions. As you proceed, you might identify some important
subtopics that were not part of your original plan, or you might decide
that some questions are not relevant to your paper.

Categorize information carefully and continue to think critically about
the material. Ask yourself whether the sources are reliable and whether
the connections between ideas are clear.

Remember, your ideas and conclusions will shape the paper. They are
the glue that holds the rest of the content together. As you work, begin
jotting down the big ideas you will use to connect the dots for your
reader. (If you are not sure where to begin, try answering your major
research question and sub-questions. Add and answer new questions
as appropriate.) You might record these big ideas on sticky notes or type
and highlight them within an electronic document.

See the following example as a short, rough outline for a research essay.
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You may be wondering how your ideas are supposed to shape the essay, especially since you are writing an
essay based on your research. Integrating your ideas and your information from research is a complex process,
and sometimes it can be difficult to separate the two.

Some paragraphs in your paper will consist mostly of details from your research. That is fine, as long as you
explain what those details mean or how they are linked. You should also include sentences and transitions that
show the relationship between different facts from your research by grouping related ideas or pointing out
connections or contrasts. The result is that you are not simply presenting information; you are synthesizing,
analyzing, and interpreting it.

Turn Research into Evidence

The above stages should help you arrange the ideas and information in such a way that you are ready to
write the essay and/or incorporate that research into your essay (through drafting, revising, and/or editing).
In theory, drafting this research essay consists of writing out your claims, supporting them through your own
explanations, examples, or related rhetorical strategies, and then showing the research that supports the claims
by summarizing, paraphrasing, or quoting your sources.
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But it is not enough to simply show the research, even if you place it immediately after your claim. That
is because research rarely supports a thesis or claim until you provide the explanation showing how the
information or ideas are connected. Remember that you have likely spent more time thinking and reading
about your particular subject than your audience, so many of the connections that might seem obvious to you
will not appear obvious in your essay. This difficulty is made worse by the common tendency among student
writers to avoid critical analysis of their own assumptions, and instead label their assumptions as obvious. Faulty
notions and irrelevant information can emerge in the essay as a result.

A useful idea here is to consider the difference between research and evidence. Research is merely the ideas
and information you have found. Evidence, on the other hand, is research that directly supports your claims. It’s
not enough that you know your research supports your claims and works as evidence. You must show it.

The way this is done–the solution to this difficulty–is additional writing focused on completeness and clarity:
fully explain the connections between ideas; state the assumptions that make the ideas or information work;
provide the analysis of information to show the meaning of it. See the following examples:

Consider the following claim: “Tattoos are becoming more accepted in the workplace.”

Now consider this research as a follow-up: “Approximately 1.65 billion dollars was spent on tattoos in
2014 (Strude).”

Unfortunately, the research does not support the claim. It does not provide evidence because there
is no clear connection between the amount of money spent on tattoos and the acceptance of
tattoos in the workplace.

Consider this additional research for the same claim: “According to Strude, spending on tattoos
increased from $1.12 billion in 2013 to $1.65 billion in 2014, and analysts expect this growth to
continue.”

Unfortunately, this research still does not support the claim. It shows that spending on tattoos has
increased, but that does not show that such spending has been accepted in the workplace.

Again, the solution is writing out the explanations, assumptions, and analyses. In some cases, this move can
be handled in only a sentence or two, but in other cases, such as this example, it can be more difficult. That is
because numerous assumptions are involved in connecting the information to the claim: the above example
relies on the belief that an increase in popularity creates an increase in acceptance (which would need to be
explained), but the information shows only an increase in spending, not in popularity. It could very well be that
the costs of tattoos increased between 2013 and 2014, perhaps even resulting in fewer tattoos at higher prices.

So in addition to explaining what the research has to do with the claim, another skill of vital importance is
to understand the reality behind the abstractions. Every time you see a number or statistic, you are looking
at abstract data that does not reveal the real story behind the information being reported. Critically thinking
through the reality can help guide your explanations and analyses, and help you sort through your assumptions.

In the example above, understanding the reality of tattoo spending and acceptance would reveal that you
would need to do more research than merely finding dollars spent. You would need to look at population
percentages regarding tattoos, changes in workplace guidelines among major employers, perhaps even the
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numbers of images involving tattoos in marketing and advertising–all to help you get a fuller understanding of
the real story so that you can more effectively show and explain it.

This critical thinking through the reality behind the abstractions also applies to specific data points themselves.
A legitimate and reliable fact in plain black-and-white doesn’t always mean what it appears to. You will need to
think through the larger context, and the real story that the information is taken out of.

Consider, for example, the facts that (according to demographic data from research at Berkley) the average age
at death for male country music singers is 65, and the average age at death for male rappers is 27. This seems
to be proof leading to this conclusion: a rap lifestyle is more likely to cause early death than a country-music
lifestyle. But those numbers are merely abstractions that do not reveal the reality they’re reporting on. To think
through the problems with this conclusion, consider the following aspects of the context behind the numbers:

• Age at death cannot be counted or reported until the point that the deaths actually occur.
• Currently living rappers cannot be factored into the counts that lead to an average age of death at 27.
• The genre of country music has been around for many decades and several generations, but the genre of

rap is relatively recent.

Using those three points as critical thinking guides, try to determine exactly why the facts above do not
necessarily prove the conclusion that the rap game is deadlier than the country music game.

That kind of critical thinking through the reality behind the abstractions can provide important guidance in
determining what you need to explain and clarify in order to connect your research to your claims and finally
turn your hard work into complete, cohesive, and coherent evidence.
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MLA FORMAT AND CITATION

This chapter is about correct MLA format and citation for college essays. The official MLA Website for the current
9th edition can be found here: https://style.mla.org. What follows in this textbook are guidelines for using this
current edition of MLA format.
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MLA Format Basics

The official MLA Website for the current 9th edition can be found here: https://style.mla.org. What follows are
guidelines for using this current edition of MLA format.

• Double-space all lines. Eliminate all extra spacing between paragraphs so that everything is only double-
spaced.

◦ A common error is leaving extra space before or after paragraph breaks, which is sometimes the
default paragraph setting in some word-processing programs.

• Use a standard font, such as Times New Roman.
• On the first page only, include the following identifying information in this order in the upper left-hand

corner of the page (not in the header).

◦ Your name
◦ The instructor’s name
◦ The course name
◦ The date

• Center the title on the next line down after the identifying information. Capitalize using standard title
format, which means to capitalize the first letters of all words except prepositions and conjunctions in-
between other words.

• On every page, include your last name and page number in the header in the upper right.
• The page margins on all sides should be one inch (1″).
• Each paragraph should have first-line indentation at one-half inch (0.5″).
• Use the MLA Citation rules for every source in your essay.

The following is an example MLA format:
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MLA Citation

MLA Format & Citation

MLA stands for The Modern Language Association, which is one of the organizations that establish format rules
for essay format. MLA format is used most often by humanities courses in college, such as English composition
and literature courses. Other format systems are used for other kinds of classes—for instance, many science
classes use APA format—so the following information won’t apply to those situations.

The guidelines below conform to the Ninth edition of the MLA Handbook, which is the most recent, having
been released in 2021. The entry for that book is as follows:

MLA Handbook. Modern Language Association of America, 2021.

MLA Format Rules

• Double-space all lines. Eliminate all extra spacing between paragraphs so that everything is only double-
spaced.

• Use a standard font and size, such as Times New Roman, 12 point.
• On the first page only, include the following identifying information in the upper left-hand corner of the

page (not in the header).

◦ your name
◦ the professor’s name
◦ the course name
◦ the date

• Center the title on the next line down after the identifying information. Capitalize using standard title
format, which means to capitalize the first letters of all words except prepositions and conjunctions in-
between other words.

• On every page, include your last name and page number in the righthand header.
• Use the MLA Citation rules for every source in your essay.

MLA Citation

Every citation requires two parts:

• Works Cited Page

◦ One entry for each source, providing all fundamental publication information
• In-text Citation

◦ The first element of the Works Cited page entry for the source (often the author’s last name)
◦ The location marker in the source of the part being cited (often the page number)
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Works Cited Page

Include one entry for each source used in the essay. Construct the entry by gathering all fundamental
publication information, and stating each piece of that information in the order described below. The
information you need to gather for each source is as follows (watch for periods or commas):

1. Author.
2. Title of Source.

(+ Supplemental Element for the Source)

3. Title of Container,
4. Contributor,
5. Version,
6. Number,
7. Publisher,
8. Publication Date,
9. Location.

(+ Supplemental Element for the Container)

Keep in mind that the general guideline for stating these pieces of information is to make each exactly clear
but efficient and brief. This means describing where you must, but omitting rather than repeating.

Find this information by examining the work itself, not other sources.

Author: the writer of the source, or any form of the creator of it. If no author is stated, or if the publisher is the
author, omit this part. End with a period.

Style: Place the last name first, then a comma, then the first name.

Ex: Martin, Richard P.

Ex: Tsampouraki, Maria, and Maria Sidiropoulou.

Title of Source: the title that the specific source provides for itself (not the larger work that the source appears
in). This should always appear in your entry. If the source is untitled, briefly describe it (without quotation marks,
italics, or other title conventions)

Style: Use standard title capitalization. Italicize titles of large, full, and/or self-contained works, such as books. Use
quotation marks around shorted sources within larger works or containers, such as articles. End with a period.
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Ex: Myths of the Ancient Greeks.

Ex: “Witnessing Societal Changes through Translated Versions of The Lord of the Rings.”

Supplemental Element for the Source (an option): vital information about a source that does not pertain to
the container or publication. The common types are contributors (e.g., translator of the source article but not of
the journal that contains the article), original publication date (e.g., date of a letter but not the date of the book
that published the letters), and generic label of a section (e.g., a titled source that is actually a preface).

Style: Do not add extra formatting (such as added italics, quotation marks, or capital letters beyond where
otherwise required by grammar, publication titles, etc.). Add this after the normally styled title’s period (or other
terminal punctuation); in other words, do not change the title’s punctuation. End with a period.

Example for contributors: Interview by Jordan B. Peterson.

Example for original publication date: 1776.

Example for generic label of a section: Preface.

Title of Container: the title of the larger work that contains the source, such the website that contains the
article, the book that contains the chapter, or the show that contains the episode. If the container is untitled
briefly describe it (without quotation marks, italics, or other title conventions). If the source is self-contained (i.e.,
the same as the Title of Source), omit this part.

Style: Use standard title capitalization. Italicize titles of large, full, and/or self-contained works, such as books.
End with a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Ex: Tolkien Studies: An Annual Scholarly Review,

If your source has a second container (and a third, fourth, etc.), add all of its citation information after finishing
all of the information for the preceding container. The additional information is the same as with the first
container:

10. Title of Container,
11. Contributor,
12. Version,
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13. Number,
14. Publisher,
15. Publication date,
16. Location.

Contributor: another person named by the source who helped created the source without being the primary
author/creator. This is often a translator, editor, or director. But if this person is the focus of the citation, then the
name should be treated instead as the author/creator. If there was no contributor who is necessary to name,
omit this part.

Style: State the nature of the contribution with “by” (edited by, translated by, etc.) and then the contributors
name per normal (first name first). End with a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Ex: translated by David Raeburn,

Version: the labeled edition or form of the source if it has appeared in various versions, such as a second edition,
the King James Version, an abridged version, an e-book, etc. If there are no multiple versions of the source, omit
this part.

Style: Abbreviate common words (without superscripts), such as 2nd for second, ed. for edition, and rev. for
revised. End with a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Ex: 10th ed.,

Number: the labeled number of a source if it is part of a sequence, such naming which issue, volume, or season
and episode. If there is no such number listed for the source, omit this part.

Style: Abbreviate common words and use Arabic numerals, such as vol. 2 for Volume Two, and no. 29 for Number
XXIX. End with a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Ex: vol. 27,

Ex: season 2, episode 2,
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Publisher: the company or institution that produced and presented the container. This is not the same as the
author, nor is it the same as the publication title. This is the entity that, for instance, printed or distributed it.
If naming the publisher would repeat previously named items (such as the container or the author), omit this
part.

Style: Capitalize as a proper noun, and abbreviate University and Press with U and P without periods. End with
a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Ex: New American Library,

Ex: West Virginia UP,

Publication Date: the date that the source states it was released. In cases of revision, use the most recent date
stated by the source. End with a comma, provided that other entry information follows.

Style: Arrange as day-month-year.

Ex: 2020,

Ex: 17 Oct. 2015,

Location: where the cited information in the source or container can be found. This often means page numbers
or website addresses.

Style: Use p. for a single page or pp. for a page range, and use abbreviated page numbers (page 115 through
page 121 is pp. 115-21). URLs and similar coded web addresses are optional, per instructor discretion. End with a
period.

Ex: pp. 27-9

Ex: https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/06/will-the-humanities-save-us/

Supplemental Element for the Container (an option): vital clarifying information about a container. The
common types are date of access (if the source lacks a publication date or has been altered or removed),
medium of publication (if the format needs clarification for your readers to know what it is or to find the
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right one), publication information (if vital, such as originally published in…), book series (if relevant), recurring
sections of periodicals (e.g., Ask the Expert), multivolume info (if not otherwise clarified earlier), and legislative
info (e.g., which number and session of congress).

Style: Add this after the final period of the container entry information. Do not add extra formatting (such as
added italics, quotation marks, or capital letters beyond where otherwise required by grammar, publication
titles, etc.). End with a period.

Example for date of access: Accessed 31 Oct. 2020.

Example for medium of publication: Transcript.

Example for publication information: Originally published in Diacritics, 1982.

Example for book series: The Basics.

Example for recurring sections of periodicals: Ask the MLA.

Example for multivolume info: 2 vols.

Example for legislative info: 48th Congress, 2nd session.

Styling Titles:

Published or produced works must be formatted in either italics or quotation marks (with few exceptions, noted
below). You are not free to choose between italics and quotation marks; instead, you must determine which
type of title you’re using in order to select the correct option.

Title Type 1: Large Works

Italicize the title of self-contained works or containers that comprise smaller works, such as books, Websites,
films, albums, television series, etc.

Example of a book: The Lord of the Rings

Example of a periodical: The New York Times

Example of a website: Wikipedia

Example of a series: Stranger Things

Title Type 2: Small Works
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Use quotation marks around sources within larger works or containers, such as articles, episodes, chapters,
Webpages, songs, etc.

Example of a published essay: “Politics and the English Language” by Orwell

Example of a chapter in a book: “Chapter 11: A Knife in the Dark” from The Fellowship of the Ring

Example of an article in a periodical: “Age of Reason” in The New Yorker

Example of an episode in a series: “Full Measure” from Breaking Bad

Example of a song on an album: “Black Sabbath” from Black Sabbath by Black Sabbath

Title Type 3: Exceptions

You will use plain text for the titles of scripture, titles of text-based publication series, and titles of governmental
laws, acts, and similar documents. Common examples include the U.S. Constitution and the Bible. But note that
citations of specific publications or productions of works such as the Bible (such as which translation/version)
still follow the rules above.

Example of the work without italics and the specific version with italics:

Literature has been deeply influenced by the Bible and its characters. Aaron is particularly
interesting, especially when he defends his idol-making by saying, “I threw it into the fire, and out
came this calf” (New American Standard Bible Exod. 32.24).

Works Cited Entry Arrangement

Between each piece of information in the Works Cited entry, use the punctuation indicated in this guide above.
Typically, use a period after the author’s name, and after the source title. Then use commas to separate all
remaining pieces of information until that container is complete, at which point you will end with a period.
A second container will likewise use commas between pieces of publication information until ending with a
period. The exceptions to this are titles that include their own terminal punctuation, such as a quotation mark.
In a case like that, do not add further punctuation to the title.

The arrangement goes as follows, but note the four rules of Works Cited page arrangement below these
examples.
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Author (last name first). Title of Source. Title of Container, Contributor, Version, Number, Publisher,
Publication Date, Location.

Example 1

Citation information needed for example 1:

1. Stanley Fish.
2. “Will the Humanities Save Us?”

+

3. The New York Times
4.
5.
6.
7. (already noted as container)
8. January 6, 2008
9. https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/06/will-the-humanities-save-us/

+

Entry for example 1:

Fish, Stanley. “Will the Humanities Save Us?” The New York Times, 6 Jan. 2008.

Or:

Fish, Stanley. “Will the Humanities Save Us?” The New York Times, 6 Jan. 2008.
https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/06/will-the-humanities-save-us/

Example 2

Citation information needed for example 2:
1.
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2. “Under the Gun”

+

3. Pretty Little Liars
4.
5.
6. Season 4, Episode 6
7. ABC Family
8. 16 July 2013
9.

+

(second container)

10. Hulu
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16. www.hulu.com/watch/511318

+

Entry for example 2:

“Under the Gun.” Pretty Little Liars, season 4, episode 6, ABC Family, 16 July 2013. Hulu,
www.hulu.com/watch/511318.

There is more than one right way to create a Works Cited page entry. Cite for focus and circumstance.

For example, if you wrote about the performance of the main character in an episode of Breaking Bad, your
citation could be as follows:

Cranston, Bryan, actor. “Full Measure.” Breaking Bad, season 3, episode 13, AMC, 13 June 2010. Netflix.

But if you wrote about the direction and production of that same source, your citation could be as follows:
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Gilligan, Vince, writer, director, creator. “Full Measure.” Breaking Bad, season 3, episode 13, AMC, 13
June 2010. Netflix.

And if you were writing about Cranston’s performance but found the directing to be relevant in your discussion
of the source, then you would add the director as a contributor, as follows:

Cranston, Bryan, actor. “Full Measure.” Breaking Bad, directed by Vince Gilligan, season 3, episode 13,
AMC, 13 June 2010. Netflix.

Works Cited Page Arrangement

1. Use “Works Cited” as the title (without quotation marks, italics, or bold letters). If you have only one entry,
title it “Work Cited.”

2. Keep every line double-spaced as usual.
3. Arrange each entry alphabetically according to the first letter of the entry.
4. Use hanging indentations for each entry. This means every entry should begin flush against the left

margin with the first line, but if it extends beyond one line, each following line should be indented. The
next entry begins left-flush again, with continued lines indented, and so on.

Full Example of a Works Cited Page
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In-Text Citations

Requirements

• Include the first element of the Works Cited entry for quotation, paraphrasis, and summary.

◦ This is usually the last name of the author, but if something else is the first element of the Works Cited
entry (article title, corporate entity name, etc.), use a shortened form of that.

◦ This may be stated in the sentence, or shown in parentheses right before the end of the sentence. This
option is either/or, but it should not be both.

• Incorrect Example: Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred” (Kingsnorth).
• Correct Example: Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”
• Correct Example: Although religions have institutionalized spirituality, they “do not own the

sacred” (Kingsnorth).

• Include the page number or location marker for quotation, paraphrasis, and summary of specific ideas.

◦ This is usually the page number, but only for works that have official typeset pagination.
◦ For other kinds of works, this can be chapter, verse, line, or even timestamp (for audio or video

sources).
◦ Omit this if the source provides no location marker. And omit if the location marker does not appear

consistently to other users (such as e-book page numbers).
◦ Do not separate this with a comma, nor use any abbreviation for “page” (such as p.)
◦ This page number or location marker must appear in the parentheses right before the end of the

sentence.

• Incorrect Example: A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one” (Barzun, p. 11).
• Correct Example: According to Barzun, the skill of writing begins when you “see a choice

wherever there is one” (11).
• Correct Example: A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one” (Barzun 11).

• Make sure the above elements appear inside the relevant sentence, which means to the left of the
terminal period.
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• Incorrect Example: A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one.” (Barzun 11)
• Correct Example: A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one” (Barzun 11).

• The goal here is concise and efficient clarity, so add any names or indicators that will help readers know
which source you’re citing, and avoid all unnecessary information or repetition.

Direction Quotation

• For direct quotation, use correct period and comma placement:

◦ The final period of the sentence goes inside the quotation marks.
◦ A comma at the end of a quotation also goes inside the quotation marks.
◦ But if there are parentheses right before the end of the sentence, place the period or comma outside

the parentheses.
◦ Do not use more than one terminal period in a sentence.
◦ All other similar punctuation (semicolons, colons, question marks, exclamation points) go outside the

quotation marks unless they were included in the original quotation.

5 Quotation Techniques

• Tagging
• Blending
• Modifying
• Omitting
• Block quoting

Tagging

• Rules:

◦ Comma after the tag
◦ Capital letter to start the quotation

• Example: Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”
• Example: The author argues, “Serial killing is glam killing” (Klosterman).

Blending
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• Rules:

◦ No comma after the tag
◦ No capital letter to start the quotation

• Example: A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one” (Barzun 11).
• Example: Klosterman wonders whether displaying Gacy’s paintings “perpetuates the gothic

glamour of mass murder.”

Modifying

• Rules:

◦ Brackets around changes
◦ Parenthetical explanations as needed

• Example: Lovecraft said, “The appeal of the spectrally macabre [in literature] is generally narrow
because it demands from the reader a certain degree of imagination and a capacity for
detachment from everyday life.”

• Example: There are valid criticisms of de-extinction, but Kingsnorth cares “about the invalid
criticisms” (emphasis added).

• Permissible circumstances for modifying:

1. Emphasis: Put the emphasized part in italics, and say “emphasis added” in parentheses outside the
quotation but inside the sentence.

▪ Ex: There are valid criticisms of de-extinction, but Kingsnorth cares “about the invalid criticisms”
(emphasis added).

2. Error in the original: Leave the error in your quotation, but add “sic” in brackets immediately following
the error.

▪ Ex: Smith admitted that “the city has it’s [sic] problems.”
3. Necessary clarification: If something in the quotation would be unclear out of its original context and

isn’t made clear by your writing leading up to the quotation, give very brief clarity in brackets. This is
often for pronouns or similar references.

▪ Ex: Smith said that “she [the mayor] has an agenda that will result in unintended consequences.”

Omitting
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• Rules:

◦ Ellipsis marks (…) for what you skip over (space on either side)
◦ Not needed for obvious omissions, such as before and after most quotations. But if you shorten the

quotation and it appears falsely complete, add ellipses for clarification.
◦ Period plus ellipses when needed (four dots)

• Example: Orwell says, “The wretched prisoners … oppressed me with an intolerable sense of
guilt.”

• Example: “I had already made up my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and the sooner I
chucked up my job and got out of it the better. … I hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps
make clear” (Orwell).

Block Quoting

• Rules:

◦ For more than four lines
◦ No quotation marks
◦ Parenthetical outside the period
◦ Indent all lines
◦ Example:

448 | MLA Citation



MLA Citation for Specific Circumstances

Article, Essay, Scholarly Paper, Chapter, Book, etc. (the Standard Citation)

In-text: Clarify the author’s last name, either by stating it in the sentence or by using a parenthetical citation.

Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”

“But religions do not own the sacred” (Kingsnorth).

Works Cited: Use standard MLA conventions, citing name, title, publication, and additional information.

Kingsnorth, Paul. “In the Black Chamber.” Orion/Dark Mountain, 4 April 2014.

Article, Book, etc. within an Identified Publication Section or Series

Some sources appear to be as above (articles, essays, books, etc.) but are presented by the publication in a
section or series that is identified or named, such as the Opinion section in a news publication, or the Lives and
Legacies book series by Oxford UP.

In-text: As above, clarify the author’s last name, either by stating it in the sentence or by using a parenthetical
citation.

Hohmann said, “[T]he notion that our contemporary era has been mostly free of political violence is
incorrect.”

Works Cited: As, above, use standard MLA conventions, citing name, title, publication, and additional
information, but also add the section or series name after the final period without italics or quotation marks.

Hohmann, James. “Political Violence Is in Our DNA. Can We Avoid More of It?” The Washington Post,
5 Jan. 2022. Opinion.
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Gaustad, Edwin S. Benjamin Franklin, Oxford UP, 2008. Lives and Legacies.

Two Authors

In-text: Name them both.

Doudna and Sternberg discuss the ethics of using CRISPR.

Wealth inequality should be part of the ethics discussion on the genetic engineering of human
beings (Doudna and Sternberg).

Works Cited: Invert only the first author’s name.

Doudna, Jennifer A., and Samuel H. Sternberg. “Should we use gene editing to produce disease-
free babies? A scientist who helped discover CRISPR weighs in.” Ideas.TED.com, Opinion, 22 Aug.
2017.

Three or More Authors

In-text and Works Cited: Use “et al.” after naming the primary author to indicate that there were others.

Studies suggest that success in life can be predicted at an early age by observing behavior in school
(Spengler et al.).

Spengler, Marion, et al. “How You Behave in School Predicts Life Success Above and Beyond Family
Background, Broad Traits, and Cognitive Ability.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
American Psychological Association, April 2018.
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Organization or Corporate Author

There are two distinct forms of citation for an organization or corporate author, and the determining factor is
the publisher:

1. If the organization or corporate author is also the publisher, use the source title instead of an author’s
name.

2. If the organization or corporate author is not the publisher, use the organization or corporate author as
the author’s name.

These two forms of citation are not options; they are two different rules that apply to two different
circumstances, so determine the circumstance of your source to know whether you must follow 1 or 2.

In-text:

1. Also the publisher: In place of the author’s name, use the title.
2. Not the publisher: Use the name of the corporation, organization, or institution as the author’s name.

1. Also the publisher: According to “Zombie Preparedness,” monsters from pop culture can be used
to help communicate real-world information.

2. Not the publisher: The United Nations has produced studies emphasizing the important
connection between population growth and economic growth.

Works Cited:

1. Also the publisher: In place of the author’s name, use the title, and state the organization or corporate
author as the publisher. This ensures that there will not be needless repetition of the organization or
corporate author.

2. Not the publisher: As the author’s name, use the name of the corporation, organization, or institution. Then
continue to cite the rest of the source’s information as normal, including naming whoever is the publisher.

1. Also the publisher: “Zombie Preparedness.” Center for Preparedness and Response, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 11 Oct. 2018, https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/zombie/index.htm

2. Not the publisher: United Nations. Consequences of Rapid Population Growth in Developing
Countries. Taylor and Francis, 1991.
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Unknown or Anonymous Author

If the source is produced by an organization, corporation, or institution (which is often the case for unknown
or anonymous authors), apply the rules above from Organization or Corporate Author. But in true cases of
unknown or anonymous authorship (such as some ancient works), use the source title instead of an author’s
name as the primary piece of information to cite in-text and to list first in the Works Cited entry.

In-text:

The monster Grendel is never fully described as a visual image in Beowulf, so we can’t know for sure
what he was originally meant to look like.

Works Cited:

Beowulf. Translated by Stephen Mitchell. Yale UP, 2017.

Website

Follow the guidelines above by determining whether the content you’re citing from the Website is by a named
author, or by an unknown or corporate author. These are the two most common circumstances. If the material
you’re citing does not fit those two circumstances, see the circumstances below for guidelines.

Remember (above under Unknown or Corporate Author) that if the Website is both the corporate author and
the publisher, you will not use the name of the Website as the author; you will instead use the title of the
source as the first element and name the Website as the publisher. Also keep in mind that, depending on the
circumstances, the name of the Website can be the publisher, or the publication, or the container, among other
possible elements in the Works Cited entry. See the examples below for these circumstances:

Website as both the corporate author and the publisher:

“Zombie Preparedness.” Center for Preparedness and Response, Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 11 Oct. 2018, https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/zombie/index.htm

Website as a container:

Best of the Best. Taurus Entertainment, 1989. Netflix.
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Website as a publication:

Hughes, Coleman. “The Racism Treadmill.” Quillette, 14 May 2018, https://quillette.com/2018/05/14/
the-racism-treadmill/.

Dictionaries and Encyclopedias

In-text: Identify the exact term being defined or discussed, and state the specific dictionary or encyclopedia
used.

Special note: Keep in mind that every dictionary and encyclopedia is a separate and unique publication. So
there is no such thing as just The Dictionary, nor is there just a Webster’s Dictionary (these are general-use
terms that any book may employ). Also note that many search engines, such as Google, show glimpses of
definitions from specific dictionaries as part of their search results, so “Google defines…” is not accurate. All of
this is to further clarify the simple principle: state the actual title of your dictionary or encyclopedia.

According to Merriam-Webster, the word “they” is first defined as “those ones” or “those people,
animals, or things.”

Works Cited: Use the entry term as the first identifying item in the Works Cited entry, as if it were an article title
without an author’s name.

“They.” Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford UP, third ed., 2013.

“Linguistics.” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistics

Republished or Anthologized Work

Works Cited: State the most recent version (which is likely the source you are using) as the second container.
This means that the original publication is cited first and then ended with a period, and then the republication
is cited. In the example below, “In the Black Chamber” first appeared in the publication Orion/Dark Mountain,
and then it was republished on the Website titled Paul Kingsnorth.
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Kingsnorth, Paul. “In the Black Chamber.” Orion/Dark Mountain, 4 April 2014. Paul Kingsnorth,
http://paulkingsnorth.net/2014/04/04/in-the-black-chamber/.

Editor or Other Role (Rather Than an Author)

In-text: Simply mention the role.

Editor Joyce Carol Oates did not fear controversy in her selection of Lovecraft stories.

Gilligan, who created Breaking Bad, chose the setting to reveal a different kind of American West.

Works Cited: State the role after the name, separated by commas.

Oates, Joyce Carol, editor. Tales of H.P. Lovecraft, Ecco Press, 2000.

Gilligan, Vince, creator. Breaking Bad, AMC, 2008-2013.

Multiple Works by the Same Author

In-text: In addition to stating the author’s last name, state which work you’re referring to.

As Bloom says in The Western Canon, “I favor a Shakespearean reading of Freud, not a Freudian
reading of Shakespeare or of any other writer” (8).

We might be wise to “favor a Shakespearean reading of Freud, not a Freudian reading of
Shakespeare” (Bloom, The Western Canon 8).

Works Cited: Use a separate entry for each work, but rather than re-state the author’s name for the next work(s),
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use three hyphens. Arrange those multiple works by the same author alphabetically by title. In the example
below, Harold Bloom wrote both The Western Canon and Where Shall Wisdom Be Found?, which are here
arranged alphabetically by title.

Bloom, Harold. The Western Canon. Harcourt, 1994.

—. Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? Riverhead, 2004.

U.S. Constitution

In-text: Abbreviate, and don’t use italics or quotation marks.

“In case of the removal of the President from office or of his death or resignation, the Vice President
shall become President” (US Const. Amend. XXV, Sec. 1).

Works Cited: State U.S. Constitution, and abbreviate the rest of the identifying information. Don’t use italics or
quotation marks.

U.S. Constitution. Amend. XXV, Sec. 1.

But the most recent edition of the MLA Handbook (Ninth Edition) makes the following changes to the Works
Cited entry for the U.S. Constitution, yet only through an example, which means the Modern Language
Association has not clarified the rules:

The Constitution of the United States: A Transcription. National Archives, U.S. National Archives
and Records Administration, 4 May 2020, https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-
transcript.

The above Ninth Edition example suggests that the U.S. Constitution is no longer to be cited as a foundational
document but instead now as any other typical source you would find anywhere. Given the absence of
clarification from the Modern Language Association, it is reasonable to conclude that either style of citation is
acceptable. But check with your professor for specific preferences on this matter.
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The Bible

In-text: Clarify the translation, book, chapter, and verse.

“I threw it into the fire,” Aaron says, “and out came this calf” (New American Standard Bible Exod.
32.24).

Works Cited: Clarify which translation and specific publication.

New American Standard Bible. Collins-World, 1975.

Social Media Post

In-text: Treat the posted name of the writer as the author, and indicate the real name if it’s available.

Some have stated otherwise on social media, such as @lclambeck [Linda Lambeck], who wrote, “The
#bridgeport school funding upshot: the state legislature lacks political will to do right thing.”

Works Cited: Treat the posted name of the writer as the author, and indicate the real name in brackets if it’s
available. Treat the post as the title of the article, and treat the social media platform as the publisher.

@lclambeck [Linda Lambeck]. “The #bridgeport school funding upshot: the state legislature lacks
political will to do right thing.” Twitter, 7 June 2016, 5:59 p.m., twitter.com/lclambeck/status/
752985641261162496.

Poems

In-text: Use a forward slash mark to indicate a line break, and use double forward slash marks to indicate a
stanza break.
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Yeats begins his vision with the lines, “Turning and turning in the widening gyre / The falcon cannot
hear the falconer.”

For Yeats, the terrible observation spurs the realization, as in the lines, “The best lack all conviction,
while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity. / / Surely some revelation is at hand; / Surely the
Second Coming is at hand.”

Footnote

In-text: Treat the footnote as part of the page number by adding “n” right before the footnote number (without
adding spaces).

(Smith 126n2)
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Quotation Format Techniques

5 Quotation Format Techniques

• Tagging
• Blending
• Modifying
• Omitting
• Block quoting

Tagging

• Rules:

◦ Comma after the tag
◦ Capital letter to start the quotation

• Examples:

• Kingsnorth said, “But religions do not own the sacred.”
• The author argues, “Serial killing is glam killing” (Klosterman).

Blending

• Rules:

◦ No comma after the tag
◦ No capital letter to start the quotation

• Examples:

• A skilled writer must first “see a choice wherever there is one” (Barzun 11).
• Klosterman wonders whether displaying Gacy’s paintings “perpetuates the gothic glamour of

mass murder.”
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Modifying

• Rules:

◦ Brackets around changes
◦ Parenthetical explanations as needed

• Examples:

• Lovecraft said, “The appeal of the spectrally macabre [in literature] is generally narrow because it
demands from the reader a certain degree of imagination and a capacity for detachment from
everyday life.”

• There are valid criticisms of de-extinction, but Kingsnorth cares “about the invalid criticisms”
(emphasis added).

• “[T]he invalid criticisms” of de-extinction interest Kingsnorth the most.

Omitting

• Rules:

◦ Ellipsis marks (…) for what you skip over (space on either side)
◦ Not needed for obvious omissions before and after quotations
◦ Period plus ellipses when needed (four dots)

• Examples:

• Orwell says, “The wretched prisoners … oppressed me with an intolerable sense of guilt.”
• “I had already made up my mind that imperialism was an evil thing and the sooner I chucked up

my job and got out of it the better. … I hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps make clear”
(Orwell).

Block Quoting

• Rules:
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◦ For more than four lines
◦ No quotation marks
◦ Parenthetical outside the period
◦ Indent all lines
◦ Example:
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READINGS

This section contains readings for study as models of masterful writing.
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"The Devil Baby at Hull-House" by Jane
Addams

The following text is in the public domain, retrieved from Project Gutenberg under the Project Gutenberg
License.

The Devil Baby at Hull-House

By Jane Addams

1916

First published in The Atlantic Monthly

I

The knowledge of the existence of the Devil Baby burst upon the residents of Hull-House one day when three
Italian women, with an excited rush through the door, demanded that he be shown them. No amount of denial
convinced them that he was not there, for they knew exactly what he was like, with his cloven hoofs, his pointed
ears and diminutive tail; moreover, the Devil Baby had been able to speak as soon as he was born and was most
shockingly profane.

The three women were but the forerunners of a veritable multitude; for six weeks the streams of visitors from
every part of the city and suburbs to this mythical baby poured in all day long, and so far into the night that the
regular activities of the settlement were almost swamped.

The Italian version, with a hundred variations, dealt with a pious Italian girl married to an atheist. Her husband
vehemently tore a holy picture from the bedroom wall, saying that he would quite as soon have a devil in the
house as that; whereupon the devil incarnated himself in her coming child. As soon as the Devil Baby was born,
he ran about the table shaking his finger in deep reproach at his father, who finally caught him and in fear and
trembling brought him to Hull-House. When the residents there, in spite of the baby’s shocking appearance,
wishing to save his soul, took him to church for baptism, they found that the shawl was empty, and the Devil
Baby, fleeing from the holy water, ran lightly over the backs of the pews.

The Jewish version, again with variations, was to the effect that the father of six daughters had said before the
birth of a seventh child that he would rather have a devil in the house than another girl, whereupon the Devil
Baby promptly appeared.

Save for a red automobile which occasionally figured in the story, and a stray cigar which, in some versions, the
newborn child snatched from his father’s lips, the tale might have been fashioned a thousand years ago.

Although the visitors to the Devil Baby included people of every degree of prosperity and education,—even
physicians and trained nurses who assured us of their scientific interest,—the story constantly demonstrated
the power of an old wives’ tale among thousands of people in modern society who are living in a corner of their
own, their vision fixed, their intelligence held by some iron chain of silent habit. To such primitive people the
metaphor apparently is still the very ‘stuff of life’; or, rather, no other form of statement reaches them, and the
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tremendous tonnage of current writing for them has no existence. It was in keeping with their simple habits
that the reputed presence of the Devil Baby at Hull-House did not reach the newspapers until the fifth week
of his sojourn—after thousands of people had already been informed of his whereabouts by the old method of
passing news from mouth to mouth.

During the weeks of excitement it was the old women who really seemed to have come into their own, and
perhaps the most significant result of the incident was the reaction of the story upon them. It stirred their
minds and memories as with a magic touch; it loosened their tongues and revealed the inner life and thoughts
of those who are so often inarticulate. These old women enjoyed a moment of triumph, as if they had made
good at last and had come into a region of sanctions and punishments which they understood.

Throughout six weeks, as I went about Hull-House, I would hear a voice at the telephone repeating for the
hundredth time that day, ‘No, there is no such baby’; ‘No, we never had it here’; ‘No, he couldn’t have seen it for
fifty cents’; ‘We didn’t send it anywhere because we never had it’; ‘I don’t mean to say that your sister-in-law lied,
but there must be some mistake’; ‘There is no use getting up an excursion from Milwaukee, for there isn’t any
Devil Baby at Hull-House’; ‘We can’t give reduced rates because we are not exhibiting anything’; and so on and
on. As I came near the front door, I would catch snatches of arguments that were often acrimonious: ‘Why do
you let so many people believe it, if it isn’t here?’ ‘We have taken three lines of cars to come, and we have as
much right to see it as anybody else’; ‘This is a pretty big place, of course you could hide it easy enough’; ‘What
you saying that for—are you going to raise the price of admission?’ We had doubtless struck a case of what the
psychologists call the ‘contagion of emotion,’ added to that ‘æsthetic sociability’ which impels any one of us to
drag the entire household to the window when a procession comes into the street or a rainbow appears in the
sky.

But the Devil Baby of course was worth many processions and rainbows, and I will confess that, as the empty
show went on day after day, I quite revolted against such a vapid manifestation of an admirable human
trait. There was always one exception, however: whenever I heard the high eager voices of old women, I was
irresistibly interested, and left anything I might be doing in order to listen to them.

II

Perhaps my many talks with these aged visitors crystallized thoughts and impressions that I had been receiving
through years; or the tale itself may have ignited a fire, as it were, whose light illumined some of my darkest
memories of neglected and uncomfortable old age, of old peasant women who had ruthlessly probed into the
ugly depths of human nature in themselves and others. Many of them who came to see the Devil Baby had
been forced to face tragic human experiences; the powers of brutality and horror had had full scope in their
lives, and for years they had had acquaintance with disaster and death. Such old women do not shirk life’s
misery by feeble idealism, for they are long past the stage of make-believe. They relate without flinching the
most hideous experiences. ‘My face has had this queer twist for now nearly sixty years; I was ten when it got that
way, the night after I saw my father do my mother to death with his knife.’ ‘Yes, I had fourteen children; only
two grew to be men and both of them were killed in the same explosion. I was never sure they brought home
the right bodies.’ But even the most hideous sorrows which the old women related had apparently subsided
into the paler emotion of ineffectual regret, after Memory had long done her work upon them; the old people
seemed, in some unaccountable way, to lose all bitterness and resentment against life, or rather they were so
completely without it that they must have lost it long since.

Perhaps those women, because they had come to expect nothing more from life and had perforce ceased from
grasping and striving, had obtained, if not renunciation, at least that quiet endurance which allows the wounds
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of the spirit to heal. Through their stored-up habit of acquiescence, they vouchsafed a fleeting glimpse of that
translucent wisdom so often embodied in old women, but so difficult to portray. I recall a conversation with one
of them, a woman whose fine mind and indomitable spirit I had long admired; I had known her for years, and
yet the recital of her sufferings, added to those which the Devil Baby had already induced other women to tell
me, pierced me afresh.

‘I had eleven children, some born in Bohemia and some born here; nine of them boys; all of the children died
when they were little, but my dear Liboucha, you know all about her. She died last winter in the insane asylum.
She was only twelve years old when her father, in a fit of delirium tremens, killed himself after he had chased us
around the room trying to kill us first. She saw it all; the blood splashed on the wall stayed in her mind the worst;
she shivered and shook all that night through, and the next morning she had lost her voice, couldn’t speak out
loud for terror. After a while her voice came back, although it was never very natural, and she went to school
again. She seemed to do as well as ever and was awful pleased when she got into High School. All the money
we had, I earned scrubbing in a public dispensary, although sometimes I got a little more by interpreting for the
patients, for I know three languages, one as well as the other. But I was determined that, whatever happened
to me, Liboucha was to be educated. My husband’s father was a doctor in the old country, and Liboucha was
always a clever child. I wouldn’t have her live the kind of life I had, with no use for my mind except to make
me restless and bitter. I was pretty old and worn out for such hard work, but when I used to see Liboucha on a
Sunday morning, ready for church, in her white dress with her long yellow hair braided round her beautiful pale
face, lying there in bed as I was,—being brought up a freethinker and needing to rest my aching bones for the
next week’s work,—I’d feel almost happy, in spite of everything.

‘But of course no such peace could last in my life; the second year at High School, Liboucha began to seem
different and do strange things. You know the time she wandered away for three days and we were all wild with
fright, although a kind woman had taken her in and no harm came to her. I could never be easy after that; she
was always gentle, but she was awful sly about running away, and at last I had to send her to the asylum. She
stayed there off and on for five years, but I saw her every week of my life and she was always company for me,
what with sewing for her, washing and ironing her clothes, cooking little things to take out to her and saving a
bit of money to buy fruit for her. At any rate, I had stopped feeling so bitter, and got some comfort out of seeing
the one thing that belonged to me on this side of the water, when all of a sudden she died of heart-failure, and
they never took the trouble to send for me until the next day.’

She stopped, as if wondering afresh that the Fates could have been so casual, but with a sudden illumination,
as if she had been awakened out of the burden and intensity of her restricted personal interests into a
consciousness of those larger relations which are, for the most part, so strangely invisible. It was as if the young
mother of the grotesque Devil Baby, that victim of wrongdoing on the part of others, had revealed to this tragic
woman, much more clearly than soft words had ever done, that the return of a deed of violence upon the head
of the innocent is inevitable; as if she had realized that, although she was destined to walk all the days of her life
with that piteous multitude who bear the undeserved wrongs of the world, she would walk henceforth with a
sense of companionship.

Among the visitors were pitiful old women who, although they had already reconciled themselves to much
misery, were still enduring more. ‘You might say it’s a disgrace to have your son beat you up for the sake of a
bit of money you’ve earned by scrubbing,—your own man is different,—but I haven’t the heart to blame the boy
for doing what he’s seen all his life; his father forever went wild when the drink was in him and struck me to
the very day of his death. The ugliness was born in the boy as the marks of the devil was born in the poor child
upstairs.’

This more primitive type embodies the eternal patience of those humble toiling women who through the
generations have been held of little value, save as their drudgery ministered to their men. One of them related
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her habit of going through the pockets of her drunken son every pay-day, and complained that she had never
got so little as the night before, only twenty-five cents out of fifteen dollars he had promised for the rent long
overdue. ‘I had to get that as he lay in the alley before the door; I couldn’t pull him in, and the copper who helped
him home left as soon as he heard me coming and pretended he didn’t see me. I have no food in the house nor
coffee to sober him up with. I know perfectly well that you will ask me to eat something here, but if I can’t carry
it home, I won’t take a bite nor a sup. I have never told you so much before. Since one of the nurses said he could
be arrested for my nonsupport, I’ve been awfully close-mouthed. It’s the foolish way all the women in our street
are talking about the Devil Baby that’s loosened my tongue—more shame to me.’

There are those, if possible more piteous still, who have become absolutely helpless and can therefore no longer
perform the household services exacted from them. One last wish has been denied them. ‘I hoped to go before
I became a burden, but it was not to be’; and the long days of unwonted idleness are darkened by the haunting
fear that ‘they’ will come to think the burden too heavy and decide that the poorhouse is ‘the best.’ Even then
there is no word of blame for undutiful children or heedless grandchildren, for apparently all that is petty and
transitory falls away from austere old age; the fires are burned out, resentments, hatreds, and even cherished
sorrows have become actually unintelligible. It is as if the horrors through which these old people had passed
had never existed for them; and, facing death as they are, they seem anxious to speak only such words of
groping wisdom as they can command.

This aspect of memory has never been more clearly stated than by Gilbert Murray in his Life of Euripides. He
tells us that the aged poet, when he was officially declared to be one of ‘the old men of Athens,’ said, ‘Even yet
the age-worn minstrel can turn Memory into song’; and the memory of which he spoke was that of history and
tradition, rather than his own. The aged poet turned into song even the hideous story of Medea, transmuting
it into ‘a beautiful remote song about far-off children who have been slain in legend, children who are now at
peace and whose ancient pain has become part mystery and part music. Memory—that Memory who is the
mother of the Muses—having done her work upon them.’

The vivid interest of so many old women in the story of the Devil Baby may have been an unconscious, although
powerful, testimony that tragic experiences gradually become dressed in such trappings in order that their
spent agony may prove of some use to a world which learns at the hardest; and that the strivings and sufferings
of men and women long since dead, their emotions no longer connected with flesh and blood, are thus
transmuted into legendary wisdom. The young are forced to heed the warning in such a tale, although for the
most part it is so easy for them to disregard the words of the aged. That the old women who came to visit the
Devil Baby believed that the story would secure them a hearing at home, was evident, and as they prepared
themselves with every detail of it, their old faces shone with a timid satisfaction. Their features, worn and scarred
by harsh living, even as effigies built into the floor of an old church become dim and defaced by rough-shod
feet, grew poignant and solemn. In the midst of their double bewilderment, both that the younger generation
were walking in such strange paths and that no one would listen to them, for one moment there flickered up
that last hope of a disappointed life, that it may at least serve as a warning while affording material for exciting
narrations.

Sometimes in talking to one of them, who was ‘but a hair’s breadth this side of the darkness,’ one realized that
old age has its own expression for the mystic renunciation of the world. The impatience with all non-essentials,
the craving to be free from hampering bonds and soft conditions, was perhaps typified in our own generation
by Tolstoi’s last impetuous journey, the light of his genius for a moment making comprehensible to us that
unintelligible impulse of the aged.

Often, in the midst of a conversation, one of these touching old women would quietly express a longing for
death, as if it were a natural fulfillment of an inmost desire. Her sincerity and anticipation were so genuine that I
would feel abashed in her presence, ashamed to ‘cling to this strange thing that shines in the sunlight, and to be
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sick with love for it.’ Such impressions were in their essence transitory, but one result from the hypothetical visit
of the Devil Baby to Hull-House will, I think, remain: a realization of the sifting and reconciling power inherent
in Memory, itself. The old women, with much to aggravate and little to soften the habitual bodily discomforts
of old age, exhibited an emotional serenity so vast and reassuring that I found myself perpetually speculating
as to how soon the fleeting and petty emotions which seem so unduly important to us now might be thus
transmuted; at what moment we might expect the inconsistencies and perplexities of life to be brought under
this appeasing Memory, with its ultimate power to increase the elements of Beauty and Significance and to
reduce, if not to eliminate, stupidity and resentment.

III

As our visitors to the Devil Baby came day by day, it was gradually evident that the simpler women were not
moved wholly by curiosity, but that many of them prized the story as a valuable instrument in the business of
living.

The legend exhibited all the persistence of one of those tales which have doubtless been preserved through the
centuries because of their taming effects upon recalcitrant husbands and fathers. Shamefaced men brought by
their women-folk to see the baby but ill-concealed their triumph when there proved to be no such visible sign
of retribution for domestic derelictions. On the other hand, numbers of men came by themselves. One group
from a neighboring factory, on their ‘own time,’ offered to pay twenty-five cents, a half-dollar, two dollars apiece
to see the child, insisting that it must be at Hull-House because ‘the women-folks had seen it.’ To my query as
to whether they supposed we would exhibit for money a poor little deformed baby, if one had been born in the
neighborhood, they replied, ‘Sure, why not?’ and, ‘It teaches a good lesson, too,’ they added as an afterthought,
or perhaps as a concession to the strange moral standards of a place like Hull-House. All the members of this
group of hardworking men, in spite of a certain swagger toward one another and a tendency to bully the
derelict showman, wore that hang-dog look betraying the sense of unfair treatment which a man is so apt to
feel when his womankind makes an appeal to the supernatural. In their determination to see the child, the men
recklessly divulged much more concerning their motives than they had meant to do, and their talk confirmed
my impression that such a story may still act as a restraining influence in that sphere of marital conduct, which,
next to primitive religion itself, we are told, has always afforded the most fertile field for irrational tabus and
savage punishments.

What story more than this could be calculated to secure sympathy for the mother of too many daughters, and
contumely for the irritated father? The touch of mysticism, the supernatural sphere in which it was placed,
would render a man perfectly helpless.

The story of the Devil Baby, evolved to-day as it might have been centuries before in response to the imperative
needs of anxious wives and mothers, recalled the theory that woman first fashioned the fairy-story, that
combination of wisdom and romance, in an effort to tame her mate and to make him a better father to her
children, until such stories finally became a rude creed for domestic conduct, softening the treatment that men
accorded to women.

These first pitiful efforts of women, so wide-spread and powerful that we have not yet escaped their influence,
still cast vague shadows upon the vast spaces of life, shadows that are dim and distorted because of their
distant origin. They remind us that for thousands of years women had nothing to oppose against unthinkable
brutality save ‘the charm of words,’ no other implement with which to subdue the fiercenesses of the world
about them.

During the weeks that the Devil Baby drew multitudes of visitors to Hull-House, my mind was opened to the fact
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that new knowledge derived from concrete experience is continually being made available for the guidance of
human life; that humble women are still establishing rules of conduct as best they may, to counteract the base
temptations of a man’s world. Thousands of women, for instance, make it a standard of domestic virtue that
a man must not touch his pay envelope, but bring it home unopened to his wife. High praise is contained in
the phrase, ‘We have been married twenty years and he never once opened his own envelope’; or covert blame
in the statement, ‘Of course he got to gambling; what can you expect from a man who always opens his own
pay?’

The women are so fatalistically certain of this relation of punishment to domestic sin, of reward to domestic
virtue, that when they talk about it, as they so constantly did in connection with the Devil Baby, it often sounds
as if they were using the words of a widely known ritual. Even the young girls seized upon it as a palpable
punishment, to be held over the heads of reckless friends. That the tale was useful was evidenced by many
letters similar to the anonymous epistle here given.

‘me and my friends we work in talor shop and when we are going home on the roby street car where we get
off that car at blue island ave. we will meet some fellows sitting at that street where they drink some beer from
pail, they keep look in cars all time and they will wait and see if we will come sometimes we will have to work,
but they will wait so long they are tired and they don’t care they get rest so long but a girl what works in twine
mill saw them talk with us we know her good and she say what youse talk with old drunk man for we shall
come to thier dance when it will be they will tell us and we should know all about where to see them that girl
she say oh if you will go with them you will get devils baby like some other girls did who we knows, she say
Jane Addams she will show one like that in Hull House if you will go down there we shall come sometime and
we will see if that is trouth we do not believe her for she is friendly with them old men herself when she go out
from her work they will wink to her and say something else to. We will go down and see you and make a lie
from what she say.’

IV

The story evidently held some special comfort for hundreds of forlorn women, representatives of that vast horde
of the denied and proscribed, who had long found themselves confronted by those mysterious and impersonal
wrongs which are apparently nobody’s fault but seem to be inherent in the very nature of things.

Because the Devil Baby embodied an undeserved wrong to a poor mother, whose tender child had been
claimed by the forces of evil, his merely reputed presence had power to attract to Hull-House hundreds of
women who had been humbled and disgraced by their children; mothers of the feeble-minded, of the vicious,
of the criminal, of the prostitute. In their talk it was as if their long rôle of maternal apology and protective
reticence had at last broken down; as if they could speak out freely because for once a man responsible for an
ill-begotten child had been ‘met up with’ and had received his deserts. Their sinister version of the story was
that the father of the Devil Baby had married without confessing a hideous crime committed years before, thus
basely deceiving both his innocent young bride and the good priest who performed the solemn ceremony; that
the sin had become incarnate in his child, which, to the horror of the young and trusting mother, had been born
with all the outward aspects of the devil himself.

As if drawn by a magnet, week after week, a procession of forlorn women in search of the Devil Baby came to
Hull-House from every part of the city, issuing forth from the many homes in which dwelt ‘the two unprofitable
goddesses, Poverty and Impossibility.’ With an understanding that was quickened perhaps by my own
acquaintance with the mysterious child, I listened to many tragic tales from the visiting women: of premature
births, ‘because he kicked me in the side’; of children maimed and burned, because ‘I had no one to leave them
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with when I went to work.’ These women had seen the tender flesh of growing little bodies given over to death
because ‘he wouldn’t let me send for the doctor,’ or because ‘there was no money to pay for the medicine.’ But
even these mothers, rendered childless through insensate brutality, were less pitiful than some of the others,
who might well have cried aloud of their children as did a distracted mother of her child centuries ago,—

That God should send this one thing more
Of hunger and of dread, a door
Set wide to every wind of pain!

Such was the mother of a feeble-minded boy who said, ‘I didn’t have a devil baby myself, but I bore a poor
“innocent,” who made me fight devils for twenty-three years.’ She told of her son’s experiences, from the time
the other little boys had put him up to stealing that they might hide in safety and leave him to be found
with ‘the goods’ on him, until, grown into a huge man, he fell into the hands of professional burglars; he was
evidently the dupe and stool-pigeon of the vicious and criminal until the very day he was locked into the State
Penitentiary. ‘If people played with him a little, he went right off and did anything they told him to, and now
he’s been sent up for life. We call such innocents “God’s Fools” in the old country, but over here the Devil himself
gets them. I’ve fought off bad men and boys from the poor lamb with my very fists; nobody ever came near the
house except such like and the police officers who were always arresting him.’

There were a goodly number of visitors, of the type of those to be found in every large city, who are on the
verge of nervous collapse or who exhibit many symptoms of mental aberration and yet are sufficiently normal
to be at large most of the time and to support themselves by drudgery which requires little mental effort,
although the exhaustion resulting from the work they are able to do is the one thing from which they should
be most carefully protected. One such woman, evidently obtaining inscrutable comfort from the story of the
Devil Baby even after she had become convinced that we harbored no such creature, came many times to tell
of her longing for her son who had joined the army some eighteen months before and was stationed in Alaska.
She always began with the same words. ‘When spring comes and the snow melts so that I know he could get
out, I can hardly stand it. You know I was once in the Insane Asylum for three years at a stretch, and since then I
haven’t had much use of my mind except to worry with. Of course I know that it is dangerous for me, but what
can I do? I think something like this: “The snow is melting, now he could get out, but his officers won’t let him
off, and if he runs away he’ll be shot for a deserter—either way I’ll never see him again; I’ll die without seeing
him”—and then I begin all over again with the snow.’ After a pause, she said, ‘The recruiting officer ought not to
have taken him; he’s my only son and I’m a widow; it’s against the rules, but he was so crazy to go that I guess
he lied a little. At any rate, the government has him now and I can’t get him back. Without this worry about
him, my mind would be all right; if he was here he would be earning money and keeping me and we would be
happy all day long.’

Recalling the vagabondish lad who had never earned much money and had certainly never ‘kept’ his hard-
working mother, I ventured to suggest that, even if he were at home, he might not have worked these hard
times, that he might get into trouble and be arrested,—I did not need to remind her that he had already been
arrested twice,—that he was now fed and sheltered and under discipline, and I added hopefully something
about seeing the world. She looked at me out of her withdrawn harried eyes, as if I were speaking a foreign
tongue. ‘That wouldn’t make any real difference to me—the work, the money, his behaving well and all that, if I
could cook and wash for him; I don’t need all the money I earn scrubbing that factory; I only take bread and tea
for supper, and I choke over that, thinking of him.’

V
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A sorrowful woman clad in heavy black, who came one day, exhibited such a capacity for prolonged weeping
that it was evidence in itself of the truth of at least half her statement, that she had cried herself to sleep every
night of her life for fourteen years in fulfillment of a ‘curse’ laid upon her by an angry man that ‘her pillow
would be wet with tears as long as she lived.’ Her respectable husband had kept a shop in the Red Light district,
because he found it profitable to sell to the men and women who lived there. She had kept house in the rooms
‘over the store,’ from the time she was a bride newly come from Russia, and her five daughters had been born
there, but never a son to gladden her husband’s heart.

She took such a feverish interest in the Devil Baby that when I was obliged to disillusion her, I found it hard to
take away her comfort in the belief that the Powers that Be are on the side of the woman, when her husband
resents too many daughters. But, after all, the birth of daughters was but an incident in her tale of unmitigated
woe, for the scoldings of a disappointed husband were as nothing to the curse of a strange enemy, although
she doubtless had a confused impression that if there was retribution for one in the general scheme of things,
there might be for the other.

When the weeping woman finally put the events of her disordered life in some sort of sequence, it was clear
that about fifteen years ago she had reported to the police a vicious house whose back door opened into her
own yard. Her husband had forbidden her to do anything about it and had said that it would only get them into
trouble; but she had been made desperate one day when she saw her little girl, then twelve years old, come out
of the door, gleefully showing her younger sister a present of money. Because the poor woman had tried for ten
years, without success, to induce her husband to move from the vicinity of such houses, she was certain that she
could save her child only by forcing out ‘the bad people’ from her own door-yard. She therefore made her one
frantic effort, found her way to the city hall, and there reported the house to the chief himself. Of course, ‘the
bad people’ ‘stood in with the police,’ and nothing happened to them except, perhaps, a fresh levy of blackmail;
but the keeper of the house, beside himself with rage, made the dire threat and laid the curse upon her. In less
than a year from that time he had enticed her daughter into a disreputable house in another part of the district.
The poor woman, ringing one doorbell after another, had never been able to find her; but the girl’s sisters, who
in time came to know where she was, had been dazzled by her mode of life. The weeping mother was quite
sure that two of her daughters, while still outwardly respectable and ‘working downtown,’ earned money in the
devious ways which they had learned all about when they were little children, although for the past five years
the now prosperous husband had allowed the family to live in a suburb where the two younger daughters were
‘growing up respectable.’

At moments it seemed possible that these simple women, representing an earlier development, eagerly seized
upon the story simply because it was primitive in form and substance. Certainly one evening a long-forgotten
ballad made an unceasing effort to come to the surface of my mind, as I talked to a feeble woman who, in the
last stages of an incurable disease from which she soon afterwards died, had been helped off the street-car in
front of Hull-House.

The ballad tells that the lover of a proud and jealous mistress, who demanded as a final test of devotion that he
bring her the heart of his mother, had quickly cut the heart from his mother’s breast and impetuously returned
to his lady bearing it upon a salver; but that, when stumbling in his gallant haste, he stooped to replace upon the
silver plate his mother’s heart which had rolled upon the ground, the heart, still beating with tender solicitude,
whispered the hope that her child was not hurt.

The ballad itself was scarcely more exaggerated than the story of our visitor that evening, who had made the
desperate effort of a journey from home in order to see the Devil Baby. I was familiar with her vicissitudes: the
shiftless drinking husband and the large family of children, all of whom had brought her sorrow and disgrace;
and I knew that her heart’s desire was to see again before she died her youngest son, who was a life prisoner in
the penitentiary. She was confident that the last piteous stage of her disease would secure him a week’s parole,
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founding this forlorn hope upon the fact that ‘they sometimes let them out to attend a mother’s funeral, and
perhaps they’d let Joe come a few days ahead; he could pay his fare afterwards from the insurance money. It
wouldn’t take much to bury me.’

Again we went over the hideous story. Joe had violently quarreled with a woman, the proprietor of the house
in which his disreputable wife lived, because she withheld from him a part of his wife’s ‘earnings,’ and in the
altercation had killed her—a situation, one would say, which it would be difficult for even a mother to condone.
But not at all: her thin gray face worked with emotion, her trembling hands restlessly pulled at her shabby skirt
as the hands of the dying pluck at the sheets, but she put all the vitality she could muster into his defense. She
told us he had legally married the girl who supported him, ‘although Lily had been so long in that life that few
men would have done it. Of course such a girl must have a protector or everybody would fleece her; poor Lily
said to the day of her death that he was the kindest man she ever knew, and treated her the whitest; that she
herself was to blame for the murder because she told on the old miser, and Joe was so hot-headed she might
have known that he would draw a gun for her.’ The gasping mother concluded, ‘He was always that handsome
and had such a way. One winter when I was scrubbing in an office-building, I’d never get home much before
twelve o’clock; but Joe would open the door for me just as pleasant as if he hadn’t been waked out of a sound
sleep.’

She was so triumphantly unconscious of the incongruity of a sturdy son in bed while his mother earned his
food, that her auditors said never a word, and in silence we saw a hero evolved before our eyes: a defender of
the oppressed, the best beloved of his mother, who was losing his high spirits and eating his heart out behind
prison bars. He could well defy the world even there, surrounded as he was by that invincible affection which
assures both the fortunate and unfortunate alike that we are loved, not according to our deserts, but in response
to some profounder law.

This imposing revelation of maternal solicitude was an instance of what continually happened in connection
with the Devil Baby. In the midst of the most tragic recitals there remained that something in the souls of these
mothers which has been called the great revelation of tragedy, or sometimes the great illusion of tragedy—that
which has power in its own right to make life acceptable and at rare moments even beautiful.

At least, during the weeks when the Devil Baby seemed to occupy every room in Hull-House, one was conscious
that all human vicissitudes are in the end melted down into reminiscence, and that a metaphorical statement
of those profound experiences which are implicit in human nature itself, however crude in form the story may
be, has a singular power of healing the distracted spirit.

If it has always been the mission of literature to translate the particular act into something of the universal, to
reduce the element of crude pain in the isolated experience by bringing to the sufferer a realization that his
is but the common lot, this mission may have been performed by such stories as this for simple hard-working
women, who, after all, at any given moment compose the bulk of the women in the world.
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The following text is in the public domain.

Chapters VI and VII of Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave

By Frederick Douglass

1845

Chapter VI

My new mistress proved to be all she appeared when I first met her at the door,–a woman of the kindest heart
and finest feelings. She had never had a slave under her control previously to myself, and prior to her marriage
she had been dependent upon her own industry for a living. She was by trade a weaver; and by constant
application to her business, she had been in a good degree preserved from the blighting and dehumanizing
effects of slavery. I was utterly astonished at her goodness. I scarcely knew how to behave towards her. She
was entirely unlike any other white woman I had ever seen. I could not approach her as I was accustomed
to approach other white ladies. My early instruction was all out of place. The crouching servility, usually so
acceptable a quality in a slave, did not answer when manifested toward her. Her favor was not gained by it; she
seemed to be disturbed by it. She did not deem it impudent or unmannerly for a slave to look her in the face.
The meanest slave was put fully at ease in her presence, and none left without feeling better for having seen
her. Her face was made of heavenly smiles, and her voice of tranquil music.

But, alas! this kind heart had but a short time to remain such. The fatal poison of irresponsible power was already
in her hands, and soon commenced its infernal work. That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, soon
became red with rage; that voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh and horrid discord; and
that angelic face gave place to that of a demon.

Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly commenced to teach me the A, B, C. After
I had learned this, she assisted me in learning to spell words of three or four letters. Just at this point of my
progress, Mr. Auld found out what was going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling
her, among other things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own words,
further, he said, “If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his
master–to do as he is told to do. Learning would ~spoil~ the best nigger in the world. Now,” said he, “if you teach
that nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be
a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it could do him
no good, but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy.” These words sank deep into
my heart, stirred up sentiments within that lay slumbering, and called into existence an entirely new train of
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thought. It was a new and special revelation, explaining dark and mysterious things, with which my youthful
understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I now understood what had been to me a most perplexing
difficulty–to wit, the white man’s power to enslave the black man. It was a grand achievement, and I prized it
highly. From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and
I got it at a time when I the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the aid of my
kind mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the merest accident, I had gained from
my master. Though conscious of the difficulty of learning without a teacher, I set out with high hope, and a
fixed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, to learn how to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke,
and strove to impress his wife with the evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to convince me that
he was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering. It gave me the best assurance that I might rely with the
utmost confidence on the results which, he said, would flow from teaching me to read. What he most dreaded,
that I most desired. What he most loved, that I most hated. That which to him was a great evil, to be carefully
shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently sought; and the argument which he so warmly urged, against
my learning to read, only served to inspire me with a desire and determination to learn. In learning to read, I
owe almost as much to the bitter opposition of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mistress. I acknowledge
the benefit of both.

I had resided but a short time in Baltimore before I observed a marked difference, in the treatment of slaves,
from that which I had witnessed in the country. A city slave is almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the
plantation. He is much better fed and clothed, and enjoys privileges altogether unknown to the slave on the
plantation. There is a vestige of decency, a sense of shame, that does much to curb and check those outbreaks
of atrocious cruelty so commonly enacted upon the plantation. He is a desperate slaveholder, who will shock
the humanity of his non-slaveholding neighbors with the cries of his lacerated slave. Few are willing to incur the
odium attaching to the reputation of being a cruel master; and above all things, they would not be known as not
giving a slave enough to eat. Every city slave- holder is anxious to have it known of him, that he feeds his slaves
well; and it is due to them to say, that most of them do give their slaves enough to eat. There are, however, some
painful exceptions to this rule. Directly opposite to us, on Philpot Street, lived Mr. Thomas Hamilton. He owned
two slaves. Their names were Henrietta and Mary. Henrietta was about twenty-two years of age, Mary was about
fourteen; and of all the mangled and emaciated creatures I ever looked upon, these two were the most so. His
heart must be harder than stone, that could look upon these unmoved. The head, neck, and shoulders of Mary
were literally cut to pieces. I have frequently felt her head, and found it nearly covered with festering sores,
caused by the lash of her cruel mistress. I do not know that her master ever whipped her, but I have been an
eye-witness to the cruelty of Mrs. Hamilton. I used to be in Mr. Hamilton’s house nearly every day. Mrs. Hamilton
used to sit in a large chair in the middle of the room, with a heavy cowskin always by her side, and scarce an
hour passed during the day but was marked by the blood of one of these slaves. The girls seldom passed her
without her saying, “Move faster, you ~black gip!~” at the same time giving them a blow with the cowskin over
the head or shoulders, often drawing the blood. She would then say, “Take that, you ~black gip!~” continuing,
“If you don’t move faster, I’ll move you!” Added to the cruel lashings to which these slaves were subjected, they
were kept nearly half-starved. They seldom knew what it was to eat a full meal. I have seen Mary contending
with the pigs for the offal thrown into the street. So much was Mary kicked and cut to pieces, that she was
oftener called “~pecked~” than by her name.

Chapter VII

I lived in Master Hugh’s family about seven years. During this time, I succeeded in learning to read and write. In
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accomplishing this, I was compelled to resort to various stratagems. I had no regular teacher. My mistress, who
had kindly commenced to instruct me, had, in compliance with the advice and direction of her husband, not
only ceased to instruct, but had set her face against my being instructed by anyone else. It is due, however, to
my mistress to say of her, that she did not adopt this course of treatment immediately. She at first lacked the
depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkness. It was at least necessary for her to have some
training in the exercise of irresponsible power, to make her equal to the task of treating me as though I were a
brute.

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted woman; and in the simplicity of her soul she
commenced, when I first went to live with her, to treat me as she supposed one human being ought to treat
another. In entering upon the duties of a slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I sustained to her the
relation of a mere chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being was not only wrong, but dangerously
so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. When I went there, she was a pious, warm, and tender-
hearted woman. There was no sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry,
clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its
ability to divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the
lamblike disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in her downward course was in her
ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced to practice her husband’s precepts. She finally became even more
violent in her opposition than her husband himself. She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as he had
commanded; she seemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed to make her more angry than to see me with
a newspaper. She seemed to think that here lay the danger. I have had her rush at me with a face made all
up of fury, and snatch from me a newspaper, in a manner that fully revealed her apprehension. She was an
apt woman; and a little experience soon demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that education and slavery were
incompatible with each other.

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room any considerable length of time, I was
sure to be suspected of having a book, and was at once called to give an account of myself. All this, however,
was too late. The first step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me the ~inch,~ and
no precaution could prevent me from taking the ~ell.~

The plan which I adopted, and the one by which I was most successful, was that of making friends of all the little
white boys whom I met in the street. As many of these as I could, I converted into teachers. With their kindly
aid, obtained at different times and in different places, I finally succeeded in learning to read. When I was sent
of errands, I always took my book with me, and by going one part of my errand quickly, I found time to get a
lesson before my return. I used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was always in the house, and to
which I was always welcome; for I was much better off in this regard than many of the poor white children in our
neighborhood. This bread I used to bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me that
more valuable bread of knowledge. I am strongly tempted to give the names of two or three of those little boys,
as a testimonial of the gratitude and affection I bear them; but prudence forbids;–not that it would injure me,
but it might embarrass them; for it is almost an unpardonable offence to teach slaves to read in this Christian
country. It is enough to say of the dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin and
Bailey’s ship-yard. I used to talk this matter of slavery over with them. I would sometimes say to them, I wished
I could be as free as they would be when they got to be men. “You will be free as soon as you are twenty-one,
~but I am a slave for life!~ Have not I as good a right to be free as you have?” These words used to trouble them;
they would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me with the hope that something would occur
by which I might be free.

I was now about twelve years old, and the thought of being ~a slave for life~ began to bear heavily upon my
heart. Just about this time, I got hold of a book entitled “The Columbian Orator.” Every opportunity I got, I used
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to read this book. Among much of other interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between a master and his
slave. The slave was represented as having run away from his master three times. The dialogue represented the
conversation which took place between them, when the slave was retaken the third time. In this dialogue, the
whole argument in behalf of slavery was brought forward by the master, all of which was disposed of by the
slave. The slave was made to say some very smart as well as impressive things in reply to his master– things
which had the desired though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary emancipation
of the slave on the part of the master.

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches on and in behalf of Catholic emancipation.
These were choice documents to me. I read them over and over again with unabated interest. They gave tongue
to interesting thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my mind, and died away for
want of utterance. The moral which I gained from the dialogue was the power of truth over the conscience of
even a slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and a powerful vindication of
human rights. The reading of these documents enabled me to utter my thoughts, and to meet the arguments
brought forward to sustain slavery; but while they relieved me of one difficulty, they brought on another even
more painful than the one of which I was relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my
enslavers. I could regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers, who had left their homes,
and gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land reduced us to slavery. I loathed them
as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As I read and contemplated the subject, behold! that
very discontentment which Master Hugh had predicted would follow my learning to read had already come, to
torment and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I would at times feel that learning to
read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a view of my wretched condition, without the
remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony,
I envied my fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the
meanest reptile to my own. Any thing, no matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting thinking of
my condition that tormented me. There was no getting rid of it. It was pressed upon me by every object within
sight or hearing, animate or inanimate. The silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness.
Freedom now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in every thing. It
was ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretched condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I heard
nothing without hearing it, and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled in every calm,
breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm.

I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for the hope of being free, I
have no doubt but that I should have killed myself, or done something for which I should have been killed. While
in this state of mind, I was eager to hear any one speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. Every little while, I could
hear something about the abolitionists. It was some time before I found what the word meant. It was always
used in such connections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and succeeded in getting
clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did any thing very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder,
it was spoken of as the fruit of ~abolition.~ Hearing the word in this connection very often, I set about learning
what it meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help. I found it was “the act of abolishing;” but then I did
not know what was to be abolished. Here I was perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I
was satisfied that it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After a patient waiting, I got one
of our city papers, containing an account of the number of petitions from the north, praying for the abolition
of slavery in the District of Columbia, and of the slave trade between the States. From this time I understood
the words ~abolition~ and ~abolitionist,~ and always drew near when that word was spoken, expecting to hear
something of importance to myself and fellow-slaves. The light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day
down on the wharf of Mr. Waters; and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and
helped them. When we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if I were a slave. I told him I was.
He asked, “Are ye a slave for life?” I told him that I was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply affected by
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the statement. He said to the other that it was a pity so fine a little fellow as myself should be a slave for life.
He said it was a shame to hold me. They both advised me to run away to the north; that I should find friends
there, and that I should be free. I pretended not to be interested in what they said, and treated them as if I
did not understand them; for I feared they might be treacherous. White men have been known to encourage
slaves to escape, and then, to get the reward, catch them and return them to their masters. I was afraid that
these seemingly good men might use me so; but I nevertheless remembered their advice, and from that time
I resolved to run away. I looked forward to a time at which it would be safe for me to escape. I was too young
to think of doing so immediately; besides, I wished to learn how to write, as I might have occasion to write my
own pass. I consoled myself with the hope that I should one day find a good chance. Meanwhile, I would learn
to write.

The idea as to how I might learn to write was suggested to me by being in Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard, and
frequently seeing the ship carpenters, after hewing, and getting a piece of timber ready for use, write on the
timber the name of that part of the ship for which it was intended. When a piece of timber was intended for
the larboard side, it would be marked thus–“L.” When a piece was for the starboard side, it would be marked
thus–“S.” A piece for the larboard side forward, would be marked thus–“L. F.” When a piece was for starboard
side forward, it would be marked thus–“S. F.” For larboard aft, it would be marked thus–“L. A.” For starboard aft, it
would be marked thus–“S. A.” I soon learned the names of these letters, and for what they were intended when
placed upon a piece of timber in the ship-yard. I immediately commenced copying them, and in a short time
was able to make the four letters named. After that, when I met with any boy who I knew could write, I would
tell him I could write as well as he. The next word would be, “I don’t believe you. Let me see you try it.” I would
then make the letters which I had been so fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way I got a
good many lessons in writing, which it is quite possible I should never have gotten in any other way. During this
time, my copy-book was the board fence, brick wall, and pavement; my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With
these, I learned mainly how to write. I then commenced and continued copying the Italics in Webster’s Spelling
Book, until I could make them all without looking on the book. By this time, my little Master Thomas had gone
to school, and learned how to write, and had written over a number of copy-books. These had been brought
home, and shown to some of our near neighbors, and then laid aside. My mistress used to go to class meeting
at the Wilk Street meetinghouse every Monday afternoon, and leave me to take care of the house. When left
thus, I used to spend the time in writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-book, copying what he had
written. I continued to do this until I could write a hand very similar to that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long,
tedious effort for years, I finally succeeded in learning how to write.
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I

In English writing we seldom speak of tradition, though we occasionally apply its name in deploring its absence.
We cannot refer to “the tradition” or to “a tradition”; at most, we employ the adjective in saying that the
poetry of So-and-so is “traditional” or even “too traditional.” Seldom, perhaps, does the word appear except in a
phrase of censure. If otherwise, it is vaguely approbative, with the implication, as to the work approved, of some
pleasing archæological reconstruction. You can hardly make the word agreeable to English ears without this
comfortable reference to the reassuring science of archæology.

Certainly the word is not likely to appear in our appreciations of living or dead writers. Every nation, every race,
has not only its own creative, but its own critical turn of mind; and is even more oblivious of the shortcomings
and limitations of its critical habits than of those of its creative genius. We know, or think we know, from the
enormous mass of critical writing that has appeared in the French language the critical method or habit of the
French; we only conclude (we are such unconscious people) that the French are “more critical” than we, and
sometimes even plume ourselves a little with the fact, as if the French were the less spontaneous. Perhaps they
are; but we might remind ourselves that criticism is as inevitable as breathing, and that we should be none
the worse for articulating what passes in our minds when we read a book and feel an emotion about it, for
criticizing our own minds in their work of criticism. One of the facts that might come to light in this process
is our tendency to insist, when we praise a poet, upon those aspects of his work in which he least resembles
anyone else. In these aspects or parts of his work we pretend to find what is individual, what is the peculiar
essence of the man. We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet’s difference from his predecessors, especially his
immediate predecessors; we endeavour to find something that can be isolated in order to be enjoyed. Whereas
if we approach a poet without his prejudice we shall often find that not only the best, but the most individual
parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously.
And I do not mean the impressionable period of adolescence, but the period of full maturity.

Yet if the only form of tradition, of handing down, consisted in following the ways of the immediate generation
before us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes, “tradition” should positively be discouraged. We have
seen many such simple currents soon lost in the sand; and novelty is better than repetition. Tradition is a matter
of much wider significance. It cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour. It
involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable to anyone who would
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continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the
pastness of the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own
generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within
it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous
order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of
the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most
acutely conscious of his place in time, of his contemporaneity.

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the
appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him,
for contrast and comparison, among the dead. I mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not merely historical,
criticism. The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall cohere, is not one-sided; what happens when a new
work of art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The
existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the new
(the really new) work of art among them. The existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for order
to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so
the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity
between the old and the new. Whoever has approved this idea of order, of the form of European, of English
literature, will not find it preposterous that the past should be altered by the present as much as the present is
directed by the past. And the poet who is aware of this will be aware of great difficulties and responsibilities.

In a peculiar sense he will be aware also that he must inevitably be judged by the standards of the past. I say
judged, not amputated, by them; not judged to be as good as, or worse or better than, the dead; and certainly
not judged by the canons of dead critics. It is a judgment, a comparison, in which two things are measured by
each other. To conform merely would be for the new work not really to conform at all; it would not be new, and
would therefore not be a work of art. And we do not quite say that the new is more valuable because it fits in;
but its fitting in is a test of its value—a test, it is true, which can only be slowly and cautiously applied, for we are
none of us infallible judges of conformity. We say: it appears to conform, and is perhaps individual, or it appears
individual, and may conform; but we are hardly likely to find that it is one and not the other.

To proceed to a more intelligible exposition of the relation of the poet to the past: he can neither take the past
as a lump, an indiscriminate bolus, nor can he form himself wholly on one or two private admirations, nor can
he form himself wholly upon one preferred period. The first course is inadmissible, the second is an important
experience of youth, and the third is a pleasant and highly desirable supplement. The poet must be very
conscious of the main current, which does not at all flow invariably through the most distinguished reputations.
He must be quite aware of the obvious fact that art never improves, but that the material of art is never
quite the same. He must be aware that the mind of Europe—the mind of his own country—a mind which he
learns in time to be much more important than his own private mind—is a mind which changes, and that this
change is a development which abandons nothing en route, which does not superannuate either Shakespeare,
or Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magdalenian draughtsmen. That this development, refinement perhaps,
complication certainly, is not, from the point of view of the artist, any improvement. Perhaps not even an
improvement from the point of view of the psychologist or not to the extent which we imagine; perhaps only in
the end based upon a complication in economics and machinery. But the difference between the present and
the past is that the conscious present is an awareness of the past in a way and to an extent which the past’s
awareness of itself cannot show.

Some one said: “The dead writers are remote from us because we know so much more than they did.” Precisely,
and they are that which we know.

I am alive to a usual objection to what is clearly part of my programme for the métier of poetry. The objection is
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that the doctrine requires a ridiculous amount of erudition (pedantry), a claim which can be rejected by appeal
to the lives of poets in any pantheon. It will even be affirmed that much learning deadens or perverts poetic
sensibility. While, however, we persist in believing that a poet ought to know as much as will not encroach
upon his necessary receptivity and necessary laziness, it is not desirable to confine knowledge to whatever can
be put into a useful shape for examinations, drawing-rooms, or the still more pretentious modes of publicity.
Some can absorb knowledge, the more tardy must sweat for it. Shakespeare acquired more essential history
from Plutarch than most men could from the whole British Museum. What is to be insisted upon is that
the poet must develop or procure the consciousness of the past and that he should continue to develop this
consciousness throughout his career.

What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to something which is more valuable.
The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality.

There remains to define this process of depersonalization and its relation to the sense of tradition. It is in
this depersonalization that art may be said to approach the condition of science. I shall, therefore, invite you
to consider, as a suggestive analogy, the action which takes place when a bit of finely filiated platinum is
introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur dioxide.

II

Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry. If we attend to
the confused cries of the newspaper critics and the susurrus of popular repetition that follows, we shall hear the
names of poets in great numbers; if we seek not Blue-book knowledge but the enjoyment of poetry, and ask for
a poem, we shall seldom find it. In the last article I tried to point out the importance of the relation of the poem
to other poems by other authors, and suggested the conception of poetry as a living whole of all the poetry that
has ever been written. The other aspect of this Impersonal theory of poetry is the relation of the poem to its
author. And I hinted, by an analogy, that the mind of the mature poet differs from that of the immature one not
precisely in any valuation of “personality,” not being necessarily more interesting, or having “more to say,” but
rather by being a more finely perfected medium in which special, or very varied, feelings are at liberty to enter
into new combinations.

The analogy was that of the catalyst. When the two gases previously mentioned are mixed in the presence
of a filament of platinum, they form sulphurous acid. This combination takes place only if the platinum is
present; nevertheless the newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum, and the platinum itself is apparently
unaffected; has remained inert, neutral, and unchanged. The mind of the poet is the shred of platinum. It may
partly or exclusively operate upon the experience of the man himself; but, the more perfect the artist, the more
completely separate in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the
mind digest and transmute the passions which are its material.

The experience, you will notice, the elements which enter the presence of the transforming catalyst, are of two
kinds: emotions and feelings. The effect of a work of art upon the person who enjoys it is an experience different
in kind from any experience not of art. It may be formed out of one emotion, or may be a combination of several;
and various feelings, inhering for the writer in particular words or phrases or images, may be added to compose
the final result. Or great poetry may be made without the direct use of any emotion whatever: composed out of
feelings solely. Canto XV of the Inferno (Brunetto Latini) is a working up of the emotion evident in the situation;
but the effect, though single as that of any work of art, is obtained by considerable complexity of detail. The last
quatrain gives an image, a feeling attaching to an image, which “came,” which did not develop simply out of
what precedes, but which was probably in suspension in the poet’s mind until the proper combination arrived
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for it to add itself to. The poet’s mind is in fact a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings,
phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present
together.

If you compare several representative passages of the greatest poetry you see how great is the variety of types
of combination, and also how completely any semi-ethical criterion of “sublimity” misses the mark. For it is
not the “greatness,” the intensity, of the emotions, the components, but the intensity of the artistic process,
the pressure, so to speak, under which the fusion takes place, that counts. The episode of Paolo and Francesca
employs a definite emotion, but the intensity of the poetry is something quite different from whatever intensity
in the supposed experience it may give the impression of. It is no more intense, furthermore, than Canto XXVI,
the voyage of Ulysses, which has not the direct dependence upon an emotion. Great variety is possible in
the process of transmution of emotion: the murder of Agamemnon, or the agony of Othello, gives an artistic
effect apparently closer to a possible original than the scenes from Dante. In the Agamemnon, the artistic
emotion approximates to the emotion of an actual spectator; in Othello to the emotion of the protagonist
himself. But the difference between art and the event is always absolute; the combination which is the murder
of Agamemnon is probably as complex as that which is the voyage of Ulysses. In either case there has been a
fusion of elements. The ode of Keats contains a number of feelings which have nothing particular to do with the
nightingale, but which the nightingale, partly, perhaps, because of its attractive name, and partly because of its
reputation, served to bring together.

The point of view which I am struggling to attack is perhaps related to the metaphysical theory of the
substantial unity of the soul: for my meaning is, that the poet has, not a “personality” to express, but a particular
medium, which is only a medium and not a personality, in which impressions and experiences combine in
peculiar and unexpected ways. Impressions and experiences which are important for the man may take no
place in the poetry, and those which become important in the poetry may play quite a negligible part in the
man, the personality.

I will quote a passage which is unfamiliar enough to be regarded with fresh attention in the light—or
darkness—of these observations:

And now methinks I could e’en chide myself
For doating on her beauty, though her death
Shall be revenged after no common action.
Does the silkworm expend her yellow labours
For thee? For thee does she undo herself?
Are lordships sold to maintain ladyships
For the poor benefit of a bewildering minute?
Why does yon fellow falsify highways,
And put his life between the judge’s lips,
To refine such a thing—keeps horse and men
To beat their valours for her?…

In this passage (as is evident if it is taken in its context) there is a combination of positive and negative
emotions: an intensely strong attraction toward beauty and an equally intense fascination by the ugliness which
is contrasted with it and which destroys it. This balance of contrasted emotion is in the dramatic situation to
which the speech is pertinent, but that situation alone is inadequate to it. This is, so to speak, the structural
emotion, provided by the drama. But the whole effect, the dominant tone, is due to the fact that a number of
floating feelings, having an affinity to this emotion by no means superficially evident, have combined with it to
give us a new art emotion.
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It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular events in his life, that the poet is in
any way remarkable or interesting. His particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion in
his poetry will be a very complex thing, but not with the complexity of the emotions of people who have
very complex or unusual emotions in life. One error, in fact, of eccentricity in poetry is to seek for new human
emotions to express: and in this search for novelty in the wrong place it discovers the perverse. The business
of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the ordinary ones and, in working them up into poetry, to
express feelings which are not in actual emotions at all. And emotions which he has never experienced will serve
his turn as well as those familiar to him. Consequently, we must believe that “emotion recollected in tranquillity”
is an inexact formula. For it is neither emotion, nor recollection, nor, without distortion of meaning, tranquillity.
It is a concentration, and a new thing resulting from the concentration, of a very great number of experiences
which to the practical and active person would not seem to be experiences at all; it is a concentration which
does not happen consciously or of deliberation. These experiences are not “recollected,” and they finally unite
in an atmosphere which is “tranquil” only in that it is a passive attending upon the event. Of course this is not
quite the whole story. There is a great deal, in the writing of poetry, which must be conscious and deliberate. In
fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious where he ought to be conscious, and conscious where he ought to be
unconscious. Both errors tend to make him “personal.” Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape
from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality. But, of course, only those
who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape from these things.

III

ὁ δὲ νοῦς ἴσως θειότερόν τι καὶ ἀπαθές ἐστιν

[“The mind is, no doubt, something more divine and therefore unaffected.” (Aristotle)]

This essay proposes to halt at the frontier of metaphysics or mysticism, and confine itself to such practical
conclusions as can be applied by the responsible person interested in poetry. To divert interest from the poet
to the poetry is a laudable aim: for it would conduce to a juster estimation of actual poetry, good and bad.
There are many people who appreciate the expression of sincere emotion in verse, and there is a smaller
number of people who can appreciate technical excellence. But very few know when there is expression
of significant emotion, emotion which has its life in the poem and not in the history of the poet. The emotion
of art is impersonal. And the poet cannot reach this impersonality without surrendering himself wholly to the
work to be done. And he is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives in what is not merely the present,
but the present moment of the past, unless he is conscious, not of what is dead, but of what is already living.
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The war against war is going to be no holiday excursion or camping party. The military feelings are too deeply
grounded to abdicate their place among our ideals until better substitutes are offered than the glory and
shame that come to nations as well as to individuals from the ups and downs of politics and the vicissitudes
of trade. There is something highly paradoxical in the modern man’s relation to war. Ask all our millions, north
and south, whether they would vote now (were such a thing possible) to have our war for the Union expunged
from history, and the record of a peaceful transition to the present time substituted for that of its marches
and battles, and probably hardly a handful of eccentrics would say yes. Those ancestors, those efforts, those
memories and legends, are the most ideal part of what we now own together, a sacred spiritual possession
worth more than all the blood poured out. Yet ask those same people whether they would be willing in cold
blood to start another civil war now to gain another similar possession, and not one man or women would vote
for the proposition. In modern eyes, precious though wars may be, they must not be waged solely for the sake
of the ideal harvest. Only when forced upon one, only when an enemy’s injustice leaves us no alternative, is a
war now thought permissible.

It was not thus in ancient times. The earlier men were hunting men, and to hunt a neighboring tribe, kill the
males, loot the village and possess the females, was the most profitable, as well as the most exciting, way of
living. Thus were the more martial tribes selected, and in chiefs and peoples a pure pugnacity and love of glory
came to mingle with the more fundamental appetite for plunder.

Modern war is so expensive that we feel trade to be a better avenue to plunder; but modern man inherits all the
innate pugnacity and all the love of glory of his ancestors. Showing war’s irrationality and horror is of no effect
upon him. The horrors make the fascination. War is the strong life; it is life in extremis; war-taxes are the only
ones men never hesitate to pay, as the budgets of all nations show us.

History is a bath of blood. The Iliad is one long recital of how Diomedes and Ajax, Sarpedon and Hector killed.
No detail of the wounds they made is spared us, and the Greek mind fed upon the story. Greek history is a
panorama of jingoism and imperialism—war for war’s sake, all the citizens being warriors. It is horrible reading,
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because of the irrationality of it all—save for the purpose of making “history”—and the history is that of the utter
ruin of a civilization in intellectual respects perhaps the highest the earth has ever seen.

Those wars were purely piratical. Pride, gold, women, slaves, excitement, were their only motives. In the
Peloponnesian war for example, the Athenians ask the inhabitants of Melos (the island where the “Venus of
Milo” was found), hitherto neutral, to own their lordship. The envoys meet, and hold a debate which Thucydides
gives in full, and which, for sweet reasonableness of form, would have satisfied Matthew Arnold. “The powerful
exact what they can,” said the Athenians, “and the weak grant what they must.” When the Meleans say that
sooner than be slaves they will appeal to the gods, the Athenians reply: “Of the gods we believe and of men
we know that, by a law of their nature, wherever they can rule they will. This law was not made by us, and we
are not the first to have acted upon it; we did but inherit it, and we know that you and all mankind, if you were
as strong as we are, would do as we do. So much for the gods; we have told you why we expect to stand as
high in their good opinion as you.” Well, the Meleans still refused, and their town was taken. “The Athenians,”
Thucydides quietly says, “thereupon put to death all who were of military age and made slaves of the women
and children. They then colonized the island, sending thither five hundred settlers of their own.”

Alexander’s career was piracy pure and simple, nothing but an orgy of power and plunder, made romantic
by the character of the hero. There was no rational principle in it, and the moment he died his generals and
governors attacked one another. The cruelty of those times is incredible. When Rome finally conquered Greece,
Paulus Aemilius, was told by the Roman Senate to reward his soldiers for their toil by “giving” them the old
kingdom of Epirus. They sacked seventy cities and carried off a hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants as slaves.
How many they killed I know not; but in Etolia they killed all the senators, five hundred and fifty in number.
Brutus was “the noblest Roman of them all,” but to reanimate his soldiers on the eve of Philippi he similarly
promises to give them the cities of Sparta and Thessalonica to ravage, if they win the fight.

Such was the gory nurse that trained societies to cohesiveness. We inherit the warlike type; and for most of
the capacities of heroism that the human race is full of we have to thank this cruel history. Dead men tell no
tales, and if there were any tribes of other type than this they have left no survivors. Our ancestors have bred
pugnacity into our bone and marrow, and thousands of years of peace won’t breed it out of us. The popular
imagination fairly fattens on the thought of wars. Let public opinion once reach a certain fighting pitch, and no
ruler can withstand it. In the Boer war both governments began with bluff but could n’t stay there, the military
tension was too much for them. In 1898 our people had read the word “war” in letters three inches high for three
months in every newspaper. The pliant politician McKinley was swept away by their eagerness, and our squalid
war with Spain became a necessity.

At the present day, civilized opinion is a curious mental mixture. The military instincts and ideals are as strong
as ever, but are confronted by reflective criticisms which sorely curb their ancient freedom. Innumerable writers
are showing up the bestial side of military service. Pure loot and mastery seem no longer morally avowable
motives, and pretexts must be found for attributing them solely to the enemy. England and we, our army and
navy authorities repeat without ceasing, arm solely for “peace,” Germany and Japan it is who are bent on loot
and glory. “Peace” in military mouths to-day is a synonym for “war expected.” The word has become a pure
provocative, and no government wishing peace sincerely should allow it ever to be printed in a newspaper.
Every up-to-date dictionary should say that “peace” and “war” mean the same thing, now in posse, now in actu.
It may even reasonably be said that the intensely sharp competitive preparation for war by the nations is the
real war, permanent, unceasing; and that the battles are only a sort of public verification of the mastery gained
during the “peace”-interval.

It is plain that on this subject civilized man has developed a sort of double personality. If we take European
nations, no legitimate interest of any one of them would seem to justify the tremendous destructions which a
war to compass it would necessarily entail. It would seem as though common sense and reason ought to find
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a way to reach agreement in every conflict of honest interests. I myself think it our bounden duty to believe
in such international rationality as possible. But, as things stand, I see how desperately hard it is to bring the
peace-party and the war-party together, and I believe that the difficulty is due to certain deficiencies in the
program of pacificism which set the militarist imagination strongly, and to a certain extent justifiably, against
it. In the whole discussion both sides are on imaginative and sentimental ground. It is but one utopia against
another, and everything one says must be abstract and hypothetical. Subject to this criticism and caution, I will
try to characterize in abstract strokes the opposite imaginative forces, and point out what to my own very fallible
mind seems the best Utopian hypothesis, the most promising line of conciliation.

In my remarks, pacificist though I am, I will refuse to speak of the bestial side of the war-régime (already done
justice to by many writers) and consider only the higher aspects of militaristic sentiment. Patriotism no one
thinks discreditable; nor does any one deny that war is the romance of history. But inordinate ambitions are the
soul of every patriotism, and the possibility of violent death the soul of all romance. The militarily patriotic and
romantic-minded everywhere, and especially the professional military class, refuse to admit for a moment that
war may be a transitory phenomenon in social evolution. The notion of a sheep’s paradise like that revolts, they
say, our higher imagination. Where then would be the steeps of life? If war had ever stopped, we should have to
re-invent it, on this view, to redeem life from flat degeneration.

Reflective apologists for war at the present day all take it religiously. It is a sort of sacrament. Its profits are to the
vanquished as well as to the victor; and quite apart from any question of profit, it is an absolute good, we are
told, for it is human nature at its highest dynamic. Its “horrors” are a cheap price to pay for rescue from the only
alternative supposed, of a world of clerks and teachers, of co-education and zo-ophily, of “consumer’s leagues”
and “associated charities,” of industrialism unlimited, and feminism unabashed. No scorn, no hardness, no valor
any more! Fie upon such a cattleyard of a planet!

So far as the central essence of this feeling goes, no healthy minded person, it seems to me, can help to some
degree partaking of it. Militarism is the great preserver of our ideals of hardihood, and human life with no use
for hardihood would be contemptible. Without risks or prizes for the darer, history would be insipid indeed; and
there is a type of military character which every one feels that the race should never cease to breed, for every
one is sensitive to its superiority. The duty is incumbent on mankind, of keeping military characters in stock—of
keeping them, if not for use, then as ends in themselves and as pure pieces of perfection,—so that Roosevelt’s
weaklings and mollycoddles may not end by making everything else disappear from the face of nature.

This natural sort of feeling forms, I think, the innermost soul of army-writings. Without any exception known to
me, militarist authors take a highly mystical view of their subject, and regard war as a biological or sociological
necessity, uncontrolled by ordinary psychological checks and motives. When the time of development is ripe
the war must come, reason or no reason, for the justifications pleaded are invariably fictitious. War is, in short,
a permanent human obligation. General Homer Lea, in his recent book “The Valor of Ignorance,” plants himself
squarely on this ground. Readiness for war is for him the essence of nationality, and ability in it the supreme
measure of the health of nations.

Nations, General Lea says, are never stationary—they must necessarily expand or shrink, according to their
vitality or decrepitude. Japan now is culminating; and by the fatal law in question it is impossible that her
statesmen should not long since have entered, with extraordinary foresight, upon a vast policy of conquest—the
game in which the first moves were her wars with China and Russia and her treaty with England, and of which
the final objective is the capture of the Philippines, the Hawaiian Islands, Alaska, and the whole of our Coast
west of the Sierra Passes. This will give Japan what her ineluctable vocation as a state absolutely forces her
to claim, the possession of the entire Pacific Ocean; and to oppose these deep designs we Americans have,
according to our author, nothing but our conceit, our ignorance, our commercialism, our corruption, and our
feminism. General Lea makes a minute technical comparison of the military strength which we at present
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could oppose to the strength of Japan, and concludes that the islands, Alaska, Oregon, and Southern California,
would fall almost without resistance, that San Francisco must surrender in a fortnight to a Japanese investment,
that in three or four months the war would be over, and our republic, unable to regain what it had heedlessly
neglected to protect sufficiently, would then “disintegrate,” until perhaps some Caesar should arise to weld us
again into a nation.

A dismal forecast indeed! Yet not implausible, if the mentality of Japan’s statesmen be of the Caesarian type of
which history shows so many examples, and which is all that General Lea seems able to imagine. But there is
no reason to think that women can no longer be the mothers of Napoleonic or Alexandrian characters; and if
these come in Japan and find their opportunity, just such surprises as “The Valor of Ignorance” paints may lurk
in ambush for us. Ignorant as we still are of the innermost recesses of Japanese mentality, we may be foolhardy
to disregard such possibilities.

Other militarists are more complex and more moral in their considerations. The “Philosophie des Krieges,” by S.
R. Steinmetz is a good example. War, according to this author, is an ordeal instituted by God, who weighs the
nations in its balance. It is the essential form of the State, and the only function in which peoples can employ
all their powers at once and convergently. No victory is possible save as the resultant of a totality of virtues, no
defeat for which some vice or weakness is not responsible. Fidelity, cohesiveness, tenacity, heroism, conscience,
education, inventiveness, economy, wealth, physical health and vigor—there is n’t a moral or intellectual point
of superiority that does n’t tell, when God holds his assizes and hurls the peoples upon one another. Die
Weltgeschichte ist das Weltgericht; and Dr. Steinmetz does not believe that in the long run chance and luck
play any part in apportioning the issues.

The virtues that prevail, it must be noted, are virtues anyhow, superiorities that count in peaceful as well as in
military competition; but the strain on them, being infinitely intenser in the latter case, makes war infinitely
more searching as a trial. No ordeal is comparable to its winnowings. Its dread hammer is the welder of men
into cohesive states, and nowhere but in such states can human nature adequately develop its capacity. The
only alternative is “degeneration.”

Dr. Steinmetz is a conscientious thinker, and his book, short as it is, takes much into account. Its upshot can,
it seems to me, be summed up in Simon Patten’s word, that mankind was nursed in pain and fear, and that
the transition to a “pleasure-economy” may be fatal to a being wielding no powers of defence against its
disintegrative influences. If we speak of the fear of emancipation from the fear-régime, we put the whole
situation into a single phrase; fear regarding ourselves now taking the place of the ancient fear of the enemy.

Turn the fear over as I will in my mind, it all seems to lead back to two unwillingnesses of the imagination,
one aesthetic, and the other moral; unwillingness, first to envisage a future in which army-life, with its many
elements of charm, shall be forever impossible, and in which the destinies of peoples shall nevermore be
decided, quickly, thrillingly, and tragically, by force, but only gradually and insipidly by “evolution”; and, secondly,
unwillingness to see the supreme theatre of human strenuousness closed, and the splendid military aptitudes
of men doomed to keep always in a state of latency and never show themselves in action. These insistent
unwillingnesses, no less than other aesthetic and ethical insistencies, have, it seems to me, to be listened to
and respected. One cannot meet them effectively by mere counter-insistency on war’s expensiveness and
horror. The horror makes the thrill; and when the question is of getting the extremest and supremest out of
human nature, talk of expense sounds ignominious. The weakness of so much merely negative criticism is
evident—pacificism makes no converts from the military party. The military party denies neither the bestiality
nor the horror, nor the expense; it only says that these things tell but half the story. It only says that war
is worth them; that, taking human nature as a whole, its wars are its best protection against its weaker and
more cowardly self, and that mankind cannot afford to adopt a peace-economy.
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Pacificists ought to enter more deeply into the aesthetical and ethical point of view of their opponents. Do
that first in any controversy, says J. J. Chapman, then move the point, and your opponent will follow. So long
as anti-militarists propose no substitute for war’s disciplinary function, no moral equivalent of war, analogous,
as one might say, to the mechanical equivalent of heat, so long they fail to realize the full inwardness of the
situation. And as a rule they do fail. The duties, penalties, and sanctions pictured in the Utopias they paint are
all too weak and tame to touch the military-minded. Tolstoi’s pacificism is the only exception to this rule, for
it is profoundly pessimistic as regards all this world’s values, and makes the fear of the Lord furnish the moral
spur provided elsewhere by the fear of the enemy. But our socialistic peace-advocates all believe absolutely
in this world’s values; and instead of the fear of the Lord and the fear of the enemy, the only fear they reckon
with is the fear of poverty if one be lazy. This weakness pervades all the socialistic literature with which I am
acquainted. Even in Lowes Dickinson’s exquisite dialogue,[1] high wages and short hours are the only forces
invoked for overcoming man’s distaste for repulsive kinds of labor. Meanwhile men at large still live as they
always have lived, under a pain-and-fear economy—for those of us who live in an ease-economy are but an
island in the stormy ocean—and the whole atmosphere of present-day Utopian literature tastes mawkish
and dishwatery to people who still keep a sense for life’s more bitter flavors. It suggests, in truth, ubiquitous
inferiority. Inferiority is always with us, and merciless scorn of it is the keynote of the military temper. “Dogs,
would you live forever?” shouted Frederick the Great. “Yes,” say our Utopians, “let us live forever, and raise our
level gradually.” The best thing about our “inferiors” to-day is that they are as tough as nails, and physically and
morally almost as insensitive. Utopianism would see them soft and squeamish, while militarism would keep
their callousness, but transfigure it into a meritorious characteristic, needed by “the service,” and redeemed by
that from the suspicion of inferiority. All the qualities of a man acquire dignity when he knows that the service
of the collectivity that owns him needs them. If proud of the collectivity, his own pride rises in proportion. No
collectivity is like an army for nourishing such pride; but it has to be confessed that the only sentiment which
the image of pacific cosmopolitan industrialism is capable of arousing in countless worthy breasts is shame at
the idea of belonging to such a collectivity. It is obvious that the United States of America as they exist to-day
impress a mind like General Lea’s as so much human blubber. Where is the sharpness and precipitousness, the
contempt for life, whether one’s own, or another’s? Where is the savage “yes” and “no,” the unconditional duty?
Where is the conscription? Where is the blood-tax? Where is anything that one feels honored by belonging to?

Having said thus much in preparation, I will now confess my own Utopia. I devoutly believe in the reign of peace
and in the gradual advent of some sort of a socialistic equilibrium. The fatalistic view of the war-function is
to me nonsense, for I know that war-making is due to definite motives and subject to prudential checks and
reasonable criticisms, just like any other form of enterprise. And when whole nations are the armies, and the
science of destruction vies in intellectual refinement with the sciences of production, I see that war becomes
absurd and impossible from its own monstrosity. Extravagant ambitions will have to be replaced by reasonable
claims, and nations must make common cause against them. I see no reason why all this should not apply to
yellow as well as to white countries, and I look forward to a future when acts of war shall be formally outlawed
as between civilized peoples.

All these beliefs of mine put me squarely into the anti-militarist party. But I do not believe that peace either
ought to be or will be permanent on this globe, unless the states pacifically organized preserve some of the old
elements of army-discipline. A permanently successful peace-economy cannot be a simple pleasure-economy.
In the more or less socialistic future towards which mankind seems drifting we must still subject ourselves
collectively to those severities which answer to our real position upon this only partly hospitable globe. We must
make new energies and hardihoods continue the manliness to which the military mind so faithfully clings.
Martial virtues must be the enduring cement; intrepidity, contempt of softness, surrender of private interest,
obedience to command, must still remain the rock upon which states are built—unless, indeed, we wish for
dangerous reactions against commonwealths fit only for contempt, and liable to invite attack whenever a
centre of crystallization for military-minded enterprise gets formed anywhere in their neighborhood.
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The war-party is assuredly right in affirming and reaffirming that the martial virtues, although originally gained
by the race through war, are absolute and permanent human goods. Patriotic pride and ambition in their
military form are, after all, only specifications of a more general competitive passion. They are its first form, but
that is no reason for supposing them to be its last form. Men now are proud of belonging to a conquering nation,
and without a murmur they lay down their persons and their wealth, if by so doing they may fend off subjection.
But who can be sure that other aspects of one’s country may not, with time and education and suggestion
enough, come to be regarded with similarly effective feelings of pride and shame? Why should men not some
day feel that it is worth a blood-tax to belong to a collectivity superior in any ideal respect? Why should they
not blush with indignant shame if the community that owns them is vile in any way whatsoever? Individuals,
daily more numerous, now feel this civic passion. It is only a question of blowing on the spark till the whole
population gets incandescent, and on the ruins of the old morals of military honor, a stable system of morals of
civic honor builds itself up. What the whole community comes to believe in grasps the individual as in a vise.
The war-function has grasped us so far; but constructive interests may some day seem no less imperative, and
impose on the individual a hardly lighter burden.

Let me illustrate my idea more concretely. There is nothing to make one indignant in the mere fact that life is
hard, that men should toil and suffer pain. The planetary conditions once for all are such, and we can stand it.
But that so many men, by mere accidents of birth and opportunity, should have a life of nothing else but toil
and pain and hardness and inferiority imposed upon them, should have no vacation, while others natively no
more deserving never get any taste of this campaigning life at all,—this is capable of arousing indignation in
reflective minds. It may end by seeming shameful to all of us that some of us have nothing but campaigning,
and others nothing but unmanly ease. If now—and this is my idea—there were, instead of military conscription
a conscription of the whole youthful population to form for a certain number of years a part of the army enlisted
against Nature, the injustice would tend to be evened out, and numerous other goods to the commonwealth
would follow. The military ideals of hardihood and discipline would be wrought into the growing fibre of the
people; no one would remain blind as the luxurious classes now are blind, to man’s relations to the globe he
lives on, and to the permanently sour and hard foundations of his higher life. To coal and iron mines, to freight
trains, to fishing fleets in December, to dishwashing, clothes-washing, and window-washing, to road-building
and tunnel-making, to foundries and stoke-holes, and to the frames of skyscrapers, would our gilded youths
be drafted off, according to their choice, to get the childishness knocked out of them, and to come back into
society with healthier sympathies and soberer ideas. They would have paid their blood-tax, done their own part
in the immemorial human warfare against nature; they would tread the earth more proudly, the women would
value them more highly, they would be better fathers and teachers of the following generation.

Such a conscription, with the state of public opinion that would have required it, and the many moral fruits it
would bear, would preserve in the midst of a pacific civilization the manly virtues which the military party is
so afraid of seeing disappear in peace. We should get toughness without callousness, authority with as little
criminal cruelty as possible, and painful work done cheerily because the duty is temporary, and threatens not, as
now, to degrade the whole remainder of one’s life. I spoke of the “moral equivalent” of war. So far, war has been
the only force that can discipline a whole community, and until an equivalent discipline is organized, I believe
that war must have its way. But I have no serious doubt that the ordinary prides and shames of social man, once
developed to a certain intensity, are capable of organizing such a moral equivalent as I have sketched, or some
other just as effective for preserving manliness of type. It is but a question of time, of skilful propagandism, and
of opinion-making men seizing historic opportunities.

The martial type of character can be bred without war. Strenuous honor and disinterestedness abound
elsewhere. Priests and medical men are in a fashion educated to it and we should all feel some degree of it
imperative if we were conscious of our work as an obligatory service to the state. We should be owned, as
soldiers are by the army, and our pride would rise accordingly. We could be poor, then, without humiliation,
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as army officers now are. The only thing needed henceforward is to inflame the civic temper as past history
has inflamed the military temper. H. G. Wells, as usual, sees the centre of the situation. “In many ways,” he
says, “military organization is the most peaceful of activities. When the contemporary man steps from the
street, of clamorous insincere advertisement, push, adulteration, underselling and intermittent employment
into the barrack-yard, he steps on to a higher social plane, into an atmosphere of service and cooperation and
of infinitely more honorable emulations. Here at least men are not flung out of employment to degenerate
because there is no immediate work for them to do. They are fed and drilled and trained for better services. Here
at least a man is supposed to win promotion by self-forgetfulness and not by self-seeking. And beside the feeble
and irregular endowment of research by commercialism, its little short-sighted snatches at profit by innovation
and scientific economy, see how remarkable is the steady and rapid development of method and appliances
in naval and military affairs! Nothing is more striking than to compare the progress of civil conveniences which
has been left almost entirely to the trader, to the progress in military apparatus during the last few decades. The
house-appliances of to-day for example, are little better than they were fifty years ago. A house of to-day is still
almost as ill-ventilated, badly heated by wasteful fires, clumsily arranged and furnished as the house of 1858.
Houses a couple of hundred years old are still satisfactory places of residence, so little have our standards risen.
But the rifle or battleship of fifty years ago was beyond all comparison inferior to those we possess; in power, in
speed, in convenience alike. No one has a use now for such superannuated things.” [2]

Wells adds[3] that he thinks that the conceptions of order and discipline, the tradition of service and devotion,
of physical fitness, unstinted exertion, and universal responsibility, which universal military duty is now teaching
European nations, will remain a permanent acquisition, when the last ammunition has been used in the
fireworks that celebrate the final peace. I believe as he does. It would be simply preposterous if the only force
that could work ideals of honor and standards of efficiency into English or American natures should be the fear
of being killed by the Germans or the Japanese. Great indeed is Fear; but it is not, as our military enthusiasts
believe and try to make us believe, the only stimulus known for awakening the higher ranges of men’s spiritual
energy. The amount of alteration in public opinion which my utopia postulates is vastly less than the difference
between the mentality of those black warriors who pursued Stanley’s party on the Congo with their cannibal
war-cry of “Meat! Meat!” and that of the “general-staff” of any civilized nation. History has seen the latter interval
bridged over: the former one can be bridged over much more easily.

[1] “Justice and Liberty,” N. Y., 1909.

[2] “First and Last Things,” 1908, p. 215.

[3] “First and Last Things,” 1908, p. 226.
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The First Inaugural Address of Abraham
Lincoln

The following text is in the public domain.

The First Inaugural Address of Abraham Lincoln

Monday, March 4, 1861

Fellow-Citizens of the United States:

In compliance with a custom as old as the Government itself, I appear before you to address you briefly and to
take in your presence the oath prescribed by the Constitution of the United States to be taken by the President
before he enters on the execution of this office.

I do not consider it necessary at present for me to discuss those matters of administration about which there is
no special anxiety or excitement.

Apprehension seems to exist among the people of the Southern States that by the accession of a Republican
Administration their property and their peace and personal security are to be endangered. There has never
been any reasonable cause for such apprehension. Indeed, the most ample evidence to the contrary has all the
while existed and been open to their inspection. It is found in nearly all the published speeches of him who now
addresses you. I do but quote from one of those speeches when I declare that–

I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I
believe I have no lawful right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.

Those who nominated and elected me did so with full knowledge that I had made this and many similar
declarations and had never recanted them; and more than this, they placed in the platform for my acceptance,
and as a law to themselves and to me, the clear and emphatic resolution which I now read:

Resolved, That the maintenance inviolate of the rights of the States, and especially the right of each State to
order and control its own domestic institutions according to its own judgment exclusively, is essential to that
balance of power on which the perfection and endurance of our political fabric depend; and we denounce
the lawless invasion by armed force of the soil of any State or Territory, no matter what pretext, as among the
gravest of crimes.

I now reiterate these sentiments, and in doing so I only press upon the public attention the most conclusive
evidence of which the case is susceptible that the property, peace, and security of no section are to be in any
wise endangered by the now incoming Administration. I add, too, that all the protection which, consistently
with the Constitution and the laws, can be given will be cheerfully given to all the States when lawfully
demanded, for whatever cause–as cheerfully to one section as to another.

There is much controversy about the delivering up of fugitives from service or labor. The clause I now read is as
plainly written in the Constitution as any other of its provisions:
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No person held to service or labor in one State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, shall in
consequence of any law or regulation therein be discharged from such service or labor, but shall be delivered
up on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may be due.

It is scarcely questioned that this provision was intended by those who made it for the reclaiming of what we
call fugitive slaves; and the intention of the lawgiver is the law. All members of Congress swear their support
to the whole Constitution–to this provision as much as to any other. To the proposition, then, that slaves whose
cases come within the terms of this clause “shall be delivered up” their oaths are unanimous. Now, if they would
make the effort in good temper, could they not with nearly equal unanimity frame and pass a law by means of
which to keep good that unanimous oath?

There is some difference of opinion whether this clause should be enforced by national or by State authority,
but surely that difference is not a very material one. If the slave is to be surrendered, it can be of but little
consequence to him or to others by which authority it is done. And should anyone in any case be content that
his oath shall go unkept on a merely unsubstantial controversy as to how it shall be kept?

Again: In any law upon this subject ought not all the safeguards of liberty known in civilized and humane
jurisprudence to be introduced, so that a free man be not in any case surrendered as a slave? And might it
not be well at the same time to provide by law for the enforcement of that clause in the Constitution which
guarantees that “the citizens of each State shall be entitled to all privileges and immunities of citizens in the
several States”?

I take the official oath to-day with no mental reservations and with no purpose to construe the Constitution or
laws by any hypercritical rules; and while I do not choose now to specify particular acts of Congress as proper to
be enforced, I do suggest that it will be much safer for all, both in official and private stations, to conform to and
abide by all those acts which stand unrepealed than to violate any of them trusting to find impunity in having
them held to be unconstitutional.

It is seventy-two years since the first inauguration of a President under our National Constitution. During that
period fifteen different and greatly distinguished citizens have in succession administered the executive branch
of the Government. They have conducted it through many perils, and generally with great success. Yet, with all
this scope of precedent, I now enter upon the same task for the brief constitutional term of four years under
great and peculiar difficulty. A disruption of the Federal Union, heretofore only menaced, is now formidably
attempted.

I hold that in contemplation of universal law and of the Constitution the Union of these States is perpetual.
Perpetuity is implied, if not expressed, in the fundamental law of all national governments. It is safe to assert
that no government proper ever had a provision in its organic law for its own termination. Continue to execute
all the express provisions of our National Constitution, and the Union will endure forever, it being impossible to
destroy it except by some action not provided for in the instrument itself.

Again: If the United States be not a government proper, but an association of States in the nature of contract
merely, can it, as acontract, be peaceably unmade by less than all the parties who made it? One party to a
contract may violate it–break it, so to speak–but does it not require all to lawfully rescind it?

Descending from these general principles, we find the proposition that in legal contemplation the Union is
perpetual confirmed by the history of the Union itself. The Union is much older than the Constitution. It was
formed, in fact, by the Articles of Association in 1774. It was matured and continued by the Declaration of
Independence in 1776. It was further matured, and the faith of all the then thirteen States expressly plighted
and engaged that it should be perpetual, by the Articles of Confederation in 1778. And finally, in 1787, one of the
declared objects for ordaining and establishing the Constitution was “to form a more perfect Union.”
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But if destruction of the Union by one or by a part only of the States be lawfully possible, the Union is less perfect
than before the Constitution, having lost the vital element of perpetuity.

It follows from these views that no State upon its own mere motion can lawfully get out of the Union; that
resolves and ordinances to that effect are legally void, and that acts of violence within any State or States against
the authority of the United States are insurrectionary or revolutionary, according to circumstances.

I therefore consider that in view of the Constitution and the laws the Union is unbroken, and to the extent of
my ability, I shall take care, as the Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me, that the laws of the Union be
faithfully executed in all the States. Doing this I deem to be only a simple duty on my part, and Ishall perform
it so far as practicable unless my rightful masters, the American people, shall withhold the requisite means or
in some authoritative manner direct the contrary. I trust this will not be regarded as a menace, but only as the
declared purpose of the Union that it will constitutionally defend and maintain itself.

In doing this there needs to be no bloodshed or violence, and there shall be none unless it be forced upon
the national authority. The power confided to me will be used to hold, occupy, and possess the property and
places belonging to the Government and to collect the duties and imposts; but beyond what may be necessary
for these objects, there will be no invasion, no using of force against or among the people anywhere. Where
hostility to the United States in any interior locality shall be so great and universal as to prevent competent
resident citizens from holding the Federal offices, there will be no attempt to force obnoxious strangers among
the people for that object. While the strict legal right may exist in the Government to enforce the exercise of
these offices, the attempt to do so would be so irritating and so nearly impracticable withal that I deem it better
to forego for the time the uses of such offices.

The mails, unless repelled, will continue to be furnished in all parts of the Union. So far as possible the people
everywhere shall have that sense of perfect security which is most favorable to calm thought and reflection.
The course here indicated will be followed unless current events and experience shall show a modification
or change to be proper, and in every case and exigency my best discretion will be exercised, according to
circumstances actually existing and with a view and a hope of a peaceful solution of the national troubles and
the restoration of fraternal sympathies and affections.

That there are persons in one section or another who seek to destroy the Union at all events and are glad of any
pretext to do it I will neither affirm nor deny; but if there be such, I need address no word to them. To those,
however, who really love the Union may I not speak?

Before entering upon so grave a matter as the destruction of our national fabric, with all its benefits, its
memories, and its hopes, would it not be wise to ascertain precisely why we do it? Will you hazard so desperate
a step while there is any possibility that any portion of the ills you fly from have no real existence? Will you, while
the certain ills you fly to are greater than all the real ones you fly from, will you risk the commission of so fearful
a mistake?

All profess to be content in the Union if all constitutional rights can be maintained. Is it true, then, that any
right plainly written in the Constitution has been denied? I think not. Happily, the human mind is so constituted
that no party can reach to the audacity of doing this. Think, if you can, of a single instance in which a plainly
written provision of the Constitution has ever been denied. If by the mere force of numbers a majority should
deprive a minority of any clearly written constitutional right, it might in a moral point of view justify revolution;
certainly would if such right were a vital one. But such is not our case. All the vital rights of minorities and of
individuals are so plainly assured to them by affirmations and negations, guaranties and prohibitions, in the
Constitution that controversies never arise concerning them. But no organic law can ever be framed with a
provision specifically applicable to every question which may occur in practical administration. No foresight can
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anticipate nor any document of reasonable length contain express provisions for all possible questions. Shall
fugitives from labor be surrendered by national or by State authority? The Constitution does not expressly say.
May Congress prohibit slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. Must Congress protect
slavery in the Territories? The Constitution does not expressly say.

From questions of this class spring all our constitutional controversies, and we divide upon them into majorities
and minorities. If the minority will not acquiesce, the majority must, or the Government must cease. There is no
other alternative, for continuing the Government is acquiescence on one side or the other. If a minority in such
case will secede rather than acquiesce, they make a precedent which in turn will divide and ruin them, for a
minority of their own will secede from them whenever a majority refuses to be controlled by such minority. For
instance, why may not any portion of a new confederacy a year or two hence arbitrarily secede again, precisely
as portions of the present Union now claim to secede from it? All who cherish disunion sentiments are now
being educated to the exact temper of doing this.

Is there such perfect identity of interests among the States to compose a new union as to produce harmony
only and prevent renewed secession?

Plainly the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in restraint by constitutional
checks and limitations, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of popular opinions and
sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it does of necessity fly to anarchy or to
despotism. Unanimity is impossible. The rule of a minority, as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible;
so that, rejecting the majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form is all that is left.

I do not forget the position assumed by some that constitutional questions are to be decided by the Supreme
Court, nor do I deny that such decisions must be binding in any case upon the parties to a suit as to the object
of that suit, while they are also entitled to very high respect and consideration in all parallel cases by all other
departments of the Government. And while it is obviously possible that such decision may be erroneous in any
given case, still the evil effect following it, being limited to that particular case, with the chance that it may be
overruled and never become a precedent for other cases, can better be borne than could the evils of a different
practice. At the same time, the candid citizen must confess that if the policy of the Government upon vital
questions affecting the whole people is to be irrevocably fixed by decisions of the Supreme Court, the instant
they are made in ordinary litigation between parties in personal actions the people will have ceased to be their
own rulers, having to that extent practically resigned their Government into the hands of that eminent tribunal.
Nor is there in this view any assault upon the court or the judges. It is a duty from which they may not shrink
to decide cases properly brought before them, and it is no fault of theirs if others seek to turn their decisions to
political purposes.

One section of our country believes slavery is right and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is
wrong and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute. The fugitive- slave clause of the
Constitution and the law for the suppression of the foreign slave trade are each as well enforced, perhaps, as
any law can ever be in a community where the moral sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself.
The great body of the people abide by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break over in each. This,
I think, can not be perfectly cured, and it would be worse in both cases after the separation of the sections than
before. The foreign slave trade, now imperfectly suppressed, would be ultimately revived without restriction in
one section, while fugitive slaves, now only partially surrendered, would not be surrendered at all by the other.

Physically speaking, we can not separate. We can not remove our respective sections from each other nor
build an impassable wall between them. A husband and wife may be divorced and go out of the presence and
beyond the reach of each other, but the different parts of our country can not do this. They can not but remain
face to face, and intercourse, either amicable or hostile, must continue between them. Is it possible, then, to
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make that intercourse more advantageous or more satisfactory after separation than before? Can aliens make
treaties easier than friends can make laws? Can treaties be more faithfully enforced between aliens than laws
can among friends? Suppose you go to war, you can not fight always; and when, after much loss on both sides
and no gain on either, you cease fighting, the identical old questions, as to terms of intercourse, are again upon
you.

This country, with its institutions, belongs to the people who inhabit it. Whenever they shall grow weary of
the existing Government, they can exercise their constitutional right of amending it or their revolutionary right
to dismember or overthrow it. I can not be ignorant of the fact that many worthy and patriotic citizens are
desirous of having the National Constitution amended. While I make no recommendation of amendments,
I fully recognize the rightful authority of the people over the whole subject, to be exercised in either of the
modes prescribed in the instrument itself; and I should, under existing circumstances, favor rather than oppose
a fair opportunity being afforded the people to act upon it. I will venture to add that to me the convention
mode seems preferable, in that it allows amendments to originate with the people themselves, instead of only
permitting them to take or reject propositions originated by others, not especially chosen for the purpose, and
which might not be precisely such as they would wish to either accept or refuse. I understand a proposed
amendment to the Constitution–which amendment, however, I have not seen–has passed Congress, to the
effect that the Federal Government shall never interfere with the domestic institutions of the States, including
that of persons held to service. To avoid misconstruction of what I have said, I depart from my purpose not to
speak of particular amendments so far as to say that, holding such a provision to now be implied constitutional
law, I have no objection to its being made express and irrevocable.

The Chief Magistrate derives all his authority from the people, and they have referred none upon him to fix
terms for the separation of the States. The people themselves can do this if also they choose, but the Executive
as such has nothing to do with it. His duty is to administer the present Government as it came to his hands and
to transmit it unimpaired by him to his successor.

Why should there not be a patient confidence in the ultimate justice of the people? Is there any better or equal
hope in the world? In our present differences, is either party without faith of being in the right? If the Almighty
Ruler of Nations, with His eternal truth and justice, be on your side of the North, or on yours of the South, that
truth and that justice will surely prevail by the judgment of this great tribunal of the American people.

By the frame of the Government under which we live this same people have wisely given their public servants
but little power for mischief, and have with equal wisdom provided for the return of that little to their own hands
at very short intervals. While the people retain their virtue and vigilance no Administration by any extreme of
wickedness or folly can very seriously injure the Government in the short space of four years.

My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable can be lost
by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to a step which you would never take
deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frustrated by it. Such of you
as are now dissatisfied still have the old Constitution unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your
own framing under it; while the new Administration will have no immediate power, if it would, to change either.
If it were admitted that you who are dissatisfied hold the right side in the dispute, there still is no single good
reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him who has never yet
forsaken this favored land are still competent to adjust in the best way all our present difficulty.

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The
Government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have
no oath registered in heaven to destroy the Government, while I shall have the most solemn one to “preserve,
protect, and defend it.”
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I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have
strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every
battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the
chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.
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The Federalist No. 10

The Utility of the Union as a Safeguard Against Domestic Faction and Insurrection

By Publius [James Madison]

1787

To the People of the State of New York:

Among the numerous advantages promised by a well constructed
Union, none deserves to be more accurately developed than its
tendency to break and control the violence of faction. The friend of
popular governments never finds himself so much alarmed for their
character and fate, as when he contemplates their propensity to this
dangerous vice. He will not fail, therefore, to set a due value on any
plan which, without violating the principles to which he is attached,
provides a proper cure for it. The instability, injustice, and confusion
introduced into the public councils, have, in truth, been the mortal
diseases under which popular governments have everywhere perished;
as they continue to be the favorite and fruitful topics from which the
adversaries to liberty derive their most specious declamations. The
valuable improvements made by the American constitutions on the
popular models, both ancient and modern, cannot certainly be too
much admired; but it would be an unwarrantable partiality, to contend
that they have as effectually obviated the danger on this side, as was
wished and expected. Complaints are everywhere heard from our most
considerate and virtuous citizens, equally the friends of public and
private faith, and of public and personal liberty, that our governments
are too unstable, that the public good is disregarded in the conflicts of
rival parties, and that measures are too often decided, not according to
the rules of justice and the rights of the minor party, but by the superior
force of an interested and overbearing majority. However anxiously we
may wish that these complaints had no foundation, the evidence, of
known facts will not permit us to deny that they are in some degree
true. It will be found, indeed, on a candid review of our situation, that
some of the distresses under which we labor have been erroneously
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charged on the operation of our governments; but it will be found,
at the same time, that other causes will not alone account for many
of our heaviest misfortunes; and, particularly, for that prevailing and
increasing distrust of public engagements, and alarm for private rights,
which are echoed from one end of the continent to the other. These
must be chiefly, if not wholly, effects of the unsteadiness and injustice
with which a factious spirit has tainted our public administrations.

By a faction, I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole,
who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adversed to the rights of other
citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.

There are two methods of curing the mischiefs of faction: the one, by removing its causes; the other, by
controlling its effects.

There are again two methods of removing the causes of faction: the one, by destroying the liberty which is
essential to its existence; the other, by giving to every citizen the same opinions, the same passions, and the
same interests.

It could never be more truly said than of the first remedy, that it was worse than the disease. Liberty is to faction
what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires. But it could not be less folly to abolish liberty,
which is essential to political life, because it nourishes faction, than it would be to wish the annihilation of air,
which is essential to animal life, because it imparts to fire its destructive agency.

The second expedient is as impracticable as the first would be unwise. As long as the reason of man continues
fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed. As long as the connection subsists
between his reason and his self-love, his opinions and his passions will have a reciprocal influence on each other;
and the former will be objects to which the latter will attach themselves. The diversity in the faculties of men,
from which the rights of property originate, is not less an insuperable obstacle to a uniformity of interests. The
protection of these faculties is the first object of government. From the protection of different and unequal
faculties of acquiring property, the possession of different degrees and kinds of property immediately results;
and from the influence of these on the sentiments and views of the respective proprietors, ensues a division of
the society into different interests and parties.

The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man; and we see them everywhere brought into
different degrees of activity, according to the different circumstances of civil society. A zeal for different opinions
concerning religion, concerning government, and many other points, as well of speculation as of practice; an
attachment to different leaders ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and power; or to persons of other
descriptions whose fortunes have been interesting to the human passions, have, in turn, divided mankind into
parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex and oppress
each other than to co-operate for their common good. So strong is this propensity of mankind to fall into mutual
animosities, that where no substantial occasion presents itself, the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have
been sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions and excite their most violent conflicts. But the most common
and durable source of factions has been the various and unequal distribution of property. Those who hold and
those who are without property have ever formed distinct interests in society. Those who are creditors, and
those who are debtors, fall under a like discrimination. A landed interest, a manufacturing interest, a mercantile
interest, a moneyed interest, with many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized nations, and divide
them into different classes, actuated by different sentiments and views. The regulation of these various and
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interfering interests forms the principal task of modern legislation, and involves the spirit of party and faction in
the necessary and ordinary operations of the government.

No man is allowed to be a judge in his own cause, because his interest would certainly bias his judgment, and,
not improbably, corrupt his integrity. With equal, nay with greater reason, a body of men are unfit to be both
judges and parties at the same time; yet what are many of the most important acts of legislation, but so many
judicial determinations, not indeed concerning the rights of single persons, but concerning the rights of large
bodies of citizens? And what are the different classes of legislators but advocates and parties to the causes
which they determine? Is a law proposed concerning private debts? It is a question to which the creditors are
parties on one side and the debtors on the other. Justice ought to hold the balance between them. Yet the
parties are, and must be, themselves the judges; and the most numerous party, or, in other words, the most
powerful faction must be expected to prevail. Shall domestic manufactures be encouraged, and in what degree,
by restrictions on foreign manufactures? are questions which would be differently decided by the landed and
the manufacturing classes, and probably by neither with a sole regard to justice and the public good. The
apportionment of taxes on the various descriptions of property is an act which seems to require the most exact
impartiality; yet there is, perhaps, no legislative act in which greater opportunity and temptation are given to
a predominant party to trample on the rules of justice. Every shilling with which they overburden the inferior
number, is a shilling saved to their own pockets.

It is in vain to say that enlightened statesmen will be able to adjust these clashing interests, and render them
all subservient to the public good. Enlightened statesmen will not always be at the helm. Nor, in many cases,
can such an adjustment be made at all without taking into view indirect and remote considerations, which will
rarely prevail over the immediate interest which one party may find in disregarding the rights of another or the
good of the whole.

The inference to which we are brought is, that the causes of faction cannot be removed, and that relief is only
to be sought in the means of controlling its effects.

If a faction consists of less than a majority, relief is supplied by the republican principle, which enables the
majority to defeat its sinister views by regular vote. It may clog the administration, it may convulse the society;
but it will be unable to execute and mask its violence under the forms of the Constitution. When a majority is
included in a faction, the form of popular government, on the other hand, enables it to sacrifice to its ruling
passion or interest both the public good and the rights of other citizens. To secure the public good and private
rights against the danger of such a faction, and at the same time to preserve the spirit and the form of
popular government, is then the great object to which our inquiries are directed. Let me add that it is the great
desideratum by which this form of government can be rescued from the opprobrium under which it has so
long labored, and be recommended to the esteem and adoption of mankind.

By what means is this object attainable? Evidently by one of two only. Either the existence of the same passion
or interest in a majority at the same time must be prevented, or the majority, having such coexistent passion or
interest, must be rendered, by their number and local situation, unable to concert and carry into effect schemes
of oppression. If the impulse and the opportunity be suffered to coincide, we well know that neither moral
nor religious motives can be relied on as an adequate control. They are not found to be such on the injustice
and violence of individuals, and lose their efficacy in proportion to the number combined together, that is, in
proportion as their efficacy becomes needful.

From this view of the subject it may be concluded that a pure democracy, by which I mean a society consisting
of a small number of citizens, who assemble and administer the government in person, can admit of no cure
for the mischiefs of faction. A common passion or interest will, in almost every case, be felt by a majority of the
whole; a communication and concert result from the form of government itself; and there is nothing to check
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the inducements to sacrifice the weaker party or an obnoxious individual. Hence it is that such democracies
have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been found incompatible with personal
security or the rights of property; and have in general been as short in their lives as they have been violent in
their deaths. Theoretic politicians, who have patronized this species of government, have erroneously supposed
that by reducing mankind to a perfect equality in their political rights, they would, at the same time, be perfectly
equalized and assimilated in their possessions, their opinions, and their passions.

A republic, by which I mean a government in which the scheme of representation takes place, opens a different
prospect, and promises the cure for which we are seeking. Let us examine the points in which it varies from
pure democracy, and we shall comprehend both the nature of the cure and the efficacy which it must derive
from the Union.

The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, the delegation of the
government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater number of
citizens, and greater sphere of country, over which the latter may be extended.

The effect of the first difference is, on the one hand, to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing
them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interest
of their country, and whose patriotism and love of justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or
partial considerations. Under such a regulation, it may well happen that the public voice, pronounced by the
representatives of the people, will be more consonant to the public good than if pronounced by the people
themselves, convened for the purpose. On the other hand, the effect may be inverted. Men of factious tempers,
of local prejudices, or of sinister designs, may, by intrigue, by corruption, or by other means, first obtain the
suffrages, and then betray the interests, of the people. The question resulting is, whether small or extensive
republics are more favorable to the election of proper guardians of the public weal; and it is clearly decided in
favor of the latter by two obvious considerations:

In the first place, it is to be remarked that, however small the republic may be, the representatives must be
raised to a certain number, in order to guard against the cabals of a few; and that, however large it may be,
they must be limited to a certain number, in order to guard against the confusion of a multitude. Hence, the
number of representatives in the two cases not being in proportion to that of the two constituents, and being
proportionally greater in the small republic, it follows that, if the proportion of fit characters be not less in the
large than in the small republic, the former will present a greater option, and consequently a greater probability
of a fit choice.

In the next place, as each representative will be chosen by a greater number of citizens in the large than in
the small republic, it will be more difficult for unworthy candidates to practice with success the vicious arts by
which elections are too often carried; and the suffrages of the people being more free, will be more likely to
centre in men who possess the most attractive merit and the most diffusive and established characters.

It must be confessed that in this, as in most other cases, there is a mean, on both sides of which inconveniences
will be found to lie. By enlarging too much the number of electors, you render the representatives too little
acquainted with all their local circumstances and lesser interests; as by reducing it too much, you render him
unduly attached to these, and too little fit to comprehend and pursue great and national objects. The federal
Constitution forms a happy combination in this respect; the great and aggregate interests being referred to the
national, the local and particular to the State legislatures.

The other point of difference is, the greater number of citizens and extent of territory which may be brought
within the compass of republican than of democratic government; and it is this circumstance principally which
renders factious combinations less to be dreaded in the former than in the latter. The smaller the society,
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the fewer probably will be the distinct parties and interests composing it; the fewer the distinct parties and
interests, the more frequently will a majority be found of the same party; and the smaller the number of
individuals composing a majority, and the smaller the compass within which they are placed, the more easily
will they concert and execute their plans of oppression. Extend the sphere, and you take in a greater variety
of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to
invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel
it to discover their own strength, and to act in unison with each other. Besides other impediments, it may be
remarked that, where there is a consciousness of unjust or dishonorable purposes, communication is always
checked by distrust in proportion to the number whose concurrence is necessary.

Hence, it clearly appears, that the same advantage which a republic has over a democracy, in controlling
the effects of faction, is enjoyed by a large over a small republic, — is enjoyed by the Union over the States
composing it. Does the advantage consist in the substitution of representatives whose enlightened views and
virtuous sentiments render them superior to local prejudices and schemes of injustice? It will not be denied
that the representation of the Union will be most likely to possess these requisite endowments. Does it consist
in the greater security afforded by a greater variety of parties, against the event of any one party being able to
outnumber and oppress the rest? In an equal degree does the increased variety of parties comprised within
the Union, increase this security. Does it, in fine, consist in the greater obstacles opposed to the concert and
accomplishment of the secret wishes of an unjust and interested majority? Here, again, the extent of the Union
gives it the most palpable advantage.

The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular States, but will be unable to spread
a general conflagration through the other States. A religious sect may degenerate into a political faction in a
part of the Confederacy; but the variety of sects dispersed over the entire face of it must secure the national
councils against any danger from that source. A rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal
division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body
of the Union than a particular member of it; in the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to taint a
particular county or district, than an entire State.

In the extent and proper structure of the Union, therefore, we behold a republican remedy for the diseases
most incident to republican government. And according to the degree of pleasure and pride we feel in being
republicans, ought to be our zeal in cherishing the spirit and supporting the character of Federalists.
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An Animal’s Place

By Michael Pollan

The first time I opened Peter Singer’s “Animal Liberation,” I was dining alone at the Palm, trying to enjoy a rib-
eye steak cooked medium-rare. If this sounds like a good recipe for cognitive dissonance (if not indigestion),
that was sort of the idea. Preposterous as it might seem, to supporters of animal rights, what I was doing was
tantamount to reading “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” on a plantation in the Deep South in 1852.

Singer and the swelling ranks of his followers ask us to imagine a future in which people will look back on my
meal, and this steakhouse, as relics of an equally backward age. Eating animals, wearing animals, experimenting
on animals, killing animals for sport: all these practices, so resolutely normal to us, will be seen as the barbarities
they are, and we will come to view “speciesism”–a neologism I had encountered before only in jokes–as a form
of discrimination as indefensible as racism or anti-Semitism.

Even in 1975, when “Animal Liberation” was first published, Singer, an Australian philosopher now teaching at
Princeton, was confident that he had the wind of history at his back. The recent civil rights past was prologue,
as one liberation movement followed on the heels of another. Slowly but surely, the white man’s circle of moral
consideration was expanded to admit first blacks, then women, then homosexuals. In each case, a group once
thought to be so different from the prevailing “we” as to be undeserving of civil rights was, after a struggle,
admitted to the club. Now it was animals’ turn.

That animal liberation is the logical next step in the forward march of moral progress is no longer the fringe idea
it was back in 1975. A growing and increasingly influential movement of philosophers, ethicists, law professors
and activists are convinced that the great moral struggle of our time will be for the rights of animals.

So far the movement has scored some of its biggest victories in Europe. Earlier this year, Germany became the
first nation to grant animals a constitutional right: the words “and animals” were added to a provision obliging
the state to respect and protect the dignity of human beings. The farming of animals for fur was recently
banned in England. In several European nations, sows may no longer be confined to crates nor laying hens to
“battery cages”–stacked wired cages so small the birds cannot stretch their wings. The Swiss are amending their
laws to change the status of animals from “things” to “beings.”

Though animals are still very much “things” in the eyes of American law, change is in the air. Thirty-seven states
have recently passed laws making some forms of animal cruelty a crime, 21 of them by ballot initiative. Following
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protests by activists, McDonald’s and Burger King forced significant improvements in the way the U.S. meat
industry slaughters animals. Agribusiness and the cosmetics and apparel industries are all struggling to defuse
mounting public concerns over animal welfare.

Once thought of as a left-wing concern, the movement now cuts across ideological lines. Perhaps the most
eloquent recent plea on behalf of animals, a new book called “Dominion,” was written by a former speechwriter
for President Bush. And once outlandish ideas are finding their way into mainstream opinion. A recent Zogby
poll found that 51 percent of Americans believe that primates are entitled to the same rights as human children.

What is going on here? A certain amount of cultural confusion, for one thing. For at the same time many people
seem eager to extend the circle of our moral consideration to animals, in our factory farms and laboratories we
are inflicting more suffering on more animals than at any time in history. One by one, science is dismantling
our claims to uniqueness as a species, discovering that such things as culture, tool making, language and even
possibly self-consciousness are not the exclusive domain of Homo sapiens. Yet most of the animals we kill lead
lives organized very much in the spirit of Descartes, who famously claimed that animals were mere machines,
incapable of thought or feeling. There’s a schizoid quality to our relationship with animals, in which sentiment
and brutality exist side by side. Half the dogs in America will receive Christmas presents this year, yet few of
us pause to consider the miserable life of the pig–an animal easily as intelligent as a dog–that becomes the
Christmas ham.

We tolerate this disconnect because the life of the pig has moved out of view. When’s the last time you saw a
pig? (Babe doesn’t count.) Except for our pets, real animals–animals living and dying–no longer figure in our
everyday lives. Meat comes from the grocery store, where it is cut and packaged to look as little like parts of
animals as possible. The disappearance of animals from our lives has opened a space in which there’s no reality
check, either on the sentiment or the brutality. This is pretty much where we live now, with respect to animals,
and it is a space in which the Peter Singers and Frank Perdues of the world can evidently thrive equally well.

Several years ago, the English critic John Berger wrote an essay, “Why Look at Animals?” in which he suggested
that the loss of everyday contact between ourselves and animals–and specifically the loss of eye contact–has
left us deeply confused about the terms of our relationship to other species. That eye contact, always slightly
uncanny, had provided a vivid daily reminder that animals were at once crucially like and unlike us; in their
eyes we glimpsed something unmistakably familiar (pain, fear, tenderness) and something irretrievably alien.
Upon this paradox people built a relationship in which they felt they could both honor and eat animals without
looking away. But that accommodation has pretty much broken down; nowadays, it seems, we either look away
or become vegetarians. For my own part, neither option seemed especially appetizing. Which might explain
how I found myself reading “Animal Liberation” in a steakhouse.

This is not something I’d recommend if you’re determined to continue eating meat. Combining rigorous
philosophical argument with journalistic description, “Animal Liberation” is one of those rare books that
demand that you either defend the way you live or change it. Because Singer is so skilled in argument, for many
readers it is easier to change. His book has converted countless thousands to vegetarianism, and it didn’t take
long for me to see why: within a few pages, he had succeeded in throwing me on the defensive.

Singer’s argument is disarmingly simple and, if you accept its premises, difficult to refute. Take the premise of
equality, which most people readily accept. Yet what do we really mean by it? People are not, as a matter of fact,
equal at all–some are smarter than others, better looking, more gifted. “Equality is a moral idea,” Singer points
out, “not an assertion of fact.” The moral idea is that everyone’s interests ought to receive equal consideration,
regardless of “what abilities they may possess.” Fair enough; many philosophers have gone this far. But fewer
have taken the next logical step. “If possessing a higher degree of intelligence does not entitle one human to
use another for his or her own ends, how can it entitle humans to exploit nonhumans for the same purpose?”
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This is the nub of Singer’s argument, and right around here I began scribbling objections in the margin. But
humans differ from animals in morally significant ways. Yes they do, Singer acknowledges, which is why we
shouldn’t treat pigs and children alike. Equal consideration of interests is not the same as equal treatment,
he points out: children have an interest in being educated; pigs, in rooting around in the dirt. But where their
interests are the same, the principle of equality demands they receive the same consideration. And the one all-
important interest that we share with pigs, as with all sentient creatures, is an interest in avoiding pain.

Here Singer quotes a famous passage from Jeremy Bentham, the 18th-century utilitarian philosopher, that is
the wellspring of the animal rights movement. Bentham was writing in 1789, soon after the French colonies
freed black slaves, granting them fundamental rights. “The day may come,” he speculates, “when the rest of the
animal creation may acquire those rights.” Bentham then asks what characteristic entitles any being to moral
consideration. “Is it the faculty of reason or perhaps the faculty of discourse?” Obviously not, since “a full-grown
horse or dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well as a more conversable animal, than an infant.” He
concludes: “The question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?”

Bentham here is playing a powerful card philosophers call the “argument from marginal cases,” or A.M.C. for
short. It goes like this: there are humans–infants, the severely retarded, the demented–whose mental function
cannot match that of a chimpanzee. Even though these people cannot reciprocate our moral attentions,
we nevertheless include them in the circle of our moral consideration. So on what basis do we exclude the
chimpanzee?

Because he’s a chimp, I furiously scribbled in the margin, and they’re human! For Singer that’s not good enough.
To exclude the chimp from moral consideration simply because he’s not human is no different from excluding
the slave simply because he’s not white. In the same way we’d call that exclusion racist, the animal rightist
contends that it is speciesist to discriminate against the chimpanzee solely because he’s not human.

But the differences between blacks and whites are trivial compared with the differences between my son and
a chimp. Singer counters by asking us to imagine a hypothetical society that discriminates against people on
the basis of something nontrivial–say, intelligence. If that scheme offends our sense of equality, then why is the
fact that animals lack certain human characteristics any more just as a basis for discrimination? Either we do
not owe any justice to the severely retarded, he concludes, or we do owe it to animals with higher capabilities.

This is where I put down my fork. If I believe in equality, and equality is based on interests rather than
characteristics, then either I have to take the interests of the steer I’m eating into account or concede that I am
a speciesist. For the time being, I decided to plead guilty as charged. I finished my steak.

But Singer had planted a troubling notion, and in the days afterward, it grew and grew, watered by the other
animal rights thinkers I began reading: the philosophers Tom Regan and James Rachels; the legal theorist
Steven M. Wise; the writers Joy Williams and Matthew Scully. I didn’t think I minded being a speciesist, but
could it be, as several of these writers suggest, that we will someday come to regard speciesism as an evil
comparable to racism? Will history someday judge us as harshly as it judges the Germans who went about their
ordinary lives in the shadow of Treblinka? Precisely that question was recently posed by J.M. Coetzee, the South
African novelist, in a lecture delivered at Princeton; he answered it in the affirmative. If animal rightists are right,
“a crime of stupefying proportions” (in Coetzee’s words) is going on all around us every day, just beneath our
notice.

It’s an idea almost impossible to entertain seriously, much less to accept, and in the weeks following my
restaurant face-off between Singer and the steak, I found myself marshaling whatever mental power I could
muster to try to refute it. Yet Singer and his allies managed to trump almost all my objections.

My first line of defense was obvious. Animals kill one another all the time. Why treat animals more ethically than
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they treat one another? (Ben Franklin tried this one long before me: during a fishing trip, he wondered, “If you
eat one another, I don’t see why we may not eat you.” He admits, however, that the rationale didn’t occur to him
until the fish were in the frying pan, smelling “admirably well.” The advantage of being a “reasonable creature,”
Franklin remarks, is that you can find a reason for whatever you want to do.) To the “they do it, too” defense, the
animal rightist has a devastating reply: do you really want to base your morality on the natural order? Murder
and rape are natural, too. Besides, humans don’t need to kill other creatures in order to survive; animals do.
(Though if my cat, Otis, is any guide, animals sometimes kill for sheer pleasure.)

This suggests another defense. Wouldn’t life in the wild be worse for these farm animals? “Defenders of slavery
imposed on black Africans often made a similar point,” Singer retorts. “The life of freedom is to be preferred.”

But domesticated animals can’t survive in the wild; in fact, without us they wouldn’t exist at all. Or as one 19th-
century political philosopher put it, “The pig has a stronger interest than anyone in the demand for bacon. If
all the world were Jewish, there would be no pigs at all.” But it turns out that this would be fine by the animal
rightists: for if pigs don’t exist, they can’t be wronged.

Animals on factory farms have never known any other life. Singer replies that “animals feel a need to exercise,
stretch their limbs or wings, groom themselves and turn around, whether or not they have ever lived in
conditions that permit this.” The measure of their suffering is not their prior experiences but the unremitting
daily frustration of their instincts.

O.K., the suffering of animals is a legitimate problem, but the world is full of problems, and surely human
problems must come first! Sounds good, and yet all the animal people are asking me to do is to stop eating
meat and wearing animal furs and hides. There’s no reason I can’t devote myself to solving humankind’s
problems while being a vegetarian who wears synthetics.

But doesn’t the fact that we could choose to forgo meat for moral reasons point to a crucial moral difference
between animals and humans? As Kant pointed out, the human being is the only moral animal, the only one
even capable of entertaining a concept of “rights.” What’s wrong with reserving moral consideration for those
able to reciprocate it? Right here is where you run smack into the A.M.C.: the moral status of the retarded, the
insane, the infant and the Alzheimer’s patient. Such “marginal cases,” in the detestable argot of modern moral
philosophy, cannot participate in moral decision making any more than a monkey can, yet we nevertheless
grant them rights.

That’s right, I respond, for the simple reason that they’re one of us. And all of us have been, and will probably
once again be, marginal cases ourselves. What’s more, these people have fathers and mothers, daughters and
sons, which makes our interest in their welfare deeper than our interest in the welfare of even the most brilliant
ape.

Alas, none of these arguments evade the charge of speciesism; the racist, too, claims that it’s natural to give
special consideration to one’s own kind. A utilitarian like Singer would agree, however, that the feelings of
relatives do count for something. Yet the principle of equal consideration of interests demands that, given the
choice between performing a painful medical experiment on a severely retarded orphan and on a normal ape,
we must sacrifice the child. Why? Because the ape has a greater capacity for pain.

Here in a nutshell is the problem with the A.M.C.: it can be used to help the animals, but just as often it winds
up hurting the marginal cases. Giving up our speciesism will bring us to a moral cliff from which we may not be
prepared to jump, even when logic is pushing us.

And yet this isn’t the moral choice I am being asked to make. (Too bad; it would be so much easier!) In everyday
life, the choice is not between babies and chimps but between the pork and the tofu. Even if we reject the “hard
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utilitarianism” of a Peter Singer, there remains the question of whether we owe animals that can feel pain any
moral consideration, and this seems impossible to deny. And if we do owe them moral consideration, how can
we justify eating them?

This is why killing animals for meat (and clothing) poses the most difficult animal rights challenge. In the case
of animal testing, all but the most radical animal rightists are willing to balance the human benefit against the
cost to the animals. That’s because the unique qualities of human consciousness carry weight in the utilitarian
calculus: human pain counts for more than that of a mouse, since our pain is amplified by emotions like dread;
similarly, our deaths are worse than an animal’s because we understand what death is in a way they don’t. So
the argument over animal testing is really in the details: is this particular procedure or test really necessary to
save human lives? (Very often it’s not, in which case we probably shouldn’t do it.) But if humans no longer need
to eat meat or wear skins, then what exactly are we putting on the human side of the scale to outweigh the
interests of the animal?

I suspect that this is finally why the animal people managed to throw me on the defensive. It’s one thing to
choose between the chimp and the retarded child or to accept the sacrifice of all those pigs surgeons practiced
on to develop heart-bypass surgery. But what happens when the choice is between “a lifetime of suffering for
a nonhuman animal and the gastronomic preference of a human being?” You look away–or you stop eating
animals. And if you don’t want to do either? Then you have to try to determine if the animals you’re eating have
really endured “a lifetime of suffering.”

Whether our interest in eating animals outweighs their interest in not being eaten (assuming for the moment
that is their interest) turns on the vexed question of animal suffering. Vexed, because it is impossible to know
what really goes on in the mind of a cow or a pig or even an ape. Strictly speaking, this is true of other humans,
too, but since humans are all basically wired the same way, we have excellent reason to assume that other
people’s experience of pain feels much like our own. Can we say that about animals? Yes and no.

I have yet to find anyone who still subscribes to Descartes’s belief that animals cannot feel pain because they
lack a soul. The general consensus among scientists and philosophers is that when it comes to pain, the higher
animals are wired much like we are for the same evolutionary reasons, so we should take the writhings of
the kicked dog at face value. Indeed, the very premise of a great deal of animal testing–the reason it has
value–is that animals’ experience of physical and even some psychological pain closely resembles our own.
Otherwise, why would cosmetics testers drip chemicals into the eyes of rabbits to see if they sting? Why
would researchers study head trauma by traumatizing chimpanzee heads? Why would psychologists attempt
to induce depression and “learned helplessness” in dogs by exposing them to ceaseless random patterns of
electrical shock?

That said, it can be argued that human pain differs from animal pain by an order of magnitude. This qualitative
difference is largely the result of our possession of language and, by virtue of language, an ability to have
thoughts about thoughts and to imagine alternatives to our current reality. The philosopher Daniel C. Dennett
suggests that we would do well to draw a distinction between pain, which a great many animals experience,
and suffering, which depends on a degree of self-consciousness only a few animals appear to command.
Suffering in this view is not just lots of pain but pain intensified by human emotions like loss, sadness, worry,
regret, self-pity, shame, humiliation and dread.

Consider castration. No one would deny the procedure is painful to animals, yet animals appear to get over
it in a way humans do not. (Some rhesus monkeys competing for mates will bite off a rival’s testicle; the very
next day the victim may be observed mating, seemingly little the worse for wear.) Surely the suffering of a man
able to comprehend the full implications of castration, to anticipate the event and contemplate its aftermath,
represents an agony of another order.
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By the same token, however, language and all that comes with it can also make certain kinds of pain more
bearable. A trip to the dentist would be a torment for an ape that couldn’t be made to understand the purpose
and duration of the procedure.

As humans contemplating the pain and suffering of animals, we do need to guard against projecting on to
them what the same experience would feel like to us. Watching a steer force-marched up the ramp to the kill-
floor door, as I have done, I need to remind myself that this is not Sean Penn in “Dead Man Walking,” that in a
bovine brain the concept of nonexistence is blissfully absent. “If we fail to find suffering in the animal lives we
can see,” Dennett writes in “Kinds of Minds,” “we can rest assured there is no invisible suffering somewhere in
their brains. If we find suffering, we will recognize it without difficulty.”

Which brings us–reluctantly, necessarily–to the American factory farm, the place where all such distinctions
turn to dust. It’s not easy to draw lines between pain and suffering in a modern egg or confinement hog
operation. These are places where the subtleties of moral philosophy and animal cognition mean less than
nothing, where everything we’ve learned about animals at least since Darwin has been simply . . . set aside.
To visit a modern CAFO (Confined Animal Feeding Operation) is to enter a world that, for all its technological
sophistication, is still designed according to Cartesian principles: animals are machines incapable of feeling
pain. Since no thinking person can possibly believe this any more, industrial animal agriculture depends on a
suspension of disbelief on the part of the people who operate it and a willingness to avert your eyes on the part
of everyone else.

From everything I’ve read, egg and hog operations are the worst. Beef cattle in America at least still live
outdoors, albeit standing ankle deep in their own waste eating a diet that makes them sick. And broiler
chickens, although they do get their beaks snipped off with a hot knife to keep them from cannibalizing one
another under the stress of their confinement, at least don’t spend their eight-week lives in cages too small to
ever stretch a wing. That fate is reserved for the American laying hen, who passes her brief span piled together
with a half-dozen other hens in a wire cage whose floor a single page of this magazine could carpet. Every
natural instinct of this animal is thwarted, leading to a range of behavioral “vices” that can include cannibalizing
her cagemates and rubbing her body against the wire mesh until it is featherless and bleeding. Pain? Suffering?
Madness? The operative suspension of disbelief depends on more neutral descriptors, like “vices” and “stress.”
Whatever you want to call what’s going on in those cages, the 10 percent or so of hens that can’t bear it and
simply die is built into the cost of production. And when the output of the others begins to ebb, the hens will
be “force-molted”–starved of food and water and light for several days in order to stimulate a final bout of egg
laying before their life’s work is done.

Simply reciting these facts, most of which are drawn from poultry-trade magazines, makes me sound like one
of those animal people, doesn’t it? I don’t mean to, but this is what can happen when . . . you look. It certainly
wasn’t my intention to ruin anyone’s breakfast. But now that I probably have spoiled the eggs, I do want to say
one thing about the bacon, mention a single practice (by no means the worst) in modern hog production that
points to the compound madness of an impeccable industrial logic.

Piglets in confinement operations are weaned from their mothers 10 days after birth (compared with 13 weeks
in nature) because they gain weight faster on their hormone- and antibiotic-fortified feed. This premature
weaning leaves the pigs with a lifelong craving to suck and chew, a desire they gratify in confinement by
biting the tail of the animal in front of them. A normal pig would fight off his molester, but a demoralized pig
has stopped caring. “Learned helplessness” is the psychological term, and it’s not uncommon in confinement
operations, where tens of thousands of hogs spend their entire lives ignorant of sunshine or earth or straw,
crowded together beneath a metal roof upon metal slats suspended over a manure pit. So it’s not surprising
that an animal as sensitive and intelligent as a pig would get depressed, and a depressed pig will allow his tail
to be chewed on to the point of infection. Sick pigs, being underperforming “production units,” are clubbed to
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death on the spot. The U.S.D.A.’s recommended solution to the problem is called “tail docking.” Using a pair of
pliers (and no anesthetic), most but not all of the tail is snipped off. Why the little stump? Because the whole
point of the exercise is not to remove the object of tail-biting so much as to render it more sensitive. Now, a bite
on the tail is so painful that even the most demoralized pig will mount a struggle to avoid it.

Much of this description is drawn from “Dominion,” Matthew Scully’s recent book in which he offers a harrowing
description of a North Carolina hog operation. Scully, a Christian conservative, has no patience for lefty rights
talk, arguing instead that while God did give man “dominion” over animals (“Every moving thing that liveth shall
be meat for you”), he also admonished us to show them mercy. “We are called to treat them with kindness, not
because they have rights or power or some claim to equality but . . . because they stand unequal and powerless
before us.”

Scully calls the contemporary factory farm “our own worst nightmare” and, to his credit, doesn’t shrink from
naming the root cause of this evil: unfettered capitalism. (Perhaps this explains why he resigned from the
Bush administration just before his book’s publication.) A tension has always existed between the capitalist
imperative to maximize efficiency and the moral imperatives of religion or community, which have historically
served as a counterweight to the moral blindness of the market. This is one of “the cultural contradictions of
capitalism”–the tendency of the economic impulse to erode the moral underpinnings of society. Mercy toward
animals is one such casualty.

More than any other institution, the American industrial animal farm offers a nightmarish glimpse of what
capitalism can look like in the absence of moral or regulatory constraint. Here in these places life itself is
redefined–as protein production–and with it suffering. That venerable word becomes “stress,” an economic
problem in search of a cost-effective solution, like tail-docking or beak-clipping or, in the industry’s latest plan,
by simply engineering the “stress gene” out of pigs and chickens. “Our own worst nightmare” such a place may
well be; it is also real life for the billions of animals unlucky enough to have been born beneath these grim steel
roofs, into the brief, pitiless life of a “production unit” in the days before the suffering gene was found.

Vegetarianism doesn’t seem an unreasonable response to such an evil. Who would want to be made complicit
in the agony of these animals by eating them? You want to throw something against the walls of those infernal
sheds, whether it’s the Bible, a new constitutional right or a whole platoon of animal rightists bent on breaking
in and liberating the inmates. In the shadow of these factory farms, Coetzee’s notion of a “stupefying crime”
doesn’t seem far-fetched at all.

But before you swear off meat entirely, let me describe a very different sort of animal farm. It is typical of
nothing, and yet its very existence puts the whole moral question of animal agriculture in a different light.
Polyface Farm occupies 550 acres of rolling grassland and forest in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. Here, Joel
Salatin and his family raise six different food animals–cattle, pigs, chickens, rabbits, turkeys and sheep–in an
intricate dance of symbiosis designed to allow each species, in Salatin’s words, “to fully express its physiological
distinctiveness.”

What this means in practice is that Salatin’s chickens live like chickens; his cows, like cows; pigs, pigs. As
in nature, where birds tend to follow herbivores, once Salatin’s cows have finished grazing a pasture, he
moves them out and tows in his “eggmobile,” a portable chicken coop that houses several hundred laying
hens–roughly the natural size of a flock. The hens fan out over the pasture, eating the short grass and picking
insect larvae out of the cowpats–all the while spreading the cow manure and eliminating the farm’s parasite
problem. A diet of grubs and grass makes for exceptionally tasty eggs and contented chickens, and their
nitrogenous manure feeds the pasture. A few weeks later, the chickens move out, and the sheep come in, dining
on the lush new growth, as well as on the weed species (nettles, nightshade) that the cattle and chickens won’t
touch.
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Meanwhile, the pigs are in the barn turning the compost. All winter long, while the cattle were indoors, Salatin
layered their manure with straw, wood chips–and corn. By March, this steaming compost layer cake stands
three feet high, and the pigs, whose powerful snouts can sniff out and retrieve the fermented corn at the
bottom, get to spend a few happy weeks rooting through the pile, aerating it as they work. All you can see of
these pigs, intently nosing out the tasty alcoholic morsels, are their upturned pink hams and corkscrew tails
churning the air. The finished compost will go to feed the grass; the grass, the cattle; the cattle, the chickens;
and eventually all of these animals will feed us.

I thought a lot about vegetarianism and animal rights during the day I spent on Joel Salatin’s extraordinary
farm. So much of what I’d read, so much of what I’d accepted, looked very different from here. To many animal
rightists, even Polyface Farm is a death camp. But to look at these animals is to see this for the sentimental
conceit it is. In the same way that we can probably recognize animal suffering when we see it, animal happiness
is unmistakable, too, and here I was seeing it in abundance.

For any animal, happiness seems to consist in the opportunity to express its creaturely character–its essential
pigness or wolfness or chickenness. Aristotle speaks of each creature’s “characteristic form of life.” For
domesticated species, the good life, if we can call it that, cannot be achieved apart from humans–apart
from our farms and, therefore, our meat eating. This, it seems to me, is where animal rightists betray a
profound ignorance about the workings of nature. To think of domestication as a form of enslavement or even
exploitation is to misconstrue the whole relationship, to project a human idea of power onto what is, in fact, an
instance of mutualism between species. Domestication is an evolutionary, rather than a political, development.
It is certainly not a regime humans imposed on animals some 10,000 years ago.

Rather, domestication happened when a small handful of especially opportunistic species discovered through
Darwinian trial and error that they were more likely to survive and prosper in an alliance with humans than on
their own. Humans provided the animals with food and protection, in exchange for which the animals provided
the humans their milk and eggs and–yes–their flesh. Both parties were transformed by the relationship: animals
grew tame and lost their ability to fend for themselves (evolution tends to edit out unneeded traits), and the
humans gave up their hunter-gatherer ways for the settled life of agriculturists. (Humans changed biologically,
too, evolving such new traits as a tolerance for lactose as adults.)

From the animals’ point of view, the bargain with humanity has been a great success, at least until our own time.
Cows, pigs, dogs, cats and chickens have thrived, while their wild ancestors have languished. (There are 10,000
wolves in North America, 50,000,000 dogs.) Nor does their loss of autonomy seem to trouble these creatures. It
is wrong, the rightists say, to treat animals as “means” rather than “ends,” yet the happiness of a working animal
like the dog consists precisely in serving as a “means.” Liberation is the last thing such a creature wants. To say
of one of Joel Salatin’s caged chickens that “the life of freedom is to be preferred” betrays an ignorance about
chicken preferences–which on this farm are heavily focused on not getting their heads bitten off by weasels.

But haven’t these chickens simply traded one predator for another–weasels for humans? True enough, and for
the chickens this is probably not a bad deal. For brief as it is, the life expectancy of a farm animal would be
considerably briefer in the world beyond the pasture fence or chicken coop. A sheep farmer told me that a bear
will eat a lactating ewe alive, starting with her udders. “As a rule,” he explained, “animals don’t get ‘good deaths’
surrounded by their loved ones.”

The very existence of predation–animals eating animals–is the cause of much anguished hand-wringing in
animal rights circles. “It must be admitted,” Singer writes, “that the existence of carnivorous animals does pose
one problem for the ethics of Animal Liberation, and that is whether we should do anything about it.” Some
animal rightists train their dogs and cats to become vegetarians. (Note: cats will require nutritional supplements
to stay healthy.) Matthew Scully calls predation “the intrinsic evil in nature’s design . . . among the hardest of
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all things to fathom.” Really? A deep Puritan streak pervades animal rights activists, an abiding discomfort not
only with our animality, but with the animals’ animality too.

However it may appear to us, predation is not a matter of morality or politics; it, also, is a matter of symbiosis.
Hard as the wolf may be on the deer he eats, the herd depends on him for its well-being; without predators
to cull the herd, deer overrun their habitat and starve. In many places, human hunters have taken over the
predator’s ecological role. Chickens also depend for their continued well-being on their human predators–not
individual chickens, but chickens as a species. The surest way to achieve the extinction of the chicken would be
to grant chickens a “right to life.”

Yet here’s the rub: the animal rightist is not concerned with species, only individuals. Tom Regan, author of
“The Case for Animal Rights,” bluntly asserts that because “species are not individuals . . . the rights view does
not recognize the moral rights of species to anything, including survival.” Singer concurs, insisting that only
sentient individuals have interests. But surely a species can have interests–in its survival, say–just as a nation
or community or a corporation can. The animal rights movement’s exclusive concern with individual animals
makes perfect sense given its roots in a culture of liberal individualism, but does it make any sense in nature?

Consider this hypothetical scenario:
In 1611 Juan da Goma (aka Juan the Disoriented) made accidental landfall on Wrightson Island, a six-square-
mile rock in the Indian Ocean. The island’s sole distinction is as the only known home of the Arcania tree and
the bird that nests in it, the Wrightson giant sea sparrow. Da Goma and his crew stayed a week, much of that
time spent in a failed bid to recapture the ship’s escaped goat — who happened to be pregnant. Nearly four
centuries later, Wrightson Island is home to 380 goats that have consumed virtually every scrap of vegetation
in their reach. The youngest Arcania tree on the island is more than 300 years old, and only 52 sea sparrows
remain. In the animal rights view, any one of those goats have at least as much right to life as the last Wrightson
sparrow on earth, and the trees, because they are not sentient, warrant no moral consideration whatsoever. (In
the mid-80’s a British environmental group set out to shoot the goats, but was forced to cancel the expedition
after the Mammal Liberation Front bombed its offices.)

The story of Wrightson Island (recounted by the biologist David Ehrenfeld in “Beginning Again”) suggests at
the very least that a human morality based on individual rights makes for an awkward fit when applied to
the natural world. This should come as no surprise: morality is an artifact of human culture, devised to help
us negotiate social relations. It’s very good for that. But just as we recognize that nature doesn’t provide an
adequate guide for human social conduct, isn’t it anthropocentric to assume that our moral system offers an
adequate guide for nature? We may require a different set of ethics to guide our dealings with the natural world,
one as well suited to the particular needs of plants and animals and habitats (where sentience counts for little)
as rights suit us humans today.

To contemplate such questions from the vantage of a farm is to appreciate just how parochial and urban an
ideology animals rights really is. It could thrive only in a world where people have lost contact with the natural
world, where animals no longer pose a threat to us and human mastery of nature seems absolute. “In our
normal life,” Singer writes, “there is no serious clash of interests between human and nonhuman animals.” Such
a statement assumes a decidedly urbanized “normal life,” one that certainly no farmer would recognize.

The farmer would point out that even vegans have a “serious clash of interests” with other animals. The grain
that the vegan eats is harvested with a combine that shreds field mice, while the farmer’s tractor crushes
woodchucks in their burrows, and his pesticides drop songbirds from the sky. Steve Davis, an animal scientist at
Oregon State University, has estimated that if America were to adopt a strictly vegetarian diet, the total number
of animals killed every year would actually increase, as animal pasture gave way to row crops. Davis contends
that if our goal is to kill as few animals as possible, then people should eat the largest possible animal that can
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live on the least intensively cultivated land: grass-fed beef for everybody. It would appear that killing animals is
unavoidable no matter what we choose to eat.

When I talked to Joel Salatin about the vegetarian utopia, he pointed out that it would also condemn him and
his neighbors to importing their food from distant places, since the Shenandoah Valley receives too little rainfall
to grow many row crops. Much the same would hold true where I live, in New England. We get plenty of rain,
but the hilliness of the land has dictated an agriculture based on animals since the time of the Pilgrims. The
world is full of places where the best, if not the only, way to obtain food from the land is by grazing animals on
it–especially ruminants, which alone can transform grass into protein and whose presence can actually improve
the health of the land.

The vegetarian utopia would make us even more dependent than we already are on an industrialized national
food chain. That food chain would in turn be even more dependent than it already is on fossil fuels and chemical
fertilizer, since food would need to travel farther and manure would be in short supply. Indeed, it is doubtful
that you can build a more sustainable agriculture without animals to cycle nutrients and support local food
production. If our concern is for the health of nature–rather than, say, the internal consistency of our moral code
or the condition of our souls–then eating animals may sometimes be the most ethical thing to do.

There is, too, the fact that we humans have been eating animals as long as we have lived on this earth. Humans
may not need to eat meat in order to survive, yet doing so is part of our evolutionary heritage, reflected in the
design of our teeth and the structure of our digestion. Eating meat helped make us what we are, in a social and
biological sense. Under the pressure of the hunt, the human brain grew in size and complexity, and around the
fire where the meat was cooked, human culture first flourished. Granting rights to animals may lift us up from
the brutal world of predation, but it will entail the sacrifice of part of our identity–our own animality.

Surely this is one of the odder paradoxes of animal rights doctrine. It asks us to recognize all that we share
with animals and then demands that we act toward them in a most unanimalistic way. Whether or not this
is a good idea, we should at least acknowledge that our desire to eat meat is not a trivial matter, no mere
“gastronomic preference.” We might as well call sex–also now technically unnecessary–a mere “recreational
preference.” Whatever else it is, our meat eating is something very deep indeed.

Are any of these good enough reasons to eat animals? I’m mindful of Ben Franklin’s definition of the reasonable
creature as one who can come up with reasons for whatever he wants to do. So I decided I would track down
Peter Singer and ask him what he thought. In an e-mail message, I described Polyface and asked him about
the implications for his position of the Good Farm–one where animals got to live according to their nature and
to all appearances did not suffer.

“I agree with you that it is better for these animals to have lived and died than not to have lived at all,” Singer
wrote back. Since the utilitarian is concerned exclusively with the sum of happiness and suffering and the
slaughter of an animal that doesn’t comprehend that death need not involve suffering, the Good Farm adds to
the total of animal happiness, provided you replace the slaughtered animal with a new one. However, he added,
this line of thinking doesn’t obviate the wrongness of killing an animal that “has a sense of its own existence
over time and can have preferences for its own future.” In other words, it’s O.K. to eat the chicken, but he’s not so
sure about the pig. Yet, he wrote, “I would not be sufficiently confident of my arguments to condemn someone
who purchased meat from one of these farms.”

Singer went on to express serious doubts that such farms could be practical on a large scale, since the
pressures of the marketplace will lead their owners to cut costs and corners at the expense of the animals.
He suggested, too, that killing animals is not conducive to treating them with respect. Also, since humanely
raised food will be more expensive, only the well-to-do can afford morally defensible animal protein. These are
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important considerations, but they don’t alter my essential point: what’s wrong with animal agriculture–with
eating animals–is the practice, not the principle.

What this suggests to me is that people who care should be working not for animal rights but animal welfare–to
ensure that farm animals don’t suffer and that their deaths are swift and painless. In fact, the decent-life-
merciful-death line is how Jeremy Bentham justified his own meat eating. Yes, the philosophical father of
animal rights was himself a carnivore. In a passage rather less frequently quoted by animal rightists, Bentham
defended eating animals on the grounds that “we are the better for it, and they are never the worse. . . . The
death they suffer in our hands commonly is, and always may be, a speedier and, by that means, a less painful
one than that which would await them in the inevitable course of nature.”

My guess is that Bentham never looked too closely at what happens in a slaughterhouse, but the argument
suggests that, in theory at least, a utilitarian can justify the killing of humanely treated animals–for meat or,
presumably, for clothing. (Though leather and fur pose distinct moral problems. Leather is a byproduct of
raising domestic animals for food, which can be done humanely. However, furs are usually made from wild
animals that die brutal deaths–usually in leg-hold traps–and since most fur species aren’t domesticated, raising
them on farms isn’t necessarily more humane.) But whether the issue is food or fur or hunting, what should
concern us is the suffering, not the killing. All of which I was feeling pretty good about–until I remembered that
utilitarians can also justify killing retarded orphans. Killing just isn’t the problem for them that it is for other
people, including me.

During my visit to Polyface Farm, I asked Salatin where his animals were slaughtered. He does the chickens
and rabbits right on the farm, and would do the cattle, pigs and sheep there too if only the U.S.D.A. would let
him. Salatin showed me the open-air abattoir he built behind the farmhouse–a sort of outdoor kitchen on a
concrete slab, with stainless-steel sinks, scalding tanks, a feather-plucking machine and metal cones to hold
the birds upside down while they’re being bled. Processing chickens is not a pleasant job, but Salatin insists on
doing it himself because he’s convinced he can do it more humanely and cleanly than any processing plant. He
slaughters every other Saturday through the summer. Anyone’s welcome to watch.

I asked Salatin how he could bring himself to kill a chicken.

“People have a soul; animals don’t,” he said. “It’s a bedrock belief of mine.” Salatin is a devout Christian. “Unlike
us, animals are not created in God’s image, so when they die, they just die.”

The notion that only in modern times have people grown uneasy about killing animals is a flattering conceit.
Taking a life is momentous, and people have been working to justify the slaughter of animals for thousands
of years. Religion and especially ritual has played a crucial part in helping us reckon the moral costs. Native
Americans and other hunter-gathers would give thanks to their prey for giving up its life so the eater might
live (sort of like saying grace). Many cultures have offered sacrificial animals to the gods, perhaps as a way
to convince themselves that it was the gods’ desires that demanded the slaughter, not their own. In ancient
Greece, the priests responsible for the slaughter (priests!–now we entrust the job to minimum-wage workers)
would sprinkle holy water on the sacrificial animal’s brow. The beast would promptly shake its head, and this
was taken as a sign of assent. Slaughter doesn’t necessarily preclude respect. For all these people, it was the
ceremony that allowed them to look, then to eat.

Apart from a few surviving religious practices, we no longer have any rituals governing the slaughter or eating
of animals, which perhaps helps to explain why we find ourselves where we do, feeling that our only choice is to
either look away or give up meat. Frank Perdue is happy to serve the first customer; Peter Singer, the second.

Until my visit to Polyface Farm, I had assumed these were the only two options. But on Salatin’s farm, the eye
contact between people and animals whose loss John Berger mourned is still a fact of life–and of death, for
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neither the lives nor the deaths of these animals have been secreted behind steel walls. “Food with a face,”
Salatin likes to call what he’s selling, a slogan that probably scares off some customers. People see very different
things when they look into the eyes of a pig or a chicken or a steer–a being without a soul, a “subject of a life”
entitled to rights, a link in a food chain, a vessel for pain and pleasure, a tasty lunch. But figuring out what we
do think, and what we can eat, might begin with the looking.

We certainly won’t philosophize our way to an answer. Salatin told me the story of a man who showed up at the
farm one Saturday morning. When Salatin noticed a PETA bumper sticker on the man’s car, he figured he was
in for it. But the man had a different agenda. He explained that after 16 years as a vegetarian, he had decided
that the only way he could ever eat meat again was if he killed the animal himself. He had come to look.

“Ten minutes later we were in the processing shed with a chicken,” Salatin recalled. “He slit the bird’s throat and
watched it die. He saw that the animal did not look at him accusingly, didn’t do a Disney double take. The animal
had been treated with respect when it was alive, and he saw that it could also have a respectful death–that it
wasn’t being treated as a pile of protoplasm.”

Salatin’s open-air abattoir is a morally powerful idea. Someone slaughtering a chicken in a place where he can
be watched is apt to do it scrupulously, with consideration for the animal as well as for the eater. This is going to
sound quixotic, but maybe all we need to do to redeem industrial animal agriculture in this country is to pass a
law requiring that the steel and concrete walls of the CAFO’s and slaughterhouses be replaced with . . . glass. If
there’s any new “right” we need to establish, maybe it’s this one: the right to look.

No doubt the sight of some of these places would turn many people into vegetarians. Many others would
look elsewhere for their meat, to farmers like Salatin. There are more of them than I would have imagined.
Despite the relentless consolidation of the American meat industry, there has been a revival of small farms
where animals still live their “characteristic form of life.” I’m thinking of the ranches where cattle still spend their
lives on grass, the poultry farms where chickens still go outside and the hog farms where pigs live as they did
50 years ago–in contact with the sun, the earth and the gaze of a farmer.

For my own part, I’ve discovered that if you’re willing to make the effort, it’s entirely possible to limit the meat
you eat to nonindustrial animals. I’m tempted to think that we need a new dietary category, to go with the
vegan and lactovegetarian and piscatorian. I don’t have a catchy name for it yet (humanocarnivore?), but this
is the only sort of meat eating I feel comfortable with these days. I’ve become the sort of shopper who looks
for labels indicating that his meat and eggs have been humanely grown (the American Humane Association’s
new “Free Farmed” label seems to be catching on), who visits the farms where his chicken and pork come from
and who asks kinky-sounding questions about touring slaughterhouses. I’ve actually found a couple of small
processing plants willing to let a customer onto the kill floor, including one, in Cannon Falls, Minn., with a glass
abattoir.

The industrialization–and dehumanization–of American animal farming is a relatively new, evitable and local
phenomenon: no other country raises and slaughters its food animals quite as intensively or as brutally as we
do. Were the walls of our meat industry to become transparent, literally or even figuratively, we would not long
continue to do it this way. Tail-docking and sow crates and beak-clipping would disappear overnight, and the
days of slaughtering 400 head of cattle an hour would come to an end. For who could stand the sight? Yes,
meat would get more expensive. We’d probably eat less of it, too, but maybe when we did eat animals, we’d eat
them with the consciousness, ceremony and respect they deserve.
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applies to this textbook more broadly.

The Perfect Picture

By James Alexander Thom

It was early in the spring about 15 years ago—a day of pale sunlight and trees just beginning to bud. I was a
young police reporter, driving to a scene I didn’t want to see. A man, the police dispatcher’s broadcast said, had
accidentally backed his pickup truck over his baby granddaughter in the driveway of the family home. It was a
fatality.

As I parked among police cars and TV news cruisers, I saw a stocky, white-haired man in cotton work clothes
standing near a pickup. Cameras were trained on him, and reporters were sticking microphones in his face.
Looking totally bewildered, he was trying to answer their questions. Mostly he was only moving his lips, blinking,
and choking up.

After a while, the reporters gave up and followed the police into the small white house. I can still picture that
devastated old man looking down at the place in the driveway where the child had been. Beside the house was
a freshly spaded flower bed and nearby a pile of dark, rich earth.

“I was just backing up there to spread that good dirt,” he said to me, though I had not asked him anything. “I
didn’t even know she was outdoors.” He stretched his hand toward the flower bed, then let it flop to his side.
He lapsed back into his thoughts, and I, like a good reporter, went into the house to find someone who could
provide a recent photo of the toddler.

A few minutes later, with a three-by-five studio portrait of the cherubic child tucked in my pocket, I went toward
the kitchen, where the police had said the body was.

I had brought a camera with me—the bulky Speed Graphic that used to be the newspaper reporter’s trademark.
Everybody had drifted back out of the house together—family, police, reporters, and photographers. Entering
the kitchen, I came upon this scene:

On a Formica-topped table, backlighted by a frilly curtained window, lay the tiny body, wrapped in a clean
white sheet. Sitting on a chair beside the table, in profile to me and unaware of my presence, was the baby’s
grandfather, looking uncomprehendingly at the swaddled corpse.

The house was quiet. A clock ticked. As I watched, the grandfather slowly leaned forward, curved his arms like
parentheses around the little form, and then pressed his face to the shroud and remained motionless.

In that hushed moment, I recognized the makings of a prizewinning news photograph. I appraised the light,
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adjusted the lens setting and distance, locked a bulb in the flashgun, raised the camera, and composed the
scene in the viewfinder.

Every element of the picture was perfect: the grandfather in his plain work clothes, his white hair backlighted
by sunshine, the child’s form wrapped in the sheet, the atmosphere of the simple home suggested by black
iron trivets and World’s Fair souvenir plates on the walls flanking the window. Outside the police could be seen
inspecting the fatal rear wheel of the pickup, while the child’s mother and father leaned in each other’s arms.

I don’t know how many seconds I stood there, unable to snap that shutter. I was keenly aware of the powerful
storytelling value that photo would have, and my professional conscience told me to take it. Yet I couldn’t make
my hand fire that flashbulb and intrude on the poor man’s island of grief.

At length, I lowered the camera and crept away, shaken with doubt about my suitability for the journalistic
profession. Of course, I never told the city editor or any fellow reporters about that missed opportunity for a
perfect news picture.

Every day, on the newscasts and in the papers, we see pictures of people in extreme conditions of grief
and despair. Human suffering has become a spectator sport. And sometimes, as I’m watching news film, I
remember that day.

I still feel right about what I did.
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Civil Disobedience

Or

On the Duty of Civil Disobedience

original title: Resistance to Civil Government

by Henry David Thoreau

1849

I heartily accept the motto, “That government is best which governs least”; and I should like to see it acted up
to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also I believe–“That government
is best which governs not at all”; and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government which
they will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments
are sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brought against a standing army, and they are
many and weighty, and deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a standing government. The
standing army is only an arm of the standing government. The government itself, which is only the mode which
the people have chosen to execute their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can
act through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few individuals using the standing
government as their tool; for in the outset, the people would not have consented to this measure.

This American government–what is it but a tradition, though a recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself
unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single
living man; for a single man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves. But
it is not the less necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear
its din, to satisfy that idea of government which they have. Governments show thus how successfully men can
be imposed upon, even impose on themselves, for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow. Yet
this government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way.
It does not keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The character inherent in
the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if
the government had not sometimes got in its way. For government is an expedient, by which men would fain
succeed in letting one another alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the governed are most
let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made of india-rubber, would never manage to bounce
over obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their way; and if one were to judge these men wholly

514 | "Civil Disobedience" by Henry David Thoreau



by the effects of their actions and not partly by their intentions, they would deserve to be classed and punished
with those mischievous persons who put obstructions on the railroads.

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at
one no government, but at once a better government. Let every man make known what kind of government
would command his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the people, a majority are permitted,
and for a long period continue, to rule is not because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because
this seems fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a government in which
the majority rule in all cases can not be based on justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not
be a government in which the majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?–in which
majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a
moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience then?
I think that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law,
so much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think
right. It is truly enough said that a corporation has no conscience; but a corporation on conscientious men is a
corporation with a conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even
the well-disposed are daily made the agents on injustice. A common and natural result of an undue respect
for the law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and all,
marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, ay, against their common sense
and consciences, which makes it very steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They
have no doubt that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now,
what are they? Men at all? or small movable forts and magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in
power? Visit the Navy Yard, and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make, or such as
it can make a man with its black arts–a mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and
standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with funeral accompaniment, though it may be,

“Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note, As his corse to the rampart we hurried;Not a soldier discharged his
farewell shot O’er the grave where out hero was buried.”

The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies. They are the
standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc. In most cases there is no free exercise
whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and
stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. Such command
no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort of worth only as horses and
dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed good citizens. Others–as most legislators, politicians,
lawyers, ministers, and office-holders–serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as the rarely make any moral
distinctions, they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A very few–as heroes, patriots,
martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men–serve the state with their consciences also, and so necessarily
resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated as enemies by it. A wise man will only be useful as a
man, and will not submit to be “clay,” and “stop a hole to keep the wind away,” but leave that office to his dust
at least:

“I am too high born to be propertied, To be a second at control, Or useful serving-man and instrument To any
sovereign state throughout the world.”

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow men appears to them useless and selfish; but he who gives himself
partially to them in pronounced a benefactor and philanthropist.

"Civil Disobedience" by Henry David Thoreau | 515



How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today? I answer, that he cannot
without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political organization as my
government which is the slave’s government also.

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the government,
when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now.
But such was the case, they think, in the Revolution of ’75. If one were to tell me that this was a bad government
because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make
an ado about it, for I can do without them. All machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good
to counter-balance the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to
have its machine, and oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer.
In other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are
slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military law,
I think that it is not too soon for honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent
is that fact that the country so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading army.

Paley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in his chapter on the “Duty of Submission to Civil
Government,” resolves all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to say that “so long as the interest
of the whole society requires it, that it, so long as the established government cannot be resisted or changed
without public inconveniencey, it is the will of God. . .that the established government be obeyed–and no longer.
This principle being admitted, the justice of every particular case of resistance is reduced to a computation of
the quantity of the danger and grievance on the one side, and of the probability and expense of redressing it
on the other.” Of this, he says, every man shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated
those cases to which the rule of expediency does not apply, in which a people, as well and an individual, must
do justice, cost what it may. If I have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him
though I drown myself. This, according to Paley, would be inconvenient. But he that would save his life, in such
a case, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make war on Mexico, though it cost them their
existence as a people.

In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does anyone think that Massachusetts does exactly what is right
at the present crisis?

“A drab of stat, a cloth-o’-silver slut,To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt.”

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are not a hundred thousand politicians at
the South, but a hundred thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and
agriculture than they are in humanity, and are not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what
it may. I quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those who, neat at home, co-operate with, and do the bidding
of, those far away, and without whom the latter would be harmless. We are accustomed to say, that the mass
of men are unprepared; but improvement is slow, because the few are not as materially wiser or better than
the many. It is not so important that many should be good as you, as that there be some absolute goodness
somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump. There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery
and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves children
of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that they know not what to
do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question of freedom to the question of free trade, and quietly
read the prices-current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, fall asleep over
them both. What is the price-current of an honest man and patriot today? They hesitate, and they regret, and
sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for other
to remedy the evil, that they may no longer have it to regret. At most, they give up only a cheap vote, and a
feeble countenance and Godspeed, to the right, as it goes by them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine
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patrons of virtue to one virtuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the
temporary guardian of it.

All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with
right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The character of the voters is not
staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. I
am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for
the right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise man
will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. There
is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of
slavery, it will be because they are indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to be abolished
by their vote. They will then be the only slaves. Only his vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts his
own freedom by his vote.

I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, for the selection of a candidate for the Presidency,
made up chiefly of editors, and men who are politicians by profession; but I think, what is it to any independent,
intelligent, and respectable man what decision they may come to? Shall we not have the advantage of this
wisdom and honesty, nevertheless? Can we not count upon some independent votes? Are there not many
individuals in the country who do not attend conventions? But no: I find that the respectable man, so called,
has immediately drifted from his position, and despairs of his country, when his country has more reasons to
despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of the candidates thus selected as the only available one, thus proving
that he is himself available for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no more worth than that of any
unprincipled foreigner or hireling native, who may have been bought. O for a man who is a man, and, and my
neighbor says, has a bone is his back which you cannot pass your hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the
population has been returned too large. How many men are there to a square thousand miles in the country?
Hardly one. Does not America offer any inducement for men to settle here? The American has dwindled into an
Odd Fellow–one who may be known by the development of his organ of gregariousness, and a manifest lack
of intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief concern, on coming into the world, is to see that the
almshouses are in good repair; and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to collect a fund to the
support of the widows and orphans that may be; who, in short, ventures to live only by the aid of the Mutual
Insurance company, which has promised to bury him decently.

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of any, even to most enormous,
wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands
of it, and, if he gives it no thought longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to other
pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man’s
shoulders. I must get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is
tolerated. I have heard some of my townsmen say, “I should like to have them order me out to help put down an
insurrection of the slaves, or to march to Mexico–see if I would go”; and yet these very men have each, directly by
their allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a substitute. The soldier is applauded who
refuses to serve in an unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the unjust government which makes
the war; is applauded by those whose own act and authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the state
were penitent to that degree that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not to that degree that it left
off sinning for a moment. Thus, under the name of Order and Civil Government, we are all made at last to pay
homage to and support our own meanness. After the first blush of sin comes its indifference; and from immoral
it becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life which we have made.

The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disinterested virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach
to which the virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the noble are most likely to incur. Those who, while
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they disapprove of the character and measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and support are
undoubtedly its most conscientious supporters, and so frequently the most serious obstacles to reform. Some
are petitioning the State to dissolve the Union, to disregard the requisitions of the President. Why do they
not dissolve it themselves–the union between themselves and the State–and refuse to pay their quota into its
treasury? Do not they stand in same relation to the State that the State does to the Union? And have not the
same reasons prevented the State from resisting the Union which have prevented them from resisting the
State?

How can a man be satisfied to entertain and opinion merely, and enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it, if his
opinion is that he is aggrieved? If you are cheated out of a single dollar by your neighbor, you do not rest
satisfied with knowing you are cheated, or with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him to
pay you your due; but you take effectual steps at once to obtain the full amount, and see to it that you are
never cheated again. Action from principle, the perception and the performance of right, changes things and
relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It not only divided
States and churches, it divides families; ay, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from the
divine.

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey them
until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men, generally, under such a government as
this, think that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they
should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the
remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform?
Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage
its citizens to put out its faults, and do better than it would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ and
excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels?

One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its authority was the only offense never contemplated
by its government; else, why has it not assigned its definite, its suitable and proportionate, penalty? If a man
who has no property refuses but once to earn nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a period
unlimited by any law that I know, and determined only by the discretion of those who put him there; but if he
should steal ninety times nine shillings from the State, he is soon permitted to go at large again.

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will
wear smooth–certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank,
exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it
is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then I say, break the law. Let your
life be a counter-friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself
to the wrong which I condemn.

As for adopting the ways of the State has provided for remedying the evil, I know not of such ways. They take
too much time, and a man’s life will be gone. I have other affairs to attend to. I came into this world, not chiefly
to make this a good place to live in, but to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not everything to do, but
something; and because he cannot do everything, it is not necessary that he should be petitioning the Governor
or the Legislature any more than it is theirs to petition me; and if they should not hear my petition, what should
I do then? But in this case the State has provided no way: its very Constitution is the evil. This may seem to be
harsh and stubborn and unconcilliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost kindness and consideration the only
spirit that can appreciate or deserves it. So is all change for the better, like birth and death, which convulse the
body.

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves Abolitionists should at once effectually withdraw their

518 | "Civil Disobedience" by Henry David Thoreau



support, both in person and property, from the government of Massachusetts, and not wait till they constitute
a majority of one, before they suffer the right to prevail through them. I think that it is enough if they have God
on their side, without waiting for that other one. Moreover, any man more right than his neighbors constitutes
a majority of one already.

I meet this American government, or its representative, the State government, directly, and face to face, once a
year–no more–in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode in which a man situated as I am necessarily
meets it; and it then says distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, in the present
posture of affairs, the indispensablest mode of treating with it on this head, of expressing your little satisfaction
with and love for it, is to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with–for
it is, after all, with men and not with parchment that I quarrel–and he has voluntarily chosen to be an agent of
the government. How shall he ever know well that he is and does as an officer of the government, or as a man,
until he is obliged to consider whether he will treat me, his neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor
and well-disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and see if he can get over this obstruction
to his neighborlines without a ruder and more impetuous thought or speech corresponding with his action. I
know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name–if ten honest men only–ay,
if one HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withdraw from this
co-partnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefore, it would be the abolition of slavery in America. For
it matters not how small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done forever. But we love
better to talk about it: that we say is our mission. Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in its service, but
not one man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State’s ambassador, who will devote his days to the settlement of
the question of human rights in the Council Chamber, instead of being threatened with the prisons of Carolina,
were to sit down the prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to foist the sin of slavery upon her
sister–though at present she can discover only an act of inhospitality to be the ground of a quarrel with her–the
Legislature would not wholly waive the subject of the following winter.

Under a government which imprisons unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison. The proper place
today, the only place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less despondent spirits, is in her
prisons, to be put out and locked out of the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out by
their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to
plead the wrongs of his race should find them; on that separate but more free and honorable ground, where
the State places those who are not with her, but against her–the only house in a slave State in which a free
man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer
afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how
much truth is stronger than error, nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice who
has experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole
influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is
irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and
slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax bills this year,
that would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit
violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possible.
If the tax-gatherer, or any other public officer, asks me, as one has done, “But what shall I do?” my answer is, “If
you really wish to do anything, resign your office.” When the subject has refused allegiance, and the officer has
resigned from office, then the revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood shed when the conscience is
wounded? Through this wound a man’s real manhood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting
death. I see this blood flowing now.

I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather than the seizure of his goods–though both will
serve the same purpose–because they who assert the purest right, and consequently are most dangerous to
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a corrupt State, commonly have not spent much time in accumulating property. To such the State renders
comparatively small service, and a slight tax is wont to appear exorbitant, particularly if they are obliged to earn
it by special labor with their hands. If there were one who lived wholly without the use of money, the State itself
would hesitate to demand it of him. But the rich man–not to make any invidious comparison–is always sold to
the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes
between a man and his objects, and obtains them for him; it was certainly no great virtue to obtain it. It puts
to rest many questions which he would otherwise be taxed to answer; while the only new question which it
puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus his moral ground is taken from under his feet. The
opportunities of living are diminished in proportion as that are called the “means” are increased. The best thing
a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to carry out those schemes which he entertained
when he was poor. Christ answered the Herodians according to their condition. “Show me the tribute-money,”
said he–and one took a penny out of his pocket–if you use money which has the image of Caesar on it, and
which he has made current and valuable, that is, if you are men of the State, and gladly enjoy the advantages
of Caesar’s government, then pay him back some of his own when he demands it. “Render therefore to Caesar
that which is Caesar’s and to God those things which are God’s”–leaving them no wiser than before as to which
was which; for they did not wish to know.

When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive that, whatever they may say about the magnitude
and seriousness of the question, and their regard for the public tranquility, the long and the short of the matter
is, that they cannot spare the protection of the existing government, and they dread the consequences to their
property and families of disobedience to it. For my own part, I should not like to think that I ever rely on the
protection of the State. But, if I deny the authority of the State when it presents its tax bill, it will soon take and
waste all my property, and so harass me and my children without end. This is hard. This makes it impossible for
a man to live honestly, and at the same time comfortably, in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to
accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat somewhere, and raise but a small
crop, and eat that soon. You must live within yourself, and depend upon yourself always tucked up and ready
for a start, and not have many affairs. A man may grow rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good
subject of the Turkish government. Confucius said: “If a state is governed by the principles of reason, poverty
and misery are subjects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles of reason, riches and honors are
subjects of shame.” No: until I want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in some distant
Southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until I am bent solely on building up an estate at home by
peaceful enterprise, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to my property and life. It
costs me less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State than it would to obey. I should feel
as if I were worth less in that case.

Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and commanded me to pay a certain sum toward
the support of a clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I myself. “Pay,” it said, “or be
locked up in the jail.” I declined to pay. But, unfortunately, another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see why
the schoolmaster should be taxed to support the priest, and not the priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the
State’s schoolmaster, but I supported myself by voluntary subscription. I did not see why the lyceum should not
present its tax bill, and have the State to back its demand, as well as the Church. However, as the request of the
selectmen, I condescended to make some such statement as this in writing: “Know all men by these presents,
that I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a member of any society which I have not joined.” This
I gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The State, having thus learned that I did not wish to be regarded as a
member of that church, has never made a like demand on me since; though it said that it must adhere to its
original presumption that time. If I had known how to name them, I should then have signed off in detail from
all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did not know where to find such a complete list.

I have paid no poll tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for one night; and, as I stood
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considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the
iron grating which strained the light, I could not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution
which treated my as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I wondered that it should have
concluded at length that this was the best use it could put me to, and had never thought to avail itself of my
services in some way. I saw that, if there was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still
more difficult one to climb or break through before they could get to be as free as I was. I did nor for a moment
feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen
had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to treat me, but behaved like persons who are underbred.
In every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they thought that my chief desire was to
stand the other side of that stone wall. I could not but smile to see how industriously they locked the door
on my meditations, which followed them out again without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was
dangerous. As they could not reach me, they had resolved to punish my body; just as boys, if they cannot come
at some person against whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State was half-witted, that it
was timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost all
my remaining respect for it, and pitied it.

Thus the state never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, intellectual or moral, but only his body, his senses.
It is not armed with superior with or honesty, but with superior physical strength. I was not born to be forced. I
will breathe after my own fashion. Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only can
force me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to become like themselves. I do not hear of men being
forced to live this way or that by masses of men. What sort of life were that to live? When I meet a government
which says to me, “Your money our your life,” why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may be in a great
strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help that. It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while to
snivel about it. I am not responsible for the successful working of the machinery of society. I am not the son of
the engineer. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side, the one does not remain inert to
make way for the other, but both obey their own laws, and spring and grow and flourish as best they can, till
one, perchance, overshadows and destroys the other. If a plant cannot live according to nature, it dies; and so a
man.

The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The prisoners in their shirtsleeves were enjoying a chat
and the evening air in the doorway, when I entered. But the jailer said, “Come, boys, it is time to lock up”; and so
they dispersed, and I heard the sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My room-mate was
introduced to me by the jailer as “a first-rate fellow and clever man.” When the door was locked, he showed me
where to hang my hat, and how he managed matters there. The rooms were whitewashed once a month; and
this one, at least, was the whitest, most simply furnished, and probably neatest apartment in town. He naturally
wanted to know where I came from, and what brought me there; and, when I had told him, I asked him in my
turn how he came there, presuming him to be an honest an, of course; and as the world goes, I believe he was.
“Why,” said he, “they accuse me of burning a barn; but I never did it.” As near as I could discover, he had probably
gone to bed in a barn when drunk, and smoked his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had the reputation
of being a clever man, had been there some three months waiting for his trial to come on, and would have to
wait as much longer; but he was quite domesticated and contented, since he got his board for nothing, and
thought that he was well treated.

He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw that if one stayed there long, his principal business would
be to look out the window. I had soon read all the tracts that were left there, and examined where former
prisoners had broken out, and where a grate had been sawed off, and heard the history of the various occupants
of that room; for I found that even there there was a history and a gossip which never circulated beyond the
walls of the jail. Probably this is the only house in the town where verses are composed, which are afterward
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printed in a circular form, but not published. I was shown quite a long list of young men who had been detected
in an attempt to escape, who avenged themselves by singing them.

I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should never see him again; but at length he showed
me which was my bed, and left me to blow out the lamp.

It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never expected to behold, to lie there for one night. It
seemed to me that I never had heard the town clock strike before, not the evening sounds of the village; for we
slept with the windows open, which were inside the grating. It was to see my native village in the light of the
Middle Ages, and our Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles passed before
me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor
of whatever was done and said in the kitchen of the adjacent village inn–a wholly new and rare experience to
me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institutions before. This is
one of its peculiar institutions; for it is a shire town. I began to comprehend what its inhabitants were about.

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in the door, in small oblong-square tin pans, made
to fit, and holding a pint of chocolate, with brown bread, and an iron spoon. When they called for the vessels
again, I was green enough to return what bread I had left, but my comrade seized it, and said that I should lay
that up for lunch or dinner. Soon after he was let out to work at haying in a neighboring field, whither he went
every day, and would not be back till noon; so he bade me good day, saying that he doubted if he should see
me again.

When I came out of prison–for some one interfered, and paid that tax–I did not perceive that great changes had
taken place on the common, such as he observed who went in a youth and emerged a gray-headed man; and
yet a change had come to my eyes come over the scene–the town, and State, and country, greater than any
that mere time could effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I lived. I saw to what extent the people
among whom I lived could be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their friendship was for summer
weather only; that they did not greatly propose to do right; that they were a distinct race from me by their
prejudices and superstitions, as the Chinamen and Malays are that in their sacrifices to humanity they ran no
risks, not even to their property; that after all they were not so noble but they treated the thief as he had treated
them, and hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few prayers, and by walking in a particular straight
through useless path from time to time, to save their souls. This may be to judge my neighbors harshly; for I
believe that many of them are not aware that they have such an institution as the jail in their village.

It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor came out of jail, for his acquaintances to salute
him, looking through their fingers, which were crossed to represent the jail window, “How do ye do?” My
neighbors did not this salute me, but first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I had returned from a
long journey. I was put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker’s to get a shoe which was mender. When I
was let out the next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, having put on my mended show, joined a
huckleberry party, who were impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an hour–for the horse
was soon tackled–was in the midst of a huckleberry field, on one of our highest hills, two miles off, and then the
State was nowhere to be seen.

This is the whole history of “My Prisons.”

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of
being a bad subject; and as for supporting schools, I am doing my part to educate my fellow countrymen now.
It is for no particular item in the tax bill that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State,
to withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till it
buys a man a musket to shoot one with–the dollar is innocent–but I am concerned to trace the effects of my
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allegiance. In fact, I quietly declare war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still make use and get what
advantages of her I can, as is usual in such cases.

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a sympathy with the State, they do but what they have
already done in their own case, or rather they abet injustice to a greater extent than the State requires. If they
pay the tax from a mistaken interest in the individual taxed, to save his property, or prevent his going to jail, it is
because they have not considered wisely how far they let their private feelings interfere with the public good.

This, then is my position at present. But one cannot be too much on his guard in such a case, lest his actions be
biased by obstinacy or an undue regard for the opinions of men. Let him see that he does only what belongs to
himself and to the hour.

I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well, they are only ignorant; they would do better if they knew how:
why give your neighbors this pain to treat you as they are not inclined to? But I think again, This is no reason why
I should do as they do, or permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. Again, I sometimes say to
myself, When many millions of men, without heat, without ill will, without personal feelings of any kind, demand
of you a few shillings only, without the possibility, such is their constitution, of retracting or altering their present
demand, and without the possibility, on your side, of appeal to any other millions, why expose yourself to this
overwhelming brute force? You do not resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, thus obstinately; you
quietly submit to a thousand similar necessities. You do not put your head into the fire. But just in proportion
as I regard this as not wholly a brute force, but partly a human force, and consider that I have relations to those
millions as to so many millions of men, and not of mere brute or inanimate things, I see that appeal is possible,
first and instantaneously, from them to the Maker of them, and, secondly, from them to themselves. But if I put
my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to fire or to the Maker for fire, and I have only myself to
blame. If I could convince myself that I have any right to be satisfied with men as they are, and to treat them
accordingly, and not according, in some respects, to my requisitions and expectations of what they and I ought
to be, then, like a good Mussulman and fatalist, I should endeavor to be satisfied with things as they are, and say
it is the will of God. And, above all, there is this difference between resisting this and a purely brute or natural
force, that I can resist this with some effect; but I cannot expect, like Orpheus, to change the nature of the rocks
and trees and beasts.

I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish to split hairs, to make fine distinctions, or set
myself up as better than my neighbors. I seek rather, I may say, even an excuse for conforming to the laws of
the land. I am but too ready to conform to them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this head; and each
year, as the tax-gatherer comes round, I find myself disposed to review the acts and position of the general and
State governments, and the spirit of the people to discover a pretext for conformity.

“We must affect our country as our parents, And if at any time we alienate Out love or industry from doing it
honor, We must respect effects and teach the soul Matter of conscience and religion, And not desire of rule or
benefit.”

I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work of this sort out of my hands, and then I shall be
no better patriot than my fellow-countrymen. Seen from a lower point of view, the Constitution, with all its
faults, is very good; the law and the courts are very respectable; even this State and this American government
are, in many respects, very admirable, and rare things, to be thankful for, such as a great many have described
them; seen from a higher still, and the highest, who shall say what they are, or that they are worth looking at or
thinking of at all?

However, the government does not concern me much, and I shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it.
It is not many moments that I live under a government, even in this world. If a man is thought-free, fancy-free,
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imagination-free, that which is not never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers or reformers
cannot fatally interrupt him.

I know that most men think differently from myself; but those whose lives are by profession devoted to the
study of these or kindred subjects content me as little as any. Statesmen and legislators, standing so completely
within the institution, never distinctly and nakedly behold it. They speak of moving society, but have no resting-
place without it. They may be men of a certain experience and discrimination, and have no doubt invented
ingenious and even useful systems, for which we sincerely thank them; but all their wit and usefulness lie within
certain not very wide limits. They are wont to forget that the world is not governed by policy and expediency.
Webster never goes behind government, and so cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom
to those legislators who contemplate no essential reform in the existing government; but for thinkers, and
those who legislate for all time, he never once glances at the subject. I know of those whose serene and wise
speculations on this theme would soon reveal the limits of his mind’s range and hospitality. Yet, compared with
the cheap professions of most reformers, and the still cheaper wisdom an eloquence of politicians in general,
his are almost the only sensible and valuable words, and we thank Heaven for him. Comparatively, he is always
strong, original, and, above all, practical. Still, his quality is not wisdom, but prudence. The lawyer’s truth is not
Truth, but consistency or a consistent expediency. Truth is always in harmony with herself, and is not concerned
chiefly to reveal the justice that may consist with wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as he has been
called, the Defender of the Constitution. There are really no blows to be given him but defensive ones. He is
not a leader, but a follower. His leaders are the men of ’87. “I have never made an effort,” he says, “and never
propose to make an effort; I have never countenanced an effort, and never mean to countenance an effort, to
disturb the arrangement as originally made, by which various States came into the Union.” Still thinking of the
sanction which the Constitution gives to slavery, he says, “Because it was part of the original compact–let it
stand.” Notwithstanding his special acuteness and ability, he is unable to take a fact out of its merely political
relations, and behold it as it lies absolutely to be disposed of by the intellect–what, for instance, it behooves
a man to do here in American today with regard to slavery–but ventures, or is driven, to make some such
desperate answer to the following, while professing to speak absolutely, and as a private man–from which what
new and singular of social duties might be inferred? “The manner,” says he, “in which the governments of the
States where slavery exists are to regulate it is for their own consideration, under the responsibility to their
constituents, to the general laws of propriety, humanity, and justice, and to God. Associations formed elsewhere,
springing from a feeling of humanity, or any other cause, have nothing whatever to do with it. They have never
received any encouragement from me and they never will. [These extracts have been inserted since the lecture
was read]

They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced up its stream no higher, stand, and wisely stand,
by the Bible and the Constitution, and drink at it there with reverence and humanity; but they who behold
where it comes trickling into this lake or that pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their pilgrimage
toward its fountainhead.

No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in America. They are rare in the history of the world. There
are orators, politicians, and eloquent men, by the thousand; but the speaker has not yet opened his mouth
to speak who is capable of settling the much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence for its own sake,
and not for any truth which t may utter, or any heroism it may inspire. Our legislators have not yet learned the
comparative value of free trade and of freed, of union, and of rectitude, to a nation. They have no genius or talent
for comparatively humble questions of taxation and finance, commerce and manufactures and agriculture. If
we were left solely to the wordy wit of legislators in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by the seasonable
experience and the effectual complaints of the people, America would not long retain her rank among the
nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I have no right to say it, the New Testament has been
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written; yet where is the legislator who has wisdom and practical talent enough to avail himself of the light
which it sheds on the science of legislation.

The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to–for I will cheerfully obey those who know
and can do better than I, and in many things even those who neither know nor can do so well–is still an impure
one: to be strictly just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over
my person and property but what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from
a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the Chinese
philosopher was wise enough to regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as
we know it, the last improvement possible in government? Is it not possible to take a step further towards
recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really free and enlightened State until
the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, from which all its own power
and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please myself with imagining a State at last which can
afford to be just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not think
it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embraced by it,
who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow men. A State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to
drop off as fast as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which I have also
imagined, but not yet anywhere seen.
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Fifty years ago, when I was a boy of fifteen and helping to inhabit a Missourian village on the banks of the
Mississippi, I had a friend whose society was very dear to me because I was forbidden by my mother to partake
of it. He was a gay and impudent and satirical and delightful young black man -a slave -who daily preached
sermons from the top of his master’s woodpile, with me for sole audience. He imitated the pulpit style of the
several clergymen of the village, and did it well, and with fine passion and energy. To me he was a wonder. I
believed he was the greatest orator in the United States and would some day be heard from. But it did not
happen; in the distribution of rewards he was overlooked. It is the way, in this world.

He interrupted his preaching, now and then, to saw a stick of wood; but the sawing was a pretense -he did it
with his mouth; exactly imitating the sound the bucksaw makes in shrieking its way through the wood. But it
served its purpose; it kept his master from coming out to see how the work was getting along. I listened to the
sermons from the open window of a lumber room at the back of the house. One of his texts was this:

“You tell me whar a man gits his corn pone, en I’ll tell you what his ‘pinions is.”

I can never forget it. It was deeply impressed upon me. By my mother. Not upon my memory, but elsewhere.
She had slipped in upon me while I was absorbed and not watching. The black philosopher’s idea was that a
man is not independent, and cannot afford views which might interfere with his bread and butter. If he would
prosper, he must train with the majority; in matters of large moment, like politics and religion, he must think
and feel with the bulk of his neighbors, or suffer damage in his social standing and in his business prosperities.
He must restrict himself to corn-pone opinions — at least on the surface. He must get his opinions from other
people; he must reason out none for himself; he must have no first-hand views.

I think Jerry was right, in the main, but I think he did not go far enough.

1. It was his idea that a man conforms to the majority view of his locality by calculation and intention. This
happens, but I think it is not the rule.

2. It was his idea that there is such a thing as a first-hand opinion; an original opinion; an opinion which is
coldly reasoned out in a man’s head, by a searching analysis of the facts involved, with the heart
unconsulted, and the jury room closed against outside influences. It may be that such an opinion has been
born somewhere, at some time or other, but I suppose it got away before they could catch it and stuff it
and put it in the museum.

I am persuaded that a coldly-thought-out and independent verdict upon a fashion in clothes, or manners, or
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literature, or politics, or religion, or any other matter that is projected into the field of our notice and interest, is
a most rare thing — if it has indeed ever existed.

A new thing in costume appears — the flaring hoopskirt, for example — and the passers-by are shocked, and
the irreverent laugh. Six months later everybody is reconciled; the fashion has established itself; it is admired,
now, and no one laughs. Public opinion resented it before, public opinion accepts it now, and is happy in it.
Why? Was the resentment reasoned out? Was the acceptance reasoned out? No. The instinct that moves to
conformity did the work. It is our nature to conform; it is a force which not many can successfully resist. What
is its seat? The inborn requirement of self-approval. We all have to bow to that; there are no exceptions. Even
the woman who refuses from first to last to wear the hoop skirt comes under that law and is its slave; she could
not wear the skirt and have her own approval; and that she must have, she cannot help herself. But as a rule
our self-approval has its source in but one place and not elsewhere — the approval of other people. A person of
vast consequences can introduce any kind of novelty in dress and the general world will presently adopt it —
moved to do it, in the first place, by the natural instinct to passively yield to that vague something recognized
as authority, and in the second place by the human instinct to train with the multitude and have its approval.
An empress introduced the hoopskirt, and we know the result. A nobody introduced the bloomer, and we know
the result. If Eve should come again, in her ripe renown, and reintroduce her quaint styles — well, we know what
would happen. And we should be cruelly embarrassed, along at first.

The hoopskirt runs its course and disappears. Nobody reasons about it. One woman abandons the fashion; her
neighbor notices this and follows her lead; this influences the next woman; and so on and so on, and presently
the skirt has vanished out of the world, no one knows how nor why, nor cares, for that matter. It will come again,
by and by and in due course will go again.

Twenty-five years ago, in England, six or eight wine glasses stood grouped by each person’s plate at a dinner
party, and they were used, not left idle and empty; to-day there are but three or four in the group, and the
average guest sparingly uses about two of them. We have not adopted this new fashion yet, but we shall do it
presently. We shall not think it out; we shall merely conform, and let it go at that. We get our notions and habits
and opinions from outside influences; we do not have to study them out.

Our table manners, and company manners, and street manners change from time to time, but the changes
are not reasoned out; we merely notice and conform. We are creatures of outside influences; as a rule we do
not think, we only imitate. We cannot invent standards that will stick; what we mistake for standards are only
fashions, and perishable. We may continue to admire them, but we drop the use of them. We notice this in
literature. Shakespeare is a standard, and fifty years ago we used to write tragedies which we couldn’t tell from
— from somebody else’s; but we don’t do it any more, now. Our prose standard, three quarters of a century ago,
was ornate and diffuse; some authority or other changed it in the direction of compactness and simplicity, and
conformity followed, without argument. The historical novel starts up suddenly, and sweeps the land. Everybody
writes one, and the nation is glad. We had historical novels before; but nobody read them, and the rest of us
conformed — without reasoning it out. We are conforming in the other way, now, because it is another case of
everybody.

The outside influences are always pouring in upon us, and we are always obeying their orders and accepting
their verdicts. The Smiths like the new play; the Joneses go to see it, and they copy the Smith verdict. Morals,
religions, politics, get their following from surrounding influences and atmospheres, almost entirely; not from
study, not from thinking. A man must and will have his own approval first of all, in each and every moment and
circumstance of his life — even if he must repent of a self-approved act the moment after its commission, in
order to get his self-approval again: but, speaking in general terms, a man’s self-approval in the large concerns of
life has its source in the approval of the peoples about him, and not in a searching personal examination of the
matter. Mohammedans are Mohammedans because they are born and reared among that sect, not because
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they have thought it out and can furnish sound reasons for being Mohammedans; we know why Catholics
are Catholics; why Presbyterians are Presbyterians; why Baptists are Baptists; why Mormons are Mormons;
why thieves are thieves; why monarchists are monarchists; why Republicans are Republicans and Democrats,
Democrats. We know it is a matter of association and sympathy, not reasoning and examination; that hardly
a man in the world has an opinion upon morals, politics, or religion which he got otherwise than through his
associations and sympathies. Broadly speaking, there are none but corn-pone opinions. And broadly speaking,
corn-pone stands for self-approval. Self-approval is acquired mainly from the approval of other people. The
result is conformity. Sometimes conformity has a sordid business interest — the bread-and-butter interest —
but not in most cases, I think. I think that in the majority of cases it is unconscious and not calculated; that it
is born of the human being’s natural yearning to stand well with his fellows and have their inspiring approval
and praise — a yearning which is commonly so strong and so insistent that it cannot be effectually resisted, and
must have its way. A political emergency brings out the corn-pone opinion in fine force in its two chief varieties
— the pocketbook variety, which has its origin in self-interest, and the bigger variety, the sentimental variety —
the one which can’t bear to be outside the pale; can’t bear to be in disfavor; can’t endure the averted face and
the cold shoulder; wants to stand well with his friends, wants to be smiled upon, wants to be welcome, wants
to hear the precious words, “He’s on the right track!” Uttered, perhaps by an ass, but still an ass of high degree,
an ass whose approval is gold and diamonds to a smaller ass, and confers glory and honor and happiness, and
membership in the herd. For these gauds many a man will dump his life-long principles into the street, and his
conscience along with them. We have seen it happen. In some millions of instances.

Men think they think upon great political questions, and they do; but they think with their party, not
independently; they read its literature, but not that of the other side; they arrive at convictions, but they are
drawn from a partial view of the matter in hand and are of no particular value. They swarm with their party, they
feel with their party, they are happy in their party’s approval; and where the party leads they will follow, whether
for right and honor, or through blood and dirt and a mush of mutilated morals.

In our late canvass half of the nation passionately believed that in silver lay salvation, the other half as
passionately believed that that way lay destruction. Do you believe that a tenth part of the people, on either
side, had any rational excuse for having an opinion about the matter at all? I studied that mighty question to the
bottom — came out empty. Half of our people passionately believe in high tariff, the other half believe otherwise.
Does this mean study and examination, or only feeling? The latter, I think. I have deeply studied that question,
too — and didn’t arrive. We all do no end of feeling, and we mistake it for thinking. And out of it we get an
aggregation which we consider a boon. Its name is Public Opinion. It is held in reverence. It settles everything.
Some think it the Voice of God.
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I. Introductory

This book aims to give in brief space the principal requirements of plain English style. It aims to lighten the
task of instructor and student by concentrating attention (in Chapters II and III) on a few essentials, the rules of
usage and principles of composition most commonly violated. In accordance with this plan it lays down three
rules for the use of the comma, instead of a score or more, and one for the use of the semicolon, in the belief that
these four rules provide for all the internal punctuation that is required by nineteen sentences out of twenty.
Similarly, it gives in Chapter III only those principles of the paragraph and the sentence which are of the widest
application. The book thus covers only a small portion of the field of English style. The experience of its writer
has been that once past the essentials, students profit most by individual instruction based on the problems of
their own work, and that each instructor has his own body of theory, which he may prefer to that offered by any
textbook.

The numbers of the sections may be used as references in correcting manuscript.

The writer’s colleagues in the Department of English in Cornell University have greatly helped him in the
preparation of his manuscript. Mr. George McLane Wood has kindly consented to the inclusion under Rule 10 of
some material from his Suggestions to Authors.

The following books are recommended for reference or further study: in connection with Chapters II and IV,
F. Howard Collins, Author and Printer (Henry Frowde); Chicago University Press, Manual of Style; T. L. De
Vinne, Correct Composition (The Century Company); Horace Hart, Rules for Compositors and
Printers (Oxford University Press); George McLane Wood, Extracts from the Style-Book of the Government
Printing Office (United States Geological Survey); in connection with Chapters III and V, The King’s
English (Oxford University Press); Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, The Art of Writing (Putnam), especially the chapter,
Interlude on Jargon; George McLane Wood, Suggestions to Authors (United States Geological Survey); John
Lesslie Hall, English Usage (Scott, Foresman and Co.); James P. Kelley, Workmanship in Words (Little, Brown
and Co.). In these will be found full discussions of many points here briefly treated and an abundant store of
illustrations to supplement those given in this book.

It is an old observation that the best writers sometimes disregard the rules of rhetoric. When they do so,
however, the reader will usually find in the sentence some compensating merit, attained at the cost of the
violation. Unless he is certain of doing as well, he will probably do best to follow the rules. After he has learned,
by their guidance, to write plain English adequate for everyday uses, let him look, for the secrets of style, to the
study of the masters of literature.
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II. Elementary Rules of Usage

1. Form the possessive singular of nouns by adding ‘s.

Follow this rule whatever the final consonant. Thus write,

Charles’s friend

Burns’s poems

the witch’s malice

This is the usage of the United States Government Printing Office and of the Oxford University Press.

Exceptions are the possessive of ancient proper names in -es and -is, the possessive Jesus’, and such forms
as for conscience’ sake, for righteousness’ sake. But such forms as Achilles’ heel, Moses’ laws, Isis’ temple are
commonly replaced by

the heel of Achilles

the laws of Moses

the temple of Isis

The pronominal possessives hers, its, theirs, yours, and oneself have no apostrophe.

2. In a series of three or more terms with a single conjunction, use a comma after each term except the last.

Thus write,

red, white, and blue

gold, silver, or copper

He opened the letter, read it, and made a note of its contents.

This is also the usage of the Government Printing Office and of the Oxford University Press.

In the names of business firms the last comma is omitted, as,

Brown, Shipley & Co.

3. Enclose parenthetic expressions between commas.

The best way to see a country, unless you are pressed for time, is to travel on foot.

This rule is difficult to apply; it is frequently hard to decide whether a single word, such as however, or a brief
phrase, is or is not parenthetic. If the interruption to the flow of the sentence is but slight, the writer may safely
omit the commas. But whether the interruption be slight or considerable, he must never insert one comma
and omit the other. Such punctuation as

Marjorie’s husband, Colonel Nelson paid us a visit yesterday,

or
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My brother you will be pleased to hear, is now in perfect health,

is indefensible.

If a parenthetic expression is preceded by a conjunction, place the first comma before the conjunction, not after
it.

He saw us coming, and unaware that we had learned of his treachery, greeted us with a smile.

Always to be regarded as parenthetic and to be enclosed between commas (or, at the end of the sentence,
between comma and period) are the following:

(1) the year, when forming part of a date, and the day of the month, when following the day of the week:

February to July, 1916.

April 6, 1917.

Monday, November 11, 1918.

(2) the abbreviations etc. and jr.

(3) non-restrictive relative clauses, that is, those which do not serve to identify or define the antecedent noun,
and similar clauses introduced by conjunctions indicating time or place.

The audience, which had at first been indifferent, became more and more interested.

In this sentence the clause introduced by which does not serve to tell which of several possible audiences
is meant; what audience is in question is supposed to be already known. The clause adds, parenthetically, a
statement supplementing that in the main clause. The sentence is virtually a combination of two statements
which might have been made independently:

The audience had at first been indifferent. It became more and more interested.

Compare the restrictive relative clause, not set off by commas, in the sentence,

The candidate who best meets these requirements will obtain the place.

Here the clause introduced by who does serve to tell which of several possible candidates is meant; the
sentence cannot be split up into two independent statements.

The difference in punctuation in the two sentences following is based on the same principle:

Nether Stowey, where Coleridge wrote The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, is a few miles from Bridgewater.

The day will come when you will admit your mistake.

Nether Stowey is completely identified by its name; the statement about Coleridge is therefore supplementary
and parenthetic. The day spoken of is identified only by the dependent clause, which is therefore restrictive.

Similar in principle to the enclosing of parenthetic expressions between commas is the setting off by commas
of phrases or dependent clauses preceding or following the main clause of a sentence.

Partly by hard fighting, partly by diplomatic skill, they enlarged their dominions to the east, and rose to royal
rank with the possession of Sicily, exchanged afterwards for Sardinia.
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Other illustrations may be found in sentences quoted under Rules 4, 5, 6, 7, 16, and 18.

The writer should be careful not to set off independent clauses by commas: see under Rule 5.

4. Place a comma before a conjunction introducing a co-ordinate clause.

The early records of the city have disappeared, and the story of its first years can no longer be reconstructed.

The situation is perilous, but there is still one chance of escape.

Sentences of this type, isolated from their context, may seem to be in need of rewriting. As they make complete
sense when the comma is reached, the second clause has the appearance of an afterthought. Further, and is
the least specific of connectives. Used between independent clauses, it indicates only that a relation exists
between them without defining that relation. In the example above, the relation is that of cause and result. The
two sentences might be rewritten:

As the early records of the city have disappeared, the story of its first years can no longer be reconstructed.

Although the situation is perilous, there is still one chance of escape.

Or the subordinate clauses might be replaced by phrases:

Owing to the disappearance of the early records of the city, the story of its first years can no longer be
reconstructed.

In this perilous situation, there is still one chance of escape.

But a writer may err by making his sentences too uniformly compact and periodic, and an occasional loose
sentence prevents the style from becoming too formal and gives the reader a certain relief. Consequently, loose
sentences of the type first quoted are common in easy, unstudied writing. But a writer should be careful not to
construct too many of his sentences after this pattern (see Rule 14).

Two-part sentences of which the second member is introduced by as (in the sense of because), for, or, nor,
and while (in the sense of and at the same time) likewise require a comma before the conjunction.

If the second member is introduced by an adverb, a semicolon, not a comma, is required (see Rule 5). The
connectives so and yet may be used either as adverbs or as conjunctions, accordingly as the second clause is
felt to be co-ordinate or subordinate; consequently either mark of punctuation may be justified. But these
uses of so (equivalent to accordingly or to so that) are somewhat colloquial and should, as a rule, be avoided
in writing. A simple correction, usually serviceable, is to omit the word so and begin the first clause
with as or since:

I had never been in the place before; so I had difficulty in
finding my way about.

As I had never been in the place before, I had difficulty in
finding my way about.

If a dependent clause, or an introductory phrase requiring to be set off by a comma, precedes the second
independent clause, no comma is needed after the conjunction.

The situation is perilous, but if we are prepared to act promptly, there is still one chance of escape.

When the subject is the same for both clauses and is expressed only once, a comma is required if the connective
is but. If the connective is and, the comma should be omitted if the relation between the two statements is
close or immediate.
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I have heard his arguments, but am still unconvinced.

He has had several years’ experience and is thoroughly competent.

5. Do not join independent clauses by a comma.

If two or more clauses, grammatically complete and not joined by a conjunction, are to form a single compound
sentence, the proper mark of punctuation is a semicolon.

Stevenson’s romances are entertaining; they are full of exciting adventures.

It is nearly half past five; we cannot reach town before dark.

It is of course equally correct to write the above as two sentences each, replacing the semicolons by periods.

Stevenson’s romances are entertaining. They are full of exciting adventures.

It is nearly half past five. We cannot reach town before dark.

If a conjunction is inserted the proper mark is a comma (Rule 4).

Stevenson’s romances are entertaining, for they are full of exciting adventures.

It is nearly half past five, and we cannot reach town before dark.

A comparison of the three forms given above will show clearly the advantage of the first. It is, at least in the
examples given, better than the second form, because it suggests the close relationship between the two
statements in a way that the second does not attempt, and better than the third, because briefer and therefore
more forcible. Indeed it may be said that this simple method of indicating relationship between statements
is one of the most useful devices of composition. The relationship, as above, is commonly one of cause or of
consequence.

Note that if the second clause is preceded by an adverb, such as accordingly, besides, then, therefore, or thus,
and not by a conjunction, the semicolon is still required.

Two exceptions to the rule may be admitted. If the clauses are very short, and are alike in form, a comma is
usually permissible:

Man proposes, God disposes.

The gate swung apart, the bridge fell, the portcullis was drawn up.

Note that in these examples the relation is not one of cause or consequence. Also in the colloquial form of
expression,

I hardly knew him, he was so changed,

a comma, not a semicolon, is required. But this form of expression is inappropriate in writing, except in the
dialogue of a story or play, or perhaps in a familiar letter.

6. Do not break sentences in two.

In other words, do not use periods for commas.

I met them on a Cunard liner several years ago. Coming home from Liverpool to New York.
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He was an interesting talker. A man who had traveled all over the world and lived in half a dozen countries.

In both these examples, the first period should be replaced by a comma, and the following word begun with a
small letter.

It is permissible to make an emphatic word or expression serve the purpose of a sentence and to punctuate it
accordingly:

Again and again he called out. No reply.

The writer must, however, be certain that the emphasis is warranted, and that he will not be suspected of a
mere blunder in syntax or in punctuation.

Rules 3, 4, 5, and 6 cover the most important principles in the punctuation of ordinary sentences; they should
be so thoroughly mastered that their application becomes second nature.

7. A participial phrase at the beginning of a sentence must refer to the grammatical subject.

Walking slowly down the road, he saw a woman accompanied by two children.

The word walking refers to the subject of the sentence, not to the woman. If the writer wishes to make it refer
to the woman, he must recast the sentence:

He saw a woman accompanied by two children, walking slowly down the road.

Participial phrases preceded by a conjunction or by a preposition, nouns in apposition, adjectives, and adjective
phrases come under the same rule if they begin the sentence.

On arriving in Chicago, his friends met him at the
station.

When he arrived (or, On his arrival) in Chicago, his friends met
him at the station.

A soldier of proved valor, they entrusted him with the
defence of the city.

A soldier of proved valor, he was entrusted with the defence of
the city.

Young and inexperienced, the task seemed easy to me. Young and inexperienced, I thought the task easy.

Without a friend to counsel him, the temptation proved
irresistible.

Without a friend to counsel him, he found the temptation
irresistible.

Sentences violating this rule are often ludicrous.

Being in a dilapidated condition, I was able to buy the house very cheap.

Wondering irresolutely what to do next, the clock struck twelve.
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III. Elementary Principles of Composition

8. Make the paragraph the unit of composition: one paragraph to each topic.

If the subject on which you are writing is of slight extent, or if you intend to treat it very briefly, there may be no
need of subdividing it into topics. Thus a brief description, a brief summary of a literary work, a brief account of a
single incident, a narrative merely outlining an action, the setting forth of a single idea, any one of these is best
written in a single paragraph. After the paragraph has been written, examine it to see whether subdivision will
not improve it.

Ordinarily, however, a subject requires subdivision into topics, each of which should be made the subject of
a paragraph. The object of treating each topic in a paragraph by itself is, of course, to aid the reader. The
beginning of each paragraph is a signal to him that a new step in the development of the subject has been
reached.

The extent of subdivision will vary with the length of the composition. For example, a short notice of a book or
poem might consist of a single paragraph. One slightly longer might consist of two paragraphs:

• A. Account of the work.
• B. Critical discussion.

A report on a poem, written for a class in literature, might consist of seven paragraphs:

• A. Facts of composition and publication.
• B. Kind of poem; metrical form.
• C. Subject.
• D. Treatment of subject.
• E. For what chiefly remarkable.
• F. Wherein characteristic of the writer.
• G. Relationship to other works.

The contents of paragraphs C and D would vary with the poem. Usually, paragraph C would indicate the actual
or imagined circumstances of the poem (the situation), if these call for explanation, and would then state the
subject and outline its development. If the poem is a narrative in the third person throughout, paragraph C
need contain no more than a concise summary of the action. Paragraph D would indicate the leading ideas and
show how they are made prominent, or would indicate what points in the narrative are chiefly emphasized.

A novel might be discussed under the heads:

• A. Setting.
• B. Plot.
• C. Characters.
• D. Purpose.

An historical event might be discussed under the heads:

• A. What led up to the event.
• B. Account of the event.
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• C. What the event led up to.

In treating either of these last two subjects, the writer would probably find it necessary to subdivide one or more
of the topics here given.

As a rule, single sentences should not be written or printed as paragraphs. An exception may be made of
sentences of transition, indicating the relation between the parts of an exposition or argument. Frequent
exceptions are also necessary in textbooks, guidebooks, and other works in which many topics are treated
briefly.

In dialogue, each speech, even if only a single word, is a paragraph by itself; that is, a new paragraph begins with
each change of speaker. The application of this rule, when dialogue and narrative are combined, is best learned
from examples in well-printed works of fiction.

9. As a rule, begin each paragraph with a topic sentence, end it in conformity with the beginning.

Again, the object is to aid the reader. The practice here recommended enables him to discover the purpose of
each paragraph as he begins to read it, and to retain this purpose in mind as he ends it. For this reason, the
most generally useful kind of paragraph, particularly in exposition and argument, is that in which

(a) the topic sentence comes at or near the beginning;

(b) the succeeding sentences explain or establish or develop the statement made in the topic sentence; and

(c) the final sentence either emphasizes the thought of the topic sentence or states some important
consequence.

Ending with a digression, or with an unimportant detail, is particularly to be avoided.

If the paragraph forms part of a larger composition, its relation to what precedes, or its function as a part of the
whole, may need to be expressed. This can sometimes be done by a mere word or phrase (again; therefore; for
the same reason) in the topic sentence. Sometimes, however, it is expedient to precede the topic sentence by
one or more sentences of introduction or transition. If more than one such sentence is required, it is generally
better to set apart the transitional sentences as a separate paragraph.

According to the writer’s purpose, he may, as indicated above, relate the body of the paragraph to the topic
sentence in one or more of several different ways. He may make the meaning of the topic sentence clearer
by restating it in other forms, by defining its terms, by denying the contrary, by giving illustrations or specific
instances; he may establish it by proofs; or he may develop it by showing its implications and consequences. In
a long paragraph, he may carry out several of these processes.

1 Now, to be properly enjoyed, a walking tour should be gone upon alone. 2 If you go in a company, or even
in pairs, it is no longer a walking tour in anything but name; it is something else and more in the nature
of a picnic. 3 A walking tour should be gone upon alone, because freedom is of the essence; because you
should be able to stop and go on, and follow this way or that, as the freak takes you; and because you must
have your own pace, and neither trot alongside a champion walker, nor mince in time with a girl. 4 And you
must be open to all impressions and let your thoughts take colour from what you see. 5 You should be as
a pipe for any wind to play upon. 6 “I cannot see the wit,” says Hazlitt, “of walking and talking at the same
time. 7 When I am in the country, I wish to vegetate like the country,” which is the gist of all that can be said
upon the matter. 8 There should be no cackle of voices at your elbow, to jar on the meditative silence of the
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morning. 9 And so long as a man is reasoning he cannot surrender himself to that fine intoxication that comes
of much motion in the open air, that begins in a sort of dazzle and sluggishness of the brain, and ends in a
peace that passes comprehension.—Stevenson, Walking Tours.

1 Topic sentence. 2 The meaning made clearer by denial of the contrary. 3 The topic sentence repeated, in
abridged form, and supported by three reasons; the meaning of the third (“you must have your own pace”)
made clearer by denying the contrary. 4 A fourth reason, stated in two forms. 5 The same reason, stated in
still another form. 6–7 The same reason as stated by Hazlitt. 8 Repetition, in paraphrase, of the quotation
from Hazlitt. 9 Final statement of the fourth reason, in language amplified and heightened to form a strong
conclusion.

1 It was chiefly in the eighteenth century that a very different conception of history grew up. 2 Historians then
came to believe that their task was not so much to paint a picture as to solve a problem; to explain or illustrate
the successive phases of national growth, prosperity, and adversity. 3 The history of morals, of industry, of
intellect, and of art; the changes that take place in manners or beliefs; the dominant ideas that prevailed
in successive periods; the rise, fall, and modification of political constitutions; in a word, all the conditions of
national well-being became the subject of their works. 4 They sought rather to write a history of peoples than
a history of kings. 5 They looked especially in history for the chain of causes and effects. 6 They undertook
to study in the past the physiology of nations, and hoped by applying the experimental method on a large
scale to deduce some lessons of real value about the conditions on which the welfare of society mainly
depend.—Lecky, The Political Value of History.

1 Topic sentence. 2 The meaning of the topic sentence made clearer; the new conception of history
defined. 3 The definition expanded. 4 The definition explained by contrast. 5 The definition supplemented:
another element in the new conception of history. 6 Conclusion: an important consequence of the new
conception of history.

In narration and description the paragraph sometimes begins with a concise, comprehensive statement
serving to hold together the details that follow.

The breeze served us admirably.

The campaign opened with a series of reverses.

The next ten or twelve pages were filled with a curious set of entries.

But this device, if too often used, would become a mannerism. More commonly the opening sentence simply
indicates by its subject with what the paragraph is to be principally concerned.

At length I thought I might return towards the stockade.

He picked up the heavy lamp from the table and began to explore.

Another flight of steps, and they emerged on the roof.

The brief paragraphs of animated narrative, however, are often without even this semblance of a topic sentence.
The break between them serves the purpose of a rhetorical pause, throwing into prominence some detail of the
action.

10. Use the active voice.
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The active voice is usually more direct and vigorous than the passive:

I shall always remember my first visit to Boston.

This is much better than

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered by me.

The latter sentence is less direct, less bold, and less concise. If the writer tries to make it more concise by
omitting “by me,”

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered,

it becomes indefinite: is it the writer, or some person undisclosed, or the world at large, that will always
remember this visit?

This rule does not, of course, mean that the writer should entirely discard the passive voice, which is frequently
convenient and sometimes necessary.

The dramatists of the Restoration are little esteemed to-day.

Modern readers have little esteem for the dramatists of the Restoration.

The first would be the right form in a paragraph on the dramatists of the Restoration; the second, in a paragraph
on the tastes of modern readers. The need of making a particular word the subject of the sentence will often, as
in these examples, determine which voice is to be used.

As a rule, avoid making one passive depend directly upon another.

Gold was not allowed to be exported. It was forbidden to export gold (The export of gold was
prohibited).

He has been proved to have been seen entering the
building. It has been proved that he was seen to enter the building.

In both the examples above, before correction, the word properly related to the second passive is made the
subject of the first.

A common fault is to use as the subject of a passive construction a noun which expresses the entire action,
leaving to the verb no function beyond that of completing the sentence.

A survey of this region was made in 1900. This region was surveyed in 1900.

Mobilization of the army was rapidly effected. The army was rapidly mobilized.

Confirmation of these reports cannot be obtained. These reports cannot be confirmed.

Compare the sentence, “The export of gold was prohibited,” in which the predicate “was prohibited” expresses
something not implied in “export.”

The habitual use of the active voice makes for forcible writing. This is true not only in narrative principally
concerned with action, but in writing of any kind. Many a tame sentence of description or exposition can
be made lively and emphatic by substituting a verb in the active voice for some such perfunctory expression
as there is, or could be heard.
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There were a great number of dead leaves lying on the ground. Dead leaves covered the ground.

The sound of a guitar somewhere in the house could be heard. Somewhere in the house a guitar hummed
sleepily.

The reason that he left college was that his health became impaired. Failing health compelled him to leave college.

It was not long before he was very sorry that he had said what he
had. He soon repented his words.

11. Put statements in positive form.

Make definite assertions. Avoid tame, colorless, hesitating, non-committal language. Use the word not as a
means of denial or in antithesis, never as a means of evasion.

He was not very often on time. He usually came late.

He did not think that studying Latin was much use. He thought the study of Latin useless.

The Taming of the Shrew is rather weak in spots. Shakespeare does not portray
Katharine as a very admirable character, nor does Bianca remain long in
memory as an important character in Shakespeare’s works.

The women in The Taming of the
Shrew are unattractive. Katharine is
disagreeable, Bianca insignificant.

The last example, before correction, is indefinite as well as negative. The corrected version, consequently, is
simply a guess at the writer’s intention.

All three examples show the weakness inherent in the word not. Consciously or unconsciously, the reader is
dissatisfied with being told only what is not; he wishes to be told what is. Hence, as a rule, it is better to express
even a negative in positive form.

not honest dishonest

not important trifling

did not remember forgot

did not pay any attention to ignored

did not have much confidence in distrusted

The antithesis of negative and positive is strong:

Not charity, but simple justice.

Not that I loved Caesar less, but Rome the more.

Negative words other than not are usually strong:

The sun never sets upon the British flag.

12. Use definite, specific, concrete language.

Prefer the specific to the general, the definite to the vague, the concrete to the abstract.
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A period of unfavorable weather set in. It rained every day for a week.

He showed satisfaction as he took possession of his well-earned reward. He grinned as he pocketed the coin.

There is a general agreement among those who have enjoyed the experience
that surf-riding is productive of great exhilaration.

All who have tried surf-riding agree
that it is most exhilarating.

If those who have studied the art of writing are in accord on any one point, it is on this, that the surest method
of arousing and holding the attention of the reader is by being specific, definite, and concrete. Critics have
pointed out how much of the effectiveness of the greatest writers, Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, results from
their constant definiteness and concreteness. Browning, to cite a more modern author, affords many striking
examples. Take, for instance, the lines from My Last Duchess,

Sir, ’twas all one! My favour at her breast,
The dropping of the daylight in the west,
The bough of cherries some officious fool
Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule
She rode with round the terrace—all and each
Would draw from her alike the approving speech,
Or blush, at least,

and those which end the poem,

Notice Neptune, though,
Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,
Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me.

These words call up pictures. Recall how in The Bishop Orders his Tomb in St. Praxed’s Church“the Renaissance
spirit—its worldliness, inconsistency, pride, hypocrisy, ignorance of itself, love of art, of luxury, of good Latin,” to
quote Ruskin’s comment on the poem, is made manifest in specific details and in concrete terms.

Prose, in particular narrative and descriptive prose, is made vivid by the same means. If the experiences of Jim
Hawkins and of David Balfour, of Kim, of Nostromo, have seemed for the moment real to countless readers, if in
reading Carlyle we have almost the sense of being physically present at the taking of the Bastille, it is because
of the definiteness of the details and the concreteness of the terms used. It is not that every detail is given; that
would be impossible, as well as to no purpose; but that all the significant details are given, and not vaguely, but
with such definiteness that the reader, in imagination, can project himself into the scene.

In exposition and in argument, the writer must likewise never lose his hold upon the concrete, and even when
he is dealing with general principles, he must give particular instances of their application.

“This superiority of specific expressions is clearly due to the effort required to translate words into thoughts.
As we do not think in generals, but in particulars—as whenever any class of things is referred to, we represent
it to ourselves by calling to mind individual members of it, it follows that when an abstract word is used, the
hearer or reader has to choose, from his stock of images, one or more by which he may figure to himself the
genus mentioned. In doing this, some delay must arise, some force be expended; and if by employing a specific
term an appropriate image can be at once suggested, an economy is achieved, and a more vivid impression
produced.”

Herbert Spencer, from whose Philosophy of Style the preceding paragraph is quoted, illustrates the principle by
the sentences:
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In proportion as the manners, customs, and amusements of a
nation are cruel and barbarous, the regulations of their penal
code will be severe.

In proportion as men delight in battles, bull-fights, and
combats of gladiators, will they punish by hanging,
burning, and the rack.

13. Omit needless words.

Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary
sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary
parts. This requires not that the writer make all his sentences short, or that he avoid all detail and treat his
subjects only in outline, but that he make every word tell.

Many expressions in common use violate this principle:

the question as to whether whether (the question whether)

there is no doubt but that no doubt (doubtless)

used for fuel purposes used for fuel

he is a man who he

in a hasty manner hastily

this is a subject which this subject

His story is a strange one. His story is strange.

In especial the expression the fact that should be revised out of every sentence in which it occurs.

owing to the fact that since (because)

in spite of the fact that though (although)

call your attention to the fact that remind you (notify you)

I was unaware of the fact that I was unaware that (did not know)

the fact that he had not succeeded his failure

the fact that I had arrived my arrival

See also under case, character, nature, system in Chapter V.

Who is, which was, and the like are often superfluous.

His brother, who is a member of the same firm His brother, a member of the same firm

Trafalgar, which was Nelson’s last battle Trafalgar, Nelson’s last battle

As positive statement is more concise than negative, and the active voice more concise than the passive, many
of the examples given under Rules 11 and 12 illustrate this rule as well.

A common violation of conciseness is the presentation of a single complex idea, step by step, in a series of
sentences or independent clauses which might to advantage be combined into one.
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Macbeth was very ambitious. This led him to wish to
become king of Scotland. The witches told him that this
wish of his would come true. The king of Scotland at this
time was Duncan. Encouraged by his wife, Macbeth
murdered Duncan. He was thus enabled to succeed
Duncan as king. (51 words.)

Encouraged by his wife, Macbeth
achieved his ambition and
realized the prediction of the
witches by murdering Duncan
and becoming king of Scotland in
his place. (26 words.)

There were several less important courses, but these were
the most important, and although they did not come
every day, they came often enough to keep you in such a
state of mind that you never knew what your next move
would be. (43 words.)

These, the most important
courses of all, came, if not daily, at
least often enough to keep one
under constant strain. (21 words.)

14. Avoid a succession of loose sentences:

This rule refers especially to loose sentences of a particular type, those consisting of two co-ordinate clauses, the
second introduced by a conjunction or relative. Although single sentences of this type may be unexceptionable
(see under Rule 4), a series soon becomes monotonous and tedious.

An unskilful writer will sometimes construct a whole paragraph of sentences of this kind, using as
connectives and, but, so, and less frequently, who, which, when, where, and while, these last in non-restrictive
senses (see under Rule 3).

The third concert of the subscription series was given last evening, and a large audience was in attendance.
Mr. Edward Appleton was the soloist, and the Boston Symphony Orchestra furnished the instrumental music.
The former showed himself to be an artist of the first rank, while the latter proved itself fully deserving of its
high reputation. The interest aroused by the series has been very gratifying to the Committee, and it is planned
to give a similar series annually hereafter. The fourth concert will be given on Tuesday, May 10, when an equally
attractive programme will be presented.

Apart from its triteness and emptiness, the paragraph above is weak because of the structure of its sentences,
with their mechanical symmetry and sing-song. Contrast with them the sentences in the paragraphs quoted
under Rule 9, or in any piece of good English prose, as the preface (Before the Curtain) to Vanity Fair.

If the writer finds that he has written a series of sentences of the type described, he should recast enough of
them to remove the monotony, replacing them by simple sentences, by sentences of two clauses joined by a
semicolon, by periodic sentences of two clauses, by sentences, loose or periodic, of three clauses—whichever
best represent the real relations of the thought.

15. Express co-ordinate ideas in similar form.

This principle, that of parallel construction, requires that expressions of similar content and function should be
outwardly similar. The likeness of form enables the reader to recognize more readily the likeness of content and
function. Familiar instances from the Bible are the Ten Commandments, the Beatitudes, and the petitions of
the Lord’s Prayer.

The unskillful writer often violates this principle, from a mistaken belief that he should constantly vary the form
of his expressions. It is true that in repeating a statement in order to emphasize it he may have need to vary its
form. For illustration, see the paragraph from Stevenson quoted under Rule 9. But apart from this, he should
follow the principle of parallel construction.
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Formerly, science was taught by the textbook method, while
now the laboratory method is employed.

Formerly, science was taught by the textbook method;
now it is taught by the laboratory method.

The left-hand version gives the impression that the writer is undecided or timid; he seems unable or afraid to
choose one form of expression and hold to it. The right-hand version shows that the writer has at least made his
choice and abided by it.

By this principle, an article or a preposition applying to all the members of a series must either be used only
before the first term or else be repeated before each term.

The French, the Italians, Spanish, and Portuguese The French, the Italians, the Spanish, and the Portuguese

In spring, summer, or in winter In spring, summer, or winter (In spring, in summer, or in winter)

Correlative expressions (both, and; not, but; not only, but also; either, or; first, second, third; and the like) should
be followed by the same grammatical construction, that is, virtually, by the same part of speech. (Such
combinations as “both Henry and I,” “not silk, but a cheap substitute,” are obviously within the rule.) Many
violations of this rule (as the first three below) arise from faulty arrangement; others (as the last) from the use
of unlike constructions.

It was both a long ceremony and very tedious. The ceremony was both long and tedious.

A time not for words, but action. A time not for words, but for action.

Either you must grant his request or incur his ill will. You must either grant his request or incur his ill will.

My objections are, first, the injustice of the measure; second,
that it is unconstitutional.

My objections are, first, that the measure is unjust; second,
that it is unconstitutional.

See also the third example under Rule 12 and the last under Rule 13.

It may be asked, what if a writer needs to express a very large number of similar ideas, say twenty? Must he
write twenty consecutive sentences of the same pattern? On closer examination he will probably find that the
difficulty is imaginary, that his twenty ideas can be classified in groups, and that he need apply the principle
only within each group. Otherwise he had best avoid difficulty by putting his statements in the form of a table.

16. Keep related words together.

The position of the words in a sentence is the principal means of showing their relationship. The writer must
therefore, so far as possible, bring together the words, and groups of words, that are related in thought, and
keep apart those which are not so related.

The subject of a sentence and the principal verb should not, as a rule, be separated by a phrase or clause that
can be transferred to the beginning.

Wordsworth, in the fifth book of The Excursion, gives a
minute description of this church.

In the fifth book of The Excursion, Wordsworth gives a
minute description of this church.

Cast iron, when treated in a Bessemer converter, is
changed into steel.

By treatment in a Bessemer converter, cast iron is changed
into steel.

The objection is that the interposed phrase or clause needlessly interrupts the natural order of the main clause.
Usually, however, this objection does not hold when the order is interrupted only by a relative clause or by an
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expression in apposition. Nor does it hold in periodic sentences in which the interruption is a deliberately used
means of creating suspense (see examples under Rule 18).

The relative pronoun should come, as a rule, immediately after its antecedent.

There was a look in his eye that boded mischief. In his eye was a look that boded mischief.

He wrote three articles about his adventures in Spain, which
were published in Harper’s Magazine.

He published in Harper’s Magazine three articles about his
adventures in Spain.

This is a portrait of Benjamin Harrison, grandson of William
Henry Harrison, who became President in 1889.

This is a portrait of Benjamin Harrison, grandson of William
Henry Harrison. He became President in 1889.

If the antecedent consists of a group of words, the relative comes at the end of the group, unless this would
cause ambiguity.

The Superintendent of the Chicago Division, who

A proposal to amend the Sherman Act, which has been
variously judged.

A proposal, which has been variously judged, to amend the
Sherman Act.

A proposal to amend the much-debated Sherman Act.

The grandson of William Henry Harrison, who William Henry Harrison’s grandson, who

A noun in apposition may come between antecedent and relative, because in such a combination no real
ambiguity can arise.

The Duke of York, his brother, who was regarded with hostility by the Whigs

Modifiers should come, if possible, next to the word they modify. If several expressions modify the same word,
they should be so arranged that no wrong relation is suggested.

All the members were not present. Not all the members were present.

He only found two mistakes. He found only two mistakes.

Major R. E. Joyce will give a lecture on Tuesday
evening in Bailey Hall, to which the public is
invited, on “My Experiences in Mesopotamia” at
eight P. M.

On Tuesday evening at eight P. M., Major
R. E. Joyce will give in Bailey Hall a lecture on
“My Experiences in Mesopotamia.” The
public is invited.

17. In summaries, keep to one tense.

In summarizing the action of a drama, the writer should always use the present tense. In summarizing a poem,
story, or novel, he should preferably use the present, though he may use the past if he prefers. If the summary is
in the present tense, antecedent action should be expressed by the perfect; if in the past, by the past perfect.

An unforeseen chance prevents Friar John from delivering Friar Lawrence’s letter to Romeo. Meanwhile, owing
to her father’s arbitrary change of the day set for her wedding, Juliet has been compelled to drink the potion
on Tuesday night, with the result that Balthasar informs Romeo of her supposed death before Friar Lawrence
learns of the non-delivery of the letter.

But whichever tense be used in the summary, a past tense in indirect discourse or in indirect question remains
unchanged.

The Friar confesses that it was he who married them.
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Apart from the exceptions noted, whichever tense the writer chooses, he should use throughout. Shifting from
one tense to the other gives the appearance of uncertainty and irresolution (compare Rule 15).

In presenting the statements or the thought of some one else, as in summarizing an essay or reporting a
speech, the writer should avoid intercalating such expressions as “he said,” “he stated,” “the speaker added,” “the
speaker then went on to say,” “the author also thinks,” or the like. He should indicate clearly at the outset, once
for all, that what follows is summary, and then waste no words in repeating the notification.

In notebooks, in newspapers, in handbooks of literature, summaries of one kind or another may be
indispensable, and for children in primary schools it is a useful exercise to retell a story in their own words. But
in the criticism or interpretation of literature the writer should be careful to avoid dropping into summary. He
may find it necessary to devote one or two sentences to indicating the subject, or the opening situation, of the
work he is discussing; he may cite numerous details to illustrate its qualities. But he should aim to write an
orderly discussion supported by evidence, not a summary with occasional comment. Similarly, if the scope of
his discussion includes a number of works, he will as a rule do better not to take them up singly in chronological
order, but to aim from the beginning at establishing general conclusions.

18. Place the emphatic words of a sentence at the end.

The proper place in the sentence for the word, or group of words, which the writer desires to make most
prominent is usually the end.

Humanity has hardly advanced in fortitude since that time,
though it has advanced in many other ways.

Humanity, since that time, has advanced in many other
ways, but it has hardly advanced in fortitude.

This steel is principally used for making razors, because of its
hardness.

Because of its hardness, this steel is principally used in
making razors.

The word or group of words entitled to this position of prominence is usually the logical predicate, that is,
the new element in the sentence, as it is in the second example.

The effectiveness of the periodic sentence arises from the prominence which it gives to the main statement.

Four centuries ago, Christopher Columbus, one of the Italian mariners whom the decline of their own republics
had put at the service of the world and of adventure, seeking for Spain a westward passage to the Indies as a
set-off against the achievements of Portuguese discoverers, lighted on America.

With these hopes and in this belief I would urge you, laying aside all hindrance, thrusting away all private aims,
to devote yourself unswervingly and unflinchingly to the vigorous and successful prosecution of this war.

The other prominent position in the sentence is the beginning. Any element in the sentence, other than the
subject, may become emphatic when placed first.

Deceit or treachery he could never forgive.

So vast and rude, fretted by the action of nearly three thousand years, the fragments of this architecture may
often seem, at first sight, like works of nature.

A subject coming first in its sentence may be emphatic, but hardly by its position alone. In the sentence,

Great kings worshipped at his shrine,
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the emphasis upon kings arises largely from its meaning and from the context. To receive special emphasis, the
subject of a sentence must take the position of the predicate.

Through the middle of the valley flowed a winding stream.

The principle that the proper place for what is to be made most prominent is the end applies equally to the
words of a sentence, to the sentences of a paragraph, and to the paragraphs of a composition.
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IV. A Few Matters of Form

Headings. Leave a blank line, or its equivalent in space, after the title or heading of a manuscript. On succeeding
pages, if using ruled paper, begin on the first line.

Numerals. Do not spell out dates or other serial numbers. Write them in figures or in Roman notation, as may
be appropriate.

August 9, 1918 (9 August 1918)

Rule 3

Chapter XII

352nd Infantry

Parentheses. A sentence containing an expression in parenthesis is punctuated, outside of the marks of
parenthesis, exactly as if the expression in parenthesis were absent. The expression within is punctuated as if it
stood by itself, except that the final stop is omitted unless it is a question mark or an exclamation point.

I went to his house yesterday (my third attempt to see him), but he had left town.

He declares (and why should we doubt his good faith?) that he is now certain of success.

(When a wholly detached expression or sentence is parenthesized, the final stop comes before the last mark of
parenthesis.)

Quotations. Formal quotations, cited as documentary evidence, are introduced by a colon and enclosed in
quotation marks.

The provision of the Constitution is: “No tax or duty shall be laid on articles exported from any state.”

Quotations grammatically in apposition or the direct objects of verbs are preceded by a comma and enclosed
in quotation marks.

I recall the maxim of La Rochefoucauld, “Gratitude is a lively sense of benefits to come.”

Aristotle says, “Art is an imitation of nature.”

Quotations of an entire line, or more, of verse, are begun on a fresh line and centered, but need not be enclosed
in quotation marks.

Wordsworth’s enthusiasm for the Revolution was at first unbounded:

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,
But to be young was very heaven!

Quotations introduced by that are regarded as in indirect discourse and not enclosed in quotation marks.

Keats declares that beauty is truth, truth beauty.

Proverbial expressions and familiar phrases of literary origin require no quotation marks.

These are the times that try men’s souls.
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He lives far from the madding crowd.

The same is true of colloquialisms and slang.

References. In scholarly work requiring exact references, abbreviate titles that occur frequently, giving the full
forms in an alphabetical list at the end. As a general practice, give the references in parenthesis or in footnotes,
not in the body of the sentence. Omit the words act, scene, line, book, volume, page, except when referring by
only one of them. Punctuate as indicated below.

In the second scene of the third
act

In III.ii (still better, simply insert III.ii in parenthesis at the proper place in the
sentence)

After the killing of Polonius, Hamlet is placed under guard (IV.ii. 14).

2 Samuel i:17–27

Othello II.iii. 264–267, III.iii. 155–161.

Syllabication. If there is room at the end of a line for one or more syllables of a word, but not for the whole word,
divide the word, unless this involves cutting off only a single letter, or cutting off only two letters of a long word.
No hard and fast rule for all words can be laid down. The principles most frequently applicable are:

(a) Divide the word according to its formation:

know-ledge (not knowl-edge); Shake-speare (not Shakes-peare); de-scribe (not des-cribe); atmo-sphere (not
atmos-phere);

(b) Divide “on the vowel:”

edi-ble (not ed-ible); propo-sition; ordi-nary; espe-cial; reli-gious; oppo-nents; regu-lar; classi-fi-ca-tion (three
divisions allowable); deco-rative; presi-dent;

(c) Divide between double letters, unless they come at the end of the simple form of the word:

Apen-nines; Cincin-nati; refer-ring; but tell-ing.

(d) Do not divide before final -ed if the e is silent:

treat-ed (but not roam-ed or nam-ed).

The treatment of consonants in combination is best shown from examples:

for-tune; pic-ture; sin-gle; presump-tuous; illus-tration; sub-stan-tial (either division); indus-try; instruc-tion;
sug-ges-tion; incen-diary.

The student will do well to examine the syllable-division in a number of pages of any carefully printed book.

Titles. For the titles of literary works, scholarly usage prefers italics with capitalized initials. The usage of editors
and publishers varies, some using italics with capitalized initials, others using Roman with capitalized initials
and with or without quotation marks. Use italics (indicated in manuscript by underscoring), except in writing
for a periodical that follows a different practice. Omit initial A or The from titles when you place the possessive
before them.

The Iliad; the Odyssey; As You Like It; To a Skylark; The Newcomes; A Tale of Two Cities; Dickens’s Tale of Two
Cities.
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V. Words and Expressions Commonly
Misused

(Some of the forms here listed, as like I did, are downright bad English; others, as the split infinitive, have
their defenders, but are in such general disfavor that it is at least inadvisable to use them; still others,
as case, factor, feature, interesting, one of the most, are good in their place, but are constantly obtruding
themselves into places where they have no right to be. If the writer will make it his purpose from the beginning
to express accurately his own individual thought, and will refuse to be satisfied with a ready-made formula that
saves him the trouble of doing so, this last set of expressions will cause him little trouble. But if he finds that
in a moment of inadvertence he has used one of them, his proper course will probably be not to patch up the
sentence by substituting one word or set of words for another, but to recast it completely, as illustrated in a
number of examples below and in others under Rules 12 and 13.)

All right. Idiomatic in familiar speech as a detached phrase in the sense, “Agreed,” or “Go ahead.” In other uses
better avoided. Always written as two words.

As good or better than. Expressions of this type should be corrected by rearranging the sentence.

My opinion is as good or better than his. My opinion is as good as his, or better (if not better).

As to whether. Whether is sufficient; see under Rule 13.

Bid. Takes the infinitive without to. The past tense in the sense, “ordered,” is bade.

But. Unnecessary after doubt and help.

I have no doubt but that I have no doubt that

He could not help see but that He could not help seeing that

The too frequent use of but as a conjunction leads to the fault discussed under Rule 14. A loose sentence formed
with but can always be converted into a periodic sentence formed with although, as illustrated under Rule 4.

Particularly awkward is the following of one but by another, making a contrast to a contrast or a reservation to
a reservation. This is easily corrected by re-arrangement.

America had vast resources, but she seemed almost wholly
unprepared for war. But within a year she had created an
army of four million men.

America seemed almost wholly unprepared for war, but
she had vast resources. Within a year she had created an
army of four million men.

Can. Means am (is, are) able. Not to be used as a substitute for may.

Case. The Concise Oxford Dictionary begins its definition of this word: “instance of a thing’s occurring; usual
state of affairs.” In these two senses, the word is usually unnecessary.

In many cases, the rooms were poorly ventilated. Many of the rooms were poorly ventilated.

It has rarely been the case that any mistake has been made. Few mistakes have been made.
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See Wood, Suggestions to Authors, pp. 68–71, and Quiller-Couch, The Art of Writing, pp. 103–106.

Certainly. Used indiscriminately by some writers, much as others use very, to intensify any and every statement.
A mannerism of this kind, bad in speech, is even worse in writing.

Character. Often simply redundant, used from a mere habit of wordiness.

Acts of a hostile character Hostile acts

Claim, vb. With object-noun, means lay claim to. May be used with a dependent clause if this sense is clearly
involved: “He claimed that he was the sole surviving heir.” (But even here, “claimed to be” would be better.) Not
to be used as a substitute for declare, maintain, or charge.

Clever. This word has been greatly overused; it is best restricted to ingenuity displayed in small matters.

Compare. To compare to is to point out or imply resemblances, between objects regarded as essentially of
different order; to compare with is mainly to point out differences, between objects regarded as essentially
of the same order. Thus life has been compared to a pilgrimage, to a drama, to a battle; Congress may be
compared with the British Parliament. Paris has been compared to ancient Athens; it may be compared with
modern London.

Consider. Not followed by as when it means “believe to be.” “I consider him thoroughly competent.” Compare,
“The lecturer considered Cromwell first as soldier and second as administrator,” where “considered” means
“examined” or “discussed.”

Data. A plural, like phenomena and strata.

These data were tabulated.

Dependable. A needless substitute for reliable, trustworthy.

Different than. Not permissible. Substitute different from, other than, or unlike.

Divided into. Not to be misused for composed of. The line is sometimes difficult to draw; doubtless plays are
divided into acts, but poems are composed of stanzas.

Don’t. Contraction of do not. The contraction of does not is doesn’t.

Due to. Incorrectly used for through, because of, or owing to, in adverbial phrases: “He lost the first game, due
to carelessness.” In correct use related as predicate or as modifier to a particular noun: “This invention is due to
Edison;” “losses due to preventable fires.”

Folk. A collective noun, equivalent to people. Use the singular form only.

Effect. As noun, means result; as verb, means to bring about, accomplish (not to be confused with affect, which
means “to influence”).

As noun, often loosely used in perfunctory writing about fashions, music, painting, and other arts: “an Oriental
effect;” “effects in pale green;” “very delicate effects;” “broad effects;” “subtle effects;” “a charming effect was
produced by.” The writer who has a definite meaning to express will not take refuge in such vagueness.

Etc. Equivalent to and the rest, and so forth, and hence not to be used if one of these would be insufficient, that
is, if the reader would be left in doubt as to any important particulars. Least open to objection when it represents
the last terms of a list already given in full, or immaterial words at the end of a quotation.
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At the end of a list introduced by such as, for example, or any similar expression, etc. is incorrect.

Fact. Use this word only of matters of a kind capable of direct verification, not of matters of judgment. That
a particular event happened on a given date, that lead melts at a certain temperature, are facts. But such
conclusions as that Napoleon was the greatest of modern generals, or that the climate of California is delightful,
however incontestable they may be, are not properly facts.

On the formula the fact that, see under Rule 13.

Factor. A hackneyed word; the expressions of which it forms part can usually be replaced by something more
direct and idiomatic.

His superior training was the great factor in his winning the
match. He won the match by being better trained.

Heavy artillery has become an increasingly important factor in
deciding battles.

Heavy artillery has played a constantly larger part in
deciding battles.

Feature. Another hackneyed word; like factor it usually adds nothing to the sentence in which it occurs.

A feature of the entertainment especially
worthy of mention was the singing of Miss A.

(Better use the same number of words to tell what Miss A. sang, or if the
programme has already been given, to tell how she sang.)

As a verb, in the advertising sense of offer as a special attraction, to be avoided.

Fix. Colloquial in America for arrange, prepare, mend. In writing restrict it to its literary senses, fasten, make
firm or immovable, etc.

Get. The colloquial have got for have should not be used in writing. The preferable form of the participle is got.

He is a man who. A common type of redundant expression; see Rule 13.

He is a man who is very ambitious. He is very ambitious.

Spain is a country which I have always wanted to visit. I have always wanted to visit Spain.

Help. See under But.

However. In the meaning nevertheless, not to come first in its sentence or clause.

The roads were almost impassable. However, we at last
succeeded in reaching camp.

The roads were almost impassable. At last, however, we
succeeded in reaching camp.

When however comes first, it means in whatever way or to whatever extent.

However you advise him, he will probably do as he thinks best.

However discouraging the prospect, he never lost heart.

Interesting. Avoid this word as a perfunctory means of introduction. Instead of announcing that what you are
about to tell is interesting, make it so.

An interesting story is told of (Tell the story without preamble.)

In connection with the anticipated visit of Mr. B. to America, it is interesting to
recall that he

Mr. B., who it is expected will soon visit
America
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Kind of. Not to be used as a substitute for rather (before adjectives and verbs), or except in familiar style,
for something like (before nouns). Restrict it to its literal sense: “Amber is a kind of fossil resin;” “I dislike that kind
of notoriety.” The same holds true of sort of.

Less. Should not be misused for fewer.

He had less men than in the previous campaign He had fewer men than in the previous campaign

Less refers to quantity, fewer to number. “His troubles are less than mine” means “His troubles are not so great
as mine.” “His troubles are fewer than mine” means “His troubles are not so numerous as mine.” It is, however,
correct to say, “The signers of the petition were less than a hundred,” where the round number a hundred is
something like a collective noun, and less is thought of as meaning a less quantity or amount.

Like. Not to be misused for as. Like governs nouns and pronouns; before phrases and clauses the equivalent
word is as.

We spent the evening like in the old days. We spent the evening as in the old days.

He thought like I did. He thought as I did (like me).

Line, along these lines. Line in the sense of course of procedure, conduct, thought, is allowable, but has been so
much overworked, particularly in the phrase along these lines, that a writer who aims at freshness or originality
had better discard it entirely.

Mr. B. also spoke along the same lines. Mr. B. also spoke, to the same effect.

He is studying along the line of French literature. He is studying French literature.

Literal, literally. Often incorrectly used in support of exaggeration or violent metaphor.

A literal flood of abuse. A flood of abuse.

Literally dead with fatigue Almost dead with fatigue (dead tired)

Lose out. Meant to be more emphatic than lose, but actually less so, because of its commonness. The same
holds true of try out, win out, sign up, register up. With a number of verbs, out and up form idiomatic
combinations: find out, run out, turn out, cheer up, dry up, make up, and others, each distinguishable in
meaning from the simple verb. Lose out is not.

Most. Not to be used for almost.

Most everybody Almost everybody

Most all the time Almost all the time

Nature. Often simply redundant, used like character.

Acts of a hostile nature Hostile acts

Often vaguely used in such expressions as a “lover of nature;” “poems about nature.” Unless more specific
statements follow, the reader cannot tell whether the poems have to do with natural scenery, rural life, the
sunset, the untracked wilderness, or the habits of squirrels.
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Near by. Adverbial phrase, not yet fully accepted as good English, though the analogy of close by and hard
by seems to justify it. Near, or near at hand, is as good, if not better.

Not to be used as an adjective; use neighboring.

Oftentimes, ofttimes. Archaic forms, no longer in good use. The modern word is often.

One hundred and one. Retain the and in this and similar expressions, in accordance with the unvarying usage
of English prose from Old English times.

One of the most. Avoid beginning essays or paragraphs with this formula, as, “One of the most interesting
developments of modern science is, etc.;” “Switzerland is one of the most interesting countries of Europe.” There
is nothing wrong in this; it is simply threadbare and forcible-feeble.

A common blunder is to use a singular verb in a relative clause following this or a similar expression, when the
relative is the subject.

One of the ablest men that has attacked this problem. One of the ablest men that have attacked this problem.

Participle for verbal noun.

Do you mind me asking a question? Do you mind my asking a question?

There was little prospect of the Senate accepting even this
compromise.

There was little prospect of the Senate’s accepting even this
compromise.

In the left-hand column, asking and accepting are present participles; in the right-hand column, they are verbal
nouns (gerunds). The construction shown in the left-hand column is occasionally found, and has its defenders.
Yet it is easy to see that the second sentence has to do not with a prospect of the Senate, but with a prospect of
accepting. In this example, at least, the construction is plainly illogical.

As the authors of The King’s English point out, there are sentences apparently, but not really, of this type, in
which the possessive is not called for.

I cannot imagine Lincoln refusing his assent to this measure.

In this sentence, what the writer cannot imagine is Lincoln himself, in the act of refusing his assent. Yet the
meaning would be virtually the same, except for a slight loss of vividness, if he had written,

I cannot imagine Lincoln’s refusing his assent to this measure.

By using the possessive, the writer will always be on the safe side.

In the examples above, the subject of the action is a single, unmodified term, immediately preceding the verbal
noun, and the construction is as good as any that could be used. But in any sentence in which it is a mere
clumsy substitute for something simpler, or in which the use of the possessive is awkward or impossible, should
of course be recast.

In the event of a reconsideration of the whole matter’s
becoming necessary

If it should become necessary to reconsider the whole
matter

There was great dissatisfaction with the decision of the
arbitrators being favorable to the company.

There was great dissatisfaction that the arbitrators should
have decided in favor of the company.
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People. The people is a political term, not to be confused with the public. From the people comes political
support or opposition; from the public comes artistic appreciation or commercial patronage.

Phase. Means a stage of transition or development: “the phases of the moon;” “the last phase.” Not to be used
for aspect or topic.

Another phase of the subject Another point (another question)

Possess. Not to be used as a mere substitute for have or own.

He possessed great courage. He had great courage (was very brave).

He was the fortunate possessor of He owned

Prove. The past participle is proved.

Respective, respectively. These words may usually be omitted with advantage.

Works of fiction are listed under the names of their respective
authors.

Works of fiction are listed under the names of their
authors.

The one mile and two mile runs were won by Jones and
Cummings respectively.

The one mile and two mile runs were won by Jones and
by Cummings.

In some kinds of formal writing, as geometrical proofs, it may be necessary to use respectively, but it should not
appear in writing on ordinary subjects.

Shall, Will. The future tense requires shall for the first person, will for the second and third. The formula to
express the speaker’s belief regarding his future action or state is I shall; I willexpresses his determination or his
consent.

Should. See under Would.

So. Avoid, in writing, the use of so as an intensifier: “so good;” “so warm;” “so delightful.”

On the use of so to introduce clauses, see Rule 4.

Sort of. See under Kind of.

Split Infinitive. There is precedent from the fourteenth century downward for interposing an adverb
between to and the infinitive which it governs, but the construction is in disfavor and is avoided by nearly all
careful writers.

To diligently inquire To inquire diligently

State. Not to be used as a mere substitute for say, remark. Restrict it to the sense of express fully or clearly, as,
“He refused to state his objections.”

Student Body. A needless and awkward expression meaning no more than the simple word students.

A member of the student body A student

Popular with the student body Liked by the students

The student body passed resolutions. The students passed resolutions.
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System. Frequently used without need.

Dayton has adopted the commission system of government. Dayton has adopted government by commission.

The dormitory system Dormitories

Thanking You in Advance. This sounds as if the writer meant, “It will not be worth my while to write to you
again.” In making your request, write, “Will you please,” or “I shall be obliged,” and if anything further seems
necessary write a letter of acknowledgment later.

They. A common inaccuracy is the use of the plural pronoun when the antecedent is a distributive expression
such as each, each one, everybody, every one, many a man, which, though implying more than one person,
requires the pronoun to be in the singular. Similar to this, but with even less justification, is the use of the plural
pronoun with the antecedent anybody, any one, somebody, some one, the intention being either to avoid the
awkward “he or she,” or to avoid committing oneself to either. Some bashful speakers even say, “A friend of mine
told me that they, etc.”

Use he with all the above words, unless the antecedent is or must be feminine.

Very. Use this word sparingly. Where emphasis is necessary, use words strong in themselves.

Viewpoint. Write point of view, but do not misuse this, as many do, for view or opinion.

While. Avoid the indiscriminate use of this word for and, but, and although. Many writers use it frequently as a
substitute for and or but, either from a mere desire to vary the connective, or from uncertainty which of the two
connectives is the more appropriate. In this use it is best replaced by a semicolon.

The office and salesrooms are on the ground floor, while the
rest of the building is devoted to manufacturing.

The office and salesrooms are on the ground floor; the
rest of the building is devoted to manufacturing.

Its use as a virtual equivalent of although is allowable in sentences where this leads to no ambiguity or
absurdity.

While I admire his energy, I wish it were employed in a better cause.

This is entirely correct, as shown by the paraphrase,

I admire his energy; at the same time I wish it were employed in a better cause.

Compare:

While the temperature reaches 90 or 95 degrees in the
daytime, the nights are often chilly.

Although the temperature reaches 90 or 95 degrees in the
daytime, the nights are often chilly.

The paraphrase,

The temperature reaches 90 or 95 degrees in the daytime; at the same time the nights are often chilly,

shows why the use of while is incorrect.

In general, the writer will do well to use while only with strict literalness, in the sense of during the time that.

Whom. Often incorrectly used for who before he said or similar expressions, when it is really the subject of a
following verb.
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His brother, whom he said would send him the
money His brother, who he said would send him the money

The man whom he thought was his friend The man who (that) he thought was his friend (whom he thought his
friend)

Worth while. Overworked as a term of vague approval and (with not) of disapproval. Strictly applicable only to
actions: “Is it worth while to telegraph?”

His books are not worth
while.

His books are not worth reading (are not worth one’s while to read; do not repay reading; are
worthless).

The use of worth while before a noun (“a worth while story”) is indefensible.

Would. A conditional statement in the first person requires should, not would.

I should not have succeeded without his help.

The equivalent of shall in indirect quotation after a verb in the past tense is should, not would.

He predicted that before long we should have a great surprise.

To express habitual or repeated action, the past tense, without would, is usually sufficient, and from its brevity,
more emphatic.

Once a year he would visit the old mansion. Once a year he visited the old mansion.
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VI. Spelling

The spelling of English words is not fixed and invariable, nor does it depend on any other authority than general
agreement. At the present day there is practically unanimous agreement as to the spelling of most words. In
the list below, for example, rime for rhyme is the only allowable variation; all the other forms are co-extensive
with the English language. At any given moment, however, a relatively small number of words may be spelled
in more than one way. Gradually, as a rule, one of these forms comes to be generally preferred, and the less
customary form comes to look obsolete and is discarded. From time to time new forms, mostly simplifications,
are introduced by innovators, and either win their place or die of neglect.

The practical objection to unaccepted and over-simplified spellings is the disfavor with which they are received
by the reader. They distract his attention and exhaust his patience. He reads the form though automatically,
without thought of its needless complexity; he reads the abbreviation tho and mentally supplies the missing
letters, at the cost of a fraction of his attention. The writer has defeated his own purpose.

Words Often Misspelled

• accidentally
• advice
• affect
• believe
• benefit
• challenge
• coarse
• course
• criticize
• deceive
• definite
• describe
• despise
• develop
• disappoint
• dissipate
• duel
• ecstasy
• effect
• embarrass
• existence
• fascinate
• fiery
• formerly
• humorous
• hypocrisy
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• immediately
• impostor
• incident
• incidentally
• latter
• led
• lose
• marriage
• mischief
• murmur
• necessary
• occurred
• opportunity
• parallel
• Philip
• playwright
• preceding
• prejudice
• principal
• principle
• privilege
• pursue
• repetition
• rhyme
• rhythm
• ridiculous
• sacrilegious
• seize
• separate
• shepherd
• siege
• similar
• simile
• too
• tragedy
• tries
• undoubtedly
• until
• villain

Note that a single consonant (other than v) preceded by a stressed short vowel is doubled
before -ed and -ing: planned, letting, beginning. (Coming is an exception.)

Write to-day, to-night, to-morrow (but not together) with a hyphen.

Write any one, every one, some one, some time (except in the sense of formerly) as two words.

560 | VI. Spelling



VII. Exercises on Chapters II and III

I. Punctuate:

1. In 1788 the King’s advisers warned him that the nation was facing bankruptcy therefore he summoned a
body called the States-General believing that it would authorize him to levy new taxes. The people of
France however were suffering from burdensome taxation oppressive social injustice and acute scarcity of
food and their representatives refused to consider projects of taxation until social and economic reforms
should be granted. The King who did not realize the gravity of the situation tried to overawe them
collecting soldiers in and about Versailles where the sessions were being held. The people of Paris seeing
the danger organized militia companies to defend their representatives. In order to supply themselves
with arms they attacked the Invalides and the Bastille which contained the principal supplies of arms and
munitions in Paris.

2. On his first continental tour begun in 1809 Byron visited Portugal Spain Albania Greece and Turkey. Of this
tour he composed a poetical journal Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage in which he ascribed his experiences and
reflections not to himself but to a fictitious character Childe Harold described as a melancholy young
nobleman prematurely familiar with evil sated with pleasures and embittered against humanity. The
substantial merits of the work however lay not in this shadowy and somewhat theatrical figure but in
Byron’s spirited descriptions of wild or picturesque scenes and in his eloquent championing of Spain and
Greece against their oppressors. On his return to England in 1811 he was persuaded rather against his own
judgment into allowing the work to be published. Its success was almost unprecedented in his own words
he awoke and found himself famous.

II. Explain the difference in meaning:

3. ‘God save thee, ancyent Marinere!
‘From the fiends that plague thee thus—

Lyrical Ballads, 1798. ‘God save thee, ancient Mariner!
From the fiends, that plague thee thus!

—Lyrical Ballads, 1800.

III. Explain and correct the errors in punctuation:

4. This course is intended for Freshmen, who in the opinion of the Department are not qualified for military
drill.

5. A restaurant, not a cafeteria where good meals are served at popular prices.—Advt.
6. The poets of The Nation, for all their intensity of patriotic feeling, followed the English rather than the

Celtic tradition, their work has a political rather than a literary value and bears little upon the development
of modern Irish verse.

7. We were in one of the strangest places imaginable. A long and narrow passage overhung on either side by
a stupendous barrier of black and threatening rocks.

8. Only a few years ago after a snow storm in the passes not far north of Jerusalem no less than twenty-six
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Russian pilgrims perished amidst the snow. One cannot help thinking largely because they made little
attempt to save themselves.

IV. Point out and correct the faults in the following sentences:

9. During childhood his mother had died.
10. Any language study is good mind training while acquiring vocabulary.
11. My farm consisted of about twenty acres of excellent land, having given a hundred pounds for my

predecessor’s lease.
12. Prepared to encounter a woman of disordered mind, the appearance presented by Mrs. Taylor at his

entrance greatly astonished him.
13. Pale and swooning, with two broken legs, they carried him into the house.
14. Count Cassini, the Russian plenipotentiary, had several long and intimate conversations during the tedious

weeks of the conference with his British colleague, Sir Arthur Nicholson.
15. But though they had been victorious in the land engagements, they were so little decisive as to lead to no

important results.
16. Knowing nothing of the rules of the college or of its customs, it was with the greatest difficulty that the

Dean could make me comprehend wherein my wrong-doing lay.
17. Fire, therefore, was the first object of my search. Happily, some embers were found upon the hearth,

together with potato-stalks and dry chips. Of these, with much difficulty, I kindled a fire, by which some
warmth was imparted to our shivering limbs.

18. In this connection a great deal of historic fact is introduced into the novel about the past history of the
cathedral and of Spain.

19. Over the whole scene hung the haze of twilight that is so peaceful.
20. Compared with Italy, living is more expensive.
21. It is a fundamental principle of law to believe a man innocent until he is proved guilty, and once proved

guilty, to remain so until proved to the contrary.
22. Not only had the writer entrée to the titled families of Italy in whose villas she was hospitably entertained,

but by royalty also.
23. It is not a strange sight to catch a glimpse of deer along the shore.
24. Earnings from other sources are of such a favorable character as to enable a splendid showing to be made

by the company.
25. But while earnings have mounted amazingly, the status of affairs is such as to make it impossible to

predict the course events may take, with any degree of accuracy.
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ENGLISH HELP FOR SPEAKERS OF OTHER
LANGUAGES

This chapter offers help for common difficulties encountered by speakers of other languages when learning
formal, written English.
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Word Order for Speakers of Other
Languages

If your first language is not English, you will most likely need some extra help when writing. New students of
English often make similar kinds of errors. Even if you have been speaking English for a long time, you may not
feel as confident in your written English skills. This chapter covers the most common errors made by English
language learners and helps you avoid similar mistakes in your writing.

Basic Sentence Structures

The most basic sentence structure in English is a subject plus a verb. A subject performs the action in the
sentence, and the verb identifies the action. Keep in mind that in some languages, such as Spanish and Italian,
an obvious subject does not always perform the action in a sentence; the subject is often implied by the verb.
However, every sentence in English must have a subject and a verb to express a complete thought.

subject + verb
Samantha sleeps.

Not all sentences are as simple as a subject plus a verb. To form more complex sentences, writers build upon
this basic structure. Adding a prepositional phrase to the basic sentence creates a more complex sentence. A
preposition is a part of speech that relates a noun or a pronoun to another word in a sentence. It also introduces
a prepositional phrase. If you can identify a preposition, you will be able to identify a prepositional phrase.

subject + verb + prepositional phrase
Samantha sleeps on the couch.

On is the preposition. On the couch is the prepositional phrase.
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Common Prepositions

about beside off

above between on

across by over

after during through

against except to

along for toward

among from under

around in until

at into up

before like with

behind of without

Exercise 1

Identify the prepositional phrases.

1. Linda and Javier danced under the stars.
2. Each person has an opinion about the topic.
3. The fans walked through the gates.
4. Jamyra ran around the track.
5. Maria celebrated her birthday in January.

Another sentence structure that is important to understand is subject + verb + object. There are two types of
objects: direct objects and indirect objects.

A direct object receives the action of the verb.

subject + verb + direct object
Janice writes a letter.

The letter directly receives the action of the verb writes.
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Tip

A quick way to find the direct object is to ask what? or who?

Sentence: Maurice kicked the ball.

What did Maurice kick? The direct object, ball.

Sentence: Maurice kicked Tom by accident.

Who did Maurice kick? The direct object, Tom.

An indirect object does not receive the action of the verb.

subject + verb + indirect object
Janice writes me a letter

The action (writes) is performed for or to the indirect object (me).

Tip

Even though the indirect object is not found after a preposition in English, it can be discovered by
asking to whom? or for whom? after the verb.

Sentence: Dad baked the children some cookies.

For whom did Dad bake the cookies? The indirect object, children.
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Exercise 2

Identify the subject, verb, direct object, and indirect object in the following sentences.

1. Captain Kirk told the crew a story.
2. Jermaine gave his girlfriend a dozen yellow tulips.
3. That hospital offers nurses better pay.
4. Dad served Grandma a delicious dinner.
5. Mom bought herself a new car.

Exercise 3

Rewrite the sentences in the correct order. If the sentence is correct as it is, write OK.

1. The pizza Jeannine burnt.
2. To the Mexican restaurant we had to go for dinner.
3. Jeannine loved the food.
4. So full were we during the walk home.
5. I will make the pizza next time.

Questions

English speakers rely on the following two common ways to turn sentences into questions:

1. Move the helping verb and add a question mark.
2. Add the verb do, does, or did and add a question mark.

Move the helping verb and add a question mark.

Sentence: Sierra can pack these boxes.

Question: Can Sierra pack these boxes?

Add the verb do, does, or did, and add a question mark:

Sentence: Jolene skated across the pond.

Question: Did Jolene skate across the pond?
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Exercise 4

Create questions from the following sentences.

1. Slumdog Millionaire is a film directed by Danny Boyle.
2. The story centers on a character named Jamal Malik.
3. He and his older brother find different ways to escape the slums.
4. His brother, Salim, pursues a life of crime.
5. Jamal ends up on the game show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?

Adjectives

An adjective is a kind of descriptive word that describes a noun or a pronoun. It tells which one, what kind,
and how many. Adjectives make your writing more lively and interesting. Keep in mind, a common error that
English language learners make is misplacing the adjectives in a sentence. It is important to know where to
place the adjective in a sentence so that readers are not confused.

If you are using more than one adjective to describe a noun, place the adjectives in the following order
before the noun:

1. Opinion: an interesting book, a boring movie, a fun ride
2. Size: a large box, a tiny turtle, a tall woman
3. Shape: a round ball, a long hose, a square field
4. Age: a new day, an old horse, a modern building
5. Color: an orange sunset, a green jacket, a red bug
6. Ethnicity: Italian cheese, French wine, Chinese tea
7. Material: silk shirt, wool socks, a cotton dress
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Tip

Adjectives can also be placed at the end of a sentence if they describe the subject of a sentence and
appear after the verb.

Sentence: My English teacher is excellent.

Exercise 5

Place the following sets of adjectives in the correct order before the noun. The first one has been done
for you.

1. book: old, small, Spanish

a small old Spanish book (age, size, ethnicity)

2. photograph: new, strange
3. suit: wool, green, funny
4. opinion: refreshing, new
5. dress: fashionable, purple
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Negative Statements for Speakers of
Other Languages

Negative statements are the opposite of positive statements and are necessary to express an opposing idea.
The following charts list negative words and helping verbs that can be combined to form a negative statement.

Negative Words

never no hardly

nobody none scarcely

no one not barely

nowhere rarely

Common Helping Verbs

am is are

was were be

being been have

has had do

does did can

could may might

must will should

would ought to used to

The following examples show several ways to make a sentence negative in the present tense.

1. A helping verb used with the negative word not.

Sentence: My guests are arriving now.

Negative: My guests are not arriving now.

2. The negative word no.

Sentence: Jennie has money.

Negative: Jennie has no money.

3. The contraction n’t.

Sentence: Janetta does miss her mom.

Negative: Janetta doesn’t miss her mom.

4. The negative adverb rarely.

Sentence: I always go to the gym after work.
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Negative: I rarely go to the gym after work.

5. The negative subject nobody.

Sentence: Everybody gets the day off.

Negative: Nobody gets the day off.

Exercise 1

Rewrite the positive sentences as negative sentences. Be sure to keep the sentences in the present
tense.

1. Everybody is happy about the mandatory lunch.
2. Deborah likes to visit online dating sites.
3. Jordan donates blood every six months.
4. Our writing instructor is very effective.
5. That beautiful papaya is cheap.

The following sentences show you the ways to make a sentence negative in the past tense.

Sentence: Paul called me yesterday.

Negative: Paul did not call me yesterday.

Sentence: Jamilee went to the grocery store.

Negative: Jamilee never went to the grocery store.

Sentence: Gina laughed when she saw the huge pile of laundry.

Negative: Gina did not laugh when she saw the huge pile of laundry.

Notice that when forming a negative in the past tense, the helping verb did is what signals the past tense, and
the main verb laugh does not have an -ed ending.

Exercise 2

Rewrite the following paragraph by correcting the errors in the past-tense negative sentences.
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Celeste no did call me when she reached North Carolina. I was worried because she not drove
alone before. She was going to meet her friend, Terry, who lived in a town called Asheville, North
Carolina. I did never want to worry, but she said she was going to call when she reached there.
Finally, four hours later, she called and said, “Mom, I’m sorry I did not call. I lost track of time
because I was so happy to see Terry!” I was relieved.

Collaboration

Once you have found all the errors you can, please share with a classmate and compare your
answers. Did your partner find an error you missed? Did you find an error your partner missed?
Compare with your instructor’s answers.

Double negatives are two negatives used in the same phrase or sentence. They are considered incorrect in
formal English. You should avoid using double negatives in all formal writing. If you want to say something
negative, use only one negative word in the sentence. Return to the beginning of this section for a list of
negative words, and then study the following examples.

Double negative (incorrect) Single negative (correct)

neg. + neg.
I couldn’t find no paper

neg.
I couldn’t find any paper.

neg. + neg.
I don’t want nothing.

neg.
I don’t want anything.

Exercise 3

Correct the double negatives and rewrite the following sentences.

1. Jose didn’t like none of the choices on the menu.
2. Brittany can’t make no friends with nobody.
3. The Southwest hardly had no rain last summer.
4. My kids never get into no trouble.
5. I could not do nothing about the past.
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Count and Non-count Nouns and Articles
for Speakers of Other Languages

Nouns are words that name things, places, people, and ideas. Right now, you may be surrounded by desks,
computers, and notebooks. These are called count nouns because you can count the exact number of desks,
computers, and notebooks—three desks, one computer, and six notebooks, for example.

On the other hand, you may be carrying a small amount of money in your wallet and sitting on a piece of
furniture. These are called non-count nouns. Although you can count the pieces of furniture or the amount of
money, you cannot add a number in front of money or furniture and simply add –s to the end of the noun.
Instead, you must use other words and phrases to indicate the quantity of money and furniture.

Incorrect: five moneys, two furnitures

Correct: some money, two pieces of furniture

Count and Non-count Nouns

A count noun refers to people, places, and things that are separate units. You make count nouns plural by
adding –s.

Count Nouns

Count Noun Sentence

Quarter It takes six quarters to do my laundry.

Chair Make sure to push in your chairs before leaving class.

Candidate The two candidates debated the issue.

Adult The three adults in the room acted like children.

Comedian The two comedians made the audience laugh.

A non-count noun identifies a whole object that cannot separate and count individually. Non-count nouns may
refer to concrete objects or abstract objects. A concrete noun identifies an object you can see, taste, touch, or
count. An abstract noun identifies an object that you cannot see, touch, or count. There are some exceptions,
but most abstract nouns cannot be made plural, so they are non-count nouns. Examples of abstract nouns
include anger, education, melancholy, softness, violence, and conduct.
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Types of Non-count Nouns
Type of Non-count Noun Examples Sentence

Food sugar, salt, pepper, lettuce, rice Add more sugar to my coffee, please.

Solids concrete, chocolate, silver, soap The ice cream was covered in creamy chocolate.

Abstract Nouns peace, warmth, hospitality, information I need more information about the insurance policy.

Exercise 1

Label each of the following nouns as count or non-count.

1. Electricity ________
2. Water ________
3. Book ________
4. Sculpture ________
5. Advice ________

Exercise 2

Identify whether the italicized noun in the sentence is a count or non-count noun.

1. The amount of traffic on the way home was terrible.
2. Forgiveness is an important part of growing up.
3. I made caramel sauce for the organic apples I bought.
4. I prefer film cameras instead of digital ones.
5. My favorite subject is history.

Definite and Indefinite Articles

The word the is a definite article. It refers to one or more specific things. For example, the woman refers to not
any woman but a particular woman. The definite article the is used before singular and plural count nouns.

The words a and an are indefinite articles. They refer to one nonspecific thing. For example, a woman refers to
any woman, not a specific, particular woman. The indefinite article a or an is used before a singular count noun.

Definite Articles (The) and Indefinite Articles (A/An) with Count Nouns

Count and Non-count Nouns and Articles for Speakers of Other Languages | 575



I saw the concert. (singular, refers to a specific concert)

I saw the concerts. (plural, refers to more than one specific concert)

I saw the concert last night. (singular, refers to a specific concert)

I saw a concert. (singular, refers to any nonspecific concert)

Exercise 3

Write the correct article in the blank for each of the following sentences. Write correct if the sentence is
correct.

1. (A/An/The) camel can live for days without water. ________
2. I enjoyed (a/an/the) pastries at the Bar Mitzvah. ________
3. (A/An/The) politician spoke of many important issues. ________
4. I really enjoyed (a/an/the) actor’s performance in the play. ________
5. (A/An/The) goal I have is to run a marathon this year. ________

Exercise 4

Correct the misused or missing articles and rewrite the paragraph.

Stars are large balls of spinning hot gas like our sun. The stars look tiny because they are far away. Many
of them are much larger than sun. Did you know that a Milky Way galaxy has between two hundred
billion and four hundred billion stars in it? Scientists estimate that there may be as many as five
hundred billion galaxies in an entire universe! Just like a human being, the star has a life cycle from
birth to death, but its lifespan is billions of years long. The star is born in a cloud of cosmic gas and dust
called a nebula. Our sun was born in the nebula nearly five billion years ago. Photographs of the star-
forming nebulas are astonishing.
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Pronouns for Speakers of Other
Languages

A pronoun is a word that can be used in place of the noun. We use pronouns so we do not have to repeat
words. For example, imagine writing the following sentence: Afrah put her scarf on because Afrah was cold. The
sentence sounds a bit strange because Afrah is named twice; however, if you use a pronoun, the sentence will
be shorter and less repetitive. You might rewrite the sentence to something similar to the following: Afrah put
her scarf on because she was cold. She refers to Afrah, so you do not have to write the name twice.

Types of Pronouns

Subject pronouns are often the subject of a sentence—“who” and “what” the sentence is about.

Sentence: She loves the desserts in France.

She is the subject.

Sentence: By lunch time, they were hungry.

They is the subject.

Object pronouns are often the object of the verb— “who” or “what” was acted upon.

Sentence: Melanie’s thoughtfulness touched him.

Him is the object of the verb touched.

Sentence: We lifted it.

It is the object of the verb lifted.
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Tip

The masculine subject pronoun is he, and the masculine object pronoun is him. The feminine subject
pronoun is she, and the feminine object pronoun is her.

A pronoun that shows possession or ownership is called a possessive pronoun.

Sentence: The teacher took her apple and left.

The pronoun her shows the teacher owns the apple.

Sentence: The hikers spotted their guide on the trail.

The pronoun their shows the hikers follow the guide who was assigned to the hikers.

Pronouns
Subject Pronouns I, you, he, she, it, we, they

Object Pronouns me, you, him, her, it, us, them

Possessive Pronouns my (mine), your(s), his, hers, its, our(s), their(s)

Exercise 1

Complete the following sentences by circling the correct pronoun.
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1. Unfortunately, the house was too expensive for (we, us, they).
2. I completed (mine, my, your) research paper, and she completed (his, hers, theirs).
3. My dog Buster is old, but (he, it, them) is very playful.
4. That ring belongs to my father, so it is (hers, his, theirs).
5. I cannot find my textbook, so I think (they, it, he) is lost.

Common Pronoun Errors

English language learners often make the same errors when using pronouns. The following examples illustrate
common errors.

Incorrect: Me and Daniela went to the restaurant for lunch.

This sentence is incorrect because an object pronoun (me) is used instead of a subject pronoun.

Correct: Daniela and I went to the restaurant for lunch.

This sentence is now correct because a subject pronoun (I) is used.

Incorrect: Mark put her grocery bag on the counter.

This sentence is incorrect because the pronoun her refers to a female, and Mark is a male.

Correct: Mark put his grocery bag on the counter.

This sentence is now correct because the male pronoun his refers to the male person, Mark.

Incorrect: The woman she went to work earlier than usual.

This sentence is incorrect because the subject the woman is repeated by the pronoun she.

Correct: The woman went to work earlier than usual.

Correct: She went to work earlier than usual.

These sentences are now correct because the unnecessary repeated subject has been removed.
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Exercise 2

Correct the following sentences that have pronoun errors. If the sentence is correct as it is, write correct.

1. Us are going to the county fair this weekend.
2. Steven did not want to see a movie because she had a headache.
3. The teacher congratulated Maria and me.
4. The eighth grade students they were all behaving mysteriously well.
5. Derrick and he received the best grade on the grammar test.

Relative Pronouns

A relative pronoun is a type of pronoun that helps connect details to the subject of the sentence and may often
combine two shorter sentences. The relative pronouns are who, whom, whose, which or that.

Sentence: A relative pronoun is a type of pronoun.

The subject of this sentence is a relative pronoun. The clause is a type of pronoun gives some information about
the subject.

The relative pronoun that may be added to give more details to the subject.

Sentence using a relative pronoun: A relative pronoun is a type of pronoun that helps connect details
to the subject of the sentence.
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Tip

Remember the following uses of relative pronouns:

• Who, whom, and whose refer only to people.
• Which refers to things.
• That refers to people or things.

The following examples show how a relative pronoun may be used to connect two sentences and to connect
details to the subject.

Sentence 1: Gossip is a form of communication.

Sentence 2: It is a waste of time and energy.

Combination of 1 and 2: Gossip is a form of communication that is a waste of time and energy.

Notice how the relative pronoun that replaces the subject it in sentence 2.

That is called a relative pronoun because it connects the details (is a waste of time and energy) to the
subject (Gossip).

Sentence 1: My grandmother is eighty years old.

Sentence 2: She collects seashells.

Combination of 1 and 2: My grandmother, who is eighty years old, collects seashells.

Notice how the relative pronoun who replaces the subject she in sentence 2.

Who is called a relative pronoun because it connects the details (is eighty years old) to the subject (My
grandmother).

Exercise 3

Complete the following sentences by selecting the correct relative pronoun.
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1. He showed me a photo (who, that) upset me.
2. Soccer is a fast moving game (who, that) has many fans worldwide.
3. Juan is a man (which, who) has high standards for everything.
4. Jamaica is a beautiful country (that, who) I would like to visit next year.
5. My mother only eats bananas (who, that) are green.

Exercise 4

Combine the two sentences into one sentence using a relative pronoun.

1. Jeff is a dependable person. He will never let you down.
2. I rode a roller coaster. It was scary.
3. At the beach, I always dig my feet into the sand. It protects them from the hot sun.
4. Jackie is trying not to use so many plastic products. They are not good for the environment.
5. My Aunt Sherry is teaching me how to drive. She has never been in accident or gotten a ticket.
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Prepositions for Speakers of Other
Languages

A preposition is a word that connects a noun or a pronoun to another word in a sentence. Most prepositions
such as above, below, and behind usually indicate a location in the physical world, but some prepositions such
as during, after, and until show location in time.

In, At, and On

The prepositions in, at, and on are used to indicate both location and time, but they are used in specific ways.
Study the tables below to learn when to use each one.

In
Preposition Time Example Place Example

in

year in 1942 country in Zimbabwe

month in August state in California

season in the summer city in Chicago

time of day (not with night) in the afternoon

On
Preposition Time Example Place Example

on

day on Monday surfaces on the table

date on May 23 streets on 124th Street

specific days/dates on Monday modes of transportation on the bus

Prepositions for Speakers of Other Languages | 583



At
Preposition Time Example Place Example

at
time at five o’clock addresses at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue

with night at night location at Rooney’s Grill

Exercise 1

Edit the following letter from a resident to her landlord by correcting errors with in, at, and on.

Dear Mrs. Salazar,
I am writing this letter to inform you that I will be vacating apartment 2A in 356 Maple Street
at Wednesday, June 30, 2010. I will be cleaning the apartment at the Monday before I leave. I
will return the keys to you on 5 p.m., sharp, at June 30. If you have any questions or specific
instructions for me, please contact me in my office. I have enjoyed living at Austin, Texas, but I
want to explore other parts of the country now.
Sincerely,
Milani Davis

Prepositions after Verbs

Prepositions often follow verbs to create expressions with distinct meanings. These expressions are sometimes
called prepositional verbs. It is important to remember that these expressions cannot be separated.

Verbs + Prepositions
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Verb +
Preposition Meaning Example

agree with to agree with something or someone My husband always agrees with me.

apologize for to express regret for something, to say sorry about something I apologize for being late.

apply for to ask for something formally I will apply for that job.

believe in to have a firm conviction in something; to believe in the
existence of something

I believe in educating the world’s
women.

care about to think that someone or something is important I care about the health of our oceans.

hear about to be told about something or someone I heard about the teachers’ strike.

look after to watch or to protect someone or something Will you look after my dog while I am
on vacation?

talk about to discuss something We will talk about the importance of
recycling.

speak to, with to talk to/with someone I will speak to his teacher tomorrow.

wait for to await the arrival of someone or something I will wait for my package to arrive.

Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by writing the correct preposition after the verb.

1. Charlotte does not ________ (apologize for, believe in) aliens or ghosts.
2. It is impolite to ________ (hear about, talk about) people when they are not here.
3. Herman said he was going to ________ (believe in, apply for) the internship.
4. Jonas would not ________ (talk about, apologize for) eating the last piece of cake.
5. I ________ (care about, agree with) the environment very much.

Prepositions after Adjectives

Similar to prepositions after verbs, prepositions after adjectives create expressions with distinct meanings
unique to English. Remember, like prepositional verbs, these expressions also cannot be separated.

Adjectives + Prepositions
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Adjective +
Preposition Meaning Example

angry at,
about

to feel or show anger toward (or about) someone or
something I am angry about the oil spill in the ocean.

confused
about

to be unable to think with clarity about someone or
something.

Shawn was confused about the concepts
presented at the meeting.

disappointed
in, with to feel dissatisfaction with someone or something I was disappointed in my husband

because he voted for that candidate.

dressed in to clothe the body He was dressed in a pin-striped suit.

happy for to show happiness for someone or something I was happy for my sister who graduated
from college.

interested in giving attention to something, expressing interest I am interested in musical theater.

jealous of to feel resentful or bitter toward someone or something
(because of their status, possessions, or ability)

I was jealous of her because she always
went on vacation.

thankful for to express thanks for something I am thankful for my wonderful friends.

tired of to be disgusted with, have a distaste for I was tired of driving for hours without
end.

worried
about to express anxiety or worry about something I am worried about my father’s health.

Exercise 3

Complete the following sentences by writing the correct preposition after the verb.

1. Meera was deeply ________ (interested in, thankful for) marine biology.
2. I was ________ (jealous of, disappointed in) the season finale of my favorite show.
3. Jordan won the race, and I am ________ (happy for, interested in) him.
4. The lawyer was ________ (thankful for, confused about) the details of the case.
5. Chloe was ________ (dressed in, tired of) a comfortable blue tunic.

Tip

The following adjectives are always followed by the preposition at:

• Good
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She is really good at chess.

• Excellent

Henry is excellent at drawing.

• Brilliant

Mary Anne is brilliant at playing the violin.
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Verb Tenses for Speakers of Other
Languages

You must always use a verb in every sentence you write. Verbs are parts of speech that indicate actions or states
of being. The most basic sentence structure is a subject followed by a verb.

Simple Verb Tenses

Verb tenses tell the reader when the action takes place. The action could be in the past, present, or future.

Past ← Present → Future

Yesterday I jumped. Today I jump. Tomorrow I will jump.

Simple present verbs are used in the following situations:

1. When the action takes place now

I drink the water greedily.

2. When the action is something that happens regularly

I always cross my fingers for good luck.

3. When describing things that are generally true

College tuition is very costly.

Regular Simple Present Tense Verbs
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Verb I He/She/It You We They

ask ask asks ask ask ask

bake bake bakes bake bake bake

cook cook cooks cook cook cook

cough cough coughs cough cough cough

clap clap claps clap clap clap

dance dance dances dance dance dance

erase erase erases erase erase erase

kiss kiss kisses kiss kiss kiss

push push pushes push push push

wash wash washes wash wash wash

When it is he, she, or it doing the present tense action, remember to add –s, or –es to the end of the verb or to
change the y to –ies.

Simple past verbs are used when the action has already taken place and is now finished:

• I washed my uniform last night.
• I asked for more pie.
• I coughed loudly last night.

Regular Simple Past Tense Verbs
Verb I He/She/It You We They

ask asked asked asked asked asked

bake baked baked baked baked baked

cook cooked cooked cooked cooked cooked

cough coughed coughed coughed coughed coughed

clap clapped clapped clapped clapped clapped

dance danced danced danced danced danced

erase erased erased erased erased erased

kiss kissed kissed kissed kissed kissed

push pushed pushed pushed pushed pushed

wash washed washed washed washed washed

When he, she, or it is doing the action in the past tense, remember to add –d or –ed to the end of regular verbs.

Simple future verbs are used when the action has not yet taken place:
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• I will work late tomorrow.
• I will kiss my boyfriend when I see him.
• I will erase the board after class.

Regular Simple Future Tense Verbs
Verb I He/She/It You We They

ask will ask will ask will ask will ask will ask

bake will bake will bake will bake will bake will bake

cook will cook will cook will cook will cook will cook

cough will cough will cough will cough will cough will cough

clap will clap will clap will clap will clap will clap

dance will dance will dance will dance will dance will dance

erase will erase will erase will erase will erase will erase

kiss will kiss will kiss will kiss will kiss will kiss

push will push will push will push will push will push

wash will wash will wash will wash will wash will wash

Going to can also be added to the main verb to make it future tense:

• I am going to go to work tomorrow.

Exercise 1

Complete the following sentences by adding the verb in the correct simple tense.

1. Please do not (erase, erased, will erase) what I have written on the board.
2. They (dance, danced, will dance) for hours after the party was over.
3. Harrison (wash, washed, will wash) his laundry after several weeks had passed.
4. Yesterday Mom (ask, asked, will ask) me about my plans for college.
5. I (bake, baked, will bake) several dozen cookies for tomorrow’s bake sale.
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Exercise 2

Correct the verb tense mistakes in the following paragraph.

Last summer, I walk around Walden Pond. Walden Pond is in Concord, Massachusetts. It is where
the philosopher Henry David Thoreau will live during the mid-nineteenth century. During his time
there, he wrote a book called Walden. Walden is a book of Thoreau’s reflections on the natural
environment. It will be consider a classic in American literature. I did not know that Walden Pond
is consider the birthplace of the environmental movement. It was very relaxing there. I will listen
to birds, frogs, and crickets, not to mention the peaceful sound of the pond itself.
Collaboration

Once you have found all the errors you can, please share with a classmate and compare your
answers. Did your partner find an error you missed? Did you find an error your partner missed?
Compare with your instructor’s answers.

To Be, To Do, and To Have

There are some irregular verbs in English that are formed in special ways. The most common of these are the
verbs to be, to have, and to do.

Verb Forms of To Be, To Do, and To Have
Base Form Present Tense Form Past Tense Form Future Tense Form

be am/is/are was/were will be

do do/does did will do

have have/has had will have

Review these examples of to be, to do, and to have used in sentences.
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Past ← Present → Future

To Be

Yesterday I was angry. Today I am not angry. Tomorrow I will be angry.

To Do

I did my best yesterday. I do my best every day. Tomorrow I will do my best.

To Have

Yesterday I had ten dollars. Today I have ten dollars. Tomorrow I will have ten dollars.

Remember the following uses of to be, to have and to do:

To Be

• I → am/was/will be
• you/we/they → are/were/will be
• he/she/it → is/was/will be

To Have

• I/you/we/they → have/had/will have
• he/she/it → has/had/will have

To Do

• I/you/we/they → do/did/will do
• he/she/it → does/did/will do

Tip

Remember, if you have a compound subject like Marie and Jennifer, think of the subject as they to
determine the correct verb form.

• Marie and Jennifer (they) have a house on Bainbridge Island.

Similarly, single names can be thought of as he, she, or it.

• LeBron (he) has scored thirty points so far.

592 | Verb Tenses for Speakers of Other Languages



Exercise 3

Complete the following sentences by circling the correct form of the verbs to be, to have, and to do in
the three simple tenses.

1. Stefan always (do, does, will do) his taxes the day before they are due.
2. We (are, is, was) planning a surprise birthday party for my mother.
3. Turtles (have, had, has) the most beautiful patterns on their shells.
4. I always (do, did, will do) my homework before dinner, so I can eat in peace.
5. You (is, are, was) so much smarter than you think!

Perfect Verb Tenses

Up to this point, we have studied the three simple verb tenses—simple present, simple past, and simple future.
Now we will add three more tenses, which are called perfect tenses. They are present perfect, past perfect, and
future perfect. These are the three basic tenses of English. A past participle is often called the –ed form of a verb
because it is formed by adding –d or –ed to the base form of regular verbs. Past participles can also end in -t or
-en. Keep in mind, however, the past participle is also formed in various other ways for irregular verbs. The past
participle can be used to form the present perfect tense.

Review the following basic formula for the present perfect tense:

Subject + has or have + past participle

I have helped

The present perfect tense has a connection with the past and the present.

Use the present perfect tense to describe a continuing situation and to describe an action that has just
happened.

• I have worked as a caretaker since June.

This sentence tells us that the subject has worked as a caretaker in the past and is still working as
a caretaker in the present.
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• Dmitri has just received an award from the Dean of Students.

This sentence tells us that Dmitri has very recently received the award. The word just emphasizes
that the action happened very recently.

Study the following basic formula for the past perfect tense:

Subject + had or have + past participle

I had listened

• The bus had left by the time Theo arrived at the station.

Notice that both actions occurred entirely in the past, but one action occurred before the other. At
some time in the past, Theo arrived (simple past tense) at the station, but at some time before
that, the bus had left (past perfect).

Look at the following basic formula for the future perfect tense:

Subject + will have + past participle

I will have graduated
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The future perfect tense describes an action from the past in the future, as if the past event has already
occurred. Use the future perfect tense when you anticipate completing an event in the future, but you
have not completed it yet.

• You will have forgotten me after you move to London.

Notice that both actions occur in the future, but one action will occur before the other. At some
time in the future, the subject (you) will move (future tense) to London, and at some time after
that, the subject will have forgotten (future perfect tense) the speaker, me.

Exercise 4

Complete the following sentences by using the correct perfect verb tense for the verb in parentheses.

1. I plan to start a compost bin because I ________ (to want) one for a long time now.
2. My brother told me he ________ (to argue) with his friend about politics.
3. By the time we reach the mountain top the sun ________ (to set).
4. Denise ________ (to walk) several miles in the past three hours.
5. His mother ________ (to offer) to pay him to work in her office.

Progressive Verb Tenses

Progressive verb tenses describe a continuing or unfinished action, such as I am going, I was going, or I will be
going.

The present progressive tense describes an action or state of being that takes place in the present and
that continues to take place.

To make verbs in the present progressive tense, combine these two parts:

Present tense form of to be + -ing (present participle)

am/is/are help helping

You should use the present progressive tense to describe a planned activity, to describe an activity that
is recurring right now, and to describe an activity that is in progress, although not actually occurring at
the time of speaking:

• Preeti is starting school on Tuesday.

This sentence describes a planned activity.

Verb Tenses for Speakers of Other Languages | 595



• Janetta is getting her teeth cleaned right now.

This sentence describes an activity that is occurring right now.

• I am studying ballet at school.

This sentence describes an activity that is in progress but not actually occurring at the time of
speaking.

The past progressive tense describes an action or state of being that took place in the past and that
continues to take place.

To make verbs in the past progressive tense, combine these two parts:

Past tense form of to be + -ing (present participle)

was/were helping

You should use the past progressive tense to describe a continuous action in the past, to describe a
past activity in progress while another activity occurred, or to describe two past activities in progress at
the same time:

• Ella and I were planning a vacation.

This sentence describes a continuous action in the past.

• I was helping a customer when I smelled delicious fried chicken.

This sentence describes a past activity in progress while another activity occurred.

• While I was finishing my homework, my wife was talking on the phone.

This sentence describes two past activities in progress at the same time.

The future progressive tense describes an action or state of being that will take place in the future and
that will continue to take place. The action will have started at that future moment, but it will not have
finished at that moment.

To make verbs in the future progressive tense, combine these parts:

Future tense form of to be + -ing (present participle)

will be helping

Use the future progressive tense to describe an activity that will be in progress in the future:
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• Samantha and I will be dancing in the school play next week.
• Tomorrow Agnes will be reading two of her poems.

Exercise 5

Revise the following sentences, written in simple tenses, using the progressive tenses indicated in
parentheses.

1. He prepared the food while I watched. (past progressive tense)
2. Jonathan will speak at the conference. (future progressive)
3. Josie traveled to Egypt last July. (past progressive tense)
4. My foot aches, so I know it will rain. (present progressive tense)
5. Micah will talk a lot when I see him. (future progressive)
6. I yawn a lot because I feel tired. (present progressive tense)

Similar to the present perfect tense, the present perfect progressive tense is used to indicate an action
that was begun in the past and continues into the present. However, the present perfect progressive is
used when you want to stress that the action is ongoing.

To make verbs in the present perfect progressive tense, combine the following parts:

Present tense form of to have + Been + -ing (present participle)

has or have been helping

• She has been talking for the last hour.

This sentence indicates that she started talking in the past and is continuing to talk in the
present.

• I have been feeling tired lately.

This sentence indicates that I started feeling tired in the past, and I continue to feel tired in the
present. Instead of indicating time, as in the first sentence, the second sentence uses the adverb
lately. You can also use the adverb recently when using the present perfect progressive tense.

Similar to the past perfect tense, the past perfect progressive tense is used to indicate an action that
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was begun in the past and continued until another time in the past. The past perfect progressive does
not continue into the present but stops at a designated moment in the past.

To make verbs in the past perfect progressive tense, combine the following parts:

Past tense form of to have + been + -ing (present participle)

had been helping

• The employees had been talking until their boss arrived.

This sentence indicates that the employees were talking in the past and they stopped talking
when their boss arrived, which also happened in the past.

• I had been working all day.

This sentence implies that I was working in the past. The action does not continue into the future,
and the sentence implies that the subject stopped working for unstated reasons.

The future perfect progressive tense is rarely used. It is used to indicate an action that will begin in the
future and will continue until another time in the future.

To make verbs in the future perfect progressive tense, combine the following parts:

Future tense form of to have + been + -ing (present participle)

will have Been helping

• By the end of the meeting, I will have been hearing about mortgages and taxes for eight hours.

This sentence indicates that in the future I will hear about mortgages and taxes for eight hours,
but it has not happened yet. It also indicates the action of hearing will continue until the end of
the meeting, something that is also in the future.

Gerunds

A gerund is a form of a verb that is used as a noun. All gerunds end in -ing. Since gerunds function as
nouns, they occupy places in a sentence that a noun would, such as the subject, direct object, and object of a
preposition.

You can use a gerund in the following ways:

1. As a subject

Traveling is Cynthia’s favorite pastime.
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2. As a direct object

I enjoy jogging.

3. As an object of a proposition

The librarian scolded me for laughing.

Often verbs are followed by gerunds. Study the table below for examples.

Gerunds and Verbs
Gerund Verb Followed by a Gerund

moving Denise considered moving to Paris.

cleaning I hate cleaning the bathroom.

winning Nate imagines winning an Oscar one day.

worrying Mom says she has stopped worrying.

taking She admitted taking the pumpkin.

Infinitives

An infinitive is a form of a verb that comes after the word to and acts as a noun, adjective, or adverb.

to + verb = infinitive

Examples of infinitives include to move, to sleep, to look, to throw, to read, and to sneeze.

Often verbs are followed by infinitives. Study the table below for examples.

Infinitives and Verbs
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Infinitive Verb Followed by Infinitive

to help Jessica offered to help her move.

to arrive Mick expects to arrive early.

to win Sunita wants to win the writing contest.

to close He forgot to close the curtains.

to eat She likes to eat late.

You may wonder which verbs can be followed by gerunds and which verbs can be followed by infinitives. With
the following verbs, you can use either a gerund or an infinitive.

Infinitives and Gerunds Verbs
Base Form of Verb Sentences with Verbs Followed by Gerunds and Infinitives

begin
1. John began crying.

2. John began to cry.

hate
1. Marie hated talking on the phone.

2. Marie hated to talk on the phone.

forget
1. Wendell forgot paying the bills.

2. Wendell forgot to pay the bills.

like
1. I liked leaving messages.

2. I liked to leave messages.

continue
1. He continued listening to the news.

2. He continued to listen to the news.

start
1. I will start recycling immediately.

2. I will start to recycle immediately.

try
1. Mikhail will try climbing the tree.

2. Mikhail will try to climb the tree.

prefer
1. I prefer baking.

2. I prefer to bake.

love
1. Josh loves diving.

2. Josh loves to dive.
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Exercise 6

Complete the following sentences by choosing the correct infinitive or gerund.

1. I meant ________ (to kiss, kissing) my kids before they left for school.
2. The children hoped (to go, going) to a restaurant for dinner.
3. Do you intend ________ (to eat, eating) the entire pie?
4. Crystal postponed ________ (to get dressed, getting dressed) for the party.
5. When we finish ________ (to play, playing) this game, we will go home.
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Modal Auxiliaries for Speakers of Other
Languages

We all need to express our moods and emotions, both in writing and in our everyday life. We do this by using
modal auxiliaries.

Modal Auxiliaries

Modal auxiliaries are a type of helping verb that are used only with a main verb to help express its mood.

The following is the basic formula for using a modal auxiliary:

Subject + modal auxiliary + main verb

James may call

There are ten main modal auxiliaries in English.

Modal Auxiliaries
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Modal
Auxiliary Use Modal Auxiliary + Main Verb

can Expresses an ability or possibility
I can lift this forty-pound box. (ability)

We can embrace green sources of energy.
(possibility)

could Expresses an ability in the past; a present possibility; a past
or future permission

I could beat you at chess when we were kids.
(past ability)

We could bake a pie! (present possibility)

Could we pick some flowers from the garden?
(future permission)

may Expresses uncertain future action; permission; ask a yes-no
question

I may attend the concert. (uncertain future
action)

You may begin the exam. (permission)

May I attend the concert? (yes-no questions)

might Expresses uncertain future action I might attend the concert (uncertain future
action—same as may)

shall Expresses intended future action I shall go to the opera. (intended future action)

should Expresses obligation; ask if an obligation exists

I should mail my RSVP. (obligation, same as
ought to)

Should I call my mother? (asking if an obligation
exists)

will Expresses intended future action; ask a favor; ask for
information

I will get an A in this class. (intended future
action)

Will you buy me some chocolate? (favor)

Will you be finished soon? (information)

would States a preference; request a choice politely; explain an
action; introduce habitual past actions

I would like the steak, please. (preference)

Would you like to have breakfast in bed?
(request a choice politely)

I would go with you if I didn’t have to babysit
tonight. (explain an action)

He would write to me every week when we were
dating. (habitual past action)

must Expresses obligation We must be on time for class.

ought to Expresses obligation I ought to mail my RSVP. (obligation, same as
may)
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Tip

Use the following format to form a yes-no question with a modal auxiliary:

Modal auxiliary + subject + main verb

Should I drive?

Be aware of these four common errors when using modal auxiliaries:

1. Using an infinitive instead of a base verb after a modal

Incorrect: I can to move this heavy table.

Correct: I can move this heavy table.

2. Using a gerund instead of an infinitive or a base verb after a modal

Incorrect: I could moving to the United States.

Correct: I could move to the United States.

3. Using two modals in a row

Incorrect: I should must renew my passport.

Correct: I must renew my passport.

Correct: I should renew my passport.

4. Leaving out a modal

Incorrect: I renew my passport.

Correct: I must renew my passport.
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Exercise 1

Edit the following paragraph by correcting the common modal auxiliary errors.

I may to go to France on vacation next summer. I shall might visit the Palace of Versailles. I would
to drive around the countryside. I could imagining myself living there; however, I will not move to
France because my family should miss me very much.

Modals and Present Perfect Verbs

In the previous section, we defined present perfect verb tense as describing a continuing situation or
something that has just happened.

Remember, when a sentence contains a modal auxiliary before the verb, the helping verb is always have.

Be aware of the following common errors when using modal auxiliaries in the present perfect tense:

1. Using had instead of have

Incorrect: Jamie would had attended the party, but he was sick.

Correct: Jamie would have attended the party, but he was sick.

2. Leaving out have
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Incorrect: Jamie would attended the party, but he was sick.

Correct: Jamie would have attended the party, but he was sick.

Exercise 2

Complete the following sentences by changing the given verb form to a modal auxiliary in present
perfect tense.

1. The man ________ (laugh).
2. The frogs ________ (croak).
3. My writing teacher ________ (smile).
4. The audience ________ (cheer) all night.
5. My best friend ________ (giggled).

Key Takeaways

• The basic formula for using a modal auxiliary is

subject + modal auxiliary + main verb

• There are ten main modal auxiliaries in English: can, could, may, might, shall, should, will, would, must, and
ought to.

• The four common types of errors when using modals include the following: using an infinitive instead of a
base verb after a modal, using a gerund instead of an infinitive or a base verb after a modal, using two
modals in a row, and leaving out a modal.

• In the present perfect tense, when a sentence has a modal auxiliary before the verb, the helping verb is
always have.

• The two common errors when using modals in the present perfect tense include using had instead of
have and leaving out have.
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Slang and Idioms for Speakers of Other
Languages

Words are the basis of how a reader or listener judges you, the writer and speaker. When you write an academic
paper or speak in a business interview, you want to be sure to choose your words carefully. In our casual,
everyday talk, we often use a lot of “ums,” “likes,” “yeahs,” and so on. This everyday language is not appropriate
for formal contexts, such as academic papers and business interviews. You should switch between different
ways of speaking and writing depending on whether the context is formal or informal.

Slang

Hey guys, let’s learn about slang and other cool stuff like that! It will be awesome, trust me. This section is off the
hook!

What do you notice about the previous paragraph? You might notice that the language sounds informal, or
casual, like someone might talk with a friend or family member. The paragraph also uses a lot of slang. Slang is
a type of language that is informal and playful. It often changes over time. The slang of the past is different than
the slang of today, but some slang has carried over into the present. Slang also varies by region and culture.
The important thing to understand is that slang is casual talk, and you should avoid using it in formal contexts.
There are literally thousands of slang words and expressions. The table below explains just a few of the more
common terms.

Slang Expressions
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Slang Word or Phrase Meaning

check it out, check this out v. look at, watch, examine

chocoholic, workaholic, shopaholic n. a person who loves, is addicted to chocolate/work/shopping

stuff n. things (used as a singular, non-count noun)

taking care of business doing things that need to be done

pro n. a person who is a professional

crack up v. to laugh uncontrollably

veg (sounds like the veg in vegetable) v. relax and do nothing

dude, man n. person, man

all-nighter n. studying all night

cool adj. good, fashionable

gross, nasty adj. disgusting

pig out v. eat a lot, overeat

screw up v. make a mistake

awesome adj. great

Exercise 1

Edit the business e-mail by replacing any slang words and phrases with more formal language.

Dear Ms. O’Connor:
I am writing to follow up on my interview from last week. First of all, it was awesome to meet you.
You are a really cool lady. I believe I would be a pro at all the stuff you mentioned that would be
required of me in this job. I am not a workaholic, but I do work hard and “take care of business.”
Haha. Please contact me if you have any questions or concerns.
Sincerely,
M. Ernest Anderson

Idioms

Idioms are expressions that have a meaning different from the dictionary definitions of the individual words in
the expression. Speakers of other languages often have difficulties making logical sense of idioms and idiomatic
expressions in English because they are so numerous and complicated. The more you are exposed to English,
however, the more idioms you will come to understand. Until then, memorizing the more common idioms may
be of some help.
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Idioms
Idiom Definition

a blessing in disguise a good thing you do not recognize at first

a piece of cake easy to do

better late than never it is better to do something late than not at all

get over it recover from something (like a perceived insult)

I have no idea I don’t know

not a chance it will definitely not happen

on pins and needles very nervous about something that is happening

on top of the world feeling great

pulling your leg making a joke by tricking another person

the sky is the limit the possibilities are endless

What if you come across an idiom that you do not understand? There are clues that can help you. They are
called context clues. Context clues are words or phrases around the unknown word or phrase that may help you
decipher its meaning.

1. Definition or explanation clue. An idiom may be explained immediately after its use.

Sentence: I felt like I was sitting on pins and needles I was so nervous.

2. Restatement or synonym clues. An idiom may be simplified or restated.

Sentence: The young girl felt as though she had been sent to the dog house when her mother punished
her for fighting in school.

3. Contrast or Antonym clues. An idiom may be clarified by a contrasting phrase or antonym that is near it.

Sentence: Chynna thought the 5k marathon would be a piece of cake, but it turned out to be very difficult.

Pay attention to the signal word but, which tells the reader that an opposite thought or concept is occurring.
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