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Chapter I DICTION

When you write, diction requires careful attention. Poor word choice
results in ineffective writing that resists interpretation and frustrates readers.

The following are strategies for finding the best words: make sure the
words you use mean what you think they do, so that inaccurate or imprecise
words will not distort your messages; inject vigor into your writing by cutting
out the words that don’ t serve a purpose, so that every word in the document
advances your meaning; present reality and attract reader’s attention by us-
ing direct expressions and fresh effective language, so that you will serve
your readers and your purpose best.

1. Toward effective diction

Effective diction stems from selecting terms that are concrete and spe-
cific, using simple and familiar words, and avoiding imprecise words and
overstatement .

(1) Nontechnical writing
You can sharpen your meaning by using specific words, and make your
writing informative by selecting concrete words.

A. General and specific words

General words name broad classes of things. If you say tree to your
classmates, one may think of an oak, another of a poplar, and a third of a
willow. Pine, on the other hand, triggers images of a tall tree with thin
sharp leaves that do not drop off in winter, found especially in colder parts
of the world. When you have a choice, always pick the more specific term.
The more specific the term, the more specific the image is to the reader’s
mind.

The more specific your words, the sharper your meaning.



General instrument
musical instrument

percussion instrument

drum
Specific bass drum
l, small bass drum

To make words specific, you can use exact names, lively verbs, modi-

fiers before nouns, and words that relate to the five senses.

General She likes painting.
Specific Elizabeth likes painting.

General Tom looked at her in surprise.
Specific Tom gaped at her in surprise.

General A girt Is peeling potatoes.
Specific A chubby, five-year-old ginl is peeling potatoes.

General That boy Is a student.
Specific That tall, lanky boy is a student.

Notice how the picture becomes more vivid as we move to greater levels

of specificity.

Gereral He was a typical 17-year-old young man with a typi-
cal teen-ager’ s enthusiasm for life.

SpecHfic  John Smith played tennis and cricket and enjoyed
any sport on TV. Tal and lanky with an ever-
present grin, he had a wonderful sense of humor
and was gaining an appreciation of girls. He loved
fiddling with computers and often fixed problems
with our town-planning consuitancy’s computer sys-
tem.

General  Switches can control many different things.

Specific Small switches control lamps and radio sets because
these do not take a large current. l.arger switches
control electric fires. Other switches can control
electric motors.



Specific words make readers see, hear, or feel what an author de-
scribes, and the details going along with the specific words make the writing
vivid and effective.

However, general and specific are relative terms. The words building
and gun are more general than the words apartment and rifle,, respectively,
but more specific than structure and weapon . ‘

In some cases, you may also wish to generalize for the sake of diploma-
cy. Instead of writing exact names such as Tom, Rose and John quarrelled
with each other, you might prefer to generalize: Some students quarrelled.
The second version makes the point without accusing anyone in particular.

General words are also needed in classification and definition. We
could not classify a horse without mentioning animal or define a lake with-
out using the general word water . Sometimes, even in narration and descrip-
tion, general words are as suitable as specific words.

For example: After taking an exam, Mary felt exhausted, and therefore
she got on the bus which would take her home.

Whether the bus raced or moved slowly is irrelevant to the main point
of our story. The general word take here is all that is required, since our fo-
cus is not on the motion.

B. Concrete and abstract words

Concrete words name or describe the things that we can perceive with
one or more of our five senses. A thing is concrete if we can feel it, hear it,
taste it, smell it, or see it. If it’ s abstract, we can’t do any of these
things. Glass is a concrete term, as are chocolate, wood, sugar, coal,
radio, and Dallas. On the other hand, happiness, enthusiasm, informa-
tion , authority and beauty are abstract terms. Abstract words name quali-
ties, concepts, or feelings whose exact meaning has to be nailed down by
concrete words.

Concrete words create precise, vivid, mental images and therefore help
convey a clear message. The images that abstract words evoke differ from
person to person. Look at the following examples:

Abstract: There is a beautiful view here.
GConcrete: There are snow-capped mountains, a wilderness of
- 3 -



