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Chapter 1

EDA General Introduction to English Writing@®

Why do we write? What does writing do? What is good writing like? How can we

write well? These questions will be answered in the following.

Why We Write

As to why we write, opinions vary from scholar to scholar. For instance, John Gals-
worthy(1867-1933), an English novelist and playwright, and the Nobel laureate in Litera-
ture in 1932, once said, “As a man lives and thinks, so will he write. ” George Orwell
lists in his book @ Why I Write@® (1946) “four great motives for writing”: sheer egoism—
a desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own
back on grown-ups in childhood, etc.; aesthetic enthusiasm—the desire to make one’s
writing look and sound good, having “pleasure in the impact of one sound on another, in
the firmness of good prose or the rhythm of a good story”; historical impulse—the desire
to see things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity;

for a political purpose—a desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other



Chapter 1

people’s idea of the kind of society that they should strive after. In his opinion, the four
motives exist in every writer, but in different proportions, which vary from time to time.

But we are inclined to accept the opinions of Elaine P. Maimon and Janice H. Peritz
(2003)about why we write:

First, writing aids memory. From shopping lists to class notes to ideas for later de-
velopment, writing things down helps us get things done. We just write down our ideas—
in any form or order—so that we won’t forget them. Once our preliminary ideas are down
on paper, we can shape what is there and cross out what we don’t want.

Second, writing sharpens observation. When we record what we see, hear, taste,
smell, and feel, we increase the powers of our senses.

Third, writing clarifies thought. Writing and then carefully reading our own early
drafts helps us pinpoint what we really want to say. It is often the case that the last para-
graph of a first draft becomes the first paragraph of the next draft.

Fourth, writing uncovers connections. Suppose we are reading a novel or a poem. If
we write down our responses(answers) to particular questions about a character, or an im-
age, we will not only learn more about the novel or poem, but also more about ourselves.

What's more, writing strengthens argument. Suppose we are trying to persuade oth-
ers of something we believe. If we write down questions that those who disagree with us
might ask and then answer these questions, we are more likely to achieve our purpose.

In a word, by writing, one is able to store his or her thoughts, so to speak; to be
read and to be had once again, in the future, by the author or another. When an author’s
thoughts are “uncanned” through reading. they will only be truly duplicated in the
reader’s mind, if, in the first place, the author had properly expressed his thoughts in his

writings.

What Writing Does

Writing is a way of communicating a message in language intelligible to a seemingly
absent audience for a purpose.

In reality, every piece of writing has a purpose, even if it is to express the writer’s e-
motions as he or she writes a private diary entry. But most teachers of composition agree
that the purposes of writing for others can be reduced to the following three:

® the aesthetic aim—to entertain or please the reader by making the subject enjoy-

able;
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® the informative aim—to inform or instruct the reader by conveying or explaining
the meaning of certain information;

® the persuasive aim—to persuade the reader by convincing him or her to follow a
certain course of action.

But of the three main purposes, the last two are the most prominent and practical in

our academic life.

P  Writing to inform a reader

Informative writing seeks to give information and, frequently to explain it. Inform-
ative writing, including reports of observations, ideas, scientific data, facts, statistics,
etc. , focuses on the subject being discussed. It can be found in textbooks, encyclopedias,
technical and business reports, books of nonfiction, newspapers, and magazines.

When we write a piece of informative writing, we are expected to offer that informa-
tion with a minimum of bias, and to present the information completely and clearly. The
material has to be accurate and should be verifiable by additional reading, talking with
others, or personal experience.

The following passage is a piece of successful informative writing because it informs
the general reading public who might be interested in the subject about young elephants

learning to avoid humans.

In 1914 in what is now Addo Park in South Africa, a hunter by the name of Pretorius was asked
to exterminate a herd of 140 elephants. He killed all but 20, and those survivors became so cunning at
evading him that he was forced to abandon the hunt. The area became a preserve in 1930, and the ele-
phants have been protected ever since. Nevertheless, elephants now four generations removed from
those Pretorius hunted remain shy and strangely nocturnal. Young elephants evidently learn from the

adults’ trumpeting alarm calls to avoid humans.

—Carol Grant Gould, “Out of the Mouths of Beasts”

Writing to persuade a reader

Persuasive writing seeks to convince the reader about a matter of opinion. This writ-
ing is sometimes called argumentative because it argues a position.

Different from informative writing, persuasive writing focuses on the reader and seeks
to change the reader’s mind, or to bring the reader’s point of view closer to the writer’s.

Examples of persuasive writing include editorials, letters to the editor, reviews, business
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or research proposals, opinion-essays in magazines, and books that argue a point of view.

To be persuasive, we must offer convincing support for our point of view, and our
reasoning must be logical and sensible and clearly arranged.

The passage below is a piece of successful persuasive writing because it persuades the
reader, a person who thinks that math ability or disability has biological basis, that math
ability or disability is not related to gender. The first sentence summarizes the point of
view to be argued for in the rest of the paragraph. To convince the reader to agree with the

point of view, the writer offers a sufficient number of logical reasons.

The search for some biological basis for math ability or disability is fraught with logical and ex-
perimental difficulties. Since not all math under-achievers are women. and not all women are mathe-
matics-avoidant, poor performance in math is unlikely to be due to some genetic or hormonal differ-
ence between the sexes. Moreover, no amount of research so far has unearthed a “mathematical com-
petency” in some tangible, measurable substance in the body. Since “masculinity” cannot be injected
into women to test whether or not it improves their mathematics, the theories that attribute such abil-
ity to genes or hormones must depend for their proof on circumstantial evidence. So long as about 7
percent of the Ph. D’s in mathematics are earned by women, we have to conclude either that these
women have genes, hormones, and brain organization different from those of the rest of us, or that

certain positive experiences in their lives have largely undone the negative fact that they are female, or

both.
—Sheila Tobias, @ Overcoming Math Anxiety®

What Good Writing Is Like

It is difficult, if not downright impossible, to provide a checklist for good writing.
However, we tend to think of writing in terms of four main areas: content, organization,
style, and mechanics. Although breaking writing down into components like this is some-
what arbitrary and subjective, it can be helpful for identifying areas of strength or weak-
ness. When editing our own writing and when evaluating our peers’, we had better keep
these categories in mind and try to focus our comments on improvements in specific areas.

Content is, quite simply, what we have to say: the clarity and interest of our central
idea, the strength and appropriateness of our support, the depth of our insights into the
topic. The best writing contains an exciting and clearly stated central idea(thesis) with de-
tailed and convincing support. It provides fresh insights or is inventive in its approach.

Organization is the construction of our paper at the paragraph and overall level, inclu-
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ding elements such as paragraph unity and development, logical progression of ideas, and
the effectiveness of the introduction and conclusion. Good organization will give the reader
the sense of being taken on a journey starting with an engaging title and introduction,
moving through a clear argument toward convincing and memorable conclusion. Weaker
organization will leave the reader less sure where the essay is headed either at the local lev-
el(because of poorly developed paragraphs) or the global level (because of confusing pro-
gression, ineffective transitions, or weak introduction/conclusion).

Style comprises issues of sentence structure and variety, tone, and word choice. Sty-
listic preferences are often individual and subjective, but successful styles share certain
characteristics. Clarity of both syntax and diction is essential, especially in academic writ-
ing. Generally, good writing employs varied sentence structures and vocabulary to main-
tain interest(but don’t sacrifice clarity for variety). Maintaining a consistent and appropri-
ate tone for the purposes of the essay is also important,

Mechanics includes grammar and punctuation, spelling, and correct application of ap-
propriate conventions(such as documentation). Although command of mechanics does not
in itself make for good writing., such command is essential if we want our writing to be

taken seriously.

How We Write Well

"Ml Getting familiar with the writing process

Experience tells us that the process of writing usually involves several stages.
Though most of us do not have a clear idea of the particular process by which our writing
is created, we all follow certain patterns without reflecting on them.

Generally speaking, the steps we take are likely to include what takes place before we
begin to write, what goes on while we are writing and what happens once we have got to
the end. We call these stages prewriting, writing and rewriting, or planning, drafting and
revising. In each stage we have different things to do: In the prewriting stage, we need to
have a clear idea of our purpose and of the reader we are writing for, choose a theme,
think about what to write and how to write, make an outline, consider language and for-

mat to be used, and find an excellent beginning to attract the reader; in the writing stage,
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we organize and write down the ideas in our mind; in the rewriting stage we polish our
writing—checking for spelling and grammatical mistakes, adopting the reader’s point of
view and looking critically at what has been written, reviewing the writing at a number of
levels and paying attention to the variation of sentences employed.

Although each stage has its main focus, none is completely free of elements of the
other two. Besides, writers in practice do not simply move smoothly from one stage to the
next. Instead, they move backwards and forwards, planning, drafting and revising at each
stage.

(For more information about the writing process, see “Essay Writing Process” on

page 136.)

Following the English thought pattern

Communication is the goal of writing. We write to inform, entertain, or persuade
others. What we care much in the first place is how to make the readers understand us.
But how to express ourselves effectively can be different from person to person, and from
nation to nation. We must realize that the words in one language do not fit together in the
same way as the words of another language do. More importantly, the ideas offered by
words do not fit together in the same way from language to language. These differences
exist because each nation has its special way of thinking. And how a person thinks largely
determines how he speaks or writes. So to write well in English, we should follow the
English thought pattern.

To cultivate our English thought pattern, we non-English speakers should first un-
derstand how the English-speaking people usually arrange their ideas.

The following diagram put forward by Robert B. Kaplan can well illustrate the differ-
ences between the English thought pattern and some other national thought patterns in

paragraph development.

English Oriental Romance Russian

i l
// AN
-
N
[E A -
-
/’ /’
- //
-~ -
= -
- £l
- > l

From the diagram, we can see clearly that we Chinese have a circling pattern. We
would like to beat about the bush when we speak or write, worrying that a direct true-to-
fact speech might make others feel unhappy or cause trouble. We would turn and turn

from unrelated material to ideas of minor importance and at last make the point.



