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Chapter 1 Effective Word Choice

When a person has a poor ear for music he will flat and sharp right
along without knowing it. He keeps near the tune, but it is not the
tune. When a person has a poor ear for words, the result is a literary
flatting and sharping; you perceive what he is intending to say, but
you also perceive that he doesn’t say it.

—Mark Twain

The difference between the almost right word and the right word
is really a large matter—"’tis the difference between the lightning-bug
and the lightning.

—Ibid

Words should be only the clothes, carefully custom-made to fit the
thought.

—Jules Renard

The more general the terms are, the picture is the fainter; the
more special they are, the brighter.

—George Campbell

Proper words in proper places make a true definition of style.

~—Jonathan Swift

We should endeavour to use words that correspond as closely as
possible with we feel, see, think, imagine, experience and reason.

~—~Goethe



Using words correctly is one thing; using words effectively is
quite another. Every time you write or speak you choose from thou-
sands and thousands of words that make up the English language. Be-
cause you have such a large potential vocabulary, it is possible for you
to express a great many shades of meaning—to be precise in communi-
cating what you mean. But along with this advantage, there is the
problem of finding the appropriate word to use in every situation. If
you are to succeed in expressing your thoughts and emotions effective-
ly, you must first become a competent user of words.

In the spoken medium, diction (or choice of words) is often im-
precise. But fortunately, in many conversational situations, our diction
does not have to be sharply precise in order to communicate adequate-
ly. We can clarify or emphasize our meaning with the help of facial ex-
pression, bodily gesture, tone of voice, and the like.

In the written medium, however, we do have the leisure to search
for a precise word, and we are not available to the reader who may
want or need more specific information-than our words supply. Gener-
ally speaking, the written medium requires that words we choose be as
exact, as specific, as unequivocal as we can make them. Consulting a
thesaurus or a dictionary that discriminates the meanings of synonyms
will frequently yield the word that conveys our intended meaning pre-
cisely. So in the course of writing, we should weigh well our words

because the study of diction is an essential part of a writing course.
1 .Specificity

To gain exactness and clarity in your writing, try to use specific
rather than general words. The words you choose should enable your

reader to create a clear image of what you are discussing, Examine

each of the following sentences:
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1.A car was parked in the street.

2.Some children stood anxiously at the counter.

3.Our friends have a place at the shore.

4.The table was cluttered with his things.

5.A man was standing at the corner.

6.She bore a great burden.

Do you get‘ a clear mental picture from each sentence? Do the
words give you the details you need? The weakness in these sentences
is that general rather than specific words have been used. See if you
can create clearer images from these sentences:

1. A shiny red Mercury convertible was parked against the curb
near a hydrant. :

2.Four little urchins in ragged blue jeans stood with their smudgy
faces pressed against the candy counter.

3.The Rothblums have a two-bedroom bungalow a block from the
ocean in Brandt Beach, New Jersey.

4.Jeff’s notebook, books, and baseball glove cluttered the dining-
room table.

5.A tall, lanky farmer in faded overalls and a battered straw hat
was leaning against the mailbox on the corner of Main Street and First

Avenue.

6. After her mother died, Sylvia helped raise her younger brothers
and cared for her ill father.

Notice: Abstract and general words enable us to express ideas.
Specific words enable us to refer to definite entities—definite people,
things, actions, or whatever. Obviously both kinds of language are in-
dispensable, and the accomplished writer can take advantage of both—
can move back and forth between the language of ideas and the lan-

guage of hard realities. Inexperienced writers, however, tend to rely

3



so heavily on abstract, general words that prose becomes vague and im-
precise. Such people need doses of specificity.

Besides nouns, other parts of speech can also be regarded as lean-
ing towards either the specific or the abstract and general. The adjec-
tive brightly-colored is not as specific as red or scarlet. The adverb
slowly is not as specific as four miles an hour, and the verb run is
not as specific as any of these synonyms: sprint, dash, gallop, bolt,
race, dart, trot, scurry, scamper, lope. And walk suggests an

even greater variety of more specific synonyms:

amble trudge drag tiptoe
saunter clump slouch prance
stroll tramp totter trot
waddle shuffle swag

mince stride hobble

toddle loiter lurch

stagger strut limp

stumble swagger plod

Exercise 1

1. Using more specific, concrete words or expressions to rephrase
the following sentences in order to make them more interesting.

@D I thrust my tool into the hard frozen earth, turned up a lump
of soil, and placed it into the basket.

@ My relative gave me two gifts.

@ A period of unfavorable weather was set.

@ She showed satisfaction as she took possession of her well-

earned reward.
® She uses simplicity in her style of writing.
® A clown’s part in Othello is very small.
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