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Diction

UNIT OBJECTIVES

At the end of the unit you will

1. be familiar with a basic knowledge of diction in English writing;

2. be able to classify the levels of English words from a stylistic point of view;

3. be familiar with the meaning of a word from two aspects: denotative and
connotative; and

4. be able to distinguish general words from specific words.

Writing is a way to reach out to the world. When you write, you write to explore
your ideas and feelings through words. A good choice of words can best allow you to
communicate your thoughts to the readers. The difficulty in word choice is caused partially
by the vast number of available English words, but even a large vocabulary stock can not
guarantee your proper use of words in the writing. What you should do is to learn to use
words that are most useful and most often used in communication.

To communicate your ideas precisely and effectively, you should choose the right
words that are exact, fresh, vivid, and appropriate. A good choice of word is always made
with reference to a particular sentence. A word that is perfectly appropriate to be used in a
certain place may not be exact or appropriate in another place. It is the situation or context
that helps to show a reader what you intend to express. To understand this distinction, you
should study the basic knowledge of diction.



Directions

Work in pairs to match words or phrases which express the same ideas in the following
sentences, and then answer the questions that follow.

la. The relationship between television and cinema grew increasingly symbiotic in the

1980s as television companies invested heavily in feature film making.

1b. TV and the movies got more and more dependent on each other in the 1980s as TV

companies put a lot of money into making movies.

2a. The relative disadvantage of women with regard to their earnings and levels of asset
ownership indicates that within classes there is extensive economic inequity based on
gender.

2b. Women earn less than men and own less than men. Why is this so?

Questions:
1. Can you sense a shift in the underlined words in the above sentences? What is the shift?
2. How do the words that writers choose to express their ideas affect the text?

Sentences 1a and 1b, Sentences 2a and 2b say the same thing respectively but differ
widely in the degree of formality. One of the reasons for the difference in formality
between the sentences is the “words” the writer has chosen to express his point of view.
The wording of the informal text is much more colloquial and conversational while the
formal text creates a more academic tone by using a formal and specialized language.
Informal language can make your academic content sound anecdotal and impressionistic.
Therefore, formal language is often used in research, analysis and critical thinking,

Considering the stylistic difference, English words may be divided into four types:
formal words, standard words, colloquial words and slang.

Formal words are also called learned words, advanced words or literary words.
These words are more widely used by educated rather than by uneducated people, and
are more likely to be used on formal occasions instead of informal occasions. They
are, for the most part, used in written language and generally confined to the realm of
serious textbooks, academic or technical works, and most essays written at university
settings. For example, you would use formal words when you write a letter of application
for a job.

Formal words tend to be impersonal and precise, and more specialized and complex
than those employed in everyday speech.



Directions
Sample reading

The inequity in the distribution of wealth in Australia is yet another indicator of
Australia’s lack of egalitarianism. In 1995, 20% of the Australian population owned
72.2% of Australia’s wealth with the top 50% owning 92.1%. Such a significant skew
in the distribution of wealth indicates that, at least in terms of economics, there is an
established class system in Australia. McGregor (1988) argues that Australian society
can be categorized into three levels: the Upper, Middle and Working classes.

Work in pairs and discuss the following questions.

1. What is your general impression of the sample paragraph, formal or informal? Why?

2. What are the formal words in the sample paragraph? What effects do they have on
writing?

3. What do you think of the other words?

The sentences in this paragraph are all long and carefully constructed. They contain
several formal words, and specific sociological and social science terminology. One must,
however, beware of excess. Formal writing can easily become incomprehensible because it
is too convoluted or wordy.

Most of the words in the sample paragraph, however, are standard words which are
commonly used every day and in all kinds of writing. They are familiar to the widest group
of educated speakers and writers.

Directions

Work in pairs and fill in the blanks the standard word counterparts of the words listed.
awfully mad over with

kind of sure get it

movie math exam

The standard word counterparts of the words listed above are: awfully — very, mad
— enthusiastic, over with — finished, kind of — slightly, sure — certainly, get it —
understand, movie — cinema, math — mathematics, exam — examination.

Colloquial or informal words include words and expressions that are used in everyday
spoken language and other informal situations. They are the kinds of words that people,
educated or uneducated alike, use when they are talking together informally. Those words
are considered to be characteristic of or only appropriate for casual, ordinary, familiar,
or informal conversation rather than formal speech or writing. For example, many good
writers use colloquial words for humor or for an informal and relaxed tone.

Slang are highly informal words and expressions that are not considered standard in



the speaker’s language. They are more often met in speech than in writing, though writers
of fiction often use slang expreséions to mould or establish a character. To split is the slang
counterpart of the more standard word to leave. Slang words may be vivid, cheerful, and
interesting. However, they may, when used inappropriately, make the writer or speaker
sound offensive or funny. For example,

On hearing that his grandmother had kicked the bucket, we wrote him a letter to express
our deep sympathies.

The sentence does not sound sympathetic because the slang expression kick the bucket
might lower the dignity of formal or serious speech or writing. As slang often does not
last long enough to have a clear and established meaning, it is not encouraged in college
writing.

Directions

Read the following sentences and work in pairs to distinguish the italicized parts.
1. There are over 2,000 vagrants in the city.

2. There are over 2,000 people with no fixed address in the city.

3. There are over 2,000 homeless in the city.

All three of these expressions refer to exactly the same people, but they will invoke
different associations in the reader’s mind: A vagrant is a public nuisance while a homeless
person is a worthy object of pity and charity. Presumably, someone writing an editorial in
support of a new shelter would use the positive form, while someone writing an editorial
in support of anti-loitering laws would use the negative form.

The difference of the above words indicates the two aspects of the meaning of a word:
denotative and connotative. Denotation refers to the “literal,” “obvious” or “commonsense”
meaning of a word, the “dictionary definition” Words with similar denotations, however,
may differ in connotation which refers to the associations or the emotional suggestions
related to that word. The words maxim, epigram, proverb, saw, saying, and motto, for
instance, all have roughly the same denotation. Because of their different connotations,
however, proverb would be the appropriate word to use in reference to a saying from the
Bible; saw in reference to the kind of wisdom handed down anonymously; epigram in
reference to a witty statement.

Connotative associations or suggestions may be good or bad, and thus a word may
have a positive connotation or a negative connotation. Denotations are generally neutral,
whereas connotations may reflect feelings, attitudes and emotional overtones, and vary
widely. Understanding the difference between denotation and connotation is important to
understand definitions and how concepts are used.



For example, famous meaning “well-known” or “widely recognized” has a positive
connotation, whereas notorious and infamous which have the same denotation as famous
have quite negative connotation of “being known widely and usually unfavorably” Here,
the word choice is not between denotations and connotations but between favorable and
unfavorable connotations: famous conveys an approving attitude while notorious and
infamous stand on the opposite side.

AND SPECIFIC WORDS

Directions

The following are general words. Work in pairs to give as many specific words as possible
to each of them.

a good man:

clothing:

kitchen utensil:

flower:

It is easy to recognize the difference between general and specific words by looking
at the exercise above. The general words name classes or groups; specific words name
individual objects, or qualities that compose the group. Specific words are more concrete
and informative than the general ones, and make the reader see, hear, or feel what the
writer wishes to express.

Effective writing requires both general and specific words, but broadly speaking,
specific words make a piece of writing more exact, vivid, colorful, and impressive to the
reader. Study the following samples:

General John has a good sense of humor.

Specific John loves to tell funny stories about his childhood and to play practical jokes
on his friends.

General The math test was easy.

Specific The math test had only fifteen true-false questions, and all of the answers
came from the first five pages of the book.

General In spring, the weather in Beijing can be very nasty.

Specific In spring, the wind may blow all day long. The air is then filled with fine dust
which sometimes shuts out the sun. There is no escape from the fine dust. It
gets into your eyes, your ears, your nostrils, and your hair, and penetrates
through closed windows.



