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PREFACE

To the instructor

Composition texts tend to fall into two categories, which might be
calied the Big Book and the Little Book. The Big Book impersonaily
sets forth the tules of “good Enghish” and persuasive writing, and it
usually includes information about such various matters as linguistics,
logic, etymology, poetics, business letters, and the art of passing an
exam. The [ittle Book speaks intimately to the student as a person
who needs some assistance in composing essays. Necessarily, how-
ever, its advice is fragmentary; a reader can’t turn to the index with
any expectation of finding a reference to the specific probiem thai’s
troubling him.

The Random House Handbook attempts to combine the virtues
of both texts without sharing their drawbacks. Like the Little Book,
it is a personal statement from one essayist to others; its emphasis
falls, not on unbending laws of correctness, but on a writer’s options
and on the difference between mechanical and lively prose. Yet it is
also a reference work, dealing in great detail with the questions that
atiect young writers as writers. Instead of touching on every subject
connected with “English,” 1 have tried to give students an extensive
guide to current opinion about diction, syntax, punctuation, and
idiomatic expressions.

The Handbook deals with standard English, not as the best of all
dialects, but simply as the one that most educated people expect to
find when they read an essay. My attitude is pragmatic: I want
students to use the language creatively without alienating their read-
ers. Much of my advice, especially in the 795-entry Index of Usage,
rests not only on personal taste but on a comparative study of recent
authorities. The book to which I ar most indebted is Roy H. Cop-
perud's American Usage: The Consensus, a work which recognizes
that normal contemporary practice should overrule scholars’ whims.

The order of my chapters is intended to minimize the mere avoid-
ance of errors while highlighting a writer’s opportunities and respon-
sibilities. In fact, however, the chapters can be assigned in any
sequence that fits an instructor’s plans. Since some teachers leave
their students free to use a handbook on their own, I have explained
some of the book’s uses below. Further information about the indi-
vidual chapters, along with a key to the Exercises, can be found in a
manual which is available gratis to instructors.

To the student

This is a book [or would-be essayists, most of whom find themselves
members of an unloved course known as Freshman English. The
inside word about Freshman English is that it’s entirely concerned
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with error-hunting, that it penalizes originality, and that the key to
success in it is to humor the instructor in his pet peeves. Although
these rumors are generally false, they die hard, for they comfortably
lay the blame for bad prose on the reader instead of the writer. The
trouble is that they also help to bring about such prose. Believing
that “English” demands a hypocritical kind of essay, some students
never allow themselves to meet the real challenge of being a writer.

We all know what a writer is: it is someone who uses written
words to reach out toward other people, trying to communicate part
of his experience and also perhaps to win agreement to some idea that
matters to him. The fact that he happens to be enrolled in a course
may affect his task in numerous ways, but if this fact becomes the
main consideration, he ceases to be a writer and is merely a survivor
or a casualty of Freshman English. In order to help prevent such a
result, I call attention to the essayist’s freedom to be himself. To a
large extent this is a book about a writer’s necessary struggle to find
his own voice by resisting clichés, half-truths, and prefabricated
patterns of organization.

Yet a writer may also have to observe certain norms in order to
gain a hearing for his ideas. Even though some of “the rules” shift
from one decade to the next, at any given point they are taken seri-

ously by nearly all educated readers. I have tried, not to dictate a
* purist attitude toward language, but to indicate the phrases and con-
structions that would be likely to cause trouble for you. You may
have good stylistic reasons for writing colloguially, but at least you
ought to know when you're doing so.

Because a student is asked almost overnight to become an essay-
ist, my book starts by considering what essays are, how they are
organized, and what the essayist’s relation to his reader ought to be.
Someone who has at Jeast a rough competence in forming gram-
matical sentences can profitably read the first six chapters in order.
Other readers may want to begin with later chapters that treat usage
and mechanics. Those who aren’t sure of the meaning of grammatical
terms should turn directly to Chapter Seven, and then go to the
chapters covering the problems they want to work on first.

For advice and encouragement I am grateful to Elizabeth Crews,
James B. Smith, Richard Ohmann, George McMichael, Richard Larson,
and, above all, June Smith of Random House, who has edited my book
with enthusiasm, self-sacrifice, and extraordinary keenness of judg-
ment,

Frederick Crews
October 1973



CONTENTS

1
1 THE ESSAY 2
You and Your Reader 2
What an Essay Does 4
How an Essay Sounds 5
Modes of the Essay 9
EXERCISES 16
2 COMPOSING 20
Choosing a Topic and a Thesis 21
+ Subject Area 21
+ Topic 21
+ Thesis 22
* Finding a Thesis 22
Notes 24
* Making Use of Notes 24
+ Notes Are Only a Tool 26
+ Form of Notes 26
Organizing and Outlining 26
+ Avoiding the Obvious 26
+ Use and Abuse of Qutlines
+ Scratch Outline 28
+ Full Outline 28
The First Draft 30
Revision 31
- Resistance to Revision 31
- Revising for Clarity 32
+ Revising for Tone 33
A Writer’s Checklist 33
The Final Copy 34
EXERCISES 36
3 BEING REASONABLE 38
Put Your Evidence Where It Counts 40
Be Skeptical About Facts and Figures 42
Don’t Allude to Further Proofs That Aren’t Forthcoming 43



xii  CONTENTS

Quote and Swinmarize Succinctly and Accurately 43
Anticipate Objections 45
Don't Slip from May to Is 46
Observe the Difference Between Analogies and Proofs 46
Don’t Sneer ) 47
Don’t Emphasize Your Candor 47
Avoid Insincere Praise 48
Don’t Lose Control of Your Feelings 48
Watch Qui for Absolute Generalizations 49
Beware of Catch-all Explanations 51
Don’t Evade the Question 52
Avoid Prejudgments 53
EXERCISES 57
59
4 WORDS 60
Make Use of Your Dictionary 60
Suit Your Words to the Occasion—and to Yourself 63
Avoid Euphemisms 64
Avoid Clichés 66
Avoid Jargon 68
Don'’t Strain the Function of Words 70
Avoid Circumlocutions 70
Avoid Vague and Insincere Intensifiers 72
Avoid Unnecessary Negatives 73
Beware of Unrelieved Abstraction 73
Don’t Use Logical Terms Unless You Mean Them 75
Make Your Metaphors Vivid and Appropriate 75
EXERCISES 80
5 SENTENCES T T e
Meaningful Statement 85
* Avoid Irrelevancy 85
* Make Real Assertions 85
- Don’t Hide Behind the Passive Voice 86

+ Avoid Vague Predication 87



6 PARAGRAPHS

CONTENTS  «xiil

Subordination 88
* Subordinate to Aveid Mcnotony 88
+ Subordinate to Show Which 1s the Main Statement 89
- Subordinate to Break Up Lengthy Compound Sentences 90
+ Choose an Appropriate Means of Subordination o1

* Place Subordinate Elements Where They Will Convey Your
Exact Meaning 92
+ Avoid Competing Subordination 94
Coordination 94
+ Coordinate t¢. Show That Ideas Belong, Together 94
* Repeat Words, Phrases, and Construction for Emphasis 9
+ Make Your Series Consistent and Climactic 97
Conciseness 98
Variety 99
+ Break the Monopoly of Declarative Sentences 99
* Vary the Order and Complexity of Sentence Elements 100
Consistency 102
Sound 105
* Avoid Distracting Repetitions of Sound 105
* Listen for Sentence Rhythm 105
EXERCISES 107

112
Unity and Emphasis 113
* Pursue One Main Idea 113
* Place the Main IdeajEmphatically 116
Advancing the Argument 117

+ Wirite in Paragraph Blocks 117
+ Don’t Waste Full Paragraphs on Transitions 119

Continuity 120
- Link Your Sentences Within Each Paragraph 120
* Link One Paragraph to the Next 122

Variety 123
* Vary the Length of Your Paragraphs 123
* Vary Your Sentence Structure 124
+ Move Between Generality and Detail 124

Beginnings and Endings 126
+ Make Your First Paragraph Count 126

* End with a Strong Paragraph 131
EXERCISES 133



xiv  CONTENTS

137

7 A REVIEW OF GRAMMAR 138

Parts of Speech 138
* Nouns 139
* Verbs 140
* Pronouns 151
* Adjectives 155
+ Adverbs 155
* Prepositions 156
+ Conjunctions 157
* Interjections 158
* Articles 158
Primary Sentence Elements 159
- Subject 159
* Verb 161
* Direct Object 161
* Indirect Object 162
+ Complement 162
Secondary Sentence Elements 162
* Appositives 163
* Infinitives and Infinitive Phrases 163
* Participles and Participial Phrases 163
* Gerunds and Gerund Phrases 164
* Absolute Phrases 164
* Subordinate Clauses 164
Types of Sentences 166
* Purpose 166
- Structure 166
EXERCISES 168

"8 PROBLEMS OF USAGE 172
From Speaking to Writing 172
Agreement of Subject and Verb 175

* Collective Nouns 176
* Quantities 177

* Troublesome Terms 178
* Compound Subject 180
- Intervening Terms 182

* Predicate Nouns 182
* Inverted Syntax 182



CONTENTS  xv

* Subjects Consisting of Phrases or Clauses 183
- Titles 183
* Organizations 183
Pronoun Forms 183
* Choice of Pronoun 184
* Formation of Possessives 185
+ Choice of Case 186
Pronoun Reference 190

+ Identification of the Antecedent 190
+ Agreement with the Antecedent 192
Modifiers 194
* Wrong Choice of Modifier 104
 Misrelated Modifiers 194
* Dangling Modifier 196
Possessives 197
 Double Possessives 198
* Subjects of Gerunds and Gerund Phrases 198
Verb Tenses 199
* Past Tense Related to Prior Action 199
+ Conditions and Consequences 200
* Narrative Present 200
* Tenses in Discussion of Literature 201
¢ Unnecessary Duplication of Future 201
* Participles and Infinitives in Relation to Tenses 201
Passive Voice 202
Negatives 202
* Double Negatives 203
* Ambiguous Scope 203
Parallelism 205
Comparisons 207
Missing Terms 207
* Comparison of Absolutes 208
* Comparative versus Superlative 208
Fewer versus Less 208
Suspended Comparisons 209
Comparing the Incomparable 209
Like versus As 209

.

* Compared to versus Compared with 211

* Other 211

* More . .. Rather Than; Prefer(able) . .. Than 211
EXERCISES 212

9 AN INDEX OF USAGE 216




xvi CONTENTS

10 PUNCTUATION ) T 268

Period 270
* End of Sentence 270
* Indirect Questions 270
* Abbreviations 270
Comma 270
* Joining Independent Clauses 271
* Geries of Words, Phrases, or Clauses 271
* Adverbial Clauses and Modifying Phrases 273
* Parenthetical F'ements 273
* Separaticn of Main Sentence Elements 277
* Separation of Compound Elements 278
* Comparisons and Statements of Preference 279
* Quotations 279
« Conventional Uses 279
+ Avoidance of Ambiguity 280
Question Mark 281
* Direct Questions 281
+ Indirect Questions 281
+ Conventional Questions 281
* Indicaticns of Doubt 281
* Questions Within Questions 282
Exclamation Point 282
Semicolon 282
* 7o Join Independent Statements 282
* In Series 283
Colon 283
* To Introduce a Statement or Figure 283
* To Introduce a Quotation 284
Dash 285
Parentheses 286
Brackets 287
Ellipses 288
* Material Omitted from Quotations 288
* Dialogue 289
* Weak Use of Ellipses 289
Apostrophe 290
Hyphen 29Q
Quotation Marks 291
* Dialogue 201
* Quoted M iterial 291
+ Certain Titles 292



CONTENTS  xvii

- Detinitions and Translations 292

* Special Emphasis 202

» Quotation Marks Combined with Other Punctuation 203
EXERCISES 295

11 SPELLING R 300

Some Rules of Spelling 301
* Single versus Double Letters 301
+ Change of Final -e, -ie, and -y 303
- -¢ versus -ck 304
* -ie versus -el 304
Formation of Possessives 305
* Singular Nouns 305
+ Plural Nouns 305
¢ Plural Possessives of Time 306
» Compound Possessives 306
« Possessives in Titles 306
* Possessives of Pronouns 306
+ Awkward Possessives 307
Formation of Plurals 307
* Regular and Irregular Plurals 307
+ Nouns Ending in a2 Vowel plus -y 307
+ Nouns Ending in -0 308
+ Compound Nouns 308
* Nouns Ending in ~ful 308
* Nouns with Foreign Plural Forms 308
* Letters and Figures 309
* Words Considered as Words 309
Hyphenation 309
* Word Division at the End of a Line 309
- Prefixes 310
* Compound Nouns 311
* Compound Modifiers 312
+ Compound Numbers 313
+ Connection of Numbers 313
Commonly Misspelled Words 314
EXERCISES 322

12 OTHER CONVENTIONS 326

Capitals 326
Ttalics 331



xviii CONTENTS

Abbreviations
Numbers
EXERCISES 338

333
336

341

13 USING THE LIBRARY

342

Getting Acquainted
Library Resources

» The Card Catalog 344

+ Indexes 346

« Booksellers’ Bibliographies 348
Guides to Reference Works 148
» General Encyclopedias 349

+ Special Encyclopedias, Reference Works, Handbooks, and

General Histories 349
- Almanacs, Yearbooks, and Compilations of Facts
. Atlases and Gazetteers 353
- Dictionaries 353
- Biography 354
« Quotations 354
Taking Notes from Reading
EXERCISES 357

353

14 DOCUMENTATION

342
343

354

. 360

Acknowledging Your Sources

+ Why Document? 360

« Plagiarism 361

« What to Acknowledge 361

+ How to Document 362

+ Substantive Notes 362
Footnote Form

+ Placement and Numbering 363

+ Sample First Notes 365

+ Parenthetical References and Subsequent Footnotes
Bibliographies

EXERCISES 372

360

363

371

15 A SAMPLE PAPER

376

INDEX 395






YOU AND YOUR READER

If you're like most students entering a composition course, you
arrive with a mixture of hope and apprehension. The hope is that
the course will help you to put your thoughts into written words
with greater precision and effect. The apprehension is that nothing
of the sort will happen and that you'll have to go through a painful,
humiliating ordeal. Essays, you know, will be required of you on
short notice. Will you be able to write them at all? Looking ahead,
perhaps you experience a feeling that assails every writer from
time to time—the suspicion that words may fail you. (And if words
fail you, the teacher will fail you, too.)

It may seem odd at first that “‘putting your thoughts into words”
should be so challenging. Since childhood, after all, you've been
speaking intelligible English. When you converse about things that
matter to you, the right words often come to your lips without fore-
thought. Again, in writing letters to friends you scribble away with

2



THE ESSAY 3

confidence that you'll be understood. But in writing essays you find
vourself at a disadvantage. You know that your prose 1s expected to
make contact with a readers {eelings and carry him along with a
developing idea of your owri, but you don’t have a clear idea of who
this reader is. Instead of exchanging views with someone who can
see your face, interpret your gestures, and tell you when a certain
point needs explanation or support, you have to assume a non-
existent relationship and keep on writing. It's almost like com-
posing love letters “to whom it may concern” and mailing them off
to ““Occupant” or “Boxholder.”

This is the normal situation of every essay-writer, but it is tem-
porarily altered in a composition course. There you do get to know
your reader, the instructor, in a certain limited way, and you can
gradually develop some ease as you become familiar with his judg-
ments. Unlike the mythical “general reader,” this one will tell you
what he likes and dislikes in your work; hell even keep reading and
commenting when he’s bored. Nowhere else are you likely to get
the systematic, prolonged encouragement and criticism he will
offer. Thus the composition course poses a unique opportunity: if
the teacher’s opinions are sound and if you take them in the right
spirit, you can spend these weeks discovering what other readers,
the anonymous ones, would think about your writing, and you can
strengthen the habits that make for a good reception.

But the course holds a risk as well as an opportunity. The risk
comes directly from that first anxiety about having nothing to say.
You'll quickly learn that there are ways of getting words onto paper
even when you're confused, and if you're not careful you may begin
writing mechanically. Instead of exploring your mund and trying
to communicate what you believe, you may begin serving up in-
gredients you think the instructor wants to see. An essay, you tell
yourself. has to have an introduction, a body, and a conclusion - and
you forget thai it's supposed to be interesting. You allot one promi-
nent topic sentence to every paragraph, but the paragraphs, instead
of moving forward, just stand there like abandoned temples to the
god of the essay. Your prose acquires unity, coherence, emphasis —
and acid indigestion. You've simply stopped trying to say what
you mean.

The irony about “giving the teacher what he wants” is that this
isn’t what he wants at ail. No teacher I've ever met has preferred
an imitation essay to the real thing. Teachers often dwell on techni-
cal aspects of the essay because these are important and discussible,
but what they want above all is that you be yourself in prose. And
if you look at the classic essayists, the ones who are held up for your
admiratidn in the course, you'il find that they haven't followed any
routine formula. Some of them, in fact, seem to be outrageously
indifferent to paragraph unity, logical transitions, and so forth.
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What each of them has instead is his own strong voice that makes
us want to listen and believe.

There is no simple way to acquire your voice as an essayist. It's
largely a matter of critical rewriting, of refusing to be satisfied with
the clichés and awkward phrases that crowd your mind when you‘re
facing a blank page. A composition course and a handbook can
show you the general difference between prose that convinces and
prose that doesn’t, but only you know what is clamoring for ex-
pression in your mind. The essential thing is to keep pressing to-
ward clarity, trying to meet the reader’s expectations while re-
maining in touch with ycur feelings.

WHAT AN ESSAY DOES

The kinds of writing you will do in other courses —exams, reports,
term papers, perhaps a senior thesis— all resemble the essay in some
Tespects and call upon the same techniques of persuasion. But the
essay is a looser form than any of these; it lends itself to a special
combination of personal opinion and reasoning, of intimacy and
objectivity.

An essay can be defined as a fairly brief piece of nonfiction that tries
to make a point in an interesting way:

1. It's fairly brief. Some of the classic essays by Montaigne and
Bacon occupy only a few paragraphs, but essays generally fall be-
tween about three and twenty typed pages. Under that minimum,
the development of thought that typifies an essay would be difficult
to manage. Above the maximum, people might be tempted to read
the essay in instaliments like a book. A good essay makes an un-
broken experience.

2. It's nonfiction. The essayist tries to tell the truth; if he describes
a scene or tells a story, we presume that he’s doing his best to cap-
ture reality. : '

3. It tries to make a point . . . An essay characteristically tells or
explains something, or expresses an attitude toward something, or
supports or criticizes something —an opinion, a person, an institu-
tion, a movement. A poem or a novel may also do these things, but
it does them incidentally. An essay is directly about something
called its topic (see p. 21), and its usual aim is to win sympathy or
agreement to the point or thesis (see p. 22) it is maintaining.

4. . . . in an interesting way. When you write an answer to an
“essay question’”’ on an exam, you don’t pause to wonder if the
reader actually wants to pursue your answer to the end; you know
you'll succeed if you concisely and coherently satisfy the terms of



