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Preface

If you are like many people, you think of “writing” as something you find
printed in a book. As a student, you probably also think of “writing” as a few
pages of prose produced because a teacher asked you for it. It will have an
introduction, some sort of middle, and a stiff “In conclusion.” And there may be
no more to it. If you think of writing solely in this way—as a product—you may
not be thinking fully enough about what you want to say and how best to say it;
you will likely produce formulaic, mechanical, and therefore predictable essays,
designed only to fulfill requirements and earn passing grades. Such an approach
to writing, however, may be standing in the way of your getting the grades you
really want. More important, it will have been depriving you of the pleasures of
writing, which come from using language imaginatively and creatively. Changing
the way you think about writing, and working to improve the way you write,
will enable you to produce work that is less artificial and more individual, and
that has purposes other than merely earning a sate grade. For these reasons we
emphasize in this book that writing should also be viewed as a process, especially
by those who are learning about it and developing their writing skills.

Yet obviously the process of writing is one that does culminate in a finished
product—a letter, a book, a memo, a lampoon, an ad, a story, a report, a poem,
an article, an essay—though this product is often simply the piece of writing as it
exists when the process stops. Although the process could be almost never-
ending, the exigencies of life—principally the lack of time—force most of us to
stop it at some point; but students often let themselves arrive at that point far
too soon.

It 1s true that for many writers, particularly for long-practised and skilled
ones, the process of writing, the process that we outline in Chapter I and that
governs the organization of this book, is not always one they follow consciously:
much will have become automatic, or be determined by the circumstances sur-
rounding a particular writing task. Nevertheless, as a student you will benefit
from careful study of this process and practice in following it. And don’t think
that becoming a more practised writer is the same as becoming a “safe” or
formulaic one; on the contrary, you will become a freer, more individual writer.
As you become increasingly familiar with the process, you will better understand
not only its demands but also—and more important—the opportunities it offers
you at each stage. And though the process will increasingly become almost
second nature to you, you must begin by understanding it consciously. You can
make intelligent choices among available alternatives only if you know what
those alternatives are.

The twofold intent of this book is to introduce, or restore, some of the sense
of pleasure in working with words, sentences, paragraphs, and whole essays, and
at the same time to demonstrate that writing isn’t some mysterious sorcery but a
craft that you can learn. This second aim, we hope, will also bring you the
pleasures of accomplishment, of overcoming difficulties and embracing oppor-
tunities. Further, most of us who teach writing and language and literature enjoy
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xii Preface

words enough to have some fun with them; we think students should as well.
What you will find in this book, then, are practical suggestions for improving
your writing, including some ways of having fun in the process.

Preliminaries

Before you begin a systematic study of this book, browse through it, see the
kinds of things it contains. You might even want to read through some sections
of it on your own, just for interest. And before you hand in any assignments, you
should study Chapter XII (Preparing the Final Draft) and Chapter XIII (Proof-
reading) so that you will know about manuscript conventions and how to check
for such matters as spelling errors.

Using This Book

You can probably best study Elements of Writing from start to finish, following
the order of the steps in the writing process. But since this process is recursive,
often doubling back on itself, there is nothing sacred about that order; you will
not violate it if you choose to start elsewhere than at the beginning and work
back and forth as you see fit or as your needs direct. (Do read Chapter I first,
however.) The chapters interrelate and overlap, like the parts of the writing
process itself. But if nothing dictates a different approach, work through the
chapters consecutively.

Because of the nature of the different steps they treat, the chapters vary in
length and complexity. Chapters IV and X1V, for example, are the longest and
most complex: you will want to spend much more time on them than on one as
short as Chapter VI.

In addition to discussions and illustrations, each chapter contains several
writing projects. These consist mainly of three kinds: exercises, explorations,
and essays. With few exceptions, exercises call for short answers, a few words or
sentences, or at most brief factual reports; explorations call for pieces of writing
one or two paragraphs long; and essays call for extended pieces of writing. In
addition, each of the first ten chapters includes a special exercise dealing with
idioms, and the first twelve chapters all offer sentence-combining exercises as
well.

Further, each chapter includes assignments that we call “Playing with Lan-
guage.” Some of these amount to exercises, some to explorations, and some to
essays, and they also vary a great deal in their degrees of playfulness; a few, for
example, are simply letter or word games, whereas others could serve as topics
for explorations or essays. But they all approach language and writing with
some sense of play. They should not only prove enjoyable in themselves but also
iIncrease your pleasure in working with words and sharpen your sense of language
and style.

We hope that most of the projects—particularly the exercises, explorations,
and “Playing with Language”—are interesting enough to be tackled on their
own, even if they haven’t been formally assigned. And many of them can lead to
interesting discussions as well as to projects for writing.
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Almost all the examples we provide are written by students, people like
yourselves; you should feel at home with them, as you might not if confronted
solely with pieces by seasoned professionals. Yet, as you will see, many of the
student-written examples are excellent; their quality is not beyond your reach.

* %k %

For advice and encouragement, we are grateful to many people—colleagues,
friends, editors, and others. We are of course grateful for the experience we have
gained from our many students over the years. And we extend our special
thanks to those students who let us use pieces of their work: Mel-Lynda
Andersen, Wendy Armstrong, Allen Bain, Effie Balomenos, Kathleen Bogas,
R. J. Butler, Justin Campbell, Wendy Clifford, Elaine Del Medico, Mark Drie-
diger, Yvette Hancock, Sue Inglis, Doug Jeffers, Kevin Kennedy, P. Rauri
Lindsay, Susan Lowe, Robin Lowenstein, Sherry Lynn, Bruna Martinuzzi,
Debbie Michels, Eithne Moore-Stevens, Mary Oud, Gerald Rowse, Trish Scott,
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quote published material, we are grateful to the following: Alfred A. Knopf,
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Writing for me is exclusively process.
It becomes a product when the book

is finished. (Graeme Gibson)

CHAPTER 1

Introduction:
The Elements of Writing
and the Process of Writing

Before you examine the writing process in detail, look at the whole rhetorical
context in which it occurs. And don’t be frightened by the word rhetorical: it
simply means having to do with the effective use of language. Although the word
rhetoric has acquired a negative secondary meaning—as in the phrase “mere
rhetoric,” meaning fancy or inflated style with little or no substance—it primarily
refers to the study of the elements and principles of effective writing—which 1s
precisely what this book is about. The phrase “rhetorical context,” then, simply
refers to the overall set of circumstances in which the elements of writing come
together and interact to bring about a particular piece of writing.

It is not enough to know what we
ought to say; we must also say it as
we ought. (Aristotle)

THE RHETORICAL CONTEXT: THE OCCASION

Any writing project has its origin in a specific context. You are writing on or fora
specific occasion, which means that you are writing about a specific subject, to an
identifiable reader or group of readers, with a specific purpose in mind, and using
language that you have chosen for that occasion. For example, when you write a
letter to apply for a job, you present yourself in a way that will give you the best
chance of getting an interview with the prospective employer. You write to a
reader whose objective is to hire the best applicant, and you try to select and order
words in a way that will be most effective for the occasion. In the process, you
think about yourself as writer, about yourself and your qualifications for the job

1



2 Elements of Writing

(subject ), about the prospective employer (audience, reader), about your reason
for writing the letter—namely to persuade your reader to grant you an interview
(purpose), and about the words and style that will best get your message across
(language). And you think about the relations between these elements.

The rhetorical context for any writing project can be diagrammed this way:

Writer

“Subject

LLanguage

Audience

Purpose

From this diagram you can see that the elements that make up the rhetorical
context are all related to one another. Everything connects with everything else.
Look at any writing project from each of the points of view: paying close
attention to how the elements interact will help you make decisions about how
best to proceed at every stage of the process.

Since the occasion of a given piece of writing is its rhetorical context—that 1s,
the whole set of physical and mental circumstances that cause it to come into
being—it follows that all the parts of that context will affect the way you compose
that piece of writing. To return to our example: Any letter you write applying fora
job s first of all occasioned by your need of or desire for that job. But the nature of
the specific letter will also depend on your view of yourself in relation to the
occasion (how desperately do I need the job?) and in relation to each of the other
elements. It will also depend on your view of your subject in relation to the other
elements. (How well can you do the job? What special skills or energy could you
bring to it?) It will also depend on your awareness of your reader’s needs and
purposes (he wants to hire the best applicant—but how badly does he need to hire
anyone at all?) and also on your view of your reader in relation to the other
elements. And so on.

Even time and place can constitute part of the set of circumstances, the
occasion, surrounding the writing of the letter and influencing its nature. If the
school year is just ending, you may have a lot of competition for the job from
other students; if the summer is coming to an end, you’ll have less such competi-
tion. Either of these conditions could affect the way you write the letter. The
kind and amount of your competition could also depend on such circumstances
as the rate of unemployment in the region, or even on social and cultural
conditions; for example a shortage of particularly skilled or educated people in
your town would not only make your task easier but also give you a point to
draw to your reader’s attention.

Consider each element by itself and in relation to each of the other elements:



Introduction 3

Writer You are the writer. On different occasions you will deal with different
subjects, purposes, audiences, and linguistic demands, all affecting the way you
present yourself and your ideas. In writing, as in conversation, you can’t present
all of yourself all the time. On some occasions, for example when presenting a
lab report, your personality or your taste 1n music will not enter into it at all; on
others, for example when writing a note to a close friend, you already share a
good deal of personal experience with your reader and can feel free to express a
wide range of your thoughts and feelings.

Here are some questions you can ask about yourself as the writer in different
rhetorical contexts:

Writer-Subject: What do I know, think, and feel about my subject?
Did I choose it, or has the occasion determined it for me?

Writer-Audience: What do I know, think, and feel about my audience?
Did I choose it, or does the occasion determine it for me?
What role do I want my readers to play as they read what I
am writing?
Writer-Purpose: What 1s my overall or primary purpose?
Do I have any secondary purposes?

Writer-Language: How can I develop an individual style on this occasion?

Subject Your subject, put simply, is what you are writing about. But the matter
1s seldom as simple as that, for different subjects make different demands on you
as writer and on your readers; the subject can influence your purpose and your
use of language. Further, some subjects are appropriate only for certain kinds of
occasions.

Here are some questions to ask about your subject in different rhetorical
contexts:

Subject-Audience: Does my subject to any degree determine who my audience
187
Will my subject make any special intellectual or emotional
demands on my audience?

Subject-Purpose: To what extent does my subject determine or affect my
purpose?
Subject-Language: Does my subject require or discourage any particular lin-
guistic or stylistic choices?

Subject-Writer: What resources of knowledge and experience does this
subject invite me to exploit?

Audience To write effectively, you need constantly to imagine yourself in the
role of your readers, for the way you proceed is largely determined by what you
perceive as their needs and expectations in relation to the other elements.

Here are some questions to ask about your audience in different rhetorical
contexts:

Audience-Purpose: For what purpose will my audience be reading what I
write?
To what extent does my audience determine or affect my
purpose?
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Audience-Language: What kind of language is my audience attuned to?
What style do they expect on this occasion?

Audience-Writer;: What does my audience know, think, or feel about me?
How can I acceptably establish myself as an individual in
the face of their expectations?

Audience-Subject: What does my audience know, think, or feel about this
subject?
To what degree does my audience determine my subject?

Purpose In every piece of writing you have a purpose—sometimes more than
one. For example, you may choose to write something in order to argue about
some controversial issue, or to describe something beautiful that you saw, or to
inform or explain or amuse. Think about the relation of your purpose to the other
elements and about the effect purpose can have on those other elements.

Here are some questions to ask about your purpose in different rhetorical
contexts:

Purpose-Language: To what extent does my purpose determine or affect the
language and style I can use on this occasion?

Purpose-Writer: How does my purpose affect the role 1 play as writer on
this occasion?

Purpose-Subject: Does my purpose to any extent determine my subject?

Purpose-Audience: Does my purpose to any extent determine who my
audience 1s?

Language Anunabridged dictionary offers you about half a million words, but
not even professional writers, university professors, or top business executives
have vocabularies of more than about forty thousand words. The English lan-
guage, however, is a good deal more than a long list of words: the resources of the
language include what we mean by the word style, the ways those words can be
put together to make statements and ask questions about the world and about the
human experience of it, and to influence the way people think and act. Anything
you or anyone else writes can use only a limited selection of those resources. How
effective that selection is largely depends on how you see the other elements of the
rhetorical context.

Here are some questions to begin asking about language and the ways you
can use it in different rhetorical contexts:

Language-Writer: What constraints does language put on me as a writer?
What opportunities does language offer me on this
occasion?

Language-Subject: How will the language and tone I use affect the subject?
To what extent does language determine what I know or
can find out about the subject or what can be said
about 1t?

Language-Audience: How best can I use language to affect the audience the
way | want to?
What terms, if any, will I have to define for this audience?

Language-Purpose: What words will best serve my purpose?
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These questions about the rhetorical context are not meant to be exhaustive,
nor are they all equally important; you can generate still others by continuing to
think about the relations between the elements as illustrated in the diagram.

Such questions are not altogether abstract. The kinds of interrelatedness they
suggest can affect much of what we do and say. For example, we all know about
the bore who can turn a pleasant social luncheon or dinner into an occasion for a
formal lecture; he annoys because he misjudges the occasion: that is, he mistakes
his audience, his role as speaker, the kind of subject that is appropriate, and the
kind of language he should use. If you were to agree to give a talk to a group from
your church, the nature of your prospective audience would influence not only
your choice of subject but also the language you could use. If you’re applying for a
job as a child’s nurse, you want your language to show sensitivity and lovingness.
If you're applying for a job as a computer analyst, you want your language to
show that you know the technical terms of the trade. If you attend a certain public
lecture, it is probably because of the subject being discussed, and probably also
because of the speaker’s being an authority on that subject. The language of some
northern peoples has dozens of words for snow; we have only one: that is, our
language constrains how much we can know and how we can know it. If you keep
these questions in mind as you go through the book or as you write, you will soon
discover how useful they can be.

Rhetorical Stance

The position or point of view that you occupy in relation to all these interconnected
elements determines your rhetorical stance on any given occasion. Your rhetorical
stance in turn determines or affects nearly every feature of the style you use for a
particular piece of writing. And all these elements of style, working together,
constitute your tone, which i1s usually defined as your attitude toward your
subject and your audience. But you can just as easily think of rone as the quality
inherent in a piece of writing that determines how your reader will “hear” it, just as
a listener hears your tone of voice when you speak. If your audience is to interpret
your writing correctly, you need to be as clear as possible in your own mind about
the rhetorical stance or posture you adopt toward them and toward your subject
matter on a given occasion. You want to make sure that the attitude you imply is
the one you want them to infer.

Your sense of rhetorical stance will naturally influence much of what you do
during the planning and drafting stages, but you will usually not need to consider
it in self-conscious detail until you begin revising. For that reason we discuss
rhetorical stance more specifically in Chapter VII.

THE STEPS IN THE PROCESS OF WRITING

The process of writing consists of four major stages:

Stage One: Planning
Stage Two: Writing
Stage Three: Revising
Stage Four: Presenting



