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PREFACE

Whether produced for the academic community or for the
world at large, discourse usually involves someone writing to
others about a matter of mutual concern. The Modern Writer’s
Handbook is designed to facilitate communication between
writers and their readers, to help writers, in the words of
Kenneth Burke, to “identify” with, to become “consubstantial”
with, their readers, and thus to win their respect.

The Modern Writer's Handbook assumes commitment on the
part of the developing writer. We are not interested in the
individual who dashes down the first thing that comes into his
or her head, checks for superficial errors in mechanics, usage,
or spelling, and produces a final draft that earns a yawning So
what? from its readers. For this book to be useful, the user
must be prepared to spend time examining a topic, generating
information about that topic in a variety of ways, carefully
analyzing the needs of the potential audience, finding the best
organizational frame, and then working through several drafts
en route to a final draft that must be edited and proofread with
care.

The Modern Writer's Handbook is based on the premise that
eventually, at the final draft or proofreading stage of the
writing process, maturing writers will be energetically con-
cerned with the surface features of their papers and will, out
of respect for themselves and their potential readers, work
strenuously to ensure that their prose conforms to the conven-
tions of modern edited written English. The first half of this
book, therefore, presents a comprehensive survey of those
generally accepted principles we call grammar, usage, and
mechanics.

Although the organization of the book follows a sequence
that allows the user to learn progressively—the parts of the
sentence precede the parts of speech because an understanding
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of the former gives functional meaning to the latter—the
primary consideration in planning the organization was to make
the book convenient as a reference. Each section covers its
topic thoroughly so that the user seeking an explanation can
be confident of finding it under one heading. In some instances,
the policy of gathering related topics together has led to
repetitions, but the result is ready access to a solution.

Points of grammar, mechanics, and usage are explained as
clearly as possible and demonstrated by numerous examples.
The examples have been selected with particular care in the
realization that the user cannot always associate the stated
principle with his or her immediate problem but can usually
discover a parallel construction or similar problem in the
examples. Many examples are from published sources in a
variety of disciplines because an actual usage is often more
eloquent than a fabricated one. Following each section of
explanation is a brief set of exercises applying the principle
discussed. These exercises are designed to help users familiarize
themselves with the principle and gain confidence in putting it
to work. Where modern usage clearly shows ambiguity in the
application of a principle, the explanation includes all the
options, as in the case of the serial comma before the conjunc-
tion.

The second half of The Modern Writer's Handbook summa-
rizes the writing process and offers guidance in invention,
drafting, and revision. It ends with an analysis of the library
research paper, including directions on using the library, taking
notes, styling source references (in accordance with the most
recent MLA Handbook prescriptions), and preparing a bibli-
ography.

In the back of the book are a glossary of usage, which
addresses common confusions and misuses, and a glossary of
grammatical terms for convenient reference.

In order to become a confident, competent writer, the
inexperienced writer should develop two complementary habits:
intensive, thoughtful reading and discussion of the best prose
available and abundant practice with the composing process,
ideally in a writing workshop. The Modern Writer’s Handbook
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is designed to help the inexperienced writer grow. It is not an
alternative to writing but an aid to writing. If it is studied as
though it were a compendium of basic information, it will fail
its user, for it is, in essence, a reference tool designed to build
confidence. Paradoxically, the more diligently this book is used,
the less it will be needed.

Acknowledgments

Many individuals helped in the preparation of this book. The
quality of the result is my responsibility alone, but I am
particularly indebted to the following reviewers for their
detailed examination of various drafts and their excellent advice
for improving the work: Professor Barbara Carson, University
of Georgia; Professor Joan Cunningham, Meridian Junior Col-
lege; Professor Joseph K. Davis, Memphis State University;
Professor Kathleen E. Dubs, University of San Francisco;
Professor Nevin K. Laib, Texas Tech University; Professor
Richard K. Larson, Herbert H. Lehman College; Professor
Thomas E. Martinez, Villanova University; and Professor
George Miller, University of Delaware.

I also wish to express my gratitude to Eileen Thompson,
whose energy and intelligence were invaluable in the prepa-
ration of the manuscript; to John Elliott, Senior Editor, for his
meticulous editorial work; to Tony English, Editor-in-Chief,
the most truly civilized person I have encountered in the world
of publishing, for his many creative contributions to the text;
and to my wife, Moira, and my children, Frank, Greg, and
Angela, for their support of my work.

FRANK O’HARE



Grateful acknowledgment is given authors and publishers
for permission to reprint excerpts from the following:

Shannon Brownlee, “What'’s in a Face?” © Discover Magazine 2/85, Time, Inc.

William Broyles, Jr., “The Road to Hill 10.” © 1985, The Atlantic Monthly Company, The
Atlantic Monthly, April 1985.

T. S. Eliot, “Macavity: The Mystery Cat,” from Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, ©
1939 by T. S. Eliot; © 1967 by Esmé Valerie Eliot. Reprinted by permission of Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, Inec.

Robert Frost, “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” from The Poetry of Robert Frost, edited by
Edward Connery Lathem. Copyright 1923, © 1969 by Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
Copyright 1951 by Robert Frost. Reprinted by permission of Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Barry Hoberman, “Translating the Bible.” © 1985, The Atlantic Monthly Company, The
Atlantic Monthly, February 1985.

Alison Jolly, “A New Science That Sees Animals as Conscious Beings,” © 1983, Smithsonian
Institution, Smithsonian Magazine, March 1983.

E. J. Kahn, Jr., “Soybeans,” from The Staffs of Life by E. J. Kahn, Jr. Copyright: © 1984,
1985 by E. J. Kahn, Jr. By permission of Little, Brown and Company. Originally in The
New Yorker.

Barry Holstun Lopez, Of Wolves and Men. Copyright © 1978 by Barry Holstun Lopez.
Reprinted with permission of Charles Scribner’s Sons.

John McPhee, “Oranges.” © 1966, 1967 by John McPhee, Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
(Adapted and abridged in Modern American Prose, by John Clifford and Robert di
Yanni, © 1983 by Random House.)

Marianne Moore, “Silence.” Reprinted with permission of Macmillan Publishing Company
from Collected Poems by Marianne Moore. Copyright 1935 by Marianne Moore, renewed
1963 by Marianne Moore and T. S. Eliot.

New York Public Library Catalogue: The Research Libraries, collection housed at The
Brooklyn Public Library. The New York Public Library: Astor, Lenox, and Tilden
Foundation.

New York Times Index, entry for “Hypnosis.” Copyright © 1980 by The New York Times
Company. Reprinted by permission.

Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Mowrcycle Mamaemmce Adapted from page 12, “You
lose the frame . . . from i ” By permission of William Morrow &
Company.

Sylvia Plath, “Morning Song.” From Ariel, copyright 1961 and 1965 by Harper & Row,
Publishers.

Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature, © 1982 by the H. W. Wilson Company. Selection
reproduced by permission of the publish

Richard Reeves, “Passage to Peshawar.” © 1984 by Richard Reeves. Originaly in The New
Yorker.

Anne Sexton, “Oysters,” in The Book of Folly by Anne Sexton. Copyright © 1972 by Anne
Sexton. Reprinted with permission of Houghton Mifflin Company.

Calvin Tomkins, “Heavyweights,” reprinted with permission; © 1984 Calvin Tomkins.
Originally in The New Yorker.

Reed Whittemore, “Still Life,” in An American Takes a Walk and Other Poems, copyright
© 1956 by Reed Whittemore, The University of Minnesota Press.

Tom Wolfe, “Columbus and the Moon.” Copyright © 1979 by The New York Times
Company. Reprinted by permission.

William Zinsser, Writing With a Word Processor. © 1983 by William K. Zinsser, Harper &
Row, Publishers.

vi



INTRODUCTION

This book will not teach you to write. Writing is a complex
creative process that you must learn by your own system of
trial and error, and unless you try—and keep trying—no volume
of advice and information is going to make you proficient. But
this book does have a purpose. It-will help you direct your
writing efforts in two ways: first, by providing you with the
ground rules of writing, which are the conventions of grammar,
punctuation, and usage, and second, by describing the writing
process itself—the numerous options facing writers as they
think about, plan, draft, and revise their work.

To understand how the contents of this book relate to your
writing, think back to the time you were learning to drive.
Probably one of the first things you did was to learn the rules
of the road; indeed, you had to pass a written test on the rules
before you could get behind the wheel. The rules did not teach
you to drive a car, but they did give you guidelines by which
you could operate your car on the road in a way other drivers
expected. The principles of grammar, punctuation, and usage
are analogous to the rules of the road. They establish a common
ground of conduct between writer and reader so that writers
may make themselves understood and that readers may
understand.

When you began to drive, you learned by getting the feel of
the car how to make it respond as you wanted it to. You were
not taught that feel; you acquired it through intensive practice,
through trial and error. However, you were probably told by
an experienced driver what you should do to get the car
moving—how to turn on the ignition and start the engine, how
to shift into gear, and where the brake pedal was. This book
contains the advice of experienced writers and instructors on
how to get writing started, on how to approach revising a
draft, on how to analyze and improve paragraphs and sentences,
and on what steps to follow in writing a library research paper.
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None of this advice will give you the feel of writing, but it may
help you find the feel with a little less fumbling and frustration.

The principles of grammar, sentence form, punctuation,
spelling, and diction constitute the first half of the book. Because
many of these principles have been imposed on the language
over centuries by people trying to produce an orderly system,
the principles consist not only of the logical but also of the
arbitrary, the foreign, the dated, and the debatable. They are
complicated, and most of us need occasional reminders of the
accepted code. The first half of this book is a compilation of
reminders for your reference.

Some of these principles reflect commonsense logic. The
sentence My sister handed Harriet her keys contains an
ambiguous pronoun. Are the keys my sister’s or Harriet’s?
Under “Pronoun reference” (Section 10b) in this book, you will
find instructions for recognizing and avoiding such ambiguities.
Other principles are—or at least seem—entirely arbitrary.
Why, for example, should a period or comma come inside a
closing quotation mark and a colon or semicolon outside the
quotation mark? (See Section 24, “Quotation marks.”) The only
answer is that convention has it so. Many other principles
derive from the histories of the languages from which English
is descended, languages in which a word ending changed
according to the relation of the word to other words. From
this heritage we preserve a distinction between who and whom
(see Section 11, “Pronoun case”) and the practice of adding s
to a verb with a third-person singular subject (see Section 9,
“Subject-verb agreement”). And still other principles are today
under debate or in a state of change—whether, for example,
the pronoun %e alone is appropriate in reference to a noun that
could apply to a man or a woman (see Section 10a, “Pronoun-
antecedent agreement) and whether there really is a difference
between that and which (see Glossary of Usage).

The second half of the book consists of suggestions for
writing. These suggestions are not principles. It is not wrong
to write a draft without outlining first (see Section 40, “The
process of writing: first draft”), but you, individually, may find
outlining helpful, and we therefore explain it as an option. Do
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not regard this half of the book as some sort of prescription
for success in writing. We recommend, instead, that you note
what is there and see if anything strikes you as a method you
would like to try. You may also find the second half helpful in
the case of a specific writing task facing you.

Most sections of the book are followed by brief exercises
involving application of the principle discussed. If you are
aware of particular weak spots in your writing, we suggest
you round out your review of the points in question by trying
the exercises to fix the principles in your mind.

Finally, if we have not said enough here about the need to
practice writing to be successful at writing, we recommend
that you look at Section 39, “Preparation for writing.” This
book is only one element in a long-term commitment that will
require your dedication and persistence. The result will, we
believe, be worth the effort. The competent writer achieves
not only a better standard of communication but a better
understanding of how thoughts become ideas that ultimately
influence action. Writing is a way of knowing: a means of
growing emotionally and intellectually and of understanding
yourself and your world.
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