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Preface

T his book combines the old and the new. Back when the first edi-
tion was only an idea, I was teaching freshman English in a highly
structured program that emphasized both the rhetorical modes and the
final product. My dilemma then was one that many teachers still face:
how to incorporate the modes with invention and the whole tangle of
the writing process. But once [ focused on the aims of discourse, the
modes fell into place as means, not ends, and as patterns of organiza-
tion used in combination, not just singly. There remained the problem
of the textbooks, many of which contained essays of imposing length
and complexity, essays that intimidated and overwhelmed many a stu-
dent. Often, any essay that was short was so because it was an excerpt.
Short Takes was the result of my frustrations. The sixth edition of Short
Takes still reflects the rhetorical framework of the first one, but it is a
flexible framework. You can even ignore it and use the thematic table
of contents. But if you find the modes useful, you'll see them here.
This edition remains a collection of short, readable, interesting es-
says written by professionals and students, and the commentary contin-
ues to focus on reading and writing as interrelated activities. But much
is new. You'll find new introductions for each chapter, introductions
that focus primarily on students and the writing process, as well as the
kinds of choices and decisions all writers face. Much else is new as
well. Ideas for writing in journals supplement the ideas for writing es-
says, and there are more suggestions for writing than in previous edi-
tions. As for the essays, you'll still find a large number, all of which are
complete—no excerpts here. Each author’s background and the con-
text for the essay, as well as “What to Look For,” the brief description
of a notable feature of the writer’s style, have been updated and ex-
panded. “Key Words and Phrases,” a feature that alerted readers to allu-
sions and vocabulary, has been moved to the Instructor’'s Manual to al-
low more space for the explanatory introductions that begin each
chapter. Back by popular demand is “Freeze Frame,” an initial essay
that sets the tone for the book by emphasizing reading and writing as
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XX Preface

active and interrelated processes, a concept reinforced in each chap-
ter’s introduction and apparatus.

If you are familiar with previous editions, you'll also notice that the
sequencing of the chapters has changed. Description, narration, and
example are still at the beginning, but they are now followed by defin-
ition because it plays such an important role in expository and argu-
mentative writing. Each chapter builds on the previous one and leads
to the one that follows, culminating in argument, but argument with a
difference. The chapter on argument is a basic introduction, an exten-
sion of the kind of emphasis on thesis and evidence that exists
throughout the text. Within each chapter, the essays are presented in
order of difficulty. All the supplementary information—the chapter in-
troductions, background information, notes on style, questions on the
essays, and suggestions for writing—balance process and product,
working on the premise that the two, like reading and writing, are so
closely interrelated that one cannot be considered without the other.

THE ESSAYS

This edition contains fifty-four essays, twenty-one of which are new. All
are indeed short—about one thousand words at most—and as such
should easily lend themselves to scrutiny and emulation, since most of
the papers assigned in composition courses fall in the four hundred to
one thousand word range. A few of the essays are longer and rely on
the kind of research that students may be asked to carry out. And a few
illustrate forms that differ from the classic short essay: the question/an-
swer organization found in how-to or advice columns; a fully devel-
oped rhetorical situation calling for the student to respond by adopting
a particular persona; and an opinion piece followed by two letters to
the editor. Two essays also serve as a basic introduction to the Modern
Language Association’s system of documentation. All of the essays also
represent complete pieces, not excerpts, illustrating the basic aims of
discourse and standard rhetorical modes.

To write is to choose among alternatives, to select the most appro-
priate organization, persona, diction, and techniques for a given audi-
ence and purpose. Each of the essays included in this edition was cho-
sen because it exemplifies the author’s choices, and the apparatus
emphasizes those choices and alternatives. Thus the essays serve as il-
lustrative models of organization and stylistic techniques available to
the writer. The essays were also chosen because their authors represent
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different genders, ages, and cultures; as a result, the subjects of the es-
says are accessible and their perspectives are lively, qualities that also
allow them to serve as sources of invention, as jumping-off places for
students to develop their own ideas in their own styles.

RHETORICAL MODES AND THE AIMS OF DISCOURSE

Anyone who has used a reader with essays arranged by mode has
probably run into two problems: first, few essays are pure examples of
a single mode; second, most collections of essays treat argument—an
aim of writing—as though it were the equivalent of description, com-
parison/contrast, and so on. Short Takes addresses these inconsistencies
by emphasizing the difference between mode—how an essay is orga-
nized—and purpose—how an essay is intended to affect the reader—
and by pointing out how writing frequently blends two or more modes.

Because essays usually employ more than one mode, the essays
here are grouped according to the primary rhetorical pattern that
guides their organization; the questions that follow each essay go on to
point out the subordinate modes. As for the aims of discourse, the es-
says represent the various purposes for writing. The writers’ self-ex-
pressive, informative, and persuasive purposes are underscored in the
discussion questions. In addition, the apparatus connects academic
writing and the kind of writing found outside the classroom.

Example, description, or other standard modes are used in develop-
ing all kinds of nonfiction prose—self-expression, exposition, and argu-
ment. Of these three types of writing, self-expression is the easiest and
argument the most difficult. For that reason, argument has its own spe-
cial chapter. Of the eleven pieces in that chapter, eight are interrelated:
an essay and two letters focusing on anti-intellectualism, three essays
on hunting, and two on the role of African-American studies within the
college curriculum. All of these interrelated essays are written from very
different perspectives. And while chapters 1-8 contain some essays in-
tended to persuade, those in chapter 9 exemplify the classical appeals:
to reason, to emotion, and to the writer’s credibility.

APPARATUS FOR READING AND WRITING

The apparatus makes full use of the essays. Each chapter begins with a
brief introduction aimed at the student and depicts the mode or pur-
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pose under discussion, showing how it can be used in formal essays
and in practical, everyday writing tasks. The introductions go on to
point out specifically how the modes can be shaped by considerations
of audience, purpose, particular strategies, thesis, and organization,
ending with advice on finding a subject, exploring a topic, and drafting
a paper. This division of the writing process approximates the classic
one of invention, arrangement, and style, but is not intended to imply
that these are separate stages.

To emphasize both what a text says and how it says it, each essay is
preceded by background information on the author and the text and a
brief discussion of a stylistic strategy. Two sets of questions—“Thesis
and Organization” and “Technique and Style"™—follow the essay. Then
ideas for journal and essay writing are presented. Throughout, process
and product, as well as reading and writing, are interrelated, emphasiz-
ing the recursive nature of the act of writing. Writers constantly invent,
organize, and revise; the lines that distinguish those activities are nar-
row, if not downright blurred.

The suggestions for writing following each essay contain a number
of options for both journal entries and essays, all related by theme, or-
ganization, or ideas to the work that has just been read. The assign-
ments allow a good deal of flexibility: some lend themselves to general
information or personal experience, some to research papers, and
some to the classic technique of imitation. Once students select a sub-
ject, they will find flipping back to the introduction helpful. There the
section “Exploring the Topic™ shapes questions so that no matter what
type of paper they are writing, students can generate information about
it. “Drafting the Paper” then helps students organize the material and
points out some of the pitfalls and advantages inherent in a particular
mode or aim.
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