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PART ONE
DICTION

.Writing is a way of communicating something to some-
body. Good writing depends on good diclion, What we
mean by good diction is the choice of words that best allows
you to communicate your meanings to the reader. That
choice is always made with reference to a particular sentence.
A word may be used in a certain place quite correctly and yet
somehow is not the cxact, appropriate word. It is the situ—
ation or context that helps to show a reader or listener what
meaning it is intended. When you ask what a word means
you are asking in what way it is commonly used. For this
reason no dictionary will give you the right word. All it can
do is to tell you what meaniﬁgs a word generally has. Itis ui)
1o you to decide which, if any, of these meanings meets your
needs. But, as background for that decision, it will be useful
to consider the following three qualities: appropriateness,
imagery, and cxactitude. Dictionaries, of course, are of much
help in this case.

1. 'A-ppropriateness

Words are appropriate when they are suited to the writ-
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cr's purpose, situation, and the readers for which they are
used. The subjct may be the same, but the situation, the
readers and the purpose may be so diffcrent that they will a.I‘-
feet the content, the manncr, the language of the speaker,
and the writer’s choice of the words, Some words are appro-
priatc to some situations but not to ethers. To show this dis-
tinction, you should study four types of words: popular,
learned, colloguial, and slang,

1.1 Popular and Learncd Words

Popular words are the words common to the specch of
educated and uneducated speakers. These words arc the core
or the basic elements of the language, and belong to the
whole populace.

Learned words are the words more widely used by edu-
cated than by uneducated people, and more likely to be used
on formal than on informal occassions. Thesc words you
read more often than you hear, and write more often than
you speak.

Here is a list of learned and popular words which have

roughly the same meaning:

Popular Learned Pomdar Learned
agree concur bchead decapitate
clear Tucid end terminate
fat corpulent make easy facilitate
prove verify scerete cryptic
truth’ veracity wordy verbose
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1.2 Collognialisms

Colloquialism is a word or phrase appropriate to con-
versation and other informal situations. Colloquialisms are
not “incorrect” or “bad” English. They are the kinds of
words that people, educated and uneducated alike, usc when
t.hcy are speaking togeiher quite informally, In writing they
are used to give impression of talking directly and intimately
with the reader,

Study the following list of typical colloquialisms:

awflully {very) fellow ‘over with (com-
it’s me mad (angry) plete)

kind (sort) of - math sure (certainly)
mavic (film) lot(s) of

exam back ol (bechind)

However, in writing technical papers, coHoquialisms
should nol be used. '

1.3 Slang

Slang is casual language, more often met in specch than
in writing, though writers of fiction often use slang expres-
sions to mood or establish a character, Slang might also be
called a novelty language; and like most noveltics, slang ex-
pressions are likely to grow tiresome by too much repetition.
By its nature, slang is transitory: some of it ( like sheik for a
ramantically alluring man) arc dying out; others ( like cop for
policeman) arc aceepted as popular words,
- Slang words may be vivid, cheerful, and interesting ( like
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cancer—stick, apple~polisher, cut—class, baby—sititer ). How-
. ever, they may, when used inappropriately, make the writer
or speaker sound offensive or funny.
On hearing that his mother had kicked the bucket, we
wrote him g letter to express our deep sympathies.
(The sentence does not sound sympathetic because of
the slang expression “kicked the bucket.”)
The above four types of diction can be arranged on a
scale showing decreasing formality:

: learned popular colloguialism slang
most formal — least formal

1.4 Consistency _
One of the principles for effective writing is to use words

that are in keeping with the writer’s purpose, with the ocea-
sion, ana with the readers you are addressing. Many of the
essays you write in college are infoomal; some are formal
The terms info.'rmal and formal, of course, are relative~not
absolute ). But the degree of formality you use in your essays
will be closer to the middle of the mentioned above range
than to either extreme, In general, therefore, your best choice
will be popular words.

Unforiunately, some students have the mistaken idea
that in an English class formality is a virtue, and that big,
fancy words are preferred to short, common ones. This error
is compoundéd when a student cannot maintain the formali-
ty, and the style of his writing becomes obviously
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inconsistent. _

The following little thank—you note after.a party pro-
vides an illustration of this kind of inconsistency:

Note A

It was a wonderful party. I haven’t had so much fun in
a long time.

Note B

Please let me express my gratitude for having been a gu-
est at your house last Saturday night. I enjoyed the evening
enormously, more than almost any other I can remember.

The second note you may have enjoycd, but nobedy
would think so from the way you said it, for it sounds so
awkward and stilted.

1.5 General and Specific Words

General words name classes or groups; specific words
name individual persons, objects, or qualities that compose
the group. i is easy for you to recognize the difference be-
tween general and specific words by lookmé at the following

examples;
General Specific
move strie, amble, creep, glide, lope, climb, slip
laugh smile, grin, beam, giggle, titter, snigger,

chuckle, chortle, guffaw
clothing jacket, raincoat, overalls, parka, uniform,
skirt, apron, waistcoat, blouse, overcoat,
bathrobe, blue jeans |
. e



large

bulky, spacious, brawny, hulking,
kingsized, jumbo, huge, gigantic

The terms general and specific are to some extent rela-

tive: farnjture is a class of things; chair 1s more specific than

furniture, more general than armchair or rocking chair.

Effective writing rcquires both general and specific

words. But broadly spcaking, specific words make things

more vivid, colorful, and impressive to the rcader. Chinese

students of English tend to use too many general words part-

ly because of their limitced vocabulary and partly because

they are likely to complete their writing in haste. A beginner

is advised to seck a specific word that does not come quickly

to his mind and substitute an incfTective general term.

Study the following examples:

General
Specific
General
Specific

Flames were reaching the gasoline tanks.
Flames licked over the gasoline tanks.

T have seen an exccllent Indian bazar,

The vegetable and fruit and flower merchants
are surrounded by baskets of purple eggplant,
green peppers, strings of tiny silvery onions,
heads of bitter Indian spinach, and a dozen
Indian vegetablcs for which T don’t even know
the English names. I had forgotten about the
profusion of [ruit in India~it is only during
the brief, intense summer that you see much
varicty of fruit in Moscow. Tn Russia, as win-



