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EXPOSITION

Different kinds of writing achieve different purposes. On the basis of
controlling purpose we traditionally divide all prose into three kinds:
narration, description, and exposition. Of these, exposition is espe-
cially important to the college student since much of what he reads,
and most of what he writes, is expository prose. Exposition is writ-
ing that explains. In general, it answers the questions how? and
why? If we go into any university library, most of the books we find
on the shelves are examples of exposition. Philosophies, histories,
literary essays, theories of economics, studies of government and
law, the findings of sociology, the investigations of science — all
these, however different, have for their purpose to explain. Although
exposition often is formal and academic, it appears also in magazines
and newspapers, in any place where people look for explanations. It
is the most common kind of writing, the sort with which we conduct
our workaday affairs—the business letter, the doctor’s case study,
the lawyer’s brief, the engineer’s report — and the writing with
which we attempt to control our world, whether our means of doing
so is a complicated system of philosophy or a cook book.

Exposition, then, is a wide net. What, we may ask, is not expo-
sition? If the guiding purpose of the writer is to tell a story, to tell
merely what happened, then we say the writing is narrative rather
than exposition. If the writer intends to tell us how something looks,
to re-create the thing in words, we may call it description. A narra-
tive arranges its material in time. Description most often organizes in
space. We might think of narrative as a stage play or motion picture
in words, and of description as a verbal photograph or painting. Ex-
position organizes its subject not in time or space but by logic. The
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subject of the expository writer may be people, things, ideas, or
some combination of these, but always he is a man thinking, inter-
preting, informing, and persuading. Although he may appeal to our
emotions, he is more likely to appeal to our reason by using evidence
and logic. In other words, exposition is less like a stage play or paint-
ing and more like a lecture, discussion, or debate.

Seldom is any piece of writing pure exposition. Just as the lec-
turer tells a story or uses maps, charts, or slides to interest his audi-
ence and clinch his point, so the expository writer may turn for aid to
narration or description. Often these kinds of writing become so fused
as to be practically indistinguishable: the description of the structure
of an atom is as much an explanation as it is a picture. The historical
narrative is as much concerned with the why and how as with what
happened. Even so, the traditional classification of prose into descrip-
tion, narration, and exposition is useful so long as we are aware of its
limitations. The expository writer will do well to remember that his
primary purpose — the purpose that guides and shapes his total or-
ganization —is to explain by logic and to show relationships.

The writing of exposition begins, therefore, in an understanding
of the broad purpose to be achieved. It begins, like all composition,
in the writer’s head. Even before he sharpens his pencil, the exposi-
tory writer must ask himself four questions: What specific point do I
intend to make? Is it worth making? For whom am I writing? How
can I best convey my point to my readers? Unless the writer has care-
fully answered each of these questions, no amount of good grammar
and correct spelling will save him, and his composition is already
worthless even before he begins to scribble. Deciding upon reader and
purpose is easily half the task of writing. Once the writer has deter-

mined what point he intends to make, his composition is already half
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organized, if not completely planned. The writer has already saved
himself time by eliminating several false starts, and he has already re-
sisted the temptation to lose himself and his reader in the thickets and
bypaths of his subject. With his reader in mind he has already solved
many of his problems of diction and tone as well, and, however awk-
wardly he has expressed himself when he has done, he will know that
he has fulfilled the first requirement of all writing—a definite point
for definite readers.

On paper, the writing of exposition begins with paragraphs.
Within each paragraph the writer shapes and develops a single unit of
his thought. Every expository writer therefore must understand the
nature and construction of paragraphs. To begin our definition we
may say that paragraphs are like men. Each is an individual, unlike
any other. Yet, as all men are alike in having a head, two eyes, two
arms, and two legs, every paragraph is like all the others, all posses-
sing, so to speak, the same anatomy. Learning to write good para-
graphs must begin with an understanding of the pattern common to
all. We find that paragraphs of exposition contain two different kinds
of statements. The first — a general, rather abstract statement — is
called the topic sentence. Here, the writer says, “This is what I as-
sert or believe in a general way; this is my opinion, my evaluation or
conclusion about the subject of this paragraph. ” For instance, Fred-
erick Lewis Allen, writing about the great depression of 1929, begins
the paragraph on page 23 with this topic sentence: “The Big Bull
Market was dead. ” Sometimes the general drift of a paragraph is so
clear that the topic idea is only implied. To be sure, it is there, but
the writer feels he will not lose his reader if he fails to state his topic
idea in so many words. A second class of statements in every para-
graph consists of particular facts, examples, illustrations, and sup-
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porting details that say, in effect, “This is why I believe or conclude
what I do. You may not agree with what I say, but at least you un-
derstand now why I believe or conclude it. Here is my evidence. ”

Most often the topic sentence stands first in the paragraph, un-
less one or two sentences of transition go before. Less frequently,
topic sentences appear last, or nearly so, when the paragraph is de-
veloped from particular to general, a pattern useful both for variation
and, building as it does to a climax, for emphasis. Sometimes for the
sake of clarity or emphasis the writer may restate his topic idea in a
second or third sentence and again at the end of a paragraph. With or
without restatement the expository writer usually moves from topic
sentence to supporting details, from general to particular.

The particulars of exposition are patterns of logic and evidence,
patterns that may shape individual paragraphs, a group of several
paragraphs, or the composition in its entirety. To show that Feni-
more Cooper’s novels at times are absurdly unbelievable, Mark
Twain brings forward several devastating examples. His pattern of
expository development is clear, and it is hilariously convincing in its
effect. Again, the expository writer may throw new light upon two
things by comparing and contrasting them, by showing how they are
alike and yet different. The expository writer, therefore, uses the
common methods of logic and thinking: he develops his material by
offering examples as evidence, by comparing and contrasting, by
making analogies, by restating, by giving reasons, by classifying and
dividing his subject, by showing cause and effect, by clefining, by
arguing from premise to conclusion. The selections that follow give
examples of each of the common types of expository development.
These every student of composition should learn to use when his
intention is to explain and inform.
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Lesson 1

The Delicate Art of the Forest

by Mark Twain

1 Cooper’s gift in the way of invention was not a rich en-
dowment; but such as it was he liked to work it, he was pleased
with the effects, and indeed he did some quite sweet things with
it. In his little box of stage-properties he kept six or eight cunning
devices, tricks, artifices for his savages and woodsmen to deceive
and circumvent each other with, and he was never so happy as
when he was working these innocent things and seeing them go.
A favorite one was to make a moccasined person tread in the
tracks of the moccasined enemy, and thus hide his own trail.
Cooper wore out barrels and barrels of moccasins in working
that trick. Another stage-property that he pulled out of his box
pretty frequently was his broken twig. He prized his broken twig
above all the rest of his effects, and worked it the hardest. It is a
restful chapter in any book of his when somebody doesn’t step on
a dry twig and alarm all the reds and whites for two hundred
yards around. Every time a Cooper person is in peril, and abso-
lute silence is worth four dollars a minute, he is sure to step on a

dry twig. There may be a hundred handier things to step on, but
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that wouldn’t satisfy Cooper. Cooper requires him to turn out
and find a dry twig; and if he can’t do it, go and borrow one. In
fact, the Leatherstocking Series ought to have been called the
Broken Twig Series.

2 1 am sorry there is not room to put in a few dozen instances
of the delicate art of the forest, as practised by Natty Bumppo
and some of the other Cooperian experts. Perhaps we may ven-
ture two or three samples. Cooper was a sailor — a naval officer;
yet he gravely tells us how a vessel, driving toward a lee shore in a
gale, is steered for a particular spot by her skipper because he
knows of an undertow there which will hold her back against the
gale and save her. For just pure woodcraft, or sailorcraft, or
whatever it is, isn’t that neat? For several years Cooper was daily
in the society of artillery, and he ought to have noticed that when
a cannon-ball strikes the ground it either buries itself or skips a
hundred feet or so; skips again a hundred feet or so — and so on,
till finally it gets tired and rolls. Now in one place he loses some
“females” — as he always calls women — in the edge of a wood
near a plain at night in a fog, on purpose to give Bumppo a
chance to show off the delicate art of the forest before the reader.
These mislaid people are hunting for a fort. They hear a can-
non-blast, and a cannon-ball presently comes rolling into the
wood and stops at their feet. To the females this suggests nothing,
The case is very different with the admirable Bumppo. I wish I
may never know peace again if he doesn’t strike out promptly
and follow the track of that cannon-ball across the plain through
the dense fog and find the fort. Isn’t it a daisy? If Cooper had
any real knowledge of Nature’s ways of doing things, he had a
most delicate art in concealing the fact. For instance: one of his
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acute Indian experts, Chingachgook (pronounced Chicago, I
think) , has lost the trail of a person he is tracking through the
forest. Apparently that trail is hopelessly lost. Neither you nor I
could ever have guessed out the way to find it. It was very differ-
ent with Chicago. Chicago was not stumped for long. He
turned a running stream out of its course, and there, in the
slush in its old bed, were that person’s moccasin-tracks. The
current did not wash them away, as it would have done in all other
like cases — no, even the eternal laws of Nature have to vacate when

Cooper wants to put up a delicate job of woodcraft on the reader.

(From “Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses,”
in How To Tell a Story and Other Essays)
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1. about the author
Mark Twain (1835—1910) is one of the best-loved American
writers. His real name was Samuel Langhorne Clemens. He
was born on November 30, 1835 and grew up in Hannibal,
Missouri. Twain was very typically American in both his life
and his writing style—adventurous, patriotic, romantic and
humorous. Unfortunately, his life was very unhappy. Personal
tragedy haunted his entire life in the death of his loved ones:
his father died when he was only 12, his brother Henry was
killed by a steamboat explosion, his son Langdon died at 19
months, his eldest daughter Susy died of spinal meningitis, his
wife succumbed to a heart attack while his youngest daugh-

ter, Jean, an epileptic, drowned in an upstairs bathtub. All
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