Diction

QA pgs. 112-118

 

1. How your audience and purpose is reflected in your word choice: 
 

· Slang: consists of new words or existing words that take on new meanings: phat, wired, bling, smoking, straight, man up, etc. 

What situations might you expect to see this type of language in?

· Colloquial: Consists of language that is usually used in casual conversation: flunked instead of failed; hang out or got together instead of came together; let’s do lunch instead of let us meet for lunch; etc.

· Conventional/general: words that have intermediate formality and have been used frequently: bad, good, thing, fine, etc.

· Specific/compelling: Word choices that we don’t hear all the time and are appropriate to the context in which you use them: illustrate versus show; charitable versus giving; distasteful versus bad. This is typically the language you want to employ in academic writing. 

Your turn: Can you think of more specific or compelling words to replace these general or colloquial expressions?

1. She reads a lot.

2. He did a bad job writing the essay.

3. It is easy to see what Americans now think about movies.   

4. It was different back then.

5. Sure enough, people used to watch good movies.

2. Using specific words and concrete examples

"All our words from loose using have lost their edge."
--Ernest Hemingway 
Using specific—as opposed to general—words in your writing helps readers envision what you are discussing. It is much easier and more enjoyable to picture “a red BMX” than just a “bicycle. “

Similarly, concrete examples also help to illustrate your points. These are statements that explain your general points with specific examples. For instance, instead of just writing, “The creator’s credibility was evident in the care he took to make the movie seem realistic.” You might write, “The creator’s credibility was evident in the care he took to make the movie seem realistic. For example, the look of the courtroom, the legal jargon, and the attitudes of the attorneys reflected what people might see in a child custody hearing.”

How could you rewrite the following sentences with more specific words choices or concrete examples?

2. The animal ate its trainer.

3. The man crashed his car into the tree.

4. The acting was bad.

5. The film was very emotional. 

6. The movie was quite realistic. 

Words surround us; we are bombarded with words from the time we get up in the morning until we sleep. Examine the sentences below and try to classify what type of word choices they exhibit.

1. I ain't gonna do it.

2. There are a lot of actors nowadays, but Sean Penn is the best.

3. Currently there is an issue with media portrayals of people with disabilities.

4. There is a lot of stuff in Riding the Bus about how Beth lived as a child.

5. What I'm trying to get at is what we see in movies is not supposed to be realistic. 

6. The concern over how people with disabilities are portrayed in the media is an ephemeral interest of the American public. 
7. "Scrawled on the memo pad on my desk are three items: FLAP COPY, BOOTS, COLLEGE FORMS. The professional, the sartorial, the maternal. The mundane. The notes on the minutiae of my daily life are a hedge against the unreliable swamp of my memory, a vast junk drawer of small stuff I continually mislay." 

--Anna Quindlen

8. "We're talking to Jon Stewart, who was just lecturing us on our moral inferiority. Jon, you're bumming us out."
--Tucker Carlson
9. “I still think people do have racial hang-ups, but I think one of the reasons I can joke about it is people are shedding those racial hatreds.” 
--Dave Chappelle 
 

 

3. Avoiding clichés

What are clichés?

What are some clichés you know of? 

Are there any catch phrases that have recently become cliché?

 

· My hat really goes off to him for being such a good actor. 

· Traffic was a real bear.

· I got up at the crack of dawn.

 

Many clichés are similes:

· He eats like a pig.

· She sticks out like a sore thumb. 

· I was sick as a dog.

 

 Why would you want to avoid clichés?

 

4. Using figurative language

What are some kinds of figurative language?

Analogy: comparing similar traits shared by dissimilar things. You can develop it in one, several, or many sentences. 

· The teacher looked across the room of expectant student eyes, wound up, and threw them a curve ball. . .

Metaphor: comparing otherwise dissimilar things.

· I am Sam took is a roller coaster ride of emotions.

Simile: comparing dissimilar things using like or as. 

· The students were like little sponges waiting to soak up the lecture. 

Personification: assigning human traits to something nonhuman

· The book begged to be read. 

Irony: using words to suggest the opposite of their usual sense. (Don’t confuse with sarcasm.)

· The creators worked diligently to avoid clouding the audience’s mind with emotion in I am Sam.

Why would these indicate an outstanding use of diction?

Examples: Identify whether the quotations below are examples of metaphors, similes, analogy, personification, or irony. 

1. "Love is a game that two can play and both can win." 

--Eva Gabor

2. "Solitude is the playfield of Satan."
--Vladimir Nabokov 

3. “I am the literary equivalent of a Big Mac and Fries.” 
--Stephen King 
4. “You can't deny laughter; when it comes, it plops down in your favorite chair and stays as long as it wants.” 
--Stephen King 
 5. “I'm so overexposed, I'm making Paris Hilton look like a recluse.” 
--Barack Obama
6. “I am not worried about the deficit. It is big enough to take care of itself.”
--Ronald Reagan


7. “A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on. “
--Winston Churchill
8. “Today we are engaged in a deadly global struggle for those who would intimidate, torture, and murder people for exercising the most basic freedoms. If we are to win this struggle and spread those freedoms, we must keep our own moral compass pointed in a true direction.” 
--Barack Obama 
 

5. Avoiding jargon

 Jargon is Ineffective or inappropriately used jargon merely inflates ideas that can be expressed more clearly. We see this kind of unnecessary jargon in the five examples below. Read these and translate them back into clear language (these are all familiar expressions).
Translate the following well-known phrases:

1. Nothing is of absolute certitude but cessation of life and revenue enhancement. 

2. In the presence of gravity, that whose Y coordinate increases in a positive sense will, after the vanishing of its time derivative, have its Y coordinate decrease. 

3. Flora of the class Musci within the division Bryophyta are incapable of adhering to extrusive igneous spheroids. 

4. In order to eschew the diurnal visitation of a physician, it is imperative to ingest the fruit of the tree Pyrus malus.
5. A stipulated event has the probability of occurrence similar to that of the maintenance of a spheroid of frozen H20 in the nether regions of the condemned.
The art of sentence structure: using sentences expertly to achieve a specific effect
“People think that I must be a very strange person. This is not correct. I have the heart of a small boy. It is in a glass jar on my desk.”
--Stephen King 
