Style

Analysis of Diction

Low or informal diction (dialect, slang, jargon)

Elevated language or formal diction

Abstract and concrete diction

Denotation and connotation

Levels of Diction

High or formal diction usually contains language that creates an elevated tone.  It is free of slang, idioms, colloquialisms, and contractions.  It often contains polysyllabic words, sophisticated syntax, and elegant word choice.  (Nathaniel Hawthorne)

Neutral diction uses standard language and vocabulary without elaborate words and may include contractions.  (Ernest Hemingway)

Informal or low diction is the language of everyday use.  It is relaxed and conversational.  It often includes common and simple words, idioms, slang, jargon and contractions.  (Mark Twain)

Types of Diction

Slang refers to a group of recently coined words often used in informal situations.

Colloquial expressions are nonstandard, often regional ways of using language appropriate to informal or conversational speech and writing.  

Jargon consists of words and expressions characteristic of a particular trade, profession, or pursuit.

Dialect is a nonstandard subgroup of a language with its own vocabulary and grammatical features.  

Concrete diction consists of specific words that describe physical qualities or conditions.  

Abstract diction refers to language that denotes ideas, emotions, conditions, or concepts that are intangible.  

Denotation is the exact, literal definition of a word independent of any emotional association or secondary meaning.  

Connotation is the implicit rather than the explicit meaning of a word and consists of the suggestions, associations, and emotional overtones attached to a word.  

Good writers value both denotation and connotation, but while scientists may use more denotative words, literary artists tend to rely more heavily on connotative words for deepest meaning and strongest effect.  Since connotative words have complex layers of associations and implications, writers spend a considerable amount of time searching for just the “right words” to convey experience and truth.

It is essential to understand clearly the concepts of denotation and connotation and their role in making meaning of text.  Misinterpreting denotation and connotation in a literary work translates into misinterpreting tone and theme.  

Diction

You may know DICTION as word choice.  It is the conscious decision the author makes when choosing vocabulary to create an intended effect.  There is almost an infinite number of ways to describe diction.  Some of the most often used terms are formal, informal, poetic, heightened (for special ceremonies and events), pretentious, slang, colloquial, ordinary, simple, complex, etc.  A perceptive writer is always aware of the audience, purpose AND is sensitive to the connotation and denotation of word choice.  It makes a difference.

For example, let’s suppose you are writing about a particularly important of significant birthday celebration.  How would your description of the event change for each of the following situations?

· How would you describe this event in an instant message to a friend who lives two states away from you?

· How would you describe the day’s events to an English teacher in a narrative essay?

· How would you describe the day’s party to your grandmother in a letter?

· How would you describe it in an email to your best friend?

Let’s look at a situation together.  You wake up in the morning with a toothache.  You call the dentist and say, “My tooth aches.”  What kind of pain are you experiencing?  Is it sharp, piercing, throbbing, grinding, stabbing, shooting, gnawing, burning, excruciating, agonizing, tortuous, racking, unbearable?  Each one of the words has its own denotation and connotation.  Do you want to indicate to the dentist that you need immediate relief, even before seeing him or her?  Do you want the dentist to see you right away?  Is it an emergency?  Can it wait?  Are you afraid?  What is it you want to convey about this toothache? MAKE A CHOICE.  Because this toothache is unbearable, you want relief even before you see the dentist.  And, because it is excruciating, stabbing pain, you need to see the dentist ASAP, if not sooner.  If you look at the underlined words it becomes clear that the choices made are indicative of a cry for immediate help. This is diction.

As another example, look at the following statements about fog.

1.  Fog forms in the same way as clouds.  In fact, fog is a cloud that is on the ground, or with its bottom very near the ground.

2. Mists of fog rolled in waves through the tunnels of streets girded with a chain of street lights,

3. The fog comes in on little cat feet.

Which one of the statements is atmospheric and almost gloomy?

Which one is not threatening, but rather soft and appealing?

Which one is matter-of-fact, straight to the point, simple?

The first statement is straightforward, using ordinary language and is from an encyclopedia entry provided by USA Today.com.  The second compares fog to surf and includes images of chains and girding.  It is not matter-of-fact, but vivid and edgy.  This is from a short story by Isaac Babel titled “Guy de Maupassant.”  And, the third statement has fog portrayed as a small, gentle cat.  This is a line from Carl Sandberg’s poem “Fog.”  Each one of these examples, all with fog as the subject, has a definite effect and purpose.  And that effect is created, and its purpose id developed via diction.

Carefully read each of the following passages:

There was a very loud rap song coming from another car.  It was so loud the driver could hear every beat and syllable even with his window rolled up.  The lyrics this so-called artist sang were off-color to say the least.

A rap song was pounding out of the Camaro with such astounding volume; Roger Too White could hear every single vulgar intonation of it even with the Lexus’s windows rolled u [p.  How’m I spose a love… --sang or chanted, or recited, or whatever you were supposed to call it, the guttural voice of a rap artist named Doctor Rammer Doc Doc, if it wasn’t utterly ridiculous to call him an artist.  (A Man in Full, Tom Wolff)

Let’s consider the diction in the two versions.

· Is the subject the same?

· Is the sequencing the same?

· Is the effect the same?
Syntax In-depth

Sentence Structure

1. Telegraphic sentences – shorter than five words in length

2. Short sentences – approximately five words in length

3. Medium sentences – approximately 18 words in length

4. Long and involved – 30 or more words in length

What effect is created by choice of sentence length?

Sentence beginnings – varied or parallel or patterned structure?

Ideas in sentences – Arranged in a special way for a purpose?  Does arrangement suggest a particular strategy on the part of the author?

Sentence Patterns

1. Declarative sentences – make a statement

2. Imperative sentences – give a command

3. Interrogative sentences – ask a question

4. Exclamatory sentences – provide emphasis or strong emotion

5. Simple sentence – one independent clause

6. Compound sentence – two independent clauses with coordinating conjunction

7. Complex sentence – independent clause and one or more subordinate clauses

8. Compound-complex sentence – two or more independent clauses and one or more subordinate clauses

9. Loose or cumulative sentence – makes sense if brought to a close before the actual ending:  “We reached Edmonton that morning after a turbulent flight and some exciting experiences, tired but exhilarated, full of stories to tell our friends and neighbors.”

10. Periodic sentence – makes sense only when the end of the sentence is reached:  “That morning, after a turbulent flight and some exciting experiences, we reached Edmonton.”

11. Balanced sentence – the phrases or clauses balance each other by virtue of their likeness of structure, meaning, or length:  “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.”

12. Natural order of a sentence – involved construction a sentence so the subject comes before the predicate:  “Oranges grow in California.”

13. Inverted order a sentence – involves constructing a sentence so the predicate comes before the subject:  In California grows the oranges.”  This is a device in which typical sentence patterns are reversed to create an emphatic or rhythmic effect.  

14. Juxtaposition – a poetic and rhetorical device in which normally unassociated ideas, words, or phrases are placed next to one another, often creating an effect of surprise and wit:  The apparition of these faces in the crowd:/Petals on a wet, black bough.”  (“In a Station Metro” by Ezra Pound)

15. Parallel structure – involves an arrangement of words, phrases, sentences, and paragraphs so that elements of equal importance are equally developed and similarly phrased.

16. Repetition – a device in which words, sounds, and ideas are used more than once to enhance rhythm and to create emphasis.

17. Rhetorical question – a question that requires no answer to draw attention to a point.

18. Rhetorical fragment – a sentence fragment used deliberately for a persuasive purpose or to create a desired effect.

Advanced Syntax Techniques

Anacoluthon – A syntactic interruption or deviation:  that is, an abrupt change in a sentence from one construction to another which is grammatically inconsistent with the first.   The inconsistency often suggests confusion in thinking or feelings. “John McCain’s maverick position that he’s in, that’s really prompt up to and indicated by the supporters that he has.” Sarah Palin 

“I will have such revenges on you both/That all the world shall – I will do things -/What they are yet, I know not; but they shall be/The terrors of the earth!”

King Lear
Anaphora – repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning of successive clauses:  “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing-grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills.”  (Winston Churchill)

Antithesis – The juxtaposition of contrasting ideas in balanced phrases or clauses.  “Love is an ideal thing, marriage is a real thing.” (Goethe)  

“We notice things that don’t work.  We don’t notice things that do.  We notice computers, we don’t notice pennies.  We notice e-book readers, we don’t notice books.”  (Douglas Adams)

Aysndeton – a deliberate omission of conjunctions in a series of related clauses:  “ I came, I saw, I conquered.”  (Julius Caesar)

Chiasmus/Antimetabole  - a sentence strategy in which the arrangement of ideas in the second clause is a reversal of the first:  “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”  (John F. Kennedy)

Dysphemism – The substitution of a more offensive or disparaging word or phrase for one considered less offensive.  The opposite of euphemism.  Though often meant to shock or offend, dysphemisms may also serve an in-group markers to signal closemess.  "Speakers resort to dysphemism to talk about people and things that frustrate and annoy them, that they disapprove of and wish to disparage, humiliate and degrade..” (Keith Allan and Kate Burridge, Forbidden Words: Taboo and the Censoring of Language. Cambridge Univ. Press, 2006)
Hypophora – Raising questions and answering them.  "You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: Victory. Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror; victory, however long and hard the road may be, for without victory, there is no survival." (Winston Churchill, 13 May 1940)

Polysyndeton – the deliberate use of many conjunctions for special emphasis to highlight quantity or mass of detail or to create a flowing, continuous sentence pattern:  “The meal was huge – my mother fixed okra and green beans and ham and apple pie and green pickled tomatoes and ambrosial salad and all manner of fine country food – but not matter how I tried, I could not consume it to her satisfaction.”  

Scheme – A deviation from conventional word order to create a stylistic effect.   For example, alliteration, assonance, antithesis, chiasmus, repetition, anaphora, asyndeton and polysyndeton are all schemes.  

Tricolon – A rhetorical term for a series of three parallel words, phrases or clauses.  “I require three things in a man.  He must be handsome, ruthless, and stupid.”  (Dorothy Parker)

Trope – Rhetorical device that produces a shift in the meaning of words – traditionally contrasted with a scheme, which changes only the shape of a phrase.  (Figure of speech)  

Zuegma – the use of a verb that has two different meanings with objects that complement both meanings:  “He stole both her car and her heart that fateful night.”  

Syntax and Style Words

Plain, spare, austere, unadorned

Ornate, elaborate, flowery

Jumbled, chaotic, obfuscating

Erudite, esoteric

Journalistic, terse, laconic

Harsh, grating

Mellifluous, musical, lilting, lyrical

Whimsical

Elegant

Staccato, abrupt

Solid, thudding

Sprawling, disorganized

Dry

Deceptively simple

