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Diction and Tone

Diction is defined as a writer’s choice of words.  The particular words an author uses will affect not only the message the audience (reader) receives, but the way in which we interpret that idea.


Words have two meanings:

denotation – the dictionary definition; the literal meaning of the word as a representation of a person, place, thing, idea, or action.  

connotation – the implied meaning of a word.  An author’s communication of connotative meaning is usually made clear through context (the surroundings  of a given word or image and its relationships to specific elements in its verbal environment) (Sherbert). 

Douglas Hunt gives us a clear explanation of the difference between denotation and connotation:

The denotation is the direct, specific meaning of a word or phrase:  the literal meaning.  The connotation is everything else:  the implications, the suggestions, the associations, the overtones.  When [William] Stafford [in his poem “Traveling Through the Dark”] says that his car “aimed its lowered parking lights,” the denotation is merely an image of a car with its parking lights on, but aimed implies (for me, at least) an intention on the car’s part, and lowered suggests the lowering of eyes.  Combine this with the next line—“under the hood purred the steady engine”—and you have language that denotes a car but connotes an animal.


Diction is classified into four levels:

(the following definitions are taken from “Glossary of Literary Terms: A-E”)

1. Formal diction – a dignified, impersonal, and elevated use of language.  It is exacting in its adherence to the rules of grammar and uses complex vocabulary.

2. Middle diction – still follows the rules of correct language usage, but is less “elevated.”  It reflects the way most educated people speak.

3. Informal diction – the plain language of everyday use.  This often involves idiomatic expressions, slang, contractions, and simple or common words.

4. Poetic diction – Poets sometimes use an elevated diction that is significantly different from the common speech and writing of their time.  These can be words that are chosen (or sometimes created) by the poet because they have a special “poetic” quality – an ability to communicate a complex thought in a word or phrase.

Note that words have both denotative and connotative meanings at all four levels of diction.  The level used by an author to communicate his/her message will depend a great deal on the message to be communicated, the intended audience, and the form of communication (i.e., formal speech/address, story with characters and dialogue, or poetry).

(The following information is courtesy of Pat Sherbert.)

The connotations of words have great rhetorical value—for example in prompting the emotional appeal of a discourse.  Robert H. Thouless has ably demonstrated the emotional value of connotations in his analysis of the diction in two verses by John Keats:

In THE EVE OF ST. AGNES, Keats has written:


Full on this casement shone the wintry moon,


And threw warm gules on Madeline’s fair breast.

These are beautiful lines.  Let us notice how much of their beauty follows from the proper choice of emotionally colored words and how completely it is lost if these words are replaced by neutral ones.  The words with strikingly emotional meanings are CASEMENT, GULES, MADELINE, FAIR, and BREAST.  CASEMENT means simply a kind of window with emotional and romantic associations.  GULES is the heraldic name for red, with the suggestion of romance which accompanies all heraldry.  MADELINE is simply a girl’s name, but one calling out favorable emotions absent from a relatively plain and straightforward name.  FAIR simply means, in objective fact, that her skin was white or uncolored—a necessary condition for the colors of the window to show—but also fair implies warm emotional preference for an uncolored skin rather than one which is yellow, purple, black, or any of the other colors which skin might be.  BREAST has also similar emotional meaning, and the aim of scientific description might have been equally well attained if it had been replaced by such a neutral word as CHEST.


Let us now try the experiment of keeping those two lines in a metrical form, but replacing all the emotionally colored words by neutral ones, while making as few other changes as possible.  We may write:


Full on this window shone the wintry moon, 


Making red marks on Jane’s uncolored chest.

No one will doubt that all of its poetic value has been knocked out of the passage by these changes.  Yet the lines still mean the same in external fact; they still have the same objective meaning.  It is only the emotional meaning which has been destroyed.

Consider this example, in which H. L. Mencken in prose is seeking to influence our attitude toward a certain kind of teacher:

Such idiots, despite the rise of “scientific” pedagogy, have not died out in the world.  I believe that our schools are full of them, both in pantaloons and in skirts.  There are fanatics who love and venerate spelling as a tom-cat loves and venerates catnip.  There are grammatomaniacs; schoolmarms who would rather parse than eat; specialists in an objective case that doesn’t exist in English; strange beings, otherwise sane and even intelligent and comely, who suffer under a split infinitive as you or I would suffer under gastro-enteritis.  There are geography cranks, able to bound Mesopotamia and Baluchistan.  There are zealots for long division, experts in the multiplication tables, lunatic worshippers of the binomial theorem.  But the system has them in its grip.  It combats their natural enthusiasm diligently and mercilessly.  It tries to convert them into mere technicians, clumsy machines.

We cannot examine all the techniques that Mencken uses in his satirical writings, but we can note here the subtle way in which he influences our reactions simply by his choice of words.  A good deal of the effect of this passage is produced by Mencken’s “namecalling.”  The “names” that Mencken used here are heavily freighted with emotional overtones—IDIOTS, FANATICS, SCHOOLMARMS (one of Mencken’s favorite derogatory epithets), CRANKS, ZEALOTS, LUNATIC WORSHIPPERS.  All of these words carry the discrediting connotation of extreme, irrational commitment to a cause—the taint of “enthusiasm” that many critics ascribed to the evangelical sects in the eighteenth and nineteenth century England.  Where Mencken fails to find an emotional epithet to suit his purpose, he invents one—GRAMMATOMANIACS.  Most readers do not know what GASTRO-ENTERITIS means; but they do not have to know—the word just sounds awful.  Notice how Mencken, in the second sentence of this passage, indicates that he is talking about both men and women teachers—“in pantaloons and in skirts.”  PANTALOONS was an especially clever choice.  PANTS would have been the word that most of us would have chosen as the counterpart of SKIRTS.  But Mencken detected an extra connotative value of the word PANTALOONS, suggesting to a modern audience something archaic, slightly feminine.  Note too how Mencken uses a simile in the third sentence to deprecate the object of his satire, comparing devotees of correct spelling to the lowly, back-alley TOM-CAT.  One of the deadliest words in the English language is the word MERE.  Mencken uses this word with devastating effectiveness at the end of this passage, where he begins to shift his ground attack, warning us that these “enthusiastic” pedagogues are now in danger of being turned into dispassionate machines as a result of their exposure to “teachers’ college” bunkum.  What is more chilling than to be called a “mere technician”?  (Sherbert)

The relationship between diction and tone.

Diction is a tool an author uses to communicate his/her feelings about a subject.  Pat Sherbert defines tone as follows:


In a literary work, tone is the attitude the author projects.  That attiude is revealed through his choice of details, through his diction, and through his emphasis and comments.


Although tone and attitude are frequently used in textbooks interchangeably (defined:  tone is attitude), they can differ….Tone only reflects attitude.  The writer, through his choice of devices such as diction and syntax (style), implies a tone; as a result, the reader infers an attitude.


Tone is a musical metaphor for the writers’ relationships with readers that result from writers making two decisions:  (1) how they will express their feelings about the subject, and (2) how they will place themselves socially, intellectually, or morally with regard to their implied readers—as their superiors, looking down; as their inferiors, looking up; or as their equals, addressing them eye-to-eye.


Tone as the expression of feeling should not be confused with the description of feeling.  Tone expresses or implies the writer’s emotional state, the feeling about the subject that the writer desires to share; it will often differ markedly from the feelings expressed by characters who appear in the writing.  A writer, for example, can describe the cheerfulness of the airline flight attendants in a sarcastic tone, the self-dramatizing gloom of a spoiled child in a scoffing tone, or the pompous pontifications of a political candidate in a tone of good-natured joshing.


Clearly, writers need not say what they are feeling; tone emerges as a quality of the whole utterance, whether spoken or written.  An indignant speaker might say with deep sarcasm, “I’m delighted that you show such contempt for my efforts.  Nothing pleases me more than to find honesty where I might least expect it.”  The speaker does not need to say, “I’m indignant.”  When Wordsworth says, “But yet I know, where’er I go,/ That there hath passed away a glory from the earth,” his sense of loss can be heard without his having to say, “I’m sad.”  It is reported that Mark Twain would never smile as he delivered popular speeches that kept his audiences in stitches.


Tone, then, is the quality of voice that conveys feelings, whether they are stated directly or indirectly.  With variations of tone, we can express love or hate, happiness or grief, comradeship or contempt, compassion or loathing, humor or seriousness, anger, indignation, outrage, or forgiveness.  And these tones are only a beginning.  Writers usually present not only tone, but also a mixture of tones:  anger and pity, sorrow and hope, and so on….


An analysis of tone will depend on a precise and accurate understanding of the author’s attitude toward

(1)  the subject

(2)  the audience

(3)  himself

In order to investigate tone and attitude, we use the acronym DIDS:

Diction:  The purposeful selection of words for their denotative or connotative value.

Images:  The words and phrases that appeal to one or more of the five senses.

Details:  Concrete words used to call up an image, sometimes called concrete imagery and not to be confused with a sensory image; a referent.

Syntax:  The author’s arrangement of sounds, phrases, and clauses that becomes a rhetorical effect.

Tim Averill says, “tone is an end of rhetoric, whereas diction, imagery, selected details and manipulated syntax are tangible means that can reveal an author’s tone.”  Averill breaks tone/attitude into the following categories, which he identifies as language we can use to describe tone:

Positive:  

lighthearted, hopeful, exuberant, enthusiastic, complimentary, confident, cheery, optimistic, loving, passionate, amused, elated, sympathetic, compassionate, proud

Negative:  

Anger—angry, disgusted, outraged, accusing, condemnatory, furious, wrathful, bitter, inflammatory, irritated, indignant, threatening.

Humor/Irony/Sarcasm—scornful, disdainful, contemptuous, sarcastic, cynical, critical, facetious, patronizing, satiric, condescending, sardonic, mock-heroic, bantering, irreverent, mock-serious, taunting, insolent, pompous, ironic, flippant, grotesque

Sorrow/Fear/Worry—somber, elegiac, melancholic, sad, disturbed, mournful, solemn, serious, apprehensive, concerned, hopeless, staid, resigned

Neutral:

formal, objective, incredulous, nostalgic, ceremonial, candid, shocked, reminiscent, restrained, clinical, baffled, sentimental, detached, disbelieving, questioning, urgent, instructive, matter-of-fact, admonitory, learned, factual, didactic, informative, authoritative

Averill’s three simple categories can provide a starting point for analyzing tone in many works of literature, but author’s often use a combination of attitudes.  You may need a more comprehensive list of categories in order to adequately describe an author’s attitude in a specific manner.  Sherbert’s list is as follows:

Attitudes of logic

explanatory, didactic, admonitory, condemnatory, indignant, puzzled, curious, guileless, thoughtless, innocent, frank, sincere, questioning, uncertain, doubting, incredulous, critical, cynical, insinuating, persuading, coaxing, pleading, persuasive, argumentative, oracular

Attitudes of pleasure

peaceful, satisfied, contented, happy, cheerful, pleasant, bright, joyful, playful, jubilant, elated, enraptured

Attitudes of pain

worried, uneasy, troubled, disappointed, regretful, vexed, annoyed, bored, disgusted, miserable, cheerless, mournful, sorrowful, sad, dismal, melancholy, plaintive, fretful, querulous, irritable, sore, sour, sulky, dismal, sullen, bitter, crushed, pathetic, tragic

Attitudes of passion

nervous, hysterical, impulsive, impetuous, reckless, desperate, frantic, wild, fierce, serious, savage, enraged, angry, hungry, greedy, jealous, insane, wistful

Attitudes of friendliness

cordial, sociable, gracious, kindly, sympathetic, compassionate, forgiving, pitying, indulgent, tolerant, comforting, soothing, tender, loving, caressing, solicitous, accommodating, approving, helpful, obliging, courteous, polite, confiding, trusting

Attitudes of comedy

facetious, comic, ironic, satiric, amused, mocking, playful, humorous, uproarious

Attitudes of animation

lively, eager, excited, earnest, energetic, vigorous, hearty, ardent, passionate, rapturous, ecstatic, feverish, exalted, breathless, hasty, brisk, crisp, hopeful

Attitudes of apathy

inert, sluggish, languid, dispassionate, dull, colorless, indifferent, stoical, resigned, defeated, helpless, hopeless, dry, monotonous, vacant, feeble, dreaming, bored, blasé, sophisticated

Attitudes of self-importance

impressive, profound, proud, dignified, lofty, imperious, confident, egotistical, peremptory, bombastic, sententious, arrogant, pompous, stiff, boastful, exultant, insolent, domineering, flippant, saucy, positive, resolute, haughty, condescending, challenging, bold, defiant, contemptuous

Attitudes of submission and timidity

meek, shy, humble, docile, ashamed, modest, timid, unpretentious, respectful, apologetic, devout, reverent, servile, obsequious, groveling, contrite, obedient, willing, sycophantic, fawning, ingratiating, deprecatory, alarmed, fearful, terrified, trembling, wondering, awed, astounded, shocked, uncomprehending


Diction/Tone Exercises   (taken from handout by Pat Sherbert)

A.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

The Naked and the Nude

by Robert Graves

For me, the naked and the nude

(By lexicographers construed

As synonyms that should express

The same deficiency of dress

Or shelter) stand as wide apart

As love from lies, or truth from art.

Lovers without reproach will gaze

On bodies naked and ablaze;

The hippocratic eye will see

In nakedness, anatomy;

And naked shines the Goddess when

She mounts her lion among men.

The nude are bold, the nude are sly

To hold each treasonable eye.

While draping by a showman’s trick

Their dishabille in rhetoric,

They grin a mock-religious grin

Of scorn at those of naked skin.

The naked, therefore, who compete

Against the nude may know defeat;

Yet when they both together tread

The briary pastures of the dead,

By Gorgons with long whips pursued,

How naked go the sometimes nude!

1. Circle the words:  lexicographers, construed, hippocratic, dishabille, Gorgons.  What is the effect (connotative) of using this diction?

2. What kind of language is used in lines 2-5?  For example, why is “deficiency” used instead of “lack”?

3. Explain the metaphor in line 15.  (rhetoric = clothing)  Why the fancy word “dishabille” ? (French = undressed)

4. Explain the effect of Grave’s choice of deviant alternatives:  brave for bold, clever for sly, clothing for draping, and smile for grin?

5. What is the connotative difference between “naked” and “nude”?  What is the effect of the last line?

PURPOSE:  Grave’s distinction between “naked” and “nude” does not account for other uses of these words.  How appropriate, for example, would be Grave’s version of nude for the following:  a pamphlet written for nudists, an advertisement for a strip show, an article in ART NEWS on painting the human figure?  Writer’s purpose becomes a strong thesis for a paper, if you validate his purpose with the study of his word choice.

B.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions.

My Papa’s Waltz

by Theodore Roethke

The whiskey on your breath

Could make a small boy dizzy;

But I hung on like death

Such waltzing was not easy.

We romped until the pans

Slid from the kitchen shelf;

My mother’s countenance

Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist

Was battered on one knuckle;

At every step you missed

My right ear scraped a buckle.

You beat time on my head

With a palm caked hard by dirt,

Then waltzed me off to bed

Still clinging to your shirt.

1. What are the “diction” words in the poem?  (List them in the left column on the analysis form.)

2. Look up the denotative meanings of the “diction” words in the dictionary and write them in the left column on the analysis form.

3. Write the connotative meanings of the “diction” words in the right column of the analysis form.

4. Use one of the lists of tone/attitude words to help you decide Roethke’s attitude and write 2-3 sentences in the space on the form which explain the speaker’s attitude.

5. Identify the speaker’s purpose and write it in the space on the form.  Note that the purpose will often reflect the theme or message of the poem, and is often a comment on some aspect of the human condition.  State this purpose as a clear thesis for an essay which would analyze the use of diction in the poem.
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