Lesson 1: Style

Analyzing Elements of an Author's Style

Key Concepts

Style is the distinctive way authors craft the language of their writing. Although authors tend to write in a
consistent style, they make some choices based on the context, audience, and purpose. An author's
style includes choices or techniques related to:

e Connotation: A word's connotation can be positive, negative, or neutral and can reveal
perspective or attitude.

o Descriptive language: Authors reveal their perspectives by using descriptors and creating vivid
mental images that convey meaning through their connotations.

e Tone: The overall tone of a passage can be determined by examining the language and details
used throughout it. However, in order to make a particular point, authors may select a specific tone
to use in a portion of the text.

o Irony: Authors use language to point out contradictions or challenge assumptions.
¢ Sentence structure: The way authors arrange the parts of a sentence can emphasize certain

ideas and demonstrate how ideas are related.
7.A Analyzing Word Choice and Tone
In order to fully understand a complex text, you should examine the author's choice of words and use of

tone. Also, analyzing these techniques can provide you models of effective language use to emulate in
your own writing.

Nayeli's New Style Episode 1

Nayeli has two weeks lePt to write the best essay of her liPe—the college admissions essay that will [avnch her
Puture. 8he wants to be accepted into the linguistics program at swarthmore College in Pennsylvania.
swarthmore is a small school, but it is responsible Por creating a digital platPorm to ensure the preservation
oP over 7,000 endangered world languages, and Nayeli wants to join these ePPorts.

She learned about 4warthmore when
she visited her Pamily in Oaxaca, a
region in Southern Mexico. Zapotec is
one oP thovsands of indigenovs
languages across the world that is
likely to die out without ePPorts to
preserve it. tudents Prom swarthmore
were in Oaxaca to create a "talking
dictionary" to preserve the Zapotec
language by interviewing native
speakers, like Nayeli's grandma.
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Lesson 1: Style

Up to now, Nayeli hasn't thought much about the style of her
admissions oPPicers hear her unique voice. own writing. In her class assignments, she Pocuses on the
She also wants to convey her pride in her points she wants to make in her arguments and thinks about
Pamily's Zapotec roots in southern Mexico her l[anguage only in terms of being clear and concise. However,
and explain her dream oP working With the this essay is about her dreams and passions, and she wants to
linguistics and anthropology programs at eMploy some oP the stylistic techniques she has appreciated in
swarthmore to help preserve the Zapotec the writing of others.
language and culture by documenting its
Mythologies.

iHola, Zac Iaizhi!

2C0M0 estda, Xa nou? )

To guide her as she writes, Nayeli has decided to study some of
the compelling essays she was assigned in her AP Language
class. she pays particolar attention to how avthors make
deliberate choices about their language and tone.

Analyzing Word Choice
Authors want to select words that suit the situation and help achieve their purpose.
¢ Authors choose words that have the most accurate definition to fit the meaning they intend to
convey.
o Authors also consider the connotations words carry through their common use.
¢ Connotations can be positive, negative, or neutral.
e These choices help authors convey their attitude and develop their tone.

Connotation

In his essay "The Visible Man," Trey Ellis describes his experiences as an American student in Florence,
Italy. The paragraph below from the essay has been rewritten so that it primarily uses words with neutral
connotations.

In fact, I soon changed from an American into one of those students who pretend to have been born in
Europe. I started to dress better and speak with my hands. I almost wanted to take up smoking. In the
mornings [’d peer over my bowl of caffé latte at the other students’ presweetened cereal as if I’d never
dumped out whole boxes of the stuff just to get at the plastic snap-together spaceships. Back in my
New Haven neighborhood, I had resisted adopting the New England culture. But in Florence, speaking
Italian, I was soon over-aspirating my C’s, trying to mimic the Tuscan accent. I’d say “Hoha-hola hon
la hannuccia horta” (“Coca-Cola with a short straw”) in a more Florentine way than any descendant
of Dante.

172



Lesson 1: Style

Activity: Connotation

The paragraph below is the original version Ellis wrote. The words in blue represent those with
connotations that help convey his attitude toward himself and his situation. Consider the definitions
of these words and the associations they carry. View an analysis of the connotations of each word
in the Suggested Responses at the end of this section.

Ellis's Original Word Choice:

In fact, I soon metamorphosed from an ugly American into one of those insufferable school-year-abroad
students who pretend to have been born Continental. I started to dress better and gesticulate with my
hands. I almost wanted to take up smoking. In the mornings I’d peer over my bowl of caffé latte at the
other students’ soggy presweetened cereal as if I’d never dumped out whole boxes of the stuff just to
get at the plastic snap-together spaceships. Back in my New Haven neighborhood 1’d bridled
aggressively against my own Yankee assimilation. But in Florence, speaking Italian, I was soon over-
aspirating my C’s, trying to mimic the Tuscan accent. 1’d say “Hoha-hola hon la hannuccia horta”
(“Coca-Cola with a short straw”) in a more flagrantly Florentine way than any descendant of Dante.

Author's Attitude

Attitude is the author's overall opinion about what he is discussing. Once you have analyzed some of the
author's word choices, you can determine whether the author's attitude is positive, negative, or neutral,
and then assign a word that best represents the feeling or opinion being expressed.

To develop your ability to discuss an author's attitude and tone, study positive, negative, and neutral words that
are often used for this purpose. Note words that have similar meanings but differ in their connotations and
degree of emotion. For example, imagine the difference in attitude that is communicated by a nod of the head
versus applause. The nod of the head would be approving, which is less enthusiastic than applauding.

The connotations in the paragraph you just read from "The Visible Man" help illustrate the attitude the
author now holds toward his behavior and mindset as an international student.

e He tried to appear sophisticated and "Continental."

¢ He describes himself as "insufferable," indicating he was arrogant and obnoxious.

e He "gesticulated" when speaking, trying a little too hard to imitate Italians.

¢ He "flagrantly" overdid the Florentine accent.
By pointing out how hard he tried to show off his adopted Italian identity, the author indicates that he views

his behavior as foolish. Therefore, his attitude toward his younger self could be described as critical or
embarrassed. Yet by mocking his exaggerated behavior, he suggests that he is also somewhat amused.

Author's Tone

Tone is a tool authors use to convey their attitude toward a subject. For example, to convey a negative
attitude toward a subject, the author may use a mocking tone or a serious and reflective tone.

Once you have identified the author's attitude toward the topics being discussed, you can identify the best
way to describe the author's tone (the emotional or mental state authors express through their language).
Readers may observe an overall tone in a passage yet recognize that certain sections have a distinct
tone of their own. In addition, tone is complex, so it can often be described with more than one word.

Tone of a Section of the Passage

For example, in the paragraph above from "The Visible Man," the author conveys a negative attitude
toward how he tried too hard to transform into an Italian. Since he is admitting to his own foolishness, his
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tone in this paragraph could be described as confessional. And, since he mocks himself a little, his tone
could also be described as self-deprecating.

Overall Tone of the Passage

To determine the tone of the whole passage, examine the author's language and attitude throughout.
Break the passage into two or three major sections and note how the language and details reveal the
author's emotions and mindset.

When I arrived in Florence in 1981, [ was sure a black face in Italy would be no novelty. Yet
during the six months of my sophomore year abroad from Stanford, about the only time I saw a
black American was when I looked in the mirror. My perceptions and loyalties shifted: I became
closer to white American students than I had been in the States. Every Stanford girl was called
Biondina (Blondie) even if her hair was dark brown. A Santa Barbara surfer and I were now
both minorities.

Yet as I slowly learned to express myself in Italian with fewer appeals of “Come si dice?” (“How does
one say?”), my allegiance began to tilt from the Californians to the Italians. Other students also itched
to experience behind-the-scenes Tuscany, but somehow it seemed easier for me. In my case, being a
minority was nothing new; [ grew up in Irish- and Italian-American middle- and working-class suburbs
outside Ann Arbor and New Haven.' Hearing an Italian child shout “Guarda, mamma, un nero”
(“Look, ma, a black man”) before the mother slapped the child’s pointing finger was cute compared
with watching old ladies in Connecticut cross the street to avoid sharing the sidewalk.

In fact, I soon metamorphosed from an ugly American into one of those insufferable school-year-
abroad students who pretend to have been born Continental. I started to dress better and gesticulate
with my hands. I almost wanted to take up smoking. In the mornings I’d peer over my bowl of caffé
latte at the other students’ soggy presweetened cereal as if I’d never dumped out whole boxes of the
stuff just to get at the plastic snap-together spaceships. Back in my New Haven neighborhood I’d
bridled aggressively against my own Yankee” assimilation. But in Florence, speaking Italian, I was
soon over-aspirating my C’s, trying to mimic the Tuscan accent. I'd say “Hoha-hola hon la hannuccia
horta” (“Coca-Cola with a short straw”) in a more flagrantly Florentine way than any descendant

of Dante.

Physically, of course, I could never pass for an Italian. On the streets I was usually mistaken for an
African drought refugee. Old women would stop and squeeze my arm, “Sei uno dei nostri Eritrei?”
(““Are you one of our Eritreans?”’), one once asked, soothed by seeing her weekly church contribution
made flesh. Others, after discovering | was an Americano nero, assumed I was some kind of civil-
rights celebrity. “Ce [’ho un sogno!”” somebody once said to me—*I have a dream!”

Yet Italians accepted me more readily than any people I’ve ever known. They shared with me their
Easter dinners, their beach houses, their grandparents. Every weekend a pack of us would hike 500-
year-old cobblestone streets to visit little-known hillside monasteries or hunt the Chianti region for
obscure grape festivals. I was an absolutely equal member of a wonderful group of Italian friends
who—except for me—had known each other since high school.

Then at year’s end I had to leave. On the plane home I thought about why Italy had embraced me so
effortlessly. Sicily is just 90 miles from North Africa and, thanks to Moorish incursions as far north as
Naples, I was fooled daily in the streets, waving to Sicilians I mistook for high-yellow® Alabamans.
Northern Europeans see themselves as pure, while all Mediterraneans to them are hot-blooded Afro-
Europeans. They’re right. As for this Afro-American, finding myself among people who liked to sit
outside with friends and lyrically argue and seduce and brag, I felt as comfortable in a piazza as on my
grandparents’ front stoop.
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Back at school, I didn’t realize how uncomfortable I sometimes felt in the States until I remembered
how at home I’d felt in Italy. So after graduation and months of rejection as a TV comedy writer in
New York, I knew it was time to get back on the plane.

When you arrive in a new country and know that you’re only staying a few months, you can afford to
fiddle with your identity. But returning to Florence this time and not knowing when or if I’d ever go
home, I began to act less Italian. Despite my Italian friends’ jokes, I resumed eating eggs in the
mornings and drinking cappuccino at night. No longer insecure about the language, my ridiculous
Tuscan mellowed to standard Italian. I realized that as a foreigner, my entire mystique was my black
Americanness.

Below is an example of how the language and details reveal the author's emotions and mindset in three
sections of the passage.

P1-P3: The author has a mindset of reflection as he recounts unexpected bonding with the white
American students before becoming more comfortable with Italians. He humorously confesses his over-
eager attempt to transform into an lItalian.

P4-P6: The author delves into his deepening sense of belonging in Italy. He reflects happily on the
warm acceptance he received from ltalians, the fun he had with friends, and his growing comfort in the
country.

P7-P8: The author reflects on his discomfort upon returning to the United States and the decision to go
back to Italy. These paragraphs emphasize the complexity of the author's evolving identity as he
navigated different cultures. The author's realization that his "black Americanness" is a unique identifier
adds depth to his reflection and nostalgia (appreciation of past experiences).

Activity: Tone

In the chart below, read each description of a pattern in how the author's emotions and mindset are
described. Write a comment to identify a tone word suggested by that pattern. Then, compare
your annotations with the Suggested Responses at the end of this section.

Patterns Tones

Each section conveys the author's reflective mindset as he considers the T
T . . : . . : one 1

significance of his experiences in Italy in contrast to those in America.

The author's warm and sometimes humorous memories show his deep

appreciation for these experiences and the growth they helped him achieve. Tone 2

Verify your choice of tone by writing a comment about how the overall tone contributes to the author's
purpose. Then, compare your annotations with the Suggested Responses at the end of this section.
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Activity: Connotation Suggested Responses

In fact, | soon metamorphosed from an ugly American into one of those insufferable school-year-
abroad students who pretend to have been born Continental. | started to dress better and
gesticulate with my hands. | almost wanted to take up smoking. In the mornings I'd peer over my
bowl of caffé latte at the other students' soggy presweetened cereal as if I'd never dumped out
whole boxes of the stuff just to get at the plastic snap-together spaceships. Back in my New Haven
neighborhood I'd bridled aggressively against my own Yankee assimilation. But in Florence,
speaking ltalian, | was soon over-aspirating my C's, trying to mimic the Tuscan accent. I'd say
"Hoha-hola hon la hannuccia horta" ("Coca-Cola with a short straw") in a more flagrantly Florentine
way than any descendant of Dante.

metamorphosed
e Meaning: having completely changed form, such as biological changes in insects and
amphibians.

e Connotations: Negative. Humans don't metamorphize like insects and amphibians do. So,
using "metamorphosed” instead of "changed" conveys the completeness and weirdness of his
transformation from one kind of unpleasant person to another.

ugly American

e Meaning: stereotype of Americans when traveling to foreign countries.

e Connotations: Negative. Using "ugly American" recalls the negative stereotype of Americans
being ignorant and offensive when traveling abroad. By using this term, Ellis brings to the
readers' minds all of the things "ugly Americans" are known for, and from which he wanted to
distance himself.

Insufferable

e Meaning: overbearing and annoying.

e Connotations: Negative: Usually people described as "insufferable" are annoying because they
impose themselves on others, often in an arrogant way.

Continental

e Meaning: term referring to the continent of Europe.

e Connotations: Positive: The term "European” simply defines a geographic reality of being in or
from Europe. However, "Continental" suggests a certain European culture or lifestyle, implying
a sophistication that is associated with continental Europe, especially countries like France,
Italy, and Spain.

gesticulate

e Meaning: to accentuate one's words by making dramatic hand gestures.

e Connotations: Negative: While a hand gesture can be as simple as pointing to an object or
giving a thumbs-up, "gesticulate" suggests hand movements that are exaggerated and draw
attention.

soggy

e Meaning: softened due to the absorption of liquid.

e Connotations: Negative: Describing the cereal in milk as "soggy" creates a disgusting image,
which reflects Ellis's critical judgment of the cereal and the students eating it.

bridled aggressively

e Meaning: to resist restraints, such as a bridle, which controls a horse's head.

e Connotations: Negative: An animal might "bridle aggressively" against its restraints by throwing
its head, trying to break free. By describing his struggle against the dominant culture with an
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image of an animal's natural resistance to being restrained, he shows how strong this feeling
was and justifies his resistance.

Yankee assimilation

e Meaning: describes the people or culture of New England.

e Connotations: Negative. Neither "Yankee" nor "assimilation” is always used in a negative way,
but here Ellis describes how he resisted blending in with Yankee (New England) culture in
Connecticut. So, he is likely using "Yankee" as an insulting nickname and "assimilation" to
suggest that he resisted the erasure of his own identity.

flagrantly

e Meaning: done obviously on purpose.

e Connotations: Negative. When something is done "flagrantly," it suggests the action is known to
be wrong and is done intentionally.

Activity: Tone Suggested Responses

Patterns Tones
Each section conveys the author's reflective Reflective: thinking about the
mindset as he considers the significance of his significance of an experience
experiences in Italy in contrast to those in
America.
The author's warm and sometimes humorous Nostalgic: appreciative of the past

memories show his deep appreciation for these
experiences and the growth they helped him
achieve.

Purpose: The author's reflective and nostalgic tone helps him explore the significance of a pivotal
experience as a young man and express his appreciation for the memories that led to his insight.
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7.A Word Choice and Tone

7.A Word Choice and Tone
Check for Understanding

The following passage is from a recent article in a magazine.

For me, this story began in another classroom, in another century, at the Carlisle Indian School where
my Potawatomi grandfather was taken as a small boy. My chance of knowing my native language and
your chance of ever hearing it were stolen in the Indian boarding schools where native children were
forbidden to speak their own language. Within the walls of that school, the clipped syllables of English
replaced the lush Potawatomi sounds of water splashing on rocks and wind in the trees, a language that
emerged from the lands of the Great Lakes. Our language hovers at the edge of extinction, an endangered
species of knowledge and wisdom dwindling away with the loss of every elder.

So, bit by bit, I have been trying to learn my lost language. My house is spangled with Post-it Notes
labeling wiisgaak, gokpenagen, and ishkodenhs. 1t's a very difficult language to learn, but what keeps me
going is the pulse of animacy in every sentence. There are words for states of being that have no
equivalent in English. The language that my grandfather was forbidden to speak is composed primarily of
verbs, ways to describe the vital beingness of the world. Both nouns and verbs come in two forms, the
animate and the inanimate. You hear a blue jay with a different verb than you hear an airplane,
distinguishing that which possesses the quality of life from that which is merely an object. Birds, bugs,
and berries are spoken of with the same respectful grammar as humans are, as if we were all members of
the same family. Because we are. There is no it for nature. Living beings are referred to as subjects,
never as objects, and personhood is extended to all who breathe and some who don't. I greet the silent
boulder people with the same respect as I do the talkative chickadees.

It's no wonder that our language was forbidden. The language we speak is an affront to the ears of the
colonist in every way, because it is a language that challenges the fundamental tenets of Western
thinking—that humans alone are possessed of rights and all the rest of the living world exists for human
use. Those whom my ancestors called relatives were renamed natural resources. In contrast to verb-
based Potawatomi, the English language is made up primarily of nouns, somehow appropriate for a
culture so obsessed with things.

At the same time that the language of the land was being suppressed, the land itself was being
converted from the communal responsibility of native people to the private property of settlers, in a one-
two punch of colonization. Replacing the aboriginal idea of land as a revered living being with the
colonial understanding of land as a warehouse of natural resources was essential to Manifest Destiny*, so
languages that told a different story were an enemy. Indigenous languages and thought were as much an
impediment to land-taking as were the vast herds of buffalo, and so were likewise targeted for
extermination.

Linguistic imperialism has always been a tool of colonization, meant to obliterate history and the
visibility of the people who were displaced along with their languages. But five hundred years later, in a
renamed landscape, it has become a nearly invisible tool. We forget the original names, that the Hudson
River was "the river that runs both ways," that Devils Tower was the sacred Bear Butte of the Lakota.
Beyond the renaming of places, I think the most profound act of linguistic imperialism was the
replacement of a language of animacy with one of objectification of nature, which renders the beloved
land as lifeless object, the forest as board feet of timber. Because we speak and live with this language
every day, our minds have also been colonized by this notion that the nonhuman living world and the
world of inanimate objects have equal status. Bulldozers, buttons, berries, and butterflies are all referred
to as it, as things, whether they are inanimate industrial products or living beings.
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English has come to be the dominant language of commerce, in which contracts to convert a forest to
a copper mine are written. It's just the right language for the purpose, because the forest and the copper
ore are equivalent "its." English encodes human exceptionalism, which privileges the needs and wants of
humans above all others and understands us as detached from the commonwealth of life. But I wonder if
it was always that way. I can't help but think that the land spoke clearly to early Anglo-Saxons, just as it
did to the Potawatomi. Robert Macfarlane's wonderful book Landmarks, about land and language,
documents myriad place names of great particularity that illuminate an ancient Anglo-Saxon intimacy
with the land and her beings. It is said that we are known by the company we keep, and I wonder if
English sharpened its verbal ax and lost the companionship of oaks and primroses when it began to keep
company with capitalism. I want to suggest that we can begin to mend that rift—with pronouns. As a
reluctant student of the formalities of writing, I never would have imagined that I would one day be
advocating for grammar as a tool of the revolution.

*The 19th-century belief that the expansion of the US throughout the American continents was both
justified and inevitable

1. In context, the tone of the author's remark that "l greet...chickadees" (lines 17-18) is best
described as

A) boastful and condescending
B) assertive and uncompromising
C) defiant but apologetic

D) sincere but disappointed

2. Inline 39, the author uses "colonized" to mean
A) culturally dominated
B) geographically distanced
C) legally authorized

D) financially exploited

3. The author's attitude toward the fact that English began to "keep company with capitalism"
(line 51) is best described as one of

A) indifference
B) admiration
C) criticism

D) uncertainty
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4. The author's tone in this passage can best be described as

A)
B)
C)
D)

mocking and outraged
nostalgic and warm
objective but questioning

sorrowful but hopeful
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