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Diction and Tone


Remember the last time you were having an argument with someone and became frustrated because you couldn’t find the words to express exactly what you wanted to say?  It’s like your brain goes temporarily on vacation—it always seems to return just after you walk away and suddenly you think of brilliant retorts.  But in the heat of battle, choosing just the right words takes on enormous importance.  Indeed, using words carefully can sometimes be vital.


What we are talking about is called diction—a writer’s choice of words.  If I tell you that the word “diction” comes from the Latin verb which means “to say” (Birkerts 537), you might respond with “So?” and wonder why this is even an issue.  In order to explain the reasons why diction is important in communication, we first need to think about the most basic factor of diction—the fact that words have two different types of meanings:


denotation – “the dictionary meaning or meanings of the word” (Perrine 546).  Think of this as the “direct, specific meaning of a word or phrase: the literal meaning” (Hunt 552).  Thus, when we read the word “dog”, we mentally picture a four-legged furry creature that barks.


connotation – the implied meaning of a word.  The “meanings and associations that [are suggested] indirectly” (Birkerts 537) by a word greatly affect our understanding of an author’s message.  Beaty and Hunter call this the “personal side” of words and say that words “carry emotional force and shades of suggestion.  The words we use indicate not only what we mean but how we feel about it, and we choose words that we hope will engage others emotionally and persuasively, in conversation and daily usage as well as in poems” (Beaty and Hunter 918).  So, when I hear or read the word “dog,” I might think of either my cute, cuddly little lap dog or I might be reminded of the giant German Shepherd that broke its chain and bit me when I was five years old.  The emotional imprint of that attack was so strong that I can still recall it clearly almost fifty years after the event.  Obviously, a text about a dog will create an emotional response in me because of my personal experiences with dogs.


However, deciphering the denotation and connotation in a text isn’t always as clear-cut as my feelings about dogs. Many words have more than one (or even two) meanings listed in the dictionary.  And discovering what an author wants to imply beyond the dictionary definition or a word is much more than just trying to figure out what that word means to us personally.  Consider the following poem as an example of the difference between denotation and connotation.  


Traveling Through the Dark


William Stafford


Traveling through the dark I found a deer


dead on the edge of the Wilson River road.


It is usually best to roll them into the canyon:


that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead.



By glow of the tail-light, I stumbled back of the car
5


and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;


she had stiffened already, almost cold.


I dragged her off; she was large in the belly.



My fingers touching her side brought me the reason—


her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,
10


alive, still, never to be born.


Beside that mountain road I hesitated.



The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;


under the hood purred the steady engine.


I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;
15


around our group I could hear the wilderness listen.



I thought hard for all of us—my only swerving—


then pushed her over the edge into the river.


Douglas Hunt gives us a clear explanation of the difference between denotation and connotation as he refers to Stafford’s poem:


When Stafford 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 (552).

In other words, while the words “car,” “parking lights”, “aimed”, and “purred” communicate to us specific things and actions, the way those words are used in this poem adds an emotional meaning that creates an image of something more than just a car.  This image in turn affects how we understand the actions of the speaker in the poem as we combine all the various images of animals and life Stafford has included and we see those actions as the logical and necessary result of the need to protect those who drive on that road by clearing away the body of the deer.


We can take this concept of denotation and connotation a step farther by considering what Hunt calls the four common “levels of formality” of diction (553).


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 (“Glossary of Literary Terms: A-E”).

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).


Let’s return to the issue of why we need to understand diction.  The communication of a message is the primary concern of a writer or speaker.  Because words have both specific and ambiguous meanings, the particular words an author uses affect not only the message the audience (reader) receives, but the way in which we interpret that idea.  If you are giving someone directions to get to your house, you will use words that can be interpreted only one way—turn right at Castle Street, look for the donut shop on the left.  The same is true of a recipe or instructions about how to change a tire.  In these situations, you want to have as little connotation as possible to be sure the message is communicated precisely.  But in literature a wide variety of meanings—both denotative and connotative—are often desired.  As Perrine says, 


any person using words must be careful to define precisely by context the meanings that he wishes.  But the difference between the writer using language to communicate information and the poet is this:  the practical writer will always take advantage of the fact that the word has more than one meaning by using it to mean more than one thing at the same time (548).

Although Perrine is speaking here specifically of poetry, you should not assume that prose writers do not also choose their words with care in order to achieve a particular emotional effect in the reader.  When a character’s dress is “crimson” rather than just red, or when a word that normally conveys a sight image evokes a taste image, the author is doing more than simply communicating information.  As a reader, you need to examine how the author communicates his/her point, and word choice is one of the basic tools of a writer.


Look again at the four levels of diction, and notice that poetry has been singled out as being a distinct type of diction.  Prose writers may use any of the levels, depending on their style and purpose.  In fact, diction can be an effective way to establish characterization as the stuffy college professor speaks with formal diction and the youthful athlete mangles language as he tries to appear sophisticated but instead comes across as uneducated.  But “poetic diction” is capable of communicating complex ideas using a minimum number of words; it is economical.


Many students approach poetry as if it is quicksand and automatically assume they will never comprehend it because it’s “impossible to understand poetry”.  (Never mind that this way of thinking is a fallacy of logic.)  They fear it primarily because they are reluctant to spend the mental energy necessary to figure out the denotations and connotations of the words in the poem.  Students often tell me that poets deliberately choose words that no one understands just because they will sound good and will make the poet seem to be above us ordinary folk.  Certainly, the economic use of words means that “poetry can attain a density of meaning and suggestion that we seldom encounter in prose” (Birkerts 538). Perrine calls this idea “that the poet seeks always the most beautiful or noble-sounding words” a “misconception of poetic language” and says that what the poet “really seeks are the most meaningful words, and these vary from one context to another” (549).  

Putting Words in Context

Flip through a few pages of a dictionary.  Notice that many words have more than one definition, and that some words are listed as several separate entries.  Take, for example, the word “cow.”  The HBJ School Dictionary lists three definitions under two separate entries.  The first entry is for the word used as a noun, and can be either a “full-grown female of domestic cattle,” or “a full-grown female of certain other animals, as the elephant, moose, seal, and whale.”  The second entry is for the word “cow” used as a verb, and the definition is “to make afraid or timid” (177).  “Cow” is a common word in our vocabulary; it’s probably one of the first words you learned to spell, and you are probably so confident that you know what the word means that you would never think to look it up in a dictionary.  So how do you know if the author wants you to think of a cow grazing in a field, a mother moose, or someone being bullied into submission?  The easy answer is that you look at the words around the word “cow” and get an idea of the context.  But that also means we must be able to interpret those other words in order to understand how they all fit together to communicate a unified message.  We look for clues such as visual patterns, rhythm patterns, and the sounds of words as we work out the context of the message.  But remember that you first need to have a good idea of the denotation of a word in order to decipher the intended connotation.  Don’t think that you can figure out every word by evaluating the words around it—the dictionary is the first stop in examining an author’s use of diction.



Visual clues can be anything from the spelling of words to the arrangement on the page to the font and size of the letters.  If the author has chosen words that use different spellings which result in similar sounds, then we need to think about why s/he made that choice.  If there is a break in the text, as sometimes happens in stories when the author wants to indicate a change in time or location without beginning a new chapter, it could indicate the completion of one topic and the beginning of a new set of ideas.  Poets use a new stanza to tell us that there is a shift in the ideas.  An author who suddenly interrupts his/her text by switching to a large font which is bold and distinctly different from the “normal” text is either telling us that this is extremely important information or is merely trying to help the reader sort out different parts of the whole passage into meaningful chunks (as I have done with this handout).


The following poem by e.e. cummings is a good example of how visual clues can form a context to help us understand the message:
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iness 

Do you see the phrase given in the parentheses?  Notice how it is inserted inside the word.  This poem contains only four words, but evokes a very powerful emotional response once you see how those words fit together.  Arranging the letters of the words on separate lines is a visual representation of the message of this poem, which in turn helps the reader to understand what the poet is saying.


The rhythm patterns of a text can be either musical and regular (as in some poems) or so subtle as to be hardly noticeable.  Birkerts defines rhythm as “the regular recurrence and speed of sound and stresses in a poem or a work or prose” (1670-71).  Rhythm naturally occurs in our speech because words of more than one syllable (in most languages) have both accented and unaccented syllables.  When we put words together, then, the pattern of stresses on parts of words helps our listeners to sort out our words into meaningful bits.  We tend to notice rhythm patterns more when we speak with people who are not from our own geographical area.  For example, I grew up in Texas and have always been amused by people from the northern U.S. who have difficulty understanding Southerners when they speak.  Last summer I watched a weather forecast on the BBC television channel and had such difficulty understanding the speaker that I wondered if he was really speaking English.  Varieties of “accents” include rhythm patterns of pronunciation that are unique to that geographical area.  Authors can take advantage of these differences in rhythm patterns by using slang rhythms or foreign rhythms in combination with less obtrusive rhythms of narration to make us notice a character who is quite different from the general pattern of the story.  Poets can use rhythm to make us focus intently on a particular line or phrase, or to connect together phrases from different parts of the poem.  An effective writer, however, “uses the rhythm to intensify the meaning of the words, slowing it when the effect is to be meditative, hastening it when the climactic action breaks” (Birkerts 1671).


Obviously, the sounds of words will be directly connected to the rhythm patterns.  One particular device to look for is onomatopoeia—words that sound like what they denote.  Take, for example, the word “buzz.”  When you read or hear that word, you immediately associate it with a specific sound.  Whether that sound is the buzzing of a bee, the noise of a buzzer that opens a door, or the device used to clip a poodle’s fur depends on the context in which the word “buzz” is used, but you relate to a definite sound when you hear the word.

The Relationship with Tone


Think of tone as “the writer’s or speaker’s attitude toward his subject, his audience, or himself” (Perrine 652).  When you are speaking with your mother, and she is berating you for not taking out the garbage as you had promised to do, you know she is unhappy by the sound of her voice, along with the words she is using.  But we don’t have the benefit of a person’s voice to clue us in to the emotions when we read.  Instead, we must recognize it by examining the various devices the author has used in the text.  As Perrine says, “almost all the elements of [literature] go into indicating its tone:  connotation, imagery, and metaphor; irony and understatement; rhythm, sentence construction, and formal pattern.  There is therefore no simple formula for recognizing tone. It is an end product of all the elements in a [text]” (653).


Here are a few words which could be used to describe an author’s tone: hopeful, compassionate, disgusted, scornful, playful, urgent, nervous, proud, dignified, lively.  These are not the actual words used by the author to communicate how s/he feels or thinks about his/her subject.  They are rather the words we use to describe what we perceive as the author’s attitude.  Tone does not describe feelings, but it does express emotions.  For example, I used to know a man who, in the middle of a heavy rain storm, would say, “Lovely weather, if you’re a duck.”  On the surface, that sentence seems to be cheerful about the rain, expressing that the speaker really enjoys the rain.  But the attitude conveyed by the word “duck” tells us that the speaker is actually unhappy about the downpour by sarcastically saying that only a duck could enjoy this weather.  Thus, “sarcastic” does not describe the speaker’s emotions, but it does describe the way in which my friend communicated his displeasure.


Pat Sherbert says that tone reflects “writers’ relationships with readers that result from writers making two decisions:  (1) how they will express their feeling 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” (9).  It’s not necessary for the writer to state directly what s/he is feeling; the attitude can be expressed indirectly and yet be clearly communicated to the reader.  However, if we are to fully understand the author’s message, then we must comprehend both the words and the feelings involved in the communication.  That means that the connotations of words will be a big factor in determining the author’s attitude toward his/her subject.

Evaluating Diction

In one sense, analyzing an author’s use of diction is quite simple:  just note unusual word choices or words that seem to mean more than just what is on the page.  In another sense, however, diction is quite complicated:  sorting out all the clues that reveal the author’s attitude and comprehending the emotional message underlying the words involves your strong vocabulary and a willingness to allow the feelings of the text to have an impact on you.  But being aware of all the facets of diction is not the same as using them as tools to put the entire piece together.  Let’s use a short poem as an example of the process of evaluating diction.


Slim Cunning Hands

Walter de la Mare


Slim cunning hands at rest, and cozening eyes—


Under this stone one loved too wildly lies;


How false she was, no granite could declare;



Nor all earth’s flowers, how fair.  


Begin by making a list of all the “diction words”—all the words that catch your attention.  This task is easiest if you draw a line from top to bottom of a piece of paper, dividing the page in half.  On the left side, write the words you have chosen and their denotations.  (If you are not absolutely sure you know the meaning of a word, you need to look it up in a dictionary.)  Use the right column for your thoughts about the connotations of those words.


At the bottom of the page, leave spaces for “tone” and “purpose”.  As you get ideas that suggest de la Mare’s tone, write words that describe what you perceive as the tone of the poem.  When you have a glimpse of the poet’s purpose—what he wanted to communicate to you—make a note of your thoughts.  You may also find it helpful to add a “comments” line to show the progression of your thoughts as you work through the meanings of the words.


This task is not really a linear process; you can’t do step one, then move on to step two, and so on.  As you understand one connotation, it will affect what you see as the tone of the poem, and grasping de la Mare’s tone will allow you to comprehend more of the connotations of the words he has used.  Similarly, understanding the words and the tone will help you get the idea behind the whole poem, and looking at the overall picture will lead you to additional insights into the individual words.


Generally, there is no definite right or wrong in an interpretation of a text.  But you cannot simply make up an idea and then claim that’s what the author was saying.  Your understanding must be clearly supported by what’s in the text.  Compare your analysis of diction in “Slim Cunning Hands” with mine:

WORD/DENOTATION
CONNOTATION(S)
slim:  slender, thin
thin, long fingers

cunning:  shrewd, crafty, deceptive
capable of doing tricks or magic; hands that




could do many things

cozening:  deceiving by trickery; 
pleading, lying; eyes that lied 

persuading by cajoling, begging

wildly:  untamed; uncivilized; intensely;
loved too much, out of control; exciting

disorderly

false:  not true
unfaithful

granite:  a hard stone that is often used
stone; the finality of death

for grave markers

declare:  state with authority
tell; announce to the world

fair:  visually pleasing; not dark;
wonderful, exciting, sweet, beautiful, loving

impartial; more or less good.

TONE:  bitter, cynical, regretful, sad, ironic

PURPOSE:  The speaker expresses his frustration at feeling love and devotion for a woman who obviously did not deserve it.

COMMENTS:  Stone, granite, and flowers all refer to things that accompany the death of a person.  Using these images clearly communicates the idea that the woman is dead.  The images that refer to the man’s love for the woman reveal complex feelings—loving deeply but not wisely.  The word “wildly” shows that he cared a great deal for her.  “Fair” indicates the warmth of the relationship and that she made the man feel loved in return.  But the negative words—“cunning”, “cozening”, “false”—suggest that she was not trustworthy and that perhaps she only gave the illusion of loving him, rather than truly being in love with the speaker.  But this negative feeling then could mean that “fair” also means “impartial”, that she treated the man the same way she treated everyone else in her life.


Diction is only one of the tools an author has to communicate with readers.  Examining the words on the page will help you to develop a more complete understanding of what the author has written as well as to appreciate the artistry and craftsmanship of writing.

Exercises   
A.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page by making a denotation/connotation chart similar to the one given as an example in the handout.

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
5

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;

10

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
15

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;
20

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.  
Make a list of all the “diction words” in this poem.  You will probably want to include the words “lexicographers”, “deficiencies”, “construed”, “Hippocratic”, “dishabille”, “rhetoric”, and “Gorgons” among the words in your list.  Write a denotation (using the dictionary) for each word on your list.

2.  
Note your ideas about connotations for each word on the right side of your page.  Think of these as “working” definitions, rather than correct answers at this point.

3.  
Consider the poet’s reasons for specific word choices such as using “bold” instead of “brave”, or “draping” instead of “clothing”.  What effect do these choices make on the poem as a whole?  (Note that there are a number of such word choices, not just these two!)

4.
Graves is clearly making a distinction between the words “naked” and “nude”, but what is he saying about those words?  What does he want us to understand about how people use these two words?  What should we understand about the types of people Graves mentions?  (Answers to these questions will help you begin to discover the poet’s purpose.)

5.
Note several words which could describe Graves’ tone in this poem.  Is he playful?  Is he serious?  Ironic?  Mocking?  Are there other ways to describe the poet’s attitude toward his subject?

6.
Use your notes in a class discussion about this poem.  By the end of the discussion, you should have a clear interpretation of how Graves has used diction to communicate his message, and what the point is that he wants you to understand.

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
5

Slid from the kitchen shelf;

My mother’s countenance

Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist

Was battered on one knuckle;
10

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
15

Still clinging to your shirt.

Consider the following questions as you go through the process of identifying “diction words”, establishing denotations and connotations for those words, identifying the poet’s tone, and discovering the purpose of the poem.

1.
What are the economic circumstances of the family in this poem?  What details tell you about the father’s job?  What guesses can you make about the family’s social class?

2.
How does the boy feel about his father?  What words in the poem communicate this information?  What clues do you have about the mother?

3.
How does the fact that the event described in the poem is a childhood memory related from an adult perspective influence the language used?
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