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What's Your Style?

OES THE TITLE OF THIS CHAPTER sound like a caption
in a fashion ad? If so, it’s no surprise: We often asso-
ciate style with clothing, as we see fashions change
from season to season or even week to week. What'’s
hot right now will show up in outlet malls in a year
or so—and in a decade or two, if you're lucky, those once-trendy clothes
at the back of your closet may become retro-chic again. (Do you think

there’s any hope for these clothes from the 1990s on the left? How about
those from the '70s on the right?)

‘ =y x
Stars of the TV shows Beverly Hills, 90210 (1990-2000) and the Brady Bunch
(1969-1974) wear clothing typical of their times.
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Would you
expect to
see the
word “yup”
in the Boston
Globe? See
how that
one carefully
chosen word
affects the
style of the
article on

p. 783.

STYLE

You might not be caught dead wearing these styles today: Style, after
all, is about choices you do not make as well as those you do. Wearing a biki-
ni to the beach might seem a perfectly good stylistic choice at twenty—but
one you might well question at seventy orin a culture thatputsa highvalue
on personal modesty. Of course, there may be some things you would never
choose to wear at any time because they just don’t suit you at all—bright
orange anything, for example, or cowboy boots. Most often, though, you
choose your clothing to fit your own sense of yourself and to match the oc-
casion: a business suit for an important interview; shorts and running shoes
for the gym. Style, then, is both about creating your own “look” and making
sure that look is appropriate to the particular situation.

Style in writing works the same way. As you write, you look for words
and ways of using them that match the message you're trying to convey—
including the impression of yourself that you want to project. To achieve
this goal, you do certain things while not doing others. In this chapter, we
aim to give you tools you can use to think about and shape the style of your
writing. Specifically, we'll consider the issues of appropriateness, formality,
and stance; as you'll see, they're all related.

Appropriateness and Correctness

Tounderstand style in writing, you need to think in terms of a key rhetorical
term: appropriateness. Put most simply, an appropriate writing style is one
in which your language and the way you arrange it suits your topic, your
purpose, your stance, and your audience. But making appropriate stylistic
choices in writing can be tricky, especially because we dorn’t have a set of
hard-and-fast rules to follow. You may have learned that it's never appropri-
ate to start a sentence with and or but or to end a sentence with a preposi-
tion. But even those “rules” are far from universal—and change over time.
In fact, much fine writing today breaks these “rules” to good effect (as we do
in the preceding sentencel).

S0 it won't work to think about style simply as a matter of following the
rules. In fact, when it comes to being “correct” or being “appropriate,” being
appropriate wins out in almost all cases. When Star Trek announced its mis-
sion “to boldly go where no manhas gone pefore,” that split infinitive (“bold-
ly” splits the two words of the infinitive “to go”) wasn't absolutely “correct,”
but it created just the emphasis the writers were after (say it outloud and see
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The crew of the $.5. Enterprise split infinitives boldly, and with e;nphasis

how dlfferent “to boldly go” and “to go boldly” sound!). Moreover, it w.

appr'opnate choice for the time (the 1960s) and place (a TV show I;Ot a: .
leemlc paper). One mark of its stylistic appropriateness: It's still q'uoted e:irca-
in textbooks. Making appropriate stylistic choices, then, will almost ai ve
depend on your RHETORICAL SITUATION —what you're t:atlkin about V;ays
you are, who the audience is, and how you're communicatinggwith t}’L;/:n -

:it:rzl'mdlard idi’fted English: The default choice. In school and in many profes

al contexts, standard edited English is often -

' : seen as the most appropri-

;‘;; cil;oi;e'. 1ho;1§ch the;e s plenty of debate over what standard editpel?i EI;g-
, think of it as that variety of English most of 1

ten used in education

government, and most professional cont i i :

' exts, especially in writing. Like

E}}i Is{cgar:;clalrd vatrlety of any written language, standard edited Engliih has

ed across time—and will continue to chan

; ge. If you read stories writ-

:;r;;f;};l Flannery O’'Connor, a twentieth-century fiction writer, you'll notice

o : e uses the WOlde man and he 1o refer to people in general. Choices like

- 1refeelrcned appropriate at the time. But when many criticized the use of he

o mer o both men and yvomen, conventions changed, and writers looked

; _c?re-appropnate choices. Were O’Connor, who died in 1964 writing to-
ay, ;t s likely that her use of language would reflect that changé

s I?tttgle facts tha.lt standard languages emerge and change over time

at the appropriate use of a language most often depends on context
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Geneva
Smitherman

STYLE

dor’t mean that there are no rules at all. There are some ru?es, and follot;/\;mg_
or not—has consequences. After all, the logic behind standard lan
guages is that if users of a language all follow the same .rules,lE tk&e;yv\;; ;/ai
is said—rather than being distracte
us on content—on what is said—ra '
1ic:c;aid When you don't follow these fairly basic rules, readers may end up
focusing more on the how than on the what.

them—

“You gotta know the rules to break the rules.” This old sa.ying‘still holds

true irgl many situations. Take a look, for instance, at how l-ll?guflt C;er;;xcr?
i tandard edited English brilliantly. In \

Smitherman breaks the rules of s :

had she stuck with those rules, the following paragraph would have been

far less effective thanitis.

Before about 1959 (when the first study was dOI?e to change b.labck.speeccal'j
patterns), Black English had been primarily the interest of u1l:1]1ver5||ty eitsts

demics, particularly the historical linguists and cultural antl roplooc:/gers .
In recent years, though, the issue has become j<1very hot. corl\ r o :/S
and there have been articles on Black Dialect in the national pre s
well as in the educational research literature. We have had pronouf .
ments on black speech from the NAACP and the iBI.ack Panthkelrs, breont
highly publicized scholars of the Arthur Jensen—William Shodc e);! fron;
from executives of national corporations such as. GreyhoTJn ,an -

housewives and community folk. | mean, really, it seem like everybody

i he subject!
ma done had something to say ont N
sndhermem —_GENEVA SMITHERMAN, Talkin and Testifyin:
The Language of Black America

Smitherman obviously knows the rules of standard edi;e(i Epgilssi;;t
‘ int and also to create a clear rhetorical; 2

breaks them to support her poin : . e

i i d a proud African American. Writing
as a scholar, a skilled writer, an o
t her readers would know tha

late 1970s, she could assume tha e

i i iati he Advancement of Colored People,

is the National Association for t : ; A

i ial action group in the

Black Panthers were a revolutionary SOF :

1970s. and that Arthur Jensen and William Shockley had made contlgavlesro

sial cl’aims about relationships between race and intelligence. Shecoulda

to write in standard ed-
assume that readers of her book would expect her -

ited English since the volume was published by a mainstream publisher
treated its subject from an acadermic perspective.
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But Smitherman wasn’t interested in writing a book about the vivid,
energetic language of African Americans using only standard edited Eng-
lish. After all, one of her claims was that the language practices of African
Americans were influencing American culture and language in many ways.
Notice how her stylistic choices support that claim. She not only talks the
talk of standard edited English but walks the walk of African American
English as well. When she switches in her final sentence from standard ed-
ited English to African American English, she simultaneously drives home
her point—that everyone at that time seemed to have an opinion about the
language of African Americans—while demonstrating membership in that
community by using the language variety associated with it. In short, she
makes sound and appropriate stylistic choices.

Level of Formality

Being appropriate also calls on writers to pay attention to the levels of for-
mality they use. In ancient Rome, Cicero identified three levels of style: low,
or plain, style, which was used to teach or explain something; middle style,
which was used to please an audience; and high, or grand, style, which was
used to move or persuade the audience. Note how these classifications link
style with a specific purpose and a likely audience.

Following the January 2011 tragedy in Tucson, Arizona, in which nine-
teen people, including Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords, were shot and six
died, President Obama delivered an address to the nation. The occasion was
solemn and formal, and Obama, speaking as the nation’s leader, offered a
fine example of grand style, one that sought to move his audience by speak-
ing from his heart to theirs as he sought to console the country.

Early in his speech, Obama quoted a Ppassage from Psalm 46, part of the
Hebrew Bible and the Christian Old Testament. He then offered short por-
traits of the victims of the shooting, those who had died and those who sur-

vived, as well as of people who had bravely intervened to limit the scope of
the attack. Later in his remarks, he said:

If this tragedy prompts reflection and debate—as it should—Ilet’s make
sure it’s worthy of those we have lost. . . . The loss of these wonderful
people should make every one of us strive to be better. To be better in
our private lives, to be better friends and neighbors and coworkers and
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speech by visiting
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parents. And if, as has been discussed in recent days, their death helps
usher in more civility in our public discourse, let us remember it is not be-
cause a simple lack of civility caused this tragedy—it did not—but rather
because only a more civil and honest public discourse can help us face
up to the challenges of our nation in a way that would make them proud.

Here Obama used repetition and complex sentence structure appropriate to
the gravity of the occasion. If you listen to the speech, you'll also hear how
he used pauses to great effect. Note, too, that even in the grand style he used
contractions because their use helped lessen the distance between him and
his audience of ordinary Americans; it humanized him in a moment when
his focus was the common humanity of all present. In this case, the level of
formality was perfectly appropriate to the occasion. But the president (or
anyone else for that matter) doesn’t use this level of formality all the time.
In a news conference after the Democrats lost the 2010 congressional elec-
tions badly, for example, Obama used the slang term “shellacking” to refer to
his party’s defeat—a good example, we think, of shifting levels of formality
to one that was appropriate to that occasion (a press conference) and that
audience (Americans who were following the aftermath of the elections).

Stance

Stance refers to the attitude authors take toward their topic and audience.
For example, you might write about immigration as an impassioned advo-
cate or critic, someone with strong opinions about the inherent good or evil
of immigration; or you might write as a dispassionate analyst, someone try-
ing to weigh carefully the pros and cons of the arguments for and againsta
particular proposal. Either stance—and any possible stances in between—
will affect what style you use, whether in speaking or in writing.

If your audience changes, your language will likely shift, too. Debating
immigration issues with close friends whose cpinions you're fairly sure of
will differ in crucial ways from debating them with people you know less
well or not at all because youw'll be able to take less for granted. That you
will likely shift all aspects of your message—from word choice and sentence
structure to amount of background information and choice of examples—
doesn’'t make you a hypocrite or a flip-flopper; instead, it demonstrates your
skill at finding the most effective rhetorical resources to make your point.
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rod In a posting titled “Same Food Planet, Different Food Worlds,” blogger
od Dreher cal'ls attention to the drastically different stances taken by two
restaurant reviewers. Here's an excerpt from one, a review of a new Olive

Garden restaurant in Grand Forks, N
,» North D i Fre.
Marilyn Hagerty: akota, by eighty-five-year-old

It had been a few years since | ate at the older Olive Garden in Fargo
so' ldstudi.ed the two manageable menus offering appetizers, soups agnd’
;i:d zagsr::;d sandwiches, pizza, classic dishes, chicken and seafood and

At length, | asked my server what she would recommend. She sug-
gested chicken Alfredo, and | went with that. In , :
lemonade she suggested, | drank water.

She first brought me the familiar Olive Garden salad bow! with crisp
greens, peppers, onion rings and yes—several black olives. Along with it
came a plate with two long, warm breadsticks.

The chicken Alfredo ($10.95) was warm and comforting on a cold

d;y. The portion was generous. My server was ready with Parmesan
cheese. . ., -

stead of the raspberry

. Allin all, it is the largest and most beautiful restaurant now operating
in Grand Forks. It attracts visitors from out of town

who live here. e ope

—MARILYN HAGERTY, “Long-awaited Olive Garden
Receives Warm Welcome”

Hagerty’s polite, unpretentious stance is evident in this review—and as it
h.appen.s, the style of her writing attracted much attention when it w. lt
viral, with readers both celebrating and bashing that style. -
o ];rehe}r contrasts Hage.rty’s stance with that of the following one by
ive gr Girl (DBG), who writes for a newsletter in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. In
fact, Dive Bar Girl starts right out by announcing her stance—,that she’s . o-
Ing to be “mean,” not “informative’—and so after saying “a few nice things"

about her topic, a restaurant called Twi
’ in Peaks, she writes th i
she assumes her readers “want to read”: e that

Adr,nit it, you like it when DBG is mean. You only send her fan mail when
she's mean. She never gets mail for being informative. . . . So she is goin

to write about the positive things first and then write the review yof
want to read. The smokehouse burger was above average. The patio

...
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Marilyn Hagerty.
Read the LA
Times’ take on the
controversy—
and Hagerty's
son’s response

in the Wall Street
Journal—via
wwaorton.com/

‘ write/everxone
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was a nice space. The staff, while scantily clad, was profes;ional. The
salads even looked good. The place was miles above Hooters. o
Here is the review you want: Twin Peaks has to be the braTchl t:
two |4-year-old boys who recently cracked the parel?talwcontro son ari
home computer. Waitresses are known as “Lumber Jills.” In ca's: you c
missing the imagery—each Lumber [ill has been endowed with an ep

i —CHERRYTHEDIVEBARGIRL
pair of Twin Peaks.

These two reviews could hardly be more different in stance: Tl;e TStnls icz:lv
ited to Hagerty’s stance as a modest a
key and even-handed, well sui ge odestand
i is highly opinionated and sarcastic,
cere reviewer. The second is hig : . .
brash, in-your-face stance of Dive Bar Girl. So both are written in styles that
it (and reflect) their respective stances. ’ ‘ -
- §3ut what happens when that stance doesn't fit very well Wl’th a Par
ticular audience? That's what happened, in fact, When Hagerty’s refzrll:v:
went viral: Some writers immediately began maklr}gkliuxg o; I;e; stlag i
it; j d in just as quickly to defe -
and hopelessly out of it; others jumpe . uick
ty’s revlzew while still others read her review as an 1nd1rec.t parody of lgcgl
rZstaurant reviews. Now imagine that Dive Bar’ Girl's review appeare fm
Hagerty’s hometown newspaper. Chances are, it would attract some hefty

riticism as well. .
) The takeaway lesson here: As a writer, you need to consider not only

whether your stance is appropriate to your topic .and au_dience but al;o t:
your mode of distribution. If what you write is g01r}g online, then you hav
to remember that your audience can be very broad indeed.

What do these photos say about an Olive Garden restaurant (left) and a Twin Peaks
restaurant (right)?
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Thinking about Your Own Style

As you've seen, style is all about making appropriate choices, chéices that
inevitably depend on all the elements of your rhetorical situation, including
your stance, your purpose, your topic, and your audience. Have you written
areview of something—a restaurant for the campus newspaper? A book on
Amazon? A review of your school on Collegeprowler.com? If so, take a look at
the choices you made there and then compare them to an essay you've writ-
ten for your first-year writing class—or to a poster you've made for a school
project on some subject like alcohol awareness. You'll see right away that
you have instinctively used different styles for these different occasions,
You may not, however, have paid much attention to the choices you were
making to create these styles. :

For an example of what we mean about making appropriate stylistic
choices, take alook at a paragraph from this book, first as it appearsonyp. 511
and then asitisrevised as a tweet, areport, and a flyer:

Original text

Once upon a time—and for a long time, too—style in writing meant or-
namentation, or “dressing up” your writing the way you might dress your-
selfup for a fancy dress ball. In fact, ancient images often show rhetoric as
awoman in a flowing gown covered-with figures of speech—metaphors,
similes, alliteration, hyperbole, and so on—her stylish ornaments.

Revised as a tweet

Writing style used to mean dressing up your words, like Cinderella get-
ting ready for the ball. Not anymore. #rhetorictoday

Revised as a report

For more than 500 years, the definition of “style” held relatively stable:
Style was a form of ornamentation that was added to texts in order to
make them more pleasing or accessible to an audience. In ancient depic-
tions, Rhetoric is often shown as a woman dressed in elegant attire and
“ornamented” with dozens of stylish figures of speech.
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Revised as a flyer

; @nce upon a time . . .

“writing style:was-all abput.ofnafngntatiqn.
mﬁm«d/// dress

What'de you know about writing style?

" “Join us.in the Writing Center to learn how style has changed over-time
and how your style can bein style.
‘ » Sterling C. Evans Libfary’
o Room 214

Note how the style changes to match each genre and audience: The tweet
is short, of course, and very informal; it uses a sentence fragment and then
uses a hashtag to link readers with others talking about thetoric today. The
report is much more formal and is written in standard edited English. The
flyer uses a much more conversational style—ellipses to signal a pause, a
sentence fragment, a question, and the use of italics for emphasis—and an-
nounces an event (the purpose of a flyer).

We hope this chapter has convinced you of the importance of paying
attention to the stylistic choices you make—and has shown you that styleis
the key to getting and holding an audience’s attention. As an author, you get
to call the shots—and you need to do so with careful attention to your rhe-
torical situation. And though there may not be any simple do’s and don't’s for
writing in an appropriate style, here are some questions that can help you
think through the stylistic choices youw'll need to make in your own writing.

« What’s appropriate? In short, what word choice, sentence structure,
images, punctuation, typography, and other elements of writing will
get your message across in a way that is most fitting to your PURPOSE
and AUDIENCE as well as the GENRE you are working in?
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* Wh i
. at level of Jormality should You use? Think particularly of your

tOplC and audleILCe alld Oi VOU.I audlell p N y
y
Ce's ex ectatlons as you dECIde

VVI e tl €Y to adO t a CO].].O qU.lal, lnfOI ma]., serr llfOI ) “.a]., or ver fOI I lal

* What st i ‘
to youi ;Zlc:; Zhouid Cg/ou take? Again, think about matching your'stancs
se and topic and audience. For : y, you
o . . - For a formal college essa
o zr;bajbly au.m fora genous scholarly stance; for a lettfr of a YISi’: u
» & businesslike, straightforward stance; and for a letter to thlzréari-

Pus newspaper editor pokin
pus ne P g fun at a recent concert, a satiric, playful

\\\, . : ) ;.
2 li.ADE SO.EM U Wlih st € b 00 g a writer (o) d”ll —OY on
E Fi N yl J/ Ch Sin 1te, y u a 1re e

ou love to hate!— ]
yi et aake: and then ?.‘rymg your hand at imitﬁting that person’s style. Cast
wid maring your choice: Consider songwriters, editorialists, cookbook c;uz‘hortz
¢ 5 s

Paula Deen? Juli ] ]
(i een? Julia Child?), novelists, boets, TV commentators (Stephen Colbert,

ma bE. . Gat er ] ¥ g g g ]
y ) h a Sa”lple o thlS‘pE’SOnS WO’k, enough to ve you a good sense o

his or h ‘ot Lo
- erer st);le and stylistic choices in terms of language, sentence structure, rhyth
, an ¢ 7]
SWJEZ Zili; ”Lif;: ; né 1737'1; 1 choose a well known story or song or other text: a chiljc;re:’ls’
ed Riding Hood,” a song like “Call M. ” i
oran ad. o 1 ) € Maybe,” or a genre lik
ad. Now rewrite this text in the style of the author you choseg or ha:z a. t?.‘weet
- itupa

Iltﬂe b_)/ exaggelatin 1 Y g ] (o] i 4 7
g the St_y el our goal is £ 1
) : exe CZSE_)/OH own authO ial muSCZeS
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