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CHAPTER 5

As a wri i
foan (;’ tCe[r, lbc:)th in and out of coliege, you’re likely to spend
Clis Ouea of time writing definitions. In an astronomy
, Or’“}’:h may ‘be asked to explain what the Doppler effect
b aSkeda‘tt a dwl;;e dwarf star is. In a literature class you may
R »
e o define a sonnet and identify its different forms. If
you b ome an engineer, you may write to define problc;ns
Vo Ompany proposes to solve or to define a new product
ur ¢ 2 :
zl our ;gmmy hlas developed. If you become a business exec
> you may have to write a b new
. \ rochure to describ
uve, cribe a new
e your ,comp.any offers or to draft a letrer that defines
ngpany s policy on credit applications
ritel iti i |
e o rii Llle: definitions to establish boundaries, to show
ntial nature of somethj in t
qualinesshat Hencs, ing, and to explain the special
distingm'sh 1 a purpose, place, object, or concept and
. d1;1 rom others similar to it. Writers often write
ed definitions—definiti .
ons that go beyond
Cntence or - i e o
dlcﬁonarvo; one pajragraph explanations that you find in a
Y or encyclopedia—- i
yclop to expand on and examine the
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y i r a trend.
essential qualities of a policy, an event, a group, of rend
Sometimes an extended definition becomes anfcntlrle re.

i d life; others a
ritten to define the goo ; i
Some books are wrl lefine . s are
written to define the ideal university or the best kind o iﬁc
; feov
ernment. In fact, many of the books on any current n he
' . 1 ' iti s in
Gon best-seller list are primarily definitions. The essays

chapter of The River Reader are all extended definitions.
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Macintosh computer different from other personal comp

You can also define to explain. In an essay ab(zllizsa,;c');;
skiing, you might want to 51.1(3“’ you; rt:ardouS bt
the sport is like and point outnwhy it's less azi dous and
less expensive than downhill :skung but b;;tcrt ;2 essen.cc "
might also define to enteriain—to dcic? clnstancc e o
what it means to be a “good old boy,” tor dl sance .Conege
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e Niany definitions are essentially argument}s}. .
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i eaders the special info . "
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: rofit by knowing the common strategies for defining
lrjccogni:ring how other writers have used them.

country
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AUDIENCE

When you’re going to use definition in your writing, you can
benefit by thinking ahead of time about what your readers
expect from you. Why are they reading, and what questions
will they want you to answer? You can’t anticipate all their
questions, but you should plan on responding to at least two
kinds of queries.

First, your readers are likely to ask, “What distinguishes
what you’re writing about? What’s typical or different abour
it? How do T know when I see one?” For exam ple, if you were
writing about the Olympic Games, your readers would per-
haps want to know the difference between today’s Olympic
Games and the original games in ancient Greece. With a lietle
rescarch, you could tell them about several major differences.

Sccond, for more complex topics you should expect that
your readers will also ask, “What is the basic character or the
essential nature of what you’re writing about? What do you
mean when you say ‘alternative medicine,” ‘Marxist theory,’
or ‘white-collar crime’:” Answering questions such as these
is more difficult; bur if you’re going to use terms like these
in an essay, you have an obligation to define them, using as

many strategies as you need to clarify your terms, To define
white-collar crime, for instance, you could specity thar it is
nonviolent, is likely to happen within businesses, and involves

_illegal manipulation of funds or privileged information. You

should also strengthen your definition by giving examples
that your readers might be familiar with,

STRATEGIES

.You can choose from several strategies for defining, using

hem singly or in combination. A favorite strategy we all use

18 giving examples, something we do naturally when we point
-10 2 special automobile we like or show a child a picture of

‘Taccoon in a picture book. Writers use the same method
hen they describe a scenc, create a visual image, or cite a
pecific instance of something.
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Every author in this chapter uses an abundance of exam-
ples. Kathleen Notris relies on examples to illustrate what
she means by “gossip.” Diane Ackerman introduces a wealth
to make her point that to

of examples from several societies
pain is culrural.

some extent the way people experience

You can define by analyzing gqualities to emphasize what
specific traits distinguish the person or thing you’re defining.
When you use this strategy for people, you focus-on certain
qualities or behaviors that reveal that individual’s personal-
ity and character. James Gleick uses this strategy to illustrate
how people try to complete multiple tasks in smaller and
smaller periods of time. 1n the opening paragraph of “Pain,”
Ackerman shows what she calls T. E. Lawrence’s “quintes-
sential machismo” by describing him holding his hand in a
candle flame.

A similar strategy is attributing chavacteristics. Kathleen
Norris uses this strategy when she says that teling stories is
characteristic of small towns.

Another strategy is defining negatively. In “A Word’s
Meaning Can Often Depend on Who Says It,” Gloria Naylor
explains how the black community has transformed a nega-

rive word into a complex word that signifies a variety of

meanings.

Another way to define is by using analogies. Joan Didion
uses the “wagon-train morality” to create an analogy to illus-
(rate what she means by the basic social code.

You can also define by showing function. Often the most
important feature about an object, agency, Ot institutiosn is
what it does. The element of function figures centrally in
Toni Cade Bambara’s story as Miss Moore tries to teach her

students the meaning of the word cost.

COMBINING STRATEGIES

that is primarily an exer-

Even when you're writing an essay
fessional writers

cise in definition, you may want to do as pro
often do and bring in other strategies, perhaps narration of
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?}r;i;:;eigsor process analysis. For instance, in “Stone Soup”
of family anc;(;h‘iciza);gﬁzzli;:i f:gsog’er Cepanded e
y anc : need an expanded definition.
" SSC?;;; O\zn;{lt]rsu%so Jc\’ci)ml:unf: definition with narration anrzi
deser Nam.Cd Mar;c:” yth of the Latin Woman: I Just Met
Challenges meromr a ‘(pagcs 60 to 67), Judith Ortiz Cofer
Camic ab sterse : é)es to define the true character of His-
Rl . tone Soup” (pages 453 ro 462), Barbara
Kingso f; uf;lcs stories about children as a way of’deﬁning
r:houghgon énnlq z Csig you can mix and mingle strategies even
e y dominate. As you read essays in this chapter
and e y as you reread them, try to be conscious of th ’
gies authors are using. You may find that yo incor-
porate some of them into your own‘writing v seer
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DEFINITION
Points to Remember

1. icr:zen}llber that you are obligated to define key
ﬂ;tg,,i ; tj;gy;r:dulst? 1n your writing {such as Marxiﬂﬁ,
5 Clmative e icine, or nm_rmdztimﬂlstudmt).
o cerstand }tt())ur purpose in defining: to explain,
; , to persuade, to set boundarie
establish a standard. noe
3. g(;lderscgand. .how writers construct an argument
hfcrzrag ;{f;nn;?. For example, by defining the good
L or 800 government, they argue for that kind of
government.
4. Know-the several ways of defining: giving exampl
analyz.mg qua.lities, attributing characteristics ‘deﬁgiis’
. EZ??ET(I)Y;IS:Zg ggél-ogie's, and showing ﬁm,ction. ;
et ;: nition in combination with other
st »as a basis on which to build an argument
supporting evidence. J




