Diction 

(AP Lang)
Definition: Word choice. Diction is the foundation of voice (tone) and contributes to all of its elements. Diction creates the color and texture of the written work; it both reflects and determines the level of formality; they shape the reader’s perceptions.

Effective voice is shaped by words that are clear, concrete, and exact. Good writers avoid words like pretty, nice, and bad. Instead they employ words that invoke a specific effect. A coat isn’t old; it is tattered. The United States Army does not want revenge; it is thirsting for revenge. A door does not shut; it thuds.

Understanding diction will help you to analyze better and to write better. Learn the meaning of diction to identify and analyze in a text and learn to use more precise diction in your own writing.

Examples

1. “The man sighed hugely.” 

--E. Annie Proulx, The Shipping News

· What does it mean to sigh hugely?

· How would the meaning of the sentence change if we rewrote it as: The man sighed loudly.

· Apply: Fill in the blank below with an adverb:

· The man coughed _______________________ .

2. “Abuelito under a bald light bulb, under a ceiling dusty with flies, puffs his cigar and counts money soft and wrinkled as old Kleenex.”




--Sandra Cisneros, “Tepeyac” 


· How can a ceiling be dusty with flies? Plentiful, sparse, active still, clustered, evenly distributed? What does the phrase convey?

· What does Cisneros mean by a bald light bulb? What does this suggest about the room?

· Apply: Fill in the blanks below

i. A floor __________________ with _____________________ .

3. “Doc awakened very slowly and clumsily like a fat man getting out of a swimming pool. His mind broke the surface and fell back several times.”

--John Steinbeck, Cannery Row
· What is the subject of the verb broke? What does this tell you about Doc’s ability to control his thinking at this point in the story?

· To what does surface refer? Remember that good writers often strive for complexity in meaning.

· Apply: List 3 active verbs that could be used to complete the sentence below.

· He ____________________ into the crowded hallway.

4. “Most men wear their belts low here, there being so many outstanding bellies, some big enough to have names of their own and be formally introduced. Those men don’t suck them in or hide them in loose shirts; they let them hang free, they pat them, they stroke them as they stand around and talk.”

--Garrison Keillor, “Home” Lake Wobegon Days
· What is the usual meaning of outstanding? What is its meaning here? What does this pun reveal about the attitude of the author toward his subject?

· Read the second sentence again. How would the level of formality change if we switched suck to pull and let them hang free to accept them?

5. This is earthquake 

Weather!

       Honor and Hunger


Walk lean


Together.


--Langston Hughes “Today”

· What does lean mean in this context?

· Why is it earthquake weather—what might happen?

· Is lean a verb, and adjective, or both? How does this uncertainty and complexity contribute to the impact of the lines?

(from Voice Lessons by Nancy Dean)
