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r recognized h than 
ce; or, if p gnized, 
own by mean amples 
e praise the skin or 

the paragraphs of Macaulay-than in those 
more general outlines which have to make up 
the bulk of inclusive treatises. It is doubtfUl 
whether any active process can be reduced to 
statement of an exact and final sort; and 
this remark is specially just of so common an 

g. If writin ve seen, 
dealing with f much 

for readers ness of 
dea, how in n rules 
es be laid do pect of 

, for between xpected-
flUB there is a contradiction in terms ? 

But most of us would rather go without 
our dinner than admit that we could not 
recognize a thing as well written. Natural 
as is this common claim t() the rights of 
criticism of something in which like govern-

gion, or 1>ppO all have 
e is little co popular 
o the meanin ' well 

We squint at it number 
were called ndently 

express an opinion as 0 weer certain 
pieces were well written or not, the findings 
might vary from one instinct with concern 
for the Constitution to one that foresaw the 
advent of a second Burke or a greater Webster; 
from one that found ultimate cause for 



























































































'14 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

or formal generalizations. Legal procedure 
furnishes a good. example, because a trial 
may be conceived as a complete composition: 
witnesses give evidence, lawyers reason 
about that evidence, judge and jury find on 
that evidence. But the endings of novels, 
dramas, and other imaginative works are 
frequently conceived in logical or causal 
terms. Thus the important person in The 
Mill on the Floss, or in Tess 0/ tile D'Urbervilles, 
or The Ebb Tide, is predoomed to failure, 
because unfit for her environment, or.-by 
reason of a more powerful, capricious, and 
exterminating fate, or through his plain lack 
of character. This kind of ending is some­
times called "inevitable," and the devising 
of it is counted one of the great triumphs of 
modern narrative method. Life is conceived 
of in more sequential terms than in earlier 
fiction; doubtless the novelist would have 
everything turn out well, but he is bound 
to his last of serious interpretation and 
cannot go beyond it. 

Evidently in conclusive endings, and, to 
some degree, in static endings it is important 
that one should not go beyond the facts or 
the probabilities. Examples of statement 
totally unwarranted by preceding evidence 
are, however, frequent enough in composition 
of the logical type. Such conclusions may 
arise out of the notion that since convention 
calls for some kind of dignified exit, positive 
endings to all subjects are as inevitable 

















82 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

It is not very important for our purposes 
to note that narratives are usually classified 
as fact-history, biography, etc.,-and fiction 
-novels, stories, etc.,-dealing with imagin­
ary events; nor the further conception of 
fiction as realistic, in so far as it is based on 
actual life, or idealistic or romantic, when it 
attempts to substitute beautiful conceptions 
and general views for happenings of a more 
humdrum and particular sort. Narratives 
exist in all forms and varieties, and do a 
great many things. What is common to 
them all is the fact that they deal with par­
ticular things, and that they represent these 
things as moving from one point in time to 
another point in time; and, also, that, in 
doing this, they make use of action or events, 
actors or characters, and setting or place. It 
would be more accurate to say that, when you 
have a literary record of such elements, you 
have what is called narrative. These elements 
may be very briefly indicated, as in short 
items; they may be stocks and stones; the 
interactions of one upon another may be very 
intricate; but all will be found in one form 
or another. 

Now the general course of that movement 
from one point to another is, in fiction, called 
plot, but the term could also be applied to fact 
narrative. Some one has said that only about 
half-a-dozen plots can be found in literature. 
The remark has a certain truth. A novel 
proceeds from a situation, through a series of 







AF-..AT N .. ~ E RI ...... ·10 8 

wo hle th gs, 'f in th m Un 
H one may indulge m a tnfling fancy, in these 
cia wh n r!,ut pe ati on iffe nee 
in r~J fO .. ~l is p ail g pas ime, one 
may suggest that the real difference between 
th ho sto an th ov is at, th 
former, all the ingredients are placed in the 
ho r on; m hi is n me 
on, and stopped when the hopper IS empty .. 
In the no el, w t ff· thr -n. fro tim 
to me, r 0 r or gt as m, 
until the author has projected his 80,OOQ 
wo 0 is ree olu s. 

The study of narrative structure is, there ... 
for es ti t st Y aid to ove 
men , wether for the sake of the matenal or 
of the reader In the realm f r ality ha 
is t in ep ds w t e i 0 pin, 
on the facts of historical or personal record .. 
Th a m t mo in m an als 
in many modem instances, as a series of rela-
tio fic . n, e teri m be ha 
on pIe s, wit n the res nctions 0 dull­
ness flatness, obviousness and im ropriety,­
bu he ain f e ts ust e k t 1'1 lin 
through the block of verisimilitude. The 
pri ipl is eco ize by all no ist 
rrollope, for example, tells us m rus Autobio­
gra kg th t hi chi f co em as ke hi 
sto g g. tev so, pre....rna. y the 
same principle, disperses his descriptions 
lig y t oug his ge he er eed ses 
not introducing them in any lengthy and 



















9' THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

than a detailed method. Again they are likely 
to introduce pictures from a definite point of 
view, that is to say, as objects would have 
appeared to a particular person, at a particular 
time, in a particular mood. Since Scott has 
been cited as a writer of formal descriptions 
which many moderns find not to their liking, it 
may be remarked that he was also the master 
of description in the most skilful modem sort. 
Nothing, for example, is more finished than 
the picture of the entrance of the Disinherited 
Knight into the lists at Ashby (Ivanhoe), 
which is as closely knit into the story, as good 
in movement, as clear in point of view, as the 
most exactin~ of modem readers could wish. 
The final achievement of description is, obvi­
ously, to combine such good movement with 
weight of matter. But weight of matter 
belongs to the gifted mind or the great 
occasion, and is outside of the subject of this 
book. 

The foregoing discussion of narration and 
description may seem to be somewhat remote ; 
for few of us are professional writers or have 
much inclination to become literary artists. 
For the most part, we have occasion only, in 
letters and other smaIl papers, to give some 
information about a few happenings and 
some objects. The general principles, how­
ever, apply to any act of narration or descrip­
tion; and they are somewhat more evident 
in novels, stories, and histories than else­
where. The main fact is that, in any com .. 









98 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

is or what it does; though what it is often 
appears only in what it does. In the first 
class, exposition may be regarded as an expla­
nation of terms and ideas; in the second" as 
a recounting of processes. Thus exposition 
is a matter of definitions and propositions, 
and also of developments and processes. Let 
us briefly consider these two aspects. . 

Proposition is probably a better term than 
definition, for the reason that the latter, like 
classification, suggests something dreadfully 
scientific, with genua, ditJerentia, and copula, 
whereas the term proposition may be readily 
thought of as a slDlple declarative sentence. 
Now, a definition or a proposition may be 
tliought of as underlying each piece of exposi­
tion or each major part of it. Thus, the pro­
position underlying this particular part of 
the present chapter is that we find two types 
of expository material. From a strictly 
expository point of view, my business is 
done when I have clearly (as I trust) explained 
what the sentence means. This is what is 
done in almost any article in the Eneyclo­
pedia Britannica, in any chapter in the 
American Commonwealth, and also in any bit 
of thesis writing such as Mr. Chesterton's 
characteristically modest What'. Wrong with 
the World f or the entertaining prefaces to 
the plays of Mr. Bernard Shaw. Frequently, 
to be sure, one has to take refuge in a vague 
proposition or definition, which would fall 
far shon of the demands of formal logic, as 





































116 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

concerned with the clearly demonstrated fact 
that the earth will come to an end in one 
billion odd years; the coal supply is more 
pressing. but most of us don't think about 
the matter until the strike is on. Though 
a historical question. dealing wholly with the 
past. cannot turn a hair white or black. the 
same method may be applied. This methbd of 
greatest probability may be used in arriving 
at all kinds of conclusions. Sometimes guess. 
opinion. and the fact may be so analyzed 
from one another. to the advantage of fact; 
the method might be called the method of 
elimination. This movement is likely to 
proceed by exclusions. 

Another formuld of comparison has been 
called the method of functions. The operation 
of this method is (1) to establish principles or 
standards or functions. and (2) to test any 
active proposition in the light of these. Burke 
delighted m the method, and often employed 
it with effect that would have been telling had 
he had sufficient supporters. It is probably 
the conservative formula. par er.ccellence. in all 
countries and on all active subjects. When 
an action or a p'0licy is declared to ·be uncon­
stitutional. or illegal. or vicious. formulas of 
this description are applied in various dis­
guises. The" laws" and fashions and stan­
dards of rhetoric. or dress. or behaviour. are 
often invoked under this formula. Thus, 
again. we imply standards of moderation when 
we urge our friends to avoid noisiness and 





































184 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

clusively the temperament of the American 
people as a whole. And it has done it through 
a great medium. namely. the newspapers. 
Anyone with a tolerably good knowledge of 
human nature might. by observation on the 
trains. which daily bring their loads of pas­
sengers to the city. or on the ferry-boats, 
determine for themselves with what sort of 
man the newsboy or train-boy is dealinfl 
when they see what paper is bought.' 
(Student's theme.) 
. Herein the last sentence evidently has 
nothing to do with the first two sentences. and, 
being also jejune. might as well be destroyed. 
If the first sentence were taken as the text 
for one paragraph. and the second sentenCe 
for another paragraph, something passable 
might be developed from each; but evidently 
many other ways of setting the paragraph in 
order would be equally good. 

Development of some kind-that is the 
main thing; but a paragraph may develop 
in many different ways. Thus Mill, from the 
opening sentence of the quotation (p. 181). 
could have gone on to predicate a number of 
interesting things about the fear that the crowd 
has of the police or the military, as being. 
in their opinion, not the instruments, but the 
actual sources of power. But he chose to 
talk of one of several opposites to that idea. 
Thus Macaulay could have shown in' many 
other ways than that actually chosen that 
"The place was worthy of such a trial"; 

























146 THE WRITING OF ENGLISH 

to his reader. It is, perhaps, inconsistent 
with the facts of actual practice of even 
the highest order, as it is surely inconsistent 
with what psychology teaches us regarding hu­
man motives, to make the measure of goodness 
simplr "the economy of the reader's atten­
tion,' as did Spencer in his altruistic essay, 
The Philosophy of Style. For it is evident 
that the idea has claims to be accurately re­
presented; no writer, probably, is quite free 
from a desire or an impulse to please himself 
according to his lights, however they may 
have been kindled; and the seductions of 
language for one who hath music in his soul 
are manifest. Here formal rhetoric may come 
to one's aid, and, by drawing suggestions 
from past experience and general judgment, 
or by interposing such appropriate know­
ledge as we have of vocabularIes, of gram­
mar, of versification, and so forth, may 
indicate points at which improvement may be 
made. But this application must always be 
regarded as a tinkenng process, for the reason 
that most writers are in possession of ideas to 
be expressed, and of enough words to make 
some showing. Corrections in manuscript, 
whether of elementary matters of spelling, 
grammar, and simple usage, or in accordance 
with the more advanced tricks of style, 
generally concern only a small percentage of 
what is written. 

The tinkering process is very multifarious, 
is applied at many different points, in a great 































































































































Tho hast·.wn geth 
all t far to gre.. ness, 
all the pride, cruelty, and ambition 

fm 
and hast oovered them all over 

20 

with these two n rrow 
w 

Hie facet. 
&ale' • 

Chan suff. th g 
and is kind; 

han en h n 
ha yva eth ti , 

is not puffed up, 

Doth ot ave If t..-Jemly, 
seeketh not its own, 

n easil roved, 
thin eth no evil; 

Rejo' th 
ut l ioe 

in' rut 
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"1eaI all hings 
.Je1ie h a hiD , 
hopeth all things, 
nd h hiD 

Charity never faileth ; 
ut eth the be p 

whether there be tongues, 

hee 
they shall filii ; 

th aha )e8,S 

whether there be knowledge, 
it hall ish ay. 

C iaM, xiii. 

C1 rly th r ~st gs e m hat 
hazardous, since there is In prose, unlike verse, 
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