
 

5 
Explaining by Means of Comparison and Contrast 

One of the first expository methods we used as children was comparison, noticing similarities of objects, qualities, 
and actions, or contrast, noticing their differences. We compared the color of the new puppies with that of their 
mother, contrasted a parent’s height with our own. Then the process became more complicated. Now we employ 
it frequently in college essay examinations or term papers when we compare or contrast forms of government, 
reproductive systems of animals, or ethical philosophies of humans. In the business or professional world, we 
prepare important reports based on comparison and contrast—between kinds of equipment for purchase, the 
personnel policies of different departments, or precedents in legal matters. Nearly all people use the process of 
comparison (meaning both comparing and contrasting) many times a day—in choosing a head of lettuce, in 
deciding what to wear to school, in selecting a house, or a friend, or a religion. 

In expository writing, brief comparisons—a sentence or two—may serve to alert readers to similarities or 
highlight differences. Longer comparisons need to do more; they need to explore the subject and convey the 
writer’s perspective. For a longer comparison or contrast that explains or explores ideas, you need an ordered 
plan to avoid having a mere list of characteristics or a frustrating jumble of similarities and differences. You also 
need to give attention to all the important points of similarity (or difference). The following paragraph 
accomplishes all these things. 

We really are terribly confused about our relationship with nature. On the one hand, we like to live in houses that are 
tidy and clean, and if nature should be rude enough to enter—in the form of a bat in the attic, or a mouse in the kitchen, 
or a cockroach crawling along the skirting boards—we stalk it with the blood-lust of a tabby cat; we resort to chemical 
warfare. In fact, we judge people harshly if their house is full of dust and dirt. And yet, on the other hand, we just as 
obsessively bring nature indoors. We touch a switch and light floods the room. We turn a dial and suddenly it feels like 
summer or winter. We live in a perpetual breeze or bake of our devising. We buy posters and calendars with 
photographs of nature. We hang paintings of landscapes on our walls. We scent everything that touches our lives. We 
fill our houses with flowers and pets. We try hard to remove ourselves from all the dramas and sensations of nature, 
and yet without them we feel lost and disconnected. So, subconsciously, we bring them right back indoors again. Then 
we obsessively visit nature—we go swimming, jogging, or cross-country skiing, we take strolls in a park. Confusing, 
isn’t it? 

—Diane Ackerman, Deep Play 

WHY USE COMPARISON? 
Highlighting similarities and differences is the most obvious use for comparison, but merely a starting point for 
effective writing. Whenever you employ the pattern, therefore, make sure you give it a worthwhile purpose. You 
can contrast llamas with potbellied pigs, for example, but your efforts will likely seem silly or trivial unless tied 
to some larger goal, as in the case of Judith Stone’s essay, “Personal Beast” (Ch. 4), in which she contrasts their 
relatively suitability as pets. 



The question of purpose is especially important in a formal, full-scale analysis by comparison and contrast 
where the pattern lends shape to an entire essay. Sometimes the purpose may be merely to reveal surprising or 
frequently overlooked likenesses and differences, with the goal of adding to readers’ knowledge, satisfying their 
curiosity, or developing their self-awareness. For example, an essay on generational differences over 
responsibility for housework might explain that younger people are more likely to share the work of cooking and 
cleaning, but that all generations seem to be maintaining traditional gender differences in the responsibility of 
home maintenance. Mark Twain, in the selection “Two Ways of Seeing a River” (pp. 160–163), contrasts his view 
of the Mississippi as a young man with his perspective as an experienced river pilot. In doing so, he helps readers 
understand how radically experience and changes in attitude can affect our perceptions of the external world—
even making the same stretch of scenery appear a different place. 

The aim may be to show the superiority of one thing over another. Or it may be to explain and evaluate, as in a 
discussion of alternatives or of differing points of view on an issue. For instance, you might examine competing 
proposals for an antismoking campaign, one designed by teenagers and the other by advertising professionals, 
evaluating the strengths and limitations of each. 

The purpose could be to explain the unfamiliar (wedding customs in Ethiopia) by comparing it to the familiar 
(wedding customs in Kansas). Or it could be to support and explore a thesis, as is the case with several of the 
essays in this chapter. Alice Walker (“Am I Blue?” pp. 176–182), for example, uses comparison to advance the 
thesis that animals have emotional lives similar to those of humans. Catherine Seipp (“Meet Today’s Dad,” 
pp. 189–193) uses contrast between “Today’s Dad” and “Yesterday’s Dad” to explain why she believes the 
current version is “a model to avoid.” 

CHOOSING A STRATEGY 
To take a comparison beyond the obvious and develop knowledge and insight worth sharing with readers, you 
need to begin by identifying points of comparison (or points of contrast), both major and minor. Some important 
points of comparison will be apparent to you (and your readers) from the outset, and therefore should be part of 
your analysis. Others will be less apparent, though not necessarily less important. Including them will enable you 
to provide a fresh or more thorough perspective, adding to your reader’s understanding. Consider using the 
following questions to identify and explore points of comparison, adapted, of course, to the particular demands 
of your subjects. 

What are the similar (or different) physical aspects (shape, color, size, texture, movement) of the subjects you 
are analyzing? 

Parts and Processes (elements and their relationships, methods of operation, instructions)? 
Benefits (individual, social, political, environmental)? 
Problems (dangers, difficulties, limitations)? 
Costs (financial, emotional, political)? 
Uses (personal, social, environmental; to provide benefits, to create relationships, to accomplish a 

particular goal)? 

As you develop responses to questions like these, keep in mind that you are trying to develop fresh insights 
both for yourself and your readers. Consider using questions like these to help you develop such a perspective. 

What similarities (or differences) are readers likely to consider.... 

Intriguing or surprising? 
Useful or worth learning about? 
Quite different from what they expected before they began reading? 
Significant enough to make them more likely to consider different opinions on an issue or 

approaches to a problem? 
Important enough to guide their choice among alternative policies, products, or conclusions? 



The points of comparison you choose, along with your tentative thesis, your purpose for writing, and the 
complexity of your materials, will usually suggest an arrangement for your writing. The number of subjects 
making up any comparison (two or more) and the likelihood that you will be exploring multiple points of 
comparison along with their supporting details mean that you should plan the organization of an essay carefully 
and remember to make this arrangement clear to readers. 

One of the two basic methods of comparison is to present all the information on the two (or more) subjects, 
one at a time, and to summarize by combining their most important similarities and differences. Here is a subject-
by-subject plan for an essay. 

Subject-by-Subject Pattern 
Introduction 
Subjects: Bella Costa Medical Center (curing illness) and Foothills Regional Health Complex 

(creating wellness) 
Tentative Thesis: Today’s health care dilemmas have gone beyond choices among insurance plans 

to choices between two very different kinds of medical treatment: one focused on curing illness 
(represented by Bella Costa M.C.), the other focused on creating wellness (represented by 
Foothills R.H.C.). 

Subject 1: Bella Costa Medical Center 
Feature 1: Traditional medicine—curing illness 
Feature 2: Large hospital, newest equipment 
Feature 3: Large staff of physicians 
Feature 4: Emphasis on drugs, surgery, physical therapy 

Subject 2: Foothills Regional Health Complex 
Feature 1: Preventive medicine—creating wellness 
Feature 2: Small hospital, limited facilities, local clinics 
Feature 3: Some physicians, other staff including nutritionists, exercise specialists, and alternative 

therapists 
Feature 4: Emphasis on diet, exercise, alternative therapies (acupuncture, holistic medicine), healthy 

lifestyle 
Conclusion (summary): Summarize reasons for choosing either one and suggest that personal 

preferences may play an important role. 

This method may be desirable if there are few points to compare, or if the individual points are less 
important than the overall picture they present. 

However, if there are several points of comparison to be considered, or if the points are of individual 
importance, alternation of the material would be a better arrangement. 

Point-by-Point Pattern 
Subjects: The Mummy (1932) starring Boris Karloff 

The Mummy (1999) starring Brendan Fraser 
Tentative Thesis: The original version of The Mummy (1932) takes itself and the horror movie form 

seriously and provides an often scary portrait of evil. The remake (1999) takes itself only half-
seriously and gently pokes fun at the conventions of the horror movie, so it is only occasionally 
scary and conveys no sense of evil. 

Subject 1: Original version of The Mummy 
Feature 1 (acting): Boris Karloff, serious acting style, dramatic scenes and speeches 
Feature 2 (script): Provides motivation for characters, emphasizes force of evil desires 
Feature 3 (special effects): Support story line, emphasize unnatural desires and presence of evil 

Subject 2: Remake of The Mummy 



Feature 1 (acting): Brendan Fraser, comic or ironic acting style, action scenes and physical comedy 
Feature 2 (script): Little motivation for characters, highlights stereotypes and conventions of horror 

movies 
Feature 3 (special effects): Call attention to themselves, emphasize unreal and exaggerated elements of 

horror stories 
Conclusion (summary): 

Original and remake show changing attitudes toward the horror movie as a portrait of evil. 

Often the subject matter or the purpose itself will suggest a more casual treatment, or some combination or 
variation of the two basic methods. We might present the complete information on the first subject, then 
summarize it point by point within the complete information on the second. And although expository 
comparisons and contrasts are frequently handled together, it is sometimes best to present all similarities first, 
then all differences—or vice versa, depending on the emphasis desired. In any basic use of comparison, the 
important thing is to have a plan that suits the purpose and material, thoughtfully worked out in advance. 

DEVELOPING COMPARISONS 
In writing an essay using comparison as a primary pattern of exposition, keep these two important tasks in mind: 
1) take care that your comparisons are logical and arranged in a manner that will be clear to your readers, and 2) 
provide detailed explanations of the similarities and differences in order to support your conclusions. 

Above all, your comparison needs to be logical. A logical comparison or contrast can be made only between 
subjects of the same general type. (Analogy, a special form of comparison used for another purpose, is discussed 
in the next chapter.) For example, contrasting modern medicine (prescription drugs, surgery) and traditional 
medicine (herbal remedies, acupuncture) could be useful or meaningful, but little would be gained by contrasting 
surgery and carpentry. 

Transition words and phrases are a big help with both logic and the arrangement of an essay, reminding you 
of an essay’s plan as you write and signaling the arrangement to readers. Some transition words identify the 
elements of a subject, some indicate logical relationships or highlight the place of a paragraph in the overall 
organization, and some identify conclusions and supporting detail. 

ELEMENTS OF A SUBJECT: TRAIT, CHARACTERISTIC, ELEMENT, PART, SEGMENT, UNIT, FEATURE 
Logical Relationships and Arrangement: in comparison, in contrast, on the other side, on the other 

hand, likewise, moreover, similarly, in the same (or different) manner, in addition, then, further, 
yet, but, however, nonetheless, first, second, third, although, still 

Conclusions and Supporting Detail: in conclusion, to sum up, finally, for example, for instance 

Paragraphs are especially important in writing that compares or contrasts. Typically, they are devoted to one 
of the major steps in the exposition, often to one of the main points of comparison. In focusing on points of 
similarity or dissimilarity, be thorough. Provide facts, concrete details, and examples. Consider those that 
support your conclusions or recommendations as well as those that provide contrary evidence. Remember, too, 
that effective comparisons serve a purpose, so include details that support your overall thesis and further the 
purpose for which you are writing. 

Student Essay 
In the following essay, Amy Bell uses comparison as a pattern of thinking: a way to raise questions about and 
explore her topic. She inquires into the “truthfulness” of two pieces of writing that claim to be portrayals of 
events that really happened, and in so doing she raises questions about what really constitutes “truth” in writing. 
Amy uses comparison effectively in her own writing both as a way of representing her thinking and as a way of 
helping readers understand the many detailed similarities and differences she analyzes. 



Perception of Truth 
by Amy Bell 

“The following motion picture is based on a true story.” How many times have you seen this on the movie screen 
and thought, “Yeah, right, ‘true’ story my foot”? We all know that the movie producers/directors take huge liberties 
with the facts and portray events differently from the way they actually occurred. The same is true in non-fiction 
writing. Each author chooses what information to give to the reader and what information to withhold. In doing this the 
“truth” is blurred and the author’s personal bias emerges. Truman Capote and Norman Mailer are both hailed as 
authors who succeeded in writing “true-story” novels. In describing Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song, critics 
have said he is “our greatest chronicler” and “the best journalist in the country” (Mailer cover). Critics have described 
Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood as a “superbly written ‘true account’” and “the best documentary of an American 
crime” (Capote cover). All of these book reviews imply that Mailer and Capote gave only the truth in their books. 
However, this is not possible. Mailer’s and Capote’s personal opinions also must be in these novels. So which novel is 
more truthful? This question cannot be answered. How can we ever know what information these authors changed or 
what information they left out completely? However, it is possible to show which novel creates a greater impression of 
truth. Truman Capote’s novel, In Cold Blood, seems more truthful than Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song. The 
impression of truth in these novels was partly created by the way in which each author portrayed the murderer in his 
story. 

Norman Mailer and Truman Capote both had unlimited access to the facts about the murderers, Gary Gilmore and 
Perry Smith [respectively]. In researching Gilmore, Mailer collected interview manuscripts, court records, and 
documents. He also conducted nearly 300 interviews, which added up to a manuscript of 15,000 pages (Mailer 1020). 
Capote also collected numerous official records and conducted interviews (Capote acknowledgments page). Capote 
and Mailer used carefully selected bits of truth from this multitude of information to portray their murderers 
differently. 

One obvious way in which Mailer and Capote described the murderers was to directly quote them. Norman Mailer 
put a numerous amount of quotations from Gilmore in his novel. Nearly forty letters written by Gilmore to his 
girlfriend Nicole were printed in the book. Mailer also included a great deal of interviews between Gilmore and his two 
lawyers. A lot of “truth” is divulged because so much personal information about Gilmore is given. However, for the 
reader this truth becomes blurred because of Gilmore’s contradicting feelings and intense emotions. For instance, in 
one letter Gilmore writes to Nicole he says, “I saw a simple, quiet Truth, a profound, deep, and personal Truth of 
beauty and love” (qtd. in Mailer 345). It would seem that through these words the reader might see who the “true” 
Gary is. However, in the next letter the reader is bombarded with “...these chickens——t pricks. Give a motherf——er 
a little authority and they think they have to start taking privileges away from people...bunch of slack-
jawed...gurgling...punks” (Mailer 348). Gilmore’s variety of raving emotions weaves in and out of the letters in the 
book, leaving the reader wary of believing anything Gilmore says. Norman Mailer gives us too much information from 
an unreliable Gilmore, and in doing so there seems to be less truth. 

Capote also quotes his murderer, Perry Smith; however, he uses fewer, carefully selected quotations. Capote only 
uses enough quotations to give an ample description of Smith. This creates less confusion for the reader about Smith. 
Smith could have been just as confusing to understand as Gilmore was; after all, Smith did kill four people without 
knowing why he did it. For example, Capote includes a few carefully selected quotations to describe Smith’s 
childhood. Smith is describing the brutality of the nuns in an orphanage he lived in as a child: “She woke me up. She 
had a flashlight, and she hit me with it. Hit me and hit me. And when the flashlight broke, she went on hitting me in the 
dark” (qtd. in Capote 93). This well-chosen quotation gives the reader an understanding of Smith’s childhood and gives 
a glimpse into the mind of Smith. Capote tells the reader who Smith is, instead of the reader having to figure out who 
Smith is by sorting through hundreds of Smith’s thoughts. Capote gives us what he thinks the truth about Smith is, and 
he does it in such a way that the reader is compelled to believe it. 



One way to make a story more believable and truthful is to give equal weight to everyone’s side of the story. Mailer 
thoroughly gives Gilmore’s side of the story; however, the stories of the victims are hardly mentioned. In chapters 
twelve and fifteen of part four, Mailer gives a basic description of the lives of the Bushnells and the Jensens. He only 
devotes about twenty pages out of 1,000 pages to these people. Also, Mailer’s description of these people is not an 
intimate one. He gives an overview of their lives in a distant, journalistic style. Mailer writes, “It was at Utah State that 
Colleen was introduced to her future husband, Max Jensen” (Mailer 212). This is simply a description, and the voices 
and feelings of Max and Colleen are not seen. 

Capote, on the other hand, gives an equal amount of time to everyone’s side of the story. In the first chapter, “Last 
to See Them Alive,” Capote describes the Clutter family while also describing Dick [Smith’s accomplice] and Perry 
[Smith]. Capote shows each member of the Clutter family, their relationships with each other and with the community. 
Capote includes a lot of dialogue between members of the family, so that the reader can see the murder victims as real 
people. The following is a conversation between Nancy Clutter and her brother, Kenyon. [Nancy speaks first.] 

“I keep smelling cigarette smoke.” 
“On your breath?” inquired Kenyon. 
“No funny one. Yours.” (Capote 19) 
In this interplay between brother and sister the reader can relate to the Clutters as human beings and not just as 

murder victims. Capote gives an in-depth, intimate description of every person’s side of the story. For the reader this 
creates a perception that Capote was less biased, and therefore the story seems truthful. 

Using basic logic, it would seem that Mailer probably wrote down more “truth” in a 1,000-page book than Capote 
wrote in a meager 350-page book. However, the amount of truth and the perception of truth are two very different 
things. Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood gives a greater perception of truth than Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s 
Song. Then again, this statement is merely my opinion. As the author of this essay, I selected only the “appropriate” 
bits of information from these two novels to give my reader(s) my perception of what “truth” is. 

Works Cited 
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MARK TWAIN 

MARK TWAIN was the pen name of Samuel Clemens (1835–1910). He was born in Missouri and became the first author of 
importance to emerge from “beyond the Mississippi.” Although best known for bringing humor, realism, and Western local color 
to American fiction, Mark Twain wanted to be remembered as a philosopher and social critic. Still widely read, in most 
languages and in all parts of the world, are his numerous short stories (his “tall tales,” in particular), autobiographical accounts, 
and novels, especially Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). Ernest Hemingway called the last “the best book we’ve had,” an 
appraisal with which many critics agree. 

Two Ways of Seeing a River 

“Two Ways of Seeing a River” (editor’s title) is from Mark Twain’s “Old Times on the Mississippi,” which was later 
expanded and published in book form as Life on the Mississippi (1883). It is autobiographical. The prose of this 
selection is vivid, as is all of Mark Twain’s writing, but considerably more reflective in tone than most. 

Now when I had mastered the language of this water and had come to know every trifling feature that bordered 
the great river as familiarly as I knew the letters of the alphabet, I had made a valuable acquisition. But I had lost 
something, too. I had lost something which could never be restored to me while I lived. All the grace, the beauty, 
the poetry, had gone out of the majestic river! I still kept in mind a certain wonderful sunset which I witnessed 
when steamboating was new to me. A broad expanse of the river was turned to blood; in the middle distance the 
red hue brightened into gold, through which a solitary log came floating, black and conspicuous; in one place a 
long, slanting mark lay sparkling upon the water; in another the surface was broken by boiling, tumbling rings 
that were as many-tinted as an opal; where the ruddy flush was faintest was a smooth spot that was covered with 
graceful circles and radiating lines, ever so delicately traced; the shore on our left was densely wooded, and the 
somber shadow that fell from this forest was broken in one place by a long, ruffled trail that shone like silver; and 
high above the forest wall a clean-stemmed dead tree waved a single leafy bough that glowed like a flame in the 
unobstructed splendor that was flowing from the sun. There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody 
heights, soft distances, and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving lights drifted steadily, enriching it 
every passing moment with new marvels of coloring. 

I stood like one bewitched. I drank it in, in a speechless rapture. The world was new to me and I had never 
seen anything like this at home. But as I have said, a day came when I began to cease from noting the glories and 
the charms which the moon and the sun and the twilight wrought upon the river’s face; another day came when I 
ceased altogether to note them. Then, if that sunset scene had been repeated, I should have looked upon it 
without rapture and should have commented upon it inwardly after this fashion: “This sun means that we are 
going to have wind tomorrow; that floating log means that the river is rising, small thanks to it; that slanting 
mark on the water refers to a bluff reef which is going to kill somebody’s steamboat one of these nights, if it keeps 
on stretching out like that; those tumbling ‘boils’ show a dissolving bar and a changing channel there; the lines 
and circles in the slick water over yonder are a warning that that troublesome place is shoaling up dangerously; 
that silver streak in the shadow of the forest is the ‘break’ from a new snag and he has located himself in the very 
best place he could have found to fish for steamboats; that tall dead tree, with a single living branch, is not going 
to last long, and then how is a body ever going to get through this blind place at night without the friendly old 
landmark?” 

No, the romance and beauty were all gone from the river. All the value any feature of it had for me now was 
the amount of usefulness it could furnish toward compassing the safe piloting of a steamboat. Since those days, I 
have pitied doctors from my heart. What does the lovely flush in a beauty’s cheek mean to a doctor but a “break” 
that ripples above some deadly disease? Are not all her visible charms sown thick with what are to him the signs 
and symbols of hidden decay? Does he ever see her beauty at all, or doesn’t he simply view her professionally 
and comment upon her unwholesome condition all to himself? And doesn’t he sometimes wonder whether he 
has gained most or lost most by learning his trade? 



MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What is the point of view in Paragraph 1? (See “Guide to Terms”: Point of View.) Where, and how, does it change in 
Paragraph 2? Why is the shift important to the author’s contrast? 

 2. Show how the noticeable change of tone between Paragraphs 1 and 2 is related to the change in point of view. (Guide: 
Style/Tone.) Specifically, what changes in style accompany the shift in tone and attitude? How effectively do they all 
relate to the central theme itself? (Remember that such effects seldom just “happen”; the writer makes them happen.) 

 3. Is the first paragraph primarily objective or subjective? (Guide: Objective/Subjective.) How about the latter part of 
Paragraph 2? Are your answers related to point of view? If so, how? 

 4. Do you think the last sentence refers only to doctors? Why, or why not? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Where do you find a second comparison or contrast? Which is it? Is the comparison/contrast made within itself, with 
something external, or both? Explain. 

 2. Is the second comparison/contrast closely enough related to the major contrast to justify its use? Why, or why not? 
 3. In developing the numerous points of the major contrast, would an alternating, point-to-point system have been better? 

Why, or why not? Show how the author uses organization within the groups to assist in the overall contrast. 
 4. What is the most noteworthy feature of syntax in Paragraphs 1 and 2? (Guide: Syntax.) How effectively does it perform 

the function intended? 
 5. What is gained by the apparently deliberate decision to use rhetorical questions only toward the end? (Guide: Rhetorical 

Questions.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. In what ways do the word choices in Paragraph 1 differ from those in Paragraph 2? (Guide: Diction.) 
 2. Compare the quality of metaphors in the quotation of Paragraph 2 with the quality of those preceding it. (Guide: 

Figures of Speech.) Is the difference justified? Why, or why not? 

Read to Write 
 1. Collaborate: We spend much of our lives preparing for work, working, and thinking about work. As Twain’s essay 

points out, moreover, work shapes the way we perceive things and respond to them. Work can therefore be an 
excellent source of writing topics that are interesting to both writers and readers. Working in a group, add five more 
questions about work to the following list, and then use it to help generate possible topics for an essay: How do specific 
kinds of work shape perceptions and values? Are people’s outlooks likely to vary according to the kinds of jobs they 
hold (or want to hold)? How do my work habits, preferences, or experiences set me apart from others (or bring me 
closer)? 

 2. Considering Audience: Would readers of Twain’s era, used to traveling by steamboat, horse-drawn carriage, steam-
powered trains, and horseback, respond differently than readers of today to this essay? Write a brief essay of your own 
(1–3 paragraphs) explaining why readers might or might not respond differently. In doing so, consider the ways in 
which modern means of transportation affect our perceptions and values. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Twain’s essay not only describes two scenes but also explains what changes in outlook and 
experience make them seem different. Prepare an essay of your own with a similar purpose. Choose a scene or event 
that you have observed more than once and from differing perspectives. Explain to readers the ways in which the scene 
appeared different and what it was about your perceptions that accounted for the difference. 

(Note: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203, at the end of this chapter.) 



BRUCE CATTON 

BRUCE CATTON (1899–1978) was a Civil War specialist whose early career included reporting for various newspapers. In 1954 
he received both the Pulitzer Prize for historical work and the National Book Award. He served as director of information for the 
United States Department of Commerce and wrote many books, including Mr. Lincoln’s Army (1951), Glory Road (1952), A 
Stillness at Appomattox (1953), The Hallowed Ground (1956), America Goes to War (1958), The Coming Fury (1961), Terrible 
Swift Sword (1963), Never Call Retreat (1966), Waiting for the Morning Train: An American Boyhood (1972), and Gettysburg: 
The Final Fury (1974). For five years, Catton edited American Heritage. 

Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts 

“Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts” was written as a chapter of The American Story, a collection of essays by noted 
historians. In this study, as in most of his other writing, Catton does more than recount the facts of history: he shows 
the significance within them. It is a carefully constructed essay, using contrast and comparison as the entire 
framework for his explanation. 

When Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee met in the parlor of a modest house at Appomattox Court House, 
Virginia, on April 9, 1865, to work out the terms for the surrender of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, a great 
chapter in American life came to a close, and a great new chapter began. 

These men were bringing the Civil War to its virtual finish. To be sure, other armies had yet to surrender, 
and for a few days the fugitive Confederate government would struggle desperately and vainly, trying to find 
some way to go on living now that its chief support was gone. But in effect it was all over when Grant and Lee 
signed the papers. And the little room where they wrote out the terms was the scene of one of the most poignant, 
dramatic contrasts in American history. 

They were two strong men these oddly different generals, and they represented the strengths of two 
conflicting currents that, through them, had come into final collision. 

Back of Robert E. Lee was the notion that the old aristocratic concept might somehow survive and be 
dominant in American life. 

Lee was tidewater Virginia, and in his background were family, culture, and tradition...the age of chivalry 
transplanted to a New World which was making its own legends and its own myths. He embodied a way of life 
that had come down through the age of knighthood and the English country squire. America was a land that was 
beginning all over again, dedicated to nothing much more complicated than the rather hazy belief that all men 
had equal rights and should have an equal chance in the world. In such a land Lee stood for the feeling that it 
was somehow of advantage to human society to have a pronounced inequality in the social structure. There 
should be a leisure class, backed by ownership of land; in turn, society itself should be keyed to the land as the 
chief source of wealth and influence. It would bring forth (according to this ideal) a class of men with a strong 
sense of obligation to the community; men who lived not to gain advantage for themselves, but to meet the 
solemn obligations which had been laid on them by the very fact that they were privileged. From them the 
country would get its leadership; to them it could look for the higher values—of thought, of conduct, or personal 
deportment—to give it strength and virtue. 

Lee embodied the noblest element of this aristocratic ideal. Through him, the landed nobility justified itself. 
For four years, the Southern states had fought a desperate war to uphold the ideals for which Lee stood. In the 
end, it almost seemed as if the Confederacy fought for Lee; as if he himself was the Confederacy...the best thing 
that the way of life for which the Confederacy stood could ever have to offer. He had passed into legend before 
Appomattox. Thousands of tired, underfed, poorly clothed Confederate soldiers, long since past the simple 
enthusiasm of the early days of the struggle, somehow considered Lee the symbol of everything for which they 
had been willing to die. But they could not quite put this feeling into words. If the Lost Cause, sanctified by so 
much heroism and so many deaths, had a living justification, its justification was General Lee. 

Grant, the son of a tanner on the Western frontier, was everything Lee was not. He had come up the hard 
way and embodied nothing in particular except the eternal toughness and sinewy fiber of the men who grew up 
beyond the mountains. He was one of a body of men who owed reverence and obeisance to no one, who were 
self-reliant to a fault, who cared hardly anything for the past but who had a sharp eye for the future. 



These frontier men were the precise opposites of the tidewater aristocrats. Back of them, in the great surge 
that had taken people over the Alleghenies and into the opening Western country, there was a deep, implicit 
dissatisfaction with a past that had settled into grooves. They stood for democracy, not from any reasoned 
conclusion about the proper ordering of human society, but simply because they had grown up in the middle of 
democracy and knew how it worked. Their society might have privileges, but they would be privileges each man 
had won for himself. Forms and patterns meant nothing. No man was born to anything, except perhaps to a 
chance to show how far he could rise. Life was competition. 

Yet along with this feeling had come a deep sense of belonging to a national community. The Westerner who 
developed a farm, opened a shop, or set up in business as a trader could hope to prosper only as his own 
community prospered—and his community ran from the Atlantic to the Pacific and from Canada down to 
Mexico. If the land was settled, with towns and highways and accessible markets, he could better himself. He 
saw his fate in terms of the nation’s own destiny. As its horizons expanded, so did his. He had, in other words, an 
acute dollars-and-cents stake in the continued growth and development of his country. 

And that, perhaps, is where the contrast between Grant and Lee becomes most striking. The Virginia 
aristocrat, inevitably, saw himself in relation to his own region. He lived in a static society which could endure 
almost anything except change. Instinctively, his first loyalty would go to the locality in which that society 
existed. He would fight to the limit of endurance to defend it, because in defending it he was defending 
everything that gave his own life its deepest meaning. 

The Westerner, on the other hand, would fight with an equal tenacity for the broader concept of society. He 
fought so because everything he lived by was tied to growth, expansion, and a constantly widening horizon. 
What he lived by would survive or fall with the nation itself. He could not possibly stand by unmoved in the face 
of an attempt to destroy the Union. He would combat it with everything he had, because he could only see it as 
an effort to cut the ground out from under his feet. 

So Grant and Lee were in complete contrast, representing two diametrically opposed elements in American 
life. Grant was the modern man emerging; beyond him, ready to come on the stage, was the great age of steel and 
machinery, of crowded cities and a restless burgeoning vitality. Lee might have ridden down from the old age of 
chivalry, lance in hand, silken banner fluttering over his head. Each man was the perfect champion of his cause, 
drawing both his strengths and his weaknesses from the people he led. 

Yet it was not all contrast, after all. Different as they were—in background, in personality, in underlying 
aspiration—these two great soldiers had much in common. Under everything else, they were marvelous fighters. 
Furthermore, their fighting qualities were really very much alike. 

Each man had, to begin with, the great virtue of utter tenacity and fidelity. Grant fought his way down the 
Mississippi Valley in spite of acute personal discouragement and profound military handicaps. Lee hung on in 
the trenches at Petersburg after hope itself had died. In each man there was an indomitable quality...the born 
fighter’s refusal to give up as long as he can still remain on his feet and lift his two fists. 

Daring and resourcefulness they had, too: the ability to think faster and move faster than the enemy. These 
were the qualities which gave Lee the dazzling campaigns of Second Manassas and Chancellorsville and won 
Vicksburg for Grant. 

Lastly, and perhaps greatest of all, there was the ability, at the end, to turn quickly from war to peace once 
the fighting was over. Out of the way these two men behaved at Appomattox came the possibility of a peace of 
reconciliation. It was a possibility not wholly realized, in the years to come, but which did, in the end, help the 
two sections to become one nation again...after a war whose bitterness might have seemed to make such a 
reunion wholly impossible. No part of either man’s life became him more than the part he played in their brief 
meeting in the McLean house at Appomattox. Their behavior there put all succeeding generations of Americans 
in their debt. Two great Americans, Grant and Lee—very different, yet under everything very much alike. Their 
encounter at Appomattox was one of the great moments of American history. 



MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. Clarify the assertions that through Lee “the landed nobility justified itself” and that “if the Lost Cause...had a living 
justification,” it was General Lee (Par. 6). Why are these assertions pertinent to the central theme? 

 2. Does it seem reasonable that “thousands of tired, underfed, poorly clothed Confederate soldiers” (Par. 6) had been 
willing to fight for the aristocratic system in which they would never have had even a chance to be aristocrats? Why or 
why not? Can you think of more likely reasons why they were willing to fight? 

 3. What countries of the world have recently been so torn by internal war and bitterness that reunion has seemed, or still 
seems, impossible? Do you see any basic differences between the trouble in those countries and that in America at the 
time of the Civil War? 

 4. The author calls Lee a symbol (Par. 6). Was Grant also a symbol? If so, of what? (See “Guide to Terms”: Symbol.) How 
would you classify this kind of symbolism? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Make an informal list of paragraph numbers from 3 to 16, and note by each number whether the paragraph is devoted 
primarily to Lee, to Grant, or to direct comparison or contrast of the two. This chart will show you Catton’s basic 
pattern of development. (Notice, for instance, how the broad information of Paragraphs 4–6 and 7–9 seems almost to 
“funnel” down through the narrower summaries in Paragraphs 10 and 11 into Paragraph 12, where the converging 
elements meet and the contrast is made specific.) 

 2. What new technique of development is started in Paragraph 13? 
 3. What is gained, or lost, by using one sentence for Paragraph 3? For Paragraph 4? 
 4. How many paragraphs does the introduction comprise? How successfully does it fulfill the three basic requirements of 

a good introduction? (Guide: Introductions.) 
 5. Show how Catton has constructed the beginning of each paragraph so that there is a smooth transition from the one 

preceding it. (Guide: Transition.) 
 6. What seems to be the author’s attitude toward Grant and Lee? Show how his tone reflects this attitude. (Guide: 

Style/Tone.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Why would a use of colloquialisms have been inconsistent with the tone of this writing? 
 2. List or mark all metaphors in Paragraphs 1, 3, 5, 7–11, and 16. (Guide: Figures of Speech.) Comment on their general 

effectiveness. 
 3. If you are not already familiar with the following words, study their meanings as given in the dictionary and as used in 

this essay: virtual, poignant (Par. 2); concept (4); sinewy, obeisance (7); implicit (8); tenacity (11); diametrically, 
burgeoning (12); aspiration (13); fidelity, profound, indomitable (14); succeeding (16). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Catton focuses on a dramatic moment in history and explains its long-range significance. Drawing on his 
approach, list some dramatic moments in history. In a group, compare your lists. Does your definition of “dramatic 
moment” match those of other group members? Decide as a group on one moment you all agree is dramatic and, in a 
short essay, explain its long-range significance. 

 2. Considering Audience: Ask yourself how much you knew about the topic of “Grant and Lee” before you began reading 
the essay, then go through the text and highlight sections that present information that was new to you. To what extent 
do you think that your initial knowledge of the topic was similar to that of most readers? Why? Study the ways Catton 
introduces information that most readers are likely to be unfamiliar with, and identify techniques you could use to 
present new information in your own writing. 

 3. Developing an Essay: One special achievement of Catton’s “Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts” is its portrait of the 
two generals as embodiments of contrasting societies and cultures. Consider using this strategy in an essay offering a 
contrast between ideas, values, or cultures by means of a contrast between people who embody the differences. The 
strategy can be applied to a wide variety of subjects, not simply to public or political ones. You might use it to talk 
about different parenting strategies, for example, or about various religious beliefs or value systems. 

(Note: Suggestions for topics requiring development by means of COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203 at the end of this chapter.) 
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A Nonsmoker with a Smoker 

In this essay, which first appeared in New Age Journal, Lopate uses comparison and contrast to explore his own 
ambiguous feelings about smoking—and about his relationship with a smoker. In the course of the essay, he touches 
on many aspects of the smoking/nonsmoking conflict, yet he offers a personal perspective often lost in the public 
controversy. 

Last Saturday night my girlfriend, Helen, and I went to a dinner party in the Houston suburbs. We did not know 
our hosts, but were invited on account of Helen’s chum Barry, whose birthday party it was. We had barely 
stepped into the house and met the other guests, seated on a U-shaped couch under an A-framed ceiling, when 
Helen lit a cigarette. The hostess froze. “Uh, could you please not smoke in here? If you have to, we’d appreciate 
your using the terrace. We’re both sort of allergic.” 

Helen smiled understandingly and moved toward the glass doors 
leading to the backyard in a typically ladylike way, as though 
merely wanting to get a better look at the garden. But I knew from 
that gracious “Southern” smile of hers that she was miffed. 

As soon as Helen had stepped outside, the hostess explained that they had just moved into this house, and 
that it had taken weeks to air out because of the previous owner’s tenacious cigar smoke. A paradigmatically 
awkward conversation about tobacco ensued: like testifying sinners, two people came forward with confessions 
about kicking the nasty weed; our scientist-host cited a recent study of indoor air pollution levels; a woman 
lawyer brought up the latest California legislation protecting nonsmokers; a roly-poly real estate agent admitted 
that, though he had given up smokes, he still sat in the smoking section of airplanes because “you meet a more 
interesting type of person there”—a remark his wife did not find amusing. Helen’s friend Barry gallantly joined 
her outside. I did not, as I should have; I felt paralyzed. 

For one thing, I wasn’t sure which side I was on. I have never been a smoker. My parents both chain-smoked, 
so I grew up accustomed to cloudy interiors and ever since have been tolerant of other people’s nicotine urges. To 
be perfectly honest, I’m not crazy about inhaling smoke, particularly when I’ve got a cold, but that irritating 
inconvenience pales beside the damage that would be done to my pluralistic worldview if I did not defend 
smokers’ rights. 

On the other hand, a part of me wished Helen would stop smoking. That part seemed to get a satisfaction out 
of the group’s “banishing” her: they were doing the dirty work of expressing my disapproval. 

As soon as I realized this, I joined her in the garden. Presently a second guest strolled out to share a 
forbidden toke, then a third. Our hostess ultimately had to collect the mutineers with an announcement that 
dinner was served. 

At the table, Helen appeared to be having such a good time, joking with our hosts and everyone else, that I 
was unprepared for the change that came over her as soon as we were alone in the car afterward. “I will never go 
back to that house!” she declared. “Those people have no concept of manners or hospitality, humiliating me the 
moment I stepped in the door. And that phony line about ‘sort of allergic’!” 



Normally, Helen is forbearance personified. Say anything that touches her about smoking, however, and you 
touch the rawest of nerves. I remembered the last time I foolishly suggested that she “think seriously” about 
stopping. I had just read one of those newspaper articles about the increased possibility of heart attacks, lung 
cancer, and birth deformities among women smokers, and I was worried for her. My concern must have been 
maladroitly expressed, because she burst into tears. 

“Can’t we even talk about this without your getting so sensitive?” I had asked. 
“You don’t understand. Nonsmokers never understand that it is a real addiction. I’ve tried quitting, and it 

was hell. Do you want me to go around for months mean and cranky outside and angry inside? You’re right, I’m 
sensitive, because I’m threatened with having taken away from me the thing that gives me the most pleasure in 
life, day in, day out,” she said. I shot her a look: careful, now. “Well, practically the most pleasure. You know 
what I mean.” I didn’t. But I knew enough to drop it. 

I love Helen, and if she wants to smoke, knowing the risks involved, that remains her choice. Besides, she 
wouldn’t quit just because I wanted her to; she’s not that docile, and that’s part of what I love about her. 
Sometimes I wonder why I even keep thinking about her quitting. What’s it to me personally? Certainly I feel 
protective of her health, but I also have selfish motives. I don’t like the way her lips taste when she’s smoked a 
lot. I associate her smoking with nervousness, and when she lights up several cigarettes in a row, I get jittery 
watching her. Crazy as this may sound, I also find myself becoming jealous of her cigarettes. Occasionally, when 
I go to her house and we’re sitting on the couch together, if I see Helen eyeing the pack I make her kiss me first, 
so that my lips can engage hers (still fresh) before the competition’s. It’s almost as though there were another 
lover in the room—a lover who was around long before I entered the picture, and who pleases her in mysterious 
ways I cannot. 

A lit cigarette puts a distance between us: it’s like a weapon in her hand, awakening in me a primitive fear of 
being burnt. The memory is not so primitive, actually. My father used to smoke absentmindedly, letting the ash 
grow like a caterpillar eating every leaf in its path, until gravity finally toppled it. Once, when I was about nine, 
my father and I were standing in line at a bakery, and he accidentally dropped a lit ash down my back. Ever 
since, I’ve inwardly winced and been on guard around these little waving torches, which epitomize to me the 
dangers of intimacy. 

I’ve worked hard to understand from the outside the satisfaction of smoking. I’ve even smoked 
“sympathetic” cigarettes, just to see what the other person was experiencing. But it’s not the same as being 
hooked. How can I really empathize with the frightened but stubborn look Helen gets in her eyes when, despite 
the fact we’re a little late going somewhere, she turns to me in the car and says, “I need to buy a pack of cigarettes 
first”? I feel a wave of pity for her. We are both embarrassed by this forced recognition of her frailty—the 
“indignity,” as she herself puts it, of being controlled by something outside her will. 

I try to imagine myself in that position, but a certain smugness keeps getting in the way (I don’t have that 
problem and am I glad). We pay a price for our smugness. So often it flip-flops into envy: the outsiders wish to be 
included in the sufferings and highs of others, as if to say that only by relinquishing control and surrendering to 
some dangerous habit, some vice or dependency, would one be able to experience “real life.” 

Over the years I have become a sucker for cigarette romanticism. Few Hollywood gestures move me as much 
as the one in Now Voyager, when Paul Henreid lights two cigarettes, one for himself, the other for Bette Davis: 
these form a beautiful fatalistic bridge between them, a complicitous understanding like the realization that their 
love is based on the inevitability of separation. I am all the more admiring of this worldly cigarette gallantry 
because its experiential basis escapes me. 

The same sort of fascination occurs when I come across a literary description of nicotine addiction, like this 
passage in Mailer’s Tough Guys Don’t Dance: “Over and over again I gave them up, a hundred times over the 
years, but I always went back. For in my dreams, sooner or later, I struck a match, brought flame to the tip, then 
took in all my hunger for existence with the first puff. I felt impaled on desire itself—those fiends trapped in my 
chest and screaming for one drag.” 



“Impaled on desire itself”! Such writing evokes a longing in me for the centering of self that tobacco seems to 
bestow on its faithful. Clearly, there is something attractive about having this umbilical relation to the universe—
this curling pillar, this spiral staircase, this prayer of smoke that mediates between the smoker’s inner substance 
and the alien ether. Inwardness of the nicotine trance, sad wisdom (“every pleasure has its price”), beauty of 
ritual, squandered health—all those romantic meanings we read into the famous photographic icons of fifties 
saints, Albert Camus or James Agee or James Dean or Carson McCullers puffing away, in a sense they’re true. 
Like all people who return from a brush with death, smokers have gained a certain power. They know their 
“coffin nails.” With Helen, each cigarette is a measuring of the perishable, an enactment of her mortality, from 
filter to end-tip in fewer than five minutes. I could not stand to be reminded of my own death so often. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. Tell why you think the writer made the title say with rather than and. 
 2. Does the writer’s portrayal of the party (Pars. 1–6) make Helen’s anger (7) seem justified? Why or why not? 
 3. To what parts of this essay might smokers and nonsmokers react in different ways? How might their reactions differ? 

Be specific in answering this question. 
 4. What conclusion about smoking, if any, does the writer reach in the last paragraph of the essay? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. The focus of the essay shifts at the end of Paragraph 3. What role does the last sentence in the paragraph play, and in 
what way does the focus shift? 

 2. How would you characterize the tone and style in Paragraph 1? In Paragraph 3? (See “Guide to Terms”: Style/Tone.) 
What contrast does the writer emphasize through the differences in tone and style? 

 3. To what extent does the focus of Paragraphs 7–11 lie on the question of smoking versus not smoking, and to what 
extent does it focus on the relationship between the writer and Helen? Be ready to defend your answer with specific 
evidence from the text. 

 4. What is being compared in Paragraph 11? How is this comparison related to the overall pattern of comparison in the 
essay? 

 5. In what ways do Paragraphs 13 and 14 contrast with 15 and 16? 
 6. State in your own words the contrast the author makes in the last two sentences of the essay. Do these sentences make 

an effective conclusion? (Guide: Closings; Evaluation.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Identify the informal diction in Paragraph 1 and the formal diction in Paragraph 3. (Guide: Diction.) Why has the writer 
created these contrasts in diction? (Hint: see “Expository Techniques.”) 

 2. Identify the similes in Paragraph 12, and tell what they suggest about the effect of smoking on personal relationships. 
(Guide: Figures of Speech.) 

 3. Explain how cigarettes act as symbols in Paragraph 15. (Guide: Symbol.) 
 4. Identify the metaphors in Paragraph 15. Discuss their meaning and their effect, both as individual metaphors and as a 

cluster. (Guide: Figures of Speech.) 
 5. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: tenacious, 

paradigmatically, ensued (Par. 3); pluralistic (4); toke (6); forbearance, maladroitly (8); epitomize (12); fatalistic, 
complicitious (15). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: In his essay, Lopate views behaviors and attitudes not so much as matters of choice but as outgrowths of 
our experiences, personalities, and interactions with others. Follow Lopate’s approach and explore in freewriting (see 
pp. 170–173) a pattern of behavior (perhaps one you disapprove of) by looking at the motivations of someone who 
engages in it and by exploring your own reactions to the behavior. Then turn your freewriting into two lists, one of 
motivations and one of reactions, and share your lists with a partner. Then write a short response to your partner’s 
lists, indicating the extent to which you agree or disagree with the items on them. 



 2. Considering Audience: Compare and contrast how smokers and nonsmokers might react to this essay. Will they think 
Lopate is fair to both groups? Write notes for a short essay outlining the differing perspectives of two people on a 
similar conflict or issue such as wearing helmets while driving motorcycles or using seatbelts in cars and trucks. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Even familiar issues and controversies can be a source of new understanding for you and your 
readers when you take a personal approach to them and write with an expository purpose. Explore some potential 
subjects by asking questions like these: If smoking, wearing a fur coat, or some other activity or belief offends you, 
should you let the person doing the activity know about your feelings? What steps can you take to communicate your 
feelings without offending the other person? Should you worry about upsetting the other person? 

(Note: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203 at the end of this chapter.) 
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Am I Blue? 

Humans and horses might seem at first so different that any comparison would have to take the form of an 
analogy—a pairing of essentially unlike subjects whose limited similarities can be used for explanatory purposes (see 
Chapter 4). Walker’s strategy in this essay from Living by the Word is just the opposite, however. She explains that 
despite their obvious differences, humans and animals are essentially alike, at least in important matters such as the 
capacity to love and to communicate. 

“Ain’t these tears in these eyes tellin’ you?” 
For about three years my companion and I rented a small house in the country that stood on the edge of a 

large meadow that appeared to run from the end of our deck straight into the mountains. The mountains, 
however, were quite far away, and between us and them there was, in fact, a town. It was one of the many 
pleasant aspects of the house that you never really were aware of this. 

It was a house of many windows, low, wide, nearly floor to ceiling in the living room, which faced the 
meadow, and it was from one of these that I first saw our closest neighbor, a large white horse, cropping grass, 
flipping its mane, and ambling about—not over the entire meadow, which stretched well out of sight of the 
house, but over the five or so fenced-in acres that were next to the twenty-odd that we had rented. I soon learned 
that the horse, whose name was Blue, belonged to a man who lived in another town, but was boarded by our 
neighbors next door. Occasionally, one of the children, usually a stocky teenager, but sometimes a much younger 
girl or boy, could be seen riding Blue. They would appear in the meadow, climb up on his back, ride furiously for 
ten or fifteen minutes, then get off, slap Blue on the flanks, and not be seen again for a month or more. 

There were many apple trees in our yard, and one by the fence that Blue could almost reach. We were soon 
in the habit of feeding him apples, which he relished, especially because by the middle ofsummer the meadow 
grasses—so green and succulent since January—had dried out from lack of rain, and Blue stumbled about 
munching the dried stalks half-heartedly. Sometimes he would stand very still just by the apple tree, and when 
one of us came out he would whinny, snort loudly, or stamp the ground. This meant, of course: I want an apple. 

It was quite wonderful to pick a few apples, or collect those that had fallen to the ground overnight, and 
patiently hold them, one by one, up to his large, toothy mouth. I remained as thrilled as a child by his flexible 
dark lips, huge, cubelike teeth that crunched the apples, core and all, with such finality, and his high, broad-
breasted enormity; beside which, I felt small indeed. When I was a child, I used to ride horses, and was especially 
friendly with one named Nan until the day I was riding and my brother deliberately spooked her and I was 
thrown, head first, against the trunk of a tree. When I came to, I was in bed and my mother was bending 
worriedly over me; we silently agreed that perhaps horseback riding was not the safest sport for me. Since then I 
have walked, and prefer walking to horseback riding—but I had forgotten the depth of feeling one could see in 
horses’ eyes. 



I was therefore unprepared for the expression in Blue’s. Blue was lonely. Blue was horribly lonely and bored. 
I was not shocked that this should be the case; five acres to tramp by yourself, endlessly, even in the most 
beautiful of meadows—and his was—cannot provide many interesting events, and once rainy season turned to 
dry that was about it. No, I was shocked that I had forgotten that human animals and nonhuman animals can 
communicate quite well; if we are brought up around animals as children we take this for granted. By the time 
we are adults we no longer remember. However, the animals have not changed. They are in fact completed 
creations (at least they seem to be, so much more than we) who are not likely to change; it is their nature to 
express themselves. What else are they going to express? And they do. And, generally speaking, they are ignored. 

After giving Blue the apples, I would wander back to the house, aware that he was observing me. Were more 
apples not forthcoming then? Was that to be his sole entertainment for the day? My partner’s small son had 
decided he wanted to learn how to piece a quilt; we worked in silence on our respective squares as I thought.... 

Well, about slavery: about white children, who were raised by black people, who knew their first all-
accepting love from black women, and then, when they were twelve or so, were told they must “forget” the deep 
levels of communication between themselves and “mammy” that they knew. Later they would be able to relate 
quite calmly, “My old mammy was sold to another good family.” “My old mammy was_____ ______.” Fill in the 
blank. Many more years later a white woman would say: “I can’t understand these Negroes, these blacks. What 
do they want? They’re so different from us.” 

And about the Indians, considered to be “like animals” by the “settlers” (a very benign euphemism for what 
they actually were), who did not understand their description as a compliment. 

And about the thousands of American men who marry Japanese, Korean, Filipina, and other non-English-
speaking women and of how happy they report they are, “blissfully,” until their brides learn to speak English, at 
which point the marriages tend to fall apart. What then did the men see, when they looked into the eyes of the 
women they married, before they could speak English? Apparently only their own reflections. 

I thought of society’s impatience with the young. “Why are they playing the music so loud?” Perhaps the 
children have listened to much of the music of oppressed people their parents danced to before they were born, 
with its passionate but soft cries for acceptance and love, and they have wondered why their parents failed to 
hear. 

I do not know how long Blue had inhabited his five beautiful, boring acres before we moved into our house; 
a year after we had arrived—and had also traveled to other valleys, other cities, other worlds—he was still there. 

But then, in our second year at the house, something happened in Blue’s life. One morning, looking out the 
window at the fog that lay like a ribbon over the meadow, I saw another horse, a brown one, at the other end of 
Blue’s field. Blue appeared to be afraid of it, and for several days made no attempt to go near. We went away for 
a week. When we returned, Blue had decided to make friends and the two horses ambled or galloped along 
together, and Blue did not come nearly as often to the fence underneath the apple tree. 

When he did, bringing his new friend with him, there was a different look in his eyes. A look of 
independence, of self-possession, of inalienable horseness. His friend eventually became pregnant. For months 
and months there was, it seemed to me, a mutual feeling between me and the horses of justice, of peace. I fed 
apples to them both. The look in Blue’s eyes was one of unabashed “this is itness.” 

It did not, however, last forever. One day, after a visit to the city, I went out to give Blue some apples. He 
stood waiting, or so I thought, though not beneath the tree. When I shook the tree and jumped back from the 
shower of apples, he made no move. I carried some over to him. He managed to half-crunch one. The rest he let 
fall to the ground. I dreaded looking into his eyes—because I had of course noticed that Brown, his partner, had 
gone—but I did look. If I had been born into slavery, and my partner had been sold or killed, my eyes would 
have looked like that. The children next door explained that Blue’s partner had been “put with him” (the same 
expression that old people used, I had noticed, when speaking of an ancestor during slavery who had been 
impregnated by her owner) so that they could mate and she conceive. Since that was accomplished, she had been 
taken back by her owner, who lived somewhere else. 

Will she be back? I asked. 
They didn’t know. 



Blue was like a crazed person. Blue was, to me, a crazed person. He galloped furiously, as if he were being 
ridden, around and around his five beautiful acres. He whinnied until he couldn’t. He tore at the ground with his 
hooves. He butted himself against his single shade tree. He looked always and always toward the road down 
which his partner had gone. And then, occasionally, when he came up for apples, or I took apples to him, he 
looked at me. It was a look so piercing, so full of grief, a look so human, I almost laughed (I felt too sad to cry) to 
think there are people who do not know that animals suffer. People like me who have forgotten, and daily forget, 
all that animals try to tell us. “Everything you do to us will happen to you; we are your teachers, as you are ours. 
We are one lesson” is essentially it, I think. There are those who never once have even considered animals’ rights: 
those who have been taught that animals actually want to be used and abused by us, as small children “love” to 
be frightened, or women “love” to be mutilated and raped....They are the great-grandchildren of those who 
honestly thought, because someone taught them this: “Women can’t think,” And “niggers can’t faint.” But most 
disturbing of all, in Blue’s large brown eyes was a new look, more painful than the look of despair: the look of 
disgust with human beings, with life; the look of hatred. And it was odd what the look of hatred did. It gave him, 
for the first time, the look of a beast. And what that meant was that he had put up a barrier within to protect 
himself from further violence; all the apples in the world wouldn’t change that fact. 

And so Blue remained, a beautiful part of our landscape, very peaceful to look at from the window, white 
against the grass. Once a friend came to visit and said, looking out on the soothing view: “And it would have to be 
a white horse; the very image of freedom.” And I thought, yes, the animals are forced to become for us merely 
“images” of what they once so beautifully expressed. And we are used to drinking milk from containers showing 
“contented” cows, whose real lives we want to hear nothing about, eating eggs and drumsticks from “happy” 
hens, and munching hamburgers advertised by bulls of integrity who seem to command their fate. 

As we talked of freedom and justice one day for all, we sat down to steaks. I am eating misery, I thought, as I 
took the first bite. And spit it out. 

Meanings and Values 
 1. In which paragraphs does Walker describe what she believes to be Blue’s thoughts and feelings? 
 2. According to Walker, in what ways is Blue similar to a human? In what ways is he different? To what other groups 

does the author compare Blue and his relationships with humans in Paragraphs 8–11? 
 3. What thematic purposes are served by the following phrases: 
 a. “human animals and nonhuman animals” (Par. 6) 
 b. “who did not understand their description as a compliment” (Par. 9) 
 c. “Am I Blue?” (title) 
 d. “If I had been born into slavery, and my partner had been sold or killed, my eyes would have looked like that.” (Par. 

15) 
 e. “It gave him, for the first time, the look of a beast.” (Par. 18) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Why do you think Walker chose to wait until near the end of the essay (Par. 18) for a detailed discussion of its theme? 
(See “Guide to Terms”: Unity.) To what extent does the placement of this discussion give the essay an expository rather 
than an argumentative purpose? (Guide: Argument.) 

 2. Discuss how the “‘images’” presented in Paragraph 19 can be regarded as ironic symbols. (Guide: Symbol; Irony.) 
 3. Describe the way Walker alters the tempo of the sentences and builds to a climax in the concluding paragraph of the 

essay. (Guide: Closings.) 
 4. Some readers might consider the ending effective. Others might consider it overly dramatic or distasteful. Explain 

which reaction you consider most appropriate. (Guide: Evaluation.) 



DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Describe the ways in which Walker uses syntax and figurative language (simile) for thematic purposes in this passage: 
“Blue was like a crazed person. Blue was, to me, a crazed person” (Par. 18). (Guide: Syntax; Figures of Speech.) 

 2. In speaking of the “‘settlers,’” Walker says that this term is “a very benign euphemism for what they actually were” 
(Par. 9). What does she mean by this comment? What other terms might be applied to them (from Walker’s point of 
view)? Why might she have chosen not to use such terms? 

 3. The title of this essay is taken from a song of the same name. In terms of the content of the essay, to what ideas or 
themes does it refer? Can it be considered a paradox? (Guide: Paradox.) The quotation from the song that opens the 
essay points to some of the ideas discussed in the essay. What are they? 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in groups of four, discuss different animals that you have known. What have you learned from 
these animals? Can you apply what you have learned to your human relationships? To your understanding of human 
nature? How would you contrast the behavior of animals in specific situations with typical human behavior in such 
situations? As a group, plan an essay comparing and contrasting likely animal and human behavior in a set of 
situations you have chosen. 

 2. Considering Audience: Walker repeatedly refers to expressions and feelings seemingly conveyed through Blue’s eyes. 
How might readers who have their own pets react to Walker’s descriptions of the animal’s eyes? How might readers 
without pets react? Will readers who have pets understand Walker’s comparison of animal owners and slave owners 
better than non-pet owners? Will most pet owners be offended by such a comparison? Who, if anyone, might be 
offended by the conclusions Walker draws about Blue’s and other animals’ feelings and intelligence? In two to three 
paragraphs, offer your answers to some or all of these questions as a way of describing readers’ likely reactions to 
Walker’s essay. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Walker’s essay moves from obvious differences to surprising similarities, getting there through 
careful observation and comparison of horses and humans. Apply this pattern to a topic of your own choosing, using it 
to express hidden similarities you have already noticed or to reveal similarities as you write. 

(Note: Suggestions for topics requiring development by means of COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203 at the end of this chapter.) 



Issues and Ideas 

Gender Differences 

• Nicholas Wade, Method and Madness: How Men and Women Think 
• Catherine Seipp, Meet Today’s Dad 
• Charles Hirshberg, My Mother, the Scientist 

We understand our world by differences: wealthy, less wealthy, and a lot less wealthy; black, white, and brown; 
educated and uneducated; female and male. We come to understand who and what we are by learning who and 
what we are not. 

One way we understand and deal with the world is through the difference between male and female, a 
distinction grounded in biological differences but extended to issues of emotion, intellectual ability, relationships, 
values, and social rules. These differences are maintained in various ways: through clothing styles, social 
organizations, sports teams, men’s/women’s publications, names (Kate/Carl), and kinship systems (aunt/uncle). 

But how many of these differences are “real” and how many “imagined” or constructed by social custom? 
Just how different are men and women, and are their differences significant ones with important consequences? 

As expository patterns, comparison and contrast parallel the identification of gender differences and 
similarities. Nicholas Wade and Charles Hirshberg make good use of the pattern to explore surprising 
similarities that complicate, or even call into question, differences that many readers may consider obvious and 
unchanging. 

Nicholas Wade looks to science, specifically brain research, for hard evidence of gender contrasts. He finds 
evidence of real contrasts, but not simple ones. And the implications for behavior and social organization are 
even more complex and sometimes contradictory. Catherine Seipp looks at attempts to construct new patterns of 
male behavior as driven by political and social ideologies that ignore both tradition and (perhaps) biology, with 
unfortunate results. Charles Hirshberg, in contrast, looks at the expansion of women’s roles, especially in science, 
as overcoming restrictive, foolish, and harmful beliefs rooted in views of women’s biological inferiority. 



NICHOLAS WADE 

NICHOLAS WADE is a journalist who writes about science and scientific discoveries. His books include A World Beyond Healing 
(1987), Noble Dues (1981), and The Ultimate Experiment (1977). He has also edited a series of books for young people on 
nature and science. 

Method and Madness:  
How Men and Women Think 

We often look to science for firm answers to hard questions but get responses that are complex and raise as many 
questions as they answer. Looking over current research, the author of this essay reports that although there are 
clearly differences between men’s and women’s brains, what the differences mean is not that apparent. At times the 
research confirms stereotypes, but just as often it challenges them. What is clear in this essay is the writer’s effective 
use of comparison and contrast as strategies for explaining the complicated relationships among biology, behavior, 
and gender. 

The human brain, according to an emerging new body of scientific research, comes in two different varieties, 
maybe as different as the accompanying physique. Men, when they are lost, instinctually fall back on their in-
built navigational skills, honed from far-off days of tracking large prey miles from home. Women, by contrast, 
tend to find their way by the simpler methods of remembering local landmarks or even asking help from 
strangers. 

Men excel on psychological tests that require the imaginary twisting in space of a three-dimensional object. 
The skill seems to help with higher math, where the topmost ranks are thronged with male minds like Andrew 
Wiles of Princeton, who proclaimed almost a year ago that he had proved Fermat’s Last Theorem and will surely 
get around to publishing the proof almost any day now. 

Some feminist ideologues assert that all minds are created equal and women would be just as good at math 
if they weren’t discouraged in school. But Camilla Benbow, a psychologist at Iowa State University, has spent 
years assessing biases like male math teachers or parents who favor boys. She concludes that boys’ superiority at 
math is mostly innate. 

But women, the new studies assert, have the edge in most other ways, like perceptual speed, verbal fluency 
and communications skills. They also have sharper hearing than men, and excel in taste, smell and touch, and in 
fine coordination of hand and eye. If Martians arrived and gave job interviews, it seems likely they would direct 
men to competitive sports and manual labor and staff most professions, diplomacy and government with 
women. 

The measurement of intellectual differences is a field with a long and mostly disgraceful past. I.Q. tests have 
been regularly misused, sometimes even concocted, in support of prevailing prejudices. Distinguished male 
anatomists used to argue that women were less intelligent because their brains weighed less, neglecting to correct 
for the strong influence of body weight on brain weight. 

The present studies of sex differences are venturing on ground where self-deception and prejudice are 
constant dangers. The science is difficult and the results prone to misinterpretation. Still, the budding science 
seems free so far of obvious error. For one thing, many of the field’s leading practitioners happen to be women, 
perhaps because male academics in this controversial field have had their lives made miserable by militant 
feminists. 

For another, the study of brain sex differences does not depend on just one kind of subvertible measure but 
draws on several different disciplines, including biology and anatomy. As is described in a new book, Eve’s Rib, 
by Robert Pool, and the earlier Brain Sex, by Anne Moir and David Jessel, the foundations of the field have been 
carefully laid in animal research. Experiments with rats show that exposure in the womb to testosterone indelibly 
imprints a male pattern of behavior; without testosterone, the rat’s brain is female. 



In human fetuses, too, the sex hormones seem to mold a male and female version of the brain, each subtly 
different in organization and behavior. The best evidence comes from girls with a rare genetic anomaly who are 
exposed in the womb to more testosterone than normal; they grow up doing better than their unaffected sisters 
on the tests that boys are typically good at. There’s also some evidence, not yet confirmed, that male and female 
brains may be somewhat differently structured, with the two cerebral hemispheres being more specialized and 
less well interconnected in men than in women. 

If the human brain exists in male and female versions, as modulated in the womb, that would explain what 
every parent knows, that boys and girls prefer different patterns of play regardless of well-meaning efforts to 
impose unisex toys on both. 

The human mind being very versatile, however, any genetic propensities are far from decisive. In math, for 
example, the average girl is pretty much as good as the average boy. Only among the few students at the peak of 
math ability do boys predominate. Within the loose framework set by the genes, education makes an enormous 
difference. In Japan, boys exceed girls on the mental rotation tests, just as in America. But the Japanese girls 
outscore American boys. Maybe Japanese kids are just smarter or, more likely, just better taught, Japan being a 
country where education is taken seriously and parents and teachers consistently push children to excel. 

There are some obvious cautions to draw about the social and political implications that might one day flow 
from brain sex research. One is that differences between individuals of the same sex often far exceed the slight 
differences between the sexes as two population groups: “If I were going into combat, I would prefer to have 
Martina Navratilova at my side than Robert Reich,” says Patricia Ireland, president of the National Organization 
for Women. Even if men in general excel in math, an individual woman could still be better than most men. 

On the other hand, if the brains of men and women really are organized differently, it’s possible the sexes 
both prefer and excel at different occupations, perhaps those with more or less competition or social interaction. 
“In a world of scrupulous gender equality, equal numbers of girls and boys would be educated and trained 
for...all the professions.... [Hiring would proceed] until half of every workplace was made up of men and half, 
women,” says Judith Lorber in Paradoxes of Gender, a new work of feminist theory. That premise does not hold if 
there are real intellectual differences between the sexes; the test of equal opportunity, when all unfair barriers to 
women have fallen, will not necessarily be equal outcomes. 

Greek mythology tells that Tiresias, having lived both as a man and a woman for some complicated reason, 
was asked to settle a dispute between Zeus and Hera as to which gender enjoyed sex more. He replied there was 
no contest—it was 10 times better for women. Whereupon Hera struck him blind for his insolence and Zeus in 
compensation gave him the gift of foresight. Like Tiresias, the brain sex researchers are uncovering some 
impolitic truths, potent enough to shake Mount Olympus some day. 

Meanings and Values 
 1. Paragraph 6 addresses current studies of sex difference as well as Wade’s belief that much of the scientific research on 

the subject has been misinterpreted. Wade goes on to say, “Many of the field’s leading practitioners happen to be 
women, perhaps because male academics in this controversial field have had their lives made miserable by militant 
feminists.” What point is Wade trying to make here? In what ways is the comment related to his statements about the 
misinterpretation of the data? Is his comment about feminists a conscious exaggeration? Why, or why not? 

 2. Why is Tiresias (Par. 13) a good choice for Wade’s essay? (See “Guide to Terms”: Figures of Speech, Allusion.) 
 3. Does Wade imply that one sex has a better way of thinking? Why, or why not? Is he neutral in his choice of evidence? 

Explain. What are the attributes people traditionally value in each of the sexes? In which paragraphs does Wade 
address these attributes? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Wade’s first five paragraphs include several comparison/contrast examples. Why might he have begun his essay this 
way? Is this an effective introduction for the piece? (Guide: Introductions; Evaluation.) 



 2. In Paragraph 10, the writer uses a comparison within a comparison when he addresses the differences between 
Japanese boys and girls as well as American boys and girls, and then continues by comparing Japanese students overall 
to American students overall. Why might he have chosen this technique? What point is he trying to make through this 
use of “dual” comparison? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. How would you classify Wade’s style and tone in this selection? (Guide: Tone; Style.) Are his word choices effective 
tools for communicating a message and a mood? (Guide: Diction.) Do you consider his use of phrases like “militant 
feminists” appropriate? Why, or why not? 

 2. This article first appeared in the New York Times in 1994. Was the level of difficulty of the vocabulary appropriate for 
the audience? Why, or why not? 

 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: ideologue (Par. 3); 
indelibly (7); modulated (9); propensities (10).  

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in a group, make a list of what most people consider the major differences between men and 
women. As a group, decide how justified these generalizations are. Then choose three items from the list that all group 
members feel are reasonably justified and plan a comparison/contrast paper analyzing and explaining these 
differences. Make sure you include supporting details and examples in your plan. 

 2. Considering Audience: Are Wade’s choices of comparison/contrast examples accessible for male and female readers of a 
variety of ages? Why, or why not? Is his concluding story of Tiresias effective? Rewrite the conclusion of the essay (Par. 
13) using a different story or example that might be more accessible for modern readers. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Wade discusses how we identify ourselves based on gender as well as how we compare ourselves 
to the opposite gender. He says, “The present studies of sex differences are venturing on ground where self-deception 
and prejudice are constant dangers” (Par. 6). What does he mean by this sentence? Prepare an essay discussing the kind 
of self-deception to which Wade refers. Consider how men and women typically see their gender in relation to the 
other gender. Think also about some clichés we often use in discussing gender differences. 

(Note: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203 at the end of this chapter.) 



CATHERINE SEIPP 

CATHERINE SEIPP was born in Winnipeg, Manitoba, but grew up in Los Alamitos, California. She attended UCLA, graduating 
with a B.A. in English and experience working on the Daily Bruin and writing book reviews for the Los Angeles Times. She has 
been a fashion editor and columnist, a media critic, a freelance magazine writer, and a blogger. Her writing (online and print) has 
appeared in Mediaweek, TV Guide, Reason, Salon, American Journalism Review, Buzz, Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Weekly 
Standard, and New York Press, among many other places. Her blog is Cathy’s World. 

Meet Today’s Dad 

In this essay, which first appeared in National Review Online, Seipp provides a double contrast, looking at what she 
calls “Today’s Dad” in contrast to both mothers and “Yesterday’s Dad.” Her purpose is likewise twofold: to explain 
and to criticize the behaviors of “Today’s Dad.” In keeping with her satiric purpose, she employs mild exaggeration, 
stereotyping, and irony, but she does not allow these techniques to overwhelm her detailed examples or her 
explanatory purpose. 

I   live in the groovy Silver Lake section of Los Angeles, which is home to not only bohemians and gays but also to 
families who, although they voted against vouchers, still don’t want their kids sitting in a classroom filled with 
the masses; my neighborhood has one of the few public elementary schools in L.A. where most of the kids are 
middle class and speak English at home. We also have around half-a-dozen preschools within just a couple of 
miles. Because of all this, my neighborhood is also home to an earnest creature we locals know as Silver Lake 
Dad. 

Often this is a guy whose wife slaves away at an office job so dreamy artistic dad can pursue his dreamy 
artistic dreams. Sometimes he’s divorced; by his “I [HEART] Being a Dad” bumper stickers shall ye know him. 
And although he and his comrades seem particularly common around here, they seem to populate hip urban 
centers across the country. Silver Lake Dad is just the local version of a new paternal species I think of as Today’s 
Dad. 

By now it’s something of a cliché that men often feel they deserve a medal for what women do as a matter of 
course. To borrow Samuel Johnson’s observation about women preachers, seeing a man take care of children is 
sometimes like seeing a dog walk on its hind legs: It is not done well, but you are surprised to see it done at all. 

Not that Today’s Dad isn’t helpful. On Halloween, he comes up with the best costumes, or trails along with a 
cooler of gin-and-tonics while bossy mom plans the trick-or-treating route. But while Today’s Dad is certainly 
involved in his children’s lives, his childcare skills aren’t always quite as honed as he imagines. 

Not long ago at Trader Joe’s (a Today’s Dad hotspot) I saw one of these guys in action. He was bearded 
(natch), wearing a faded t-shirt advertising some sort of worthy event, and making a big fuss about pork chops 
with his son: “OK, we’ll bread them and bake them! We’ll make a project out of it!” The boy looked about four 
and was standing up in the shopping cart the way the cart warnings always say not to do. 

Someone came over to chat with this dad, who said he was organizing an antiwar peace vigil. “Good for 
you!” said the friend. At which point Today’s Dad smiled and nodded, accepting the benediction with that 
serenely self-satisfied expression I notice these guys often assume. It’s sort of like the expression men get when 
playing air guitar—lower lip sucked in, head bobbing up and down—only without the eyes closed shut in 
ecstasy. 

Now the problem here was that even though I could see this dad was reveling in his fab daditude, like many 
guys he found it difficult to do two things at once—like watch a child while chatting with another adult. Men in 
charge of small children are like women and parallel parking: Attention must be paid or something’s going to get 
dented. Because at this point, the son was really bouncing around in that cart, to the continued obliviousness of 
his father and the father’s friend. The two men were too busy congratulating themselves on their moral rectitude 
to notice. 

“Sir,” I felt like saying, “your child and various pork products are about to spill themselves upon the 
ground.” But I didn’t. Because I know from experience that sensitive Today’s Dad types are quick to dismiss 
women like me as Mean Ladies. 



Now although Today’s Dad is a character who is galling enough in real life, he really rankles when you see 
him in the concentrated modern pop-culture version. Take the popular WB drama Everwood, whose season finale 
ended with sensitive, bearded (what is with these guys and facial hair?) Dr. Brown informing his teenage son’s 
pregnant ex-girlfriend that she was not to tell the son about this unfortunate turn of events. Because that would 
rob the boy—who’s 17—of the precious last few moments of his childhood. 

There was a time when the duties of a father would have included telling a son in such a situation to grow 
up and be a man. But then Dr. Brown (who speaks in pitch-perfect Today’s Dad lingo) always describes himself 
as a parent, never as a father. 

I once went to a press conference for a sitcom about a working mom and stay-at-home dad. The show 
runners chuckled happily about how their own kids ran wild around the free food that’s always in TV-
production offices—taking bites out of cookies, then setting them back on the tray. Gee, that’s cute. And it 
reminds me of another thing I’ve noticed about Today’s Dad: He’s fun, he’s warm, and he can’t be bothered to 
enforce proper behavior. 

I know, I know; I sound cranky. Blame it on 14-plus years of single Mom-dom. I’m addicted to Everwood, but 
the episode where Dr. Brown’s single-mom neighbor is working herself into the ground with extra waitressing 
shifts, while her ex-husband just got a new $120,000 job and no one ever says anything about child support really got 
me. 

O.K., so Today’s Dad is a fully involved partner in all aspects of the modern child-rearing process, from 
toting baby around in a backpack at cocktail parties to screaming at third graders on the soccer field. The thing is 
that, as we all know, in real life the day-in, day-out toting and chauffeuring generally falls to Mom. 

My ex-husband was a great diaper-changer, but he left when our daughter was just ten months old. Money 
became so tight that I was grateful when my own father, who like most men of his generation had never changed 
a diaper in his life, helped out with babysitting and eventually came to live with us. Before he changed his 
granddaughter’s first diaper, he had to steel himself for a week by staring at dog droppings on the street. And he 
has no tolerance for contemporary children’s lax table manners. 

When my daughter had a bad day at school recently—her English teacher had called her a racist for writing 
a paper arguing that affirmative action isn’t necessary for women—Grandpa still didn’t cut her any slack at 
dinner. “We’re going to have to make a videotape of this so you can see where you’re going wrong with your 
fork-twirling skills,” he said. “We’ll call it, The Racist Eating Spaghetti.” Still, over the years I’ve come to 
appreciate his retro, Yesterday’s Dad ways. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What negative traits does Seipp identify in “Today’s Dad”? What positive traits, if any, does she identify? 
 2. In what ways can the purpose of this essay be considered satiric? (See “Guide to Terms”: Satire.) 
 3. What evidence does the essay provide of the writer’s political and social outlook? How would you characterize this 

outlook? Explain why you think that comments reflecting her political and social values add to or detract from the 
effectiveness of the essay (Guide: Evaluation.) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Where in the essay does the writer first introduce the subject of her essay? Where does she first introduce the patterns 
of behavior she wishes to contrast with her subject’s typical behaviors? 

 2. Can the extended example in Paragraphs 5–8 be considered a representative example (see Ch. 3, “Example,” p. 46) that 
sums up the characteristics of “Today’s Dad”? Why, or why not? If so, what roles do the examples in Paragraphs 9–14 
play? 

 3. The writer uses herself as a character in this essay—a persona (Guide: Persona). Where does she employ this technique? 
How does this technique aid in conveying and explaining her perspective and her values? How, if at all, does the tone 
of the persona’s comments differ from the overall tone of the essay? (Guide: Style/Tone). 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Identify the references to famous people, well-known places, or cultural phenomena in Paragraphs 3, 5, and 9 and 
explain the use the writer makes of them. 



 2. This essay uses verbal irony (consisting of both understatement and sarcasm) (Guide: Irony) to explain and criticize. 
Identify one example of each technique and discuss how the writer uses it. 

 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: bohemians (Par. 1); ye, 
paternal (2); honed (4); vigil, benediction (6); obliviousness, rectitude (7); lax (14). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: In a group, discuss the range of fathers (or mothers) that you or your friends had as children. Prepare a 
list of these people and the nurturing (or nonnurturing) roles they played. Extend your list by indicating which of these 
roles the group believes are best played by women or by men, or by either older people or younger people. Indicate if 
there are any roles that can be played by only one gender or age group. Then develop at least three tentative thesis 
statements for essays on the many different kinds of fathers (or mothers) that people in our society need to grow up 
healthy and emotionally well balanced. 

 2. Considering Audience: Are most readers likely to view Seipp’s views on fatherhood sympathetically? Why, or why not? 
Make a list of different kinds of readers who might be sympathetic and those who might be unsympathetic. Which 
groups does Seipp seem to address in this essay? Write out a brief plan for revising her essay to increase its appeal to 
groups that might be unsympathetic. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Using Seipp’s essay as a starting point, prepare an essay of your own describing the range of 
mothers or fathers (or relatives) necessary for good social, emotional, and moral development of a child in our society. 
Or discuss the range of friendships you consider necessary for developing values like compassion, empathy, tolerance, 
and generosity. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for essays requiring development by COMPARISON and CONTRAST are on pp. 202–203 at 
the end of this chapter.) 



CHARLES HIRSHBERG 

Although he comes from a family of scientists, Charles Hirshberg has spent his career as a journalist. He has written for Life 
magazine, the Washington Post Sunday Magazine, Time Digital, and the Los Angeles Times. His work also appears in Sports 
Illustrated and ESPN: The Magazine. He is the author of three books on popular music, and his book Will You Miss Me When 
I’m Gone was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award in 2002. 

My Mother, the Scientist 

Hirshberg’s essay, published first in Popular Science, looks at our gender expectations for careers and family roles, 
especially for people in scientific and technical fields. Though the essay contrasts present-day attitudes with those of 
an earlier generation, it also makes clear that the changes have not been as great as many of us might suppose. 

In 1966, Mrs. Weddle’s first-grade class at Las Lomitas Elementary School got its first homework assignment: We were to 
find out what our fathers did for a living, then come back and tell the class. The next day, as my well-scrubbed classmates 
boasted about their fathers, I was nervous. For one thing, I was afraid of Mrs. Weddle: I realize now that she was probably 
harmless, but to a shy, elf-size, nervous little guy she looked like a monstrous, talking baked potato. On top of that, I had a 
surprise in store, and I wasn’t sure how it would be received. 

“My daddy is a scientist,” I said, and Mrs. Weddle turned to write this information on the blackboard. Then I dropped 
the bomb: “And my mommy is a scientist!” 

Twenty-five pairs of first-grade eyes drew a bead on me, wondering what the hell I was talking about. It was then that I 
began to understand how unusual my mother was. 

Today, after more than four decades of geophysical research, my mother, Joan Feynman, is getting ready to retire 
as a senior scientist at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory. She is probably best known for developing a statistical 
model to calculate the number of high-energy particles likely to hit a spacecraft over its lifetime and for her 
method of predicting sun spot cycles. Both are used by scientists worldwide. Beyond this, however, my mother’s 
career illustrates the enormous change in how America regards what was, only a few decades ago, extremely 
rare: a scientist who’s a woman and also a mother. 

To become a scientist is hard enough. But to become one while running a gauntlet of lies, insults, mockeries, 
and disapproval—this was what my mother had to do. If such treatment is unthinkable (or, at least, unusual) 
today, it is largely because my mother and other female scientists of her generation proved equal to every 
obstacle thrown in their way. 

My introduction to chemistry came in 1970, on a day when my mom was baking challah bread for the Jewish New Year. I 
was about ten, and though I felt cooking was unmanly for a guy who played shortstop for Village Host Pizza in the Menlo 
Park, California, Little League, she had persuaded me to help. When the bread was in the oven, she gave me a plastic pill 
bottle and a cork. She told me to sprinkle a little baking soda into the bottle, then a little vinegar, and cork the bottle as fast as 
I could. There followed a violent and completely unexpected pop as the cork flew off and walloped me in the forehead. 
Exploding food: I was ecstatic! “That’s called a chemical reaction,” she said, rubbing my shirt clean. “The vinegar is an acid 
and the soda is a base, and that’s what happens when you mix the two.” 

After that, I never understood what other kids meant when they said that science was boring. 

One of my mother’s earliest memories is of standing in her crib at the age of about two, yanking on her eleven-
year-old brother’s hair. This brother, her only sibling, was none other than Richard Feynman, destined to become 
one of the greatest theoretical physicists of his generation: enfant terrible of the Manhattan Project, pioneer of 
quantum electrodynamics, father of nanotechnology, winner of the Nobel Prize, and so on. At the time, he was 
training his sister to solve simple math problems and rewarding each correct answer by letting her tug on his hair 
while he made faces. When he wasn’t doing that, he was often seen wandering around Far Rockaway, New York, 
with a screwdriver in his pocket, repairing radios—at age eleven, mind you. 



My mother worshiped her brother, and there was never any doubt about what he would become. By the 
time she was five, Richard had hired her for two cents a week to assist him in the electronics lab he’d built in his 
room. “My job was to throw certain switches on command,” she recalls. “I had to climb up on a box to reach 
them. Also, sometimes I’d stick my finger in a spark gap for the edification of his friends.” At night, when she 
called out for a glass of water, Riddy, as he was called, would demonstrate centrifugal force by whirling it 
around in the air so that the glass was upside down during part of the arc. “Until, one night,” my mother recalls, 
“the glass slipped out of his hand and flew across the room.” 

Richard explained the miraculous fact that the family dog, the waffle iron, and Joan herself were all made 
out of atoms. He would run her hand over the corner of a picture frame, describe a right triangle, and make her 
repeat that the sum of the square of the sides was equal to the square of the hypotenuse. “I had no idea what it 
meant,” she says, “but he recited it like a poem, so I loved to recite it too.” One night, he roused her from her bed 
and led her outside, down the street, and onto a nearby golf course. He pointed out washes of magnificent light 
that were streaking across the sky. It was the aurora borealis. My mother had discovered her destiny. 

That is when the trouble started. Her mother, Lucille Feynman, was a sophisticated and compassionate 
woman who had marched for women’s suffrage in her youth. Nonetheless, when eight-year-old Joanie 
announced that she intended to be a scientist, Grandma explained that it was impossible. “Women can’t do 
science,” she said, “because their brains can’t understand enough of it.” My mother climbed into a living room 
chair and sobbed into the cushion. “I know she thought she was telling me the inescapable truth. But it was 
devastating for a little girl to be told that all of her dreams were impossible. And I’ve doubted my abilities ever 
since.” 

The fact that the greatest chemist of the age, Marie Curie, was a woman gave no comfort. “To me, Madame 
Curie was a mythological character,” my mother says, “not a real person whom you could strive to emulate.” It 
wasn’t until her fourteenth birthday—March 31, 1942—that her notion of becoming a scientist was revived. 
Richard presented her with a book called Astronomy. “It was a college textbook. I’d start reading it, get stuck, and 
then start over again. This went on for months, but I kept at it. When I reached page 407, I came across a graph 
that changed my life.” My mother shuts her eyes and recites from memory: “‘Relative strengths of the 
Mg+ absorption line at 4,481 angstroms...from Stellar Atmospheres by Cecilia Payne.’ Cecilia Payne! It was 
scientific proof that a woman was capable of writing a book that, in turn, was quoted in a text. The secret was out, 
you see.” 

My mother taught me about resonances when I was about twelve. We were on a camping trip and needed wood for a fire. 
My brother and sister and I looked everywhere, without luck. Mom spotted a dead branch up in a tree. She walked up to the 
trunk and gave it a shake. “Look closely,” she told us, pointing up at the branches. “Each branch waves at a different 
frequency.” We could see that she was right. So what? “Watch the dead branch,” she went on. “If we shake the tree trunk in 
just the right rhythm, we can match its frequency and it’ll drop off.” Soon we were roasting marshmallows. 

The catalogue of abuse to which my mother was subjected, beginning in 1944 when she entered Oberlin College, 
is too long and relentless to fully record. At Oberlin, her lab partner was ill prepared for the advanced-level 
physics course in which they were enrolled, so my mother did all the experiments herself. The partner took 
copious notes and received an A. My mother got a D. “He understands what he’s doing,” the lab instructor 
explained, “and you don’t.” In graduate school, a professor of solid state physics advised her to do her Ph.D. 
dissertation on cobwebs, because she would encounter them while cleaning. She did not take the advice; her 
thesis was titled “Absorption of Infrared Radiation in Crystals of Diamond-Type Lattice Structure.” After 
graduation, she found that the “Situations Wanted” section of the New York Times was divided between Men and 
Women, and she could not place an ad among the men, the only place anyone needing a research scientist would 
bother to look. 



At that time, even the dean of women at Columbia University argued that “sensible motherhood” was “the 
most useful and satisfying of the jobs that women can do.” My mother tried to be a sensible mother and it damn 
near killed her. For three years she cooked, cleaned, and looked after my brother and me, two stubborn and 
voluble babies. One day in 1964 she found herself preparing to hurl the dish drain through the kitchen window 
and decided to get professional help. “I was incredibly lucky,” she remembers, “to find a shrink who was 
enlightened enough to urge me to try to get a job. I didn’t think anyone would hire me, but I did what he told 
me to do.” She applied to Lamont-Doherty Observatory and, to her astonishment, received three offers. She 
chose to work part-time, studying the relationship between the solar wind and the magnetosphere. Soon she 
would be among the first to announce that the magnetosphere—the part of space in which Earth’s magnetic field 
dominates and the solar wind doesn’t enter—was open-ended, with a tail on one side, rather than having a 
closed-teardrop shape, as had been widely believed. She was off and running. 

My mother introduced me to physics when I was about fourteen. I was crazy about bluegrass music, and learned that Ralph 
Stanley was coming to town with his Clinch Mountain Boys. Although Mom did not share my taste for hillbilly music, she 
agreed to take me. The highlight turned out to be fiddler Curly Ray Cline’s version of “Orange Blossom Special,” a barn 
burner in which the fiddle imitates the sound of an approaching and departing train. My mother stood and danced a buck-
and-wing and when, to my great relief, she sat down, she said, “Great tune, huh? It’s based on the Doppler effect.” This is 
not the sort of thing one expects to hear in reference to Curly Ray Cline’s repertoire. Later, over onion rings at the Rockybilt 
Cafe, she explained: “When the train is coming, its sound is shifting to higher frequencies. And when the train is leaving, its 
sound is shifting to lower frequencies. That’s called the Doppler shift. You can see the same thing when you look at a star: if 
the light source is moving toward you, it shifts toward blue; if it’s moving away, it shifts toward red. Most stars shift toward 
red because the universe is expanding.” 

I cannot pretend that, as a boy, I liked everything about having a scientist for a mother. When I saw the likes of 
Mrs. Brady on TV, I sometimes wished I had what I thought of as a mom with an apron. And then, abruptly, I got 
one. 

It was 1971 and my mother was working for NASA at Ames Research Center in California. She had just 
made an important discovery concerning the solar wind, which has two states, steady and transient. The latter 
consists of puffs of material, also known as coronal mass ejections, which, though long known about, were 
notoriously hard to find. My mother showed they could be recognized by the large amount of helium in the solar 
wind. Her career was flourishing. But the economy was in recession and NASA’s budget was slashed. My mother 
was a housewife again. For months, as she looked for work, the severe depression that had haunted her years 
before began to return. 

Mom had been taught to turn to the synagogue in times of trouble, and it seemed to make especially good 
sense in this case, because our synagogue had more scientists in it than most Ivy League universities. Our rabbi, a 
celebrated civil rights activist, was arranging networking parties for unemployed eggheads. But when my mother 
asked for an invitation to one of these affairs, he accused her of being selfish. “After all—there are men out of 
work just now.” 

“But Rabbi,” she said, “it’s my life.” 
I remember her coming home that night, stuffing food into the refrigerator, then pulling out the vacuum 

cleaner. She switched it on, pushed it back and forth across the floor a few times, then switched it off and burst 
into tears. In a moment, I was crying too and my mother was comforting me. We sat there a long time. 

“I know you want me here,” she told me. “But I can either be a part-time mama or a full-time madwoman.” 
A few months later, Mom was hired as a research scientist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research, 

and we moved to Boulder, Colorado. From then on, she decided to “follow research funding around the country, 
like Laplanders follow the reindeer herds.” She followed it to Washington, D.C., to work for the National Science 
Foundation, then to the Boston College Department of Physics, and finally, in 1985, to JPL, where she’s been ever 
since. Along the way, she unlocked some of the mysteries of the aurora. Using data from Explorer 33, she showed 
that auroras occur when the magnetic field of the solar wind interacts with the magnetic field of the Earth. 

In 1974, she became an officer of her professional association, the American Geophysical Union, and 
spearheaded a committee to ensure that women in her field would be treated fairly. She was named one of JPL’s 
elite senior scientists in 1999 and the following year was awarded NASA’s Exceptional Scientific Achievement 
Medal. 



Soon she’ll retire, except that retirement as my mother the scientist envisions it means embarking on a new 
project: comparing recent changes in Earth’s climate with historic ones. “It’s a pretty important subject when you 
consider that even a small change in the solar output could conceivably turn Long Island into a skating rink—just 
like it was some 10,000 years ago.” 

The first thing I did when I came home from Mrs. Weddle’s class that day in 1966 was to ask my mother what my father did. 
She told me that he was a scientist, and that she was a scientist too. I asked what a scientist was, and she handed me a spoon. 
“Drop it on the table,” she said. I let it fall to the floor. “Why did it fall?” she asked. “Why didn’t it float up to the ceiling?” 
It had never occurred to me that there was a “why” involved. “Because of gravity,” she said. “A spoon will always fall, a 
hot-air balloon will always rise.” I dropped the spoon again and again until she made me stop. I had no idea what gravity 
was, but the idea of “Why?” kept rattling around in my head. That’s when I made the decision: the next day, in school, I 
wouldn’t just tell them what my father did. I’d tell them about my mother too. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What is the writer’s attitude toward his mother? What is the overall tone of the essay, and how does it contribute to 
conveying the author’s view of his mother and her achievements? (See “Guide to Terms”: Style/Tone.) How would you 
summarize the purpose(s) of the essay? (Guide: Purpose.) 

 2. Which sentence acts as a thesis statement for the essay (Guide: Thesis)? Is the thesis statement fully supported by the 
examples and discussion in the body of the essay? If not, what parts of the essay raise doubts about the writer’s 
conclusions as expressed in the thesis statement? 

 3. What do Paragraphs 8–10 have to say about the reasons people become scientists (or choose any lifetime activity)? 
How are these paragraphs related to Paragraphs 6–7? What contrasts are there between the events in Paragraphs 8–10 
and those in 11? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. What contrasts are there between the events and ideas presented in italicized Paragraphs (Pars. 1–3, 6–7, 13, 16, and 26) 
and those presented in nonitalicized paragraphs? In what ways does this contrast in appearance support the overall 
purpose and thesis of the essay? (Guide: Thesis, Purpose.) 

 2. The italicized and nonitalicized sections of the essay differ somewhat in content. How does the author make use of one 
or more of the following techniques in Paragraphs 4, 8, and 14 to help readers understand how they are related to the 
preceding paragraphs: transition words, similarity in content or idea, or echoes of phrases or words? (Guide: Transition, 
Coherence, Unity). 

 3. How does the writer use comparison or contrast to organize the following paragraphs: 11, 12, 15, 18, and 19? Discuss 
the purpose and emotional effect, if any, of each set of comparisons or contrasts. 

 4. What techniques does the writer use to open and close the essay? (Guide: Introductions, Closings). How are the opening 
and closing of the essay related? 

Diction and Vocabulary 
 1. What words or phrases does the writer use in Paragraphs 5, 14, and 19 to emphasize the difficulties his mother faced in 

becoming a scientist and achieving her professional goals? (Guide: Diction.) 
 2. What contrast does the writer present between his mother’s actions and her words in Paragraph 16? (Note: You may 

have to look up “buck-and-wing” in a dictionary.) 
 3. If you do not know the meaning of the following terms, look them up in a dictionary: geophysical (Par. 4); gauntlet (5); 

challah (6); enfant terrible, quantum electrodynamics, nanotechnology (8); edification, centrifugal (9); aurora borealis 
(10); voluble (15); buck-and-wing (16). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: The different kinds of behaviors we notice among people are often an inheritance from the behaviors we 
observed in parents and friends while growing up or from important experiences in our lives. Working in a group, 
consider possible topics for an essay. Think about the attitudes you encountered when you were a child. Were they 
consistent or contradictory? Have you accepted them or modified them? Does preserving such an inheritance help 
build continuity and community or is it a way of holding up necessary progress? 



 2. Considering Audience: Insights into the ways that gender roles differ or conflict often arise in conversation. Consider 
opening an essay of your own with part of a conversation (recollected or invented) that touches on ideas you wish to 
explain and explore. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Change (or lack of change) in gender roles, in cultural tastes, or in social outlook generally occur 
over time, not all-at-once. Consider opening an essay of your own with an event from your childhood or school 
experience that provides a contrast with current attitudes or practices. Following Hirshberg’s model, draw on the 
earlier event or events throughout your essay as a source of contrast. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of COMPARISON and CONTRAST follow.) 



 Writing Suggestions for Chapter 5 

COMPARISON AND CONTRAST 

Base your central theme on one of the following, and develop your composition primarily by use of comparison 
and/or contrast. Use examples liberally for clarity and concreteness, chosen always with your purpose and 
reader-audience in mind. 

 1. Two kinds of families 
 2. Two Internet search engines 
 3. The innate qualities needed for success in two different careers 
 4. Dog people versus cat people 
 5. Two musicians 
 6. Two radio personalities 
 7. Two methods of parental handling of teenage problems 
 8. Two family attitudes toward the practice of religion 
 9. Two “moods” of the same town at different times 
 10. The personalities (or atmospheres) of two cities or towns of similar size 
 11. Two politicians with different leadership styles 
 12. Careers versus jobs 
 13. Two different attitudes toward the same thing or activity: one “practical,” the other romantic or aesthetic 
 14. The beliefs and practices of two religions or denominations concerning one aspect of religion 
 15. Two courses on the same subject: one in high school and one in college 
 16. The differing styles of two players of some sport or game 
 17. The hazards of frontier life and those of life today 
 18. Two companies with very different styles or business philosophies 
 19. Two recent movies or music videos 
 20. Two magazines focusing on similar subjects but directed at different audiences 
 21. The “rewards” of two different kinds of jobs 

COLLABORATIVE EXERCISES 

 1. Choose a partner, and using topic number 19 above, write an essay comparing and contrasting two movies 
or music videos. Each member of the team should be responsible for researching one of the movies or 
videos. 

 2. Working with a partner, choose a topic on which you have differing perspectives and prepare an essay, each 
writing a section of the essay reflecting his or her own perspective. Combine the sections into a draft, then 
revise each other’s section so that the essay reads as a smooth, consistent, and logical whole. 
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