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Using Definition to Help Explain 

Few barriers to communication are as great as those created by key terms or concepts that have various meanings 
or shades of meaning. For this reason, expository writing often provides definitions of words and ideas whose 
precise meaning is important to the writer’s purpose. Sometimes definitions merely clarify meanings of concrete 
or noncontroversial terms. This simple process is similar to that often used in dictionaries: 

 1. providing a synonym, for example 
cinema: a motion picture 
or 

 2. placing the word in a class and then showing how it differs from others of the same class, for example 
 Term Class Details 

metheglin: an alcoholic liquor made of fermented honey 

Often, however, definitions specify the meanings of abstract, unusual, or newly minted terms. Definitions of 
this sort are particularly useful when the experiences or knowledge of readers does little to help them with the 
meaning of a term or idea that is nonetheless a key element of an overall explanation. 

Sometimes a term or concept (or perhaps a process, a natural phenomenon, a group of people, or a 
relationship) is itself the subject of an explanation, leading to an extended definition, as in the following example. 

This is orienteering, a mixture of marathon, hike, and scavenger hunt, a cross-country race in which participants must 
locate a series of markers set in unfamiliar terrain by means of map and compass. The course, which may range from an 
acre of city park to twenty square miles of wilderness, is dotted with anywhere from four to fifteen “controls,” red-and-
white flags whose general locations are marked on the map by small circles. At each control there is a paper punch that 
produces a distinctive pattern on a card the racer carries. In most events the order in which the card must be punched is 
fixed; the route taken to reach each control, however, is up to the participant. 

—Linton Robinson, “Marathoning with Maps” 

Extended definitions may take a paragraph or two or may be the primary pattern for all or most of an essay, 
depending on the complexity of the subject being defined, the amount of controversy or confusion it has 
generated, the likely interest of readers in the discussion, and the writer’s purpose. 



WHY USE DEFINITION? 
When your subject requires you to write about terms, ideas, or phenomena likely to be unfamiliar to your 
audience, or when the concepts and words you are using have conflicting or controversial meanings, then you 
probably need to prepare an extended definition for your readers. For years, discussions of how much people 
work each week excluded housework and other time spent on activities important to home and family. The 
definition of work included only labor outside the home for a specific wage. Women were rightly angered by this 
definition, which excluded the hours many of them labored creating homes and maintaining families. If you were 
to write today about how much work people do in an average week, you would need to provide an extended 
definition of work including such activities. Few people would argue your definition, but they would expect you 
to be aware of the different (and conflicting) meanings of the term and to make your choice among them clear. If 
some readers are likely to disagree with your choice, however, you will need to present reasons for it. You might 
even need to stipulate (or dictate) the meaning of the term as you use it in the essay so that your audience will not 
misread your essay by substituting their preferred meaning for your own. 

When your writing focuses on a fashion, artistic trend, social phenomenon, political movement, or set of 
ideas or behaviors whose impact is widespread enough to interest most readers but new enough to require 
definition, you might consider creating an essay that presents an informative definition, one that explores and 
explains the various aspects of your subject. In contrast, when your readers already have some ideas about your 
subject, but you think these ideas (or perspectives) need to be changed, you could create a redefinition essay. A 
redefinition begins with the ideas readers hold and tries to substitute new and different ones. For example, 
people often try to make pets of wild animals because they consider the creatures cute, cuddly, or amusing. You 
might attempt to redefine the favorable images people hold of animals like koala bears, monkeys, boa 
constrictors, ocelots, or raccoons to show that these and similar creatures are likely to make troublesome, 
unpleasant, or even dangerous pets. 

CHOOSING A STRATEGY 
Extended definitions, unlike the simple dictionary type, follow no set pattern. Often when extended definitions 
are part of an essay, readers are not specifically aware of the process of definition. This lack of specific awareness 
arises because the definitions are frequently part of the overall subject, are written in the same tone as the rest of 
the exposition, and are closely tied to the writer’s thesis and purpose. 

When an extended definition is the primary pattern for an essay, however, the essay itself may follow one of 
several broad strategies. An informative definition often begins by explaining the reason for the subject’s current 
importance as well as the need to define it. It may then move to a brief, sometimes formal definition; continue 
with a discussion of the historical background and present instances; and conclude with a review of the subject’s 
features. The following informal plan for an essay includes these strategies in an order appropriate to the subject. 

Introduction 

Tentative thesis: If you look carefully at your calendar for the month of December, you are likely to 
come across the holiday Kwanzaa, which may be unfamiliar to you but which is celebrated each 
year by an increasing number of your friends, coworkers, and neighbors. 

Current importance: Examples 
Definition 

Brief formal definition 
Historical background 
Features: Seven principles, various activities, clothing, participants, meaning of celebration, food, 

stories, and materials and resources 
Present instances: Current and growing popularity 

Conclusion: Summary and sources for further information 



A redefinition essay grows from the assumption that readers already have some ideas about the subject but 
these ideas should be modified or discarded altogether. Redefinitions often begin in the same matter as 
informative definitions—by creating interest in the topic. Then they generally proceed to mention the ways the 
subject is normally interpreted, following each with an alternate interpretation, or redefinition. Or they review 
various aspects of the subject and suggest fresh ways of looking at each. 

DEVELOPING DEFINITIONS 
A definition helps writers and readers agree on the meaning of a term, concept, or phenomenon by providing 
answers to some important questions. As you develop a definition, try keeping in mind the questions you will 
need to address in order to help readers understand your subject. These sample questions can provide a start. 

Definitions use many familiar techniques of expository writing, including examples, comparisons, and 
classifications. There are, however, some techniques peculiar to definition. You can give the background of a word, 
answering the question “What is the history of the term or concept?” (that is, its etymology) and providing 
valuable hints to its meanings. For example, catholic originally, in ancient times, meant pertaining to the universal 
Christian church. Its present meaning—of or concerning the Roman Catholic Church—retains some of the 
original force because the Roman Catholic Church views itself as the direct descendant of the ancient, undivided 
Christian church. 

You can also enumerate the characteristics of the term or subject, sometimes isolating an essential one for 
special treatment. In defining a social group, such as triathletes, for example, you might list the physical qualities 
they share (endurance, strength, versatility, and exceptional fitness), their mental qualities (high endurance for 
pain, desire to exceed normal levels of achievement, and pleasure in physical exertion), and their social 
preferences (tolerance for solitary training routines, desire to excel, and preference for individual achievement 
rather than group membership). In so doing, you would be explaining the common elements that define the 
group and distinguish it from other groups. 

You might define by negation, sometimes called “exclusion” or “differentiation,” by showing what is not the 
meaning of the term, concept, or phenomenon. (This is an important technique for a redefinition essay.) To do 
this, you answer the question, “What is it not?”: “Intelligence is neither a puzzle-solving activity that enables 
people to do well on a standardized example like the SAT or ACT, nor the ability to remember columns of facts 
and figures that may have no real use.” If you employ this technique, however, remember that readers will 
expect you also to provide a positive definition, indicating what the definition is as well as what it is not. 

But perhaps the most dependable techniques for defining are basic expository patterns. You can illustrate the 
meaning of a term or define a phenomenon by drawing examples from your own experience, from newspaper or 
online reports, from books and magazines, or from interviews and surveys. For instance, you might help explain 
the range of behaviors included in the term deviant behavior by offering examples not only of thieves, drug 
dealers, and pornographers, but also of people who live alone in the wilderness for spiritual enlightenment or 
who participate in dangerous sports. You might even include yourself in the category by telling how you climbed 
the side of a glacier or parachuted from a bridge into a river gorge. Or you might define by classifying, sorting 
kinds of deviant behavior into those that are socially acceptable, even honorable (the search for spiritual 
enlightenment); those that are harmful only to the individual (dangerous sports); and those that harm other 
people (thievery and other activities generally considered criminal). 

Comparisons are useful, too, both those that identify synonyms (naïve means innocent, unsophisticated, 
natural, unaffected, and artless) or that distinguish among concepts with similar, though not identical, meanings, 
such as consensus (general agreement among a group of people on their attitude toward an issue or problem) and 
dissensus (general agreement among a group of people on the ways their attitudes toward an issue or problem 
differ). Comparisons respond to the question “What is the subject like or unlike?” So, too, do similes and 
metaphors, two techniques that are especially useful in defining concepts and attitudes that are difficult to grasp 
directly (“an epiphany is a moment of sudden clarity and insight, like the moment your eyes become accustomed 
to the dark and you can suddenly see your surroundings,” “a transition in writing is a bridge between ideas”). 

A narrative or an account of a process can also help you define. An explanation of courage, for example, 
might include the story of a 10-year-old saving a friend from drowning in an icy pond. A discussion of open-heart 
surgery might include a description of the process. 



Few extended definitions would use all these methods, but the extent to which you use them should depend 
on three factors: (1) the term or concept itself, since some are more elusive and subject to misunderstanding than 
others; (2) the function the term serves in your writing, since it is foolish to develop several pages defining a term 
that serves only a casual or unimportant purpose; and (3) your prospective audience, since the extent of your 
readers’ knowledge and their likely responses to your definition of a disputed or controversial concept or 
phenomenon should lead you to choose the most convincing or persuasive strategies for the particular audience. 

Finally, remember that reference works can be valuable sources for definition. The Oxford English Dictionary, 
for example, traces the meanings of a word during various historical periods; the Dictionary of Slang and 
Unconventional English or the Encyclopedia of Pop, Rock, and Soul can provide you with surprising and useful 
information. A reference librarian or an Internet search engine can provide you with many more sources. 

Student Essay 
In the following essay, Lori L’Heureux uses a variety of definition techniques to define and redefine stars. 

Stars 
by Lori L’Heureux 

How many of us as children longed to be famous when we grew up? Many of us admired a certain celebrity and 
wanted to be just like him or her when we got older. We wanted to be a star. 

The word “star,” used to describe a celebrity, first came into use around 1830. Before this, there was no special 
term to label performers who, on their own, could draw large numbers of spectators to a performance or an athletic 
contest. The lack of a term for such a celebrity probably reflected a greater emphasis on the performance or athletic 
event than on the individual performer or athlete. But as the role of talented individuals became more important, a 
word for it was needed. Many words, old or newly fashioned, might have served, but the noun borrowed from gazing 
at the night sky somehow captured the emerging role (Braudy 9). 

Stars, indeed, have an enormous impact on our lives. They are recognized throughout society, observed closely 
onstage and off, thought about, talked about, emulated, even dreamed about. Stardom is a vital force in our culture. 

Because so many people perceive the work stars do as a form of upgraded play, they understand only imperfectly 
the work life of celebrity entertainers. According to Jib Fowles, many stars resent the stereotypes that have been 
created for them over the last century. Many people, thinking that the majority of stars spend the hours of the day at 
leisure, imagine them living a lavish lifestyle characterized by money and glamour. Stars are thought to be greedy and 
to associate only with people whose social status matches their own. Stars are frequently imagined as leading relaxed 
lives: this one reclining in a chaise lounge, reading a script; that one stretched out on a massage table, getting worked 
on by a team’s trainer; several others poolside and prone. But in reality, the life of most stars is quite the opposite 
(Fowles 59). 

I conducted a survey of my own to see if most people hold these misconceptions of celebrities’ lives. I asked 15 
people to tell me what type of lives they felt celebrities lead. Twelve people said that stars were rich and had easy 
careers. Only three said celebrities led hard lives in the public eye and had difficult jobs. Two people added that they 
were never tempted to become stars (L’Heureux). 

But what exactly is a star? Is there a downside to being constantly in the public eye? Is being a star really a lot of 
work? What is the cost of being famous? 

It must be understood that being a star is a social role that an individual adopts. Every day of our lives, we, too, take 
on social roles; we accept the obligations and behaviors of being an employee, a parent, a spouse, and so forth. 
Celebrity performers are similar; they wake up in the morning and step into the star role. 



A star’s talent delights audiences of all ages. A star acts or sings or cracks jokes or even just poses, and does these 
things with such style that we are fascinated and refreshed. We pay attention to stars because their performances are so 
successful at entertaining us. Because the audience for television shows, films, and recordings has become so large and 
so appreciative, the acclamation a star receives has become greater and more ferocious in recent decades. Through 
ticket sales, high ratings, and fan mail, an audience makes known its jubilant or waning response to a star’s 
performance. When the response is good, the flow of good tidings certifies a star in public regard and elevates him or 
her to a special glory. At some moments for certain stars and their captivated fans, the reaction can be manic, as when 
the Beatles first toured the U.S. in 1964. 

Becoming a star is sometimes a difficult task. Trying to become known in the industry, to be liked by directors, and 
to get parts, hopefuls embark on endless rounds of auditions. Most will spend more time at auditions than they ever 
will before the camera. Athletes struggling to become star players generally spend many years in the minor leagues (or 
the equivalent) waiting for a call to “the show.” 

Meanwhile, between roles, struggling actors have to sustain themselves. Usually this means menial jobs of one sort 
or another. For example, Marilyn Monroe labored in a wartime defense plant where she packed parachutes. For 
aspiring athletes, a job in the off-season is generally a necessity. 

Fame may require much in the way of disappointment, strain, and heartache. Since so many people are striving to 
become stars, and since so few will make it, the typical aspirant’s work life is a ceaseless round of rejection and 
exclusion. He or she may attempt to maintain motivation with visions of ultimate stardom, but the daily experience of 
trudging from audition to audition can prove devastating. Celebrity George C. Scott commented about acting, “I think 
it is a psychologically damaging profession, just too much rejection to cope with every day of your life.” 

Aspirants may initially set themselves on the path to stardom because, in their rosy view, fame promises freedom 
beyond compare. But in fact the job of the celebrity performer is subject to suffocating impositions and strangling 
constraints. Asked what it means to become a star, Cary Grant replied, “Does it mean happiness? Yeah, for a couple of 
days. And then what happens? You find out that your life is not your own anymore, and that you’re on show every 
time you step out on the street.” 

According to Yoti Lane, such a reaction is altogether typical, for “one of the most characteristic symptoms of 
having actually become a celebrity is a certain disillusionment, which sets in—after the first thrill of seeing one’s 
name in headlines—upon discovering the obligations and inconveniences of being known by everyone everywhere” 
(130). 

Underestimated by the public, a star’s work is one of the most strenuous occupations that a person can have. Fred 
Astaire commented, “People will come up to me and say, ‘Boy, it must have been fun making those old MGM 
musicals.’ Fun? I suppose you could have considered them that—if you like beating your brains and feet out.” 
Knocking oneself out to deliver first-rate performances to the public, time after time, is the fate of those ensconced in 
the star role. The occupation calls for extraordinary effort and ceaseless toil. 

For most stars, the preparation for performing begins with a general readiness. Professional athletes work out for 
countless hours to maintain their physical condition. Singers exercise their voices daily, practicing their delivery and 
keeping their vocal cords in shape. Actors take classes to strengthen their performance or spend time carefully 
observing others. 

From a base of readiness, the star prepares for the performance. The rock band practices its songs for a concert, the 
comedian works on new material, and the actor concentrates on a new character to become familiar with it. Actors 
must go over their lines again and again, working to get them right. Before going on, the star has to be costumed and 
made up, a process that can be very time-consuming. 

The hard work for a star truly begins when he or she must concentrate on the task at hand. What a performer must 
do is create wonderfully and completely, on cue. The star has been engaged to deliver, within the framework of the 
performance, the right act at the right moment. The audience expects the comedian to have the perfect punchline, the 
center fielder to catch the ball in the sun, and the actress to cry when required. 



Being a star can also be dangerous. Actor Sylvester Stallone calculates that in making some of his action films he 
has broken his nose three times, his hand twice, and has suffered a concussion and a ruptured stomach. Also a danger 
to stars is their public. Fan letters pour in by the thousands each day, and the letter writers often want to enter into 
some sort of transaction with their idols. This can be dangerous when fans strive to encounter a star in person, pushing 
and shoving for contact, or when outraged fans try to injure a star. 

For the privilege of staring at a star, fans will follow an entertainer into parties, restaurants, and even bathrooms. 
Sometimes stars have to live with the unremitting presence of fans camped at their front doors. The romance and 
obsession that are in a fan’s mind can lead them to stalk an idol. Brooke Shields was the object of the affections of one 
Mark Bailey, who attempted to break into her New Jersey home; the judge put him on five years’ probation. While 
David Letterman was on the West Coast, a mentally ill woman who claimed to be his wife installed herself in his East 
Coast home (Fowles 310). 

The media can also invade the privacy of a star. Interviews may seem endless and prove to be very draining. The 
press tends to emphasize personal questions that make the subject of an interview understandably uncomfortable. 
Magazines such as The National Enquirer strive to create rumors about different stars, often relying on questionable 
sources and rumors that later prove to be unfounded. A personal problem that any of us could easily encounter and that 
most of us would like to face in privacy frequently ends up on the front pages of newspapers, creating stress and 
embarrassment for the celebrity and threatening his or her career. 

Even if their lives do not fit within stereotypes, stars are not people who lead normal lives. Celebrities are widely 
admired and often receive considerable money for their work, yet they must face situations that the general public does 
not fully understand. Stars face danger; give up their privacy; and work long, hard hours. Referring to celebrities as 
“stars” is quite appropriate because their lives are as far from ours as the stars are distant from the ground we stand on. 
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JOHN BERENDT 

JOHN BERENDT was born in Syracuse, New York, in 1939. He was a student at Harvard and received his B.A. in 1961. A 
journalist, essayist, and writer of nonfiction, he has also worked as an editor and columnist at Esquire, an editor at Holiday and 
New York magazines, and as an associate producer of the David Frost Show and the Dick Cavett Show. His essays and articles 
have appeared in numerous magazines, including Forbes, Publisher’s Weekly, Esquire, Architectural Digest, and the New 
Yorker. His best-selling book, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil (1994) is a nonfiction account of unusual characters and 
scandalous goings-on in Savannah, Georgia. 

The Hoax 

In this essay, first published in Esquire, Berendt takes a relatively straightforward approach to definition, yet through 
skillful writing and wit, he manages to offer a fresh and insightful understanding of a familiar term and the behavior 
it designates. 

When the humorist Robert Benchley was an undergraduate at Harvard eighty years ago, he and a couple of 
friends showed up one morning at the door of an elegant Beacon Hill mansion, dressed as furniture repairmen. 
They told the housekeeper they had come to pick up the sofa. Five minutes later they carried the sofa out the 
door, put it on a truck, and drove it three blocks away to another house, where, posing as deliverymen, they 
plunked it down in the parlor. That evening, as Benchley well knew, the couple living in house A were due to 
attend a party in house B. Whatever the outcome—and I’ll get to that shortly—it was guaranteed to be a defining 
example of how proper Bostonians handle social crises. The wit inherent in Benchley’s practical joke elevated it 
from the level of prank to the more respectable realm of hoax. 

To qualify as a hoax, a prank must have magic in it—the word is derived from hocus-pocus, after all. Daring 
and irony are useful ingredients, too. A good example of a hoax is the ruse perpetrated by David Hampton, the 
young black man whose pretense of being Sidney Poitier’s son inspired John Guare’s Six Degrees of Separation. 
Hampton managed to insinuate himself into two of New York’s most sophisticated households—one headed by 
the president of the public-television station WNET, the other by the dean of the Columbia School of Journalism. 
Hampton’s hoax touched a number of sensitive themes: snobbery, class, race, and sex, all of which playwright 
Guare deftly exploited. 

Hampton is a member of an elite band of famous impostors that includes a half-mad woman who for fifty 
years claimed to be Anastasia, the lost daughter of the assassinated czar Nicholas II; and a man named Harry 
Gerguson, who became a Hollywood restaurateur and darling of society in the 1930s and 1940s as the ersatz 
Russian prince Mike Romanoff. 

Forgeries have been among the better hoaxes. Fake Vermeers painted by an obscure Dutch artist, Hans van 
Meegeren, were so convincing that they fooled art dealers, collectors, and museums. The hoax came to light when 
van Meegeren was arrested as a Nazi collaborator after the war. To prove he was not a Nazi, he admitted he had 
sold a fake Vermeer to Hermann Göring for $256,000. Then he owned up to having created other “Vermeers,” 
and to prove he could do it, he painted Jesus in the Temple in the style of Vermeer while under guard in jail. 

In a bizarre twist, a story much like van Meegeren’s became the subject of the book Fake!, by Clifford Irving, 
who in 1972 attempted to pull off a spectacular hoax of his own: a wholly fraudulent “authorized” biography of 
Howard Hughes. Irving claimed to have conducted secret interviews with the reclusive Hughes, and McGraw-
Hill gave him a big advance. Shortly before publication, Hughes surfaced by telephone and denied that he had 
ever spoken with Irving. Irving had already spent $100,000 of the advance; he was convicted of fraud and sent to 
jail. 



As it happens, we are used to hoaxes where I come from. I grew up just a few miles down the road from 
Cardiff, New York—a town made famous by the Cardiff Giant. As we learned in school, a farmer named Newell 
complained, back in 1889, that his well was running dry, and while he and his neighbors were digging a new 
one, they came upon what appeared to be the fossilized remains of a man twelve feet tall. Before the day was out, 
Newell had erected a tent and posted a sign charging a dollar for a glimpse of the “giant”—three dollars for a 
longer look. Throngs descended on Cardiff. It wasn’t long before scientists determined that the giant had been 
carved from a block of gypsum. The hoax came undone fairly quickly after that, but even so—as often happens 
with hoaxes—the giant became an even bigger attraction because it was a hoax. P. T. Barnum offered Newell a 
fortune for the giant, but Newell refused, and it was then that he got his comeuppance. Barnum simply made a 
replica and put it on display as the genuine Cardiff Giant. Newell’s gig was ruined. 

The consequences of hoaxes are what give them spice. Orson Welles’s lifelike 1938 radio broadcast of H. G. 
Well’s War of the Worlds panicked millions of Americans, who were convinced that martians had landed in New 
Jersey. The forged diary of Adolf Hitler embarrassed historian Hugh Trevor-Roper, who had vouched for its 
authenticity, and Newsweek and the Sunday Times of London, both of which published excerpts in 1983 shortly 
before forensic tests proved that there were nylon fibers in the paper it was written on, which wouldn’t have been 
possible had it originated before 1950. The five-hundred-thousand-year-old remains of Piltdown man, found in 
1912, had anthropologists confused about human evolution until 1953, when fluoride tests exposed the bones as 
an elaborate modern hoax. And as for Robert Benchley’s game on Beacon Hill, no one said a word about the sofa 
all evening, although there it sat in plain sight. One week later, however, couple A sent an anonymous package to 
couple B. It contained the sofa’s slipcovers. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. State Berendt’s definition of a hoax in your own words, and indicate the difference between a hoax and a practical joke 
or prank. Look up hoax in a dictionary, and tell how Berendt’s definition differs, if at all, from the one you encounter 
there. 

 2. Restate the meaning of this sentence, “The consequences of hoaxes are what give them spice” (Par. 7), and discuss 
whether the examples that follow it provide satisfactory support for the writer’s conclusion. (See “Guide to Terms”: 
Evaluation.) 

 3. Other than defining the term hoax, what purposes do you think the writer had in mind for this essay? (Guide: Purpose.) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Discuss how the way Berendt presents the examples in Paragraphs 2, 3, and 6 makes them seem imaginative (and 
somewhat harmless) escapades rather than criminal frauds or deceptions. 

 2. Determine what definition strategies Berendt uses in this essay. Which seem most effective, and why? (Guide: 
Evaluation.) 

 3. Evaluate the strategy Berendt uses to open and close the essay. What makes it successful or unsuccessful? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. To what extent does Berendt’s presentation of the hoaxes described in Paragraphs 2, 3, and 6 as escapades rather than 
crimes depend on the terms he uses to present them? (See Expository Techniques, Question 1.) (Guide: Diction.) 

 2. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following terms, look them up in a dictionary: perpetrated (Par. 2); 
ersatz (3); reclusive (5); gypsum, gig (6); vouched, forensic (7). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Pranks, jokes, humorous events, adventures, and absurd occurrences make enjoyable examples in essays, 
and they often reveal a good deal about human beings and their relationships. Working in a group, make a list of 
possible examples of this sort. Then freewrite individually about the examples as a way of discovering a possible topic 
and thesis for an essay of your own. 



 2. Considering Audience: Make a list of words that most readers are likely to believe imply some sort of trickery and 
deception. Then prepare an essay in which you redefine one of the words and attempt to alter readers’ views of its 
meaning. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Using Berendt’s essay as a general pattern, create a definition of your own about a very different 
subject—such as the greatest loss, the most difficult task, or the biggest disappointment. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by DEFINITION are on pp. 404–405 at the end of this chapter.) 



DAGOBERTO GILB 

DAGOBERTO GILB was born in Los Angeles in 1950 and has lived for many years in Texas, first in El Paso, now in Austin. He 
spent sixteen years in construction, twelve years as a highrise carpenter with the United Brotherhood of Carpenters. His 
collection of stories, The Magic of Blood (1994) won the PEN/Hemingway Award. He has also published a novel, The Last 
Known Residence of Mickey Acuna (1995) and another collection of stories, Woodcuts of Women (2000). His collection of 
essays, Gritos, appeared in 2003. 

Pride 

In medieval times, pride was considered one of the seven deadly sins. (The others were gluttony, envy, sloth, 
lechery, wrath, and greed.) In this essay, from his collection Gritos, Dagoberto Gilb treats pride as a positive trait—a 
virtue. He also focuses on the actions of ordinary people in everyday circumstances, treating them as sources of 
pride. 

It’s almost time to close at the northwest corner of Altura and Copia in El Paso. That means it is so dark that it is 
as restful as the deepest unremembering sleep, dark as the empty space around this spinning planet, as a black 
star. Headlights that beam a little cross-eyed from a fatso American car are feeling around the asphalt road up the 
hill toward the Good Time Store, its yellow plastic smiley face bright like a sugary suck candy. The loose muffler 
holds only half the misfires, and, dry springs squeaking, the automobile curves slowly into the establishment’s 
lot, swerving to avoid the new self-serve gas pump island. Behind it, across the street, a Texas flag—out too late 
this and all the nights—pops and slaps in a summer wind that finally is cool. 

A good man, gray on the edges, an assistant manager in a brown starched and ironed uniform, is washing 
the glass windows of the store, lit up by as many watts as Venus, with a roll of paper towels and the blue liquid 
from a spray bottle. Good night, m’ijo! he tells a young boy coming out after playing the video game, a Grande 
Guzzler the size of a wastebasket balanced in one hand, an open bag of Flaming Hot Cheetos, its red dye already 
smearing his mouth and the hand not carrying the weight of the soda, his white T-shirt, its short sleeves reaching 
halfway down his wrists, the whole XXL of it billowing and puffing in the outdoor gust. 

A plump young woman steps out of that car. She’s wearing a party dress, wide scoops out of the top, front, 
and back, its hemline way above the knees. 

Did you get a water pump? the assistant manager asks her. Are you going to make it to Horizon City? He’s 
still washing the glass of the storefront, his hand sweeping in small hard circles. 

The young woman is patient and calm like a loving mother. I don’t know yet, she tells him as she stops close 
to him, thinking. I guess I should make a call, she says, and her thick-soled shoes, the latest fashion, slap against 
her heels to one of the pay phones at the front of the store. 

Pride is working a job like it’s as important as art or war, is the happiness of a new high score on a video 
arcade game, of a pretty new black dress and shoes. Pride is the deaf and blind confidence of the good people 
who are too poor but don’t notice. 



A son is a long time sitting on the front porch where he played all those years with the squirmy dog 
who still licks his face, both puppies then, even before he played on the winning teams of Little League 
baseball and City League basketball. They sprint down the sidewalk and across streets, side by side, until 
they stop to rest on the park grass, where a red ant, or a spider, bites the son’s calf. It swells, but he no 
longer thinks to complain to his mom about it—he’s too old now—when he comes home. He gets ready, 
putting on the shirt and pants his mom would have ironed but he wanted to iron himself. He takes the ride 
with his best friend since first grade. The hundreds of moms and dads, abuelos y abuelitas, the tios and 
primos, baby brothers and older married sisters, all are at the Special Events Center for the son’s high school 
graduation. His dad is a man bigger than most, and when he walks in his dress eel-skin boots down the 
cement stairs to get as close to the hardwood basketball-court floor and ceremony to see—m’ijo!—he feels an 
embarrassing sob bursting from his eyes and mouth. He holds it back, and with his hands, hides the tears 
that do escape, wipes them with his fingers, because the chavalitos in his aisle are playing and laughing and 
they are so small and he is so big next to them. And when his son walks to the stage to get his high school 
diploma and his dad wants to scream his name, he hears how many others, from the floor in caps and gowns 
and from around the arena, are already screaming it—could be any name, it could be any son’s or daughter’s: 
Alex! Vanessa! Carlos! Veronica! Ricky! Tony! Estella! Isa!—and sees his boy waving back to all of them. 

Pride hears gritty dirt blowing against an agave whose stiff fertile stalk, so tall, will not bend—the love of 
land, rugged like the people who live on it. Pride sees the sunlight on the Franklin Mountains in the first light of 
morning and listens to a neighbor’s gallo—the love of culture and history. Pride smells a sweet, musky drizzle of 
rain and eats huevos con chile in corn tortillas heated on a cast-iron pan—the love of heritage. 

Pride is the fearless reaction to disrespect and disregard. It is knowing the future will prove that wrong. 
Seeing the beauty: look out there from a height of the mountain and on the north and south of the Rio 

Grande, to the far away and close, the so many miles more of fuzz on the wide horizon, knowing how many 
years the people have passed and have stayed, the ancestors, the ones who have medaled, limped back on 
crutches or died or were heroes from wars in the Pacific or Europe or Korea or Vietnam or the Persian Gulf, the 
ones who have raised the fist and dared to defy, the ones who wash the clothes and cook and serve the meals, 
who stitch the factory shoes and the factory slacks, who assemble and sort, the ones who laugh and the ones who 
weep, the ones who care, the ones who want more, the ones who try, the ones who love, those ones with 
shameless courage and hardened wisdom, and the old ones still so alive, holding their grandchildren, and the 
young ones in their glowing prime, strong and gorgeous, holding each other, the ones who will be born from 
them. The desert land is rock-dry and ungreen. It is brown. Brown like the skin is brown. Beautiful brown. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What purposes do you think the writer is trying to 
achieve in this essay? (See “Guide to Terms”: Purpose.) 
 2. Explain the extent to which you believe most readers are likely to feel Gilb succesfully achieves his purposes in this 

essay. (Guide: Evaluation.) 
 3. Does Gilb focus on a particular ethnic group in this essay? If so, which one? Do his ideas apply to other groups as well 

or to people in general? Why, or why not? 
 4. In your own words, state the definition of pride this essay offers. (Hint: Be ready to take more than one sentence to 

present your definition.) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Which paragraphs in the essay provide definition in the form of extended examples? 
 2. Which paragraphs in the essay provide definition in the form of brief statements or examples? 



 3. What advantages (if any) does the writer’s stratagy of providing multiple (though related) definitions of pride have over 
the more familiar strategy of providing a single, detailed definition followed by supporting examples. What 
disadvantages does it have? (Guide: Evaluation.) 

 4. Identify the parallel structures in Paragraphs 6, 8, and 9, and discuss the role they play in conveying the central theme 
of the essay. (Guide: Unity.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Point out the concrete words in Paragraphs 2 and 7. Discuss what these words contribute to the examples presented in 
the paragraph. (Guide: Concrete/Abstract.) 

 2. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary, either English or 
English/Spanish, as appropriate: m’ijo (par. 2); abuelos y abuelitas, tios, primos, chavalitos (7); gallo, huevos con chile 
(8). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in a group, create a list of examples of behavior that illustrate and define a virtue (such as 
kindness or loyalty) or that help readers understand the positive sides of more questionable behaviors such as 
stubbornness or anger. Choose two examples and write three brief paragraphs (total) defining and explaining the 
behavior. 

 2. Considering Audience: Rewrite parts of Gilb’s essays by substituting examples from your own experience or from a 
social, cultural, or ethnic group to which you belong. Or use the essay as a model for a discussion of other kinds of 
behavior. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Gilb finds positive traits and values in everyday behavior. Take a similar approach in an essay of 
your own by looking at everyday behaviors and ordinary people and emphasizing qualities within them deserving 
praise and admiration. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of DEFINITION are on pp. 404–405 at the end of this chapter.) 



CARINA CHOCANO 

CARINA CHOCANO lives in Los Angeles and is the television critic for the Los Angeles Times. She also writes film reviews for 
the online magazine Salon.com. Her book, Do You Love Me, or Am I Just Paranoid: The Serial Monogamist’s Guide to Love 
(2003), takes a satirical look at contemporary relationships. She has directed the film Samuel Becket Orders Out (1997). 

Pilgrim 

“Pilgrim” was first published in Border-Line Personalities (2004), a collection of essays by contemporary Latina writers. 
In the essay, Chocano defines and describes a kind of “global” identity that is becoming increasingly common in an 
era when international trade and travel are rapidly altering familiar cultures and identities. 

When I was a little kid, I used to fantasize about having a pilgrim friend. I think I got the idea from the episode of 
Bewitched in which Aunt Clara sends the Stephenses back to Plymouth Rock, and Darrin gets accused of being a 
witch for using a pencil. In my fantasy, my pilgrim friend would show up at my house, lonely, scared, and 
disoriented, and I would take her under my wing. I’d be very careful to introduce her to her new environment— 
the modern world, with all its crazy high-tech wonders—slowly and carefully. I’d do it in small doses and make 
sure not to overwhelm her. 

I would begin with little things, easy things, like pencils (perhaps she would have already seen Darrin’s) and 
breakfast cereal. I would make sure she was ready, that she had her bearings, before moving on to mind-blowing 
things like lamps and toasters. I would try to imagine what it might be like to be unable to fathom a toaster. I 
would break it down for her, teach her not to fear the toaster, assure her that the toaster was not, in fact, an 
instrument of the devil but an instrument of General Electric, which was a very large company that had offices 
and manufacturing plants and employees all over the world. 

I would wait a reasonable amount of time before letting my pilgrim friend see a car, or a television, or 
anything else that might startle her into the kind of culture shock from which she might never recover. I didn’t 
want my Pilgrim friend going into some state of catatonic stupor before I could show her off to my modern-day 
friends, who would be very impressed and forget for a moment that I was new. 

By the time I was nine, about the age I was when I thought up my pilgrim friend, I had moved a total of five 
times. I had lived in four countries, three continents, and two states. I had learned three languages and forgotten 
one of them. I would have forgotten another if my parents had let me, but it was theirs, so they wouldn’t. (There 
you have the difference between an immigrant and an expatriate.) I learned English, in what now seems like a 
few hours, with a New Jersey accent, which I promptly dropped within minutes of arriving in Illinois two years 
later. I identified, in a way that was totally incommensurate to the duration and timing of my previous sojourn 
there, with Chicago, the accidental city of my birth. 

By the time I was nine, I was a world-weary jet traveler, the kind of kid who knew how to get on the good 
side of a stewardess, because getting on the good side of the stewardess means getting into the cockpit, a pair of 
plastic wings, and an extra dessert. I had spent a cumulative total of about one year living in hotels. (Room 
service held no mystery for me, though it never lost its charm.) On the day I turned nine, halfway through the 
third grade, I started at a new school. I was greeted at the door of the classroom with a rendition of “Happy 
Birthday.” Most kids drew a blank after the word “dear.” 

If you grew up as a corporate nomad, particularly a non-American one, and your camel was the plodding 
conglomerate known as a “multinational corporation,” then you understand what I’m talking about, and the geo-
biographical rundown that follows won’t strike you as romantic, exotic, exciting, or terribly interesting. If you 
didn’t, and odds are you didn’t, then you will likely find it to be all of those things. You will lament your own 
boring childhood in Shaker Heights, New Brunswick, or Fremont—the one you are constantly apologizing for—
and I will envy you with a runny, inchoate, E.T.-like longing that no amount of phoning could curb. 



I have told this story, in more or less detail, so many times I no longer know if it’s even true. It’s my story, 
but I have the distinct feeling that the most important parts happened without me. My parents were born and 
raised in Lima, Peru. Shortly after they got married, my father got accepted to graduate school in Chicago and the 
two of them went together. A year and a half later, I was born. We moved back to Lima six months later, and 
after that, thanks to a series of promotions and job changes timed almost exactly two years apart, we went from 
Brazil to New Jersey to Chicago to Spain. Beyond whatever house my family was living in at the time, which my 
mother was always careful to decorate almost exactly like the previous place to preserve a sense of continuity, 
like they do in the movies, any notion of home was completely abstract to me. 

My family’s first stay in Madrid lasted for six years. We went to the American School, which might as well 
have been a stray mother ship that had briefly alighted on a stretch of arid land just to try and get its bearings. 
Some of the American kids I went to school with were spending their first and only years away from home, but 
others seemed never to have actually lived in the United States, or had left when they were so young, they had no 
firsthand recollection of it. They might have had American passports, and they might have spent the bulk of their 
childhoods in Spain, Saudi Arabia, or Mexico, but they were really Firestonian, Exxonese, Merckan. 

These were the kids that seemed frozen in a kind of cultural amber, still dressing, cutting their hair, and 
listening to the music that perhaps their older siblings or the cool neighbor kids had listened to “back home” 
when they still lived “back home.” They referred to whatever town qualified, as if they’d gotten together on this, 
as “back home,” a phrase that, for all its imperialist shucksiness, always struck a chord of deep longing in me. 
Even though these kids, with their ten-years-too-late southern rock records and their feathered hair, had a way of 
making their hometowns sound like a compound in Guyana; even though I knew deep down that “back home” 
was bound to disappoint one day, bound to fail to live up to its twangy, bucolic promise; as much as I just knew 
that their re-entry “back home” would be turbulent and alienating after all those years abroad, at least they were 
talking about places you could actually locate on a map. 

After I’d lived in Madrid long enough to adopt the accent, I more or less adopted it as my home. Between my 
freshman year in high school and my junior year in college, my family moved back to Chicago, then back to 
Madrid, then back to New Jersey, then back to Madrid. I went away to college (back to Chicago) as they were 
moving back to New Jersey. I spent the year in Paris the year they moved back to Madrid. Then I returned to 
school, graduated, moved to California, and somehow, without really intending to, I never really went back 
home again. 

When I go to Madrid now, which is infrequently, I am reminded of a movie I saw once when I was a kid, in 
which a city was hit by a bomb that killed all the life-forms but left all the buildings intact. I held on to the idea of 
Madrid as my home for as long as I could sustain it. When I was 25, my parents and siblings still lived there. 
About a year later, my parents had separated, my mom had moved back to Lima, my brother took a job in 
London, and my sister went to school in Texas. When my dad died about five years after that, all the buildings 
were officially empty. 

I have lived in California for thirteen years, the longest I have ever lived anywhere. Even though it is, 
technically, my home, and I have all the documentation, it can’t be home because I don’t long for it. It can’t be 
home because it’s all around me. When you move a lot, you travel through space at the same rate you travel 
through time. Everything becomes relative. You pick things up along the way. You leave things behind and you 
miss them later. Some things you carry with you, even if they were never yours. You cling to things that weren’t 
important in the first place. You hedge your bets. You are not one thing and you are not another. You are 
everything to all people. You are, as the American kids at school used to say when asked about their religion, 
“nothing.” You find you can’t listen to a national anthem sung with sloppy sentimentality without blushing or 
cringing or both. You are literally neither here nor there. 

As a kid, on the last night of our annual Christmas visits to Lima, I would stand in the doorway of my 
grandfather’s den, clutching a small bottle of salt water (my grandfather was fanatical about the Pacific Ocean 
and lamented most of all that we were being raised nearer to the subpar Atlantic), and will myself to commit 
everything in it to memory—his poker table, his coin collection, the low midcentury sofas upholstered in burnt 
orange tweed, the mirrored shelves that held his collection of amoeba-shaped crystal ashtrays and colored genie 
bottles, his ridiculous framed Playboy cartoons, in which stacked nurses in straining uniforms were humorously 
sexually harassed by doctors and patients alike, his extensive collection of Playboy magazines, which he had 
leather-bound by year. I would stand in this late ‘50s James Bond fantasy of a room, my favorite, naturally, in his 
old-fashioned house of the future, and think: Remember this. Remember this. This is where I am from. This is 
mine. This is me. 



It was and it wasn’t. Home is not a place I can find on a map. It’s still undiscovered. It has mystical powers. 
It’s the place I’m trying to get to when I set out, every day, to journey in a foreign land. I am my own pilgrim 
friend. I’m showing myself around. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What does the  passage “...I could show her off to my modern-day friends, who would be very impressed and forget 
for a moment that I was new” (Par. 3) reveal about the psychological motivation for the writer’s fantasy about a pilgrim 
friend? What description of the imaginary pilgrim friend’s feelings seems to apply equally well to the writer’s state of 
mind as a child? 

 2. What does the writer mean when she refers to some of the kids she met as “Firestonian, Exxonese, Merckan”? 
 3. In what ways would the imaginary pilgrim described in the opening paragraphs of the essay fit the common 

definitions of pilgrim: “somebody who goes on a journey to a holy place for religious reasons” and “somebody who is 
making a journey of any kind”? In what ways do modern pilgrims like the writer fit these definitions? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. From Paragraph 4 on, the writer describes herself in ways that fit the definition of pilgrim. Not until the last paragraph, 
however, does she state directly, “I am my own pilgrim friend” (Par. 14). Why do you think she waits until the end of 
the essay to announce the theme of the essay directly? (See “Guide to Terms”: Unity.) 

 2. Where in the essay does the writer indicate that her purpose is to extend the traditional definition of pilgrim to include 
contemporary experiences? Do you think this purpose is made clear enough for most readers? (Guide: 
Purpose/Evaluation.) Why, or why not? If not, how might the writer have made it clearer? 

 3. Where in the essay does the writer include examples of people other than herself to explain her understanding of 
contemporary pilgrims? What do these examples add to the meaning and effectiveness of the essay? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. The events presented in Paragraph 5 are likely to lead most readers to feel a sense of pity for the child’s isolation and 
loneliness. How does the writer prevent this response from becoming excessively emotional, or sentimental? (Guide: 
Sentimentality.) Pay particular attention to the writer’s objective style of presentation and choice of words. (Guide: 
Objective/Subjective, Diction.) 

 2. Identify the metaphor and the allusion in Paragraph 6 and discuss their contribution to the main point of the 
paragraph. (Guide: Figures of Speech.) 

 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: disoriented (Par. 1); 
catatonic, stupor (3); expatriate, incommensurate, duration, sojourn (4); rendition (5); conglomerate, inchoate (6); 
continuity (7); arid, bearings (8); amber, imperialist, bucolic (9); infrequently (11). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working with classmates, try to think of any other personal or cultural phenomena that our 
contemporary experience of frequent travel, emigration, and global business has had on people’s lives has altered in 
ways that require new definitions or revisions of traditional definitions. List as many phenomena as you can along with 
ideas for definitions. Then create an informal plan for presenting a definition of one phenomenon in an essay. 

 2. Considering Audience: Chocano introduces an imaginary character at the beginning of her essay that represents (in part) 
more traditional definitions of a concept. Create the opening for an essay of your own using a similar strategy. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Do Activity 2, then, using “Pilgrim” as a model, prepare an entire essay of your own. 



(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of 
DEFINITION are on pp. 404–405 at the end of this chapter.) 

Issues and Ideas 

Defining Values and Roles 

• Stephen L. Carter, The Insufficiency of Honesty 
• Kristin von Kreisler, Courage 
• Veronica Chambers, Mother’s Day 



• Dan Savage, Role Reversal 

Leave It to Beaver represents for many people a time and a culture whose values, relationships, and roles were 
simple, clear, and unchanging. Things were probably never that simple, though the television program certainly 
made them appear that way. Nonetheless, values, identities, and relationships are certainly undergoing more 
changes and redefinition now than they were five decades ago. The changes involve not only the development of 
new identities but also the recognition that all our identities are constructed from multiple––and sometimes 
seemingly incompatible––elements. 

Though we are always the children of our parents, sometimes we end up playing parental roles toward 
them, offering advice or counsel, just as Veronica Chambers explains in her essay, “Mother’s Day.” Though we 
might like to think of ourselves as typically middle class, Midwestern, or business/labor minded in our values 
and outlooks, few, if any, of us are so easily defined. As Dan Savage points out in his essay, “Role Reversal,” we 
may end up redefining ourselves and our values as we encounter new situations and challenges, whatever our 
primary ethnic, social, economic, religious, or gender identification might be. Even such seemingly clear roles as 
“mother” and “father” can be filled by many different people and by more than one person, especially in this age 
of blended families. Kristin von Kreisler takes these issues one step further by pointing out that we might have to 
extend our definitions of important human qualities like courage and bravery to include animals whose behavior 
seems to display these virtues. 

Each of these essays reminds us that the need to understand our values, identities, and roles in relation to 
other people makes definition an important pattern of thought and analysis. Each essay also demonstrates many 
other expository patterns. 



STEPHEN L. CARTER 

STEPHEN L. CARTER is professor of law at Yale Law School and the author of several controversial but highly respected and 
tightly reasoned books that explore issues in contemporary ethics, politics, and social relationships. After graduating from Yale 
Law School, he had a variety of professional experiences, including clerking for U.S. Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall 
and working in a prestigious law firm. Carter’s books are Reflections of an Affirmative Action Baby (1992), The Culture of 
Disbelief: How American Law and Politics Trivialize Religious Devotion (1994), The Confirmation Mess: Cleaning Up the 
Federal Appointments Mess, (1995), Integrity (1997), and Civility (1999) (nonfiction); and The Emperor of Ocean Park (2002) 
(a novel). 

The Insufficiency of Honesty 

Integrity is not simply a term or idea. It refers to a way of acting and of discerning the qualities of our actions. 
Integrity may be something we all claim to admire and wish to have ourselves, but as Stephen L. Carter points out in 
this essay first published in the Atlantic Monthly, it can be very difficult to achieve. 

Acouple of years ago I began a university commencement address by telling the audience that I was going to talk 
about integrity. The crowd broke into applause. Applause! Just because they had heard the word “integrity”: 
that’s how starved for it they were. They had no idea how I was using the word, or what I was going to say about 
integrity, or, indeed, whether I was for it or against it. But they knew they liked the idea of talking about it. 

Very well, let us consider this word “integrity.” Integrity is like the weather: every body talks about it but 
nobody knows what to do about it. Integrity is that stuff that we always want more of. Some say that we need to 
return to the good old days when we had a lot more of it. Others say that we as a nation have never really had 
enough of it. Hardly anybody stops to explain exactly what we mean by it, or how we know it is a good thing, or 
why everybody needs to have the same amount of it. Indeed, the only trouble with integrity is that everybody 
who uses the word seems to mean something slightly different. 

For instance, when I refer to integrity, do I mean simply “honesty”? The answer is no; although honesty is a 
virtue of importance, it is a different virtue from integrity. Let us, for simplicity, think of honesty as not lying; 
and let us further accept Sissela Bok’s definition of a lie: “any intentionally deceptive message which is stated.” 
Plainly, one cannot have integrity without being honest (although, as we shall see, the matter gets complicated), 
but one can certainly be honest and yet have little integrity. 

When I refer to integrity, I have something very specific in mind. Integrity, as I will use the term, requires 
three steps: discerning what is right and what is wrong; acting on what you have discerned, even at personal 
cost; and saying openly that you are acting on your understanding of right and wrong. The first criterion 
captures the idea that integrity requires a degree of moral reflectiveness. The second brings in the ideal of a 
person of integrity as steadfast, a quality that includes keeping one’s commitments. The third reminds us that a 
person of integrity can be trusted. 

The first point to understand about the difference between honesty and integrity is that a person may be 
entirely honest without ever engaging in the hard work of discernment that integrity requires: she may tell us 
quite truthfully what she believes without ever taking the time to figure out whether what she believes is good 
and right and true. The problem may be as simple as someone’s foolishly saying something that hurts a friend’s 
feelings; a few moments of thought would have revealed the likelihood of the hurt and the lack of necessity for 
the comment. Or the problem may be more complex, as when a man who was raised from birth in a society that 
preaches racism states his belief in one race’s inferiority as a fact, without ever really considering that perhaps 
this deeply held view is wrong. Certainly the racist is being honest—he is telling us what he actually thinks—but 
his honesty does not add up to integrity. 

Telling Everything You Know 
A wonderful epigram sometimes attributed to the filmmaker Sam Goldwyn goes like this: “The most important 
thing in acting is honesty; once you learn to fake that, you’re in.” The point is that honesty can be something one 
seems to have. Without integrity, what passes for honesty often is nothing of the kind; it is fake honesty—or it is 
honest but irrelevant and perhaps even immoral. 



Consider an example. A man who has been married for fifty years confesses to his wife on his deathbed that 
he was unfaithful thirty-five years earlier. The dishonesty was killing his spirit, he says. Now he has cleared his 
conscience and is able to die in peace. 

The husband has been honest—sort of. He has certainly unburdened himself. And he has probably made his 
wife (soon to be his widow) quite miserable in the process, because even if she forgives him, she will not be able 
to remember him with quite the vivid image of love and loyalty that she had hoped for. Arranging his own 
emotional affairs to ease his transition to death, he has shifted to his wife the burden of confusion and pain, 
perhaps for the rest of her life. Moreover, he has attempted his honesty at the one time in his life when it carries 
no risk; acting in accordance with what you think is right and risking no loss in the process is a rather thin and 
unadmirable form of honesty. 

Besides, even though the husband has been honest in a sense, he has now twice been unfaithful to his wife: 
once thirty-five years ago, when he had his affair, and again when, nearing death, he decided that his own peace 
of mind was more important than hers. In trying to be honest he has violated his marriage vow by acting toward 
his wife not with love but with naked and perhaps even cruel self-interest. 

As my mother used to say, you don’t have to tell people everything you know. Lying and nondisclosure, as 
the law often recognizes, are not the same thing. Sometimes it is actually illegal to tell what you know, as, for 
example, in the disclosure of certain financial information by market insiders. Or it may be unethical, as when a 
lawyer reveals a confidence entrusted to her by a client. It may be simple bad manners, as in the case of a 
gratuitous comment to a colleague on his or her attire. And it may be subject to religious punishment, as when a 
Roman Catholic priest breaks the seal of the confessional—an offense that carries automatic excommunication. 

In all the cases just mentioned, the problem with telling everything you know is that somebody else is 
harmed. Harm may not be the intention, but it is certainly the effect. Honesty is most laudable when we risk 
harm to ourselves; it becomes a good deal less so if we instead risk harm to others when there is no gain to 
anyone other than ourselves. Integrity may counsel keeping our secrets in order to spare the feelings of others. 
Sometimes, as in the example of the wayward husband, the reason we want to tell what we know is precisely to 
shift our pain onto somebody else—a course of action dictated less by integrity than by self-interest. Fortunately, 
integrity and self-interest often coincide, as when a politician of integrity is rewarded with our votes. But often 
they do not, and it is at those moments that our integrity is truly tested. 

Error 
Another reason that honesty alone is no substitute for integrity is that if forthrightness is not preceded by 
discernment, it may result in the expression of an incorrect moral judgment. In other words, I may be honest 
about what I believe, but if I have never tested my beliefs, I may be wrong. And here I mean “wrong” in a 
particular sense: the proposition in question is wrong if I would change my mind about it after hard moral 
reflection. 

Consider this example. Having been taught all his life that women are not as smart as men, a manager gives 
the women on his staff less-challenging assignments than he gives the men. He does this, he believes, for their 
own benefit: he does not want them to fail, and he believes that they will if he gives them tougher assignments. 
Moreover, when one of the women on his staff does poor work, he does not berate her as harshly as he would a 
man, because he expects nothing more. And he claims to be acting with integrity because he is acting according 
to his own deepest beliefs. 

The manager fails the most basic test of integrity. The question is not whether his actions are consistent with 
what he most deeply believes but whether he has done the hard work of discerning whether what he most deeply 
believes is right. The manager has not taken this harder step. 

Moreover, even within the universe that the manager has constructed for himself, he is not acting with 
integrity. Although he is obviously wrong to think that the women on his staff are not as good as the men, even 
were he right, that would not justify applying different standards to their work. By so doing he betrays both his 
obligation to the institution that employs him and his duty as a manager to evaluate his employees. 



The problem that the manager faces is an enormous one in our practical politics, where having the dialogue 
that makes democracy work can seem impossible because of our tendency to cling to our views even when we 
have not examined them. As Jean Bethke Elshtain has said, borrowing from John Courtney Murray, our politics 
are so fractured and contentious that we often cannot even reach disagreement. Our refusal to look closely at our 
own most cherished principles is surely a large part of the reason. Socrates thought the unexamined life not 
worth living. But the unhappy truth is that few of us actually have the time for constant reflection on our views—
on public or private morality. Examine them we must, however, or we will never know whether we might be 
wrong. 

None of this should be taken to mean that integrity as I have described it presupposes a single correct truth. 
If, for example, your integrity-guided search tells you that affirmative action is wrong, and my integrity-guided 
search tells me that affirmative action is right, we need not conclude that one of us lacks integrity. As it happens, 
I believe—both as a Christian and as a secular citizen who struggles toward moral understanding—that we can 
find true and sound answers to our moral questions. But I do not pretend to have found very many of them, nor 
is an exposition of them my purpose here. 

It is the case not that there aren’t any right answers but that, given human fallibility, we need to be careful in 
assuming that we have found them. However, today’s political talk about how it is wrong for the government to 
impose one person’s morality on somebody else is just mindless chatter. Every law imposes one person’s morality 
on somebody else, because law has only two functions: to tell people to do what they would rather not or to 
forbid them to do what they would. 

And if the surveys can be believed, there is far more moral agreement in America than we sometimes allow 
ourselves to think. One of the reasons that character education for young people makes so much sense to so many 
people is precisely that there seems to be a core set of moral understandings—we might call them the American 
Core—that most of us accept. Some of the virtues in this American Core are, one hopes, relatively 
noncontroversial. About 500 American communities have signed on to Michael Josephson’s program to 
emphasize the “six pillars” of good character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, caring, fairness, and 
citizenship. These virtues might lead to a similarly noncontroversial set of political values: having an honest 
regard for ourselves and others, protecting freedom of thought and religious belief, and refusing to steal or 
murder. 

Honesty and Competing Responsibilities 
A further problem with too great an exaltation of honesty is that it may allow us to escape responsibilities that 
morality bids us bear. If honesty is substituted for integrity, one might think that if I say I am not planning to 
fulfill a duty, I need not fulfill it. But it would be a peculiar morality indeed that granted us the right to avoid our 
moral responsibilities simply by stating our intention to ignore them. Integrity does not permit such an easy 
escape. 

Consider an example. Before engaging in sex with a woman, her lover tells her that if she gets pregnant, it is 
her problem, not his. She says that she understands. In due course she does wind up pregnant. If we believe, as I 
hope we do, that the man would ordinarily have a moral responsibility toward both the child he will have helped 
to bring into the world and the child’s mother, then his honest statement of what he intends does not spare him 
that responsibility. 

This vision of responsibility assumes that not all moral obligations stem from consent or from a stated 
intention. The linking of obligations to promises is a rather modern and perhaps uniquely Western way of 
looking at life, and perhaps a luxury that only the well-to-do can afford. As Fred and Shulamit Korn (a 
philosopher and an anthropologist) have pointed out, “If one looks at ethnographic accounts of other societies, 
one finds that, while obligations everywhere play a crucial role in social life, promising is not preeminent among 
the sources of obligation and is not even mentioned by most anthropologists.” The Korns have made a study of 
Tonga, where promises are virtually unknown but the social order is remarkably stable. If life without any 
promises seems extreme, we Americans sometimes go too far the other way, parsing not only our contracts but 
even our marriage vows in order to discover the absolute minimum obligation that we have to others as a result 
of our promises. 



That some societies in the world have worked out evidently functional structures of obligation without the 
need for promise or consent does not tell us what we should do. But it serves as a reminder of the basic 
proposition that our existence in civil society creates a set of mutual responsibilities that philosophers used to 
capture in the fiction of the social contract. Nowadays, here in America, people seem to spend their time thinking 
of even cleverer ways to avoid their obligations, instead of doing what integrity commands and fulfilling them. 
And all too often honesty is their excuse. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. Most readers are likely to consider honesty a good trait. Why, therefore, do you think Carter created a definition that 
points out its shortcomings? What do you think was his overall purpose in writing the essay? Do you believe the essay 
has more than one purpose? If so, what are they? (See “Guide to Terms”: Purpose.) 

 2. List the reasons the author gives for considering honesty insufficient. State in your own words why the author believes 
that the men in Paragraphs 7–9 and 21 have honesty but lack integrity. 

 3. Does this essay have a thesis statement? If so, where is it? Does it adequately sum up the main idea of the entire essay? 
Why, or why not? If the essay does not have a thesis statement, is it nonetheless organized around a main idea or 
theme? What is it? (Guide: Thesis.) Explain why you consider the essay unified or not unified. (Guide: Unity.) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. If one of the main purposes of this essay is to define 
integrity, why does the writer spend so much time discussing the 
meaning of honesty? In formulating your answer, take into account 
various definition strategies and the likely responses of readers 
to concepts like honesty. 
 2. What is the main definition strategy Carter employs in this essay? How is the organization of the essay related to this 

strategy? Be specific in answering this question. What other definition patterns does the writer employ, and where in 
the essay does he use them? 

 3. Which paragraphs in the essay are devoted wholly, or mostly, to qualification? (Guide: Qualification.) What role(s) do 
they play in helping develop the definitions? Why would the essay be weaker without them? 

 4. Where in the essay does the writer use transitions at the beginnings of paragraphs to highlight the essay’s organization 
and indicate the definition strategy he is employing? (Guide: Transition.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Throughout the essay, Carter uses contrasting words and concepts to explain the difference between honesty and 
integrity. Sometimes the contrasts involve the denotation of words and sometimes the connotations. (Guide: 
Connotation/Denotation.) Discuss the contrasts as they appear in Paragraphs 6, 8, and 9, and explain the use Carter makes 
of them. (Guide: Diction.) Explain the extent to which Carter reinforces the contrasts through sentence structure. (Guide: 
Syntax.) 

 2. In the course of the essay, Carter repeats a small number of words quite frequently, often varying their form. What are 
the words? How are they related to the essay’s thesis (or theme)? How do they contribute to the essay’s coherence? 
(Guide: Coherence.) 

 3. If you do not know the meanings of some of the following terms, look them up in a dictionary: discerning, criterion, 
steadfast (Par. 4); epigram (6); gratuitous, excommunication (10); laudable, counsel (11); forthrightness (12); contentious 
(16); presupposes (17); fallibility, impose (18); parsing (22). 



READ AND WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in a group, create a list of terms naming qualities that most people would agree are virtues (like 
honesty and integrity). Choose two and write three brief examples for each word that help define it. Choose examples 
that indicate what the term means and also some that indicate what it does not or should not mean. Include examples 
focusing on women as well as men. 

 2. Considering Audience: Rewrite Carter’s essay by substituting examples from women’s experiences, or use the essay as a 
model for a discussion of moral concepts as they apply to both men and women. 

 3. Developing an essay: Carter’s title, “The Insufficiency of Honesty,” suggests both a focus for the essay and an interesting 
approach to explaining why a particular quality is inadequate. Borrow this approach for an essay. Explain why your 
subject is inadequate, insufficient, or incomplete. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of DEFINITION are on pp. 404 –405 at the end of this chapter.) 



KRISTIN VON KREISLER 

KRISTIN VON KREISLER has taught English at the University of Hawaii and journalism at San Jose State University. She is also a 
writer whose work has appeared in magazines and newspapers, including Glamour, Animal People, Ladies’ Home Journal, 
Family Circle, Parade, Reader’s Digest, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, and Christian Science Monitor. She has also 
published a book, I Do, I Don’t (1988), but is best known for two other books focusing on the emotional and moral life of 
animals, The Compassion of Animals (1997) and Beauty in the Beasts (2002). 

Courage 

Courage is a quality usually applied to humans. In this selection from Beauty in the Beasts, Kristin von Kreisler 
defines courage and a related quality, bravery, in ways that apply to the actions of animals. She is aware, of course, 
that many people might argue that animals act simply from instinct or lack the kind of awareness necessary for acts 
of courage and bravery. As a result, she uses a variety of definition strategies to show that the concepts clearly apply 
to at least some animal behavior. 

Two days after Beauty, a chestnut mare, gave birth to her foal, Sultan, the winter weather turned bitter cold. And 
the Jan du Toit’s River, which flowed through the South African farm where Beauty lived, turned into a torrent of 
rushing, foaming water. 

In freezing rain, Hank Gorter went to find Beauty and Sultan in the afternoon to bring them to their stable. 
But, apparently, horses whinnying on the other side of the river were more compelling than a warm barn; Beauty 
and Sultan leapt into the dangerous water and swam across to join them. In the strong current, Beauty nudged 
Sultan along and kept him steady. Just as the foal climbed out, however, the muddy riverbank collapsed and he 
fell back, neighing with terror, into the water. 

With all her strength, Beauty paddled through the raging current and tried to reach Sultan before he was 
carried downstream to his death. Gorter ran down the bank and also tried to grab the foal as the water took him 
away, but Gorter slipped and was swept into the torrent, too. Sputtering for air, he bobbed to the surface next to 
Beauty, whose eyes, he remembers, were bulging in fear. In spite of her panic, Beauty stopped trying to get to 
Sultan just long enough to shove Gorter with her nose toward the safety of the riverbank. As Gorter clung to tree 
roots, Beauty finally reached her foal and guided him to an island in the middle of the river. 

When Beauty behaved so valiantly in such terrifying circumstances, it’s impossible for us to know with 
certainty what was on her mind. Perhaps she was acting impulsively, like a human mother who doesn’t think of 
herself for an instant when her child is in trouble; she does whatever she has to do, including dying herself, to 
save her child. On the other hand, Beauty also stopped her efforts on behalf of her foal to rescue Gorter, whom 
she barely knew, in spite of Sultan’s desperate situation and her own danger. That seems to me to be a 
deliberate—and even moral—choice. When Beauty acted as she did, she clearly showed great courage. 

If people risk their lives to help someone, we don’t seem to care if they’re acting on impulse or choice. The 
outcome is the same: These heroes are congratulated for their bravery and showered with accolades. But bravery 
is bravery, whether shown by a person or a horse, and I believe that animals should be recognized in this way, 
too. So often, though, animals’ courage goes unacknowledged. Or it’s dismissed, negated, or explained away as 
something else. 

That isn’t fair. In circumstances that might leave many of us immobilized with fear, animals can choose to act 
in amazing ways, especially when they help their human guardians. But researchers often dismiss animal 
courage, by saying, simply, that animals don’t feel fear. Since winning a victory over fear is usually the basis of 
courage, then animals can’t be called brave, or so the argument goes. 

“Fear is an inference. We don’t know anything about animals’ direct experience, if anything,” explains Peter 
Lang, a research professor of clinical and health psychology at the University of Florida. When I asked him if 
animals’ pounding hearts and trembling bodies weren’t physical signals of fear (as they are with us), he said that 
“physiological signs don’t tell us what animals are experiencing.” In other words, when an animal displays those 
signs, it may be showing only an automatic biological response, not an emotional one. Fear is out of the picture. 

But from laboratory experiments, other experts have concluded that animals can be fearful. 



For one thing, certain drugs seem to bring fear out in some species. In several studies, researchers rewarded 
rats for pressing a bar in threatening situations but did not reward them for pressing it in nonthreatening ones. 
After the researchers then gave the rats a drug called pentaline tetrazol (PTZ), the rats pressed the bar just as they 
did when threatened. When the rats have taken PTZ, “they feel scared. In other words, there is a consistent, 
subjective experience associated with fear,” explains Caroline Blanchard, a research professor at the University of 
Hawaii’s Pacific Biomedical Research Center. “On the basis of these subjective effects, the rats can determine that 
the situation [with the drug] is more similar to when they’re scared than to when they’re not scared.” 

Certain situations also seem to draw fear out of experimental animals. If lab rats are allowed to live happily 
for generations with nothing to fear, and then researchers set even a gentle, well-behaved cat near them for 
fifteen minutes, says Blanchard, “you change those rats’ lives for a long, long time. Before, they never realized 
that anything was scary. But now they know. For at least the next several days, those guys are really nervous.” 
The rats stick their heads out of their burrowing tunnels and cautiously sniff and look around for the cat before 
venturing out. They eat less, drink less, and have less sex. “Now they’re worried,” Blanchard adds. “The fear is 
built in them, only requiring certain types of stimuli to release it.” 

If chickens are faced with something unfamiliar, they can show fear, too. In a study at the Victorian Institute 
of Animal Science in Australia, researcher John Barnett studied the position and posture of hens when someone 
stood close to their cages. The person’s sex, height, or eyeglasses seemed not to phase the hens at all. But they 
crouched down or tried to escape when the person wore overalls instead of their usual clothes. Barnett concluded 
that the birds were not accustomed to seeing overalls; that novelty, which they sensed as danger, apparently, set 
off a fearful reaction. 

Outside of labs, other experts have observed animals’ behavior and determined that they can be afraid of 
many things. Bob Andrysco, a pet behaviorist in Columbus, Ohio, has worked with dogs who cowered at 
firecrackers, thunder, people wearing hats, and a window that a burglar had once come through. One dog 
whined and ran to hide from lights reflected on walls. Another dog would tremble at the sight of blimps. A cat, 
threatened by unfamiliar people in his home, sank his claws into a visitor’s anklebone and refused to let loose for 
twenty agonizing minutes. By recognizing danger in this way, Andrysco says, the cat was “like a person getting 
so afraid during a scary TV movie that he grabs and holds a pillow.” 

What better way is there for animals to tell us of their fear than by their behavior? And what could make the 
fear more obvious than their trembling, crouching, or trying to run? The signs of animal fear are too apparent to 
ignore, as are stories of animals who have overcome fear and, in so doing, demonstrated its opposite: courage. 
Yet several experts, including those who give animals credit for being afraid, winced when I suggested that 
animals could be brave. That concept seemed out of the question. 

Once again we have to decide for ourselves if we should go along with widely accepted expert opinion—
or, specifically, if we might conclude that animals can override their fears and be courageous. In many of the 
stories I’ve collected, I see no other way of interpreting the action of the animals except to see it in these 
terms. 

One such animal was Ole, a chocolate Lab, known for being so timid and fearful that he’d take cover, like a 
prairle dog, every time that hawks flew overhead. When chased by a moose once, he ran and hid his head 
between the legs of his guardian, Stan Anderson. With ears like flaps on a hunter’s cap and fur glossy as a seal, 
Ole seemed to have the courage of toast—until one hike he and Anderson took near Rex Ford, Montana. 

As man and dog walked along a grassy logging road, a black bear cub trundled out of the woods. 
Anderson’s stomach squeezed into a knot of apprehension. Sure that the cub’s mother would undoubtedly show 
up in a minute, Anderson whispered to Ole, “Let’s get out of here.” But before they could turn and run, the 
mother bear rose out of a ditch a hundred feet away. 

Rearing up on her hind legs to a menacing six feet, the bear charged and swept her paw across Anderson’s 
face. Blood poured down his cheek, and he was sure he’d lost an eye. He was also sure he’d soon be dead; Ole, 
always so fearful, couldn’t possibly be brave enough to come to his aid. But Ole snarled and barked and snapped 
at the bear. He clamped his teeth into her leg with such ferocity, in fact, that she paused for an instant, perhaps 
wondering if killing Anderson with this fierce dog around was more trouble than it was worth. She turned and 
loped back to her cub. 

About to go into shock, Anderson staggered, bleeding, toward his car. It was parked a mile away, and he 
wasn’t sure he could make it that far and then drive the five miles home. Things got even worse when he heard 
scratching in the earth behind him, then felt breath on the back of his neck. Dread flashing through his mind, he 
braced himself. 



The mother bear rammed her head against Anderson and bit his shoulder, then grabbed his elbow in her 
teeth and, with a terrible grinding sound, champed clear to his bone. Ole went crazy. Barking, yowling, and 
snapping, he hurled himself at the bear and bit any part of her that he could reach. 

Anderson, as terrified for Ole as for himself, shoved the bear with his free arm in a last desperate attempt to 
turn her away. Thrown off balance, she momentarily unclamped her jaw, and Ole sank his teeth into her 
hindquarters. She whirled around and again lumbered back to her cub as Ole kept barking. All his life Ole had 
been a fierce closet gladiator. Anderson realized, and not a trembling butterfly. 

When they finally reached the car, Ole set aside his new bravery and ferocity and again became his usual 
gentle, sensitive self. He plastered his body against Anderson and supported him, then licked his face to keep 
him from passing out on the drive home. Anderson, who required hundreds of stitches for his wounds, says. 
“Ole was determined to save me. He knew what he was doing.” Thrown into a crisis, he went against his basic, 
fearful nature and mustered the courage to do what he knew needed to be done. 

Researchers’ arguments to the contrary, plenty of animals, like Ole, find themselves in dangerous situations, 
feel fear, and choose to override it. And when they do, it seems to me that we owe them an honest appraisal of 
their action. They deserve to be called “brave.” 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. a. What definition of courage (and bravery) does the writer offer in Paragraphs 4–6? State it in your own words. 
 b. Why do you think the author does not offer a fuller, more formal definition of these concepts? Is her main purpose in 

this selection to define the concepts, or does she have some other purpose? If so, what is it? (See “Guide to Terms”: 
Purpose.) 

 2. What main point does the author make in Paragraphs 6–12? Does she state it directly anywhere in the paragraphs? If 
so, where does the statement appear? 

 3. Paragraph 14 offers a definition of courage that can be applied to animal behavior. What is it? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. a. In your own words, state the main point of this essay. 
 b. Tell how each of the following sections contributes to or supports the main point (thesis): Paragraphs 1–4, 5–6, 7–11, 

12–14, and 15–22? (Guide: Unity.) 

 2. The selection does not open with a definition, although 
the writer does indicate its subject in the title. What strategy does 
the writer use to begin the selection? (Guide: Openings.) Is this an 
appropriate choice, given the purpose and subject matter? 
(Guide: Evaluation.) 
 3. Apart from definition, what expository techniques does the writer use to organize this essay as a whole? What do they 

contribute to the process of definition? 
 4. This essay makes use of a variety of expository patterns. Explain why it is accurate or inaccurate to refer to the overall 

pattern as one of definition. Defend your answer with evidence from the text. (Guide: Unity; Purpose.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. a. Tell how the choice of words in each of these selections emphasizes the emotional impact of the events: Pars. 1–3 and 
15–21. (Guide: Diction.) 

 b. How, if at all, does the writer avoid sentimentality in presenting each of these extended examples? (Guide: 
Sentimentality.) 



 c. Many of the words the writer uses to describe the animal’s actions in each example emphasize the self-conscious 
nature of the acts. Identify these words and tell why they do, or do not, help the writer achieve her apparent purpose. 
(Guide: Evaluation.) 

 d. What role does the simile in Paragraph 4 play in achieving this purpose? (Guide: Figures of Speech.) 
 2. If you do not know the meanings of some of the following terms, look them up in a dictionary: foal (Par. 1); accolades 

(5); inference, physiological, automatic (7). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in a group, make a list of questions relating to the concepts courage, bravery, self-sacrifice, and 
similar moral traits that might lead to topics for an essay. Here are some to get you started: To what extent is physical 
bravery no longer possible in our society? Does taking risks for recreation (mountain climbing, skydiving, and so on) 
involve bravery and courage or not? What contemporary films endorse self-sacrifice or other moral traits and which do 
not? 

 2. Considering Audience: People with different moral or religious beliefs might react in different ways to essays defining 
and endorsing what the authors consider virtues: self-sacrifice, charity, and abstinence from drugs or premarital sex, 
for example. Analyze Kristin von Kreisler’s essay and prepare a written response explaining what kind of moral system 
it assumes will be guiding readers’ responses and what kind of readers might not react the way she hopes. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Following Kristin von Kreisler’s example, build an essay of your own around a series of examples 
displaying a particular virtue (or vice) in the behavior of animals or people. Consider choosing a group of people or 
animals that readers may not usually consider capable of such behavior: birds, for example, or very young children. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by DEFINITION are on pp. 404–405 at the end of this chapter.) 



VERONICA CHAMBERS 

VERONICA CHAMBERS is a writer living in New York City. She was a contributing editor for Glamour and Esquire and has 
published a memoir, Mama’s Girl (1996). 

Mother’s Day 

In this selection from her book Mama’s Girl, also published as an essay in Glamour magazine, Chambers uses a variety 
of expository patterns (comparison, example, narrative, cause and effect) to help understand why her Mother’s Day 
gift received such a cool reception. As she considers the differences between her perspective as an African American 
professional woman and college-educated writer with that of her mother, who struggled to raise her child on a 
secretary’s salary in the days when educational and occupational opportunities for African Americans were strictly 
limited, Chambers comes to a deeper appreciation of her mother’s achievements. 

Acouple of years ago, I earned a good salary for the first time and I wanted to do something special for my 
mother. So I sent her a gift certificate for a day at Elizabeth Arden. Included were a massage, facial, sauna and 
makeover—the works, plus tips. My mother wouldn’t have to spend a dime, only the subway token it would take 
to get her there. I called her up on Mother’s Day, all excited about the gift. She was excited, too, and described 
how it had come gift-wrapped with a big red bow. Then she asked me a question that broke my heart in two. 
“Vee?” she whispered. “Do they allow black people in those places?” 

It was 1992 and my mother was asking whether Elizabeth Arden would slam the red door in her black face. 
“Of course they allow black people!” I said, using an angry voice to conceal how hurt I felt. “I’ve paid for 
everything, including a tip for everyone who touches your body. So if anybody so much as looks at you funny, 
you tell me!” 

Months went by and my mother did not use the gift certificate. “You use it,” she would tell me. “You work 
so hard. Burning the candle at both ends....” Finally, I got furious with her and made some empty threat about 
refusing to talk to her until she went to Elizabeth Arden. She wouldn’t budge. 

In my frustration I reimagined the situation as a Daliesque fantasy in which I was an avenging angel 
pushing my mother through the Red Door. When a friend suggested that perhaps my mother did not want to go 
to Elizabeth Arden alone, I sent her neighbor a gift certificate too, but it didn’t help: She turned out to be just as 
afraid to go as my mother. 

Finally, almost a year later, my mother called and said, “Guess where I’ve just been? Elizabeth Arden.” 
My heart almost stopped. “How was it?” I asked. 
“Nice...but everyone there was just like you,” she said coyly. 
“Just like me?” I repeated disbelievingly, picturing the Fifth Avenue crowd of older white women laid out on 

massage tables. 
“Professionals. Upper-class women. You know,” she replied. 
While I was thrilled that she’d gone, that exchange made me wonder what my mother saw when she looked 

at me. I wondered if everything about me that she chose to see as being white—my education, my career, my 
social activities—obscured everything about me that was black—my family, my community, my mother herself. I 
always knew she saw me as different from her, but not until she went to Elizabeth Arden did I realize how 
different. 

I never stop feeling that I want to make things up to my mother—make up for her difficulties with my father, 
from whom she was eventually divorced, for my brother’s failure to do well in school or in a job, for the ways in 
which we all left her. So I buy her things. If I’m shopping and I buy myself a suit, I’ll get my mother a blouse. I 
send her vases and candles and antique dolls. One of the first questions I ask when I enter a store is: “Can you 
ship this somewhere for me?” I’d be a liar if I said my generosity was only about bestowing kindnesses on my 
mother. It is also about easing my own guilt. 

I am more aware now of how my schooling and experiences separate us, but I cannot get used to the 
distance. She is so much a part of me that I half felt I graduated college for both of us. To me, the newfound 
abundance of the money I can earn has meaning for both of us. But my mother sees things differently. We are 
separated by education and economics. 



When I was in college, my mother once called me an Oreo—black on the outside, white on the inside. The 
word, so cruel when it comes from a black person’s peers, was like a punch in the face coming from my mother—
as if I were a total stranger and not her own child. Later, when I told her how much it had hurt me, she said, “But 
I was just joking!” 

Now that I am working, she is fond of calling me a Buppie. I hate it, I tell her, and ask her to stop. But if I talk 
about wanting to see a certain play or deliberate over whether to buy a painting, she can’t help but let it slip: 
“You’re such a Buppie.” There is a texture of affection and pride in her voice that suggests she’s glad I’m not as 
poor as she was when she was my age, but it is a pride I have trouble absorbing. Her voice says, “I am proud of 
you—but you are now an entirely different being than I am.” 

Going from poor to middle class was both the longest and the shortest transition I have ever made. Long, 
because every day that I went without was just one of an unending stretch of days in which I’d always done 
without. Once I’d craved things so deeply that I kept myself away from malls and shops, so as not to preoccupy 
myself with what I could not have. In college I collected mail-order catalogs, marking them up with stars and 
circling the outfits I liked in the colors and sizes I wanted. Desire became a game and playing the game was 
satisfying in its own way. At the end of freshman year, a friend asked, “Why do you always mark up those 
catalogs when you never order anything?” I hadn’t realized that anyone noticed what had become a mindless 
habit, and I didn’t know what to say. Was he being cruel? 

“I don’t know,” I said, feigning dumbness and vowing to keep the catalogs out of sight. 
But the jump from poverty to solvency seemed short and sudden because it was one I made alone. It was just 

me in an apartment, staring at a paycheck that was bigger than any I’d ever seen. Who could I call, without it 
sounding like I was bragging? Who wouldn’t immediately ask for a loan? Who would understand how a 
thousand dollars could feel so much like a million? I wanted my mother there on the other end of the phone. 

But I also felt guilty, because I felt she was much more deserving of that check than I was. I watched my 
mother work all her life with no reward greater than a cost-of-living raise; she was always just getting by. I knew 
that hard work was no guarantee of success. Success was only a dream—the big payoff that never came from my 
father’s get-rich-quick schemes, or a winning lottery number that came to you in a vision. My life had been 
different. And even after going to college, even after years of hard work, I still felt deep inside that I was more 
lucky than successful. As if I had dreamed of a number and that number had come in. 

My mother was neither lucky nor successful. She believed in the promise of the civil rights movement, but 
never really thought what those rights would mean to her. She taught her children the importance of equality 
and pride, but never expected to live in equality herself. 

I can see now that although she was affected by the benefits of integration—no more sitting in the back of the 
bus, no more separate water fountains—most of the triumphs of the movement remained for my mother events 
that happened on TV. In 1970, my mother gave birth to me and worked as a secretary. In the 1990s, my mother is 
still a secretary. She’s worked hard all her life, mostly for white people, and the civil rights movement did not 
change that. What it changed was me, and I wasn’t some bright, young black woman that my mother saw on TV. 
I was her daughter. My success brought the benefits of integration through her front door, and that scared her. 
She could call me an Oreo and a Buppie and try to keep what I represented at a safe distance, but the things I 
bought her, the restaurants I took her to, forced her to consider life differently. Maybe it wouldn’t take a winning 
lottery ticket for her to be able to lead a better life. 

I called my mother recently and had a long talk about money. My mother is only 45. She has so much life 
ahead of her. I was hoping that I could use some of what I’ve learned about saving and investing to make her life 
more comfortable, so I began to ask her questions: What do your retirement savings look like? What are your 
financial goals? She had to stop and think. 

“You mean goals besides paying the rent and putting dinner on the table?” She laughed nervously. 
“Yes,” I said. “What do you want to own? What trips do you want to take?” 
There wasn’t much she wanted to own. What she really wanted to do was travel. She wanted to go to 

Jamaica, Ghana, and Brazil. The tentativeness in her voice was so clear, as if just by speaking her wishes aloud, 
she might cause the genie to dive back into its bottle. My mother had never been able to see further ahead than 
the next day or next month. I knew then why it had scared her when, as a ten-year-old, I started talking about 
college. She didn’t know what we were going to eat for the next seven days, much less where she would find 
tuition in seven years. 



Now as we discussed her money for the first time, I told my mother that if she didn’t dream, if she didn’t 
think about what she wanted to have, then she was going to wake up and another 20 years would be gone. 
“There’s nothing to save,” she said, I asked if I could see her weekly budget. I told her I knew it was personal, but 
I needed to know exactly how much she and my stepfather made and where it was going. “What budget?” she 
said. 

I wrote down all my mother’s figures—how much she owed, what little she had saved, how much she and 
my stepfather made. I did a budget and a savings plan and outlined a retirement plan that would give her some 
sort of nest egg. 

“It’s not a lot,” I told her. “You’d probably still need to work. But maybe you could save enough to open a 
business.” I wrote out the plan and mailed it to her. When she called me back, I could tell she was impressed. She 
told me that she and my stepfather had gone over my plan and they thought they could stick to it. 

My mother told me she had tried to save money when we were little, but often she was too embarrassed to 
take a five dollar bill up to the teller’s window and deposit it, so she would keep it in an envelope. By the next 
week, it would be gone. 

“I feel like I can really be hopeful now,” she said. “Like I have something to look forward to besides bills.” 
Then she paused and added, “I’m still going to play the lottery, and if I hit it, then to hell with your savings 
plan.” I laughed and said that would be fine. 

For the first time in my life, I hear in my mother’s voice that she is more than just coping, more than just 
figuring out how to get by. When I hear my mother talk, I can hear her dreaming and it’s the sweetest sound in 
the world to me. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. In what ways does the author’s mother define her daughter? In what ways does the author define her mother? In what 
ways does the author define herself? 

 2. What social movements and changes in values and attitudes make necessary the redefinition of identity and roles the 
author undertakes in this essay? How many of these social movements are mentioned in the essay, and where are they 
mentioned? 

 3. How are readers likely to react to the question at the end of Paragraph 1? What might determine the ways different 
readers react? What proportion of readers do you think are likely to react as the writer does? Why? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. In what ways does the question at the end of Paragraph 1 act as a justification for the redefining of roles that Chambers 
undertakes in this essay? Does it provide justification for most readers as well as for the writer? If not, how else does 
the writer justify the need for new definitions? 

 2. Can the sentence at the end of Paragraph 1 be considered a thesis statement? Why, or why not? If not, where else in the 
essay does the author make plain the purpose or thesis (main theme) of the piece? (See “Guide to Terms”: Thesis; 
Purpose.) 

 3. Which paragraphs in the essay use comparison as an 
expository pattern? What do they contribute to the process of 
definition? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Many of the paragraphs in this essay discuss conflicting definitions and misunderstandings. Discuss how the writer 
uses transitions in Paragraphs 12–14 and 17–20 to emphasize such conflicts and contrasting perspectives. (Guide: 
Transition; Emphasis.) 

 2. To what does the word “Daliesque” in Paragraph 4 allude? (Guide: Figures of Speech.) What does this reveal about the 
speaker’s attitudes and perspective? What is a “Buppie”? Why would the writer be offended by the term? 



 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: sauna (Par. 1); 
disbelievingly (8); bestowing (11); tentativeness (24). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working with a partner, discuss some aspect of your individual upbringings that distinguishes you from 
each other. Discuss the differences, and plan an essay comparing the definition of your childhood lifestyle with that of 
your partner. 

 2. Considering Audience: Throughout her essay, Chambers employs definitions of race, education, socioeconomic class, and 
even gender to explain the differences between her thinking and that of her mother. Choose one of these categories or 
another, similar one to help you better understand some of the differences between you and a member of your 
immediate family from a previous generation. Write an essay on parent-child relationships that addresses the feelings 
and values of readers who are in your age group. 

 3. Developing an Essay: In what ways are college-educated children likely to view the world differently from parents who 
have not attended college? Are there likely differences in the perspective between children who have attended 
graduate school and parents who attended college? Do differences in careers and kinds of work also lead to different 
perspectives? Consider exploring these and other contrasting outlooks (or definitions of values and identities) in an 
expository essay. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by DEFINITION are on pp. 404–405 at the end of the chapter.) 



DAN SAVAGE 

DAN SAVAGE is a syndicated columnist, editor of an online magazine, and frequent contributor to radio and television news and 
information programs. For several years he wrote an advice column for ABCNews.com. (His mother is also an online columnist 
for WebMD.com.) Savage is the author of several books. Among them are Skipping Towards Gomorrah: The Seven Deadly Sins 
and the Pursuit of Happiness in America (2002); The Kid: What Happened After My Boyfriend and I Decided to Go Get 
Pregnant: An Adoption Story (2000); and Savage Love: Straight Answers from America’s Most Popular Sex Columnist (1992). 

Role Reversal 

In this essay, first published in the New York Times Magazine, Dan Savage redefines notions of gender, parenthood, 
and responsibility while at the same time affirming a number of traditional values and concepts. This dual 
movement of redefinition and affirmation within the essay makes it interesting to read and at the same time makes it 
difficult to pigeonhole Savage’s views. In addition, the changes Savage reports in his own attitudes and values may 
remind readers that their outlooks, too, are likely to be subject to redefinition as they encounter new situations and 
challenges. 

She was homeless by choice and seven months pregnant by accident when she selected my boyfriend and me 
from our adoption agency’s pool of prescreened parent wannabes. Six weeks later, the three of us sat in a 
recovery room at the hospital taking turns holding our son, DJ. Some adoptive parents abuse pronouns (“our 
son,” “my child”) to establish possession; it’s as if they’re saying, “Our child now, not her child anymore.” But 
doing an open adoption means embracing the “most plural” definition of every plural pronoun, at least where 
your child is concerned. When I say “our” son, his mother is included. We may be DJ’s full-time parents, but she 
is his parent, too, and stealth-hostile pronouns can’t change that. 

But one parent was missing that day in the hospital. 
When DJ’s mom was a 19-year-old street kid, she had hooked up with Bacchus, our son’s biological father, 

for a few weeks one summer. By the time she realized she was pregnant, the god of wine was gone. When we 
adopted DJ, Bacchus didn’t know he was a father—or that his son had been adopted by a gay couple. We were 
tense when Bacchus surfaced in New Orleans, appropriately enough, shortly before DJ’s first birthday, but in the 
end Bacchus wanted only what we had agreed to give his mother: pictures a few times a year and the occasional 
visit. DJ met his biological father, whose real name is Jacob, in a hotel off Bourbon Street a few weeks later. When 
Jacob’s own dad, a truck driver living in Texas, called to thank us for taking “good care of my grandson,” we 
started sending him pictures too. The gay thing didn’t appear to be an issue with Jacob or his father. It never 
came up. 

Since the day we brought DJ home from the hospital, people have been asking us if we’re going to bring DJ 
up gay. The idea that two gay men, of all people, would even think it possible for a parent to select their child’s 
sexual orientation is absurd. Didn’t our own parents try that on us? Didn’t it fail? Yet the question is put to us by 
the most unlikely people; relatives present at our long-ago coming-out dramas; friends we assumed to be more 
sophisticated. And as a result of hearing it so many times, my boyfriend and I have come to feel...scrutinized. 

So watching my son tear into an unexpected late bonus round of Christmas gifts, I couldn’t help wondering 
if the gay thing was coming up. Last month, Jacob’s father and his father’s new wife sent an enormous package 
filled with a toy workbench, a battery-powered toy drill, a battery-powered toy saw, a hammer and two 
screwdrivers. It looked to my slightly paranoid eyes like a grow-up-straight care package from some concerned 
grandparents. (Of course, as my boyfriend points out, there’s a good chance DJ’s biograndparents bought him 
tools because DJ’s a boy.) 

Most hip, modern, urban parents have a sense of humor about sex roles. Not us. I had given the sons of 
straight friends little pink dresses as baby gifts for years. “Don’t assume anything,” I wanted each pink dress to 
say. Almost all of my friends put their sons in their pink dresses once and took a picture before exchanging them. 
A few payback pink dresses arrived in the first weeks we had DJ, but we didn’t have a single pink-dress photo-
op. If we put him in a dress, my God, people might think we were trying to make him gay. 



Walking home with DJ the day his preschool teacher painted DJ’s fingernails red, I wanted to scream, “I 
didn’t do it!” Then there was the neighbor who started calling our sons, who play together, “cute little 
boyfriends,” much to her husband’s consternation—and mine. A friend threatened to give DJ a “Future Hooters 
Girl” T-shirt on his birthday until I told him it would wind up at Goodwill faster than a crate of eight-track tapes. 

So if DJ’s Texan grandparents sent tools because they worry his gay dads are buying him nothing but Barbie 
dolls, well, their fears are misplaced. All we buy DJ are trucks and planes and cars and trains and blocks—which, 
as it turns out, is all DJ wants. He’s a standard-issue boy, not a sissy like I was. Of course, I would love him just 
as much if he were into dolls, even if I have to admit it’s a relief that he isn’t. 

But if he wanted dolls, I would give him dolls; if he wanted to paint his nails red and wear a “Future Hooters 
Girl” T-shirt to school, I would let him. But I would still worry that people might think that my boyfriend and I 
were, as a relative put it, “pushing DJ in that direction.” So I guess we’re lucky DJ loves—adores—his new tools. 
He could still grow up gay; I know plenty of adult gay men who played with toolboxes when they were boys. I 
never did, but I’m playing with them now. Being DJ’s dad has forced me to take a belated interest in all the boy 
stuff I wouldn’t touch when I was a kid. I spend an awful lot of time on the floor with my son these days playing 
with cars and trucks, blocks and Legos, hammers and saws. DJ is the kind of boy I never was, and now, thanks to 
my son, so am I. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What unexpected behaviors or attitudes are readers likely to encounter in the first paragraph? 
 2. According to the essay, in what ways does the writer’s definition of adoption (at least as he practices it) differ from 

most people’s definition of the practice? To what extent can his definition be seen as a redefinition? 
 3. What new definitions of family, parenthood, gender roles, and responsibility toward children is Savage offering in this 

essay? Try stating these definitions in your own words. Why do you think that Savage does not offer his own concise 
definitions of these concepts in the essay? Is the essay more—or less—effective without them? (See “Guide to Terms”: 
Evaluation.) 

 4. Does the writer appear to believe that gender roles and sexual preference are determined by parenting practices or that 
they are the result of the nature of each individual? Be ready to provide evidence from the essay to support your 
conclusion. If you think the essay does not take an explicit stand on the issue, explain why you think so and why you 
think the writer might have avoided clearly announcing his perspective. 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. What strategy does Savage use to open the essay? (Guide: Introductions.) In what ways is it appropriate for the purposes 
of the essay? (Guide: Purpose.) 

 2. What strategy does Savage use to conclude the essay? (Guide: Closings.) In what ways does it reinforce the essay’s main 
point and echo the emphasis on redefinition? (Guide: Unity.) 

 3. Part of the effectiveness of this essay lies in its use of the toys and gifts that both symbolize gender roles or sexual 
preference and, some people think, even create them. Discuss the use of these examples to present and redefine roles 
and preferences in Paragraphs 5–9. Which of the examples can be regarded as symbols, and why? Are they natural, 
personal, or conventional symbols? (Guide: Symbol.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Examine the language used to present details in Paragraphs 5, 6, and 7 and indicate where most of it seems to fall on a 
sliding scale from abstract to concrete. (Guide: Concrete/Abstract.) Indicate how the relative concreteness or abstractness 
of the language aids in the effective presentation of the details and the ideas (values, attitudes, or definitions) they 
represent. (Guide: Evaluation.) 

 2. What qualities are suggested by the two names: DJ and Bacchus? (Guide: Connotation/Denotation.) 
 3. What is meant by the phrases “stealth-hostile pronouns” (Par. 1) and “coming-out dramas”? 



READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Think of situations that rob children of parents, for example AIDS, drugs, and the like, or that result in 
family structures other than traditional ones. Working in a group, consider who might act as role models for these 
children. Choose one of these topics and plan an essay that redefines that role model as “parent” for victims of 
biological parental loss. Your group may need to do some outside research to plan your essay. 

 2. Considering Audience: Think of the parenting roles various people have played in your life and in the lives of people you 
know. Think of how people who are not blood relatives have acted like siblings, aunts, uncles, or grandparents. 
Freewrite about different ways of viewing families and family relationships until you decide on a topic and direction 
for an essay. Then share your essay ideas with classmates to discover how many of your definitions they (and your 
potential readers) are likely to share. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Develop a definition essay of your own in which you give new meaning to a term or concept. 
Consider waiting until the end of the essay to fully explain the new term or concept and its consequences, just as 
Savage does. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by use of DEFINITION follow.) 



 Writing Suggestions for Chapter 9 

DEFINITION 
Develop a composition for a specified purpose and audience, using whatever methods and expository patterns 
will help convey a clear understanding of your meaning of one of the following terms: 

 1. Country music 
 2. Conscience 
 3. Religion 
 4. Bigotry 
 5. Success 
 6. Empathy 
 7. Family 
 8. Hypocrisy 
 9. Humor 
 10. Sophistication 
 11. Naïveté 
 12. Cowardice 
 13. Wisdom 
 14. Integrity 
 15. Morality 
 16. Greed 
 17. Social poise 
 18. Intellectual (the person) 
 19. Pornography 
 20. Courage 
 21. Patriotism 
 22. Equality (or equal opportunity) 
 23. Loyalty 
 24. Stylishness (in clothing or behavior) 
 25. Fame 
 26. Obesity 
 27. Cheating 
 28. Hero 
 29. Feminine 
 30. Masculine 

COLLABORATIVE EXERCISE 
Working in a group, choose a term from the list below. Have each member of your group define the term for a 
reader/audience of a particular age group. As a group, compare your choices of definition strategies based on 
each intended audience. 

 a. Success 
 b. Family 
 c. Cowardice 



 d. Loyalty 
 e. Hero 
 f. Integrity  
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known:  
What are its features? 
What is its history? 
What does it do? 
What doesn’t it do? 

 

 

For concepts, values, or terms  
whose meaning depends on 
the ways people use them: 
How do people use it? 
What has its meaning been  
historically, and how has the meaning changed? 
How is this set of values or concepts different from others? Similar? 
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