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Grammar as Rhetoric and Style

A modifier may be a one-word adverb or adjective; a phrase, such as a preposi-
tional phrase or a participial phrase; or a clause, such as an adjective clause. At its
best, a modifier describes, focuses, or qualifies the nouns, pronouns, and verbs it
modifies. But when a writer overuses or incorrectly uses modifiers, the result may
be verbose or even flowery writing.

Here is how David Denby describes the “most hated young woman in Amer-
ica” in “High School Confidential: Notes on Teen Movies™:

a blonde — well, sometimes a redhead or a brunette, but usually a blonde. She
has big hair, flipped into a swirl of gold at one side of her face or arrayed in a sul-
try mane. . . . She’s tall and slender, with a waist as supple as a willow, but she’s
dressed in awful, spangled taste.

These sentences include single-word adjectives (sultry, tall, slender, supple, anl{L
spangled), a participle followed by two prepositional phrases (flipped into a swirl
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of gold), and several other prepositional phrases (at one side of her face; in a sultry
mane; with a waist . . . ; in awful, spangled taste). When we call attention to all of
them like this, the modification may seem heavy, but in the passage itself, all the
modifiers do not amount to overkill because Denby paces them.

Let’s look more closely at another Denby sentence with a participial phrase as
a modifier:

Sprawling and dull in class, he comes alive in the halls and in the cafeteria.

Here Denby has essentially combined two sentences: “He is sprawling and dull in
class. He comes alive in the halls and in the cafeteria.” The result is a smoother,
single sentence that focuses on the difference between the subject’s behavior in
and out of class.

In Vine Deloria’s “We Talk, You Listen,” the author uses a couple of key single-
word adverbs to qualify and focus his meaning:

The discovery itself was irrelevant to the western Indian tribes, but the migra-
tions caused by the discovery of gold were vitally important. The two histories
can dovetail around this topic but ultimately each interpretation must depend
upon its orientation to the group involved.

Deloria qualifies — and stresses — the importance of the migrations with
the adverb vitally. He then focuses his view of that significance by specifying ulti-
mately, meaning “in the final analysis.”

Rhetorical and Stylistic Strategy
Modifiers can enliven, focus, and qualify ideas. The placement of modifiers can
add to or detract from these effects. Note the following example by Denby.

Physically awkward, she walks like a seal crossing a beach, and is prone to drop
her books and dither in terror when she stands before a handsome boy.

The modifiers that describe the girl gather steam, and finally, in a prepositional
phrase at the end of the sentence, they contrast her with the handsome boy. Note
the different effect if the handsome boy comes into the sentence before the awk-
ward girl drops her books and dithers:

When she stands before the handsome boy, physically awkward, she walks like a
seal crossing a beach, and is prone to drop her books and dither in terror.

Announcing the handsome boy early in the sentence undercuts the contrast
between the girl and the boy that Denby wants to stress.

) In the accompanying panel from page 140 in Scott McCloud’s comic-book
guide to reading comic books, note how the modifiers reinforce the changes in our
teading habits that occur as we age. Note also the progression in the drawings: the
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very young boy in the first frame grows into the olde; man by the third; the narr,.
tor shows up in the fourth to finish his commentary. In addition to the drawings,
McCloud has the advantage of the text’s graphic flexibility: little punctuation

besides dashes, and boldface and italics to stress certain words..
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The first frame begins the progression with the modifier as children and
describes picture books as having pictures galore. The second begins with then,
showing time moving on, stressing text with more and minimizing pictures with
occasional. The third places us finally as grown-ups, and our books have no pic-
tures at all. Quite a switch from galore! In the last frame, McCloud’s qualifier per-
haps suggests further ruin in the future: sadly . . . no books at all.

Consider the effect of the modifier now in this sentence from Mark Twain:

We are conforming in the other way, now, because it is another case of everybody.

The placement of now in the middle of the sentence reinforces the other way and
reminds us that Twain is making a point about the mercurial nature of public
opinion.

Cautions

Studying how accomplished writers use modifiers helps us understand how t0
use them effectively. Following are some cautions to keep in mind when using
modifiers in your own writing.

1. Do not use too many modifiers. David Denby gives a clear visual image of
the evil high-school cheerleader by using a variety of modifiers. Howeven
less experienced writers may overwrite by including too many adjectives,
as shown in the following example:
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The bright yellow compact car with the pun-laden, out-of-state vanity plates was
like beautiful, warm sunshine on the gray, dreary Tuesday afternoon.

2. Do not rely on adjectives when strong verbs are more effective. Instead of
writing, “Elani walked with a confident and quick stride,” perhaps say,
“Elani strutted” or “Elani strode.”

3. Beware of adding too many qualifiers. Be especially careful about really and
very.

* “Troy felt really sad” might be expressed as “Troy felt discouraged” or
“despondent.” Or it might simply be stated as “Troy felt sad.”

* Similarly, “The mockingbird’s song is very beautiful” is probably just
as well stated as “The mockingbird’s song is beautiful” or, introducing
a strong verb, as “The mockingbird serenades.”

You need not avoid qualifiers altogether, but if you find yourself using
them over and over, it’s time to check whether they’re really very effective.

Rewrite each of the following sentences to make the modifiers more effective.

1. Dolores offered a rather unique view of the situation.

2. I had difficulty understanding my teacher because he talked so
quickly and softly.

3. Michael was so very excited about the beginning of lacrosse season
that he could barely sleep. :

4. Susan talked with self-assurance about movies she hadn’t even seen.
5. The skyline was amazing on the beautiful evening.

Discuss the following paragraph from Teresa Wiltz’s “Popular Culture in

the Aftermath of Sept. 11....” Focus on the writer’s modifiers. Look care-
fully at the adjectives Wiltz uses to describe the most immediate changes.
. Look also at the qualifiers she uses — for now, at least, again — and con-
- sider how they suit the purpose of the essay.

Itis true, of course, that a certain earnestness has crept into the national i
zeitgeist, blotting out — for now, at least — our normal, unique brand
of optimistic cynicism. In her latest video, blue-eyed soul singer Pink
urges us all to “Get This Party Started” as she dances against the back-
drop of a giant flag. Celebs attending the Emmy Awards earlier this
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month were asked to tone down the sartorial glitz. And just a week ago
Sunday, in a much-publicized gathering, movie execs met with White
House officials — again — to suss out just what Hollywood could do for
the war-on-terrorism effort.

Identify the modifiers, both words and phrases, in the following paragraph
from “The Argument against TV” by Corbett Trubey. Are the modifiers
effective, or are they excessive? Cite specific examples to support your view.

Television has grown over the past 60 years from an experimental form
of image transmission available only to the middle and upper classes, to
the ultimate in low-end entertainment. People like to think that televi-
sion is one of the best inventions of the 20th century, and it just might
have been. Unfortunately, our old friends greed and sloth entered the
picture and transformed it into a 24-hour ad-plastered, brainwashing,
individuality bleaching, stereotyping, couch-potato-making tool of soci-
ety. Never in the history of civilization has one manufactured product
(along with an industry consisting of millions of people and billions of
dollars) been able to induce such widespread passivity for hours on end.

Most of the modifiers have been removed from the following paragraph
from “We Talk, You Listen” by Vine Deloria Jr.

In recent years the documentary has arisen to present the story of Indian
people and a number of series on Black America have been produced.
Indian documentaries are the same. A reporter and television crew has-
ten to either the Navaho or Pine Ridge reservation, shoot reels on condi-
tions, and return East thinking that they have captured the essence of
Indian life. In spite of the intentions, the yearning to present a story of a
people overcomes, and the cycle of films continues.

* Read the paragraph aloud, and listen to its cadence.

+ Add the following modifiers: quickly, best, poverty-oriented, strange,
blithely, eternal, endless, exciting. Use them to improve the para-
graph’s effectiveness.

- Compare your version to the original (see para. 16, p. 730).
» Discuss the rhetorical effect of the modifiers in this paragraph.
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1.

Following are examples of authors’ skillful use of modifiers, both single
words and phrases. In each, identify the modifier or modifiers, and discuss
the effect they create. Then write a sentence or passage of your own, emulat-
ing the writer’s technique.

Other minority groups have fought tenaciously against stereotyping,
and generally they have been successful. — VINE DELORIA JR.

He’s usually a football player, muscular but dumb, with a face like a
beer mug and only two ways of speaking — in a conspiratorial whis-
per to a friend; or in a drill sergeant’s sudden bellow. — Davip DENBY

. Broadly speaking, there are none but corn-pone opinions. And broadly

speaking, corn-pone stands for self-approval. — MARK TWAIN

. Flashy sensation clogs up the synapses. The cheapening of violence —

not so much the number of incidents as their emptiness and light-
weight gruesomeness — leads to both paranoia and anesthesia.
—ToDD GITLIN

Violence dominates television news and entertainment, particularly
what we call “happy violence” — cool, swift, painless, and always
leading to a happy ending in order to deliver the audience to the next
commercial message in a receptive mood. — GEORGE GERBNER

On Jan. 24, the Fox network showed an episode of its hit drama 24,
the real-time thriller known for its cliffhanger tension and often-
gruesome violence. — STEVEN JOHNSON

. A fire-breathing reptile is pretty much the same in any language. But

the butchered version of the film that swept the world after release in
the United States was stripped of the political subtext — and the anti-
American, antinuclear messages — that had saturated the original.

— BRENT STAPLES

A Suggestions for Writing

+ Popular Culture

......................................................................................................

ow that you have examined a number of readings and other texts that focus on
ular culture, explore one dimension of the topic by synthesizing your own



