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Writing Your Definition Paper

The following kinds of terms often need defining.

Words and Terms for Definition

® Judgmental words—words that reflect opinions—need definition. Whether
subjects being discussed are good, better, best; bad, worse, worst; beautiful,
ugly; friendly, unfriendly; wise, foolish; fair, unfair; and so on, is a matter of
opinion.

® Specialized terms—terms with a special meaning to a given group—need
definition. Almost every professional or occupational group uses terms
that the members of the group understand but that require explanation
for those outside the group—for example, psychosis, a psychological
term; neoclassicism, a literary term; writ, a legal term; and gig, a show-
business term.

® Abstractions—general words like love, democracy, justice, freedom, and
quality—need definition.

& Controversial terms like male chauvinist, Obamacare, fracking, nuclear
buildup, and affirmative action need definition.

B Slang terms like bro, phat, cool, the 'hood, bling, and hot may need definition
for many audiences.

Writing Your Definition Paper

You can present your extended definition in one of two ways—formally or
informally.

Beginning a Formal Definition :

A formal definition contains the three parts of a dictionary definition: (1) the
term itself—the word or phrase to be defined; (2) the class—the large group to
which the object or concept belongs; and (3) the differentiation—those charac-
teristics that distinguish it from all others in its class.

TERM ——» CLASS —
A garden is a small plot of land ﬁsed for the cultivation of flowers,
vegetables, or fruits.
Beer is a fermented alcoholic brewed from malt and flavored
beverage with hops.
Lunch is a meal eaten at midday.

To write an extended formal definition, you first need to develop a one-
sentence definition of the term. Keep the following cautions in mind.
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Writing Your Definition Paper 291
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Once you have composed a one-sentence formal definition, its three parts can
become the major divisions of your paper. Your introduction might contain the
term and its one-sentence definition. That sentence could become the thesis for
your paper. Or, in addition to providing a one-sentence definition, you could
also express an attitude toward the term or set it in a broader context. In her
student paper later on in this chapter, Harriet Lim mentions briefly the range
of apologies offered by offending people before she presents her one-sentence
definition of amnesty, a special form of apology.

The next division of your paper could discuss the class, and the final divi-
sion, the differentiation. In these discussions, you can make your idea clear by
using specific details, by making comparisons and using analogies, by giving
examples or telling anecdotes, and sometimes by tracing the history of the term.
Often you will be able to quote or refer to the definitions others have given the
term. This technique is particularly useful if experts disagree over the meaning
of the term. An especially effective tool is exclusion, showing what the term is #of:

Gourmet cooking does not mean to me the preparation of food with expen-
sive wines; it does not mean the preparation of exotic dishes like octopus or
rattlesnake; it does not mean the smothering of meat with highly caloric sauces.
Gourmel cooking to me means the preparation of any food—whether black-
eyed peas or hollandaise sauce—in such a way that the dish will be as tasty and
attractive as it can be made.

In advancing your discussion of class and differentiation, you can use any rhe-
torical method or combination of methods of development you have studied. In
fact, what makes definition such an interesting rhetorical challenge is that you
can draw on most of the familiar patterns of essay development. For example,
suppose you wanted to define the term happiness. You could use a variety of
approaches, as indicated here.

Approaches to a Definition Essay
on the Topic of Happiness

Possible approach Mode of development
Provide accurate sensory details to Description (Chapter 7)
describe the face and actions of a

happy person you know.

Tell a story about a moment when Narration (Chapter 8)
you were truly happy.

Provide several illustrations Example (Chapter 9)

(examples) of happiness.
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Student Writing: Formal Definition 293

one-sentence formal definition as a starting point. If you write an informal
definition, choose a term of significant personal meaning to you. Use the tips
given in the previous pages and the student models later on in this chapter as
guides. Consider these words and terms as possible topics for your extended
definition paper. Do library or online research, as needed.

. 1. Evolution 11. Success
2. Happiness 12. Political correctness
3. Homelessness 13. Depression
4. Affirmative action 14. Hope
5. Shopping malls 15. Virus
6. Laziness 16. Friends
7. Wealth 17. White-collar crime
8. Leadership 18. America
9. Astrology 19. “Wannabes”
10. Religion 20. Fun
Student Writing: Formal Definition MyWritingLab
Harriet Lim
Amnesty |
The offenses committed against the public in our time are numerous, and they s 1

lead to requests for forgiveness and promises to act more in line with society’s .
expectations. From athletes to politicians, pleas for forgiveness are familiar requests
made to a suspicious public. One formal kind of forgiveness provided by a state is
amnesty, which is a type of pardon granted for offenses against a government.
Amnesty is a kind of pardon, not a complete pardon. A pardon forgives a person 2
convicted of a crime, “thus removing any remaining penalties or punishments and
preventing any new prosecution” (Hill and Hill, “Amnesty”) for the original crime. With
a pardon, it's as if the crime never existed. Often pardons go to older people serv-
ing prison time or people for whom there is some doubt that a fair trial took place.
Usually, a governor or president uses executive power to grant a pardon. The best
known pardon is probably the one given by President Gerald Ford to ex-President




Student Writing: Informal Definition

295

MyWritingLab

In the following paper, note how the writer brings fresh insights to the word

SUCCess.

Odette-Marie Shamen
Beyond Wealth and Prosperity

In “Success is counted sweetest,” the poet Emily Dickinson wrote
“Success is counted sweetest / By those who ne'er succeed” (lines 1-2),
and | understood exactly what she meant when | first arrived in the United
States. With anxiety about my new life and not much past success in my
home country, | made up my mind then that | would strive to be successful.
What exactly do | mean by success now after my few years here? Success
is not a big bank account; it is positive achievements that reflect a person’s
true character and that can set an example for others.

I'm not like many people who view success as financial prosperity. These
people dream of a suburban home with a big lawn, a shiny sports utility vehi-
cle, a wardrobe of designer dresses, and gold bracelets and earrings. Men
and women work many hours for money to build a lifestyle based on mate-
rial goals. Because they are so committed to their aim of monetary success,
their desire becomes an unquenchabile thirst. They spend barely any time
with their children at breakfast; and when mommy or daddy drags through
the door at night, the kids are already asleep. The men and women who

work mainly for money don't enjoy dinnertime or fall weekend drives with

the family. They miss their children’s school plays or Halloween costumes
year after year because they're away a lot. No matter how much their bank
accounts show, they are missing the essential ingredients of success.

To me success means more than money and property. It means setting
goals, sticking to them, and achieving the goals despite obstacles, all the
time keeping family in mind. Sure, | want to live comfortably, but being truly
happy with my life is most important as a measure of success to me. As
an immigrant who had to start a new life in a new country, | had to make a
plan to be successful here. | chose to go to college, which is a major key
to success and one of the most exciting and rewarding journeys of life. |
struggled to enter college, and I'm struggling with tough course work, but
staying with it is true success for me. | am a nursing major, and the course
is hard. Sometimes | feel tired and discouraged, but | push myself because
| am determined to finish my degree. Finally, after two or more years | will be

Clearly stated
thesis: what suc-
cess is and what

it is not.

2

Specific
flesh out
example

3

Writer’s

details

S.

personal

definition of

SUCCESS
here.

begins
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Definition

in the World Around You MyY

The language of law and commerce depends on a certain uniformity of def-
initions so that we have a common, understandable vocabulary. Examine any
legal document and you will find it filled with definitions so that the signato-
ries share familiar meanings. In the government agency Web site shown on the
next page, note the effort of the Census Bureau to define a key word poverty,
which has dramatic implications for taxes, funding, and social legislation.

Thesis — The Census Bureau defines poverty as a function of money income.

Definition — The last paragraph of the introduction uses the word definition and points out
the elements used in the Bureau's definition of poverty. Note the flexibility in the definition in

order for it not to be too restrictive: “Many government aid programs use a different poverty
Measure.: .~

Audience and purpose — Anyone seeking to understand an official definition of poverty
from the Census Bureau would find it here in relatively simple language. Public assistance
policy, laws, housing requirements, taxation—all these elements rely on an agreed-upon
definition, and the Census Bureau’s is often used as a standard.

Details — The site identifies the specific details that make up the definition, including
income used to compute poverty status and measure of need. You also see when the origi-
nal poverty thresholds came into play.

Goonline to find a definition of an important term, such as democracy, addiction,
wealth, fitness, depression, or some such word or phrase. Then, write a defini-
tion of the word, drawing on the information you found at whatever sites you
consulted. You might want to compare definitions or assert the superiority of
one definition over the other according to your way of thinking.
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Readings for Writing 311

Revise and edit O Do the characteristics I've identified suit the word I'm
the paper. defining?

0 Should I add or remove some examples?
U Is my definition complete?

[1 Will readers understand my meaning of the word as opposed
to meanings held by others?

Proofread the 0 Have I proofread for grammar, spelling, and mechanics?
paper.

CROSSCURRENTS MyWritinglLab

David Owen in “The Perfect Job” in this chapter and Nick Fiscina in “Dad’s
Disappointment” (see Chapter 7) characterize work experiences from com-
pletely different perspectives. Write an essay in which you determine the defi-
nition of job or work advocated by the writers and compare and contrast their
points of view.

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

Once you decide on a topic, do prewriting before you draft your-definition
essay. Come to class with your prewriting efforts and form groups of three to
examine the work of each student in the group. Has each writer selected a term
rich in meaning? What suggestions can you make about how to develop the
thesis? Which patterns of essay development do you think will help each writer
best define the word of choice? Where do you think the writer needs to provide
details? Is the writer’s intended purpose clear? What audience should the essay
aim for, in your opinion?

When you produce the draft of your essay, take into account the comments
you received from group members.

?‘”E}'W”tingL&g} Visit Ch. 14 D.efin‘ition in MyWritingLab to test your understanding of
the chapter objectives.




