
 

 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was born in London to parents who were members of the 

court of Queen Elizabeth I.  He attended Trinity College, entered the practice of law in 

his late teens, and became a member of the House of Commons at the age of 23.  His 

career flourished under King James I, but later scandals ended his life as a politician.  

A philosopher/scientist by nature and one of the most admired thinkers of his day, 

Bacon was a founder of the modern empirical tradition based on closely observing the 

physical world, conducting controlled experiments, and interpreting the results 

rationally to discover the workings of the universe.  Of his many published works, he is 

best remembered for his Essays (collected from 1597 until after his death), brief 

meditations noted for their wit and insight. 

 

 

 

Francis Bacon 

 “Of Studies 
 

In his classic essay, “Of Studies,” Francis Bacon explains how and why 

study—knowledge—is important.  Along with Michel de Montaigne, who published his 

first essays less than twenty years before Francis Bacon published his first collection in 

1597.  Bacon is considered the father of the English essay (with Montaigne the father of 

the French essay).  Bacon’s essays differ from Montaigne’s in being more compact and 

more formal.  Where Montaigne conceived of the essays as an opportunity to explore a 

subject through mental association and a casual ramble of the mind, Bacon envisioned 

the essay as an opportunity to offer advice.  The title of his essay collection: “Essays or 

Counsels: Civil and Moral,” suggests that didactic intent. 

 In “Of Studies,” Bacon lays out the value of knowledge in practical terms.  

Bacon considers to what use studies might be put.  He is less interested in their 

theoretical promise than in their practical utility—a proclivity more English, perhaps, 

than French.  Bacon’s writing in “Of Studies” is direct and pointed.  It avoids the 

meandering find-your-way free form of Montaigne’s essays.  From his opening sentence 

Bacon gets directly to the point: “Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for 

ability.”  He then elaborates on how studies are useful in these three ways.  And he 

wastes no words in detailing the use of “studies” for a Renaissance gentleman.   

 One of the attractions of Bacon’s essay is his skillful use of parallel sentence 

structure, as exemplified in the opening sentence and throughout “Of Studies.”  This 

stylistic technique lends clarity and order to the writing, as in “crafty men condemn 

studies, simple men admire them, and wise men use them,” which in its straightforward 

assertiveness exhibits confidence and elegance in addition to clarity and emphasis. 

 

 

 

Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for ability. Their chief use 

for delight, is in privateness and retiring; for ornament, is in discourse; 

and for ability, is in the judgment, and disposition of business. For 

expert men can execute, and perhaps judge of particulars, one by one; 

but the general counsels, and the plots and marshalling of affairs, come 

best, from those that are learned. To spend too much time in studies is 

sloth; to use them too much for ornament, is affectation; to make 

judgment wholly by their rules, is the humor of a scholar. They perfect 

nature, and are perfected by experience: for natural abilities are like 

natural plants, that need proyning, by study; and studies themselves, do 

give forth directions too much at large, except they be bounded in by 

experience. Crafty men contemn studies, simple men admire them, and 

wise men use them; for they teach not their own use; but that is a 

wisdom without them, and above them, won by observation. Read not 

to contradict and confute; nor to believe and take for granted; nor to find 

talk and discourse; but to weigh and consider. Some books are to be 

tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and 

digested; that is, some books are to be read only in parts; others to be 

read, but not curiously; and some few to be read wholly, and with 

diligence and attention. Some books also may be read by deputy, and 

extracts made of them by others; but that would be only in the less 

important arguments, and the meaner sort of books, else distilled books 

are like common distilled waters, flashy things. Reading maketh a full 

man; conference a ready man; and writing an exact man. And therefore, 

if a man write little, he had need have a great memory; if he confer 

little, he had need have a present wit: and if he read little, he had need 

have much cunning, to seem to know, that he doth not. Histories make 

men wise; poets witty; the mathematics subtle; natural philosophy deep; 

moral grave; logic and rhetoric able to contend. Abeunt studia in mores. 

Nay, there is no stond or impediment in the wit, but may be wrought out 

by fit studies; like as diseases of the body, may have appropriate 

exercises. Bowling is good for the stone and reins; shooting for the 

lungs and breast; gentle walking for the stomach; riding for the head; 

and the like. So if a man's wit be wandering, let him study the 

mathematics; for in demonstrations, if his wit be called away never so 

little, he must begin again. If his wit be not apt to distinguish or find 

differences, let him study the Schoolmen; for they are cumini sectores. 

If he be not apt to beat over matters, and to call up one thing to prove 

and illustrate another, let him study the lawyers' cases. So every defect 

of the mind may have a special receipt. 

 



 

  

Aaron Copland (1900-1990), one of the most prominent American composers of the 20th 

century, was born in Brooklyn, New York.  He began studying composition in his teens, and his 

first major work had its American premiere when he was only twenty-five.  Particularly noted 

for his ballet scores, including Rodeo (1942) and Appalachian Spring (1944), Copland also 

composed film music, symphonic works, and a son cycle based on the poetry of Emily Dickinson, 

often drawing on indigenous American music, such as folk songs and jazz.  A champion of 

contemporary music, Copland was a popular lecturer and also published several books aimed at 

general readers including What to Listen for in Music (1939), Copland on Music (1960), and 

The New Music: 1900-1960 (1968). 

 

Aaron Copland 

 How We Listen 
 

In “How We Listen,” the modern American composter of strange, concert hall, and screen, 

Aaron Copland analyzes how most listeners actually hear music, and how they might enrich 

their listening experience.  Although Copland exemplifies his ideas with references to classical 

music, what he says about the three different ways of listening can be applied to other kinds of 

music as well, especially, for example, to jazz. 

 Copland organizes his essay around the three planes—or ways—of listening.  He 

clarifies what he means by the sensory, expressive, and musical experience of listening.  By 

defining each, illustrating it, and contrasting them with one another, Copland lays out his ideas 

with clarity and directness, proving just the right amount of detail to make his explanations 

clear. 

 Copland suggest that most people listen to music only in the most primitive way, 

remaining on what he calls the “sensuous plane,” in which the listeners simply bask in the sheer 

beauty of musical sounds.  IN discussing the “expressive plane,” Copland raises questions about 

the meaning of music, arguing that music’s meanings are complex and shifting, and that the 

more complex and various is the meaning of any piece of music, the greater it is and the more 

lasting.  Finally, in describing the “musical plane,” Copland urges his readers to listen actively 

not only for melody and rhythm, but for harmony and tone color, and especially to listen for and 

learn about musical form. 

 What begins as an essay of explanation becomes in the end an attempt at persuasion, 

as Copland argues for a more complex and complete away of listening to music, one that 

includes a conscious awareness of what we are hearing when we do so. 

 

We all listen to music according to our separate capabilities. But, for 

the sake of analysis the whole listening process may become clearer if we 

break it up into its component parts, so to speak. In a certain sense we all listen 

to music on three separate planes. For lack of a better terminology, one. might 

name these: (1) the sensuous plane, (2) the expressive plane, (3) the sheerly 

musical plane. The only advantage to be gained from mechanically splitting up 

the listening process into these hypothetical planes is the clearer view to be had 

of the way in which we listen. 

The simplest way of listening to music is to listen for the sheer 

pleasure of the musical sound itself. That is the sensuous plane. It is the plane 

on which we hear music without thinking, without considering it in any way. 

One turns on the radio while doing something else and absentmindedly bathes 

in the sound. A kind of brainless but attractive state of mind is engendered by 

 

the mere sound appeal of the music. 

You may be sitting in a room ,reading this [essay]. Imagine one note 

struck on the piano. Immediately that one note is enough to change the room 

proving that the sound element in music is a powerful and mysterious agent, 

which it would be foolish to deride or belittle. 

The surprising thing is that many people who consider themselves 

qualified music lovers abuse that plane of listening. They go to concerts in 

order to loose themselves. They use music as a consolation or an escape. They 

enter an ideal world where one doesn't have to think of the realities of 

everyday life. Of course they aren't thinking about the music either. Music 

allows them to leave it, and they go off to a place to dream, dreaming because 

of and apropos of the music yet never quite listening to it. 

Yes, the sound appeal of music is a potent and primitive force, but you 

must not allow it to use up a disproportionate share of your interest. The 

sensuous plane is an important one in music, a very important one, but it does 

not constitute the whole story. 

There is no need to digress further on the sensuous plane. Its appeal to 

every normal human being is self-evident. There is, however, such a thing as 

becoming more sensitive to the different kinds of sound stuff as used by 

various composers. For all composers do not use that sound stuff in the same 

way. Don't get the idea that the value of music is commensurate with its 

sensuous appeal or that the loveliest sounding music is made by the greatest 

composer. If that were so, Ravel would be a greater composer than Beethoven. 

The point is that the sound element varies with each composer, that his usage 

of sound forms an integral part of his style and must be taken into account 

when listening. The reader can see, therefore, that a more conscious approach 

is valuable even on this primary plane of music listening. 

The second plane on which music exists is what I have called the 

expressive one. Here, immediately, we tread on controversial ground. 

Composers have a way of shying away from any discussion of music's 

expressive side. Did not Stravinsky himself proclaim that his music was an 

"object," a "thing" with a life of its own and with no other meaning than its 

own purely musical existence? This intransigent attitude of Stravinsky's may 

be due to the fact that so many people have tried to read different meanings 

into so many pieces. Heaven knows it is difficult enough to say precisely what 

it is that a piece of music means, to say it definitely, to say it finally so that 

everyone is satisfied with your explanation. But that should not lead one to the 

other extreme of denying to music the right to be "expressive."  

My own belief is that all music has an expressive power, some more 

and some less, but that all music has a certain meaning behind the notes and 

that meaning behind the notes constitutes, after all, what the piece is saying, 

what the piece is about.       

         

        



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This whole problem can be stated quite simply by asking, "Is there a 

meaning to music?" My answer to that would be, "Yes." And "Can you state in 

so many words what the meaning is?" My answer to that would be, "No." 

Therein lies the difficulty. 

Simple-minded souls will never be satisfied with the answer to the 

second of these questions. They always want to have a meaning, and the more 

concrete it is the better they like it. The more the music reminds them of a 

train, a storm, a funeral or any other familiar conception the more expressive it 

appears to be to them. This popular idea of music's meaning --stimulated and 

abetted by the usual run of musical commentator-- should be discouraged 

wherever and whenever it is met. One timid lady once confessed to me that she 

suspected something seriously lacking in her appreciation of music because of 

her inability to connect it with anything definite. This is getting the whole 

thing backward, of course. 

Still, the question remains, how close should the intelligent music 

lover wish to come to pinning a definite meaning to any particular work? No 

closer than a general concept, I should say. Music expresses, at different 

moments, serenity or exuberance, regret or triumph, fury or delight. It 

expresses each of these moods, and many others, in a numberless variety of 

subtle shadings and, differences. It. may even express a state of meaning for 

which there exists no adequate word any language. In that case, musicians 

often like to say it has only a purely musical meaning. What they really mean 

to say is that no appropriate word can be found to express the music's meaning 

and that, even if it could, they do not feel the need of finding it. 

But whatever the professional musician may hold, most musical 

novices still search for specific words with which to pin down their musical 

reactions. That is why they always find Tchaikovsky easier to "understand" 

than Beethoven. In the first place, it is easier to pin a meaning-word on a 

Tchaikovsky piece than on a Beethoven one. Much easier. Moreover, with the 

Russian composer, every time you come back to a piece of his it almost always 

says the same thing to you, whereas with Beethoven it is often quite difficult to 

put your finger right on what he is saying. And any musician will tell you that 

that is why Beethoven is the greater composer. Because music which always 

says the same thing to you will necessarily soon become dull music, but music 

whose meaning is slightly different with each hearing has a greater chance of 

remaining alive. 

Listen, if you can, to the forty-eight fugue themes of Bach's Well 

Tempered Clavichord. Listen to each theme, on right after another. You will 

soon realize that each theme mirrors a different world of feeling. You will soon 

realize that the more beautiful a theme seems to you the harder it is to find any 

word that will describe it to your complete satisfaction. Yes, you certainly 

know whether it is a gay theme or a sad one. You will be able,  

 

in other words, in your own mind to draw a frame of emotional feeling around 

your theme. Now study the sad one a little closer. Try to pin down the exact 

quality of its sadness. Is it pessimistically sad or resignedly sad; is it fatefully 

sad or smilingly sad? 

Let us suppose that you are fortunate and can describe to, your own 

satisfaction in so many words the exact meaning of your chosen theme. There 

is still no guarantee that anyone else will be satisfied. Nor need they be. The 

important thing is that each one feel for himself the specific expressive quality 

of a theme or, similarly, an entire piece of music. And if it is a great work of 

art, don't expect it to mean exactly the same thing to you each time you return 

to it. 

Themes or pieces need not only express one emotion, of course.  Take 

such a theme as the first main one of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, for 

example. It is clearly made up of different elements. It does not say only one 

thing. Yet anyone hearing it immediately gets a feeling of strength, a feeling 

of' power. It isn't a power that comes simply because the theme is played 

loudly. It is a power inherent in the theme itself. The extraordinary strength 

and vigor of the theme results in the listener's receiving an impression that a 

forceful statement has been made.  But one should never try and boil it down 

to the fateful hammer of life," etc., that is where the trouble begins. The 

musician, in his exasperation says it means nothing but the notes themselves, 

whereas the nonprofessional is only to anxious to hang on to any explanation 

that gives him the illusion of getting closer to the music's meaning. 

Now, perhaps the reader will know better what I mean when I say that 

music does have an expressive meaning but that we cannot say in so many 

words what the meaning is.  

The third plane of which music exists is the sheerly musical plane.  

Besides the pleasurable sound of music of music and the expressive feeling 

that it gives off, music does exist in terms of the notes themselves and of their 

manipulation. Most listeners are not sufficiently conscious of this third plane. 

Professional musicians, on the other hand, are, if anything, too conscious of the 

mere notes themselves. They often fall into the error of becoming so engrossed 

with their arpeggios and staccatos that they forget the deeper aspects of the 

music they are performing. But from the layman's standpoint, it is not so much 

a matter of getting over bad habits on the sheerly musical plane as of 

increasing one's awareness of what is going on, as far as the notes are 

concerned. 

When the man in the street listens to the “notes themselves" with any 

degree of concentration, he is most likely to make some mention of the 

melody. Either he hears a pretty melody or he does not, and he generally lets it 

go at that.  Rhythm is likely to gain his attention next, particularly if it seems 

exciting. But harmony and tone color are generally taken for granted, if they  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

they are thought of consciously at all. As for music's having a definite form of 

some kind, that idea seems never to have occurred to him. 

It is very important for all of us to become more alive to the music on 

its sheerly musical plane. After all, an actual musical material is being used.  

The intelligent listener must be prepared to increase his awareness of the 

musical material and what happens to it. He must hear the melodies, the 

rhythms, the harmonies, the tone color in a more conscious fashion. But above 

all he must, in order to follow the line of the composer's thought, know 

something of the principals of musical form. Listening to all of these elements 

is listening on the sheerly musical plane. 

Let me repeat that I have split up mechanically the three separate 

planes on which we listen merely for the sake of greater clarity. Actually we 

never listen to one or the other of these planes. What we do is to correlate 

them—listening in all three ways at the same time. It takes no mental effort, 

for we do it instinctively. 

Perhaps an analogy with what happens to us when we visit the theater 

will make this instinctive correlation clearer. In the theater, you are aware of 

the actors and actresses, costumes, sets, sounds and movements. All of these 

give one the sense that the theater is a pleasant place to be in. They constitute 

the sensuous plane in our theatrical reactions. 

The expressive pane in the theater would be derived from the feeling that you 

get from what is happening on the stage. You are moved to pity, excitement, or 

gaiety. It is this general feeling, generated aside from the particular words 

being spoken, a certain emotional something which exists on the stage, that is 

analogous to the expressive quality in music. 

It is easy enough to see that the theatergoer never is conscious of any 

of these elements separately. He is aware of them all at the same time. The 

same is true of music listening. We simultaneously and without thinking listen 

on all three planes. 

In a sense, the ideal listener is both inside and outside the music at the 

same moment, judging it and enjoying it, wishing it would go one way and 

watching it go another- almost like the composer at the moment they compose 

it; because in order to write their music, the composer must also be inside and 

outside their music, carried away by it and yet coldly critical of it. A subjective 

attitude is implied in both creating and listening to music. 

What the reader should strive for, then, is a more active kind of 

listening.  Whether you listen to Mozart or Duke Ellington, you can deepen 

your understanding of music only by being a more conscious and aware 

listener—not someone who is just listening, but someone who is listening for 

something. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joan Didion (b. 1934) grew up in central California, where her family had lived for 

many generations.  After graduating from the University of California at Berkeley in 

1956, she joined the staff of Vogue magazine, where she worked until the publication of 

her first novel, Run River, in 1963.  Other novels followed—including Play It As It Lays 

(1970), A Book of Common Prayer (1977), and The Last Thing He Wanted (1996)—but 

it is her essays, particularly those collected in Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968) 

and The White Album (1979), that established Didion as one of the most admired 

voices of her generation.  A meticulous stylist who combines sharply observed detail 

with wry—even bracing—irony, she has examined subjects that range from life in 

Southern California to the Washington political scene to the war in El Salvador to 

marriage Las Vegas-style. 

 

Joan Didion 

 Marrying Absurd 
 
 In “Marrying Absurd,” Joan Didion takes a critical look at the Las Vegas 

wedding industry.  IN keeping with the portraits of people and places throughout her 

work, Didion uses carefully selected details to convey her impression of Las Vegas and 

to render her judgment of its values.  She uses a number of ironic techniques to establish 

and sustain her satiric tone, most significantly, perhaps, including details that mean one 

thing to the Las Vegas wedding people and something quite different to the reader.  

Examples include the signs advertising weddings posted throughout the city, as well as 

comments made by participants, in which they condemn themselves, unwittingly.  Some 

of the most damning examples of this ironic use of dialogue occur in the essay’s 

concluding paragraph. 

 “Marrying Absurd,” however, conveys more than Joan Didion’s acerbic 

criticism of Las Vegas marriages.  It also suggests something of Didion’s attitude 

toward the larger national problem of what she describes as “venality” and “a devotion 

to immediate gratification.” 

 

 

To be married in Las Vegas, Clark County’s Nevada, a bride must 

swear that she is eighteen or has parental permission and a bridegroom 

that he is twenty-one or has parental permission. Someone must put up 

five dollars for the license. (Sundays and holidays, fifteen dollars. The 

Clark County Courthouse issues marriage licenses at any time of the 

day or night except between noon and one in the afternoon, between 

eight and nine in the evening, and between four and five in the morning. 

Nothing else is required.   The State of Nevada, alone among the United 

States, demands neither a premarital blood test nor a waiting period 

before or after the issuance of a marriage license. Driving in across the 

Mojave from Los Angeles, one sees the signs way out on the desert, 

looming up from that moonscape of rattlesnakes and mesquite, even 

before the Las Vegas lights appear like a mirage on the horizon: 

“GETTING MARRIED? Free License Information First Strip Exit.” 

Perhaps the Las Vegas wedding industry achieved its peak operational 

efficiency between 9:00 p.m. and midnight of August 26, 1965, an 

otherwise unremarkable Thursday which happened to be, by 

Presidential order, the last day on which anyone could improve his draft 

status merely by getting married. One hundred and seventy-one couples 

were pronounced man and wife in the name of Clark County and the 

State of Nevada that night sixty-seven of them by a single justice of the 

peace, Mr. James A. Brennan. Mr. Brennan did one wedding at the 

Dunes and the other sixty-six in his office, and charged each couple 

eight dollars. One bride lent her veil to six others. “I got it down from 

five to three minutes,” Mr. Brennan said later of his feat. “I could’ve 

married them en masse, but they’re people, not cattle. People expect 

more when they get married.” 

What people who get married in Las Vegas actually do expect–

what, in the largest sense, their “expectations” are– strikes one as a 

curious and self-contradictory business. Las Vegas is the most extreme 

and allegorical of American settlements, bizarre and beautiful in its 

venality and in its devotion to immediate gratification, a place the tone 

of which is set by mobsters and call girls and ladies’ room attendants 

with amyl nitrite poppers in their uniform pockets. Almost everyone 

notes that there is no “”time” in Las Vegas, no night and no day and no 

past and no future (no Las Vegas casino, however, has taken the 

obliteration of the ordinary time sense quite so far as Harold’s Club in 

Reno, which for a while issued, at odd intervals in the day and night, 

mimeographed “bulletins” carrying news from the world outside); 

neither is there any logical sense of where one is. One is standing on a 

highway in the middle of a vast hostile desert looking at an eighty-foot 

sign which blinks “Stardust” or “Caesar’s Palace.” Yes, but what does 

that explain? This geographical implausibility reinforces the sense that 

what happens there has no connection with “real” life; Nevada cities 

like Reno and Carson are ranch towns, Western towns, places behind 

which there is some historical imperative. But Las Vegas seems to exist 

only in the eye of beholder all of which makes it an extraordinary and 

interesting place, but an odd one in which to want to wear a candlelight 

satin Priscilla of Boston wedding dress with Chantilly lace insets, 

tapered sleeves and a detachable modified train. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

And yet the Las Vegas wedding business seems to appeal to 

precisely that impulse. “Sincere and Dignified Since 1954,” one 

wedding chapel advertises. There are nineteen such wedding chapels in 

Las Vegas, intensely competitive, each offering better, faster, and, by 

implication, more sincere services than the next: Our Photos Best 

Anywhere, Your Wedding on A Phonograph Record, Candlelight with 

Your Ceremony, Honeymoon Accommodations, Free Transportation 

from Your Motel to Courthouse to Chapel and Return to Motel, 

Religious or Civil Ceremonies, Dressing Rooms, Flowers, Rings, 

Announcements, Witnesses Available, and Ample Parking. All of these 

services, like most others in Las Vegas (sauna baths, payroll-check 

cashing, chinchilla coats for sale or rent) are offered twenty-four hours a 

day, seven days a week, presumably on the premise that marriage, like 

craps, is a game to be played when the table seems hot. 

But what strikes one most about the Strip chapels, with their 

wishing wells and stained-glass paper windows and their artificial 

bouvardia, is that so much of their business is by no means a matter of 

simple convenience, of late-night liaisons between show girls and baby 

Crosbys. Of course there is some of that. (One night about eleven 

o’clock in Las Vegas I watched a bride in an orange minidress and 

masses of flame-colored hair stumble from a Strip chapel on the arm of 

her bridegroom, who looked the part of the expendable nephew in 

movies like Miami Syndicate. “I gotta get the kids,” the bride 

whimpered. “I gotta pick up the sitter, I gotta get to the midnight show.” 

“What you gotta get,” the bridegroom said, opening the door of a 

Cadillac Coupe de Ville and watching her crumple on the seat, “is 

sober.”) But Las Vegas seems to offer something other than 

“convenience”; it is merchandising “niceness,” the facsimile of proper 

ritual, to children who do not know how else to find it, how to make the 

arrangements, how to do it “right.” All day and evening long on the 

Strip, one sees actual wedding parties, waiting under the harsh lights at 

a crosswalk standing uneasily in the parking lot of the Frontier while the 

photographer hired by The Little Church of the West (“Wedding Place 

of the Stars”) certifies the occasion, takes the picture: the bride in a veil 

and white satin pumps, the bridegroom usually a white dinner jacket, 

and even an attendant or two, a sister or best friend in hot-pink  

 peau de soier, a flirtation veil, a carnation nosegay. “When I Fall in 

Love It Will Be Forever,” the organist plays, and then a few bars of 

Lohengrin. The mother cries; the stepfather, awkward in his role, invites 

the chapel hostess to join them for a drink at the Sands. The hostess 

declines with a professional smile; she has already transferred her 

interest to the group waiting outside. One bride out, another in, and 

again the sign goes up on the chapel door: “One moment please– 

Wedding.” 

I sat next to one such wedding party in a Strip restaurant last 

time I was in Las Vegas. The marriage had just taken place; the bride 

still wore her dress, the mother her corsage. A bored waiter poured out a 

few swallows of pink champagne (“on the house”) for everyone but the 

bride, who was too young to be served. “You’ll need something with 

more kick than that,” the bride’s father said with heavy jocularity to his 

new son-in-law; the ritual jokes about the wedding night had a certain 

Pangiossian character, since the bride was clearly several months 

pregnant. Another round of pink champagne, this time not on the house, 

and the bride began to cry, “It was just as nice,” she sobbed, “as I hoped 

and dreamed it would be.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annie Dillard (b. 1945) developed an interest in nature at the age of ten, after 

discovering The Field Book of Ponds and Streams in a branch of the Pittsburgh library 

system. While studying creative writing and theology at Hollins College in rural 

Virginia, she began a journal of observations of natural phenomena that would 

eventually become the Pulitzer Prize-winning Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974), a 

mystical meditation on the natural world, and Teaching a Stone to Talk (1982), a 

collection of philosophical essays.  A professor at Wesleyan College, Dillard has also 

published several volumes of poetry, a novel, and a memoir of her youth, An America 

Childhood (1987).  Her most recent book is For the Time Being (1999), which 

questions the concept of a merciful God. 

 

Annie Dillard 

 Living Like Weasels 
 

In “Living Like Weasels,” Annie Dillard describes an encounter with a weasel she had 

one day while resting on a log in a patch of woods near a housing development in 

Virginia.  Dillard begins in the expository mode, detailing facts about weasels, 

especially their tenacity and wildness.  But she shifts, before long, into a meditation on 

the value and necessity of instinct and tenacity in human life.  Dillard’s tone changes 

from the factual declaration of the opening into speculative wonder at the weasel’s 

virtues and, finally, into urgent admonition.  By the end of the essay Dillard has made 

the weasel a symbol of how human beings might live. 

 As a “nature writer,” Dillard is compelling.  She digs deep beneath the surface 

of her subjects, always looking for connections between the natural and human worlds.  

In “Living Like Weasels,” these connections take the form of speculating about the 

connections and disjunctions between the wildness and ferocity of a little brown-bodied, 

furry creature, and the human need to find our necessity, lock onto it, and never let it go.  

Dillard privileges wildness over civilization, mystical communion over separateness, 

instinct over intellect.  She clearly values the weasel’s tenacity. 

 

 

I 

A weasel is wild. Who knows what he thinks? He sleeps in his 

underground den, his tail draped over his nose. Sometimes he lives in 

his den for two days without leaving. Outside, he stalks rabbits, mice, 

muskrats, and birds, killing more bodies than he can eat warm, and 

often dragging the carcasses home. Obedient to instinct, he bites his 

prey at the neck, either splitting the jugular vein at the throat or 

crunching the brain at the base of the skull, and he does not let go. One 

naturalist refused to kill a weasel who was socketed into his hand 

deeply as a rattlesnake. The man could in no way pry the tiny weasel 

off, and he had to walk half a mile to water, the weasel dangling from 

his palm, and soak him off like a stubborn label.  

And once, says Ernest Thompson Seton--once, a man shot an 

eagle out of the sky. He examined the eagle and found the dry skull of a 

weasel fixed by the jaws to his throat. The supposition is that the eagle 

had pounced on the weasel and the weasel swiveled and bit as instinct 

taught him, tooth to neck, and nearly won. I would like to have seen that 

eagle from the air a few weeks or months before he was shot: was the 

whole weasel still attached to his feathered throat, a fur pendant? Or did 

the eagle eat what he could reach, gutting the living weasel with his 

talons before his breast, bending his beak, cleaning the beautiful 

airborne bones? 

 

 

II 

I have been reading about weasels because I saw one last week. 

I startled a weasel who startled me, and we exchanged a long glance. 

Twenty minutes from my house, through the woods by the 

quarry and across the highway, is Hollins Pond, a remarkable piece of 

shallowness, where I like to go at sunset and sit on a tree trunk. Hollins 

Pond is also called Murray's Pond; it covers two acres of bottomland 

near Tinker Creek with six inches of water and six thousand lily pads. 

In winter, brown-and-white steers stand in the middle of it, merely 

dampening their hooves; from the distant shore they look like miracle 

itself, complete with miracle's nonchalance. Now, in summer, the steers 

are gone. The water lilies have blossomed and spread to a green 

horizontal plane that is terra firma to plodding blackbirds, and 

tremulous ceiling to black leeches, crayfish, and carp. 

This is, mind you, suburbia. It is a five-minute walk in three 

directions to rows of houses, though none is visible here. There's a 55-

mph highway at one end of the pond, and a nesting pair of wood ducks 

at the other. Under every bush is a muskrat hole or a beer can. The far 

end is an alternating series of fields and woods, fields and woods, 

threaded everywhere with motorcycle tracks--in whose bare clay wild 

turtles lay eggs. 

So, I had crossed the highway, stepped over two low barbed-

wire fences, and traced the motorcycle path in all gratitude through the 

wild rose and poison ivy of the pond's shoreline up into high grassy 

fields. Then I cut down through the woods to the mossy fallen tree 

where I sit. This tree is excellent. It makes a dry, upholstered bench at 

the upper, marshy end of the pond, a plush jetty raised from the thorny 

shore between a shallow blue body of water and a deep blue body of  

sky. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

simultaneously, for a sweet and shocking time. Can I help it if it was a 

blank? 

What goes on in his brain the rest of the time? What does a 

weasel think about? He won’t say. His journal is tracks in clay, a spray 

of feathers, mouse blood and bone: uncollected, unconnected, loose 

leaf, and blown. 

 

 

IV 
I would like to learn, or remember, how to live. I come to Hollins Pond 

not so much to learn how to live as, frankly, to forget about it. That is, I 

don't think I can learn from a wild animal how to live in particular--

shall I suck warm blood, hold my tail high, walk with my footprints 

precisely over the prints of my hands?--but I might learn something of 

mindlessness, something of the purity of living in the physical sense and 

the dignity of living without bias or motive. The weasel lives in 

necessity and we live in choice, hating necessity and dying at the last 

ignobly in its talons. I would like to live as I should, as the weasel lives 

as he should. And I suspect that for me the way is like the weasel’s: 

open to time and death painlessly, noticing everything, remembering 

nothing, choosing the given with a fierce and pointed will. 

 

 

V 

I missed my chance. I should have gone for the throat. I should 

have lunged for that streak of white under the weasel's chin and held on, 

held on through mud and into the wild rose, held on for a dearer life. 

We could live under the wild rose wild as weasels, mute and 

uncomprehending. I could very calmly go wild. I could live two days in 

the den, curled, leaning on mouse fur, sniffing bird bones, blinking, 

licking, breathing musk, my hair tangled in the roots of grasses. Down 

is a good place to go, where the mind is single. Down is out, out of your 

ever-loving mind and back to your careless senses. I remember 

muteness as a prolonged and giddy fast, where every moment is a feast 

of utterance received. Time and events are merely poured, unremarked, 

and ingested directly, like blood pulsed into my gut through a jugular 

vein. Could two live that way? Could two live under the wild rose, and 

explore by the pond, so that the smooth mind of each is as everywhere 

present to the other, and as received and as unchallenged, as falling 

snow? 

 

The sun had just set. I was relaxed on the tree trunk, ensconced 

in the lap of lichen, watching the lily pads at my feet tremble and part 

dreamily over the thrusting path of a carp. A yellow bird appeared to 

my right and flew behind me. It caught my eye; I swiveled around—and 

the next instant, inexplicably, I was looking down at a weasel, who was 

looking up at me. 

 

 

III 

Weasel! I'd never seen one wild before. He was ten inches long, 

thin as a curve, a muscled ribbon, brown as fruitwood, soft-furred, alert. 

His face was fierce, small and pointed as a lizard's; he would have made 

a good arrowhead. There was just a dot of chin, maybe two brown hairs' 

worth, and then the pure white fur began that spread down his 

underside. He had two black eyes I didn't see, any more than you see a 

window. 

The weasel was stunned into stillness as he was emerging from 

beneath an enormous shaggy wild rose bush four feet away. I was 

stunned into stillness twisted backward on the tree trunk. Our eyes 

locked, and someone threw away the key. 

Our look was as if two lovers, or deadly enemies, met 

unexpectedly on an overgrown path when each had been thinking of 

something else: a clearing blow to the gut. It was also a bright blow to 

the brain, or a sudden beating of brains, with all the charge and intimate 

grate of rubbed balloons. It emptied our lungs. It felled the forest, 

moved the fields, and drained the pond; the world dismantled and 

tumbled into that black hole of eyes. If you and I looked at each other 

that way, our skulls would split and drop to our shoulders. But we don't. 

We keep our skulls. So. 

He disappeared. This was only last week, and already I don't 

remember what shattered the enchantment. I think I blinked, I think I 

retrieved my brain from the weasel's brain, and tried to memorize what I 

was seeing, and the weasel felt the yank of separation, the careening 

splash-down into real life and the urgent current of instinct. He vanished 

under the wild rose. I waited motionless, my mind suddenly full of data 

and my spirit with pleadings, but he didn't return. 

Please do not tell me about “approach-avoidance conflicts.”  I 

tell you I've been in that weasel's brain for sixty seconds, and he was in 

mine. Brains are private places, muttering through unique and secret 

tapes--but the weasel and I both plugged into another tape 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We could, you know. We can live any way we want.   People  

take vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience--even of silence--by 

choice. The thing is to stalk your calling in a certain skilled and supple 

way, to locate the most tender and live spot and plug into that pulse. 

This is yielding, not fighting. A weasel doesn't “attack” anything; a 

weasel lives as he's meant to, yielding at every moment to the perfect 

freedom of single necessity. 

 

 

IV 

I think it would be well, and proper, and obedient, and pure, to 

grasp your one necessity and not let it go, to dangle from it limp 

wherever it takes you. Then even death, where you're going no matter 

how you live, cannot you part. Seize it and let it seize you up aloft even, 

till your eyes burn out and drop; let your musky flesh fall off in shreds, 

and let your very bones unhinge and scatter, loosened over fields, over 

fields and woods, lightly, thoughtless, from any height at all, from as 

high as eagles. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Donne (1572-1631) was born in London and attended Cambridge University 

before studying law.  For some years a member of the British government, he also 

established a reputation as a poet of great wit and verbal dexterity.  His later poems, 

especially those written after the death of his wife, take on a more somber tone, and 

Donne increasingly turned to overtly religious themes.  Ordained as a minister in 1615, 

he later became a royal chaplain and dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral.  There, he composed 

highly original sermons that brought him considerable renown as a preacher.  Although 

his reputation dimmed after his death, he was rediscovered in the early twentieth 

century as one of the greatest English writers. 

 

John Donne 

 No Man Is an Island 
 
John Donne’s oft-quoted statement—“No man is an island”—occurs in a book of 

meditations he wrote when he lay sick and presumably dying.  Donne collected his 

mediations in a volume and published it as Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions.  

Meditation XVII from that volume is excerpted here. 

 Donne’s images are both conventional and distinctive.  He writes from within 

a tradition that sees human life as fulfilled in an afterlife, and that regards sickness and 

suffering in this life as a valuable reminder of eternity and of the salvation that is the 

religious person’s final goal.  What remains most memorable about this piece today, 

however, for believers and nonbelievers alike, is the splendid way that Donne explains 

how all human lives are intertwined, and how human pain and sorrow and death, 

wherever they occur, concern us all.  And that is why the bell, which ostensibly tolls for 

another, also tolls for each of us. 

 

Perchance he for whom this bell tolls may be so ill, as that he 

knows not it tolls for him; and perchance I may think myself so much 

better than I am, as that they who are about me, and see my state, may 

have caused it to toll for me, and I know not that.  The church is 

Catholic, universal, so are all her actions; all that she does belongs to 

all.  When she baptizes a child, that action concerns me; for that child is 

thereby connected to that body which is my head too, and ingrafted into 

that body whereof I am a member.  And when she buries a man, that 

action concerns me: all mankind is of one author, and is one volume; 

when one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but 

translated into a better language; and every chapter must be so 

translated; God employs several translators; some pieces are translated 

by age, some by sickness, some by war, some by justice; but God's hand 

is in every translation, and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves 

again for that library where every book shall lie open to one another.  

As therefore the bell that rings to a sermon calls not upon the 

preacher only, but upon the congregation to come, so this bell calls us  

all; but how much more me, who am brought so near the door by this 

sickness.  There was a contention as far as a suit (in which both piety 

and dignity, religion and estimation, were mingled), which of the 

religious orders should ring to prayers first in the morning; and it was 

determined, that they should ring first that rose earliest.  If we 

understand aright the dignity of this bell that tolls for our evening 

prayer, we would be glad to make it ours by rising early, in that 

application, that it might be ours as well as his, whose indeed it is.  The 

bell doth toll for him that thinks it doth; and though it intermit again, yet 

from that minute that this occasion wrought upon him, he is united to 

God.  

Who casts not up his eye to the sun when it rises? but who takes 

off his eye from a comet when that breaks out? Who bends not his ear 

to any bell which upon any occasion rings? but who can remove it from 

that bell which is passing a piece of himself out of this world?  

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the 

continent, a part of the main.  

If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a 

promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine own 

were: any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in 

mankind, and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it 

tolls for thee.  

Neither can we call this a begging of misery, or a borrowing of 

misery, as though we were not miserable enough of ourselves, but must 

fetch in more from the next house, in taking upon us the misery of our 

neighbors.  Truly it were an excusable covetousness if we did, for 

affliction is a treasure, and scarce any man hath enough of it.  

No man hath affliction enough that is not matured and ripened 

by it, and made fit for God by that affliction.  If a man carry treasure in 

bullion, or in a wedge of gold, and have none coined into current 

money, his treasure will not defray him as he travels.  

Tribulation is treasure in the nature of it, but it is not current money in 

the use of it, except we get nearer and nearer our home, heaven, by it.  

Another man may be sick too, and sick to death, and this affliction may 

lie in his bowels, as gold in a mine, and be of no use to him; but this 

bell, that tells me of his affliction, digs out and applies that gold to me: 

if by this consideration of another's danger I take mine own into 

contemplation, and so secure myself, by making my recourse to my 

God, who is our only security.  

 

 







 



 

  

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790), one of the most versatile and widely admired figures 

in American history, was born in Boston and apprenticed at an early age to a painter 

and newspaper publisher.  As a young man, he moved to Philadelphia to make his 

fortune, eventually acquiring his own printing and newspaper house where he produced 

the popular Poor Richard’s Almanack from 1732-1757.  Essentially self-taught, 

Franklin helped to establish what became the American Philosophical Society and the 

University of Pennsylvania, and his experiments with electricity were noted worldwide.  

A leading figure in the American Revolution and the establishment of the United States 

as a democracy, Franklin has been referred to as the “wisest American.”  His 

autobiography of his early years is considered a classic of American literature. 

 

Benjamin Franklin  

 Arriving at Perfection 
 

In “Arriving at Perfection,” an excerpt from his Autobiography, Benjamin 

Franklin lays out a plan for his own self-improvement.  Franklin was a conscious and 

conscientious perfectionist.  His little essay on self-improvement reflects the 

enlightenment ideals of his time with their emphasis on reason and progress.  But it also 

reflects an older tendency in American culture: the tendency toward self-examination 

and self-correction, a meditative cast of mind Franklin inherited from his Puritan 

ancestors.  Franklin weds these two tendencies toward self-examination and toward self-

improvement, toward the moral and the practical. 

 Franklin’s goal for what he calls this “bold and arduous Project” is to live 

each day without committing any faults.  As a rationalist, he sees no reason why he 

shouldn’t be able to live according to a standard of moral propriety.  He comes to 

realize, however, that there are many ways he can lapse from his high standard—

through habit, carelessness, inclination, and bad example. 

 

 

It was about this time I conceiv'd the bold and arduous project 

of arriving at moral perfection. I wish'd to live without committing any 

fault at any time; I would conquer all that either natural inclination, 

custom, or company might lead me into. As I knew, or thought I knew, 

what was right and wrong, I did not see why I might not always do the 

one and avoid the other. But I soon found I had undertaken a task of 

more difficulty than I bad imagined. While my care was employ'd in 

guarding against one fault, I was often surprised by another; habit took 

the advantage of inattention; inclination was sometimes too strong for 

reason. I concluded, at length, that the mere speculative conviction that 

it was our interest to be completely virtuous, was not sufficient to 

prevent our slipping; and that the contrary habits must be broken, and 

good ones acquired and established, before we can have any  

 

dependence on a steady, uniform rectitude of conduct. For this purpose I 

therefore contrived the following method.  

In the various enumerations of the moral virtues I had met with 

in my reading, I found the catalogue more or less numerous, as different 

writers included more or fewer ideas under the same name. Temperance, 

for example, was by some confined to eating and drinking, while by 

others it was extended to mean the moderating every other pleasure, 

appetite, inclination, or passion, bodily or mental, even to our avarice 

and ambition. I propos'd to myself, for the sake of clearness, to use rather 

more names, with fewer ideas annex'd to each, than a few names with 

more ideas; and I included under thirteen names of virtues all that at that 

time occurr'd to me as necessary or desirable, and annexed to each a 

short precept, which fully express'd the extent I gave to its meaning.  

These names of virtues, with their precepts, were  

 

1. Temperance. Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.  

2. Silence. Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid 

trifling conversation.  

3. Order. Let all your things have their places; let each part of your 

business have its time.  

4. Resolution. Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail 

what you resolve.  

5. Frugality. Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., 

waste nothing.  

6. Industry. Lose no time; be always employ'd in something useful; cut 

off all unnecessary actions.  

7. Sincerity. Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if 

you speak, speak accordingly.  

8. Justice. Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that 

are your duty.  

9. Moderation. Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as 

you think they deserve.  

10. Cleanliness. Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or 

habitation.  

11. Tranquility. Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or 

unavoidable.  

12. Chastity. Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to 

dulness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another's peace or 

reputation 
13. Humility. Imitate Jesus and Socrates.  

 



 

TEMPERANCE 

 

Eat not to Dulness.   

Drink not to Elevation. 

 S M T W T F S 

T        

S        

O        

R        

F        

I        

S        

J        

M        

Cl.        

T        

Ch.        

H.        

My intention being to acquire the Habitude of all these virtues, I 

judg'd it would be well not to distract my attention by attempting the 

whole at once, but to fix it on one of them at a time; and, when I should 

be master of that, then to proceed to another, and so on, till I should 

have gone thro' the thirteen; and, as the previous acquisition of some 

might facilitate the acquisition of certain others, I arrang'd them with 

that view, as they stand above. Temperance first, as it tends to procure 

that coolness and clearness of head, which is so necessary where 

constant vigilance was to be kept up, and guard maintained against the 

unremitting attraction of ancient habits, and the force of perpetual 

temptations. This being acquir'd and establish'd, Silence would be more 

easy; and my desire being to gain knowledge at the same time that I 

improv'd in virtue, and considering that in conversation it was obtain'd 

rather by the use of the ears than of the tongue, and therefore wishing to 

break a habit I was getting into of prattling, punning, and joking, which 

only made me acceptable to trifling company, I gave Silence the second 

place. This and the next, Order, I expected would allow me more time 

for attending to my project and my studies. Resolution, once become 

habitual, would keep me firm in my endeavors to obtain all the 

subsequent virtues; Frugality and Industry freeing me from my 

remaining debt, and producing affluence and independence, would 

make more easy the practice of Sincerity and Justice, etc., etc. 

Conceiving then, that, agreeably to the advice of Pythagoras in his 

Golden Verses, daily examination would be necessary, I contrived the 

following method for conducting that examination.  

I made a little book, in which I allotted a page for each of the 

virtues. I rul'd each page with red ink, so as to have seven columns, one 

for each day of the week, marking each column with a letter for the day. 

I cross'd these columns with thirteen red lines, marking the beginning of 

each line with the first letter of one of the virtues, on which line, and in 

its proper column, I might mark, by a little black spot, every fault I 

found upon examination to have been committed respecting that virtue 

upon that day. 

 

I determined to give a week's strict attention to each of 

the virtues successively. Thus, in the first week, my great 

guard was to avoid every the least offence against Temperance, 

leaving the other virtues to their ordinary chance, only marking 

every evening the faults of the day. Thus, if in the first week I 

could keep my first line, marked T, clear of spots, I suppos'd 

the habit of that virtue so much strengthen'd and its opposite 

weaken'd, that I might venture extending my attention to 

include the next, and for the following week keep both lines 

clear of spots. Proceeding thus to the last, I could go thro' a 

course compleat in thirteen weeks, and four courses in a year. 

And like him who, having a garden to weed, does not attempt 

to eradicate all the bad herbs at once, which would exceed his 

reach and his strength, but works on one of the beds at a time, 

and, having accomplish'd the first, proceeds to a second, so I 

should have, I hoped, the encouraging pleasure of seeing on 

my pages the progress I made in virtue, by clearing 

successively my lines of their spots, till in the end, by a 

number of courses. 

I should he happy in viewing a clean book, after a 

thirteen weeks' daily examination… 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Hazlitt (1778-1830), one of the most popular writers of his day, worked during 

his early years as a journalist and theatrical critic for a variety of London publications.  

Later in life, he was particularly noted for his writings on the history of English 

literature in such collections as Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays (1817), Lectures on 

the English Comic Writers (1819), and Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth 

(1820).  But Hazlitt is best remembered today for his many and varied personal essays: 

witty, sophisticated, and highly graceful meditations on a variety of subjects ranging 

from the grand to the homely. 

 

William Hazlitt 

 On the Pleasure of Hating 
 

In “On the Pleasure of Hating,” William Hazlitt catalogues the many ways 

human beings express and act out their anger and antipathy toward other creatures and 

toward one another.  Hazlitt explores the reasons why hatred and its associated feelings 

fascinate and excite us.  In the process Hazlitt shows people to be nasty, mean-spirited, 

and vengeful, enjoying the suffering of others as idle amusement. 

 Hazlitt’s long paragraphs are replete with instances of humanity’s splenetic 

nature and habits.  He piles on example upon example, from our fear of and disgust with 

insects and spiders to our fascination with disasters such as fires, our cruelty toward 

those different from ourselves, and our eagerness to maintain old animosities and 

hostilities whose original causes are long buried in history.  According to Hazlitt, we 

even enjoy hating our old friends, amusing ourselves with their weaknesses and 

eccentricities.  He writes, “We grow tired of everything by turning others into ridicule, 

and congratulating ourselves on their defects.” 

 

There is a spider crawling along the matted floor of the room 

where I sit (not the one which has been so well allegorized in the 

admirable Lines to a Spider, but another of the same edifying breed); he 

runs with heedless, hurried haste, he hobbles awkwardly towards me, he 

stops -- he sees the giant shadow before him, and, at a loss whether to 

retreat or proceed, meditates his huge foe -- but as I do not start up and 

seize upon the straggling caitiff, as he would upon a hapless fly within 

his toils, he takes heart, and ventures on with mingled cunning, 

impudence and fear. As he passes me, I lift up the matting to assist his 

escape, am glad to get rid of the unwelcome intruder, and shudder at the 

recollection after he is gone. A child, a woman, a clown, or a moralist a 

century ago, would have crushed the little reptile to death-my 

philosophy has got beyond that -- I bear the creature no ill-will, but still 

I hate the very sight of it. The spirit of malevolence survives the 

practical exertion of it. We learn to curb our will and keep our overt 

actions within the bounds of humanity, long before we can subdue our 

sentiments and imaginations to the same mild tone. We give up the  

external demonstration, the brute violence, but cannot part with the 

essence or principle of hostility. We do not tread upon the poor little 

animal in question (that seems barbarous and pitiful!) but we regard it 

with a sort of mystic horror and superstitious loathing. It will ask 

another hundred years of fine writing and hard thinking to cure us of the 

prejudice and make us feel towards this ill-omened tribe with something 

of "the milk of human kindness," instead of their own shyness and 

venom. 

Nature seems (the more we look into it) made up of antipathies: 

without something to hate, we should lose the very spring of thought 

and action. Life would turn to a stagnant pool, were it not ruffled by the 

jarring interests, the unruly passions, of men. The white streak in our 

own fortunes is brightened (or just rendered visible) by making all 

around it as dark as possible; so the rainbow paints its form upon the 

cloud. Is it pride? Is it envy? Is it the force of contrast? Is it weakness or 

malice? But so it is, that there is a secret affinity, a hankering after, evil 

in the human mind, and that it takes a perverse, but a fortunate delight 

in mischief, since it is a never-failing source of satisfaction. Pure good 

soon grows insipid, wants variety and spirit. Pain is a bittersweet, wants 

variety and spirit. Love turns, with a little indulgence, to indifference or 

disgust: hatred alone is immortal. Do we not see this principle at work 

everywhere? Animals torment and worry one another without mercy: 

children kill flies for sport: every one reads the accidents and offences 

in a newspaper as the cream of the jest: a whole town runs to be present 

at a fire, and the spectator by no means exults to see it extinguished. It 

is better to have it so, but it diminishes the interest; and our feelings 

take part with our passions rather than with our understandings. Men 

assemble in crowds, with eager enthusiasm, to witness a tragedy: but if 

there were an execution going forward in the next street, as Mr. Burke 

observes, the theater would be left empty. A strange cur in a village, an 

idiot, a crazy woman, are set upon and baited by the whole community. 

Public nuisances are in the nature of public benefits. How long did the 

Pope, the Bourbons, and the Inquisition keep the people of England in 

breath, and supply them with nicknames to vent their spleen upon! Had 

they done us any harm of late? No: but we have always a quantity of 

superfluous bile upon the stomach, and we wanted an object to let it out 

upon.  How loth were we to give up our pious belief in ghosts and 

witches, because we liked to persecute the one, and frighten ourselves to 

death with the other! It is not the quality so much as the quantity of 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

excitement that we are anxious about: we cannot bear a state of 

indifference and ennui: the mind seems to abhor a vacuum as much as 

ever nature was supposed to do. Even when the spirit of the age (that is, 

the progress of intellectual refinement, warring with our natural 

infirmities) no longer allows us to carry our vindictive and head strong 

humors into effect, we try to revive them in description, and keep up the 

old bugbears, the phantoms of our terror and our hate, in imagination. 

We burn Guy Fawx in effigy, and the hooting and buffeting and 

maltreating that poor tattered figure of rags and straw makes a festival 

in every village in England once a year. Protestants and Papists do not 

now burn one another at the stake: but we subscribe to new editions of 

Fox's Book of Martyrs; and the secret of the success of the Scotch 

Novels is much the same-they carry us back to the feuds, the heart-

burnings, the havoc, the dismay, the wrongs, and the revenge of a 

barbarous age and people-to the rooted prejudices and deadly 

animosities of sects and parties in politics and religion, and of 

contending chiefs and clans in war and intrigue. We feel the full force 

of the spirit of hatred with all of them in turn. As we read, we throw 

aside the trammels of civilization, the flimsy veil of humanity. "Off, you 

lendings!"   The wild beast resumes its sway within us, we feel like 

hunting animals, and as the hound starts in his sleep and rushes on the 

chase in fancy the heart rouses itself in its native lair, and utters a wild 

cry of joy, at being restored once more to freedom and lawless 

unrestrained impulses. Everyone has his full swing, or goes to the Devil 

his own way. Here are no Jeremy Bentham Panopticons, none of Mr. 

Owen's impassable Parallelograms (Rob Roy would have spurred and 

poured a thousand curses on them), no long calculations of self-interest 

-- the will takes its instant way to its object, as the mountain-torrent 

flings itself over the precipice: the greatest possible good of each 

individual consists in doing all the mischief he can to his neighbor: that 

is charming, and finds a sure and sympathetic chord in every breast! So 

Mr. Irving2, the celebrated preacher, has rekindled the old, original, 

almost exploded hell-fire in the aisles of the Caledonian Chapel, as they 

introduce the real water of the New River at Sadler's Wells, to the  

delight and astonishment of his fair audience. 'Tis pretty, though a 

plague, to sit and peep into the pit of Tophet, to play at snap-dragon 

with flames and brimstone (it gives a smart electrical shock, a lively 

filip to delicate constitutions), and to see Mr. Irving, like a huge Titan, 

looking as grim and swarthy as if he had to forge tortures for all the 

damned! What a strange being man is! Not content with doing all he 

can to vex and hurt his fellows here, "upon this bank and shoal of time," 

where one would think there were heartaches, pain, disappointment, 

anguish, tears, sighs, and groans enough, the bigoted maniac takes him 

to the top of the high peak of school divinity to hurl him down the 

yawning gulf of penal fire; his speculative malice asks eternity to wreak 

its infinite spite in, and calls on the Almighty to execute its relentless 

doom! The cannibals burn their enemies and eat them in good-

fellowship with one another: meek Christian divines cast those who 

differ from them but a hair's-breadth, body and soul into hellfire for the 

glory of God and the good of His creatures! It is well that the power of 

such persons is not co-ordinate with their wills: indeed it is from the 

sense of their weakness and inability to control the opinions of others, 

that they thus "outdo termagant," and endeavor to frighten them into 

conformity by big words and monstrous denunciations. 

The pleasure of hating, like a poisonous mineral, eats into the 

heart of religion, and turns it to rankling spleen and bigotry; it makes 

patriotism an excuse for carrying fire, pestilence, and famine into other 

lands: it leaves to virtue nothing but the spirit of censoriousness, and a 

narrow, jealous, inquisitorial watchfulness over the actions and motives 

of others. What have the different sects, creeds, doctrines in religion 

been but so many pretexts set up for men to wrangle, to quarrel, to tear 

one another in pieces about, like a target as a mark to shoot at? Does 

anyone suppose that the love of country in an Englishman implies any 

friendly feeling or disposition to serve another bearing the same name? 

No, it means only hatred to the French or the inhabitants of any other 

country that we happen to be at war with for the time. Does the love of 

virtue denote any wish to discover or amend our own faults? No, but it 

atones for an obstinate adherence to our own vices by the most virulent 

intolerance to human frailties. This principle is of a most universal 

application. It extends to good as well as evil: if it makes us hate folly, 

it makes us no less dissatisfied with distinguished merit. If it inclines us 

to resent the wrongs of others, it impels us to be as impatient of their 

prosperity. We revenge injuries: we repay benefits with ingratitude.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even our strongest partialities and likings soon take this turn. "That 

which was luscious as locusts, anon becomes bitter as coloquintida;" 

and love and friendship melt in their own fires. We hate old friends: we 

hate old books: we hate old opinions; and at last we come to hate 

ourselves. 

I have observed that few of those whom I have formerly known 

most intimate, continue on the same friendly footing, or combine the 

steadiness with the warmth of attachment. I have been acquainted with 

two or three knots of inseparable companions, who saw each other "six 

days in the week;" that have been broken up and dispersed. I have 

quarreled with almost all my old friends' (they might say this is owing 

to my bad temper, but) they have also quarreled with one another. What 

is become of "that set of whist-players," celebrated by Elia in his 

notable Epistle to Robert Southey, Esq (and now I think of it - that I 

myself have celebrated in this very volume4) "that for so many years 

called Admiral Burney friend?" They are scattered, like last year's 

snow. Some of them are dead, or gone to live at a distance, or pass one 

another in the street like strangers, or if they stop to speak, do it as 

coolly and try to cut one another as soon as possible. Some of us have 

grown rich, others poor. Some have got places under Government, 

others a niche in the Quarterly Review.  Some of us have dearly earned 

a name in the world; whilst others remain in their original privacy. We 

despise the one, and envy and are glad to mortify the other. Times are 

changed; we cannot revive our old feelings; and we avoid the sight, and 

are uneasy in the presence of, those who remind us of our infirmity, and 

put us upon an effort at seeming cordiality which embarrasses 

ourselves, and does not impose upon our quondam associates. Old 

friendships are like meats served up repeatedly, cold, comfortless, and 

distasteful. The stomach turns against them. Either constant intercourse 

and familiarity breed weariness and contempt; if we meet again after an 

interval of absence, we appear no longer the same. One is too wise, 

another too foolish, for us; and we wonder we did not find this out 

before. We are disconcerted and kept in a state of continual alarm by the 

wit of one, or tired to death of the dullness of another. The good things 

of the first (besides leaving strings behind them) by repetition grow  

stale, and lose their startling effect; and the insipidity of the last 

becomes intolerable. The most amusing or instructive companion is best 

like a favorite volume, that we wish after a time to lay upon the shelf; 

but as our friends are not willing to be laid there, this produces a 

misunderstanding and ill-blood between us. Or if the zeal and integrity 

of friendship is not abated, or its career interrupted by any obstacle 

arising out of its own nature, we look out for other subjects of complaint 

and sources of dissatisfaction. We begin to criticize each other's dress, 

looks, general character. "Such a one is a pleasant fellow, but it is a pity 

he sits so late!" Another fails to keep his appointments, and that is a 

sore that never heals. We get acquainted with some fashionable young 

men or with a mistress, and wish to introduce our friend; but be is 

awkward and a sloven, the interview does not answer, and this throws 

cold water on our intercourse. Or he makes himself obnoxious to 

opinion; and we shrink from our own convictions on the subject as an 

excuse for not defending him. All or any of these causes mount up in 

time to a ground of coolness or irritation; and at last they break out into 

open violence as the only amends we can make ourselves for 

suppressing them so long, or the readiest means of banishing 

recollections of former kindness so little compatible with our present 

feelings. We may try to tamper with the wounds or patch up the carcass 

of departed friendship; but the one will hardly bear the handling, and 

the other is not worth the trouble of embalming! The only way to be 

reconciled to old friends is to part with them for good: at a distance we 

may chance to be thrown back ( in a waking dream) upon old times and 

old feelings: or at any rate we should not think of renewing our 

intimacy, till we have fairly spit our spite or said, thought, and felt all 

the ill we can of each other. Or if we can pick a quarrel with someone 

else, and make him the scape-goat, this is an excellent contrivance to 

heal a broken bone. I think I must be friends with Lamb again, since he 

has written that magnanimous Letter to Southey, and told him a piece of 

his mind! I don't know what it is that attaches me to H---so much, 

except that he and I, whenever we meet, sit in judgment on another set 

of old friends, and "carve them as a dish fit for the Gods". There with  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

L [Leigh Hunt], John Scott, Mrs. [Montagu], whose dark raven locks 

make a picturesque background to our discourse, B---, who is grown fat, 

and is, they say, married, R[ickman]; these had all separated long ago, 

and their foibles are the common link that holds us together.  We do not 

affect to condole or whine over their follies; we enjoy, we laugh at 

them, till we are ready to burst our sides, "sans intermissions for hours 

by the dial." We serve up a course of anecdotes, traits, master-strokes of 

character, and cut and hack at them till we are weary. Perhaps some of 

them are even with us. For my own part, as I once said, I like a friend 

the better for having faults that one can talk about. "Then," said Mrs. 

[Montagu], " you will cease to be a philanthropist!" Those in question 

were some of the choice-spirits of the age, not "fellows of no mark or 

likelihood'; and we so far did them justice: but it is well they did not 

hear what we sometimes said of them. I care little what anyone says of 

me, particularly behind my back, and in the way of critical and 

analytical discussion: it is looks of dislike and scorn that I answer with 

the worst venom of my pen. The expression of the face wounds me 

more than the expressions of the tongue. If I have in one instance 

mistaken this expression, or resorted to this remedy where I ought not, I 

am sorry for it. But the face was too fine over which it mantled, and I 

am too old to have misunderstood it!...I sometimes go up to -----'s; and 

as often as I do, resolve never to go again. I do not find the old homely 

welcome. The ghost of friendship meets me at the door, and sits with 

me all dinner-time. They have got a set of fine notions and new 

acquaintances. Allusions to past occurrences are thought trivial, nor is it 

always safe to touch upon more general subjects. M. does not begin as 

he formerly did every five minutes, "Fawcett used to say," &c. That 

topic is something worn. The girls are grown up, and have a thousand 

accomplishments. I perceive there is a jealousy on both sides. They 

think I give myself airs, and I fancy the same of them. Every time I am 

asked, "If I do not think Mr. Washington Irving a very fine writer?" I 

shall not go again till I receive an invitation for Christmas Day in 

company with Mr. Liston. The only intimacy I never found to flinch or 

fade was a purely intellectual one.   There was none of the cant 

of candor in it, none of the whine of mawkish sensibility. Our mutual 

acquaintance were considered merely as subjects of conversation and 

knowledge, not all of affection. We regarded them no more in our 

experiments than "mice in an air-pump:" or like malefactors, they were 

regularly cut down and given over to the dissecting-knife. We spared 

neither friend nor foe. We sacrificed human infirmities at the shrine of 

truth. The skeletons of character might be seen, after the juice was 

extracted, dangling in the air like flies in cobwebs; or they were kept for 

future inspection in some refined acid. The demonstration was as 

beautiful as it was new. There is no surfeiting on gall: nothing keeps so 

well as a decoction of spleen. We grow tired of everything but turning 

others into ridicule, and congratulating ourselves on their defects. 

We take a dislike to our favorite books, after a time, for the 

same reason. We cannot read the same works for ever. Our honey-

moon, even though we wed the Muse, must come to an end; and is 

followed by indifference, if not by disgust. There are some works, those 

indeed that produce the most striking effect at first by novelty and 

boldness of outline, that will not bear reading twice: others of a less 

extravagant character, and that excite and repay attention by a greater 

nicety of details, have hardly interest enough to keep alive our 

continued enthusiasm. The popularity of the most successful writers 

operates to wean us from them, by the cant and fuss that is made about 

them, by hearing their names everlastingly repeated, and by the number 

of ignorant and indiscriminate admirers they draw after them: - we as 

little like to have to drag others from their unmerited obscurity, lest we 

should be exposed to the charge of affectation and singularity of taste. 

There is nothing to be said respecting an author that all the world have 

made up their minds about: it is a thankless as well as hopeless task to 

recommend one that nobody has ever heard of. To cry up Shakespeare 

as the god of our idolatry, seems like a vulgar national prejudice: to take 

down a volume of Chaucer, or Spenser, or Beaumont and Fletcher, or 

Ford, or Marlowe, has very much the look of pedantry and egotism. I 

confess it makes me hate the very name of Fame and Genius, when 

works like these are "gone into the wastes of time," while each 

successive generation of fools is busily employed in reading the trash of 

the day, and women of fashion gravely join with their waiting-maids in 

discussing the preference between the Paradise Lost and Mr. Moore's 

Loves of the Angels.  I was pleased the other day on going into a shop 

to ask, "If they had any of the Scotch Novels?" to be told - "That they 

had just sent out the last, Sir Andrew Wylie!" 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Mr. Galt will also be pleased with this answer! The reputation of some 

books is raw and unaired: that of others is worm-eaten and moldy. Why 

fix our affections on that which we cannot bring ourselves to have faith 

in, or which others have long ceased to trouble themselves about? I am 

half afraid to look into Tom Jones, lest it should not answer my 

expectations at this time of day; and if it did not, I would certainly be 

disposed to fling it into the fire, and never look into another novel while 

I lived. But surely, it may be said, there are some works that, like 

nature, can never grow old; and that must always touch the imagination 

and passions alike! Or there are passages that seem as if we might brood 

over them all our lives, and not exhaust the sentiments of love and 

admiration they excite: they become favorites, and we are fond of them 

to a sort of dotage. Here is one: 

 

---"Sitting in my window 

Printing my thoughts in lawn, I saw a god, 

I thought (but it was you), enter our gates; 

My blood flew out and back again, as fast 

As I had puffed it forth and sucked it in 

Like breath; then was I called away in haste 

To entertain you: never was a man 

Thrust from a sheepcote to a sceptre, raised 

So high in thoughts as I; you left a kiss 

Upon these lips then, which I mean to keep 

From you forever. I did hear you talk 

Far above singing!" 

 

A passage like this, indeed, leaves a taste on the palate like 

nectar, and we seem in reading it to sit with the Gods at their golden 

tables: but if we repeat it often in ordinary moods, it loses its flavour, 

becomes vapid, "the wine of poetry is drank, and but the lees remain." 

Or, on the other hand, if we call in the air of extraordinary 

circumstances to set it off to advantage, as the reciting it to a friend, or 

after having our feelings excited by a long walk in some romantic 

situation, or while we 

 

---"play with Amaryllis in the shade, 

Or with the tangles of Neaera's hair"--- 

 

 

we afterwards miss the accompanying circumstances, and instead of 

transferring the recollection of them to the favorable side, regret what 

we have lost, and strive in vain to bring back "the irrevocable hour" - 

wondering in some instances how we survive it, and at the melancholy 

blank that is left behind! The pleasure rises to its height in some 

moment of calm solitude or intoxicating sympathy, declines ever after, 

and from the comparison and conscious falling-off, leaves rather a sense 

of satiety and irksomeness behind it... "Is it the same in pictures?" I 

confess it is, with all but those from Titian's hand. I don't know why, but 

an air breathes from his landscapes, pure, refreshing, as if it came from 

other years; there is a look in his faces that never passes away. I saw 

one the other day. Amidst the heartless desolation and glittering finery 

of Fonthill, there is a portfolio of the Dresden Gallery. It opens, and a 

young female head looks from it; a child, yet woman grown; with an air 

of rustic innocence and the graces of a princess, her eyes like those of 

doves, the lips about to open, a smile of pleasure dimpling the whole 

face, the jewels sparkling in her crisped hair, her youthful shape 

compressed in a rich antique dress, as the bursting leaves contain the 

April buds! Why do I not call up this image of gentle sweetness, and 

place it as a perpetual barrier between mischance and me? - It is because 

pleasure asks a greater effort of the mind to support it than pain; and we 

turn after a little idle dalliance from what we love to what we hate! 

As to my old opinions, I am heartily sick of them. I have 

reason, for they have deceived me sadly. I was taught to think, and I 

was willing to believe, that genius was not a bawd, that virtue was not a 

mask, that liberty was not a name, that love had its seat in the human 

heart. Now I would care little if these words were struck out of the 

dictionary, or if I had never heard them. They are become to my ears a 

mockery and a dream. Instead of patriots and friends of freedom, I see 

nothing but the tyrant and the slave, the people linked with kings to 

rivet on the chains of despotism and superstition. I see folly join with 

knavery, and together make up public spirit and public opinions. I see 

the insolent Tory, the blind Reformer, the coward Whig! If mankind 

had wished for what is right, they might have had it long ago. The 

theory is plain enough; but they are prone to mischief, "to every good 

work reprobate." I have seen all that had been done by the mighty 

yearnings of the spirit and intellect of men, "of whom the world was not 

worthy," and that promised a proud opening to truth and good through 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the vista of future years, undone by one man, with just glimmering of 

understanding enough to feel that he was a king, but not to comprehend 

how he could be king of a free people! I have seen this triumph 

celebrated by poets, the friends of my youth and the friends of men, but 

who were carried away by the infuriate tide that, setting in from a 

throne, bore down every distinction of right reason before it; and I have 

seen all those who did not join in applauding this insult and outrage on 

humanity proscribed, hunted down (they and their friends made a 

byword of), so that it has become an understood thing that no one can 

live by his talents or knowledge who is not ready to prostitute those 

talents and that knowledge to betray his species, and prey upon his 

fellow- man. "This was some time a mystery: but the time gives 

evidence of it." The echoes of liberty had awakened once more in Spain, 

and the mornings of human hope dawned again: but that dawn has been 

overcast by the foul breath of bigotry, and those reviving sounds stifled 

by fresh cries from the time-rent towers of the Inquisition - man 

yielding (as it is fit he should) first to brute force, but more to the innate 

perversity and dastard spirit of his own nature which leaves no room for 

farther hope or disappointment. And England, that arch-reformer, that 

heroic deliverer, that mother about liberty, and tool of power, stands 

gaping by, not feeling the blight and mildew coming over it, nor its very 

bones crack and turn to a paste under the grasp and circling folds of this 

new monster, Legitimacy! In private life do we not see hypocrisy, 

servility, selfishness, folly, and impudence succeed, while modesty 

shrinks from the encounter, and merit is trodden under foot? How often 

is "the rose plucked from the forehead of a virtuous love to plant a 

blister there!" What chance is there of the success of real passion? What 

certainty of its continuance? Seeing all this as I do, and unraveling the 

web of human life into its various threads of meanness, spite, 

cowardice, want of feeling, and want of understanding, of indifference 

towards others, and ignorance of ourselves, - seeing custom prevail over 

all excellence, itself giving way to infamy - mistaken as I have been in 

my public and private hopes, calculating others from myself, and 

calculating wrong; always disappointed where I placed most reliance; 

the dupe of friendship, and the fool of love; - have I not reason to hate 

and to despise myself? Indeed I do; and chiefly for not having hated and 

despised the world enough. 
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Robin Tolmach Lakoff 

 You Are What You Say 
 

In an essay first published in Ms. Magazine in 1974, and later developed into 

a chapter in her book of a decade later, Language and Women’s Place, Robin Lakoff 

examines the ways women use language.  She considers what women talk about and 

how they talk about what they do.  Lakoff attributes the differences between men’s and 

women’s speech to culture, particularly to cultural biases that permit women to speak 

only in certain ways, and only of certain subjects. 

 Lacing her essay with examples from everyday speech situations, Lakoff 

demonstrates how women’s lady-like language limits their effectiveness.  She also 

explains the implications of women’s linguistic habits.  Both the language women use, 

and the language used to describe them, reveal women to be less important and less 

powerful than men. 

 

Women’s language is that pleasant (dainty?), euphemistic 

never-aggressive way of talking we learned as little girls. Cultural bias 

was built into the language we were allowed to speak, the subjects we 

were allowed to speak about, and the ways we were spoken of. Having 

learned our linguistic lesson well, we go out in the world, only to 

discover that we are communicative cripples -- damned if we do, and 

damned if we do not. 

If we refuse to talk “like a lady”, we are ridiculed and criticized 

for being unfeminine. (“She thinks like a man” is, at best, a left-handed 

compliment.) If we do learn all the fuzzy-headed, unassertive language 

of our sex, we are ridiculed for being unable to think clearly, unable to 

take part in a serious discussion, and therefore unfit to hold a position of 

power. 

It doesn't take much of this for a woman to begin feeling she 

deserves such treatment because of inadequacies in her own intelligence 

and education.  

“Women’s language” shows up in all levels of English. For 

example, women are encouraged and allowed to make far more precise 

discriminations in naming colors than men do. Words like mauve , 

 

beige, ecru, aquamarine, lavender, and so on, are unremarkable in a 

woman's active vocabulary, but largely absent from that of most men. I 

know of no evidence suggesting that women actually see a wider range 

of colors than men do. It is simply that fine discriminations of this sort 

are relevant to women's vocabularies, but not to men's; to men, who 

control most of the interesting affairs of the world, such distinctions are 

trivial – irrelevant. 

In the area of syntax, we find similar gender-related 

peculiarities of speech. There is one construction, in particular, that 

women use conversationally far more than men: the tag question. A tag 

is midway between an outright statement and a yes-no question; it is 

less assertive than the former, but more confident than the latter. 

A flat statement indicates confidence in the speaker's 

knowledge and is fairly certain to be believed; a question indicates a 

lack of knowledge on some point and implies that the gap in the 

speaker's knowledge can and will be remedied by an answer. For 

example, if, at a Little League game, I have had my glasses off, I can 

legitimately ask someone else: “Was the player out at third?” A tag 

question, being intermediate between statement and question, is used 

when the speaker is stating a claim, but lacks full confidence in the truth 

of that claim. So if I say, “Is Joan here?” I will probably not be 

surprised if my respondent answers "no"; but if I say, “Joan is here, is 

not she?” instead, chances are I am already biased in favor of a positive 

answer, wanting only confirmation. I still want a response, but I have 

enough knowledge (or think I have) to predict that response. A tag 

question, then, might be thought of as a statement that doesn't demand 

to be believed by anyone but the speaker, way of giving leeway, of not 

forcing the addressee to go along with the views of the speaker. 

Another common use of the tag question is in small talk when 

the speaker is trying to elicit conversation: “Sure is hot here, is not it?”  

But in discussing personal feelings or opinions, only the 

speaker normally has any way of knowing the correct answer. Sentences 

such as “I have a headache, do not I?” are clearly ridiculous. But there 

are other examples where it is the speaker's opinions, rather than 

perceptions, for which corroboration is sought, as in “The situation in 

Southeast Asia is terrible, is not it?” 

While there are, of course, other possible interpretations of a 

sentence like this, one possibility is that the speaker has a particular 

answer in mind – “yes” or “no” – but is reluctant to state it baldly. This  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

sort of tag question is much more apt to be used by women than by men 

in conversation. Why is this the case? 

The tag question allows a speaker to avoid commitment, and 

thereby avoid conflict with the addressee. The problem is that, by so 

doing, speakers may also give the impression of not really being sure of 

themselves, or looking to the addressee for confirmation of their views. 

This uncertainty is reinforced in more subliminal ways, too.  There is a 

peculiar sentence-intonation pattern, used almost exclusively by 

women, as far as I know, which changes a declarative answer into a 

question. The effect of using the rising inflection typical of a yes-no 

question is to imply that the speaker is seeking confirmation, even 

though the speaker is clearly the only one who has the requisite 

information, which is why the question was put to her in the first place: 

 

(Q) When will dinner be ready? 

(A) Oh…around six o’clock…? 

 

It is as though the second speaker were saying, “Six o’clock – if that’s 

okay with you, if you agree.”  The person being addressed is put in the 

position of having to provide confirmation. One likely consequence of 

this sort of speech pattern in a woman is that, often unbeknownst to 

herself, the speaker builds a reputation of tentativeness, and others will 

refrain from taking her seriously or trusting her with any real 

responsibilities, since she “cannot make up her mind”, and “isn’t sure of 

herself.” 

Such idiosyncrasies may explain why women's language sounds 

much more "polite" than men's. It is polite to leave a decision open, not 

impose your mind, or views, or claims, on anyone else. So a tag 

question is a kind of polite statement, in that it does not force agreement 

or belief on the addressee. In the same way a request is a polite 

command, in that it does not force obedience on the addressee, but 

rather suggests something be done as a favor to the speaker.  

A clearly stated order implies a threat of certain consequences if 

it is not followed, and even more impolite – implies that the speaker is 

in a superior position and able to enforce the order. By couching wishes 

in the form of a request, on the other hand, a speaker implies that if the 

request is not carried out, only the speaker will suffer; non-compliance 

 

cannot harm the addressee. So the decision is really left up to the 

addressee. The distinction becomes clear in these examples: 

 

Close the door. 

Please close the door. 

Will you close the door? 

Will you please close the door? 

Won't you close the door? 

 

In the same ways as words and speech patterns used by women 

undermine her image, those used to describe women make matters even 

worse. Often a word may be used of both men and women (and perhaps 

of things as well); but when it is applied to women, it assumes a special 

meaning that, by implication rather than outright assertion, is 

derogatory to women as a group. 

The use of euphemisms has this effect. A euphemism is a 

substitute for a word that has acquired a bad connotation by association 

with something unpleasant or embarrassing. But almost as soon as the 

new word comes into common usage, it takes on the same old bad 

connotations, since feelings about the things or people referred to are 

not altered by a change of name; thus new euphemisms must be 

constantly found. 

There is one euphemism for woman still very much alive. The 

word, of course, is lady. Lady has a masculine counterpart, namely 

gentleman, occasionally shortened to gent. But for some reason lady is 

very much commoner than gent(leman). 

The decision to use lady rather than woman, or vice versa, may 

considerably alter the sense of a sentence, as the following examples 

show: 

 

(a)   A woman (lady) I know is a dean at Berkeley. 

(b)   A woman (lady) I know makes amazing things out of 

shoelaces and old boxes. 

 

The use of lady in (a) imparts a frivolous, or nonserious, tone to 

the sentence: the matter under discussion is not one of great moment. 

Similarly, in (b), using lady here would suggest that the speaker 

considered the “amazing things” not to be serious art, but merely a 

hobby or an aberration. If woman is used, she might be a serious  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

sculptor.  To say lady doctor is very condescending, since no one ever 

says gentleman doctor or even man doctor. For example, mention in the 

San Francisco Chronicle of January 31, 1972, of Madalyn Murray 

O’Hair as the lady atheist reduces her position to that of scatterbrained 

eccentric. Even woman atheist is scarcely defensible: sex is irrelevant to 

her philosophical position. 

Many women argue that, on the other hand, lady carries with it 

overtones recalling the age of chivalry: conferring exalted stature on the 

person so referred to. This makes the term seem polite at first, but we 

must also remember that these implications are perilous: they suggest 

that a “lady” is helpless, and cannot do things by herself. 

Lady can also be used to infer frivolousness, as in titles of 

organizations. Those that have a serious purpose (not merely that of 

enabling "the ladies" to spend time with one another cannot use the 

word lady in their titles, but less serious ones may. Compare the Ladies' 

Auxiliary of a men's group, or the Thursday Evening Ladies' Browning 

and Garden Society with Ladies' Liberation or Ladies' Strike for Peace. 

What is curious about this split is that lady is in origin a 

euphemism – a substitute that puts a better face on something people 

find uncomfortable – for woman. What kind of euphemism is it that 

subtly denigrates the people to whom it refers? Perhaps lady functions 

as a euphemism for woman because it does not contain the sexual 

implications present in woman: it is not “embarrassing” in that way. If 

this is so, we may expect that, in the future, lady will replace woman as 

the primary word for the human female, since woman will have become 

too blatantly sexual. That this distinction is already made in some 

contexts at least is shown in the following examples, where you can try 

replacing woman with lady: 

 

(a)   After ten years in jail, Harry wanted to find a woman. 

(b)   She’s my woman, see, so do not mess around with her. 

 

Another common substitute for woman is girl. One seldom 

hears a man past the age of adolescence referred to as a boy, save in 

expressions like "going out with the boys, which are meant to suggest 

an air of adolescent frivolity and irresponsibility.  But women of all 

ages are “girls”: one can have a man – not a boy – Friday, but only a 

girl – never a woman or even a lady – Friday; women have girlfriends, 

but men do not – in a non-sexual sense – have boyfriends. 

It may be that this use of girl is euphemistic in the same way the use of 

lady is: in stressing the idea of immaturity, it removes the sexual 

connotations lurking in woman. Girl brings to mind irresponsibility: you 

do not send a girl to do a woman's errand (or even, for that matter, a 

boy's errand). She is a person who is both too immature and too far 

from real life to be entrusted with responsibilities or with decisions of 

any serious or important nature. 

Now let's take a pair of words which, in terms of the possible 

relationships in an earlier society, were simple male-female equivalents, 

analogous to bull: cow. Suppose we find that, for independent reasons, 

society has changed in such a way that the original meanings now are 

irrelevant. Yet the words have not been discarded, but have acquired 

new meanings, metaphorically related to their original senses. But 

suppose these new metaphorical uses are no longer parallel to each 

other. By seeing where the parallelism breaks down, we discover 

something about the different roles played by men and women in this 

culture. One good example of such a divergence through time is found 

in the pair, master: mistress. Once used with reference to one's power 

over servants, these words have become unusable today in their original 

master-servant sense as the relationship has become less prevalent in 

our society. But the words are still common. 

Unless used with reference to animals, master now generally 

refers to a man who has acquired consummate ability in some field, 

normally nonsexual. But its feminine counterpart cannot be used this 

way. It is practical restricted to its sexual sense of “paramour.”  We start 

out with two terms, both roughly paraphrasable as "one who has power 

over another." But the masculine form, once one person is no longer 

able to have absolute power over another, becomes usable 

metaphorically in the sense of "having power over something." Master 

requires as its object only the name of some activity, something 

inanimate and abstract. But mistress requires a masculine noun in the 

possessive to precede it. One cannot say: "Rhonda is a mistress." One 

must be someone's mistress. A man is defined by what he does, a 

woman by her sexuality, that is, in terms of one particular aspect of her 

relationship to men. It is one thing to be an old master like Hans 

Holbein, and another to be an old mistress. 

The same is true of the words spinster and bachelor -- gender 

words for “one who is not married.” The resemblance ends with the 

definition. While bachelor is a neuter term, often used as a compliment,  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

spinster normally is used pejoratively, with connotations of prissiness, 

fussiness, and so on. To be a bachelor implies that one has a choice of 

marrying or not, and this is what makes the idea of a bachelor existence 

attractive, in the popular literature. He has been pursued and has 

successfully eluded his pursuers. But a spinster is one who has not been 

pursued, or at least not seriously. She is old, unwanted goods. The 

metaphorical connotations of bachelor generally suggest sexual 

freedom; of spinster, puritanism or celibacy. 

These examples could be multiplied. It is generally considered a 

faux pas, in society, to congratulate a woman on her engagement, while 

it is correct to congratulate her fiancé. Why is this? The reason seems to 

be that it is impolite to remind people of things that may be 

uncomfortable to them. To congratulate a woman on her engagement is 

really to say, "Thank goodness! You had a close call!" For the man, on 

the other hand, there was no such danger. His choosing to marry is 

viewed as a good thing, but not something essential. 

The linguistic double standard holds throughout the life of the 

relationship. After marriage, bachelor and spinster become man and 

wife, not man and woman. The woman whose husband dies remains 

“John’s widow”; John, however, is never “Mary’s widower”. 

Finally, why is it that salesclerks and others are so quick to call 

women customers “dear,” “honey, and other terms of endearment they 

really have no business using? A male customer would never put up 

with it. But women, like children, are supposed to enjoy these 

endearments, rather than being offended by them. 

In more ways than one, it is time to speak up. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James Thurber (1894-1961), one of the country’s premiere humorists, was born in 
Columbus, Ohio and educated at Ohio State University, where he wrote for the school 
newspaper.  After working as a reporter for the Columbus Dispatch and later a Paris-
based correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, in 1927 he joined the staff of the New 
Yorker, a magazine with which he would be associated for the rest of his life (as a 
freelancer from 1936).  His stylish wit marked by psychological insight, Thurber 
produced droll short stories, a comic play about college life, and a number of works of 
gentle satire on various subjects.  He is probably best remembered today for his 
cartoons and drawings, of which there are many collections.  These often depict hapless 
middle-aged men besieged by the demands of domineering wives and beset by the petty 
irritations of everyday life. 
 
James Thurber 
 University Days 
 
In “University Days,” the American humorist James Thurber writes comically about his 
college experience at Ohio State University.  Thurber entertains and amuse while 
conveying his sense of frustration and bemusement at what he experience and observed 
there. 
 Thurber arranges this excerpt from his autobiography, My Life and Hard 
Times, as a series of linked stories.  In an anecdote about his botany class, Thurber 
describes his frustration at not being able to see what he is supposed to see through a 
microscope, and what, presumably, his fellow classmates see.  He structures the botany 
anecdote to allow for the hope of success, only to dash that hope with comic deflation.  
Through stories about gym and journalism and military drill, Thurber creates a comic 
persona that is, paradoxically, both blind and insightful.  In showing readers what 
Thurber the character didn’t see, Thurber the writer shows us some things we can smile 
about. 
 His anecdote about economics class shifts the focus from Thurber himself to 
another hapless student—a Polish football player, Bolenciecwz, who serves as a comic 
stereotype of the intellectually challenged but lovable oversized athlete.  His professors 
and fellow students together help Bolenciecwz to just scrape by academically so as to 
retain his athletic eligibility.  A large part of the humor of this anecdote lies in the 
variety of ways students and professor hint at the answer to a question Bolenciecwz is 
asked in class—what goes “choo-choo”; “ toot-toot”; “chuffa, chuffa”—and the delay in 
Bolenciecwz’s finally realizing the answer is “a train.” 
 

I passed all the other courses that I took at my university, but I could 
never pass botany. This was because all botany students had to spend 
several hours a week in a laboratory looking through a microscope at 
plant cells, and I could never see through a microscope. I never once 
saw a cell through a microscope. This used to enrage my instructor. He 
would wander around the laboratory pleased with the progress all the 

students were making in drawing the involved and, so I am told, 
interesting structure of flower cells, until he came to me. I would just be 
standing there. “I can’t see anything,” I would say. He would begin 
patiently enough, explaining how anybody can see through a 
microscope, but he would always end up in a fury, claiming that I could 
too see through a microscope but just pretended that I couldn’t. “It takes 
away from the beauty of flowers anyway,” I used to tell him. “We are 
not concerned with beauty in this course,” he would say. “We are 
concerned solely with what I may call the mechanics of flowers.” 
“Well,” I’d say, “I can’t see anything.” “Try it just once again,” he’d 
say, and I would put my eye to the microscope and see nothing at all, 
except now and again, a nebulous milky substance—a phenomenon of 
maladjustment. You were supposed to see a vivid, restless clockwork of 
sharply defined plant cells. “I see what looks like a lot of milk,” I would 
tell him. This, he claimed, was the result of my not having adjusted the 
microscope properly; so he would readjust it for me, or rather, for 
himself. And I would look again and see milk. 

I finally took a deferred pass, as they called it, and waited a year 
and tried again. (You had to pass one of the biological sciences or you 
couldn’t graduate.) The professor had come back from vacation brown 
as a berry, bright-eyed, and eager to explain cell-structure again to his 
classes. “Well,” he said to me, cheerily, when we met in the first 
laboratory hour of the semester, “we’re going to see cells this time, 
aren’t we?” “Yes, sir,” I said. Students to right of me and to left of me 
and in front of me were seeing cells; what’s more, they were quietly 
drawing pictures of them in their notebooks. Of course, I didn’t see 
anything. 

“We’ll try it,” the professor said to me, grimly, “with every 
adjustment of the microscope known to man. As God is my witness, I’ll 
arrange this glass so that you see cells through it or I’ll give up 
teaching. In twenty-two years of botany, I—” He cut off abruptly for he 
was beginning to quiver all over, like Lionel Barrymore, and he 
genuinely wished to hold onto his temper; his scenes with me had taken 
a great deal out of him. 

So we tried it with every adjustment of the microscope known 
to man. With only one of them did I see anything but blackness or the 
familiar lacteal opacity, and that time I saw, to my pleasure and 
amazement, a variegated constellation of flecks, specks, and dots. These 
I hastily drew. The instructor, noting my activity, came back from an  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

adjoining desk, a smile on his lips and his eyebrows high in hope. He 
looked at my cell drawing. “What’s that?” he demanded, with a hint of a 
squeal in his voice. “That’s what I saw,” I said. “You didn’t, you didn’t, 
you didn’t!” he screamed, losing control of his temper instantly, and he 
bent over and squinted into the: microscope. His head snapped up. 
“That’s your eye!” he shouted. “You’ve fixed the lens so that it reflects! 
You’ve drawn your eye!” 

Another course that I didn’t like, but somehow managed to 
pass, was economics. I went to that class straight from the botany class, 
which didn’t help me any in understanding either subject. I used to get 
them mixed up. But not as mixed up as another student in my 
economics class who came there direct from a physics laboratory. He 
was a tackle on the football ball team, named Bolenciecwz. At that time 
Ohio State University had one of the best football teams in the country, 
and Bolenciecwz was one of its outstanding stars. In order to be eligible 
to play it was necessary for him to keep up in his studies, a very 
difficult matter, for while he was not dumber than an ox he was not any 
smarter. Most of his professors were lenient and helped him along. 
None gave him more hints, in answering questions, or asked him 
simpler ones than the economics professor, a thin, timid man named 
Bassum. One day when we were on the subject of transportation and 
distribution, it came Bolenciecwz’s turn to answer a question. “Name 
one means of transportation,” the professor said to him. No light came 
into the big tackle’s eyes. “Just any means of transportation,” said the 
professor. Bolenciecwz sat staring at him. “That is,” pursued the 
professor, “any medium, agency, or method of going from one place to 
another.” Bolenciecwz had the look of a man who is being led into a 
trap. “You may choose among steam, horse-drawn, or electrically 
propelled vehicles,” said the instructor. “I might suggest the one which 
we commonly take in making long journeys across land.” There was a 
profound silence in which everybody stirred uneasily, including 
Bolenciecwz and Mr. Bassum. Mr. Bassum abruptly broke this silence 
in an amazing manner. “Choo-choo-choo,” he said, in a low voice, and 
turned instantly scarlet. He glanced appealingly around the room. All of 
us, of course, shared Mr. Bassum’s desire that Bolenciecwz should stay 
abreast of the class in economics, for the Illinois game, one of the 
hardest and most important of the season, was only a week off. “Toot, 
toot, too-toooooootf” some student with a deep voice moaned, and we 
all looked encouragingly at Bolenciecwz. Somebody else gave a fine  

imitation of a locomotive letting off steam. Mr. Bassum himself 
rounded off the little show. “Ding, dong, ding, dong,” he said, 
hopefully. Bolenciecwz was staring at the floor now, trying to think, his 
great brow furrowed, his huge hands rubbing together, his face red. 

“How did you come to college this year, Mr. Bolenciecwz?” 
asked the professor. “Chuffa chuffa, chuffa chuffa.” 

“M’father sent me,” said the football player. 
“What on?” asked Bassum. 
“I git an ‘lowance,” said the tackle, in a low, husky voice, 

obviously embarrassed. 
“No, no,” said Bassum. “Name a means of transportation. What 

did you ride here on?” 
“Train,” said Bolenciecwz. 
“Quite right,” said the professor. “Now, Mr. Nugent, will you 

tell us—” 
If I went through anguish in botany and economics—for 

different reasons—gymnasium work was even worse. I don’t even like 
to think about it. They wouldn’t let you play games or join in the 
exercises with your glasses on and I couldn’t see with mine off. I 
bumped into professors, horizontal bars, agricultural students, and 
swinging iron rings. Not being able to see, I could take it but I couldn’t 
dish it out. Also, in order to pass gymnasium (and you had to pass it to 
graduate) you had to learn to swim if you didn’t know how. I didn’t like 
the swimming pool, I didn’t like swimming, and I didn’t like the 
swimming instructor, and after all these years I still don’t. I never swam 
but I passed my gym work anyway, by having another student give my 
gymnasium number (978) and swim across the pool in my place. He 
was a quiet, amiable blonde youth, number 473, and he would have 
seen through a microscope for me if we could have got away with it, but 
we couldn’t get away with it. Another thing I didn’t like about 
gymnasium work was that they made you strip the day you registered. It 
is impossible for me to be happy when I am stripped and being asked a 
lot of questions. Still, I did better than a lanky agricultural student who 
was cross examined just before I was. They asked each student what 
college he was in—that is, whether Arts, Engineering, Commerce, or 
Agriculture. “What college are you in?” the instructor snapped at the 
youth in front of me. “Ohio State University,” he said promptly. 

It wasn’t that agricultural student but it was another a whole lot 
like him who decided to take up journalism, possibly on the ground that  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

when farming went to hell he could fall back on newspaper work. He 
didn’t realize, of course, that that would be very much like falling back 
full-length on a kit of carpenter’s tools. Haskins didn’t seem cut out for 
journalism, being too embarrassed to talk to anybody and unable to use a 
typewriter, but the editor of the college paper assigned him to the cow 
barns, the sheep house, the horse pavilion, and the animal husbandry 
department generally. This was a genuinely big “beat,” for it took up five 
times as much ground and got ten times as great a legislative 
appropriation as the College of Liberal Arts. The agricultural student 
knew animals, but nevertheless his stories were dull and colorlessly 
written. He took all afternoon on each of them, because he had to hunt for 
each letter on the typewriter. Once in a while he had to ask somebody to 
help him hunt. “C” and “L,” in particular, were hard letters for him to 
find. His editor finally got pretty much annoyed at the farmer-journalist 
because his pieces were so uninteresting. “See here, Haskins,” he snapped 
at him one day, “why is it we never have anything hot from you on the 
horse pavilion? Here we have two hundred head of horses on this 
campus—more than any other university in the Western Conference 
except Purdue—and yet you never get any real low-down on them. Now 
shoot over to the horse barns and dig up something lively.” Haskins 
shambled out and came back in about an hour; he said he had something. 
“Well, start it off snappily,” said the editor. “Something people will 
read.” Haskins set to work and in a couple of hours brought a sheet of 
typewritten paper to the desk; it was a two-hundred word story about 
some disease that had broken out among the horses. Its opening sentence 
was simple but arresting. It read: “Who has noticed the sores on the tops 
of the horses in the animal husbandry building?” 

Ohio State was a land grant university and therefore two years of 
military drill was compulsory. We drilled with old Springfield rifles and 
studied the tactics of the Civil War even though the World War was 
going on at the time. At II o’clock each morning thousands of freshmen 
and sophomores used to deploy over the campus, moodily creeping up on 
the old chemistry building. It was good training for the kind of warfare 
that was waged at Shiloh but it had no connection with what was going 
on in Europe. Some people used to think there was German money 
behind it, but they didn’t dare say so or they would have been thrown in 
jail as German spies. It was a period of muddy thought and marked, I 
believe, the decline of higher education in the Middle West.  

As a soldier I was never any good at all. Most of the cadets were 
glumly indifferent soldiers, but I was no good at all. Once General 
Littlefield, who was commandant of the cadet corps, popped up in 

front of me during regimental drill and snapped, “You are the main trouble 
with this university!” I think he meant that my type was the main trouble 
with the university but he may have meant me individually. I was 
mediocre at drill, certainly that is, until my senior year. By that time I had 
drilled longer than anybody else in the Western Conference, having failed 
at military at the end of each preceding year so that I had to do it all over 
again. I was the only senior still in uniform. The uniform which, when 
new, had made me look like an interurban railway conductor, now that it 
had become faded and too tight, made me look like Bert Williams in his 
bell-boy act. This had a definitely bad effect on my morale. Even so, I had 
become by sheer practice little short of wonderful at squad maneuvers. 

One day General Littlefield picked our company out of the whole 
regiment and tried to get it mixed up by putting it through one movement 
after another as fast as we could execute them: squads right, squads left, 
squads on right into line, squads right about, squads left front into line, etc. 
In about three minutes one hundred and nine men were marching in one 
direction and I was marching away from them at an angle of forty-five 
degrees, all alone. “Company, halt!” shouted General Littlefield, “That 
man is the only man who has it right!” I was made a corporal for my 
achievement. 

The next day General Littlefield summoned me to his office. He 
was swatting flies when I went in. I was silent and he was silent too, for a 
long time. I don’t think he remembered me or why he had sent for me, but 
he didn’t want to admit it. He swatted some more flies, keeping his eyes on 
them narrowly before he let go with the swatter. “Button up your coat!” he 
snapped. Looking back on it now I can see that he meant me although he 
was looking at a fly, but I just stood there. Another fly came to rest on a 
paper in front of the general and began rubbing its hind legs together. The 
general lifted the swatter cautiously. I moved restlessly and the fly flew 
away. “You startled him!” barked General Littlefield, looking at me 
severely. I said I was sorry. “That won’t help the situation!” snapped the 
General, with cold military logic. I didn’t see what I could do except offer 
to chase some more flies toward his desk, but I didn’t say anything. He 
stared out the window at the faraway figures of coeds crossing the campus 
toward the library.  

Finally, he told me I could go. So I went. He either didn’t know 
which cadet I was or else he forgot what he wanted to see me about. It may 
have been that he wished to apologize for having called me the main 
trouble with the university; or maybe he had decided to compliment me on 
my brilliant drilling of the day before and then at the last minute decided 
not to. I don’t know. I don’t think about it much anymore. 
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