English 105D

Prof. Howe

Abstract/Concrete Language
  

Effective writers use and mix language at all levels of abstraction.  In order to communicate, we must learn to use language on all levels.  But first, it's important to understand what is meant by abstract and concrete language and also general and specific language. In your personal narratives, I am asking you to strive for the concrete and specific, so use these tools as a guide for your work.
  

Abstract words refer to intangible qualities, ideas, and concepts.  These words indicate things we know only through our intellect, like “loyalty,” “evil,” “good,” and “beauty.” 

Example:  Cooper observed the large majority of all phenomena with conspicuous nonsuccess in apprehending the nature of reality. 
Concrete words refer to tangible, qualities or characteristics, things we know through our senses.  Words like “hot,” “cat,” “green,” and “sugar” are concrete. 
Example:  Cooper saw nearly all things as through a glass eye, darkly. 

So, we conceive the abstract though our mental processes and perceive the concrete through our five senses. 
General words refer to large classes and broad areas.  “Colleges,” “the British,” “housing,” and “journalists” are general terms. 
Example:  The man enjoyed the sport. 
Specific words designate particular items or individual cases, so “Washington and Lee University,” “Margaret Thatcher,” “The Village Inn,” and “Walter Cronkite” are specific terms. 
Example:  John enjoyed dry fly fishing in Catherine Creek. 
Most words do not nicely fall into categories.  They are not always either abstract or concrete, general or specific.  And, the abstract and general often overlap, as do the concrete and specific.  So, it is easier to classify words by placing them on a scale or continuum — a Ladder of Abstraction.  On this scale, we place a word on a higher or lower level of abstraction.  The lower on the scale, the more concrete the word is.  For example: 
8 ~ ideologies 
     7 ~ religions 
          6 ~ western religions 
               5 ~ Christianity 
                    4 ~ Protestants 
                         3 ~ Baptists 
                              2 ~ Southern Baptist Convention
                                   1 ~ First Baptist Church of Memphis, Tennessee 

                                         (from Hairston's Successful Writing, 1981)
