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THE METHOD

Should we pass laws to regulate pornography or just let pornography run
wild? Which team do you place your money on, the Cowboys or the Forty-
Niners? To go to school full-time or part-time: What are the rewards and
drawbacks of each way of life? How do the Republican and the Democratic
platforms stack up against each other? How is the work of Picasso like or
unlike that of Matisse? These are questions that may be addressed by the
dual method of COMPARISON AND CONTRAST. In comparing, you point to
similar features of the subjects; in contrasting, to different features. (The fea-
tures themselves you identify by the method of DIVISION or ANALYSIS; see
Chap. 9.)

With the aid of comparison and contrast, you can show why you prefer
one thing to another, one course of action to another, one idea to another. In
an argument in which you support one of two possible choices, a careful and
detailed comparison and contrast of the choices may be extremely convine-
ing. In an expository essay, it can demonstrate that you understand your sub-
jects thoroughly. That is why, on exams that call for essay answers, often you
will be asked to compare and contrast. Sometimes the examiner will come
right out and say, “Compare and contrast nineteenth-century methods of
treating drug addiction with those of the present day.” Sometimes, however,
comparison and contrast won’t even be mentioned by name; instead, the
examiner will ask, “What resemblances and differences do you find between
John Updike’s short story ‘A & P’ and the Grimm fairy tale ‘Godfather
Death’?” Or, “Explain the relative desirability of holding a franchise as against
going into business as an independent proprietor.” But those —as you realize
when you begin to plan your reply —are just other ways of asking you to com-
pare and contrast.

In practice, the two methods are usually inseparable. A little reflection
will show you why you need both. Say you intend to write a portrait-in-words
of two people. No two people are in every respect exactly the same or entirely
dissimilar. Simply to compare them or to contrast them would not be true to
life. To set them side by side and portray them accurately, you must consider
both similarities and differences.

A good essay in comparing and contrasting serves a PURPOSE. Most of the
time, the writer of such an essay has one of two purposes in mind:

1. The purpose of showing each of two subjects distinctly by considering both, side
by side. Writing with such a purpose, the writer doesn’t necessarily find
one of the subjects better than the other. In “Grant and Lee” in this chap-
ter, Bruce Catton examines the characters of two Civil War generals. His
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conclusion is not that either was a better man but that each reflected
strong currents of American society.

2. The purpose of choosing between two things. In daily life, we often EVALUATE
two possibilities to choose between them: which college course to elect,
which movie to see, which luncheon special to take —chipped beef over
green noodles or fried smelt on a bun? Our thinking on a matter such as
the last is quick and informal: “Hmmmm, the smelt looks better. Red beef,
green noodles—ugh, what a sight! Smelt has bones, but the beef is rub-
bery. Still, I don’t like the smell of that smelt. I'll go for the beef (or maybe
just grab a hamburger after class).” In essays, too, a writer, by comparing
and evaluating points, decides which of two things is more admirable:
“Organic Gardening, Yes; Gardening with Chemical Fertilizers, No!” —
or “Skydiving Versus the Safe, Sane Life.” In writing, as in thinking, you
need to consider the main features of both subjects, the positive features
and the negative, and to choose the subject whose positive features more

clearly predominate.

THE PROCESS

Subjects for Comparison

When you find yourself considering two subjects side by side or preferring
one subject over another, you have already embarked on comparison and con-
trast. Just be sure that your two subjects display a clear basis for comparison. In
other words, they should have something significant in common. Comparison
usually works best with two of a kind: two means of reading for the visually
impaired, two ways of gardening, two California wines, two mystery writers,
two schools of political thought.

It can sometimes be effective to find similarities between evidently unlike
subjects—a city and a country town, say— and a special form of comparison,
ANALOGY, always equates two very unlike things, explaining one in terms of
the other. (In an analogy you might explain how the human eye works by
comparing it to a simple camera, or you might explain the forces in a thun-
derstorm by comparing them to armies in battle.) In any comparison of unlike
things, you must have a valid reason for bringing the two together. In “Grant
and Lee,” Bruce Catton compares two Civil War generals. But in an essay
called “General Grant and Mick Jagger” you would be hard-pressed to find any
real basis for comparison. Although you might wax ingenious and claim, “Like
Grant, Jagger posed a definite threat to Nashville,” the ingenuity would wear
thin and soon the yoking together of general and rock star would fall apart.
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Basis for Comparison and Thesis

Beginning to identify the shared and dissimilar features of your subjects
will get you started, but the comparison won’t be manageable for you or intet-
esting to your readers unless you also limit it. You would be overly ambitious
to try to compare and contrast the Russian way of life with the American way
of life in five hundred words; you couldn’t include all the important similari-
ties and differences. In a brief paper, you would be wise to select a single basis
for comparison: to show, for instance, how day-care centers in Russia and the
United States are both like and unlike each other.

This basis for comparison will eventually underpin the THESIS of your
essay— the claim you have to make about the similarities and dissimilarities
of two things or about one thing’s superiority over another. Here, from essays
in this chapter, are THESIS STATEMENTS that clearly lay out what'’s being com-
pared and why:

Neat people are lazier and meaner than sloppy people.
— Suzanne Britt, “Neat Peaple vs. Sloppy People”
These were two strong men, these oddly different generals, and they rep-

resented the strengths of two conflicting currents that, through them, had
come into collision.

— Bruce Catton, “Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts”

Notice that each author not only identifies his or her subjects (neat and
sloppy people, two generals) but also previews the purpose of the comparison,
whether to evaluate (Britt) or to explain (Catton).

Organization

Even with a limited basis for comparison, the method of comparison and
contrast can be tricky without some planning. We suggest that you make an
outline (preferably in writing), using one of two organizations described
below. Say you're writing an essay on two banjo-pickers, Jed and Jake. Your
purpose is to explain the distinctive identities of the two players, and your
thesis statement might be the following:

Jed and Jake are both excellent banjo-pickers whose differences reflect their
training.

Here are the two ways you might arrange your comparison:

1. Subject by subject. Set forth all your facts about Jed, then do the same for
Jake. Next, sum up their similarities and differences. In your conclusion,
state what you think you have shown.
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1. Jed
Training
Choice of material
Technical dexterity
Playing style
2. Jake
Training
Choice of material
Technical dexterity
Playing style
SUMMARY
CONCLUSION

This procedure works for a paper of a few paragraphs, but for a longer one,
it has a built-in disadvantage: Readers need to remember all the facts
about subject 1 while they read about subject 2. If the essay is long and
lists many facts, this procedure may be burdensome.

2. Point by point. Usually more workable in writing a long paper than the first
method, the second scheme is to compare and contrast as you go. You
consider one point at a time, taking up your two subjects alternately. In
this way, you continually bring the subjects together, perhaps in every
paragraph. Notice the differences in the outline:

1. Training
Jed: studied under Earl Scruggs
Jake: studied under Bela Fleck

2. Choice of material
Jed: bluegrass
Jake: jazz-oriented
3. Technical dexterity
Jed: highly skilled
Jake: highly skilled
4. Playing style
Jed: rapid-fire

Jake: impressionistic

For either the subject-by-subject or the point-by-point scheme, your con-
clusion might be: Although similar in skill, the two differ greatly in aims and
in personalities. Jed is better suited to the Grand OI' Opry and Jake to a con-
cert hall.

No matter how you group your points, they have to balance; you can’t dis-
cuss Jed’s on-stage manner without discussing Jake's too. If you have nothing
to say about Jake’s on-stage manner, then you might as well omit the point. A
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surefire loser is the paper that proposes to compare and contrast two subjects
but then proceeds to discuss quite different elements in each: Jed’s playing style
and Jake’s choice of material, Jed’s fondness for smelt on a bun and Jake’s hobby
of antique-car collecting. The writer of such a paper doesn’t compare and con-
trast the two musicians at all, but provides two quite separate discussions.

By the way, a subject-by-subject organization works most efficiently for a
pair of subjects. If you want to write about three banjo-pickers, you might first
consider Jed and Jake, then Jake and Josh, then Josh and Jed— but it would

probably be easiest to compare and contrast all three point by point.

Flexibility

As you write, an outline will help you see the shape of your paper and
keep your procedure in mind. But don’t be the simple tool of your outline. Few
essays are more boring to read than the long comparison and contrast written
mechanically. The reader comes to feel like a weary tennis spectator whose
head has to swivel from side to side: now Jed, now Jake; now Jed again, now
back to Jake. You need to mention the same features of both subjects, it is true,
but no law decrees how you must mention them. You need not follow your out-
line in lockstep order, or cover similarities and differences at precisely the
same length, or spend a hundred words on Jed’s banjo-picking skill just
because you spend a hundred words on Jake’s. Your essay, remember, doesn’t
need to be as symmetrical as a pair of salt and pepper shakers. What is your
outline but a simple means to organize your account of a complicated reality?
As you write, keep casting your thoughts upon a living, particular world— not
twisting and squeezing that world into a rigid scheme, but moving through it
with open senses, being patient and faithful and exact in your telling of it.

FOCUS ON PARAGRAPH COHERENCE

With several points of comparison and alternatmg subjects, a comparmon will be
easy for your readers to follow only if you frequently clarify what subject and what
point you are discussing. Two techniques, especially, can help you guide readers
through your.comparison:.transitions and repetition or restatement.

¢ Use TRANSITIONS as signposts: to-tell readers where you, and they, are headed.
Some transitions indicate that you are shifting between subjects, either finding
resemblances between them (also, like, likewise, similarly) or finding differences
(but, however, in contrast, instead, unlike, whereas, yef). Other transitions indi-
cate that you are moving on to.a new point(in addition, also, furthermore, more-
ovet). ;
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Traditional public schools depend for financing, of course, on tax. receipts
and onother public moneéy like bonds; and as a result they generally open
enrollment to all students without regard to background, skills, or special
needs. Magnet scheols are similarly funded by public money. But they
often require prospective students to pass a test or other hurdle for admis-
sion: [n addition, whereas traditional public schools usually offer 4 general
curriculum, magnet schools often focus-on a specialized program empha-
sizing an.area of knowledge or competence, such as science and tech-
nology or performing arts.

* Use repetition or restatement of subjects and points.of comparison to clarify and
link sentences. Here: is the same passage on schools with ts repetitions and'
restatements underlined: :

Traditional public schools depend for financing, of course, on tax receipts
and on other publlc maney like bonds, and as a result they generally open
enrollment to all students without regard to background, skills, or special
needs. Magnet schools are similarly funded by public money. But they
often require prospective students to pass a test or other hurdfe for admjs-
sion. In addition, whereas traditional public schools usually. offer a general
currlculum magnet schools often focus on a specialized program empha-
sizing ‘anarea of knowledge or competence, such as science and tech-

nology or performing, arts.

For exercises on transitions, visit Exercise Central at bedfordstmaftins.com/
briefbedfordreader.

CHECKLIST FOR REVISING A COMPARISON AND CONTRAST

PURPOSE. What is the aim of your comparison: to explain two subjects or to
evaluate them? Will the purpose be clear to readers from the start?

SUBJECTS. Are the subjects enough alike, sharing enough features, to make
comparison worthwhile?

THESIS. Does your thesis establish a limited basis for comparison so that you
have room and time to cover all the relevant similarities and differences?

ORGANIZATION. Does your arrangement of material, whether subject by sub-
ject or point by point, do justice to your subjects and help readers follow the
comparison?

BALANCE AND FLEXIBILITY. Have you covered the same features of both sub-
jects? At the same time, have you avoided a rigid back-and-forth movement that
could bore or exhaust a reader?

COHERENCE. Have you used transitions and repetition or restatement to clarify
which subjects and which points you are discussing?
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COMPARISON AND CONTRAST IN PARAGRAPHS
Writing About Television

The following example, written especially for The Brief Bedford Reader,
uses point-by-point comparison for a clear purpose: to evaluate television
drama, then and now, and to express a preference for one over the other.
Notice that the writer is fair—acknowledging (toward the end) that today’s
dramas also have fine actors and have none of the primitiveness of yesterday’s
dramas.

Though written to be freestanding, this paragraph on drama might do
good work in a full essay about, say, the chief differences between TV pro-
gramming in the medium’s early days and programming now.

Seen on aged 16-millimeter film, the original production of | pyins.by-point
Paddy Chayevsky's Marty makes clear the differences between tele- -comparison supporting
vision drama of 1953 and that of today. Today there’s no weekly | this topic senence
Goodyear Playhouse to showcase original one-hour plays by impor- 1. Origi
tant authors; most scriptwriters collaborate, all but anonymously,

on serials about familiar characters. Marty features no bodice rip- 2. Simple love story vs.

ping, no drug busts, no deadly illness, no laugh track. Instead, it sim- violence and sex
ply shows the awakening of love between a heavyset butcher and a
mousy high-school teacher: both single, lonely, and shy, never twice
dating the same person. Unlike the writer of today, Chayevsky
couldn’t set scenes outdoors or on location. In one small studio, in takes vs. loca
slow lingering takes (some five minutes long—not eight to twelve o e
seconds, as we now expect), the camera probes the faces of two
seated characters as Marty and his pal Angie plan Saturday night
(“What do you want to do?”—*] dunno. What do you want to

(%]

do?"). Oddly, the effect is spellbinding. To bring such scenes to life, 4. Good acting vs. good
the actors must project with vigor; and like the finer actors of today, acting

Rod Steiger as Marty exploits each moment. In 1953, plays were 5. Live vs. videotaped
telecast live. Today, well-edited videotape may eliminate blown

lines, but a chill slickness prevails. Technically, Marty is primitive, 6. Primitive and probing
yet it probes souls. Most televised drama today displays a physically vs. big and limited

larger world —only to nail a box around it.
clarify the comparison

Writing in an Academic Discipline

Taken from a texthbook on architectural history, the following subject-by-
subject comparison explains the differences between two competing theories
of architecture in Russia in the 1920s and 1930s. The paragraph is one of sev-
eral in which the author demonstrates how modernist architects divided into
those concerned mainly with form and those concerned mainly with social
progress.

. Studio sets with long

Transitions (underlined)
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In Russia, too, modernists fell into two camps. They squared off}‘.\': -by-subject
against each other in public debate and in Vkhutemas, a school of  comparbon supporiing

. . , . this topic sentence
architecture organized in 1920 along lines parallel to the Bauhaus.
“The measure of architecture is architecture,” went the motto of 1. First camp:
one camp. They believed in an unfettered experimentalism of form.
The rival camp had a problem-solving orientation. The architect’s 2.
main mission, in their view, was to share in the common task of
achieving the transformation of society promised by the October ;
Revolution [of 1917]. They were keen on standardization, user eventually pr
interviews, and ideological prompting. They worked on new build-
ing programs that would consolidate the social order of commu-
nism. These they referred to as “social condensers.”

— Spiro Kostof, A History of Architecture

COMPARISON AND CONTRAST IN PRACTICE

In her sophomore year in college, Susan Wheeler was running for presi-
dent of her dormitory. She prepared a campaign statement for the student
newspaper’s coverage of the election, and she also created the flier on the next
page for posting throughout the dorm.

Wheeler believed that her campaign platform was much stronger than her
opponent’s, and she decided to highlight the differences by showing her ideas
alongside her opponent’s (in a point-by-point arrangement). But her draft
needed work to make the points more concise and to give them PARALLEL
wording that would clarify and stress the contrasts. Originally, the first three
points read as follows:

Susan Wheeler Matt Parker

* A supporter of all extra- e Supports mainly sports and
curricular activities cheerleading

® Actively participates in student ¢ He is not in the student govemn-
government association ment association

® The food plans should be more ¢ Does not mention the food
flexible for all students plans

In Wheeler’s final draft (next page), the parallel wording (each point begin-
ning with a verb) is both easier to read and more emphatic.



