11.4 Exploiting Positions of Emphasis

voice and nominalizations, you can focus the reader’s attention on sub-
jects and verbs that emphasize actors and actions that support your argu-
ment. Second, you can alternate independent and dependent clauses in
sentences to emphasize the information in the independent clauses and
deemphasize the information in the dependent clauses. Finally, using
short sentences in the middle of a series of long sentences can pique the
lid reader’s interest.

ut a. Subject-Verb Combinations

ne- Just as readers pay more attention to information at beginnings and
endings of documents and sections, they place subconscious emphasis
on the information in the verb position of a sentence. They also subcon-
sciously look for the verb’s actor—that is, the noun that is “doing” the
action of the verb. You can control what information is in the subject posi-
tion and the verb position, and where (or whether) you include informa-
tion about the verb’s actor.'” How you arrange that information will affect
how your reader comprehends your message. To take a simple example:

The dog bit the child.
The child was bitten by the dog.

! The child was the victim of a dog bite.
A dog bite occurred.

t A bite occurred.

i Most of these sentences could describe a dog bite. In some of the sen-
d tences, the reader can instantly understand the complete story. In others,
| however, the reader has to work harder to get that information; in others,
it even when working hard, the reader can get only a vague idea of what has
*l‘; happened.

~ Thus, the way you arrange the information within a sentence can
have a big impact on how quickly the reader understands the message.
nformation arrangement can sometimes have an impact on how the
eader feels about the message as well. Take a look at these two versions of
sentence that might appear in a letter from a law school to its students:

We are increasing your tuition by $5,000 per year.
A tuition increase of $5,000 will gccur.

e first sentence is more likely to make the student angry at the law
hool administration. Through their use of subjects and verbs, they have
en direct responsibility for the tuition increase. The reader instantly
derstands the message, and its clarity may intensify the reader’s reac-
N. The second sentence is a more typical example of how to deliver
€ news. No one takes responsibility for the dramatic tuition increase; it

"See, e.g., Williams & Colomb, supra note 14, at Lesson 3.
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hidden verbs, find the actor that is “verbing”
verb), and create a stronger, more easily com

When looking for nominalizations, you

(i.e., doing the action of that
prehensible sentence.
might find a sentence like this:

This case is a recognition of the coercion that may happen during an
arrest.

If you circled the verbs in this sentence, you would identify the rather
weak verbs is and may happen. Once you identify the hidden verbs recog-
nize, coerce, and arrest, you can work on making the sentence more clear:

In this case, [someone] recognized that [someone] may coerce [some-
one] when [someone] arrests [someone].

provides a hidden benefit: You may
g from the sentence. Thus, your next
he missing information. On the other

and, you may decide to leave some of the nominalizations as is:

In this case, the Court reco

gnized that police officers may coerce citi-
zens during an arrest.

nowing how nominalizations can affect your writing can help you to

ake your points more explicitly when clarity is your goal and to blunt
ur message when it is appropriate to do so.

ii. Active and Passive Voice

‘Most writers know about “tense” as it relates to verbs; they consciously
Cide, for example, whether to write in present tense or past tense. Many,
ever, are unfamiliar with the concept of “voice.” No matter what its

S€, a verb can be cast in active or passive voice. Voice relates not to the
e of the verb, but to whether the verb’s actor is in the su

€ sentence or clause. If the verb’s actor is in the
IS said to be cast in ”activg voice”; if the verb’s actor is not in the sub-
0sition, the verb is said to be cast in “passive voice.” In almost every
4in which the verb is cast in passive voice, the subject of the sentence
€iving the action of the verb rather than doing the action of the
hus, in most cases, the subject of an active voice sentence or clause
fIbing”; the subject of a passive voice sentence or clause is “being
80." Think of the subject passively receiving the action of the verb to
SU remember the meaning of “passive voice”:

Court decided the case.
iding].)

bject position
subject position, the

(Active voice; the subject [court] is verbing

£ase was decided by the court. (Passive voice;

. the subject [case] is
8 Verbed [being decided].)

Ve and active voice verbs, like nominalizations, are grammati-
HECt. Because active voice verbs can be understood more quickly,
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however, you should use active voice unless you have a specific reason to
use passive voice. Passive voice is preferred on occasion:

1. if you don’t know who the actor is or you want to hide or deempha-
size the actor (“a decision was made to raise your tuition” hides the

decision maker);
2. when you want to emphasize the object of the verb rather than the
subject (“she was hit by a car” emphasizes the victim of the acci-

dent); or

3. when your sentence just works better
the subject position (€.8., when the sub
the object is a more familiar person or €O

with the object of the verb in
jectis unusually long or when
ncept than the subject).’®

ncluded in passive voice

Look at these examples of similar information i
sentence might be better

and active voice sentences. Try to decide which
given various rhetorical situations:

The statute was designed to limit the number of aliens who can bypass

INS-mandated citizenship procedures.
Congress designed the statute to limit the number of aliens who can
bypass INS-mandated citizenship procedures.

The evidence in question was obtained by observations made by a

police officer looking into the window of an apartment.

| A police officer obtained the information for the warrant when he
|| looked into the window of the apartment.

has been recognized by

I A person’s home, the place where he lives,
ch to invoke Fourth

1 this Court as the most important place in whi
Amendment protection.

This Court has recognized that a person’s home, the place where

he lives, is the most important place in which to invoke Fourth

Amendment protection.
As at least two of these illustrations show, using active voice result
The point of this section, however, 18

' shorter, more direct sentences.
to say that you must eliminate all nominalizations and all uses of pas

voice; rather, the point is that you should use nominalizations and pas
voice only when you have a good reason to do so. When there is nOI€
to use them, use more direct, easier-to—understand subjects and verb

b. Independent and Dependent Clauses
A second way that a writer can use sentence structure to perst
by using dependent clauses to “hide” information that the writer!

18 5ge Mary Barnard Ray & Jill J. Ramsfield, Legal Writing: Getting It Right and Getting I

279-81 (4th ed,, Thomson/West 2005).
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C. Using Short Sentences for Emphasis
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