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TONE 

 

Most people find interpretation questions on tone very difficult to answer– mainly 

because they don't really understand what is being asked for. 

 

Comment on the tone of… 1 mark 

 

Tone does not relate directly to meaning but rather to the way in which something is said. 

It refers to a particular attitude or feeling conveyed by the writer. 

Consider a simple question like: 

 

Where have you been? 

 

These words could be spoken in various situations: 

 

* by someone talking to a friend who has recently been on holiday 

 

* by someone talking to a friend who has not been seen for a long time 

 

* by a parent to a teenage son or daughter who arrives home at 4 a.m. 

 

Exactly the same words might be used but they would be said in quite different ways. 

This is what is meant by tone . 

 

In speech, the tone of voice used would make the speaker's feelings clear. In writing, 

however, you must look at the word choice to find clues to the feelings or attitude of the 

author.  

 

Serious or Humorous? 

 

It would be impossible to list every nuance of tone that a writer might use, as there are as 

many as there are attitudes. But they can be broadly categorised. You must first consider 

whether the author is being serious or light-hearted about his subject. 

 

If he is being light-hearted, the tone may be humorous in a straightforward way, where 

the author is finding his subject funny and he hopes his reader will too. 

 

A flippant tone is where the author is showing an irreverent attitude to something 

normally taken seriously. An example is to be found in Philip Larkin's poem Church 

Going, where the poet enters a church and describes the altar thus: "some brass and stuff, 

up at the holy end." Here the use of colloquial and informal expressions conveys his lack 

of respect. 

 

A light-hearted tone will often include informal and conversational language, whereas 

a serious, respectful tone will use more formal words. 
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The word conversational itself can describe a tone, particularly a chatty, friendly tone, 

as if the writer is confiding in a friend. An example is the narrative tone in the opening 

chapter of Sunset Song by Lewis Grassic Gibbon, where the writer is gossiping to his 

readers about his characters: 

 

"Chae ...wasn't the quarrelsome kind except when roused, so he was well-liked, 

though folk laughed at him. But God knows, who is it they don't laugh at?" 

 

An enthusiastic effusive tone might be used in an advertisement to persuade someone to 

buy something. A list of gushing superlatives would be an example of this. 

 

Irony is the name given to the figure of speech where an author says the opposite of what 

he really means. This could be purely for humorous effect, but there is often a serious 

purpose behind irony. An author's feelings can be expressed more forcefully for being 

inverted in this way.  

 

A tongue-in-cheek tone is a form of irony: the writer will sound serious, but there will be 

a sense of ridicule behind this. Euphemism is a common feature of this tone. An 

example might be the expression "tired and emotional" to mean "drunk" which the 

satirical magazine Private Eye uses to avoid lawsuits from the prominent people whom it 

exposes. 

 

A satirical tone is an extreme form of irony. Here a writer is funny in a more savage 

way: he holds a subject up to ridicule in order to attack it. This is the tone adopted by 

George Orwell in Animal Farm, for example, where he satirised Russian Communists by 

comparing them to pigs. The satirist's purpose is deeply serious although on the surface 

he may appear light-hearted. 

 

A serious tone is obviously used for serious purposes, on solemn occasions: a funeral 

speech, for example. Words such as formal, ponderous or even pompous might be 

applied. 

 

Focus on Irony 

 

Irony is one of the most common techniques used to convey tone. As was explained 

above, the most common form of irony is when someone says the opposite of what they 

really mean. If a friend were to say at the end of the summer holidays, "I can't wait to get 

back to school!" this would presumably be an example of irony. 

 

A famous example of this kind of irony in literature can be found in Shakespeare's Julius 

Caesar. After Caesar has been assassinated, his right-hand man, Antony, is permitted by 

Brutus (one of the leaders of the conspiracy against Caesar) to make a speech to the 

people of Rome. Brutus allows Antony to do this on condition that he does not criticise 

the conspirators but Antony cleverly uses irony to make his point, attacking Brutus while 

apparently praising him: 
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When that the poor have cried, Caesar hath wept: 

Ambition should be made of sterner stuff: 

Yet Brutus says he was ambitious; 

And Brutus is an honourable man. 

 

FOR PRACTICE  

 

In his novel Little Dorrit, Charles Dickens makes fun of officials and bureaucrats who get 

tied up in form-filling and generate more and more administrative paper-work. He 

invents an imaginary government department which has turned the creation of 

unnecessary "red tape" into an art form and calls it the "Circumlocution Office.” Identify 

which parts of the following extract are ironic. How can you tell? What effect is 

produced? 

 

The Circumlocution Office was (as everybody knows without being told) the most 

important Department under Government. No public business of any kind could 

possibly be done at any time, without the acquiescence of the Circumlocution 

Office. If another Gunpowder Plot had been discovered half an hour before the 

lighting of the match, nobody would have been justified in saving the parliament 

until there had been half a score of boards, half a bushel of minutes, several sacks 

of official memoranda, and a family-vault full of ungrammatical correspondence, 

on the part of the Circumlocution Office. This glorious establishment had been 

early in the field, when the one sublime principle involving the difficult art of 

governing a country, was first distinctly revealed to statesmen. It had been foremost 

to study that bright revelation, and carry its shining influence through the whole of 

the official proceedings. Whatever was required to be done, the Circumlocution 

Office was beforehand with all the public departments in the art of perceiving- 

HOW NOT TO DO IT. 

Through this delicate perception, through the tact with which it invariably seized it, 

and through the genius with which it always acted on it, the Circumlocution Office 

had risen to overtop all the public departments… 

 

Emotive Language 

 

For serious purposes, an emotive tone is often used. As the name implies, this aims at 

stirring up emotions in the reader, by shocking, angering or disturbing him. This is done 

by using words or expressions expressing extreme emotions. 

This example was written by a sports journalist criticising the tension at a Rangers/Celtic 

football match: 

 

Nowhere else on the planet do footballers perform in front of vast crowds so full of 

bile, hatred and bigotry. I have yet to find another place on the planet where a 

sporting occasion includes a ritual singing of some ditty celebrating a distant battle 

which took place 307 years ago. 
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Here the writer uses repetition, and hyperbole: "on the planet"; he uses words expressing 

extremes: "vast", and strong emotions: "bile, hatred, bigotry". He uses so called "loaded" 

words: for example, "some ditty" implies a sense of contempt. 

 

Rhetorical questions and exclamations are frequently used in emotive writing, as are 

vivid similes and metaphors. 

 

FOR PRACTICE  

 

In the following extracts, pick out words and phrases which contribute to the tone. Say 

what the tone is and explain how the language chosen conveys it. Comment on any 

features of the language which reinforce the tone, such as euphemism, oxymoron, 

hyperbole, unusual juxtapositions, emotive language and so on. 

 

* Remember ! 

 

A question on tone is asking you what the writer's choice of words reveals about his 

feelings or his attitude to his subject. 

 

1. Hulk goes into action against the heavies, flinging them about in slow motion. Like 

Bionic Woman, Six Million Dollar Man and Wonderwoman, Hulk does his action 

numbers at glacial speed. Emitting slow roars of rage, Hulk runs very slowly towards the 

enemy, who slowly attempt to make their escape. But no matter how slowly they run, 

Hulk runs more slowly. Slowly he picks them up, gradually bangs their heads together, 

and with a supreme burst of lethargy throws them through the side of a building. Hardly 

have the bricks floated to the ground before Hulk is changing back into spindly David 

Banner, with a sad cello weeping on the sound track. One thinks of Frankenstein's 

monster or the Hunchback of Notre Dame. One thinks of King Kong. One thinks one is 

being had. Why can't the soft twit cut the soul-searching and just enjoy his ability to swell 

up and clobber the foe? But David is in quest of "a way to control the raging spirit that 

dwells within him." Since the series could hardly continue if he finds it, presumably he 

will be a long time on the trail. 
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2. Conditions varied from the miserable child-of-all-work, sleeping on a sack under the 

stairs, in bondage for a few coppers a week and her wretched keep, to the great magnate's 

house steward, a prosperous member of the middle class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. At present the Scottish countryside fulfils a variety of functions. It is a "factory" for the 

important and basic production industries of farming and forestry. It provides a home for 

a large population of birds and animals and for the plants and insects that they depend 

upon. And it serves as a recreational resource for growing numbers of people. 

But will the countryside always be able to satisfy all these- and many other- different 

needs? What about the effects of "progress" in the shape of new motorways, provisions 

for tourists, industrial demands such as the oil-related developments and so on? How 

much longer can all the needs continue to be accommodated side by side in the Scottish 

countryside or are there some things that just cannot go together? 

(Comment on the second paragraph only.) 
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4. In this extract, James Herriot, author of the "Vet" books, has found a dog which had 

been abandoned from a car. 

So that was it. He had been dumped. Some time ago the humans he had loved and trusted 

had opened their car door, hurled him out into an unknown world and driven merrily 

away. I began to feel sick- physically sick- and a murderous rage flowed through me. 

Had they laughed, I wondered, these people at the idea of the bewildered little creature 

toiling vainly behind them?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. There was a man at Folkstone; I used to meet him on the Lees. He proposed one 

evening we should go for a long bicycle ride together on the following day 

and I agreed. He said: "That's a good-looking machine of yours. How does it run?" 

"Oh, like most of them," I answered; "easily enough in the morning; goes a little 

stiffly after lunch." 

He caught hold of it by the front wheel and the fork, and shook it violently. I said, "Don't 

do that; you'll hurt it." I did not see why he should shake it; it had not done anything to 

him. Besides if it wanted shaking, I was the proper person to shake it. I felt much as I 

should had he started whacking my dog. 

He said, "This front wheel wobbles." 

I said, "It doesn't; if you don't wobble it." It didn't wobble, as a matter of fact- nothing 

worth calling a wobble. 
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6. In this extract George Orwell, then a policeman in Burma, is being pressured by 

natives anxious for the sight of blood to kill an elephant which had turned wild. 

They had not shown much interest in the elephant when he was merely ravaging 

their homes, but it was different now that he was going to be shot. It was a bit of 

fun to them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Miller leaned forward and began to talk. 

"I've listened to you and your twisted mouthings till I'm sick to my guts. What you did 

sickened and revolted the whole of civilised mankind and left my generation a heritage of 

shame to live down that's going to take us all the rest of our lives." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. "It is clearly a reference to the words in a page of some book. Until I am told 

which page and which book I am powerless." 

"Then why has he not indicated the book?" 

"Your native shrewdness, my dear Watson, that innate cunning that is the delight of your 

friends, would surely prevent you from enclosing cipher and message in the same 

envelope."  
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9. They were the daughters of a spry, hard-working little washerwoman, who went about 

from house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr Kelvey? 

Nobody knew for certain. But everybody said he was in prison. So they were the 

daughters of a washerwoman and a gaolbird. Very nice company for other people's 

children! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Foreword 

To Anthony Pookworthy, Esq., A.B.S., L.L.R. 

It is with something more than the natural deference of a tyro at the loveliest, most 

arduous and perverse of the arts in the presence of a master-craftsman that I lay this book 

before you. As you know, I have spent some ten years of my creative life in the 

meaningless and vulgar bustle of newspaper offices. God alone knows what the effect has 

been on my output of pure literature. I dare not think too much about it -even now. The 

life of the journalist is poor, nasty, brutish and short. So is his style. You, who are so 

adept at the lovely polishing of every grave and lucent phrase, will realize the magnitude 

of the task which confronted me when I found, after spending ten years as a journalist, 

learning to say exactly what I meant in short sentences, that I must learn, if I was to 

achieve Literature and favourable reviews, to write as though I were not quite sure about 

what I meant but was jolly well going to say something all the same in sentences as long 

as possible. 

It is only because I have in mind all those thousands of persons, not unlike myself, who 

work in the vulgar and meaningless bustle of offices, shops and homes, and who are not 

always sure whether a sentence is Literature or whether it is just sheer flapdoodle, that I 

have adopted the method perfected by the late Herr Baedeker, and firmly marked what I 

consider the finer passages with one, two or three stars. In such a manner did the good 

man deal with cathedrals, hotels and paintings by men of genius. There seems no reason 

why it should not be applied to passages in novels. 

It ought to help the reviewers, too. 
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