Coherence: Transitions Between Ideas

The most convincing ideas in the world, expressed in the most beautiful sentences, will move no one unless those ideas are properly connected.  Unless readers can move easily from one thought to another, they will surely find something else to read or turn on the television. 

Providing transitions between ideas is largely a matter of attitude.  You must never assume that your readers know what you know.  In fact, it's a good idea to assume not only that your readers need all the information that you have and need to know how you arrived at the point you're at, but also that they are not quite as quick as you are.  You might be able to leap from one side of the stream to the other; believe that your readers need some stepping stones and be sure to place them in readily accessible and visible spots.

There are four basic mechanical considerations in providing transitions between ideas: using transitional expressions, repeating key words and phrases, using pronoun reference, and using parallel form.
Transitional words
Here is a chart of the transitional devices (also called conjunctive adverbs or adverbial conjunctions) accompanied with a simplified definition of function (note that some devices appear with more than one definition):

	addition
	again, also, and, and then, besides, equally important, finally, first, further, furthermore, in addition, in the first place, last, moreover, next, second, still, too

	comparison
	also, in the same way, likewise, similarly

	concession
	granted, naturally, of course

	contrast
	although, and yet, at the same time, but at the same time, despite that, even so, even though, for all that, however, in contrast, in spite of, instead, nevertheless, notwithstanding, on the contrary, on the other hand, otherwise, regardless, still, though, yet

	emphasis
	certainly, indeed, in fact, of course

	example or
illustration
	after all, as an illustration, even, for example, for instance, in conclusion, indeed, in fact, in other words, in short, it is true, of course, namely, specifically, that is, to illustrate, thus, truly

	summary
	all in all, altogether, as has been said, finally, in brief, in conclusion, in other words, in particular, in short, in simpler terms, in summary, on the whole, that is, therefore, to put it differently, to summarize

	time sequence
	after a while, afterward, again, also, and then, as long as, at last, at length, at that time, before, besides, earlier, eventually, finally, formerly, further, furthermore, in addition, in the first place, in the past, last, lately, meanwhile, moreover, next, now, presently, second, shortly, simultaneously, since, so far, soon, still, subsequently, then, thereafter, too, until, until now, when


Repetition of Key Words and Phrases

The ability to connect ideas by means of repetition of key words and phrases sometimes meets a natural resistance based on the fear of being repetitive. We've been trained to loathe redundancy. Now we must learn that catching a word or phrase that's important to a reader's comprehension of a piece and replaying that word or phrase creates a musical motif in that reader's head. Unless it is overworked and obtrusive, repetition lends itself to a sense of coherence (or at least to the illusion of coherence). Remember Lincoln's advice:

You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some of the time, but you cannot fool all of the people all of the time.

In fact, you can't forget Lincoln's advice, because it has become part of the music of our language. 

Remember to use this device to link paragraphs as well as sentences. 

Pronoun Reference

Pronouns quite naturally connect ideas because pronouns almost always refer the reader to something earlier in the text.  I cannot say "This is true because . . ." without causing the reader to consider what "this" could mean.  Thus, the pronoun causes the reader to sum up, quickly and subconsciously, what was said before (what this is) before going on to the because part of my reasoning.

We should hardly need to add, however, that it must always be perfectly clear what a pronoun refers to.  If my reader cannot instantly know what this is, then my sentence is ambiguous and misleading. Also, do not rely on unclear pronoun references to avoid responsibility: "They say that . . ." 

Parallelism

This principle, that of parallel construction, requires that expressions of similar content and function should be outwardly similar.  The likeness of form enables the reader to recognize more readily the likeness of content and function.

Unskillful writers often violate this principle, from a mistaken belief that they should constantly vary the form of their expressions.  It is true that in repeating a statement in order to emphasize it, writers may have need to vary its form.  But apart from this, writers should follow carefully the principle of parallel construction. 

	Faulty Parallelism 
	Corrected Version 

	Formerly, science was taught by the textbook method, while now the laboratory method is employed.
	Formerly, science was taught by the textbook method; now it is taught by the laboratory method.


The left-hand version gives the impression that the writer is undecided or timid; he seems unable or afraid to choose one form of expression and hold to it.  The right-hand version shows that the writer has at least made his choice and abided by it.

By this principle, an article or a preposition applying to all the members of a series must either be used only before the first term or else be repeated before each term.

	Faulty Parallelism
	Corrected Version

	The French, the Italians, Spanish, and Portuguese
	The French, the Italians, the Spanish, and the Portuguese

	In spring, summer, or in winter
	In spring, summer, or winter (In spring, in summer, or in winter)


Correlative expressions (both, and; not, but; not only, but also; either, or; first, second, third; and the like) should be followed by the same grammatical construction. Many violations of this rule can be corrected by rearranging the sentence. 

	Faulty Parallelism
	Corrected Version

	It was both a long ceremony and very tedious.
	The ceremony was both long and tedious.

	A time not for words, but action
	A time not for words, but for action

	Either you must grant his request or incur his ill will.
	You must either grant his request or incur his ill will.

	My objections are, first, the injustice of the measure; second, that it is unconstitutional.
	My objections are, first, that the measure is unjust; second, that it is unconstitutional.


When making comparisons, the things you compare should be couched in parallel structures whenever that is possible and appropriate.

	Faulty Parallelism
	Corrected Version

	My income is smaller than my wife.
	My income is smaller than my wife's.


Coherence Devices in Action
The ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people's bodies by making mummies of them.  Mummies several thousand years old have been discovered nearly intact.  The skin, hair, teeth, fingernails and toenails, and facial features of the mummies were evident.  It is possible to diagnose the disease they suffered in life, such as smallpox, arthritis, and nutritional deficiencies.  The process was remarkably effective.  Sometimes apparent were the fatal afflictions of the dead people: a middle-aged king died from a blow on the head, and polio killed a child king.  Mummification consisted of removing the internal organs, applying natural preservatives inside and out, and then wrapping the body in layers of bandages.

The ancient Egyptians were masters of preserving dead people's bodies by making mummies of them. In short, mummification consisted of removing the internal organs, applying natural preservatives inside and out, and then wrapping the body in layers of bandages. And the process was remarkably effective. Indeed, mummies several thousand years old have been discovered nearly intact. Their skin, hair, teeth, fingernails and toenails, and facial features are still evident. Their diseases in life, such as smallpox, arthritis, and nutritional deficiencies, are still diagnosable. Even their fatal afflictions are still apparent: a middle-aged king died from a blow on the head; a child king died from polio.

