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By examining the connotations and denotations of the word discrim- 
ination, Robert Keith Miller shows us not only that we misuse it, but 
that it misuse points to aflaw in our '~ublicpolicies." Miller's essay 
appeared in the "My Turn" column in Newsweek in 1980. His ar- 
gument still hol&. 

When I was a child, my grandmother used to tell me a story about 
a king who had three daughters and decided to test their love. He 
asked each of them "How much do you love me?" The first replied 
that she loved him as much as all the diamonds and pearls in the 
world. The second said that she loved him more than life itself. The 
third replied "I love you as fresh meat loves salt." 

This answer enraged the king; he was convinced that his young- 
est daughter was making fun of him. So he banished her from his 
realm and left all of his property to her elder sisters. 

As the story unfolded it became clear, even to a 6-year-old, that 
the king had made a temble mistake. The two older girls were 
hypocrites, and as soon as they had profited from their father's 
generosity, they began to treat him very badly. A wiser man would 
have realized that the youngest daughter was the truest. Without 
attempting to flatter, she said, in effect, "We go together naturally; 
we are a perfect team." 

Years later, when I came to read Shakespeare, I realized that my 
grandmother's story was loosely based upon the story of King Lear, 
who put his daughters to a similar test and did not know how to 
judge the results. Attempting to save the king from the consequences 
of his foolishness, a loyal friend pleads, "Come sir, arise, away! I'll 
teach you differences." Unfortunately, the lesson comes too late. 
Because Lear could not tell the difference between true love and 
false, he loses his kingdom and eventually his life. 

We have a word in English which means "the ability to tell dif- 
ferences." That word is discrimination. But within the last 30 years, 
this word has been so frequently misused that an entire generation 
has grown up believing that "discrimination" means "racism." Peo- 
ple are always proclaiming that "discrimination" is something that 



should be done away with. Should that ever happen, it would provc 
to be our undoing. 

6 Discrimination means discernment; it means the ability to per- 
ceive the truth, to use good judgment and to profit accordingly. Tht 
Oxford English Dictionary traces this understanding of the worc 
back to 1648 and demonstrates that for the next 300 years, "discrim 
ination" was a virtue, not a vice. Thus, when a character in a 
nineteenth-century novel makes a happy marriage, Dickens has an- 
other character remark, "It does credit to your discrimination that 
you should have found such a very excellent young woman." 

7 Of course, "the ability to tell differences" assumes that differ. 
ences exist, and this is unsettling for a culture obsessed with thc 
notion of equality. The contemporary belief that discrimination is : 
vice stems from the compound discriminate against. What we need 
to remember, however, is that some things deserve to be judged 
harshly: we should not leave our kingdoms to the selfish and the 
wicked. 

8 Discrimination is wrong only when someone or something is 
discriminated against because of prejudice. But to use the word in 
this sense, as so many people do, is to destroy its true meaning. If 
you discriminate against something because of general preconcep- 
tions rather than particular insights, then you are not discriminat- 
ing-bias has clouded the clarity of vision which discrimination 
demands. 

9 One of the great ironies of American life is that we manage to 
discriminate in the practical decisions of daily life, but usually fail to 
discriminate when we make public policies. Most people are very 
discriminating when it comes to buying a car, for example, because 
they realize that cars have differences. Similarly, an increasing num- 
ber of people have learned to discriminate in what they eat. Some 
foods are better than others-and indiscriminate eating can under- 
mine one's health. 

l o  Yet in public affairs, good judgment is depressingly rare. In many 
areas which involve the common good, we see a failure to tell 
differences. 

11 Consider, for example, some of the thinking behind modern ed- 
ucation. On the one hand, there is a refreshing realization that there 
are differences among children, and some children-be they gifted 
or handicapped-require special education. On the other hand, we 
are politically unable to accept the consequences of this perception. 
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'I'he trend in recent years has been to group together students of 
radically different ability. We call this process "mainstreaming," and 
it strikes me as a characteristically American response to the discov- 
ery of differences: we try to pretend that differences do not matter. 

Similarly, we try to pretend that there is little difference between 12 

the sane and the insane. A fashionable line of argument has it that 
"everybody is a little mad" and that few mental patients deserve 
long-term hospitalization. As a consequence of such reasoning, 
thousands of seriously ill men and women have been evicted from 
their hospital beds and returned to what is euphemistically called 
"the community"-which often means being left to sleep on city 
streets, where confused and helpless people now live out of paper 
bags as the direct result of our refusal to discriminate. 

Or to choose a final example from a different area: how many 13 
recent elections reflect thoughtful consideration of the genuine dif- 
ferences among candidates? Benumbed by television commercials 
that market aspiring officeholders as if they were a new brand of 
toothpaste or hair spray, too many Americans vote with only a fuzzy 
understanding of the issues in question. Like Lear, we seem too 
eager to leave the responsibility of government to others and too 
ready to trust those who tell us whatever we want to hear. 

So as we look around us, we should recognize that "discrimina- 14 

tion" is a virtue which we desperately need. We must try to avoid 
making unfair and arbitrary distinctions, but we must not go to the 
other extreme and pretend that there are no distinctions to be made. 
The ability to make intelligent judgments is essential both for the 
success of one's personal life and for the functioning of society as a 
whole. Let us be open-minded by all means, but not so open- 
minded that our brains fall out. 

Thesis and Organization 

1. Paragraphs 1-4 use narration. What is the "lesson" of the narrative? Why 
might Miller have chosen a narrative to introduce the essay? 

2. Paragraph 5 deals with the popular connotations of discrimination. 
What are they? What other paragraph or paragraphs bring out the misuse 
of the word? 

3. Paragraph 6 presents the denotative meaning of the word. What other 
paragraph or paragraphs emphasize that meaning? 

4. Where does Miller maintain that the idea of differences runs counter to 
our notion of equality? How is that idea related to paragraphs 9-13? 



" POINTERS FOR USING DEFINITION 

Exploring the Topic 

1. What are the denotations of your term? You should consult an 
unabridged dictionary and perhaps a more complete or specialized one, 
such as the Oxford English Dictiona y or a dictionary of slang. 

2. What are the connotations of your term? What emotional reactions 
or associations does it elicit from people? What situations evoke what 
responses and why? 

3. What other words can be used for your term? Which are similar? 
4. What are the characteristics, qualities, or components of your 

term? Which are most important? Are some not worth mentioning? 
5. What other modes are appropriate? What modes can you draw upon 

to help support your definition and the organization of the essay? Where 
can you use description? Narration? What examples can you use to il- 
lustrate your term? 

6. Has your word been used or misused in the past? If so, might that 
misuse be turned into an introductory narrative? A closing one? 

Drafting the Paper 

1. Know your reader. Review your lists of denotations and connotations 
together with the characteristics related to your term to see how familiar 
they are to your reader..Check to see if your reader may have particular 
associations that you need to redirect or change. Or, if your reader is 
directly related to your topic, make sure your definition does not offend. 

2. Know your purpose. Unless your term is unusual, one of your biggest 
problems is to tell the reader something new about it. Work on your first 
paragraph so that it will engage the reader from the start. From that point 
on, keep your primary purpose in mind. If you are writing a paper that 
is basically self-expressive or persuasive, make sure you have an audi- 
ence other than yourself. If your aim is informative, consider narration, 
example, cause and effect, and analogy as possible ways of presenting 
familiar material in a fresh light. 

3. Use examples. Provide examples to illustrate what your key term 
means. Also consider using negative examples and setting out distinc- 
tions between the meaning of your word and others similar to it. 

4. Draw upon a variety of sources. Define your term from several per- 
spectives. Perhaps a brief history of the word would be helpful or maybe 
some statistical information is in order. See if a brief narrative might 
provide additional meaning for the term. 



5. Make a point. Don't mistake your definition for your thesis. The two :II 

certainly related, but one is an assertion, the other is not. Perhaps y o ~ l ~  
definition is a jumping-off place for a larger point you wish to make OI 

a key part of that point. Or perhaps your term evokes a single d o r n i n : ~ ~ ~ ~  
impression you want to convey. Whatever purpose your definitio~~ 
serves, it supports your thesis. 


