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Tone Words

Tone is the author’s or main character’s attitude toward his/her subject, characters, or audience.  While it’s easier to identify a main character’s tone, there are complications around identifying an author’s tone.  First, the tone of an author may be different from the tone his characters are using, or even from the tone the author is using as the storyteller.  Second, one cannot hear voice tones, so it is harder to agree on what tone is being used.  Readers must pick up the tone of a piece by responding to qualities in the language – diction, emotive connotative words, and sentence structure. The following lists of words may help you in your analysis of tone.  They are loosely divided into categories.  You should be able to support your opinion with evidence from the text.
Negative Tones

	Angry
	Feeling enraged or incensed

	Bitter
	Deeply angry, to the point of intense resentment against someone or thing

	Critical
	Tending to focus on the negative in one’s judgments; judging severely

	Cold
	Marked by a noticeable LACK of emotion or affection

	Despairing
	Losing all hope; feeling overcome by defeat

	Despondent
	Deeply discouraged, depressed, hopeless

	Disconsolate
	Feeling incapable of being able to feel better or be consoled; hopelessly sad

	Disparaging
	Speaking of in a belittling way

	Fearful
	Frightened; anxious; apprehensive

	Guilty
	Feeling at fault; culpable; having a nagging conscience

	Incriminating
	Accusing someone of involvement in a crime or wrongful act

	Melancholic
	Gloomy, sad, tending toward depressing thoughts

	Mocking
	Ridiculing; treating in a scornful way; making fun and mimicking

	Outraged
	Feeling angry, resentful, and deeply insulted by the immoral, unjust, or offensive acts of others

	Sarcastic
	Mocking, or making fun of someone or thing, often by saying the opposite of what one means

	Vindictive
	Vengeful; feeling the need to hurt or get back at another


Positive Tones

	Adulatory
	Displaying excessive admiration (through praise) of another person, action, or event

	Affectionate
	Having or showing tenderness or fondness toward another

	Amused
	Finding something or someone entertaining

	Awed
	Showing feelings of wonder, respect, or reverence

	Celebratory
	Seeking to celebrate and make widely known one’s feelings of admiration for a person, quality, or event

	Compassionate
	Showing deep awareness of another’s suffering, along with a desire to relieve that suffering 

	Confident
	Showing self-assurance

	Empathetic
	Showing one’s ability to identify and connect with another’s situation or feelings

	Loving
	Showing feelings of affection

	Joyful
	Displaying extreme happiness, pleasure, exultation

	Nostalgic
	Feeling bittersweet longing for things, persons, or situation of the past

	Playful
	Full of fun and high spirits in one’s dealings with a subject or person

	Proud
	Feeling or showing pleasure, satisfaction, and self-worth about an action, possession, relationship, or personal quality

	Romantic
	Showing thoughts or feelings of love

	Sympathetic
	Showing pity or sorrow for the distress of another

	Triumphant
	Feeling victorious and successful


Neutral Tones
	Contemplative
	Considering carefully and at length; pensive

	Dispassionate
	Lacking emotion; unaffected by emotion or bias

	Distance
	Objective and uninvolved in the subject matter

	Formal
	Carefully polite, even stiff, in words and attitude

	Introspective
	Directing one’s thought inward; self-reflective

	Meditative
	Thinking about serious philosophical or spiritual matters

	Rational
	Logical; using reason

	Reflective
	Thoughtful; thinking back on something in a thoughtful way

	Serious
	Showing solemn thought and care

	Objective
	Unemotional and unprejudiced


Tones that can be positive or negative, depending on the subject

	Ambivalent
	Maintaining opposing feelings (e.g., love/hate) toward something

	Argumentative
	Tending to debate or dispute issues

	Arrogant
	Revealing an excessive sense of pride in oneself, along with contempt for those one considers inferior

	Bemused
	Confused or engaged in thought

	Condescending
	Looking down on others in a patronizing , superior way

	Didactic
	Acting like a teacher, or moralizer, to the point of excess

	Emotional
	Showing feeling

	Impassioned
	Filled with strong, fervent emotions

	Incredulous
	Expressing disbelief and skepticism

	Inflammatory
	Trying to arouse the strong emotions, passions, and anger of others

	Innocent
	Blameless; uncorrupted by evil

	Ironic
	Recognizing in difference between appearance and reality and expectation and reality

	Irrational
	Lacking reason or logic; revealing a lack of mental clarity

	Naïve
	Unsophisticated; unaware of complexity and deviousness of others; ingenuous

	Quizzical
	Puzzled and questioning

	Pedantic
	Overly concerned with details, book learning, and/or formal rules

	Tongue-in-cheek
	Quietly making fun of something, especially in an ironic, playful way


