
Be Specific

■ Natalie Goldberg

Born in 1948, Natalie Goldberg has made a 
specialty of writing about writing. Her first and 
best-known work, Writing Down the Bones: 
Freeing the Writer Within, was published in 
1986. Goldberg’s advice to would-be writers is, 
on the one hand, practical and pithy; on the 
other, it is almost mystical in its call to know 
and appreciate the world. Her other books 
about writing include Wild Mind: Living the 
Writer’s Life (1990), Living Color (1996), Thunder and Lightning: 
Cracking Open the Writer’s Craft (2000), and Old Friend from Far 
Away: The Practice of Writing Memoir (2008). Goldberg has also 
written fiction. Her first novel, Banana Rose, was published in 
1994. She is also a painter whose work is exhibited in Taos, New 
Mexico. Living Color: A Writer Paints Her World (1997) is about 
painting as her second art form, and Top of My Lungs (2002) is a 
collection of poetry and paintings.

In “Be Specific,” a chapter from Writing Down the Bones, 
notice how Goldberg demonstrates her thesis about the need to 
be specific.

Reflecting on What You Know

Suppose someone says to you, “I walked in the woods.” What do 
you envision? Write down what you see in your mind’s eye. Now 
suppose someone says, “I walked in the redwood forest.” Again, 
write what you see. How are the two descriptions different, and why?

1Be specific. Don’t say “fruit.” Tell what kind of fruit — “It is a  
pomegranate.” Give things the dignity of their names. Just as 

with human beings, it is rude to say, “Hey, girl, get in line.” That 
“girl” has a name. (As a matter of fact, if she’s at least twenty years 
old, she’s a woman, not a “girl” at all.) Things, too, have names. It is 
much better to say “the  geranium in the window” than “the flower in 
the window.” “Geranium” — that one word gives us a much more 
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specific picture. It penetrates more deeply into the beingness of that 
flower. It immediately gives us the scene by the window — red petals, 
green circular leaves, all straining toward sunlight.

2 About ten years ago I decided I had to learn the names of plants 
and flowers in my environment. I bought a book on them and walked 
down the tree-lined streets of Boulder,1 examining leaf, bark, and 
seed, trying to match them up with their descriptions and names in 
the book. Maple, elm, oak, locust. I usually tried to cheat by asking 
people working in their yards the names of the flowers and trees 
growing there. I was amazed how few people had any idea of the 
names of the live beings inhabiting their little plot of land.

3 When we know the name of something, it brings us closer to the 
ground. It takes the blur out of our mind; it connects us to the earth. 
If I walk down the street and see “dogwood,” “forsythia,” I feel more 
friendly toward the environment. I am noticing what is around me 
and can name it. It makes me more awake.

4 If you read the poems of William Carlos Williams,2 you will see 
how specific he is about plants, trees, flowers — chicory, daisy, locust, 
poplar, quince, primrose, black-eyed Susan, lilacs — each has its own 
integrity. Williams says, “Write what’s in front of your nose.” It’s good 
for us to know what is in front of our nose. Not just “daisy,” but how 
the flower is in the season we are looking at it — “The days-eye hug-
ging the earth / in August  .  .  .  brownedged, / green and pointed scales / 
armor his yellow.”* Continue to hone your awareness: to the name, to 
the month, to the day, and finally to the moment.

5 Williams also says: “No idea, but in things.” Study what is “in 
front of your nose.” By saying “geranium” instead of “flower,” you 
are penetrating more deeply into the present and being there. The 
closer we can get to what’s in front of our nose, the more it can teach 
us everything. “To see the World in a Grain of Sand, and a heaven in 
a Wild Flower  .  .  .  ”**

6 In writing groups and classes too, it is good to quickly learn the 
names of all the other group members. It helps to ground you in the 
group and make you more attentive to each other’s work.

1Boulder: a city in Colorado.
2William Carlos Williams (1883–1963): American poet.
*William Carlos Williams, “Daisy,” in The Collected Earlier Poems (New York: New 
Directions, 1938). [Goldberg’s note]
**William Blake, “The Auguries of Innocence.” [Goldberg’s note]
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92  CHAPTER 3 – THESIS

7 Learn the names of everything: birds, cheese, tractors, cars, build-
ings. A writer is all at once everything — an architect, French cook, 
farmer — and at the same time, a writer is none of these things.

Thinking Critically about This Reading

What does Goldberg mean when she states, “Give things the dignity 
of their names” (paragraph 1)? Why, according to Goldberg, should 
writers refer to things by their specific names?

Questions for Study and Discussion

 1. What is Goldberg’s thesis and where does she state it?
 2. How does Goldberg “specifically” follow the advice she gives 

writers in this essay?
 3. Goldberg makes several lists of the names of things. What pur-

pose do these lists serve? (Glossary: Purpose)
 4. Throughout the essay, Goldberg instructs the reader to be spe-

cific and to be aware of the physical world. Of what besides 
names is the reader advised to be aware? Why?

 5. In paragraphs 3, 5, and 6, Goldberg cites a number of advan-
tages to be gained by knowing the names of things. What are 
these advantages? Do they ring true to you?

 6. What specific audience does Goldberg address? (Glossary: Audience) 
How do you know?

Classroom Activity Using Thesis

A useful exercise in learning to be specific is to see the words we use 
for people, places, things, and ideas as being positioned somewhere 
on a “ladder of abstraction.” In the following chart, notice how the 
words progress from more general to more specific.

More General General Specific More Specific
Organism Plant Flower Alstrumaria
Vehicle Car Chevrolet 1958 Chevrolet Impala
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Try to fill in the missing parts of the following ladder of abstraction:

More General General Specific More Specific
Writing __________ Fountain pen Waterman
instrument   fountain pen
__________ Sandwich Corned beef Reuben
   sandwich
American __________ Navaho Laguna Pueblo
Book Reference book Dictionary __________
School High school Technical __________
   high school
Medicine Oral medicine Gel capsule __________

Suggested Writing Assignments

 1. Goldberg likes William Carlos Williams’s statement, “No idea, 
but in things” (5). Using this line as both a title and a thesis, 
write your own argument for the use of the specific over the gen-
eral in a certain field — news reporting, writing poetry, or making 
music, for example. (Glossary: Argumentation) Be sure to sup-
port your argument with specific examples.

 2. Write a brief essay advising your readers of something they 
should do. Title your essay, as Goldberg does, with a directive 
(“Be Specific”). Tell your readers how they can improve their 
lives by taking your advice, and give strong examples of the be-
havior you are recommending.
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