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Comparison and Contrast Essay:

Comparison or contrast writing begins with the way you ordinarily think about things.
You compare two things that share similar qualities; you contrast two things that
seem similar but display several differences. You routinely compare or contrast two

brand-name products, two jobs, two people or two solutions to a problem.

Comparing and contrasting is a process we all do every day. We compare and contrast
to determine the superiority of one thing over another. When we buy a car, for
instance, we usually shop around and compare deals. We explain something that is
unknown by comparing it to something that is known. We also compare and contrast
when we want to show that two apparently similar things are in fact quite different in
important ways, or to show that two apparently dissimilar things are really quite
similar in significant ways. It might, for instance, be quite enlightening to discover
that two very different cultures have some important things in common. We also

compare and contrast to show how something or someone has changed.

We have many reasons for comparing and contrasting, and since comparison and
contrast is such a common method of thinking and of developing topics, it is
important to write a well-organized comparison and contrast essay. There is one thing
to keep in mind, however. With comparison and contrast, the purpose is not just to
point out similarities and differences; the purpose is to persuade, explain, or inform.
Think of comparison and contrast as a method of development rather than a purpose

for writing.



Points of Comparison

Let us say that you were asked to compare and contrast two people such as two
politicians. You could compare their looks, backgrounds, philosophies, the way they
treat people, their attitudes toward life, their intelligence, and so on. When comparing
and contrasting, especially for a standard 300- to 500- word essay, it is best to restrict
the points of comparison to two to four. Therefore, be selective and choose the most
significant points for comparison that would support the central idea in your essay.
For instance, if you were comparing two politicians in order to show that one is better
as a public servant, you would not bother with comparing and contrasting their tastes

in food; it would be irrelevant.

Emphasis on Comparison or Contrast

In a comparison and contrast essay, the emphasis is usually on one or the other; in
other words, you focus on either comparing or contrasting, depending on your
purpose. If you are comparing two rather similar things, acknowledge the obvious
similarities, but focus on the differences. If you are comparing two obviously
dissimilar things, acknowledge the obvious contrasts, but emphasize the less obvious

similarities.

Patterns of Organization

There are two basic patterns for developing the comparison and contrast essay.

Pattern A (Point-by-Point)

Suppose you were comparing two automobiles: the Road Runner XL and the Speed
Demon 280. Your points of comparison might be the cost of maintenance,
performance, and comfort. Using Pattern A, you could organize the essay in the

following way:

Thesis Statement: The Speed Demon 280 is a better car than the Road Runner XL.
I. Cost of Maintenance
A. The Road Runner XL
B. The Speed Demon 280
I1. Performance
A. The Road Runner XL
B. The Speed Demon 280
I11. Comfort



A. The Road Runner XL
B. The Speed Demon 280

Pattern A ("Point-by-Point™) is useful for organizing complex topics. In the
developmental paragraph in the comparison and contrast essay, the writer introduces
the point of comparison, but the topic is broken down into two parts to make the

comparison. Here is how that paragraph might be developed:

The Road Runner XL and the Speed Demon ?.80_ dif‘fer.in cost of main}:enance_
The Road Runner is rather expensive to maintain. .Th!s car gets. rather p9|or
mileage, with twenty-three miles per ga!lon on the highway e_md enghtgen miles
per gallon in the city. Moreover, it requires the more expensive premium gaso-
line. In addition, the Road Runner has to have a tune-up every four months

and an oil change every ninety days. The average driver who owns a Road

Runner must pay approximately $1,400 a year to keep this car running. T.he
|. It gets an impressive

Speed Demon, on the other hand, is quite economica -

forty mpg on the highway and thirty-five in the city, and unlike the Bf)ad
Runner, the Speed Demon takes the less costly regular gasoline. In addition,
whereas the Road Runner requires tune-ups and oil changes, the Speed Demon
requires little maintenance. It needs to be tuned-up only every twelve months;f
the oil needs to be changed only every four months. In summary, instead 0
paying $1,400 per year to keep the car running, the owner of a Speed Demon
only has to pay $600, which is significantly less.

Pattern B (All of One/ All of the Other)/ (subject-by-subject)/ (Block
Method)

Using Pattern B, you could organize the essay in the following way:

Thesis Statement: The Speed Demon 280 is a better car than the Road Runner XL.
I. The Road Runner XL
A. Cost of Maintenance
B. Performance
C. Comfort
I1. The Speed Demon 280
A. Cost of Maintenance
B. Performance
C. Comfort

Pattern B is more useful for more limited topics. In the developmental paragraph in
the comparison and contrast essay, the writer discusses one of the two people or
things compared. Note that the points of comparison are the same and that they are

discussed in the same order under each section.



Writing Your Thesis Statement for a Comparison or Contrast Essay

Writing an effective thesis for a comparison and contrast essay requires you to have a
purpose for examining and interpreting the results of setting up likenesses and/or

differences. That purpose is crucial; it becomes your point, your thesis.

A comparison or contrast thesis does not announce "A and B are very different,” or
"A and B have important similarities.” Neither of these offers a point derived from
comparing or contrasting. Instead, an effective thesis offers readers what the writer
discovered from setting one thing up against another. For example, "A and B's
similarities are so pronounced that buyers could easily be fooled."

Therefore, a formula for a comparison/contrast thesis might be:

B Topic + intention to compare or contrast + suggestion or statement of

outcome/ discovery gained from comparing and/or contrasting
An example of a comparison essay's thesis, following the formula above, would be:

The coverage of the student walk-out in the Vancouver Sun and the Vancouver

Province was so similar that the reporters might have plagiarized each other.

Study the following essays.

MY TWO BROTHERS

No two people are exactly alike, and my two older brothers, Nhan and

Hung, are no exceptions. When | think of them, | think of Rudyard Kipling’s
words:

East is East
West is West

Never the twain shall meet.
Even though they have the same parents, their considerable differences in
looks, personality, and attitude toward life reflect the differences between East-

ern and Western cultures.

Like the majority of oriental men, Nhan is short, small, and has a full moon-
shaped face. His smooth white skin and small arms and feet make him look
somewhat delicate. Nhan always likes to wear formal, traditional clothes. For
example, on great holidays or at family rice celebrations, Nhan appea.rs in

tr:ektra:.i(ional bl:ack 8own, white pants and black silky headband, all of which
ake him look like an early twentieth-century intellectual
In contrast to Nhan, Hu .

( ng, who is his younger broth

i ! ) ger brother by ten years, looks

straigh: :Saannp;'::sucz:db?fe;. He is tall, muscular and big-boned. He is built
; 1S i

Unlike Nhan, Hung has st ace is long and angular as a Western character.

SKify Funere i :iong feet and arms, and whereas Nhan has smooth
nd chest are hairy, large and full. Unlike Nhan, too,



e The thesis statement of the essay is: Even though they have the same parents, their

considerable differences in looks, personality, and attitude toward life reflect the
differences between Eastern and Western cultures.



e This essay focuses more on contrast.
e The points of comparison are looks, personality, and attitude toward life.
e The author uses the point-by-point organizational pattern.

Try to make a detailed outline of this essay. If a topic sentence is implied, write it out.






e The thesis statement of the essay and the purpose of writing about this topic is: what
| saw and what | remembered were not the same. | sadly realized that the best

memories are those left undisturbed.
e This essay focuses more on contrast.

e One of the paragraphs is only one sentence long. The function of this paragraph is

to move from the first subject to the second one; it serves as a transitional paragraph.
e The author uses the block method to organize the essay.

Try to make a detailed outline of this essay.

Best of Luck!



