L .|

'on WRITING WELL

2ading from one paragraph to the next, and it's no_é—h:question
ol ghmmicks to “personalize” the author, It'sa quesg;on of using
iithe English language in a way that will achieve the greatest
strength and the least clutter, o
Can such principles be taught? Maybe not. But most of them
'ean be learned, P

Wiiliam 2insser, [b ihssy, Well ~ weriin,
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. ;fSi}mplicity

"={31utt§r is the disedse of American writing, We are a society
strangling in unnecessary words, cireular constructions, pomp-
o Trille and méuntiigless jargon, -

.

‘Who'cun undsérstund the viscous language of everyday, Amer-
lean commerce and énterprise: the business letter, the interof. .
fge memo, the corporation report, the notice from the bank
expluining its latest “simplified"” statement? What member of
" an {nsurance or medical plan can decipher the brochure’ that
describes what- the costs and benefits areP What father or

" mbther con put together a child's toye—on Christmas Eve or any

' Sther évefrom the'instrisctions on the box? Our netional ténd.
ettey {8 to inflate and thereby sound important. The airline pilot
who announces that he iz presently anticipating experfencing

* donstderable presipitation wouldn’t dream of saying that {t may
tain, The sentenceis too simple—there must be something

<wrong with it,,

- Butthe secret of good: writing is to strip every sentence o jts.

dleanest components. Hvery word that serves 10 function,
‘Bvery'long word that-could be a short word, every adverb-that
¢arriés the same meaning that's already in the verb, every pas-

sive construction that leaves the reader unsurs of who is doing

. “Whatemthese are the thousand and oné adulterants that waskes

the sérength of & séntence. And they usually oeeur, irdnjeally,
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ON WRITING WELL

-

n proporton to education and rank. T
During the late 1960s the president of a majar university
- wrote a latter to mollify the alumni after a spell of campus
‘unvest. “You ars probably awars,” he began, “that we Have

 pressions of dissatisfaction on issues only partially related.” He
meant that the students had been hassling them abiout different
things. T was far more upset by the prasident's Eriglish than by
the students’ potentially axplosive expressions of dissatisfaction,
1 would have preferred the prasidentinl approgeh. taken by
Franklin D. Roosevelt when he triad to eonvert info English his
bwn government’s memos, such ns this blaskout drder of 1942:

Such preparations shall be made as will com plataly abscure
all Federal buildings und non-Federal butldings cceupied by
the Fadersl governmant during un uir raid for agy peried of
time from visibility by reasen of internal or externabfilumina.
tion. '

“all them,” Roosevelt sald, “that in buildings where they
have to keep the work going to put something néross the win.
dows."” '

minded, and no American writer more ccnsiste’t:rt'iy practiced
what he preached. Open Walden to any page and you will ind
_a man saying ia a plain and orderly way what & ¢n his mind:

I went te the woods because I wished to live deliberately,
to front only the essential facts of life, and see i 1 could not
learn what 1t had to teach, and net, when 1 darne to die,
discaver that I had not lived, 1 &id nat wish to live what was
notlifa, Hving is 2o dear; nor did 1 wish to practice tesignation,
unless it was quite necessary, I wanted to live daop and suek
out all the mazrew of life, to live so sturdily und Spartandike

r

bean experiencing very considerable potentinlly ¥xplosive ex. -

Simplify, simplify. Thoreau sald 1t, as we are 5o often re.

g
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gsito put to rout all that was not life, to cuta broad swath and |
shuve elose, to drive life into & corner, and reduce it to its.
Igwest terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get -
the whale and genuine meanness'of it, and publish its mean. -
ness t6 the warld; or if.it werd sublime, to know it by experis .
énce. _-smd be able tg give a true account of it. )

.

fow aan the rest of us achieve such enviable freedom from’
cliatter? The answer is to elear our heads of dlutter, Clear think.
it& becdmes clear writing; one can't exist without the other It's |
titipossible for a muddy thinker to write good English. You may -
gét nway with it for a paragraph or two, but soon theTeader will .
ba lost, and there's no sin'so grave, for the reader will not easily

. e lured back.

Who'ls this elusive ereature, the readerP The reader is some-’
opg with un attention span of about sixty seconds—a person
sdsuiled by Forces competing for the minutes that might other-.
wiise byt spent on u migazine or a book. At one time thesé forees
Weren't 5o murnerous or 'S0 possessive: newspapers, radic,
. spouse, home, children. Today they also includea “home enter-
 thinmant center” {TV, VCR, video camera, tapes and CDs),

¢

. flets, u fitness progrém, a lawn and a garden and all the gadgets:

that have been bought. to keep them spruce, gnd that most
p}otent of competitors, steep. The person shoozing in a chais,
Tolding a magazineior a book, is a person who was being given
too much unnacessary trouble by the writer. : _

. It won't do to say that the reader is too dumb or oo lazy to
keep pace with thé train of thought. If the reader is lost, it's
dsually because the writer basn't been carefsl enough. The
‘rtarolésiness can take any number of forms. Perhaps a sentence
i§ $0 excessively cluttéred that the reader, hacking through the
wetbinge, simply doesn't know what {t means. Perhaps a san-
‘teaned has baen 3o shoddily constructed that the reader could
~redd It in any of sevéral ways. Perhaps the writer has switehed
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10 ON WRITING WELL

is too dumb or tse lazy ts keep pace with the sdbely tragn
of thought. My ampunm ATe ansdraly with h@ﬁﬂm
sediaby (T the resdss is loot, it 4s generally besstise the
WEABET adbivt—antdade has nat been shraful amush to knp
him on the peemar path,

This sarclessness 2an take any famber of MM& forms,
Perhaps & sentapce is so txaassively m_m cluttered that
the readar; hecking his way through 433 the vorbiag‘e, "edmply
doman't Knew what‘*—m&ua means, Perhaps a anm_mnee haz

been g0 shoddily sonstrusted that the peader could redd ¢ in
any orfAvaLAL dilla

o % waynl.w
B L L b Ayttt el L ey P.irhnpa are

T

uriter has switehed prenouns in nid=gentance, or -phhn.p_u
has awitehod tonses, as the reader lokes track of whs ia
velieing oF axaatis when the sction took phc-. Pera
hups Sentence Bismet e lagical ¥oquel ta Sent.en« A = the
writer, 4in whon head the sennsction 4a panlasidy - ein.r-, has
n t:‘“'w (LIALAY . the miasing H.hk. Popa
haps the m-.ttar hea used tn important werd Mconeéuy by not
taking the mublo o look 4t up a0 S ETE VRN H& mr thine
that “sanpguine and "unru:.mry" TatAn the same t.hi-nm but)
Cihe differance is & bicedy Big. Bng, domthas
-”"a‘- SES%6nly Amete infer mon tapeaking B ¥ig cu.rf.r.
encea) what ths writer is trying to imply, **'

thefa

{ Pacad with W ohataclen, the :‘udn-
4 at flrat g ramarkanly t.aueiaua bird, He m b:.uu‘

hinaoer & obviousiy misaed 2020 LhANS | dvbbhicky &Rd Do goes
back over the myatifying sentance, or cves the uhala rarsgraph,

) . : Sirnp[icrty . — - 1
piecir.g it out m. A0 lﬂeiuna rune, neking gueanes and naving
e fut be wonty do this for long.  Beemidi—seens il

m(:a TABAL L6 making him work oo hard eShasden

w
MMW he rndnr will look.for

W uho i battir ay his erafy,

f.ih' writer oust therefore constnntly sak himmelf:. 'uhat m

T trying to uy'?im-mmz ASurpriaingly often, he

Aoasnit )em.é m}hm he ause leow at what he has M ]
written and aaky Hege 1 aadd 447 Ia 5t clear to semeons

mm% the subject for the firac tise? Ir fstg

Snet, Hebdoy it 1a Dedaise gome fusz ha worked 1ts way inte the

B machiﬂuy. The alear’ sn-:ur is & person wheis e:.um..a-a

enou.gh to sen this dturd far whit 4t st fuzs,

.

" 1 don'e pmean, &o—w that some prople aye bor'n
“elearaheadad and ar¢ tharofors natursl wWriters, whersas .

'*".KL»,..,.;. ate n:tumny tuzay sad will visembfons never vrita

mn. 'n-.ink:.ns cl\nrly M*Wy cennelons aat thﬂt the
m-im nuSL,; A0 Upon himsald, Just aa if he were

k
L‘M—ﬂ% on ar\y oﬁh.t' kol project :mé‘m ingie:

ndding Up 4 lauadry 1dar or doing an aigebra pmu«%bw-pwag—

dnu-. Casd urit.img doasnts duse some hAatupally; though wast

-t .
,poop!.i ebwisusly ihiﬂk‘ L The professiossl

' m o pn[:los of the final m:muscript of this chapter from the First Edition

Ou Writing Well. Although they look like a first draft, they had

ni-rendy been rewritten and retyped—like almost every other page.—
« + fbur ot five Hines, Witly each rewrite 1 try to make what I have written
. H.ghger. sttongar and n;;nre Pracise, eum{mting every alemenk that is
niat doing useful work. Then I go ovar ft onee more, ¥ aldud,
cahd-am always amozed at how much elutter can still be eut, Tn thie
“Faurth Edition I've eliminated the sexfst proneun “ha” to denote "the
Wrltar" rmd “the reader "

%
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I2 ON WRITING WELL

Pronouns in midsentence, ot has switehed tenses, 5o the reader
loses track of who is talking or when the actidn took place.
Perhaps Sentence B is not & logical sequel to Ser}_tehce A~-the
writer, in whase head the connection is slear, hasn’t bothisrad
to provide the missing link. Perhaps the write} has used an
knportant word ineorrectly by not taking the troubla to lock it
up. The writer may think that “sanguine’ and, “fanguinary*
mean the same thing, but the differenssis o bleody big ane, The
readar can only infer (spealing of big differencas) what the
writer is trying to imply, '." '

Faced with such obstacles, readers are at Brst remarkably

tenaeious, They blame themselves—they obviously missed -

something, and they go back over the mystifying gentence, or
over the whole paragraph, plecing it sut like an anefent rune,
mseking guesses and moving on. Buf they won’t do this far long.
The writer is making them work tos hard, and they will fook for
one who is better at the craft, e
Writers must therefore asnstantly ask: What em I trving to
82Y7 Surprisingly often they don't know, Then they must 1ok
" at what they have written and ask: Have I said 2.8 it elear to
somecne encountering the sibjeet for the frst mef If it's not,
that's bacauss semne fuzz has worked {ts way titto the maghin.
ery. The clear writer is somaone elearheaded eniongh to see this
stuff for what it ts: fuzs, ' : . .
Idén’t mean that some pecple ara born clearheaded and are
therefore natural writers, whereas others are naturally fuzzy
and will never write well, Thinking clearly is'a consedous act
that writers must force upon themselves, Just'as if they were
embarking on any other project that requires fugie: adding up
2 laundry st or doing an algebra problem. Cood writing
doesn’t come paturally, though most people obviously think it
dees. The profassional writer i3 congtantly baing bearded by
strangers who say they'd like te “try a litle writing some
Hene"—meaning when they retire from their, real professior,

. L. Stmpliciny

about that.” I doubt it.
; Writingds bard work, A clear senternce is
faw sentences come out right the first time,

ke Insurance or real estate. Or they say, "I could write a book

5 . the hardest things that people do,

- i, v)

no accident, Ve

\ .or even the: thi
fitfie, Remermnber this'as a'conselation moments of despair, If |
you find that writing is bard, it's bacause it 45 hard, It's ene of
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Clutter :

Fighting clutter is like Aghting weeds—the witer is always
slightly behind. New varfeties sprout overnight, and by noon
they are part of American speech, Consider what Nixen’s atde
John Dean accoinplished in just ene day of testimony on TV
duting the Watergate hearings, The next day &veryone in
America was saying “at this point in time" tnstead of “now.”

Consider all the prepositions that are draped gnto verbs that
don’t need any help, We no longar head committans, We head

- them up. We don't face problams anymore, We fice up to tham
" when wa can free up a few minutes, A sraall datail, you may

say«-not worth bathering about, It {s worth bothéring about,

- The game fs won or lost on hundreds of small detiadls, Writing

improves in direct ratio to the number of things we can keep
‘out of it that shouldn't be there, “Up" in “free up™shouldn't be
‘thera, Can we picture anything being freed up? To write ¢lean
' English you must examine every word you put en paper, You'll
find a surprising number of words that don't serya bny purpase.
Take the adjective “personsl,” as in “a ‘personel friend of
mine,” “hit personel feeling” or “her personal physiefan.” It's
typleal of the words that can be sliminated nihe times out of

ten. The personal friend has coma into the language to distin.,

guish him from the business friend, thersby debesing both lar.
guage and friendship, Somaone’s feeling /¢ his personal fael.

.
L
.
-

! Clutter
i . .
ing=~that’s what “his” méans, As for the personal physician, he
is that man summened.to the dressing room of a stricken actress
so tHat she wen't have ip be treated by the impersonal physicisn
gssiBned to the theater, Somieday I'd like to see him tdentified
as’ ther doctor.” Physiclans are physicians, friends are friends.
Thg rests clutter, .

- Qluttes is the laborfous phrase that has pushed out the short
watd that means the fame thing, Even before John Dean, pee.
pléthad stopped saying “now.” They were saying “at the pres. -
enftime,” or ‘eurrently,” ot “presently” (which means “soon™.

Yet'the {dea can alwdys be expressed by “now” to mean the
immedigte moment (YNow I can see him), or by “today” to

‘ melin th histerical present (“Today prices are high™), or stmply .
by formn of the verb.“to be” (“It is raining™), There’s no need .
to.say, “At the presént Hme we are experiencing precipita.

‘tHon.”

Speaking of which, we are experieneing considerable diff.

oitlty getting tha? wotd out of the language. Bven your dentist
will ask if you are expériencing any pain. If he had one of his

weéuld, in short, be himself, By using a more pompous phrase, it

hit. professional role he not only seunds more impertant, he

Bliints the painful edge of truth, Iv's the language of the airline
stdwardess demonstrating the oxygen mask that will drop down

1€ the plane should 2omehow run out of air. “In the unlikely

péssibility that the atheraft should experience such an eventual-

. itg,';’ she begins-;-a phrase so oxygen-depriving in itself that we
ste prepared for anydisaster, and even gasping death shall lose -

. 1t} sting. As for her request to “ldndly extinguish all smoldng
nfaterials," ' often wonder what materials are smoking, It's'a

‘tertifying sentence, ) .

Clutter is the ponderous euphemism that turns a slum into.a
depressod sociosconemis ares, a salesman fnte o markabing fap.
rléseagitive, garbage collectors ints wastesdisposal patsonnel

ot

i 15

own children in the ehait he wouid say, “Does it hurt?” He
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18 ' ON WRITING WELL P
and the town dump into the volume reduction untt, I think of .
Bill ‘Mauldin’s cartoon showing two hoboes riding a freight
train, One of them says, “I started as a simple bum,but now I'm
hard-core unemployed.” o -

Clutter is the official language used by the Amerieah eorpora-
tion—in [ts news releases and its annual. report——to hida its
mistakes. When ene big company recently unnoginced that it
was “decentralizing its organizational structurd into major
profitwcentersd businesses” und thut “corporuta $tdff services
will be realigned under two senior vice-presidentd,” it meant
that it had had a lousy year. o

Clutter is the language of the interoffice mems (“The trend
to mosaie communication is reducing the meadingfulness of
concern sbout whather or not demographie segrhants differ tnn
their tolerance of pariedieity™) and the Innguige of computers
(“Congruent commund paradigms explicltly ropresent the se.
mantic oppositions in the definitions of the commands to which
they refer™. . :

Clutter is the language of the Pentugon thfowing dust in the

eyes of the populace by calling un invasion u “reinforced protec-

tive reasction strike' and by justifving ity vust budgets on the
need for “eredible secondsstrike sapability” und “éounterforce
deterrance,” How onn we grosp such vaporous doublestalkP As
George Qrwell pointed oul in “Politics and thip Fnglish Tan.
guage,” an essay written in 1048 but clted frequently during
the Vietnam and Cambodia years of Johnson and Nixon, “In our
time, political speech and writing are largely the defense of the
indefensible. . . . Thus political langunge has to consist largely
of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness.”
Orwell's warning that cluttar is not just 2 nutaaned but a deadly

" tool has come true in the recent decndes of Atheriean military

adventurism in Southeast Asia, Central Amerion and other parts
of the world, : ! ’

Verbal camoufage resched naw haights of igay{ention during

ki
&
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» Qlutter ) 17

Genéral Alexander Haig’s tenure as secretary of state in"th_e'

Reagun administration: Before Haig, nobody had ever thought

of sying at this juncture of maturization” to mean “now.” He
told the American people that he saw “improved pluralization”
I Bl Salvdor, that terrorism could be fought with “meaningful
sangtionary teeth” and that intermediate nuelear missiles were
“at the vortex of eructility.” As for any werries that the publie
might hatbor abott such matters, his messagémreduced ta one.
syllabla words—mwas “leave it to-AL™ What ha zetually said was,
"'We must push this to'a lower dectbel of publie fixation. I don't
thiftk thére's much of & learning curve to be achieved in this
arey of dontent,” B '

Iicould go on queting examples from various felds-—every .

prafession hasfts growing arsenal of jargon to fire at the layman

and hurl him back frofn its walls, But the list would be deprass-

ing and the lesson tedious. The point of raising it now is to.serve

notice that clutter is the enemy, whatever form it takes. It slows

the rcacfer and makes the writer seem pretentious, :
.- Bewute, then, of the long word that is ne better than the shoft

‘wikd: “fumerous” (many), “facilitate” (ease), “individual™ {man
or womun), “remuainder” (rest), “initial" (Arst), “implement" |

(de), “sufficient” (endugh), “sttempt” (try), “referred to as”

(¢lled), und hundreds miore, Bewsre, too, of all the slippery -

natv i words for which the languege already has equivalants:

overview and quantify, paradigm and parameler, optimize i
maximize, prioritize and potentialize. They are ali weeds that -

eone you

will smother what yoii write. Don't dialogue with som

esn tulk to. Don't interface with anybody. ‘

Nor ure all the.weeds so obvious. Just as insidious are the little

- growths of ordinary words with which we explain héw we pro.

Rese Lo go uboutour explaining, or which inflate a sim
sttion or conjunction into 2 whole windy phrasa,

W1 might add,” “It-should ba pointed out,* “It is interesting

ple prepo-,

.t toté thut"~=how tmany sentances begin with these dreary .

D
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8 ON WRITING WELL - i
. clauses announcing what the writer 1s going to do next? If you

.might add, add it. If it should be pointed out, poiht it out. If it
is interesting to note, make it interesting, Being told that some-
thing is interesting is the surest way of tempting the redder t
find it dull; are we notall stupefied by what follows when some-
one says, “This will intérest you”? As for the inflated prepost-
tions and conjunetions, they are the countiess phiases like “with
the possible exception of” (axsept), “due to the fast that” (be-
caues), “he totally lacked the ability te” (he cduldn't), “until
such time as” (until), “for the purpose of” (For},

Is there any way to recognize clutter at a glange? Mere's o
device that my students at Yale found helpfil. I would put
brackets around any component in a piece 3f writing that
wast't doing useful work, Often it was just ond word that got
bracketed: the unnecessary preposition that {s:appended to a
verb (“order up™), or the adverb that earries the same meaning
as the verb (“smile happily™), or the adjective that states a
known fact (“tall skyseraper'). Often my brackets surrounded
the little qualifiers that weaken any sentence they inhabit (“a
bit,” “sort of*), or the snnouncements ke “I'm tempted .to
say,” or the phrases like “in a sense” that don'i mean anything
at all, Sornetimes my brackets surrounded an efitire sentense.
the one that assentially rapasts what the previcis sentence said,
or that says something that readers don't need to know or can
figure out for themselves, Most-frst drafts can be cut by 50

percentertheyre swollen with words and phrases that do ho

new work. ¥

My reason for bracketing the axtra words instead of erossing
them out was to avold violating the student's sacred prose. 1
wanted to leave the sentence intact for the student to analyze.
' T was saying, “I may be wrong, but I think this can be deleted
‘and the meaning won't be affected at all, But ou decide: read
the santence without the bracketed material and see if it
works,” In the early weelts of tha term 1 gave‘bgc!c papers that

Clutter 10

. S
weré festooned with brackets. Entire paragraphs were brack-
eted, But soon. the stidents learned to put mentsl brackets
around their own clutter, and by the end of the term their

‘.

papers were almost cléan. Today many of those students are.
professional writers, and they tell me, “T stil see your brack-’

eteexthayire following 'me through life.”

Yhu ean develop the sama eve. Look for the clutter in your.

writing snd prune it ruthlessly: Be grateful for everything you
ean ‘throw away, Resgatnine sach gentenss that you put ot

pager. Is every word.doiig new work? Can any thought Be

exphessed with more egonomy? Is anything pempous or preten-
totis or faddish? Are. you hanging on to something useless just-

because you think it's beautiful?
Stmplify, simplify.
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