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Preface

This book ongmated as Style, first publlshed as a textbook by
Scott Foresman in 1981 and then in two more editions in 1985
and 1989. I wrote it for four reasons. First, the standard books
on style don’t go much beyond high mindedness. They are all for
accuracy, brevity, clarity, and so forth, but beyond offering good
and bad examples, none of them explams how g0 achieve those
ends. Second, the standard books gesture toward audlences, but
none of them explains in detail how a; writer must anticipate
what readers look for as they make their way through complex,
usually unfamiliar material. Third, the standard books seem
wholly innocent of recent work done in the cognitive sciences,
much of it centrally relevant to understanding the problems that
readers have to solve every time they begin a riew sentence. And
fourth, the standard handbooks mainly address belletristic or
journalistic writing. None of them reflects sustained experience
working with writers in areas other than literature or journalism.
In Style, 1 tried to integrate research into the ways that readers
read with my experience working with professional writing in a
variety of fields, in order to create a system of principles that
would simultaneously diagnose the quality of writing and, if nec-
essary, suggest ways to improve it.

In 1988 the University of Chicago Press inquired whether
Style might be revised for use outside a classroom. Since many
readers had reported learning a good deal from reading Style on
their own, a new version specifically for such an audience seemed
to be a good idea.

The objective of this book remains the same: to explain how
writers can improve the style and the structure of their reports,
analyses, articles, memoranda, proposals, monograohs, books.
In Chapter 5 and 6, Gregory Colomb and I go beyond matters of
sentence style to discuss larger matters of form and organization.
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We do not directly address the kind of prose that some might call
“imaginative” or “expressive.” At some level, of course, all writ-
ers express feelings, all writers imagine, no sensible writer delib-
erately avoids turning a graceful phrase, no matter how banal the
subject. Aesthetic pleasure and clarity are by no means mutually
exclusive; indeed, they are usually part of the same experience.
But the object of our attention is writing whose success we mea-
sure not primarily by the pleasure we derive from it, but by how
well it does a job of work. If it also gives us a tingle of pleasure,
so much the better.

Except for a page or two at the end of Chapter 6, we discuss
neither how to prepare for nor how to produce a first draft.
There is folk wisdom about what we ought to do—brainstorm,
take notes, make a scratch outline, analyze objectives, define au-
diences; then as we draft, keep on writing, don’t stop to revise
minute details of punctuation, spelling, etc., let the act of writing
generate ideas. When we create a first draft, we should be most
concerned with getting onto the page something that reflects
what we had in mind when we began to write and, if we are
lucky, something new that we didn’t.

But once we have made clear to ourselves what ideas, pomts
and arguments might be available, we then have to reshape that
first draft to provide what our readers need. We write a first draft
for ourselves; the drafts thereafter increasingly for the reader.
That is the central objective of this book: to show how a writer
qulckly and efficiently transforms a rough first draft into a ver-
sion crafted for the reader.

Two More Objectives

We set for ourselves two more objectives, because seeming
clarity in professional writing is a matter that depends on more
than merely a writer’s level of skill. First, mature writers can
write badly for different reasons—confusion about a subject, in-
sufficient ‘time to revise, carelessness, entrenched bad hablts,
sheer incompetence. But to casual readers, these causes may re-
sult in what seems to be the same kind of tangled prose. Those
who experience problems with their writing have to understand
that they must approach different causes of bad writing in differ-
ent ways. That understanding is even more crucial to those who
have to deal with the writing of others. So we explain how bad
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writing results from different causes and how writers can diag-
nose different problems and overcome them.

There is a second general objective: It is important for every-
one—those who write professional prose and those who have to
read it—to understand not only its social origins but its social
consequences. When a piece of writing confuses us, we often as-
sume that we are not up to its demands. Difficult a passage may
be, but its complexity is often more seeming than substantial. We
have seen hundreds of students experience relief from doubts
about their own competence when they realize that if they are
unable to understand an article or monograph, it is not nec-
essatily because they are incompetent, but because its author
couldn’t writé¢ clearly. That liberation is a valuable experience.

Whether we are readers or writers, teachers or editors, all of
us in professional communities must understand three things
about complex writing:

* it may precisely reflect complex ideas,
* it may gratuitously complicate complex ideas,
* it may gratuitously complicate simple ideas.

Here is an example of the second kind of complexity:

Similarities may develop in the social organization of societies at
similar levels of economic development because there are “im-
peratives™ built into the socio-technical system they adopt which
drive them to similar responses to common problems. This
model, therefore, plam great emphasis on the level ‘of economic
developmem of nations to account for movement towards com-
mon forms of social organization. Alternatively, convergence may
result from simple borrowing, so that a model of the diffusion of
innovation becomes appropriate. Where such borrowing occurs

. levels of development may be less relevant than integration in net-
works ‘of influence through which ideas and social forms are dif-
fused. Economic development may, of course, set limits on the
‘capacity of a hation to institute systems available to be copied,

" and the propehsities to copy may enable nations to install con-

* vergent patterns more rapidly than one would have predicted
from knowledge of their level of economic development.'

This means,

Societies at similar levels of economic development may-¢onverge -
because “imperatives” in their sociotechnical system cause them
to respond to similar problems in similar ways. To explain this,
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the model emphasizes economic development. But societies may
also converge because they borrow, so a model would have to ex-
plain how ideas and social forms diffuse through networks of in-
fluence. Of course, a society at a low level of development may be
unable to copy features of some systems. But a society with a
strong propensity to copy may do so more rapidly than predicted.

Here is an example of the third kind of complexity,

The absence from this dictionary of a handful of old, well-known
vulgate terms for sexual and excretory organs and functions is not
due to a lack of citations for these words from current literature.
On the contrary, the profusion of such citations in recent years
would suggest that the terms in question are so well known as to
require no explanation. The decision to eliminate them as part of
the extensive culling process that is the inevitable task of the lexi-
cographer was made on the practical grounds that there is still ob-
jection in many quarters to the appearance of these terms in print
and that to risk keeping this dictionary out of the hands of some
students by introducing several terms that require little if any elu-
cidation would be unwise.

—From the foreword, Webster’s New World Dictionary of the

American Language®
This means,

We excluded vulgar words for sex and excretion not because we
could not find them. We excluded them because many people ob-
ject to seeing them. Had we included them, some teachers and
schoolboards would have refused to let this dictionary be used by
their students, who in any event already know what those words
mean.

It is not always easy to distinguish these kinds of complexity.
When we are not experts in a subject, we tend to doubt our own
competence before we doubt a writer’s. And so we defer to what
seems difficult, often mistakenly. The immediate objective of this
book is to help those who write about complex matters; its
larger objective is to help those of us who have to read what they
write.

Some Encouragement, Caveats, and Disclaimers

We believe that you will find here much that is familiar. What
will seem new is the language we offer to articulate what you al-
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ready know. That language will réquire some work. If you are
nostalgically confident about having mastered the skills of pars-
ingand dlagrammmg, you should know that we have given sofrie
old terms new meanings. Moreover, a few readers conifortable
with that traditional vocabulary may be discongerted to find that
they must learn new terms for new concepts. Many ‘believe :hat
new terms about language and style are unnecessary jargon,
that unlike those in other fields such as psy‘chology, éconofhics,
or chemistry, those of us concerned with mere writing ought to
be able to make do with the good old terms leametf in ninth-
grade English. Those traditional terms won’t suffice here; any
more than traditional terms have sufficed in other lively fields of
study. You will have to learn the meaning of a few new wotds
like' iominalization, topic, thematic string, and resumptive mod-
ifier. Al told, there are fewer than a dozen new terms.

Some of these terms will be more familiar to those ¢ conversam
with lmgulsnc studies of the last quarter century. But éven ifyou
do recognize them, do not assume that we have kept their ¢om-
mon meanings. We have had to rework both traditional and con-
temporary accounts of English specifically to make it possible-to
explain, not how sentences work within some system of gram-
matical theory, but the way contemporary readers work on sen-
tences in the real world.

And finally, you should understand that this book is not an
easy afterhoon read. We offer detailed ways to put into specific
practice the clichés of style: “Be clear,” “Omit unnecessary
words,” “Devise a plan and stick to it.” We suggest you read this
book a short section at a time, then look at your own writing or
the wtiting ot others. If you think the writing is unclear in the
ways we describe, revise it using the principle in question. If you
think it is clear, revise it by reversing the principles and make the
passage worse. Nothlng hlghhghts what counts as clear and di-
rect better than seeing it in contrast with what is not. Under no
circumstances try to devour this book in a sitting.

We readily acknowledge that not every writer will find our ap-
proach congenial. Many teachers and editors are certain that to
write well, we must first read and absorb the style of the best
prose writers. Then when writing, we first think through the prob-
lem at hand to undetstand our point clearly, then write sincerely,
as if we were talking to a good friend about a serious subject. No
doubt, many good writers have learned to write that way.
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. On the other hand, we have found that many other, writers
are comfortable with a more analytical account of writing, an
approach that begins not with sincerity and good intentions,
but with the ‘principles behind the skilled construction of sen-
tences and paragraphs, with the logic behind the thoughtful
apd deliberate ordering of ideas, w with the ways one can use for-
mal devices of style even to generate ideas—in short, an ap-
praach that concentrates not on the ambiénce of clear writing
but on its craft. In no sense do we dismiss the importance of the
writet’s dlsposmon toward the task. But we have worked with
legtons of writers who were thoughtful, sincere, well- mtentloncd,
and very well-read, yet who could not write a clear, much less
graceful, paragraph. We have also worked with legions of edi-
tors, teachers, and supervisors who have endlessly urged writers
to be sincere, thoughtful, committed, etc., and have found that it
did little . Many have found in the approach that we offer
here mu that is useful and congenial. We also know that not
every reader will.

Dlagnosuc Principles vs. Rigid Rules

‘Do not take what we offer here as draconian rules of compqsl-;
tion, but rather as diagnostic principles of interpretation. We
offer these principles as the basis for questions that allow a
writer or editor to anticipate how readers are likely to respond to
a piece, of prose, a species of knowledge usually unavailable to,
writers when they unreflectively re-read their own writing. We
are our-own worst editors because we know too much about our
subject to experience vicariously how a reader largely innocent
of our knowledge will read. And to a reader-editor who must
deal with the problems of someone else’s writin these questions
will : suggest: ways to interpret the discomfort t%:ey often feel, to
locate its source quickly, and to suggest ways to revise the prose
that causes it.

. Some teachers and writers resist principles of any kmd as in-
imical to individual creativity. To them, the first six chapters in
pameulax: may seem to encourage stylistic homqgenexty. Such a
concern is, we believe, unfounded. The principles that charac-
terize clear prose allow so many options within.options that it is
inconceivable we would find among the millions of writers in the

LA
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English-speaking world even a few who created sentences so
alike that they would seem to have identical styles. These prin-
ciples offer not prescriptions, but choices.

Prior Knowledge and Perceived Clarity

We also know that a particular passage of prose may seem not
to reflect these prmcnples, and yet to some readers will still seem
entirely clear. That expenence does not invalidate the principles
we offer. The reason is this: What counts most in comprehemﬁng
a text is how much we already know about its content. If we
know a lot about viruses, we will be able to understand a badly
written account of viruses better than someone who knows rela-
tively little. We measure the quality of writing not just by what is
objectwely on a page, but by the way we feel as we construct new.
knowledge out of our. experience with the words on the page.
That feeling—good or bad—depends substantially on what we
bring to that page.

Thei importance of prior knowledge suggests two points: First,
since a competent writer usually knows his subject matter very
well, perhaps too well, he is systematically handicapped in antici-
patmg how easily’ readers will make sense of his text. Second,
since a writer usually overestimates how much readers know, a
writer should give readers more help than he thinks they need.
This book lays out principles that help a writer predict how
easily a'reader will comprehend complex and unfamiliar mate-
rial when that reader is not deeply versed in it. If the writer finds
that his prose may hmder his intended reader, he can use these
pnnmples to suggest ways to revise it.

Some Intelectual Debts

The theory that lurks behind most of the views here is in-
debted to Noam Chomsky, Charles Fillmore, Jan Firbas, Franti-
ek Danes, Nils Enkvist, Vic Yngve, among others. There are
new debts. In Chapter 2, when I explicitly analogize the clearest
style to narrative prose, I draw on some of the insights arising
from recent work in two areas of cognitive psychology. One is
schema theory, the other prototype semantics, particularly as de-
veloped by Eleanore Rosch.

P
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The organization of each chapter reflects a familiar pedagogi-
cal pririciple supported by some recent work in educational psy-
chology, a prmcnple that most good teachers have long observed:
When presenting complex new knowledge, first sketch a sche-
matic structure that is too simple to reflect the complex reality.of
the subject; only then qualify, elaborate, and modify it. We have
found that it is not effective to present new knowledge about lan-
guage and styleé as a series of detailed, qualifiéd, exception-laden
observations. We may hope that out of that complexity students
will construct a coherent whole faithful to the complex truth of
things.

There are risks in both pedagogies. In the first way—a sche-
matic structure that we then modify and qualify—we risk ap-
pearing to be superficial before we have a chance to quahfy and

‘elaborate. We also risk the possibility that the learner will learn
only the simple structure and then caricature it. But the second
way—teaching a structure of knowledge by slmultaneously de-
scribing, qualifying, elaborating, compllcatmg every detail—
risks conceptual clutter. We assume that experience will modify
and make more complex whatever simple structures we offer,
but that experience only makes early confusion worse.

And Some Personal Debts

We must both acknowledge the help of colleagues who have
rcgularly shared with us their insights about language and its
complexities—Frank Kinahan, Don Freeman, George Gopen,
Elizabeth Francis, Larry McEnerney. We must also thank the
scores of graduate students who every year work to master these
ideas and many others, in the blind faith that when it came time
to teachthem, it would all come together on opening night, as it
always has. Several readers have generously offered their criti-
cisms and suggestnons We, of course, are wholly wsponsnble for
what remains unclear.

By Gregory G. Colomb: Of my personal debts, the greatest is un-
doubtedly to my father, a man of business whose example helped
me understand the truth in my favorite poet’s maxim, that those
“to whom Heav’n in Wit has been profuse,” are obliged “to turn
it to its use.” Of course the largest burden fell on my family—
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Sandra, BB, Karen, and the Beave, whose loving forebearance
was too often tested but was always up to the mark.

By Joseph M. Williams: To my family—always amiably pa-
tient with my distractedness. Christopher, David, Joe, Megan,
and Oliver—thanks for your love and good humor. And Joan,
for your apparently bottomless well of patience and love.
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Tilm leccnves

This is'a book about writing clearly 1 wnsh it cau!d beshért and
simple like some others more widely known, but I want'# do’
morg than just urge writers to “Omit Needless, Words™ -or ““Be
clear.”, Telling me to “Be clear” is like telling me, to. “Hit the ball
squarcly” 1 know that. What 1 don’t know. is.-how 0. do it. To
explain how to write clearly, I have to go bey(mgl platit

But I want to do. more than just help you write clearly. I ‘also
want you to understand this matter—to undgrstand why some.
prose seems clear, other prose not, and why two readers might
disagree aBout it; why 2 passive Yerb can be ¥ better choice than
an active verb; why so many truisms about style areéithEr ‘ift-
complete or wiong. More important, 1 want that understaﬂtﬁng
16 consist ot of anecdotal bits and pieces; but of 2 coherent sys-
térhi of Prificiples moré useful than “Write short seritences.” *

“Now there is a lively debate about whether dctiofi 4nd ander:
smidihg have ‘anything to do with each other, whtther ‘those
who'want to write clearly ouglit to study pnncxplcsof 1anguage
atall. You may write well, yet can’t distinguish 4'subject from a
verb, or you may understand everything from retdined ob]ecls to
the subjdhictive pluperfect progressive, and stilt write badly.
From this apparent contradiction many have conéluded that we
don't havé to understand principles of grammar ‘to ‘write wéll.
Wmmg well, they believe, has to do with being Siricere, or writ-
ing how they speak, or finding their authentic voices, ‘or ‘just
being born with the knack. Others devoutly believe that they
learned to write well only because they studied, Latin, and dia-
. grammed sentences beyond number.

* The teuth will disconcert those of both persaasions. Nostalgic
anecdones aside, the-best evidence suggests: that students who
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tpend a lot of time studying grammar improve their wntmg not
one bit. In fact, they seem to get worse. On the other hand, there

is good evidence that mature writers can change the way they

write once they grasp a principled way of thinking about lan-
guage, but one that is rather different from the kind of grammar
some of us may dimly remember mastering—or being mastered
by. The principles of style offered here will not describe sentences
in a vocabulary that fifteenth-century sgudeits of, Latin ‘wougl

still recognize, but in terms that help you understand how read-

ers of modern English read; in terms that will help us understand
why readers might describe the first sentence below as turgid and
confusing, the second as clearer, more readable. But most impor-
tant, in terms that also make it clear how to revise one into
the other. v

1a. The Cominittee pmposal would provide for biogenetic indus- -
‘try certification of the safety to human health for new sub-

stances in requests for exemption from Feéderil rules. e

1b. The Committee proposes that when the biogenetic industry
" réquests the Agency to exemipt new substances trom Fedetal
rules, the indisstry will certify that the substances are safe.

So 'if our first objective is domg, our second ob;ecnv: is
understanding.
But howcver well a writer understands principles, it is- not

enough for those who also want to articulate that understanding

to others, who want to explain why most readers prefer the style
of (1b), and if necessary to persuade (or coerce) those others into
writing in the same style. Whatever else a well-educated pegson
can do, that person should be able to write clearly and to under-
stand what it means to do that. But we judge as liberally edu-
cated the person who can articulate that understanding in. ways
that go beyond the ability to define subjects and verbs and ex-
plain their disagreements, certainly beyond self-evident truisms
like “Be specific.” This book provides a vocabulary that will let
you explain these matters in ways that go beyond i lmpressmmsm
and banalnty ‘

A Very Short History of Bad Writing

Now,. yone familiar with the history of English prose might
wonder whether anything we do here will substantially improve

p—
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its future. Since the earliest times, many writers have graced us
with much good writing. But others have afflicted us with much
that is bad. Some of the reasons for the bad writing are rooted in
history, others in personal experience.
- . Inthe last seven hundred years, English writers have responded
to three influences on our language. Two are historical, one is
cultural. These influences have helped make English a language
flexible and precise enough to use with subjects ranging from
the most concrete and mundane to the most abstract and ele-
vated. But ironically, the very influences that have created this
flexibility and precision have also allowed—indeed encour-
aged—many writers to produce prose that is quite bad. One of
the two historical influences was the Norman Conquest in 1066,
an event that led us to acquire a vocabulary qualitatively differ-
ent from the Anglo-Saxon wordhord we’ve inherited from Bede,
Alfred, and ‘Aelfric. The second influence occutred in the six-
teenth century, when Renaissance scholars struggling to translate
Greek ‘and Latin texts found themselves working at a lcxlcal
disadvantage.
frer the Norman Conquest, those responsnble for institu-
tional, scholarly, and religious affairs wrote in Latin and later
Norman French. In the late fourteenth and early fifteenth ceni-
turies, increasing numbers of writers began using English again
for matters of state, commercial, and social life. But since the na-
tive vocabulary for these matters had long since disappeared (or
“had never come into being), English writers were able to write
about therh in the only vocabulary available, in words borrowed
from Latin, but particularly from French. By the sixteenth cen-
tury, French and Latin had disappeared from most institutional
affairs, but writers were still using their words to refer to institu-
tional concepts. As a result, the foundations were laid for a two-
tiered vocabulary: one consisting of words common to daily life,
the other of words having more special application.

- Conspiting with that influence on our vocabulary was a sec-
ond one, the Renaissance. In the sixteenth century, as England
was increasingly influenced by classical writers, scholars. began
translating into English large numbers of Greek and Latin texts.
But as one early writer put it “there ys many wordes in Latyn
that we have no propre Englysh accordynge thereto,” and so
translators simply “Englished” foreign words, thereby providing
us with another set of borrowings, many from Greek but most
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from Latin, and almost all of them more formal than either our
native English vocabulary or the Anglicized words from French.

As a consequence of these two influences, our vocabulary is
the most varied of any modern European language. Of the thou-
sand words we use most frequently, over 80 percent deéscend
from Anglo-Saxon. But most of them are the single syllable
labor-intensive words: the articles the, this, that, a, etc.; most of
the prepositions and pronouns: in, on, of, by, at, with, you, we,
it, 1, etc.; the most common verbs and most of the common nouns:
be, have, do, make, will, go, see, band, héad, mother, father, sun,
man, woman, etc. (Many words borrowed from French have lost
any sense of formality: people, (be)cause, use, just, really, very,
sort, different, number, place.)

When we refer to specific matters of our intellectual and artis-
tic life, however, we use almost three times as many French and
Latin content words as native English. Compare how I might
have been obliged to write the paragraph before last, had on
Hastings Field in 1066 a Norman arrow net mortally wounded
Harold, the Anglo-Saxon King:

Togetherworking with the outcome of the Norman Greatwin was
the Newbirth. In the sixteenth yearhundred, as England was more
shaped by the longread writers, the learned bégan turning into
English many of the books of Athens and Rome, but as one carly
writer put it, “There ys many wordes in Latyn that we have no
right Englysh withgoing thereto.” So those who ton,

works written in Latin and French into English only “Englished”
outland words, thereby giving us yet more borrowed words,
many from Greek but most from Latin, and almost all of them
rather higher than the hereborn words or the words Englished
from French.

Of course, if Harold had won the Battle of Hastings I wouldn’t
have written that at all, but he didn’t, and as a result we now
have a lexical resource that has endowed us with a stylistic flexi-
bility largely unavailable to other modern languages. To express
the precise shade of meaning and connotation, we can choose
from among words borrowed from French—bravery, mettle,
valor, endurance, courage; from Latin—tenacity, fortitude, and
from words inherited from native English— fearlessness, guts.

But this flexibility has come with a price. Since the language of
political, cultural, scientific, and economic affairs is based largely



