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Simplicity

of American writing. We are a society stran- ¢

is the disease . T
o Clutter s ar constructions, pompous frills:

gling in unnecessarn words. circul
and meaningless jargon.

Who can understand the clott !
can commerce: the memo, the corporation report, the bus.mess
letter. the notice from the bank explaining its latest “simplified”
statement® What member of an insurance or medical plan can
decipher the brochure explaining his costs and benefits? W’ha? a-
ther or mother can put together a childs toy from the instructions
on the box? Our national tendency is to inflate and thereby so
important. The airline pilot who announces that he is presently
anticipating experiencing considerable precipitation wouldnt
think of saying it may rain. The sentence is too simple—thert
must be something wrong with it. |

~# But the secret of good writing is to strip every sentence &
its cleanest components. Every word that serves no functios
every long word that could be a short word, every adverb

ed language of everyday Ameri-
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carries the same meaning that's already in the verb, every passive
construction that leaves the reader unsure of who is doing
what—these are the thousand and one adulterants that weaken
the strength of a sentence. And they usually occur in proportion
to education and rank.

During the 1960s the president of my university wrote a letter
to mollify the alumni after a spell of campus unrest. “You are
probably aware,” he began, “that we have been experiencing very
considerable potentially explosive expressions of dissatisfaction
on issues only partially related.” He meant that the students had
been hassling them about different things. I was far more upset
by the president’s English than by the students potentially explo-
sive expressions of dissatisfaction. I would have preferred the
presidential approach taken by Franklin D. Roosevelt when he
tried to convert into English his own government’s memos, such
as this blackout order of 1942:

Such preparations shall be made as will completely ob-
scure all Federal buildings and non-Federal buildings occu-
pied by the Federal government during an air raid for any
period of time from visibility by reason of internal or external
illumination. '

“Tell them,” Roosevelt said, “that in buildings where they
have to keep the work going to put something across the win-
dows.”

2L Simplify, simplify. Thoreau said it, as we are so often re-
minded, and no American writer more consistently practiced
what he preached. Open Walden to any page and you will find a
man saying in a plain and orderly way what is on his mind:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to
front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn
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n 1 came to die. discover thetl Faced with such obstacles, readers are at first tenacious. They
blame themselves—they obviously missed something, and they
go back over the mystifying sentence, or over the whole para-
graph, piecing it out like an ancient rune, making guesses and
moving or#But they won't do that for long. The writer is making
them work too hard, and they-wilt 166k for one who is-better at
the crafts .

Writers must therefore constantly ask: whgt am I trying to say
Surprisingly often they don’t know. Then theéy must look at what
they have written and ask: have I said it? Is it clear to someone
encountering the subject for the first time? If it's not, some fuzz
has worked its way into the machinery. The clear writer is some-"
. one clearheaded enough to see this stuff for what it is: fuzz.

I don’t mean that some people are born clearheaded and are
therefore natural writers, whereas others are naturally fuzzy and
will never write well. Thinking clearly is a conscious act that writ-
ers must force on themselves, as if they were working on any
other project that requires logic: making a shopping list or doing
an algebra problem. Good writing doesn’t come naturally, though
most people seem to think it does. Professional writers are con-
stantly bearded by people who say they'd like to “try a little writ-
ing sometime”—meaning when they retire from their real
profession, like insurance or real estate, which is hard. Or they
say, “I could write a book about that.” I doubt it.

< Writing is hard work. A clear sentence is no accident. Very few
sentences come out right the first time, or even the third time.
Remember this in moments of despair. If you find that writing is
hard, it'’s because it is hard.
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what it had to teach. and not.w
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| schieve such enviable freedom frg

et i - to clear our heads of cluttct. Clear thinkis

& Jutter? The answer s o y

;]““ es clear writing: on¢ can't exist \'ﬂ“""ft ”‘.9 other. It’s 17

e for muddy thinker to write good English. He

. 4 lph or two. hut soon the reader will
for the reader will not eas

est of us

possible for
away with it for a paragr
lost. and there’s no sin so grave,

[ T i
Iun\(:.-}:;l(:'this elusive creature, the reader? The reader is som
one with an attention span of about 30 seconds—a pers
sailed by many forces competing for attention. At one time
forces were relatively few: newspapers. magazines, radio, s
children, pets. Today they also include a galaxy of electror
vices for receiving entertainment and information—tele
VCRs. DVDs, CDs, video games, the Internet, e-mail, cell phor
BlackBerries, iPods—as well as a fitness program, a pool
and that most potent of competitors, sleep. The man or-
snoozing in a chair with a magazine or a book is a person
being given too much unnecessary trouble by the writer.

£ Itwon't do to say that the reader is too dumb or too lazy
pace with the train of thought. If the reader is lost, it’s us
cause the writer hasn't been careful enough. That carelessne:
take any number of forms. Perhaps a sentence is so exc
cluttered that the reader, hacking through the verbiage,

df)t’sn't know what it means, Perhaps a sentence has been so
dily constructed that the reader could read it in several ways
haps the writer has switched pronouns in midsentence, or I

:]‘::f:rsg ;(::Zis, ls;ci]u;) reﬁt‘ier loses track of who is ta]!dng or wk

Sentence A; thE wn:teer' dpsl?entence e loglc':al se_zq

b e s head the connection s ol

b ed to provide the missing link. Perhaps the writer i
sed aword incorrectly by not taking the trouble to look it up.
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piecing it out like an ancient rune, making guesses and moving

on, But he won't do this for hu.}-ﬂ—m‘—
~perioncey (The writer is making him work too hard ~yhasder
——__J‘

4han—he—should-heve—4e—work—(and the reader will look for

e
.—m‘uho is better at his craft,

C'_h: writer must therefore constantly ask himself: What am
I trying w uy?mw gwuwy often, he
doesn't km\v.L Md}hn he must look at what he has just-
written and ask: Have I saild it? Ia it clear to someone
mw the subject for the first time? If it's
mt)oiouﬁ it is because some fuzz has worked its way into the
machinery. The clear writer is a person whe—is clear-headed

enough to see this stuff for what it is: fusz,

‘_I_d_on't mean Se—suggast that some peoplc are born
clear-headed and are therecfore nzatural writers, whereas
‘:‘oﬂa—m are naturally fuszzy and will +~herefess never write
well, Thinking clearly u"’my ccnscious act that the
writer mut. o upon himself, just as if he were

‘-mm on any other Jeknd-el project WM logic:

adding up & laundry list or doing an algebra pmbl%o.-,hm—

ohoss, Good writing doesn't Jjuss come naturally, though most

it doed,
people obviously think P\ The professional

Two pages of the final manuscript of this chapter from the First Edition
of On Writing Well. Although they look like a first draft, they had already
been rewritten and retyped—Ilike almost every other page—four or five
times. With each rewrite I try to make what 1 have written tighter,
stronger and more precise, eliminating every element that's not doing
useful work. Then I go over it once more, reading it aloud, and am always
amazed at how much clutter can still be cut. (In later editions I elimi-
nated the sexist pronoun “he” denoting “the writer” and “the reader.”)
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Clutter

Fighting clutter is like fighting weeds—the writer is all

, slightly behind. New varieties sprout overnight, and by nc
| are part of American speech. Consider what President Ni
aide John Dean accomplished in just one day of testimo
television during the Watergate hearings. The next day ever
in America was saying “at this point in time” instead of “
Consider all the prepositions that are draped onto
don't need any help. We no longer head committees.
them up. We don't face problems anymore. We face up
when we can free up a few minutes. A small detail, you ma
not worth bothering about. It is worth bothering about.
imﬂ'es\i“di“‘d ratio to the number of things we can kee

of it that shouldnt be there. “Up”in “free up” shouldn’t be'#
Examine every word you put on paper. You'll find a surpri
number that don't serve any purpose. g

Take the adjective “personal,” as

mine,” “his personal feeling” o
s eeling” or “her
cal of h : £

in “a personal friend
rsonal physician.” 1t’s i/
undreds of words that can be eliminated. The perso
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friend has come into the language to distinguish him or her from
the business friend, thereby debasing both language and friend-
ship. Someone’s feeling is that person’s personal feeling—that’s
what “his” means. As for the personal physician, that’s the man or
woman summoned to the dressing room of a stricken actress so
she won't have to be treated by the impersonal physician assigned
to the theater. Someday I'd like to see that person identified as
“her doctor.” Physicians are physicians, friends are friends. The
rest is clutter.

Clutter is the laborious phrase that has pushed out the short
word that means the same thing. Even before John Dean, people
and businesses had stopped saying “now.” They were saying “cur-
rently” (“all our operators are currently assisting other cus-
tomers”), or “at the present time,” or “presently” (which means
“soon”). Yet the idea can always be expressed by “now” to mean
the immediate moment (“Now I can see him”), or by “today” to
mean the historical present (“Today prices are high”), or simply
by the verb “to be” (“It is raining”). There’s no need to say, “At the
present time we are experiencing precipitation.”

“Experiencing” is one of the worst clutterers. Even your den-
tist will ask if you are experiencing any pain. If he had his own kid
in the chair he would say, “Does it hurt?” He would, in short, be
himself. By using a more pompous phrase in his professional role
he not only sounds more important; he blunts the painful edge of
truth. It’s the language of the flight attendant demonstrating the
oxygen mask that will drop down if the plane should run out of
air. “In the unlikely possibility that the aircraft should experience
such an eventuality,” she begins—a phrase so oxygen-depriving in
itself that we are prepared for any disaster.

Clutter is the ponderous euphemism that turns a slum into a
depressed socioeconomic area, garbage collectors into waste-
disposal personnel and the town dump into the volume reduction
unit. I think of Bill Mauldins cartoon of two hoboes riding a
freight car. One of them says, “I started as a simple bum, but now
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‘ Clutter is the language of the Pentagon calling an in

“reinforced protective reaction strike” and jusfifying its vz
gets on the need for “counterforce de.terrence. As ”George :_,.

inted out in “Politics and the English Language, an essayy
ten in 1946 but often cited during the wars in Cambodia, Vié
and Iraq, “political speech and writing are largely the d
the indefensible. . . . Thus political language has to consi
of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vag
Orwell's warning that clutter is not just a nuisance but
tool has come true in the recent decades of American mi
venturism. It was during George W. Bush’s presidency that ®
ian casualties” in Iraq became “collateral damage.”

Verbal camouflage reached new heights during
Alexander Haig’s tenure as President Reagan’s secretary o
Before Haig nobody had thought of saying “at this jun
maturization” to mean “now.” He told the American peop:
tel('irorism could be fought with “meaningful sanctionary
g;mt; . ::;Zﬁii’ifgr‘r’;dfﬁr m}ifSileS were ‘.‘at the vortex
sage was “leave it to A]” Sth ati ¢ public might harb’or, e
must push this to 5 low:er dec:ill% . be. actua!ly said wajs::
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I could go on quoting examples from various fields—every
rofession has its growing arsenal of jargon to throw dust in the
eves of the populace. But the list would be tedious. The point of
raising it now is to serve notice that clutter is the enemy. Beware,
then, of the long word that’s no better than the short word: “assis-
tance” (help), “numerous” (many), “facilitate” (ease), “individual”
(man or woman), “remainder” (rest), “initial” (first), “implement”
(do), “sufficient” (enough), “attempt” (try), “referred to as” (called)
and hundreds more. Beware of all the slippery new fad words:
paradigm and parameter, prioritize and potentialize. They are all
weeds that will smother what you write. Don't dialogue with
someone you can talk to. Don’t interface with anybody.

-~ Just as insidious are all the word clusters with which we ex-
plain how we propose to go about our explaining: “I might add,”
“It should be pointed out,” “It is interesting to note.” I you might
add, add it. If it should be pointed out, point it out. If it is inter-
esting to note, make it interesting; are we not all stupefied by
what follows when someone says, “This will interest you”? Don’t
inflate what needs no inflating: “with the possible exception of™
(except), “due to the fact that” (because), “he totally lacked the
ability to” (he couldn’t), “until such time as” (until), “for the pur-
pose of " (for).

Is there any way to recognize clutter at a glance? Here’s a de-
vice my students at Yale found helpful. T would put brackets
around every component in a piece of writing that wasn’t doing
useful work. Often just one word got bracketed: the unnecessary
preposition appended to a verb (“order up”), or the adverb that
carries the same meaning as the verb (“smile happily”), or the ad-
jective that states a known fact (“tall skyscraper”). Often my
brackets surrounded the little qualifiers that weaken any sen-
tence they inhabit (“a bit,” “sort of "), or phrases like “in a sense,”
which don’t mean anything. Sometimes my brackets surrounded
an entire sentence—the one that essentially repeats what the
previous sentence said, or that says something readers don’t need
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You can develop the same eve. Look for the clutter
writing and prune it ruthlessly. Be grateful for everything yo
throw away. Reexamine each sentence you put on paper. Is
word doing new work? Can any thought be expressed witl
economy? Is anything pompous or pretentious or faddis

you hanging on to something useless just because you
beautiful?

Simplify, simplify.

prose. [ want
wrong,

- Style

So much for early warnings about the bloated monsters that lie in
ambush for the writer trying to put together a clean English sen-
tence.
< “But,” you may say, “if I eliminate everything you think is clut-
ter and if I strip every sentence to its barest bones, will there be
anything left of me?” The question is a fair one; simplicity carried
to an extreme might seem to point to a style little more sophisti-
cated than “Dick likes Jane” and “See Spot run.”

I'll answer the question first on the level of carpentry. Then
I'll get to the larger issue of who the writer is and how to preserve
his or her identity.

+— Few people realize how badly they write. Nobody has shown

them how much excess or murkiness has crept into their style and
how it obstructs what they are trying to say. If you give me an
eight-page article and I tell you to cut it to four pages. you'll howl
and say it can’t be done. Then you'll go home and do it, and it will
be much better. After that comes the hard part: cutting it to
three.



