el 0/ 0/ B

St.yle

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.

N\ - “But,” you may say, “if 1 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
cight-page article and 1 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,
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“The point is that you have to strip your writing dOWI:' t;etforle
yvou can build it back up. You must know what the e?ssenhla ools
are and what job they were designed to do. Extending the meta-
phor of carpentry, it’s first necessary to be able to saw wood
neatly and to drive nails. Later you can bevel the edges or add el-
egant finials, if that's your taste. But you can never forget that you
are practicing a craft thats based on certain principles. If the

_x nails are weak, your house will collapse. If your verbs are weak
and your syntax is rickety, your sentences will fall apart.

I'll admit that certain nonfiction writers, like Tom Wolfe and
Norman Mailer, have built some remarkable houses. But these
are writers who spent years learning their craft, and when at last
they raised their fanciful turrets and hanging gardens, to the sur-

prise of all of us who never dreamed of such omamentation
they knew what they were doing. Nobody ,

becom
overnight, not even Tom Wolfe. s Tom Wolfe
First, then, l.earn to hammer. the r.1ails., apd if what T
sturdy and serviceable, take satisfaction in its plaiy strenetl, S
But you will be impatient to find a “style”—y, emb gltl :
plain words so that readers will recognize you as e ellish the
You will reach for gaudy similes and tinseleq adjee?e Special.
« » . Weg ae 3
style” were something you could buy at the style Store S, as if
onto your words in bright decorator colors. (DGCOTatorand drape
the colors that decorators come in.) There is no sty " Colors are
organic to the person doing the writing, as much 5 pa:tre; Style g
his hair, or, if he is bald, his lack of it. Trying to agq So i 5
—< adding a toupee. At first glance the formerly bag X\e i ke
young and even handsome. But at second g’lance\an " ool
toupee there’s always a second glance-,—he doesn log \:’V'\th .
right. The problem is not that he doesn’t look wel] Erog,. Wite
does, and we can only admire the wigmaker’s skill. The‘hed; he
that he doesn’t look like himself. Py, i«
This is the problem of writers whf) §et out deliberate .
nish their prose. You lose whatever it is that makes you “;)i;g‘ah
e
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X The reader will notice if you are putting on airs. Readers want the
- person who is talking to them to sound genuine. Therefore a fun-
damental rule is: be yourself.

No rule, however, is harder to follow. It requires writers to do
two things that by their metabolism are impossible. They must
relax, and they must have confidence.

Telling a writer to relax is like telling a man to relax while be-
ing examined for a hernia, and as for confidence, see how stiffly
he sits, glaring at the screen that awaits his words. See how often

v<he gets up to look for something to eat or drink. A writer will do
anything to avoid the act of writing. I can testify from my news-
paper days that the number of trips to the water cooler per
reporter-hour far exceeds the body’s need for fluids.

What can be done to put the writer out of these miseries? Un-
fortunately, no cure has been found. I can only offer the consol-
ing thought that you are not alone. Some days will go better than
others. Some will go so badly that you'll despair of ever writing
again. We have all had many of those days and will have many
more.

Still, it would be nice to keep the bad days to a minimum,
which brings me back to the problem of trying to relax.

Assume that you are the writer sitting down to write. You
think your article must be of a certain length or it won't seem im-
portant. You think how august it will look in print. You think of all
the people who will read it. You think that it must have the solid
weight of authority. You think that its style must dazzle. No won-
der you tighten; you are so busy thinking of your awesome re-
sponsibility to the finished article that you can't even start. Yet
you vow to be worthy of the task, and, casting about for grand
phrases that wouldn’t occur to you if you weren't trying so hard to
make an impression, you plunge in.

Paragraph 1 is a disaster—a tissue of generalities that seem to
have come out of a machine. No person could have written them.
Paragraph 2 isn’t much better. But Paragraph 3 begins to have a
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somewhat human quality, and by Paragri‘,\Ph 4 y(?u biilx to()f::sr;i
like yourself. You've started to relax. Its amazﬂ‘lg i
editor can throw away the first three or four paragraphs ‘ }'1
ticle, or even the first few pages, and start with the paragrap
where the writer begins to sound like himself or herself. Not,only
are those first paragraphs impersonal and ornate; they don’t say
anything—they are a self-conscious attempt at 2 fancy prologue.
What I'm always looking for as an editor is a sentence that says
something like “T'll never forget the day when 1..." T think,
“Aha! A person!”

Writers are obviously at their most natural when they write in
the first person. Writing is an intimate transaction between two
people, conducted on paper, and it will go well to the extent that

it retains its humanity. Therefore 1 urge people to write in the
first person: to use “1” and “me” and “we” and “us.” The

ut up ¢
fight yputupa
“Who am I to say what I think?” they ask. “Or what I feel®”
“Who are you not to say what you think?” .

only one you. Nobody else thinks or feels

Ltell ther “There’s
way.

i .

" exactly the same

“But nobody cares about my opinions > they g

make me feel conspicuous.” )
“Theyll care if you tell them something

. . ﬂterestin »

and tell them in words that come naturally” & 1 say,

Nevertheless, getting writers to use “1” ig |

think they must earn the right to reveal thej; Stfions asy. The

thoughts. Or that it’s egotistical. Or that it’s ungj ons g their

that afflicts the academic world. Hence the pménlﬂe ~~4 fanr

“one” (“One finds oneself not wholly in accorq Wiﬂisma Use of

view of the human condition”), or of the imPEYsma\‘i.r‘ Ma\tb .

to be hoped that Professor Felt's monograph will 1t g (“Ity'b

audience it most assuredly deserves”). 1 dop W‘\d the gy

«one”—he’s a boring guy. I want a professor wit},

ant Wider
. ; apas . tQ lneet
subject to tell me why it fascinates him. Sion,

Oy hiS

“Tt would
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I realize that there are vast regions of writing where “I” isn’t
&/,‘allowed. Newspapers don’t want “I” in their news stories; many
magazines don’t want it in their articles; businesses and institu-
tions don’t want it in the reports they send so profusely into the
American home; colleges don’t want “I” in their term papers or
dissertations, and English teachers discourage any first-person
pronoun except the literary “we” (“We see in Melville’s symbolic
use of the white whale ...”). Many of those prohibitions are
valid; newspaper articles should consist of news, reported objec-
Vtively. I also sympathize with teachers who don’t want to give stu-
dents an easy escape into opinion—"I think Hamlet was
stupid”—before they have grappled with the discipline of assess-
ing a work on its merits and on external sources. “I” can be a self-
indulgence and a cop-out.

Still, we have become a society fearful of revealing who we
are. The institutions that seek our support by sending us their
brochures sound remarkably alike, though surely all of them—
hospitals, schools, libraries, museums, zoos—were founded and
are still sustained by men and women with different dreams and
visions. Where are these people? It’s hard to glimpse them among
all the impersonal passive sentences that say “initiatives were un-
dertaken” and “priorities have been identified.”

Even when “I” isn't permitted, it’s still possible to convey a

“sense of I-ness. The political columnist James Reston didn’t use

“I” in his columns; yet I had a good idea of what kind of person

he was, and I could say the same of many other essayists and re-

porters. Good writers are visible just behind their words. If you

aren’t allowed to use “I,” at least think “I” while you write, or

. write the first draft in the first person and then take the “I”’s out.
" It will warm up your impersonal style.

Style is tied to the psyche, and writing has deep psychological
roots. The reasons why we express ourselves as we do, or fail to
express ourselves because of “writer’s block,” are partly buried in
the subconscious mind. There are as many kinds of writer’s block
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as there are kinds of writers, and I have 0 'mtentnO.n O,f tr.ymg i
untangle them. This is a short book, and my name isnt Sigmund
Freud. N ,

But T've also noticed a new reason for avoiding “I”: Americans
are unwilling to go out on a limb. A generation ago our leaders
told us where they stood and what they believed. Today they per-
form strenuous verbal feats to escape that fate. Watch them wrig-
gle through TV interviews without committing themselves. I
remember President Ford assuring a group of visiting business-
men that his fiscal policies would work. He said: “We see nothing
but increasingly brighter clouds every month” 1 took this to
mean that the clouds were still fairly dark. Fords sentence was
just vague enough to say nothing and still sedate his constituents.

Later administrations brought no relief. Defenge Secretary
Caspar Weinberger, assessing a Polish crisig in 1984, said:
«Ther.e’s cogtinuing ground f9r serious concern g the situation
remains serious. The longer it remains Serious, the more
there is for serious concern.” The first Pregig ground

, . . Sident Bugy ]
tioned about his stand on assault rifles, said. «y A e
groups that think you can ban certain kinds of e ;ﬂe various
that mode. I am in the mode of being deeply Conceﬁl M not in

But my all-time champ is Elliot Richardsop e,

major cabinet positions in the 1970s. It's hard kno held four

begin picking from his trove of equivocal Stateme()w Where to
sider this one: “And yet, on balance, affirmatiyq nts’.
think, been a qualified success.” A 13-word Sente?f o has, |
hedging words. 1 give it first prize as the most Wisth With five
tence in modern public discourse, though a rjy, &Washy sen.
analysis of how to ease boredom among assemb\yqi(:‘“\d be hic
«And so, at last, I come to the one firm CoNVictiqy, tﬁ WQrkErs‘
tioned at the beginning; it is that the subject ig toq “e;tfl “‘en‘-
' ts.” or §

JUdgTrlrll:tI:’] s a firm conviction? Leaders who bob anq, el

¥
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ing boxers dont inspire confidence—or deserve it. The same

Aihing is true of writers. Sell yourself, and your subject will exert
its own appeal. Believe in your own identity and your own opin-
ions. Writing is an act of ego, and you might as well admit it. Use
its energy to keep yourself going.



