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Preface to the Second Edition

This book grew out of a course that I originated and
taught at Yale in writing nonfiction, which in turn grew out
of a long career of practicing the craft in a multitude of
forms for one newspaper—the New York Herald Tribune—
and a variety of magazines. Since it was first published in
1976 I have heard from hundreds of readers and talked to
many groups of writers, editors, teachers, educators, busi-
nessmen and other people who have found the book helpful.
They raised guestions about writing, or about teaching writ-
ing, that I had not encountered before or that I just didn’t
think of including.

In this Second Edition I have tried to answer the questions
that were asked most often and to incorporate many points
that have since occurred to me. Quite a few of my additions
have been woven into the text where they seemed to fit most
naturally. Often they are just a few sentences to ‘amplify an
earlier point. But many longer stretches of writing are en-
tirely new. I have added to the chapter on “Usage” a section
on jargon, one of the most troublesome areas (I gather) for
writers and teachers who know that jargon is swamping the
language but don’t know if any of it is acceptable. I have
added new entries to the chapter on “Bits & Pieces.” The
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chapter on “Sports™ has been expanded to note the many new
factors that have changed this major area of American life. A
once-innocent world has suddenly become far more complex
for the nonfiction writer.

I have written a new chapter (Chapter 15) for all the peo-
ple who have to do a certain amount of writing in their job
—men and women who work for businesses, school systems,
law firms, government agencies and other institutions, Much
of what is written in everyday American life is cold, pomp-
ous and impenetrable. I have tried to demystify the process
and to show that institutions can be made human. I have
also greatly expanded the chapter on “Humor.” In the First
Edition this chapter was devoted largely to demonstrating
that humor is a valuable tool for making a serious point
about current issues. Since then [ have twice taught a course
at Yale in humor writing and have learned far more about
its methods.

On Writing Well is a highly personal book-—one man’s
opinions and prejudices. But | have included excerpts from
the work of many other writers to show how they solved a
particular problem. I also wanted to indicate the wide range
of possibilities that are open to anyone trying to write nonfic-
tion, both in subject and in tone of voice. Some outdated ex-
cerpts, references and usages that were in the First Edition
have been dropped or replaced with fresher examples. I have
also added a dozen writers who were not along on the previ-
ous ride,

My purpose is not to teach good nonfiction, or good journal-
ism, but to teach good English that can be put to those uses.
Don’t assume that bad English can still be good journalism. It
can’t. All the writers quoted in this book were chosen because
they write good English, no matter how “popular” the journal
that they originally wrote for. They never talk down to the
reader. They are true to themselves and to what they want to
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say and to how they want to say it. They are vastly dissimilar in
style and in personality, but they have all learned the one lesson
that must be learned: how to control their material. You can,
too.

WZ.

New York
October 1979
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I. The Transaction

Five or six years ago a school in Connecticut held “a day
devoted to the arts,” and I was asked if T would come and talk
about writing as a vocation. When I arrived I found that a
second speaker had been invited--Dr. Brock (as I'll call him),
a surgeon who had recently begun to write and had sold some
stories to national magazines. He was going to talk about writ-
ing as an avocation. That made us a panel, and we sat down to
face a crowd of student newspaper editors and reporters, En-
glish teachers and parents, all eager to learn the secrets of our
glamorous work,

Dr. Brock was dressed in a bright red jacket, looking vaguely
Bohemian, as authors are supposed to look, and the first ques-
tion went to him. What was it like to be a writer?

He said it was tremendous fun. Coming home from an ardu-
ous day at the hospital, he would go straight to his yellow pad
and write his tensions away. The words just flowed. It was easy.

I then said that writing wasn’t easy and it wasn’t fun. It was
hard and lonely, and the words seldom just flowed,

Next Dr. Brock was asked if it was important to rewrite.
Absolutely not, he said. “Let it all hang out,” and whatever form
the sentences take will reflect the writer at his most natural,




ON WRITING WELL

I then said that rewriting is the essence of writing.
out that professional writers rewrite their sentences r
and then rewrite what they have rewritten. I mentj
E. B. White and James Thurber were known to re
pieces eight or nine times,

“What do you do on days when it isn’t going well?” Dr. Brock
was asked. He said he just stopped writing and put the work
aside for a day when it would go better.

I then said that the professional writer must establish a daily
schedule and stick to it. I said that writing is a craft, not an art,
and that the man who runs away from his craft because he lacks
inspiration is fooling himself. He is also going broke.

“What if you're feeling depressed or unhappy?” a student
asked. “Won't that affect your writingP”

Probably it will, Dr. Brock replied. Go fishing. Take a walk.

Probably it won't, I said. If your job is to write every day, you
learn to do it like any other job.

A student asked if we found it useful to circulate in the liter-
ary world. Dr. Brock said that he was greatly enjoying his new
life as a man of letters, and he told several lavish stories of being
taken to lunch by his publisher and his agent at Manhattan
restaurants where writers and editors gather. I said that profes-

sional writers are solitary drudges who seldom see other writ-
ers.

I pointed
epeatedly
oned that
write their

“Do you put symbolism in your writing?” a student asked me.

“Not if I can help it,” I replied. I have an unbroken record
of missing the deeper meaning in any story, play or movie, and
as for dance and mime, I have never had even a remote notion
of what is being conveyed.

“Ilove symbols!” Dr. Brock exclaimed, and he described with
gusto the joys of weaving them through his work.

So the morning went, and it was a revelation to all of us. At
the end Dr. Brock told me he was enormously interested in my
answers—it had never occurred to him that writing could be
hard. I told him I was Just as interested in Ais answers—it had
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ever occurred to me that writing could be easy. (Maybe I
n .
de.)
1d take up surgery on the si .
Sh;l; for the students, anyone might think tha}.;c we leli;t tl:gz
i bably gave them a bro
ildered. But in fact we pro . |
bﬁr‘jllpse of the writing process than if only one of us ha.d talketli
%’or of course there isn't any “right” way.to do suchulrl.'l(t.ercllsseo){f:
ersonal work. There are all kinds of writers and a 1;11 s of
Fnethods and any method that helps somebody to say wha
say i i hod for him.
ts to say is the right met :
waS?:’me people write by day, others by night. Som;le pzople neeebi
dio. Some write by hand, som
ilence, others turn on the ra
i;;:;writer some by talking into a tape recor;ler. Sorlne p(iiz:
i i i long burst and then revise; o
te their first draft in one . :
::zxi’t write the second paragraph until they have fiddled end
ly with the first.
lesgzt all of them are vulnerable and all of themfarﬁ: tensT. z:'lsz
i i t some part of themselv
driven by a compulsion to pu
;l:)e: l;nd th they don’t just write what comes ;at}:lrallyi.f'l’hﬁg
i : i t of literature, and the self w
sit down to commit an ac N oif who
i iffer person than the one
es on paper is a far sti !
Z?\silg The problem is to find the real man or woman behind all
tension. . .
theFof ultimately the product that any writer has to Sfell is n:)}t
his subject, but who he is. I often find myself re:admg tWl "
interest ab:)ut a topic that I never thought would 1ntt13crles ;nis
__some unusual scientific quest, for instance. What hc})1 sd1:; °is
the enthusiasm of the writer for his field. How walsTJ ;:I rawe
into it? What emotional baggage did he brm% :zlo:I)géndoa o
i : is li i ary to want to
t change his life? It is not necess . . .
;l;ne a% Walden Pond to become deeply involved with a ma
ho did. . ;
W'l?hjs is the personal transaction that is at the heaTt of i(::] X
nonfiction writing. Out of it come two of hthefrr;}ost 11:11?; ant
i i of: huma
ities that this book will go in searc
ql::lrlrtllt?ls Good writing has an aliveness that keeps the reader
w . ‘




6 ON WRITING WEL],
rea(liing from One paragraph to the next, and it's not a question
of glmmles to “personalize™ the author. It's a question of using
the English language in a way that will achieve the greatest
strength and the Jeast clutter.

Can such principles be taughtp Maybe not. But most of them
can be learned.

2. Simplicity

Clutter is the disease of American writing. We are a society
strangling in unnecessary words, circular constructions, pomp-
ous frills and meaningless jargon.

Who can understand the viscous language of everyday
American commerce and enterprise: the business letter, the
interoffice memo, the corporation report, the notice from the
bank explaining its latest “simplified” statement? What mem-
ber of an insurance or medical plan can decipher the brochure
that tells him what his costs and benefits are? What father or
mother can put together a child’s toy—on Christmas Eve or any
other eve—from the instructions on the box? Our national ten-
dency is to inflate and thereby sound important. The airline
pilot who wakes us to announce that he is presently anticipating
experiencing considerable weather wouldn’t dream of saying
that there’s a storm ahead and it may get bumpy. The sentence
is too simple—there must be something wrong with it.

But the secret of good writing is to strip every sentence to its
cleanest components. Every word that serves no function,
every long word that could be a short word, every adverb which
carries the same meaning that is 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

7




8 ON WRITING WELL
weaken the strength of a sentence. And they usually oceur,
ironically, in proportion to education and rank.

During the late 1960s the president of a major 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 ex-
pressions 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 explosive 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 wiil completely ob-
scure all Federal buildings and non-Federal buildings occy-
pied by the Federal government during an air raid for any

period of time from visibility by reason of internal or exter-
nal illumination.

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

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

4 man saying in a plain and orderly way what is on his
mind:

Ilove to be alone. I never found the companion that was
S0 companionable as solitude. We are for the most part
more lonely when we go abroad among men than when we
stay in our chambers. A man thinking or working is always
alorte, let him be where he will. Solitude is not measured
by the miles of space that intervene between a man and his
fellows. The really diligent student in one of the crowded

. g
Simplicity

hives of Cambridge College is as solitary as a dervish in the
desert.

How can the rest of us achieve such enviable freedom fr.O;(n
clutter? The answer is to clear our headsl of c!utter. Clear }tlhm I;
ing becomes clear writing: one can’t ex1st-w1thout the (;t heri{e
is impossible for a muddy thinker to write good Enhg is .der
may get away with it for a paragraph or two, but sooqlt e rea )
will be lost, and there is no sin so grave, for he will not easily

ck. ‘

be\:/l::: (iis l:zis elusive creature the reader? He is a? persc?n with
an attention span of about twenty sec.onds. He is assailed 02
every side by forces competing for his time: by new}i?apf_afrs aﬁd
magazines, by television and radio and stereo, by his wi Z a \
children and pets, by his house and his yard and all the gadge i
that he has bought to keep them spruce,' anfl by thaf mf)sh
potent of competitors, sleep. The man sneozing in his chair Wllt
an unfinished magazine open on his lap is a man 'who was being
given too much unnecessary trouble by the .wnter.

It won’t do to say that the snoozing reader is too dumb.or too
lazy to keep pace with the train of thought. My sympathies ‘a:re
with him. If the reader is lost, it is generally because the writer
has not been careful enough to keep him on the path.

This carelessness can take any number of forms. Perh.ap;1 a
sentence is so excessively cluttered that Ehe reader, ha.ckmg is
way through the verbiage, simply doesr'l t know whatd 1tt }r}n:aa;lli
Perhaps a sentence has been so shoddily constructe h a the
reader could read it in any of several ways. Perhe%ps the write
has switched pronouns in mid-sentence, or has switched tenEfes,
so the reader loses track of who is talking or when thle acst;on
took place. Perhaps Sentence B is not a logacal'seq.ue] to hm
tence A—the writer, in whose head the connection is ¢ <?ar, has
not bothered to provide the missing link. Perhap.s the writer b?s
used an important word incorrectly by not”takmg the tr‘ou te’
to look it up. He may think that “sanguine” and “sanguinary
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piecing it out like an ancient rune, meking guesses and moving

is too dumb or too lazy to keep poce with the wedsants train ﬁi 13 TPun—ewe—pf
of thought. 3 on, 3ut he won't do this for long. 4 .

iy sympathics are entirely with him.)-ﬁ&'-s—-aob.

- .
-So-gunb (f the reader is lost, it is generally because the ~pEbLloRCHy CThe writer is making him work too hard ~=xhipden
R N . —‘_'__)—_'
Writer efbhe—anticle has not been careful enough to keep Shan—he-ahould hope—to wor) ¢ and the reader will look for
- one
him on the PEIPEr path, -a—vﬂﬂ-i.-tsan‘who is vetter at his c¢raft,

‘The writer must therefore constantly ask himself: What am

I trying to say?ii’r—bhis—sentencol @urprisingly often, he
doesn't know, M_fhen he must look at what he has just

‘This carelessness can take any number of diffoment forns

HIs
Perhaps a sentence is so excessively leme.and cluttered that
the reader, hacking his way through 43l the verbiage, simply

. i+ . . : .

doesn't know \a}hat‘\m means. Ferhaps 2 sentence has written and ask: Have 1 sald it? Is it clear to someone
. anCoynbanl

been so shoddily constructed that the reader could read it in ‘-whe—aee——em-ﬁg-upen the subject for the first time¥® If it's

not)e&e&r, it is because some fuzz has worked its way inte the

. feverad
&ny Off"b-@r—tvhree_diﬁ.ﬂmn_s ways,

machinery. The clear writer is a person whe—idé clear-headed

*thﬁ—umit.u_;g._spm
R Perhaps the
writer has switched Pronouns in mid-sentence, or porhaps_he encugh to see this stuff for what it is: fuszz,
has switched tenses, so the reader loses track of whe is I don't mean that some pecple are born
, = Se—suggess
talkln.%;lto—uho%or Sxactly whe ; =
n the aeti
haps Sent B3 on took place. Per- clear-headed and are therefore netural writers, whereas
—+ntence 5 net a logical sequel to Sentence 4
= = - 4 == the “ﬁ! 1 . :
writer, in whose head the connection is = c1(;ar - A are nat.urally'.fuzzy and Wwill shemefera never write
not:.""'“‘ Ju rov;de ; 4 S well, Thinking clearly is;i-a—ea—ta‘.z:el—y cenacious act that the
& e the missi 1 " N .
hapy thpnw:::“gh‘e}m‘“%b*’—wh . Previding 185ing link, Fer- writer mustf;ee‘ptfer&ng upon himself, just as if he were
i 8T has used an important word incorreetl bt ) ir
7 by not rESNE oot tha OBl e 10gic:
taking the trouble %o look 1t up ; -~ A on any other &énd—of project that.‘ logic:
Lhat Msanpidman | @ * 7€ may think adding up a laundry list or deing an alpgebra problenéboe—playing—
Iy L o ]
newinet and PPPEUnary” mean the same thing, but) ehess, Good writing doesn't Suss come naturally, though most

#6(the difference i ] .
fiee 1s 2 bloody big one, to—the- people obviously think‘:gblg:g—-easy-eew&km, The professional

“The peaden
Feadar, 4*‘* can only ##¥—te infer hem {spesking of big differ-

ences) what the writer is trying to 3

# & to duply. Two pages of the final manuseript of this chapter. Although they look
{ Faced with weai® i b like a first draft, they have already been rewritten and retyped—like

Aﬂﬁh—&wmaw obstacles, the reader . R .
is at w almost every other page—four or five times. With each rewrite I try
il:st & renarkably tenacious bird, He 4ends—to blame’d to make what I have written tighter, stronger and more precise, elimi-
himsels }Jé obviously missed : . * nating every element that is not doing useful work, until at last I have
A : Something, he—shinks, and he goes a clean copy for the printer. Then I go over it once more, reading it

aloud, and am always amazed at how much clutter can still be profita-

vack aver the mystifying sentence, or over the whole paragraph
1
bly cut.
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mean the same thing, but the difference is a bloody big one. The
reader can only infer (speaking of big differences) what the
writer is trying to imply.

Faced with these obstacles, the reader is at first a remarkably
tenacious bird. He blames himself—he obviously missed some-
thing, and he goes back over the mystifying sentence, or over
the whole paragraph, piecing it out like an ancient rune, mak-
ing guesses and moving on. But he won’t do this for long. The
writer is making him work too hard, and the reader will look for
one who is better at his craft.

The writer must therefore constantly ask himself: What am
I trying to say? Surprisingly often, he doesn’t know. Then he
must look at what he has written and ask: Have I said it? Is jt
clear to someone encountering the subject for the first timep If
it'’s not, it is because some fuzz has worked its way into the
machinery. The clear writer is a person clear-headed enough to
see this stuff for what it is: fuzz.

I'don’t mean that some people are born clear-headed and are
therefore natural writers, whereas others are naturally fuzzy
and will never write well. Thinking clearly is a conscious act
that the writer must force upon himself, just as if he were
embarking on any other project that requires logie: adding up
a laundry list or doing an algebra problem. Good writing
doesn’t come naturally, though most people obviously think it
does. The professional writer js forever being bearded by stran-
gers who say that they’d like to “try a little writing sometime™
when they retire from their real profession. Good writing takes
self-discipline and, very often, self-knowledge.

Many writers, for instance, can’t stand to throw anything
away. Their sentences are littered with words that mean essen-
tially the same thing and with phrases which make a point that
is implicit in what they have already said. When students give
me these littered sentences I beg them to select from the surfeit
of words the few that most precisely fit what they want to say.
Choose one, 1 plead, from among the three almost identical

Simplicity 13
adjectives. Get rid of the unnecessary adverbs. Eliminate “in a
funny sort of way” and other such qualifiers—they do no useful

work. . _
The students lock stricken—I am taking all their wonderful

- words away. I am only taking their superfluous words away,

leaving what is organic and strong,
“But,” one of my worst offenders confessed, “I never can get

rid of anything—you should see my room.” (I didn’t take him
up on the offer.) “I have two lamps where I only need one:,but
I can’t decide which one I like better, so I keep them both.” He
went on to enumerate his duplicated or unnecessary objects,
and over the weeks ahead I went on throwing away his du-
plicated and unnecessary words. By the end of the term—a
term that he found acutely painful—his sentences were clean.
“I've had to change my whole approach to writing,” he told
me. “Now I have to think before I start every sentence and 1
have to think about every word.” The very idea amazed him.
Whether his room also looked better I never found out.
Writing is hard work. A clear sentence is no accident. Very
few sentences come out right the first time, or the third. Keep
thinking and rewriting until you say what you want to say.



3- Clutter

Fighting clutter is like fighting weeds—the writer is always
slightly behind. New varieties sprout overnight, and by ﬂOO);l
the)‘f are part of American speech. It only takes a John Dean
tes.tlfying on TV to have everyone in the country saying “at this
point in time"” instead of “now.”

Consider all the Prepositions that are routinely draped onto
verbs that don’t need any help. Head up. Free up. Face up to
We no longer head committees. We head them up. We don’t.
face problems anymore. We face up to them when we can free
up. a few minutes. A small detail, you may say—not worth both-
ering about. It is worth bothering about. The game is won or
lost on hundreds of small details. Writing improves in direct
ratio to the number of things we can keep out of it that
shoul‘dn’t be there. “Up” in “free up” shouldn’t be there, Can
we prcture anything being freed up? The writer of clean En-
glish must examine every word that he puts on paper. He will
find a surprising number that don’t serve any purpose.

Take the adjective “personal,” as in “a personal friend of
mlr}e, “his personal feeling” or “her personal physician.” It is
typical of the words that can be eliminated nine times out of
ter}. The personal friend has come into the language to distin-
guish him from the business friend, thereby debasing not only

14
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language but friendship. Someone’s feeling is his personal feel-

"ing—that’s what “his” means. As for the personal physician, he

is that man so often summoned to the dressing room of a
stricken actress so that she won't have to be treated by the
impersonal physician assigned to the theater. Someday I'd like
to see him identified as “her doctor.”

Or take those curious intervals of time like the short minute.
“Twenty-two short minutes later she had won the final set.”
Minutes are minutes, physicians are physicians, friends are
friends. The rest is clutter.

Clutter is the laborious phrase which has pushed out the short
word that means the same thing. These locutions are a drag on
energy and momentum. Even before John Dean gave us “at
this point in time,” people had stopped saying “now.” They
were saying “at the present time,” or “currently,” or “pres-
ently” (which means “soon”). Yet the idea can always be ex-
pressed 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 is no need to say, “At the present time we are experienc-
ing precipitation.”

Speaking of which, we are experiencing considerable diffi-
culty getting that word out of the language now that it has
lumbered in. Even your dentist will ask if you are experiencing
any pain. If he were asking one of his own children 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
is the language of the airline stewardess demonstrating the
oxygen mask that will drop down if the plane should somehow
run out of air. “In the extremely 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, and even gasping death shall lose its sting. As for
those “smoking materials” that she asks us to “kindly extin-
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guish,” I often wonder what materials are smoking. Maybe she
thinks my coat and tie are on fire.

Clutter is the ponderous euphemism that turns a slum into a
depressed socioeconomic area, a salesman into g marketing rep-
resentative, a dumb kid into an underachiever and garbage
collectors into waste disposal personnel. In New Canaan, Conn,,
the incinerator is now the “volume reduction plant.” I hate to
think what they call the town durnp.

Clutter is the official language used by the American corpora-
tion—in the news release and the annual report—to hide jts
mistakes. When a big company recently announced that it was
“decentralizing its organizational structure into major profit-
centered businesses” and that “corporate staff services will be
aligned under two senior vice-presidents” it meant that it had
had a lousy year.

Clutter is the language of the interoffice memo (“The trend
to mosaic communication is reducing the meaningfulness of
concern about whether or not demographic segments differ in
their tolerance of periodicity™) and the language of computers
("“We are offering functional digital programming options that
have built-in parallel reciprocal capabilities with compatible
third-generation contingencies and hardware”™),

Clutter is the language of the Pentagon throwing dust in the
eyes of the populace by calling an invasion a “reinforced protec-
tive reaction strike” and by justifying its vast budgets on the
need for “credible second-strike capability” and “counterforce
deterrence.” How can we grasp such vaporous double-talk? As
George Orwell pointed out in “Politics and the English Lan-
guage,” an essay written in 1946 but cited frequently during the
Vietnam years of Johnson and Nixon, “In our time, political
speech and writing are largely the defense of the indefensible.
... Thus political language has to consist largely of euphemism,
question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness.” Orwell’s warn-
ing that clutter is not Just a nuisance but a deadly tool did not
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turn out to be inoperative. By the 1960s his words had come true
in America.

I could go on quoting examples from various fields—every
profession has its growing arsenal of jargon to fire at the layman
and hurl him back from its walls. But the list w.ould b? depress-
ing and the lesson tedious. The point of raising 1t. now is to serve
notice that clutter is the enemy, whatever form it takes. .It sloyvs
the reader and robs the writer of his personality, making him

retentious,

Se%rgwire, then, of the long word that is no better than the short
word: “numerous” (many), “facilitate” (ease), “individual” (mar:
or woman), “remainder” (rest), “initial” (first), “implement”
{do), “sufficient” (enough), “attempt™ {try}), “referred 'to as
{called), and hundreds more. Beware, too, of all the ‘shppery
new fad words for which the language already has equivalents:
overview and quantify, paradigm and parameter, input an‘d
throughput, peer group and interface, private sector and Pul_)hc
sector, optimize and maximize, prioritize and p.otentlahze.
They are all weeds that will smother what you write. '

Nor are all the weeds so obvious. Just as insidious are the little
growths of perfectly ordinary words with which we explail.l how
we propose to go about our explaining, or which inflate a simple

preposition or conjunction into a whole windy pl.lr:jtse. .

“I might add,” “It should be pointed out,” “It is interesting
to note that”—how many sentences begin with these dreary
clauses announcing what the writer is going to do next? If you
might add, add it. If it should be pointed out, point 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 reader to
find it dull; are we not all stupefied by what follows when some-
one says, “This will interest you™? As for the inflated preposi-
tions and conjunctions, they are the innumerable phrases hki
“with the possible exception of ” (except), “for the rea:.son“that.
{(because), “he totally lacked the ability to” (he couldn t), “until
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such time as” (until), “for the purpose of ” (for).

Clutter takes more forms than you can shake twenty sticks at.
Prune it ruthlessly. Be grateful for everything that you can
throw away. Re-examine each sentence that you put on paper.
Is every word doing new and useful work? Can any thought be
expressed with more economy? Is anything pompous or preten-
tious or faddish? Are you hanging on to something useless just
because you think it’s beautiful?

Simplify, simplify.

4. Style

So much for early warnings about the bloated monsters that
lie in ambush for the writer trying to put together a clean
English sentence.

“But,” you may say, “if I eliminate everything that you think
is clutter and strip every sentence to its barest bones, will there
be anything left of me?”

The question is a fair one and the fear entirely natural. Sim-
plicity carried to its extrerne might seem to point to a style
where the sentences are little more sophisticated than “Dick
likes Jane™ and “See Spot run.”

I'll answer the question first on the level of mere 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 article that runs to eight pages and I tell you to cut it to four,
you'll howl] and say it can’t be done. Then you will go home and
do it, and it will be infinitely better. After that comes the hard
part: cutting it to three.

The point is that you have to strip down your writing before
you can build it back up. You must know what the essential tools

19
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are and what job they were designed to do. If [ may labor the
metaphor of carpentry, it is first necessary to he able to saw
wood neatly and to drive nails, Later you can bevel the edges
or add elegant finials, if that js your taste. But you can never
forget that you are practicing a craft that is based on certain
principles. If the 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 various nonfiction writers like Tom Wolfe and
Norman Mailer and Hunter Thompson have built some remark-
able houses. But these are writers who spent years learning
their craft, and when at last they raised their fanciful turrets

First, then, learn to hammer in the nails, and if what you build
is sturdy and serviceable, take satisfaction in its plain strength,

But you will be impatient to find a “style”—to embellish the
plain words so that readers will recognize you as someone spe-
cial. You will reach for gaudy similes and tinseled adjectives, as
if “style” were something you could buy at a style store and
drape onto your words in bright decorator colors. (Decorator
colors are the colors that decorators come irt.} Resist this shop-
ping expedition: there is no style store.

Style is organic to the person doing the wrilting, as much a
part of him as his hair, or, if he is bald, his lack of it. Trying to
add style is like adding a toupee, At first glance the formerly
bald man looks young and even handsome. But at second glance
—and with a toupee there is always a second glance—he doesn’t
look quite right. The problem is not that he doesn’t look well
groomed; he does, and we can only admire the wigmaker’s
almost perfect skill, The point is that he doesn’t look like him-
self,

This is the problem of the writer who sets out deliberately to

&
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garnish his prose. You lose whatever it is that ma'kes you u.m'que.
The reader will usually notice if you are putting on airs, He
wants the person who is talking to him to sound genuine. There-
fore a fundamental rule is: be yourself, ‘ .

No rule, however, is harder to follow. It requ.lres thfa writer
to do two things which by his metabolism are impossible. He
must relax and he must have confidence. .

Telling a writer to relax is like telling a man to relax while
being prodded for a possible hernia, and, as for Ct.mﬁdence_, he
is a bundle of anxieties. See how stifly he sits at li.llS typewntgr,
glaring at the paper that awaits his words, chewing the eraser
on the pencil that is so sharp because he ha-s sharpened it ‘so
many times. A writer will do anything to avoid the act of writ-
ing. I can testify from my newspaper days that the number of
trips made to the water cooler per reporter-hour far exceeds
the body’s known need for fluids. o

V/hat can be done to put the writer out of these miseries?
Unfortunately, no cure has yet been found. I can only oEgr the
consoling thought that you are not alone. Some da'ys will go
better than others; some will go so badly that you will despair
of ever writing again. We have all had many of these days and
will have many more. N

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

As I said earlier, the average writer sets out to commit an a_ct
of literature. He thinks that his article must be of a ce_zrtm'n
tength or it won’t seern important. He thinks howl august '1t will
look in print. He thinks of all the people who will read lt.. He
thinks that it must have the solid weight of authority. I:Ie thinks
that its style must dazzle. No wonder he tightens: 'he is 50 b}lsy
thinking of his awesome responsibility to the finished article
that he can’t even start. Yet he vows to be worthy of the task.
He will do it—by God!—and, casting about for heavy phrases
that would never occur to him if he weren’t trying so hard to
make an impression, he plunges in.
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assuredly deserves”). These are arid constructions. “One” is a
pedantic fellow—I've never wanted to meet him. I want a pro-
fessor with a passion for his subject to tell me why it fascinates
him.

I realize that there are vast regions of writing where “I” is
not allowed. Newspapers don’t want “I” in their news stories;
many magazines don’t want it in their articles and features:
businesses and institutions don’t want it in the annual reports
and pamphlets that they send so profusely into the American
home. Colleges don’t want “I” in their term papers or disser-
tations, and English teachers in elementary and high schools
have been taught to discourage any first-person pronoun ex-
cept the literary “we” (“We see in Melville’s symbolic use of
the white whale . . .”).

Many of these prohibitions are valid. Newspaper articles
should consist of news, reported as objectively as possible. And
I sympathize with schoolteachers who don’t want to give stu-
dents an easy escape into opinion—"I think Hamlet was stupid”
—before the students have grappled with the discipline of as-
sessing 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. We have evolved a national language of impersonality. The
institutions that seek our support by sending us their brochures
tend to sound remarkably alike, though surely all of them—
hospitals, schools, libraries, museums—were founded and are
still sustained by men and women with different dreams and
visions. Where are these people? It is hard to glimpse them
among all the passive sentences that say “initiatives were un-
dertaken” and “priorities have been identified.”

Even when “I” is not permitted, it’s still possible to convey
a sense of I-ness. James Reston and Red Smith, for instance,
don’t use “I” in their columns; yet I have a good idea of what
kind of people they are, and I could say the same of other
essayists and reporters. Good writers are always visible just be-
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hind 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, of course, is ultimately tied to the psyche, and writing
has deep psychological roots. The reasons why we express our-
selves as we do, or fail to express ourselves because of “writer’s
block,” are buried partly in the subconscious mind. There are
as many different kinds of writer’s block as there are kinds of
writers, and I have no intention of trying to untangle them
here. This is a short book, and my name isn't Sigmund Freud.

But I'm struck by what seems to be anew reason for avoiding
“T” that runs even deeper than what is not allowed or what is
undignified. Americans are suddenly uncertain of what they
think and unwilling to go out on a limb—an odd turn of events
for a nation famous for the “rugged individualist.” A generation
ago our leaders told us where they stood and what they be-
lieved. Today they perform the most strenuous verbal feats to
escape this fate. Watch them wriggle through Meet the Press or
Face the Nation without committing themselves on a single
issue. ‘

President Ford, trying to assure a group of visiting business-
men that his fiscal policies would work, said: “We see nothing
but increasingly brighter clouds every month.” I took this to
mean that the clouds were sti]] fairly dark. Ford’s sentence,
however, was just misty enough to say nothing and still sedate
his constituents.

But the true champ is Elliot Richardson, who held four major
Cabinet positions in the 1970s—Attorney General and Secretary
of Defense, Commerce and HEW. It’s hard to know even
where to begin picking from his vast trove of equivocal state-
ments, but consider this one: “And yet, on balance, afirmative
action has, I think, been a qualified success.” A thirteen-word
sentence with five hedging words. I give it first prize as the most
wishy-washy sentence of the decade, though a close rival would
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be Richardson’s analysis of how to ease boredom among assem-
bly-line workers: “And so, at last, I come to Fhe one firm c<.)nwc.-
tion that I mentioned at the beginning: it is that the subject is
r final judgments.”

t()?I‘l]ll:t’“.; afaoﬁrm C(J)nvig(:lion? Leaders who bob amd' weave like
aging boxers don't inspire confidence—or deserw‘: it. Tllle same
thing is true of writers. Sell yourself, and your subject will exert
its own appeal. Believe in your own idenFlty .an.d your own
opinions. Proceed with confidence, generating it, if necessary,
by pure willpower. Writing is an act of ego and you might as
well admit it. Use its energy to keep yourself going.




5. The Audience

Soon after you confront this matter of preserving your iden-
tity, another question will occur to you: “Who am I writing for?”

It is a fundamental question and it has a fundamental answer:
you are writing for yourself. Don’t try to visualize the great
mass audience. There is no such audience—every reader is a
different person. Don’t try to guess what sort of thing editors
might want to publish or what you think the country is in a
mood to read. Editors and readers don’t know what they want
to read until they read it. Besides, they're always looking for
something new.

Don’t worry about whether the reader will “get it” if you
indulge a sudden impulse for humor or nonsense. If it amuses
you in the act of writing, put it in. (It can always be taken out
later, but only you can put it in.) You are writing primarily to
entertain yourself, and if you go about it with confidence you
will also entertain the readers who are worth writing for. If you
lose the dullards back in the dust, that’s where they belong.

I realize that I have raised what may seem to be a paradox,
Earlier I warned that the reader is an impatient bird, perched
on the thin edge of distraction or sleep. Now I am saying that
you must write for yourself and not be gnawed by constant
worry over whether he is tagging along behind.
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I'm talking about two different problems. One is craft, the
other is attitude. The first is a question of mastering a precise
skill; the second is a question of how you use that skill to express
your personality.

In terms of craft, there is no excuse for losing the reader
through sloppy workmanship. If he drowses off in the middle of
your article because you have been careless about a technical
detail, the fault is entirely yours. But on the larger issue of
whether the reader likes you, or likes what you are saying, or
how you are saying it, or agrees with it, or feels an affinity for
your sense of humor or your vision of life, don’t give him a
moment’s worry. You are who you are, he is who he is, and
either you will get along or you won't.

Perhaps this still seemns like a paradox—or at least an impossi-
ble mental act to perform. How can you think carefully about
not losing the reader and still be so carefree about his opinion
that you will be yourself ? I can only assure you that they are
two distinct processes.

First, work hard to master the tools. Simplify, prune and
strive for order. Think of this as a mechanical act and soon your
sentences will become cleaner. The act will never become as
mechanical as, say, shaving or shampooing—you will always
have to think about the various ways in which the tools can be
used. But at least your sentences will be grounded in solid
principles, and your chances of losing the reader will be smaller.

Think of the other process as a creative act—the expressing
of who you are. Relax and say what you want to say. And since
style is who you are, you only need to be true to yourself to find
it gradually emerging from under the accumulated clutter and
debris, growing more distinctive every day. Perhaps the style
won't solidify for several years as your style, your voice—and,
in fact, it shouldn’t. Just as it takes time to find yourself as a
person, it takes time to find yourself as a stylist, and even then,
inevitably, your style will change as you grow older.

But whatever your age, be yourself when you write. Many old
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men still write with the zest that they had in their twenties or
early thirties; obviously their ideas are still young. Other old
writers ramble and repeat themselves; their style is the tip-off
that they have turned into redundant bores. Many college stu-
dents write as if they were desiccated alumni thirty years out.

Let’s look at a few writers to see the sheer pleasure with
which they put onto paper their passions and their crotchets,
not caring whether the reader shares them or not. The first
excerpt is from “The Hen (An Appreciation),” written by E. B.
White in 1944, at the height of World War II:

Chickens do not always enjoy an honorable position
among city-bred people, although the egg, I notice, goes on
and on. Right now the hen is in favor. The war has deified
her and she is the darling of the home front, feted at confer-
ence tables, praised in every smoking car, her girlish ways
and curious habits the topic of many an excited husbandry-
man to whom yesterday she was a stranger without honor
or allure.

My own attachment to the hen dates from 1go7, and I
have been faithful to her in good times and bad. Qurs has
not always been an easy relationship to maintain. At first,
as a boy in a carefully zoned suburb, I had neighbors and
police to reckon with; my chickens had to be as closely
guarded as an underground newspaper. Later, as a man in
the country, I had my old friends in town to reckon with,
most of whom regarded the hen as a comic prop straight
out of vaudeville. . . . Their scorn only increased my devo-
tion to the hen. I remained loyal, as a man would to a bride
whom his family received with open ridicule. Now it is my
turn to wear the smile, as I listen to the enthusiastic cack-
ling of urbanites, who have suddenly taken up the hen
socially and who fill the air with their newfound ecstasy and
knowledge and the relative charms of the New Hampshire
Red and the Laced Wyandotte. You would think, from

their nervous cries of wonder and praise, that the hen was
hatched yesterday in the suburbs of New York, instead of
in the remote past in the jungles of India.

To a man who keeps hens, all poultry lore is exciting and
endlessly fascinating. Every spring I settle down with my
farm journal and read, with the same glazed expression on
my face, the age-old story of how to prepare a brooder
house. . . .

Now, there’s a man writing about a subject that I have abso-
lutely no interest in. Yet I enjoy this piece thoroughly. I like the
simple beauty of its style. I like the rhythms, the unexpected but
refreshing words (“deified,” “allure,” “cackling”), the specific
details like the Laced Wyandotte and the brooder house. But
mainly what I like is that this is a man telling me unabashedly
about a love affair with poultry that goes back to igo7. It is
written with humanity and warmth, and after three paragraphs
I know quite a lot about what sort of man this hen-lover is.

Or take a writer who is almost White’s opposite in terms of
style, who relishes the opulent word for its very opulence and
does not deify the simple sentence. Yet they are brothers in
holding firm opinions and saying what they think. This is H. L.
Mencken reporting on the “Monkey Trial"—the trial of John
Scopes, the young teacher who taught the theory of evolution
in his Tennessee classroom—in the summer of 1925:

It was hot weather when they tried the infide! Scopes at
Dayton, Tenn., but T went down there very willingly, for
I was eager to see something of evangelical Christianity as
a going concern. In the big cities of the Republic, despite
the endless efforts of consecrated men, it is laid up with a
wasting disease. The very Sunday-school superintendents,
taking jazz from the steaithy radio, shake their fire-proof
legs; their pupils, moving into adolescence, no longer re-
spond to the proliferating hormones by enlisting for mis-
sionary service in Africa, but resort to necking instead.
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Even in Dayton, I found, though the mob was up to do
execution on Scopes, there was a strong smell of antinomi-
anism. The nine churches of the village were all half empty
on Sunday, and weeds choked their yards. Only two or
three of the resident pastors managed to sustain them-
selves by their ghostly science; the rest had to take orders
for mail-order pantaloons or work in the adjacent straw-
berry fields; one, I heard, was a barber. . . . Exactly twelve
minutes after I reached the village I was taken in tow by
a Christian man and introduced to the favorite tipple of the
Cumberland Range; half corn liguor and half Coca-Cola. It
seemed a dreadful dose to me, but I found that the Dayton
illuminati got it down with gusto, rubbing their tummies
and rolling their eyes. They were all hot for Genesis, but
their faces were too florid to belong to teetotalers, and
when a pretty girl came tripping down the main street,
they reached for the places where their neckties should
have been with all the amorous enterprise of movie stars.

This is pure Mencken, both in its surging momentum and in
its irreverence. At almost any page where you open one of his
books he is saying something sure to outrage the professed
pieties of his countrymen. The sanctity in which Americans
bathed their heroes, their churches and their edifying laws—
especially Prohibition—was a well of hypoecrisy for him that
never even came close to drying up. Some of his heaviest am-
munition he hurled at Presidents and politicians—his portrait of
“The Archangel Woodrow” still scorches the pages after half a
century—and as for Christian believers and clerical folk in gen-
eral, they turn up unfailingly as mountebanks and boobs.

It may seem a miracle that Mencken could get away with
such heresies in the 1g20s, when hero worship was an American
religion and the self-rightecus wrath of the Bible Belt oozed
from coast to coast. In fact, not only did he get away with it; he
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was the most revered and influential journalist .Of his genera-
tion. The impact that he made on subsequent wrlters. of nonfic-
tion is beyond measuring, and even now his topical pieces seem
as fresh as if they were written yesterday. _

The secret of his popularity—aside from his pyrotechmca'l %}se
of the American language—was that he was obvious‘ly wr1t.1r1g
for himself and didn’t worry over what the reader mlght think.
It wasn’t necessary to share his prejudices to enjoy seeing them
expressed with such mirthful abandon. Mencken was never
timid or evasive. He didn’t kowtow to the reader or curry his
favor. It takes courage to be such a writer, but it is out of such
courage that revered and influential journalists are born.

Lest I seem to be choosing my writers only from the safe and
distant past, let me close with two examples from the early
1970s. One is a shot straight into the veins from Fear and Loath-
ing in Las Vegas, by Hunter S. Thompson. We find our author
stopping by the roadside in his drive across Nevada'to cover the
National District Attorneys” Conference on Narcotics a'nd Dan-
gerous Drugs. The irony of this particular reporter assigned to
this particular conference is rich enough to out-Mencken
Mencken. If Thompson has consumed only a fraction of the stuff
that he claims to swallow, his brain must be pure watermelon.

Luckily, nobody bothered me while I ran a quick inven-
tory on the kit-bag. The stash was a hopeless mess, 'all
churned together and half-crushed. Some of the mescaline
pellets had disintegrated into a reddish-brown powder, but
I counted about 35 or 4o still intact. My attorney had eaten
all the reds, but there was quite a bit of speed left . . . no
more grass, the coke bottle was empty, one acid blotter, a
nice brown lump of opium hash and six loose amyls . . . Not
enough for anything serious, but a careful rationing of mes-
caline would probably get us through the four-day Drug

Conference. . ;
On the outskirts of Vegas I stopped at a neighborhoo
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pharmacy and bought two quarts of Gold tequila, two fifths
of Chivas Regal and a pint of ether. I was tempted to ask
for some amyls. My angina pectoris was starting to act up.
But the druggist had the eyes of a mean Baptist hysteric.
I told him I needed the ether to get the tape off my legs,
but by that time he’d already rung the stuff up and bagged
it.

I wondered what he would say if I asked him for $22
worth of Romilar and a tank of nitrous oxide. Probably he
would have sold it to me. Why not? Free enterprise . .. give
the public what it needs—especially this bad-sweaty, ner-
vous-talkin’ fella with tape all over his legs and this terrible
cough, along with angina pectoris and these godawful
aneuristic flashes every time he gets in the sun. I mean, this
fella was in bad shape, officer. How the hell was I to know

he’d walk straight out to his car and start abusing those
drugs?

Well, there’s a man writing for himself and not looking over
his shoulder to see if the reader is clucking his tongue. Whether
he is writing the exact truth—or has raised it a few notches to
make a point about hypocrisy and greed in modern America—
is not the point. The point is that he is writing well, and with
humor, an acidhead-Mencken reincarnated for the 1g7os.

My other example is from How to Survive in Your Native
Land, a book by James Herndon describing his experiences as
a teacher in a California junior high school. Of all the earnest
books on this subject which sprouted in America a decade ago,
Herndon’s is—for me—the one that best captures how it really
was. His style is not quite like anybody else’s, but his voice is
absolutely true. Here’s how the book starts:

I might as well begin with Piston. Piston was, as a matter
of description, a red-headed medium-sized chubby eighth-
grader; his definitive characteristic was, however, stub-
bornness. Without going into a lot of detail, it became clear
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right away that what Piston didn’t want to do, Piston didn’t
do; what Piston wanted to do, Piston did. _

It really wasn’t much of a problem. Piston wan‘ted mainly
to paint, draw monsters, scratch designs on mimeograph
blanks and print them up, write an occasional horror story
—some kids referred to him as The Ghoul—and when he
didn’t want to do any of those, he wanted to roam the halls
and on occasion {(we heard) investigate the girls’ bathrooms.

We had minor confrontations. Once | wanted everyone
to sit down and listen to what I had to say—something
about the way they had been acting in the halls. I was
letting them come and go freely and it was up to them (I
planned to point out) not to raise hell so that I had Fo hear
about it from other teachers. Sitting down was the issue—
1 was determined everyone was going to do it first, then I'd
talk. Piston remained standing. I re-ordered. He paid no
attention. I pointed out that I was talking to him. Ht:: in-
dicated he heard me. I inquired then why in hell didn’t he
sit down. He said he didn’t want to. I said I did want him
to. He said that didn’t matter to him. I said do it anyway.
He said why? I said because I said so. He said he wouldr:’t.
I said Look I want you to sit down and listen to what I m
going to say. He said he was listening. I'll listen but I won’t
sit down.

Well, that’s the way it goes sometimes in schools. You as
teacher become obsessed with an issue—I was the injured
party, conferring, as usual, unheard-of freedoms, and here
they were as usual taking advantage. It ain’t plt.aasant com-
ing in the teachers’ room for coffee and having to hear
somebody say that so-and-so and so-and-so from your class
were out in the halls without a pass and making faces and
giving the finger to kids in my class during the most impor-
tant part of my lesson about Egypt—and you ought to i?e
allowed your tendentious speech, and most everyone will
allow it, sit down for it, but occasionally someone wises you
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:ixp by refusing to submit where it isn’t necessary. . . . How
id any of us get into this? we ought to be asking ourselves

Any writer who uses “ain’t” and “tendentious™ in the
selllltence,. wh(? quotes without using quotation marks k;";::
Se:f ;(1; ;-sled::llgf. :Fhis seemingly a.rtless style, so full r:;f art, is
oty e ‘:Jlr:h].;mriose. It avoids the pretentiousness that
and it allows for a ri:rr;lgve);l*li) i‘;i}’lﬁ;" iy ﬁre o worthy work,

or. i
sense. Herndon sounds like a good téac‘lll::'a::c)i/ ;E: 20“::;011
]\:ri}rlr:);; :ompan}: I would enjoy. But ultimately he is writﬁlg ;:)f:
mself: an audience of one.
. \}T;I;oira;::dl s\::':lt;ng for?” The question that begins this chap-

b d ?eaders; they want me to say “Whomn am [

writing for?” But I just can’t say it, It’s not me. It's not even I

6. Words

There is a kind of writing that might be called journalese, and
it is the death of freshness in anybody’s style. It is the common
currency of newspapers and of magazines like Time—a mixture
of cheap words, made-up words and clichés which have become
so pervasive that a writer can hardly help using them automati-
cally. You must fight these phrases off or you will sound like
every hack who sits down at a typewriter. In fact, you will never
make your mark as a writer unless you develop a respect for
words and a curiosity about their shades of meaning that is
almost obsessive. The English language is rich in strong and
supple words. Take the time to root around and find the ones
you want.

What is “journalese”? It is a quilt of instant words patched
together out of other parts of speech. Adjectives are used as
nouns (“greats,” “notables”). Nouns are used as adjectives (“top
officials,” “health reasons”) or extended into adjectives (“in-
sightful™). Nouns are used as verbs (“to host”), or they are
chopped off to form verbs {(“enthuse,” “emote”), or they are
padded to form verbs (“beef up,” “put teeth into”).

This is a world where eminent people are “famed” and their
associates are “‘staffers,” where the future is always “upcoming”
and someone is forever “firing off” a note. Nobody in Time has
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merely sent a note or a memo or a telegram in years. Famed
Diplomat Henry Kissinger, who hosted foreign notables to beef
up the morale of top State Department staffers, sat down and
fired off a lot of notes, Notes that are fired off are always fired
in anger and from a sitting position.

Here, for example, is an article from a newsmagazine that is
hard to match for sheer fatigue:

Last February, Plainclothes Patrolman Frank Serpico

knocked at the door of a suspected Brooklyn heroin pusher.
When the door opened a crack, Serpico shouldered his way
in only to be met by a .22-cal. pistol slug crashing into his
face. Somehow he survived, although there are stil] buzz-
ing fragments in his head, causing dizziness and permanent
deafness in his left ear. Almost as painful is the suspicion
that he may well have been set up for the shooting by other
policemen. For Serpico, 35, has been waging a lonely, four-
Year war against the routine and endemic corruption that
he and others claim is rife in the New York City police
department. His efforts are now sending shock waves
through the ranks of New York’s finest. . . . Though the
impact of the commission’s upcoming report has yet to be
felt, Serpico has little hope that . . .

The upcoming report has yet to be felt because it is still
upcoming, and as for the “permanent deafness,” it is still a little
early to tell. And what makes those buzzing fragments buzzp [
would have thought that by now only Serpico’s head would be
buzzing.

But apart from these lazinesses of logic, what makes the story
so infinitely tired is the failure of the writer to reach for any-
thing but the nearest cliché. “Shouidered his way,” “only to be
met,” “crashing into his face,” “waging a lonely war,” “corrup-
tion that is rife,” “sending shock waves,” “New York’s finest”—
these dreary phrases constitute journalese at its worst and writ-

ing at its most banal. We know just what to expect. No surprise
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waits us in the form of a bizarre word, anl oblique look. We are
? the hands of a hack and we know it right away. .
lrlDon’t let yourself get in this position. The only way lto i :
it is to care deeply about words. If you find yourself wrltmg.t a
" 1rileone recently “enjoyed” a spell of illness or that a bl;l]sn:less
SO N
“enjoying” a slump, stop and think how much they
h:;lll;e:rllljofgcjioi?nl‘?otice thepdecisions that other writers make
;-n their choice of words and be finicky z_ibout.t.he ones thilt )tr;)l:
select from the vast supply. The race in writing is not to
i iginal. -
sw‘:;tEllI:: :1 ;Zlglilteo?:f:ding what is being written toda.y and wha’t
ha; been written before. But cultivate the best writers. Dt:)iI:l ;
assume that because an article isin a newspaper or a magaz e
it must be good. Lazy editing is endemic to Arper;can ne;&lf( ]i:)or
pers, and writers who use clichés by reflex are like yl to wo o
editors who have seen so many clichés that they no longer e
i o limping by.
recAcifcI)] l;:tt?: ﬂlzslf:lfii if usinpg dgictionaries. My favorite for
handy use is Webster's New Collegi'ate, basiedv on the tizcsnhd
Edition of Webster’s New International ‘D.:cttor'tary, ho ngli
like all word freaks, I own many bigger dicticnaries whic -
reward me in their own fashion w.her.l I am on lslomia rtI]l] e
specialized search. (Careful writers, incidentally, ¢ mﬁ Soecond
copy of any Webster dictionary baf;ed on the super
Edition because the Third Edition is too permlssll(v-e.) s
If you have any doubt of what a word means, lqo 1t.u1'3. Learn
its etymology and notice what curious brant_:hes 1::" origin oot
has put forth. See if it has any other r'neamngs that youd oo
know it had. Master the small gradations between W(‘)‘r s rat
seem to be synonyms. What is the difference betweir; tcajt(]J1 es,e
“wheedle,” “blandish” and "coax”?fin excellesnt guide to
is Webster’s Dictionary of Synonym - ,
nuzgzecslo;’t scorn that bulging grab bag, Rog:‘et.s theiatf urus); aI;:
easy to regard the book as hilarious. Look up wllalm, ! 0):; :Ogm_
ple, and you will be awash in such rascality as only ale
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pher could conjure back from centuries of iniquity, obliguity,
depravity, knavery, profligacy, frailty, flagrancy, infamy, im-
morality, corruption, wickedness, wrongdoing, backsliding and
sin. You will find rogues and wretches, ruffians and riffraff, mis-
creants and malefactors, reprobates and rapscallions, hooligans
and hoodlums, scamps and scapegraces, scoundrels and scala-
wags, jezebels and jades. You will find adjectives to it them all
{foul and fiendish, devilish and diabolical), and adverbs, and
verbs to describe how the wrongdoers do their wrong, and
cross-references leading to still other thickets of venality and
vice. Still, there is no better friend to have around to nudge the
memory than Roget. It saves you the time of rurnmaging in
your own memory—that network of overloaded grooves—to
find the word that is right on the tip of your tongue, where it
doesn’t do you any good. The Thesaurus is to the writer what
athyming dictionary is to the songwriter—a reminder of all the
choices—and you should use it with gratitude. If, having found
the scalawag and the scapegrace, you want to know how they
differ, then go to the dictionary.

Also bear in mind, when you are choosing words and string-
ing them together, how they sound. This may seemn absurd:
readers read with their eyes. But actually they hear what they
are reading—in their inner ear—far more than you realize.
Therefore such matters as rhythm and alliteration are vital to
every sentence. A typical example—maybe not the best, but
undeniably the nearest—is the preceding paragraph. Obviously
I enjoyed making a certain arrangement of my ruffians and
riffraff, my hooligans and hoodlums, and the reader enjoved it,
too—far more than if I had given him a mere list. He enjoyed
not only the arrangement but the effort to entertain him. He
wasn't enjoying it, however, with his eyes. He was enjoying it
mainly in his ear.

E. B. White makes the case cogently in The Elements of Style
(the best book on writing that I know) when he suggests trying
to rearrange any phrase that has survived for a century or two,
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uch as Thomas Paine’s “These are the times that try men’s
5

souls™:
Times like these try men’s souls.
How trying it is to live in these times!
These are trying times for men’s souls.
Soulwise, these are trying times.

Paine’s phrase is like poetry and the other four are li.ke oatmeal,
which, of course, is the divine mystery of the creative Procc?ss.
Yet the good writer of prose must be part poet, always hstemr};g
to what he writes. E. B. White continues across the )lzears t.(:h e
my favorite stylist because I am so conscious of being w1_t. a
man who cares in his bones about the cadences and sonori 135
of the language. I relish (in my ear) the pattelm that llus words
make as they fall into a sentence. [ try to su@lse how in }:ewn_tli
ing the sentence he reassembled it to end with a phrase that \l:'l
momentarily linger, or how he chose one ‘?vord over ano.t er
because he was after a certain emotional welnght. It is the differ-
ence between, say, “serene’” and “tranquil —onai sg soft,“the
other strangely disturbing because of the unusual “n” and “q.
Such considerations of sound and rhythm should be woven
through every aspect of what you write. If all your sentfences
move at the same plodding gait, which even you recogmze alsi
deadly but don't know how to cure, read' them aloud: You w;
begin to hear where the trouble lies. See if you can gain vzr:}el 3,;
by reversing the order of a sentence, by substituting a word tha
has freshness or oddity, by altering the length of your sentences
so that they don’t all sound as if they came out of the sgme
computer. An occasional short sentence can carry a tremendous
in the reader’s ear. .
puIr{er};eIrtnf)t:zSthen, that words are the only tools that you w;nll
be given. Learn to use them with origipaht)./ anq care. Xa ;Je
them for their strength and their inﬁmFe diversity. And also
remember: somebody out there is listening.
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7. Usage

All this talk about good words and bad words brings us to a
gray but important area called “usage.” What is good usage?
What is good English? What newly minted words is it 0.K. to
use, and who is to be the judge? Is it O.K. to use “Q.K."?

Earlier I mentioned an incident of college students hassling
the administration, and in the last chapter I described myself as
a word freak. Here are two typical specimens that have crept
into the language in the past decade. “Hassle” is both a verb and
a4 noun, meaning to give somebody a hard time, or the act of
being given a hard time, and anyone who has ever been hassled
by a petty bureaucrat for not properly filling out Form 35-BT
will agree that it sounds exactly right. “Freak” in this new usage
means an enthusiast, and there is no missing the aura of obses-
sion that goes with calling somebody a jazz freak, or a chess
freak, or a sun freak, though it would probably be pushing my
luck to describe a man who compulsively visits circus sideshows
as a freak freak.

Anyway, I accept both of these new arrivals wholeheartedly.
I don’t consider them slang, or put quotation marks around
them to show that I'm mucking about in the argot of the youth
culture and really know better. They’re good words and we
need them to express what they express. But I still won’t accept
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“notables” and “greats” and “upcoming” and countless other
newcomers. They are cheap words and we don’f need them.
Why is one word good and another word cheap? I can’t give
you an answer because usage has no fixed boundaries or rules.
Language is a fabric that changes from one week to another,
adding new strands and dropping old ones, and even word
freaks fight over what is allowable, often reaching their decision
on a wholly subjective basis such as taste (“notables” is sleazy).
Which still leaves the question of who our tastemakers are.

The question was confronted by the editors of a brand-new
dictionary, The American Heritage Dictionary, at the outset of
their task in the mid-1960s. They assembled a “Usage Panel” to
help them appraise the new words and dubious constructions
that had come knocking at the door. Which should be ushered
in, which thrown out on their ear? The panel consisted of 104
men and women—mostly writers, poets, editors and teachers—
who were known for caring about the language and trying to
use it well.

I was a member of the panel, and over the next few years |
kept getting questionnaires. Would I accept “finalize”™ and “es-
calate”? How did I feel about “It’s me”? Would I allow “like”
to be used as a conjunction—like so many people do? How
about “mighty,” as in “mighty fine"?

We were told that in the dictionary our opinions would be
tabulated in a separate “Usage Note™ so that readers could teli
how we voted. The questionnaire also left room for any com-
ments that we might feel impelled to make—a chance that the
panelists seized avidly, as we found when the dictionary was
published in 1969 and our comments were released to the press.
Not surprisingly, our passions ran high.

“Good God, no! Never!” cried Barbara W. Tuchman, asked
about the verb “to author.” Scholarship hath no fury like that
of a language purist faced with sludge, and I share Mrs. Tuch-
man’s vow that “author” should never be authorized, just as 1
agree with Lewis Mumford that the adverb “good™ should be
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“left as the exclusive property of Ernest Hemingway” and with
Gerald Carson that “normalcy” should be “permitted only to
admirers of the late Warren G. Harding.”

But guardians of usage are only doing half their job if they
merely keep the language from becoming sloppy. Any oaf can
rule that the suffix “wise,” as in “mediawise,” is oafwise, or that
being “rather unique” is no more possible than being rather
pregnant. The other half of the job is to help the language grow
by welcoming any immigrant that will bring strength or color.

Therefore I was glad to see that g7 percent of us voted to
admit “dropout,” which is clean and vivid, but that only 47
percent would accept “senior citizen,” which is pretentious
and patronizing, typical of the pudgy new intruders from
the land of sociclogy, where a janitor is a maintenance engi-
neer. I'm glad we accepted “escalate,” the kind of verbal
contraption which I generally dislike but which the Vietnam
war gave a precise meaning, complete with overtones of
blunder.

I'm glad we took into full membership all sorts of robust
words that previous dictionaries had derided as “colloquial™:
adjectives like “rambunctious,” verbs like “stall” and “trigger”
and “rile,” nouns like “shambles” and “tycoon” and “trek,” the
latter approved by 78 percent to mean any diffcult trip, as in
“the commuter’s daily trek to Manhattan.” Originally it was a
Cape Dutch word applied to the Boers’ arduous journey by ox
wagon. But our panel evidently felt that the Manhattan com-
muter’s daily trek is no less arduous.

Still, 22 percent of us were unwilling to let “trek” slip into
general usage. This was the virtue of revealing how our panel
voted—it put our agreements and our discords on display, and
now a writer who is in doubt can conduct himself accordingly.
Thus our g5 percent vote against “myself,” as in “He invited
Mary and myself to dinner,” a word condemned as “prissy,”
“horrible” and “a genteelism,” ought to warn off anyone who
doesn’t want to be prissy, horrible and genteel. As Red Smith
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put it, “ ‘Myself ’ is the refuge of idiots taught early that ‘me’ is
a dirty word.”

On the other hand, only 66 percent of our panel rejected the
verb “to contact,” and only half opposed the split infinitive and
the verbs “to fault” and “to bus.” So only 50 percent of your
readers will fault you if you decide to voluntarily call your
school board and to bus your children to another town. If you
contact your school board you risk your reputation by another
16 percent. Our apparent rule of thumb was stated by Theodore
M. Bernstein: “We should apply the test of convenience. Does
the word fill a real need? If it does, let’s give it a franchise.” 1
agree with Bernstein. “Hassle,” for instance, seems to me to £l
a real need.

All of this merely confirms what lexicographers have always
known: that the laws of usage are relative, bending with the
taste of the lawmaker. One of our panelists, Katherine Anne
Porter, called “O.K.” a ““detestable vulgarity” and claimed that
she has never spoken the word in her life, whereas I freely
admit that I have spoken the word “O.K.” “Most,” as in “most
everyone,” was scorned as “cute farmer talk” by Isaac Asimov
and embraced as a “good English idiom™ by Virgil Thomson.

“Regime,” meaning any administration, as in “the Truman
regime,” drew the approval of most everyone on the panel, as
did “dynasty.” But they drew the wrath of Jacques Barzun, who
said, “These are technical terms, you blasted non-historians!”
Probably I gave my O.K. to “regime” when 1 filled out the
questionnaire. Now, chided by Barzun for imprecision, I think
it looks like journalese. One of the words that 7 railed against
was “personality,” as in a “TV personality.” But now I wonder
if it isn’t the only word for that vast swarm of people who are
famouis for being famous—and, possibly, for nothing else. What,
for instance, do the Gabor sisters really do?

In the end it comes down to one question: What is “correct”
usage? We have no king to establish the King’s English; we only
have the President’s English—which we don’t want. Webster,
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long a defender of the faith, muddied the waters in 1961 with
its permissive Third Edition, which argued that almost any-
thing goes as long as somebody uses it, noting that “ain’t” is
“used orally in most parts of the U.S. by many cultivated speak-
ers.”

Just where Webster cultivated those speakers I ain’t sure.
Nevertheless it’s true that the spoken language is looser than
the written language, and The American Heritage Dictionary
properly put its question to us in both forms. Often we allowed
an oral idiom which we forbade in print as too informal, fully
realizing, however, that “the pen must at length eomply with
the tongue,” as Samuel Johnson said, and that today’s spoken
garbage may be tomorrow’s written gold. Certainly the grow-
ing acceptance of the split infinitive, or of the preposition at the
end of a sentence, proves that formal syntax can’t hold the fort
forever against a speaker’s more comfortable way of getting the
same thing said. A sentence is a finie thing to put a preposition
at the end of. As for “It’s me,” who would defend to the death
“It is I"? Only a purity freak.

Our panel recognized that correctness can even vary within
a particular word. We voted heavily against “cohort,” for in-
stance, as a synonym for “colleague,” except where the tone
was jocular. Thus a professor would not be among his cohorts
at a faculty meeting, but they would abound at his college
reunion, wearing funny hats. We rejected “too” as a Synonym
for “very,” as in “His health is not too good.” Whose health is?
But we approved it in wry or humorous use, as in “He was not
too happy when she ignored him.”

These may seem like picayune distinctions. They’re not. They
are signals to the reader that you are sensitive to the many
shadings of usage. “Too,” when substituted for “very,” is clutter
—"He didn’t feel too much like going shopping”—and should
be cut out. But the wry example in the previous paragraph is
worthy of Ring Lardner. It adds a tinge of sarcasm that wouldn’t
otherwise be there.
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Did any pattern emerge from the opinions of our panel when
we finally ended our task, or were we just flexing our prejudices
and pedantries? Luckily, a pattern did emerge, and it offers a
guideline that is still useful. In general we turned out to be
liberal in accepting new words and phrases, but conservative in
grammar,

It would be foolish, for instance, to reject a word as perfect
as “dropout,” or to pretend that countless words are not enter-
ing the gates of correct usage every day, borne on the winds of
science and technology, fad and fashion, social change and so-
cial concern: “moonscape,” “meltdown, printout,” “unisex,”
“afro,” “pantyhose,” “skyjacker,” “femninism,” “consumerism,”
“wetlands,” “biodegradable,” “sexist,” “lib,” “macho,” “up-
tight,” “paraprofessional” and hundreds more.

It would also be foolish not to at least consider all the wondet-
fully short words invented by the counterculture in the 1g60s as
a way of lashing back at the bloated verbiage of the Establish-
ment: “bag,” “scene,” “trip,” “rap,” “crash,” “trash,” “‘fuzz,”
“funky,” “split,” “rip-off,” “vibes,” “downer,” “bummer,” et al.
If brevity is a prize, these were sure winners.

The only trouble with accepting words that entered the lan-
guage overnight is that they have a tendency to leave as
abruptly as they came. The “happenings” of the late 1g60s no
longer happen, “out of sight” is out of sight, nobody does his
“thing” anymore, “relevant” has been hooted out of the room,
and where only yesterday we wanted our leaders to have “cha-
risma,” or at least “clout,” today we want them to be “to-
gether.” Be vigilant, therefore, about instant change. The
writer who cares about usage must always know the quick from
the dead.

As for the area where our Usage Panel was conservative, we
strictly upheld most of the classic distinctions in gramrmmar—
“can” and “may,” “fewer” and “less,” “eldest” and “oldest,”
etc.—and decried the classic errors, insisting that “flout” still
doesn’t mean “flaunt,” no matter how many writers flaunt their

*» 6 LEINTS

LI TS

LE T




46 ON WRITING WELL

ignorance by flouting the rule, and that “fortuitous™ still means
“accidental,” “disinterested” still means “impartial,” and
“infer” doesn’t mean “imply.”

Here we were motivated by our love of the language’s beauti-
ful precision. We hate to see our favorite tools mistreated. As
Dwight Macdonald put it, “Simple illiteracy is no basis for lin-
guistic evolution.” This is where correct usage will win or lose
you the readers you would most like to win. Know the differ-
ence between a “reference” and an “allusion,” between “con-
nive” and “conspire,” between “compare with” and “compare
to.” If you must use “comprise,” use it right,

“I choose always the grammatical form unless it sounds
affected,” explained Marianne Moore, and that finally is where
our usage panel took its stand. We were not pedants, so hung
up on correctness that we didn’t want the language to keep
refreshing itself with phrases like “hung up.” But that didn’t
mean we had to aceept every atrocity that has come stumbling
in, like “hopefully.”

Prayerfully these examples will help you to approach the
question of “What is good usage?” but fearfully you will some-
times slide off the track. And if that sentence doesn’t explain
why “hopefully” is bad usage, go back to “Go.”

Meanwhile the battle continues. Several years ago the Usage
Panel was reconstituted, with new members added, and we
continue to receive ballots soliciting our opinion on new words
and locutions: verbs like “definitize™ (“Congress definitized a
proposal”) and “attrit” (“to attrit the population base of the
enemy”), nouns like “affordables™ and “collectibles,” colloquial-
ismns like “the bottom line” and “up front,” and strays like “into”
("he’s into backgammon and she’s into jogging™).

Fortunately, it no longer takes a panel of experts to notice
that jargon is inundating many areas of American life, especially
government, business, education and the social sciences. Presi-
dent Carter signed an executive order directing that federal
regulations be written “simply and clearly”; corporations and
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law firms have hired consultants to make their prose less murky
and specialized, and even the insurance industry is trying to
rewrite its policies to tell us in less disastrous English what
redress will be ours when disaster strikes.

Whether these efforts will do much good I wouldn’t want to
bet, nor, probably, would Jimmy the Greek. Still there is com-
fort in the sight of so many people standing Canute-like on the
beach, aware of the danger and trying to hold back the tide.
That's where all careful writers ought to be, looking at every
new piece of debris that washes up and asking “Do we need
it?”

I remember the first time somebody asked me—only a few
years ago—"How does that impact you?” I had always thought
that “impact” was a noun, except in dentistry, which I try not
to think of at all. Then I began to meet “de-impact,” usually in
connection with programs to de-impact the effects of a hard
winter or some other adversity. Nouns now turn overnight into
verbs. We target goals and we access facts. My train conductor
announces that the train won’t platform in Darien.

I see that Detroit is downsizing its cars but still hoping to
attract upscale customers. (Small Cadillacs for rich people) It’s
part of an ongoing effort to save energy. All efforts in America
today are “ongoing.” So are all programs and investigations. So,
in fact, are all people and all forms of life; when we cease to be
ongoing we are dead. “Ongoing” is a jargon word that is wholly
unnecessary except to raise morale. We face our daily job with
more zest if the boss reminds us that it’s an ongoing project; we
give more willingly to institutions if they have targeted our
funds for ongoing improvements.

One hospital wrote me about its plan to “modernize, expand
and reconfigure” its facilities. When did “reconfigure” poke its
haughty nose into our ongoing life? We were all doing fine
without it. T would certainly hope that any architect trying to
modernize a facility would move things around in response to
new needs. “Reconfigure” gives his work the necessary grar-
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deur to raise the necessary cash. Otherwise a donor might fall
prey to “disincentivization.”

I could go on. I have enough horrible examples to fill a book,
but it’s not a book that I would want anyone to read. We are still
left with the question: What is good usage? Perhaps one helpful
new way of locking at the question is to try to separate usage
from jargon.

I would say, for instance, that “prioritize” is jargon—a pomp-
ous new verb that sounds more important than “rank”—and
that “bottom line” is usage, a metaphor borrowed from the
world of bookkeeping which conveys an image that we can
picture. As every businessman knows, the bottom line is the one
that ultimately matters. It tells how things stand after all the
gains and losses have been toted up. If someone says, “The
bottom line is that we just can’t work together,” we know what
he means. I don’t particularly like the phrase, but the bottom
line is that it’s probably here to stay.

New usages also arrive with new political events. Just as Viet-
nam gave us “escalate,” Watergate gave us a whole lexicon of
words connoting obstruction and deceit, such as “stonewall,”
“deep-six” and “launder.” It is a fitting irony that under Richard
Nixon “launder” became a dirty word. Today when we hear
that someone laundered his funds in Mexico to hide the origin
of the money and the route that it took, the word has a precise
meaning. It’s short, it’s vivid, and we need it.  accept “launder™
and “stonewall”; I don’t accept “prioritize” and “disincentive.”

I would suggest a similar guideline for separating good En-
glish from technical English. It's the difference between, say,
“printout” and “input.” A printout is a specific object that a
computer emits when it is asked for information. Before the
advent of computers it wasn’t needed. Now it is. But it has
stayed where it belongs—in the world where computers are
used. Not so with “input,” which was invented to describe the
information that is fed to a computer, The word has broken out
of the machine and run wild. Qur input is sought on every
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subject, from diets and pets to philosophical discourse (“I'd like
your input on whether God really exists™).

I don’t want to give somebody my input and get his feedback,
though I'd be glad to offer my ideas. To me, good usage consists
of using good words if they already exist—as they usually do—
to express myself clearly and simply to someone else. You might
say it's how I try to verbalize the interpersonal.






