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The guiding principle for the practical writer should be
that common words should always be used unless more exact
words are needed for definition. The reason for this is so plain
that it is all but invisible. It is that if you use words that
everybody knows, everybody can understand what you want
to say.

A common touch with language has always distinguished
great leaders. Winston Churchill comes immediately to
mind; he “mobilized the English language and sent it into
battle,” as John F. Kennedy said. Churchill mobilized the
language in more ways than in his inspiring speeches. As
Prime Minister of Great Britain, he was that nation’s chief
administrator at a time when governmental efficiency was a
matter of life and death for the democratic world. In August
1940, while the Battle of Britain was at its peak, Churchill
took the time to write a memo about excess verbiage in
interdepartmental correspondence. It read:

Let us have an end to such phrases as these: ‘It is also of
importance to bear in mind the following considerations...’
or ‘Consideration should be given to carrying into effect....’
Most of these woolly phrases are mere padding, which can
be left out altogether or replaced by a single word. Let us
not shrink from the short expressive word even if it is
conversational.

Churchill’s own wartime letters and memos, reproduced in
his memoirs, are models of effective English. It is interesting
to speculate on how much his clarity of expression, and his
insistence upon it in others, helped to win the war. He was, of
course, a professional writer who had earned a living from his
pen since he was in his early twenties. He was something of a
literary genius. In the light of this, it may seem ridiculous to
exhort modern white-collar workers to write like Winston
Churchill. Nevertheless, the principles of writing which
Churchill followed are not at all hard to grasp.

Churchill was an admirer of H. W. Fowler’s A Dictionary
of English Usage, to which he would direct his generals when
he caught them mangling the language. Fowler set five
criteria for good writing—that it be direct, simple, brief,
vigorous, and lucid. Any writer who tries to live up to these is
on the right track.

By keeping in mind two basic techniques you can go some
way toward meeting Fowler’s requirements:

Prefer the active voice to the passive. It will make your
writing more direct and vigorous. It’s a matter of putting the
verb in your sentence up front so that it pulls along the rest of
the words. In the active voice you would say, “The carpenter
built the house;” in the passive, “The house was built by the
carpenter.” Though it is not always possible to do so in the
context of a sentence, use the active whenever you can.

Prefer the concrete to the abstract. A concrete word
stands for something tangible or particular; an abstract word
is “separated from matter, practice, or particular example.”
Churchill used concrete terms: “We have not journeyed all
this way, across the centuries, across the oceans, across the
mountains, across the prairies, because we are made of sugar
candy.” If he had couched that in the abstract, he might have
said, “We have not proved ourselves capable of traversing
time spans and geographical phenomena due to a deficiency
in fortitude.” Again, there are times when abstractions are
called for by the context because there are no better concrete
words, but try not to use them unless you must.

Sticking to the concrete will tend to keep you clear of one
of the great pitfalls of modern practical writing, the use of
“buzz words.” These are words and expressions that come
into currency not because they mean anything in particular,
but merely because they sound impressive. It is difficult to
give examples of them because they have such short lives; the
“buzz words” of today are the laughing stock of tomorrow.
They are mostly abstract terms (ending, in English, in -ion,
-ance, -osity, -ive, -ize, -al, and -ate) but they sometimes take
the form of concrete words that have been sapped of their
original meaning. The reason for giving them a wide berth is
that their meaning is seldom clear.

Jargon presents a similar pitfall. It has its place as the in-
house language of occupational groups, and that is where it
should be kept. It, too, consists mostly of abstract words, and
by keeping to the concrete you can shut out much of it. But
Jargon is contagious, so it should be consciously avoided.
Never use a word of it unless you are certain that it means the
same to your reader as it does to you.

The combination of the active and the concrete will help
make your prose direct, simple, vigorous, and lucid. There is
no special technique for making it brief; that is up to you.

The first step to conciseness is to scorn the notion that
length is a measure of thoroughness. It isn’t. Emulate Blaise
Pascal, who wrote to a friend: “I have made this letter a little
longer than usual because I lack the time to make it shorter.”

Use your pen or pencil as a cutting tool. No piece of
writing, no matter what its purpose or length, should leave
your desk until you have examined it intensely with a view to
taking the fat out of it. Strike out anything that does not add
directly to your reader’s understanding of the subject. While
doing this, try to put yourself in his or her shoes.

Be hard on yourself; writing is not called a discipline for
nothing. It is tough, wearing, brain-racking work. But when
you finally get it right, you have done a service to others.
And, like Shakespeare’s cook, you can lick your meta-
phorical fingers and feel that it was all worthwhile.

Power of the Printed Word

Abstract—Three advertisements from the International Paper Co. series ‘““The Power of the Printed Word”’ are
reproduced: Kurt Vonnegut on ‘‘How to Write with Style’’; Edward Thompson on ‘‘How to Write Clearly’’; and
Malcolm Forbes on ‘‘How to Write a Business Letter.”’ Guidelines and how-to advice are presented succinctly. Ed.





















