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“The best-selling style book, Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, Seventh Edition, presents principles of writing to help students diagnose their prose quickly and revise it effectively. The four sections-Style as Choice, Clarity, Grace, and Ethics-feature new principles of effective prose, chapter summaries for quick and easy review, and group exercises that encourage students to work and learn together. Williams offers these principles as reason-based approaches to improving prose, rather than hard and fast rules to writing well. Style, 7/e, empowers students to use their writing not only as a tool to identify and solve problems, but also as a method for exploring their own thinking.”

“ "Telling me to 'Be clear,' " writes Joseph M. Williams in Style: Toward Clarity and Grace, "is like telling me to 'Hit the ball squarely.' I know that. What I don't know is how to do it." If you are ever going to know how to write clearly, it will be after reading Williams' book, which is a rigorous examination of--and lesson in--the elements of fine writing.” 
[From Amazon blurbs]
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Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace: Lesson 1

"But choice is at the heart of clear writing, because to meet the needs of different readers, we have to choose between this word and a more exact one, we have to choose between this order of words and some other that better helps a reader get from the beginning of a sentence to its end . . . " (4).

"Intended or not, it feels like a style of pretension and intimidation. When it is the product of carelessness or indifference, it expresses contempt for its intended readers. When written deliberately, it is an exclusionary language that a democratic society cannot tolerate as its standard of ethical civil discourse" (5).

Some Private Causes of Unclear Writing

Lack of awareness: "When we read our own writing, we all think it clearly expresses what we mean, because when we read it, we are only reminding ourselves of what we had in mind when we wrote it" (10).

Pretension: "When we don't know what we're talking about and don't want anyone to know that we don't, we typically throw up a screen of big words in long, complicated sentences" (10).

Intimidation: "We control information by locking it up, but we can also conceal it behind a style so complex that it can be understood only by those trained to endure and interpret it" (10).

Grammatical Correctness Syndrome: Some of us approach writing more as a test of our ability to navigate through a complex set of grammatical and stylistic rules than as an opportunity to communicate our ideas. There will be more on this subject in Lesson 2.

The Struggle with New Ideas: Studies have shown that students with adequate or better writing skills often lose control of their writing (at the sentence, paragraph and discourse level) when confronted with difficult subject matter. In other words, the struggle to master complex ideas that are perhaps just beyond our present abilities produces stylistic confusion. Writers who normally can write grammatically correct sentences suddenly produce ungrammatically ones. Writers who normally can write stylistically effective sentences suddenly produce awkward and unclear ones.

Some Advice

When you revise your early confusion into something clearer you better understand your own ideas. And when you understand your ideas better, you express them more clearly, and when you express them more clearly, you understand them better . . . and so it goes: You write to help yourself think better, then think to help yourself write better, until you run out of energy, interest, or time" (11-2). 

Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace: Lesson 2
"To a competent writer, nothing is more important than choice, the ability to choose not just what to write but how" (15).

Three Kinds of Rules

1. Classroom folklore consists of rules that were completely invented by grammarians and mostly ignored by skilled writers. Most inexperienced writers are burdened with many of these "rules" already, such as "Never begin a sentence with AND," or "Never end a sentence with a preposition," or "Never split an infinitive."

2. Inviolable rules are rules which maintain the "distinction" between serious writers and careless writers, perhaps even between the literate and the illiterate. Violating these rules mark us as, if not careless then illiterate. These rules are observed by even less than careful writers.

3. Optional rules are points of usage that we may choose to observe or not depending upon the rhetorical situation and our own purposes.

Three Kinds of Correctness

1. Some rules define the fundamental structure of English. These rules define the language and are the only ones that can be called grammatical rules.

2. Some rules distinguish standard speech from non-standard (or dialectical) speech: "I don't know anything" (standard) vs. "I don't know nothing" (non-standard, but grammatically correct).

3. Some rules are complete inventions and make up a surprising number of the "rules" most (experienced and inexperienced) writers violate, such as: Don't split infinitives, and so on.

What Do You Do?

You could try to memorize and follow all the rules all the time, but not only is this impossible, it is foolish. Different audiences demand adherence to different rules, so it is better to know the real "rules," the ones that dictate the structure of the language and the ones that distinguish between standard and non-standard, and know enough about the other ones so that you can follow them when necessary or ignore them when you want. In short, it is all about choice and not obedience.

Folklore

Folklore refers to "rules" that are not rules at all. Here are some examples of folklore that can be ignored (provided you are not writing for someone who believes that these "rules" really are rules):

· Don't begin a sentence with and or but. In addition, some teachers have extended this rule to include subordinate conjuctions such as because, and while, and even prepositions. 

· Use the relative pronoun that, not which, for restrictive clauses. A restrictive clause is a clause that limits the meaning of the noun it modifies. For example, the sentence "The shirt, which I left at the cleaners, is the one I wanted to wear today," would be considered wrong by folklore standards, but it is not wrong.

· Never split an infinitive. Williams considers this an option, but more professors complain about this "problem" than any other, so it still has folklore status. The real problem of split infinitives is some writers put so many words between the "to" and the verb that it becomes difficult to understand the sentence.

Options

Options refer to rules which when you follow them catch the reader's attention. Williams says of options that they signal "deliberate care" on the part of the writer and thus will please those who often hold considerable power over the writer's future.

· Use shall as the first person simple future, will for second and third person simple future; use will to mean strong intention in the first person, shall for second and third person. The use of shall has become so rare, that its mere appearance signals a very careful writer.

· Use whom as the object of a verb or preposition. The objective case of who, whom, has nearly vanished from informal use. (Watch a sporting event or a local newscast or The Tonight Show, and if you are alert you will notice a conscious avoidance of whom, even when the need for it seems obvious.)

· Do not end a sentence with a preposition. Writers have enjoyed poking fun at this rule, with Churchill's version of "I won't put up with this" ("This is something up with which I will not put") being the most famous. Note though that ending a sentence with a preposition produces a weak ending, which is fine if that is your intent.

· Contrary-to-fact sentences require the subjunctive. The subjunctive has almost vanished from English.

· Use the singular with none and any. So, you should write, "None of us knows the answer," instead of "None of us know the answer," but increasingly writers are using the plural form of verbs with none and any.

Some Helpful Lists

See Williams' definitions of words that attract special attention on pp. 30-1.

See Williams' list of "errors" that he claims "you should both know their special status [as objects of particular fury] and understand that judgments about them are capricious, unfounded in logic, history, or linguistic efficiency" on pp. 32-3.

Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace: Lesson 3
Telling stories about characters and actions:

"Once upon a time, as a walk through the woods was taking place on the part of Little Red Riding Hood, the Wolf's jump out from behind a tree occurred, causing fright in Little Red Riding Hood" (43).

We need to rethink sentence structure, supplementing the notion of a subject and a verb (the most basic components of a sentence) with the concept of characters and actions. 

· Express main characters as subjects

· Express actions as verbs


The Dreaded Nominalization

Often the difference between a clear style and an unclear style is the level of nominalization. Nominalization is the changing of verbs (and adjectives) into nouns, such as making the verb "to know" into "knowledge." This is a natural part of language, but some writers over-nominalize and produce prose like this:

Many colleges have come to the realization that continued increases in tuition are no longer possible because of strong resistance from parents to the high cost of higher education.

This sentence could be rewritten as:

Many colleges realize that continued tuition increases are no longer possible, because parents strongly resist the high cost of higher education.

Analyze the sentences in Exercise 3.2 (50).

Finding Nominalizations

Williams offers the following good advice:

Diagnosis:

Ignoring short introductory phrases ("In the meantime," "Although," etc.), underline the first seven or eight words in each sentence.

Look for three characteristics: 1) Sentences that begin not with characters, but abstract nouns. 2) Sentences that take more than six or seven words to get to a verb. 3) Verbs that are less specific than the actions buried in the nouns around them.

Analysis:

Find or invent your cast of characters. (Who is doing the action?)

Find nominalizations that name the actions those characters perform.

Revision:

Change the nominalizations into verbs and adjectives.

Make the characters the subjects of those new verbs.

Rewrite the sentence with conjunctions like because, if, when, although, why, how, whether, that.

Try to do Exercise 3.9 (answers to even numbered questions are in the back of the book)

Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace: Lesson 4
Lesson 3 stressed expressing crucial actions in verbs. This practice requires that you avoid whenever possible nominalization (turning a verb into a noun) which tends ot hide the action of a sentence in a noun. Likewise, we should try to locate the "characters" of our sentences as the subjects of our sentences whenever possible. 

Consider these sentences from Williams:

1. There were fears that there would be a recommendation for a reduction in the budget.

2. The fear on the part of the CIA was that a recommendation from the president would go to Congress for a reduction in its budget.

3. The CIA had fears that the president would send a recommendation to Congress that it make a reduction in its budget.

4. The CIA feared the president would recommend to Congress that it should reduce its budget.

Which is clearer and why?

Finding and Relocating Characters

Williams offers this advice:

1. Look at the beginning of sentences (the first six or seven words after any short introductory phrases). Your readers are likely to have a problem if they don't see a character as a subject.

2. If your sentence begins with abstractions, look for the "real" characters of the sentence. They may be in possessive pronouns attached to a nominalization, in objects of prepositions (especially by and of), or even implied in an adjective.

3. Skim the passage for important actions, particularly those buried in nominalizations, then convert them to verbs, and make the relevant characters their subjects.

4. Finally, reassemble the pieces into sentences, making use of subordinators (if, although, because, that, when, how and so on) to tie the parts together.

Abstractions as Characters

Sometimes it is easy to find and reconstruct the missing or hidden characters. For example, it might be easy to fix the following sentence:

The revision process has been the object of discussion.

We have discussed the revision process.

Sometimes, though, there are no flesh-and-blood characters around which to build our sentences. For example, what is the "character" in the following sentence?

Privacy protections have not kept pace with technology, and some even argue that they have been eroded by technology and by a court system dominated by prosecutors.

As Williams points out, a character is not just a person, but whomever or whatever you can tell a story about.

The Passive Voice

Most writers have been told at one time or another to not use the passive voice, because it is an indirect way of writing and it seems to encourage an impersonal tone. However, sometimes the passive voice is necessary. In addition, we should not assume that writing with characters and actions requires us to avoid the passive.

Choosing Between Active and Passive

Williams identifies three questions that you must ask yourself when considering whether the active or the passive is most appropriate:

1. Must my readers know who is responsible for the action?

Sometimes we don't know who is responsible for the action, sometimes we can assume our readers don't care, and sometimes we know but we don't want them to know.

2. Would the active or the passive verb let me arrange words in an order that helps my readers move smoothly from one sentence to the next?

Sentences often begin with old information and then introduce new information. The old information is often carried over from the previous sentence. Sometimes using the passive allows you to shift the old information to the front of a sentence. Williams claims that this is the main reason for the passive.

3. Would the active or passive create a consistent and appropriate sequence of subjects representing characters that I want my readers to focus on?

Readers follow the flow or sequence of your thoughts when you use a consistent set of characters. Sometimes the passive allows you to shift an important character to the subject position of the sentence.

Other Issues

· The "Objective" Passive--science writing (85-6)

· Metadiscourse: writing about writing (86-8); note the helpful list on page 86

· Compound Nouns--breaking them up into prepositional phrases

· The Professional Voice--Writing as Social Responsibility (93-4)
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Cohesion and Coherence

Cohesion: 
Readers must feel that they move easily from one sentence to the next, that each “coheres” with the one before and after.

Coherence:
Readers must also feel that sentences are not just individually clear but constitute a unified passage focused on a coherent set of ideas.

Cohesion

Cohesion refers to how a group of sentences “hang together.” Sometimes, to achieve better cohesion we have to “violate” other writing “rules” we think are sacrosanct. Take for example the following two sentences:

a) The collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble creates a black hole.

b) A black hole is created by the collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble.

Given a choice between these two sentences we would probably choose the first since it uses an active verb while the second uses a passive verb. But the passive does have its uses, such as helping readers create that sense of flow that characterizes a coherent passage. Which of the following two passages “flows” better?

A. Some astonishing questions about the nature of the universe have been raised by scientists studying black holes in space. The collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble creates a black hole. So much matter compressed into so little volume changes the fabric of space around it in puzzling ways.

B. Some astonishing questions about the nature of the universe have been raised by scientists studying black holes in space. A black hole is created by the collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble. So much matter compressed into so little volume changes the fabric of space around it in puzzling ways.

The second passage reads more coherently because the concept introduced by each new sentence seems to follow from the previous sentence. This technique is called “old-to-new” and is one of the most important principles of a cohesive writing style. The principles of old-to-new are: 

1. Begin your sentences with information familiar to your readers.

2. End your sentences with information your readers cannot anticipate.

Coherence

However, writing can have a cohesive “flow” and be almost indecipherable. Consider the following passage:

Saner, Wisconsin, is the snowmobile capital of the world. The buzzing of snowmobile engines fills the air, and their tanklike tracks crisscross the snow. The snow reminds me of Mom’s mashed potatoes, covered with furows I would draw with my fork. Mom’s mashed potatoes usually made me sick, that’s why I play with them. I like to make a hole in the middle of the potatoes and fill it with melted butter. This behavior has been the subject of long chats between me and my analyst.

This passage is cohesive, moving from Saner to snowmobiles to snow to Mom’s mashed potatoes to behavior, but it certainly is not coherent. 

To understand coherence we need to consider how readers make sense out of larger groupings of sentences. Readers feel a passage is coherent when the writer helps them accomplish two tasks:

1. Identify the topics (what the sentence is about) of individual sentences quickly.

2. Recognize how the topics form a connected set of ideas.

Readers want to know what a sentence is about, its topic. However, this is not always easy to find. Consider the following sentences. What are the topics?

1. And therefore, politically speaking, in Eastern states since 1980, acid rain has become a serious problem.

2. International cooperation is still the goal of most countries.

3. It is impossible for your claims to be proved conclusively.

4. In regard to these questions, I believe there is a need for more research.

5. It is likely that our proposals will be accepted.

6. Results like these no one could have predicted.


Topic refers not to the grammatical subject of a sentence, but to its “psychological” subject, and we expect to find the topic in the first few words of the sentence. Readers are more comfortable with these early topics because it helps them understand what the sentence is about. More important, readers depend on seeing in a sequence of topics (in a sequence of sentences) what the whole passage is about.

Combining Cohesion and Coherence

If you begin sentences and even clauses with information familiar to your readers, with phrases that are short, simple, and familiar, your readers are more likely to think you can write clearly and coherently. And no two units of information are shorter and simpler than the subject of a sentence and that subject’s specific actions as a verb. 

Try revising the following:

Some sort of palace revolt or popular revolution plagued seven out of eight reigns of the Romanov line after Peter the Great. In 1722, achievement by merit was made the basis of succession when the principle of heredity was terminated by Peter. This resulted in many tsars’ not appointing a successor before dying, including Peter. Ivan VI was less than two months old when appointed by Czarina Anna, but Elizabeth, daughter of Peter the Great, defeated Anna and ascended to the throne in 1741. Succession not dependent upon authority resulted in the boyars’ regularly disputing who was to become sovereign. Male primogeniture became the law in 1797 when Paul I codified the law of succession. But conspirators strangled him, one of whom was probably his son, Alexander I.

Avoiding Illusory Cohesion

This handout lists ways of improving cohesion through providing consistency of topics and by helping the reader see the movement between various ideas. Some writers try to create cohesion by using logical conjunctions like thus, therefore, however, and so on, regardless of whether those words signal any genuine logical connections. Is the following passage cohesive?

Because the press is the major medium or interaction between the president and the people, how it portrays him influences his popularity. Therefore, it should report on the president objectively. Both reporters and the president are human, however, subject to error and favoritism. Also, people act differently in public than they do in private. Hence, to understand a person, it is important to know the whole person, his environment, upbringing, and education. Indeed, from the correspondence with his family, we can learn much about Harry S. Truman, our thirty-third president.

The connectors are virtually meaningless. Experienced writers rely more on the intrinsic flow of their prose than on connecting devices like these. While you might need a but or however when you contradict or qualify what you have just said, and a therefore, consequently, or as a result to wind up a line of reasoning, you probably should not need more than a few such connecting devices per page. Any more than that and it begins to look as though you were worried that the prose did not hang together on its own.

In short:

1. Begin sentences with short simple words and phrases communicating information that appeared in previous sentences, or with knowledge that you can assume you and your reader share.

2. Through a series of sentences that you want your readers to understand as a coherent, focused passage, keep your topics short and reasonably consistent.
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Delete Meaningless Words

Some modifiers add little or no meaning to the sentences we write:

	kind of
	really
	basically
	practically

	actually
	virtually
	generally
	certain

	particular
	individual
	given
	various



Productivity actually depends on certain factors that basically involve psychology more than any particular technology.

Delete the meaningless modifiers and we produce a more concise (and clearer) sentence.

Productivity depends on factors that involve psychology more than any technology.

Delete Doubled Words

English has a long tradition of doubling words, a habit which formerly demonstrated the learning of the writer, but which now often produces meaningless redundancies. Here are some of the more common doubled words:

	full and complete
	true and accurate
	hopes and desires

	hope and trust
	each and every
	first and foremost

	any and all
	basic and fundamental
	various and sundry



Whenever you double adjectives (or verbs), consider whether your readers need both.

Delete What Readers Infer

This is the most common redundancy, because readers infer meaning in many ways. Here are a few:

Redundant Modifiers

In some cases, the meaning of the main word implies the modifier. Here are some common examples, with the unnecessary modifier shown in bold type.

	completely finish
	true facts
	important essentials

	future plans
	sudden crisis
	consensus of opinion

	personal beliefs
	terrible tragedy
	end result

	past history
	each individual
	various differences

	final outcome
	free gift
	initial preparation


In every case, delete the modifier. The example below shows some other redundant modifiers in bold type with the main word in italic type.

Do not try to anticipate in advance those events that will completely revolutionize our society because past history shows that it is the eventual outcome of seemingly minor events that has unexpectedly surprised us most.

Do not try to anticipate revolutionary events because history shows that the outcome of seemingly minor events surprises us most.

Redundant Categories

Every word implies the name of its category, so if a word is attached to the word for its category, you can usually cut the category word. We know time is a period, a membrane is an area, pink is a color, shiny is an appearance, so we don't have to write,

During that period of time, the membrane area became pink in color and shiny in appearance.

We need only, "During that time, the membrane became pink and shiny."

In some cases, when we eliminate the category, we have to change an adjective into an adverb:

The holes must be aligned in an accurate manner.

The holes must be aligned accurately.

Sometimes, we can drop the name of the category, if we change an adjective modifying the category into a noun:

The educational process and athletic activities are the responsibility of the county government.

The county is responsible for education and athletics.

Here are some general nouns (in bold type) often used redundantly:

	large in size
	of a bright color

	round in shape
	at an early time

	honest in character
	in a confused state

	unusual in nature
	extreme in degree

	of a strange type
	curative process

	area of mathematics
	field of economics


Replace a Phrase with a Word

This kind of redundancy in the most difficult to solve, because we need a large vocabulary and the intelligence to use it. For example,

As you carefully read what you have written to improve your wording and catch small errors of spelling, punctuation, and so on, the thing to do before anything else is to try to see where sequences of subjects and verbs could replace the same ideas expressed in nouns rather than verbs.

That is,

As you edit, first replace nominalizations with clauses.

This edit was achieved by compressing five phrases into five words:

carefully read what you have written
=> edit
the thing to do before anything else
=> first 
try to see where 
=> find
sequences of subjects and verbs 
=> clauses
ideas expressed in nouns rather than verbs
=> nominalizations

There is no general principle that will help you recognize phrases that you can revise into a word. Nonetheless, you must try. Listed below, to get you started, are some common phrases you can watch for:

	the reason for
for the reason that
due to the fact that
owing to the fact that
in light of the fact that
considering the fact that
on the grounds that
	

because
since
why

	despite the fact that
regardless of the fact that
notwithstanding the fact that
	although
even though

	in the event that
if it should transpire/happen that
under circumstances in which
	
if

	on the occasion of
in a situation in which
under circumstances in which
	
when

	as regards
in reference to
with regard to
concerning the matter of
where . . .  is concerned
	

about

	it is crucial that
it is necessary that
there is a need/necessity for
it is important that
it is incumbent upon
cannot be avoided
	

must
should

	is able to
is in a position to
has the opportunity to
has the capacity for
has the ability to
	

can

	it is possible that
there is a chance that
it could happen that
the possibility exists for
	may
might
can
could

	prior to
in anticipation of
subsequent to
following on
at the same time as
simultaneously with
	
before
when
as
after


	increase in
decrease in
	more
less/fewer
better
worse


Change Negatives to Affirmatives

These two sentences mean about the same thing:

Don't write in the negative. Write in the affirmative.

To be direct choose "Write in the affirmative." While sometimes you want to emphasize the negative, usually you can rewrite negatives, some almost formulaically:

not different
=> similar
not the same
=> different
not many
=> few
not often
=> rarely
not remember
=> forget
not old enough
=> too young
not have
=> lack
not allow
=> prevent
not include
=> omit
not admit
=> deny
not consider
=> ignore
not accept
=> reject

Delete Metadiscourse

Metadiscourse is the language we use to refer to our own writing or to the act of reading that our writing occasions. In other words, metadiscourse refers 

· to what we do as writers: to sum up, candidly, I believe, therefore, however
· to what we want our readers to do: note that, consider now, as you see
· to what we intend our text to do: first, second, finally
We need some metadiscourse in almost everything we write, but some writers use so much that it buries their ideas:

The last point I would like to make is that in regard to men-women relationships, it is important to keep in mind that the greatest changes have probably occurred in the way men and women are working next to one another.

Most of this sentence is metadiscourse. Eliminating the metadiscourse and rewriting the rest leaves us with the much clearer sentence:

Men and women have changed relationships most in the way they work together.

In cutting metadiscourse remember not to go too far. Some is necessary, but certain types can usually be safely eliminated. For example, metadiscourse that announces your topic, such as this section introduces, the first thing to say, in this essay I will discuss, or describes structure, such as in conclusion, first, second, finally, can be deleted without any loss of meaning. 

EXERCISES

Rewrite the following sentences by turning the underlined nominalization into a verb. (You may need to add subjects (characters such as I, we, they, etc.) to the sentences.)

1. The agency conducted an investigation into the matter.

2. There is no need for our further study of this problem.

3. The intention of the committee is to audit the records.

4. There was first a review of the evolution of the dorsal fin.

5. Their increase in revenues was a result of their expansion of outlets.

6. There is a need for an analysis of the intensity of library use to provide a reliable base for the projection of needed new resources.

Rewrite the following sentences by optionally changing the passive verbs (in bold) into active verbs, and optionally changing the active verbs (in italics) into passive verbs. (Passive verbs can be identified by the [to be] + [past participle] form--the first part of this sentence begins with a passive verb.)

1. Independence is gained by those on welfare when skills are taught that the marketplace values.

2. In this article, it is argued that the Vietnam War was fought to extend influence in Southeast Asia and was not ended until it was made clear that the United States could not defeat North Vietnam unless atomic weapons were used.

To rewrite the following sentences begin by unpack the compound nouns ([noun] + [noun] + …) into prepositional phrases and edit by placing characters in subjects and actions in verbs. (You may need to invent characters such as I, we, they, etc.)

1. Enforcement of guidelines for new automobile tire durability must be a Federal Trade Commission responsibility.



2. This paper is an investigation into information processing behavior involved in computer human cognition simulation.
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