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The Transaction: There are all kinds of writers and all kinds of methods, and any method that

helps you to say what you want to say is the right method for you. Some people write by day,

others by night. Some people need silence, others turn on the radio. Some write by hand, some by

word processor, some by talking into a tape recorder. Some people write their first draft in one long

burst and then revise; others can't write the second paragraph until they have fiddled endlessly with

the first.

Simplicity: The secret of good writing is to strip every sentence to its cleanest components.

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 expressions of dissatisfaction on issues only partially related." He

meant that the students had been hassling them about different things. I was far more upset by the

president's English than by the students' potentially explosive expressions of dissatisfaction.

The writer must 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 it clear to

someone encountering the subject for the first time? 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

1s: fuzz.

Writing is hard work. A clear sentence is no accident. Very few sentences come out right the first

time, or even the third time. If you find that writing is hard, it's because it is hard. It's one of the

hardest things that people do.
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Two pages of the final manuscript of this chapter from the First Edition
of On Writing Well. Although they look like a first draft, they had
already been rewritten and retyped—like almost every other page—
four or five times. With each rewrite I try to make what I have written
tighter, stronger and more precise, eliminating every element that’s not
doing useful work. Then I go over it once more, reading it aloud, and
am always amazed at how much clutter can still be cut. (In later edi-

tions I eliminated the sexist pronoun “he” denoting “the writer” and
“the reader.”)
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Clutter

Fighting clutter is like fighting weeds—the writer is always slightly behind.

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 bothering about. It is worth bothering about. The game is won or lost on hundreds of small
details.

Take the adjective "personal," as in "a personal friend of mine," "his personal feeling" or "her
personal physician." It is typical of the words that can be eliminated nine times out of ten. The
personal friend has come into the language to distinguish him from the business friend, thereby
debasing not only language but friendship. Someone's feeling is his personal feeling—that's what
"his" means. As for the personal physician, he is that man 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." Physicians are physicians, friends are

friends. The rest is clutter.

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 "presently" (which means "soon"). Yet the idea can
always be expressed by "now" to mean the immediate moment ("Now I can see him"), or by "today"
to mean the historical present ("Today prices are high"), or simply by the verb "to be" ("It is

raining"). There is no need to say, "At the present time we are experiencing precipitation."

Speaking of which, we are experiencing considerable difficulty 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.

Beware, then, of the long word that is no better than the short word: "numerous" (many), "facilitate"
(ease), "individual" (man or woman), "remainder" (rest), "initial" (first), "implement" (do),

"sufficient" (enough), "attempt" (try), "referred to as" (called), and hundreds more.

"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 something is interesting is the surest way of tempting the reader to find it dull.

Is there any way to recognize clutter at a glance? Here's a device I used at Yale that students found
helpful. I would put brackets around any component in a piece of writing that wasn't doing useful

work. Often it was just one word that got bracketed: the unnecessary preposition appended to a verb



Zinsser: On Writing Well 3
("order up"), or the adverb that carries the same meaning as the verb ("smile happily"), or the

adjective that states a known fact ("tall skyscraper"). Often my brackets surrounded the little
qualifiers that weaken any sentence they inhabit ("a bit," "sort of™") or the announcements like "I'm
tempted to say." Sometimes my brackets surrounded an entire sentence—the one that essentially
repeats what the previous sentence said, or that tells the reader something he doesn't need to know or
can figure out for himself. Most people's first drafts can be cut by 50 percent—they're swollen with

words and phrases that do no new work whatever.

My reason for bracketing the extra words instead of crossing them out was to avoid violating the
sentence. [ wanted to leave it intact for the student to analyze. I was saying, "I may be wrong, but I
think this can be deleted and the meaning won't be affected at all. But you decide: read the sentence
without the bracketed material and see if it works." In the early weeks of the term I gave back papers
that were infested with brackets. Entire paragraphs were bracketed. But soon the students learned to
put mental brackets around their own clutter, and by the end of the term their papers were almost
clean. Today many of those students are professional writers and they tell me, "I still see your

brackets— they're following me through life."

You can develop the same eye. Look for the clutter in your writing and prune it ruthlessly. Be
grateful for everything you can throw away. Re-examine each sentence that you put on paper. Is
every word doing new work? Are you hanging on to something useless just because you think it's
beautiful?

Simplify, simplify.
Style

"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. Simplicity carried to its extreme might seem
to point to a style where the sentences are little more sophisticated than "Dick likes Jane" and "See

Spot run."

Style is organic to the person doing the writing, 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

himself.

This is the problem of the writer who sets out deliberately to garnish his prose. You lose whatever it
is that makes you unique. The reader will usually notice if you are putting on airs. He wants the

person who is talking to him to sound genuine. Therefore a fundamental rule is: be yourself.

No rule, however, is harder to follow. It requires the writer to do two things which by his metabolism

are impossible. He must relax and he must have confidence.
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Telling a writer to relax is like telling a man to relax while being prodded for a possible hernia, and,

as for confidence, he is a bundle of anxieties. A writer will do anything to avoid the act of writing.

What can be done to put the writer out of these miseries? Unfortunately, no cure has yet been found.

I can only offer the consoling thought that you are not alone.

It's amazing how often an editor can simply throw away the first three or four paragraphs of an
article and start with the paragraph where the writer begins to sound like himself. Not only are the
first few paragraphs hopelessly impersonal and ornate; they also don't really say anything. They are a

self-conscious attempt at a fancy introduction, and none is necessary.

A writer is obviously at his most natural and relaxed when he writes in the first person. Writing is,
after all, a personal transaction between two people, even if it is conducted on paper, and the

transaction will go well to the extent that it retains its humanity.

Even when "I" is not permitted, it's still possible to convey a sense of I-ness. James Reston, for
instance, doesn't use "I" in his columns; yet I have a good idea of what kind of person he is, and |
could say the same of other essayists and reporters. Good writers are always visible just behind their

words.

Sell yourself, and your subject will exert its own appeal. Believe in your own identity and 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.



