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Form is not something added to substance as a mere pro-
truberant adornment. The two are fused into a unity. . . . The
strength that is born of form and the feebleness that is born of
lack of form are in truth qualities of substance. They are the
tokens of the thing’s identity. They make it what it is.

Benjamin Cardozo

Style and structure are the essence of a book; great ideas are
hogwash.
Vladimir Nabokov

1 always write a good first line, but I have trouble in writing the
others.

Moliére

Let it not be said that I have said nothing new. The arrangement
of the material is new.

Blaise Pascal
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Coherence 1

Form Beyond Sentences

All of us have stopped in the middle of a memo, an article, or a
book realizing that while we may have understood its words and
sentences, we don’t quite know what they should all add up to.
In this chapter and the next, we will offer some principles that
will help you diagnose that kind of writing and then revise it. We
will illustrate these principles mostly with paragraphs, but we
can generalize from paragraphs to sections of documents, even
to whole documents, because the principles that make para-
graphs coherent apply to prose of any length. Like our other
principles, they are principles of reading that we have translated
into principles of writing. No one or two of them is sufficient to
make a reader feel a passage is coherent. They are a set of prin-
ciples that writers have to orchestrate toward that common end.

Some cautions: some of the vocabulary in this chapter will be
unfamiliar. We dislike jargon as intensely as anyone, but we have
had to create terms for new concepts about coherence that we
think writers must understand. These principles are also more
abstract than those about subjects and characters, about nomi-
nalizations and verbs, because coherence is abstract; we cannot
point to it as we can point to a noun. Finally, we do not offer
these principles as rules that dictate the creation of every para-
graph. They are diagnostic tools to help you anticipate when
your readers may think your writing is incoherent and to suggest
how you can revise it.

You have already seen the first principle.

Principle 1: A cohesive paragraph has consistent topic strings.

There are four more:
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Principle 2: A cohesive paragraph has another set of strings run-
ning through it that we will call thematic strings.

Principle 3: A cohesive paragraph introduces new topic and the-
matic strings in a predictable location: at the end of
the sentence(s) that introduce the paragraph.

Principle 4: A coherent paragraph will usually have a single sen-
tence that clearly articulates its point.

Principle 5: A coherent paragraph will typically locate that point
sentence in one of two places.

We cover the first three principles in this chapter, the last two in
the next.

What'’s All This About? Topic Strings Again, Briefly

Principle 1: Readers will feel that a paragraph is cohesive if it has
consistent topic strings.

In Chapter 3, we explained how two principles of reading
shape a reader’s point of view:

1. Readers need familiar information at the beginnings of sen-
tences.

2. Readers will take the main characters of the story as the most
consistently familiar pieces of information.

These two principles should encourage us to use the sequence of
topics—usually subjects—to focus the reader’s attention on a
limited set of referents, usually characters, but also central re-

peated concepts. By consistent topics, we do not mean identical.

The topics should constitute a sequence that makes consistent
sense to the reader.

But since stories always have more than one character, and
since we can make abstractions act like characters, we always
have to choose our topics, to design topic strings that focus the
reader’s attention on a particular point of view. In this next para-
graph, the stress of the first sentence introduces evolution, a con-
cept that the writer directly or indirectly topicalized thereafter:

Clark’s practice of carefully mapping every fossil made it possible
to follow the evolutionary development of various types through
time. Beautiful sequences of antelopes, giraffes and elephants were
obtained; new species evolving out of old and appearing in younger
strata. In short, evolution was taking place before the eyes of the
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Omo surveyors, and they could time it. The finest examples of this
process were in several lines of pigs which bhad been common at
Omo and had developed rapidly. Unsnarling the pig story was
turned over to paleontologist Basil Cooke. He produced family
trees for pigs whose various types were so accurately dated that
pigs themselves became measuring sticks that could be applied to
fossils of questionable age in other places that had similar pigs.
—Donald C. Johanson and Maitland A. Edey, Lucy: The Begin-
nings of Humankind® :

The authors could have consistently topicalized the flesh-and-
blood-characters:

Clark obtained. . .. The Omo surveyors could warch. . . . And
they could time. . . . They found fine examples in. . . .

We cannot follow any mechanical rule about what to topicalize. .
We have to decide on a point of view toward our material, con-
sider what our readers will take to be old and new information,
then design sentences to meet both needs.

But there is a second sense of “aboutness” that readers also
look for.

What About the Topics? A Second Kind of String

Principle 2: A reader will feel that a paragraph is cohesive if it has
other strings of related words, strings that we will
call thematic strings.

Read this paragraph:

Truman had many issues to factor into his decision about the
Oppenheimer committee’s scientific recommendation to stop the
hydrogen bomb project. A Sino-Soviet bloc had been proclaimed;
the Cold War was developing; Republican leaders were with-
drawing support for his foreign policy; and opinion was coming
down on the side of a strong response to the first Russian atom
bomb test. As a Democratic President, Truman concluded that
being second in developing the hydrogen bomb was an alternative
he could not risk. In retrospect, some now believe that the risk
was worth taking, but they did not have to consider the issues that
Truoman did.

Now do a little experiment with your memory. Don’t look
back; it’s important to determine only what you can recall. Make
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two lists. In one, list the characters you remember. In the other,
list just two or three words that would capture the central con-
cepts that the writer weaves around those characters, words that
constitute the conceptual center of that paragraph. Do it now.

Now do the same thing with the evolution paragraph that you
read earlier. Again, don’t look back; write down only what you
remember: central characters and two or three central conceps.

If you are like most readers, you were able to recall more key
words, conceptual words, from the evolution paragraph than
from the Truman paragraph. The writers of the evolution para-
graph created a consistent topic string consisting of references to
evolution and to a few characters. But they also wove through
that paragraph other sets of related words:

(1) types of fossils (curly brackets): fossil, antelopes, gi-
raffes, pigs;

(2) actions of the surveyors (small capitals): map, follow,
time, etc.;

(3) actions of species (boldfaced): evolve, appear, die, re-
placed, etc.;

(4) tixpe (italics): time, new, old, younger, age, etc.

Clark’s PRACTICE -OF CAREFULLY MAPPING every {fossil} made
it possible to FOLLOW the evolutionary development of various
types through time. Beautiful sequences of {antelopes, giraffes
and elephants} were OBTAINED; {new species} evolving out of old
and appearing in younger strata. In short, evolution was taking
place before the eyes of the Omo surveyors, and they could time
it. The finest examples of the process were in several {lines of pigs}
which had been common at Omo and had developed rapidly.
UNSNARLING the {pig} story was TURNED OVER to paleontologist
Basil Cooke. He PRODUCED family trees for {pigs} whose {various
types} WERE SO ACCURATELY dated that {pigs} themselves became
measuring sticks that COULD BE APPLIED to {fossils} of question-
able age in other places that had {similar pigs}.

Note that these sequences of words are not just repeated words.
They are sets of conceptually related words. The Truman para-
graph, on the other hand, has no such network of related words.

We will call these sets of conceptually related words themes
and sequences of them that run through a paragraph thematic
strings. In any paragraph, the words in the topic strings and the
words in thematic strings are not mutually exclusive. Some words
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in a topic string may turn up outside the topic position, and some
words in the thematic string may turn up as topics.

Together, topic strings and thematic strings constitute the con-
ceptual architecture of a passage, the frame within which you de-
velop new ideas. Topic strings focus your reader’s attention on
what a passage is globally about. The thematic strings give your
reader a sense that you are focusing on a core of ideas related to
those topics.

Compare the original Truman paragraph with this one:

When the Oppenheimer committee advised President Truman to
stop the hydrogen bomb project, Truman had to consider not just
scientific issues, but also how developing tensions between the
U.S. and the USSR were influencing domestic politics. When
the Russians and Chinese proclaimed a hostile Sino-Soviet bloc,
the Cold War became a political issue. At the same time, Truman
was losing Republican support for his foreign policy. So when
Russia set off its first atomic bomb, Americans demanded that their
President respond strongly. He decided that he could not risk
voters’ seeing him as letting the Russians be first in developing the
most powerful weapon yet. Some critics now believe that he should
have taken that risk, but they did not have to worry about Cold
War American politics,

We have done more than make this paragraph more specific.
We have revised it around explicit thematic words that focus the
reader’s attention on two central themes: first on international
tension-— developing tensions between the U.S. and the USSR, a
hostile Sino-Soviet bloc, the Cold War; and then on domestic
politics—domestic politics, Republican support, voters, Cold
War American politics.

But now here is a complicating factor: readers familiar with
the history of that period would not have needed those words to
make the original paragraph hang together: they would have
supplied their own, as some of you may have done. Those who
know a great deal about a subject can create much of their own
cohesion and coherence in a text on that subject because they
can read into it relationships that others less knowledgeable can-
not. Those who know little need all the help they can get. The
problem is to understand what your reader knows about your
subject. Since we ordinarily write for readers who know much
less than we do about a subject, it is always prudent to underesti-
mate a reader’s knowledge and make themes explicit.
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How Do Thematic Strings Go Wrong?

Too Few Strings. A paragraph that feels empty of meaning will
have one or two topics, much repetition, and no specifically ar-
ticulated central themes that the reader can seize on as a concep-
tual center for the paragraph. But once diagnosed, this problem
won’t yield to advice about style and organization. The writer
has to think harder.

Diffuse Strings. A reader may feel a passage is unfocused if
a theme is only implicit or if the writer uses no single word to
pull together concepts that may seem to a reader wholly unre-
lated. That was the problem with the original Truman para-
graph. A different form of that problem is illustrated by this next
paragraph:

Rule structuring supports cognition, whether the information
comes from direct practice, witnessed demonstrations, or from
symbolic modeling. Under what conditions is one social learning
technique favored over another? Example can teach better than
precept. This is most likely to be the case if the learners’ language
skills are not adequate for utilizing information cast in language
symbols, or if the patterns cannot be easily captured in words. In
many cases, such as in learning to ride a bicycle, verbal directions
may be too cumbersome, since quick and intricate coordinations
must be made. In mastering certain concepts, diverse subroutines
must be integrated serially, If the content is difficult and un-
familiar, lengthy lecture presentations can tax comprehension
and satiate the discerning attention of the learner. In these case,
demonstration offers advantages over undiluted narration. How-
ever, if verbal symbols can be easily stored and adeptly translated
into their action referents, symbolic modeling should be much
more efficient than enacting actual illustration for observers.

The writer of this paragraph wanted to contrast two kinds of
teaching: explanation and demonstration. But he used so many
different terms to describe them that he seems to describe a dozen
ways. He expressed the theme of explanation by symbolic mod-
eling, precept, language symbols, words, narrative modeling, in-
structions, lecture presentations, undiluted narration, and verbal
symbols (interestingly, never the word explanation). He expressed
the theme of demonstration by demonstration, example, ex-
emplification, and actual illustration—fourteen different words
and phrases for just two concepts.
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We have revised this passage to focus it more explicitly (1) on
a consistent topic string, otganized around the characters we
and teachers, and (2) on a few consistent thematic strings: learn,
actions, rules, demonstration, and explanation.

We learn rules for actions better when those rules are structured,
whether we Jearn by practicing them, by watching a teacher dem-
onstrate them, or by listening to a teacher explain them. But do
we learn better from a demonstration or from an explanation? We
are likely to learn more when we watch a demonstration if our
language skills are so weak that we cannot understand words
easily, or if the teacher cannot verbalize the rules. We are also
likely to learn more from watching a demonstration when we
must quickly coordinate intricate actions such as learning to ride
a bicycle, but the explanation for them is too cumbersome. We
may also learn more quickly from a demonstration if the action
requires us to serially integrate diverse subroutines. Finally, we
may learn better from a demonstration if the information is diffi-
cult or unfamiliar and the teacher lectures about it at length. In
these cases, we may become satiated and not be able to pay atten-
tion. On the other hand, we will learn an action better from an
explanation if we can adeptly translate explanations into actions
and then store the information,

It may be that the writer of the original paragraph was remem-
bering that familiar advice, “Vary your word choice.” More bad
advice. Don’t strive for “elegant variation.” When you use two
words for one concept, you risk making your reader think you
mean two concepts.

If a paragraph or passage does not seem to hang together, if it
feels vague, out of focus, look at its topic and thematic strings. Its
topic strings should be consistent and appropriate. Its thematic
strings should be articulated clearly and concisely. There is, how-
ever, one more principle that we must observe when we intro-
duce new topic and thematic strings.

How Do New Strings Start? Signaling Topics and Themes

Principle 3: A reader will feel that a paragraph is cohesive if he is
introduced to new topic and thematic strings in a
predictable location: at the end of the sentence(s)
that constitute the opening section of a paragraph,
section, or whole document.
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Even when your paragraphs do have specific topics and the-
matic strings, your readers may overlook them if you do not sig-
nal them clearly. How would you characterize the following
paragraph?:

Seven out of eight reigns of the Romanov line after Peter the Great
were plagued by some sort of palace revolt or popular revolution.
In 1722, Peter the Great passed a law of succession that terminated
the principle of heredity. He proclaimed that the sovereign could
appoint a successor in order to accompany his idea of achievement
by merit. This resulted in many tsars not appointing a successor
before dying. Even Peter the Great failed to choose someone be-
fore he died. Ivan VI was appointed by Czarina Anna, but was
only two months old at his coronation in 1740. Elizabeth, daugh-
ter of Peter the Great, defeated Anna, and she ascended to the
throne in 1741. Succession not dependent upon authority resulted
in boyars’ regularly disputing who was to become sovereign. It
was not until 1797 that Paul I codified the law of succession: male
primogeniture. But Paul I was strangled by conspirators, one of
whom was probably his son, Alexander I.

To most readers, this paragraph seems unfocused, but its
problem does not turn on missing topic or thematic strings. The
paragraph consistently has characters as subject/topics, and it
has three clearly stated and important thematic strings: words re-
lated to the concepts of succession, appointment, and a general
theme that we might express as turmoil. This paragraph seems
confused because in its opening sentence, its author set us up to
expect one set of themes, but he delivered another. He wrote

Seven out of eight reigns of the Romanov line after Peter the Great
were plagued by some sort of palace revolt or popular revolution.

But he drops the theme of revolt and revolution until the last part
of the paragraph, and does not explicitly articulate that theme
even then. It’s like hearing the overture to Carmen introduce La
Traviata. He should have ended that opening sentence on the
concepts that were central to his discussion: succession, appoint-
ment, turmoil.

The principle of design is this: we introduce new themes not
anywhere in a sentence, but rather as close to its end as we can
manage.

Youw’ll recall that in Chapter 4 we discussed the segment at the
end of a sentence—its stress position, that part of the sentence
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that we use to signal especially important information. We use
that concluding stress position not only to emphasize important
words that we think are important in that single sentence, but to
signal that we intend to develop new themes in the sentences that
follow. Contrast the way the evolution paragraph opens with a
revision that is virtually synonymous:

Clark’s practice of carefully mapping every fossil made it possible
to follow the evolutionary development of various types through
time.

Clark made it possible to follow the evolutionary development of
various types through time because he mapped every fossil
carefully.

The end of the original introductory sentence signals the topics
and issues the writers will discuss: the topic string, which is in-
troduced by evolutionary development and four thematic strings
referring to the actions of the team (follow), to species (various
types), to their actions (development), and to time (time). Simply
by introducing those issues toward the stress position of this in-
troductory sentence, the authors tacitly promise us that those
words will be thematic keys to the rest of the paragraph. As we
see them deliver on that promise, we feel we are reading a para-
graph that is cohesive and coherent.

On the other hand, our revised opening sentence would sét up
a reader to expect a paragraph about techniques for mapping
fossils carefully. This next sentence would seem to introduce a
paragraph about various types of pigs:

Because Clark mapped every fossil carefully, it was possible to fol-
low through time the evolutionary development of several species
of pigs.

And this next opening would set up a reader to read specifically
about Clark:

It became possible to follow through time the evolutionary devel-
opment of several species of pigs because the careful mapping of
every fossil had been done by Clark.

How we open a paragraph determines how our readers will
read the rest of it, because in our opening we tell them how to
frame the conceptual space that they are about to enter. To make
sure they frame it in the right way, we place key thematic terms
as close as we can to the end of that opening.
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1

To revise the opening sentence of the Romanov paragraph, we In this next paragraph the writer uses three sentences to set up

would pick out the themes that in fact are important in the rest ' her issue:

of the paragraph and then design an opening sentence that would
introduce them in its stress:

After Peter the Great died, seven out of eight reigns of the Ro-

manov line were plagued by turmoil over disputed succession to
the throne.

Complex Introductions

In all the preceding examples we have seen writers introduce
paragraphs with a single sentence, typically called a “topic sen-
tence.” Why not just use that familiar term? One reason is that
good writers often introduce paragraphs with more than just a
single sentence. In the next paragraph, where does the writer
seem to finish setting up her problem, to finish introducing her
central issue before she begins to discuss it?

At the outset this sum may not appear to be particularly onerous.
However, the troublesome provision for violating the county or-
dinance against dumping toxic wastes is not the $500 fine, but the
more serious mandatory penalty of “six months in county jail.”
Even though no jail sentences have been rendered against Abco so
far, the fact that the violations are criminal in nature causes se-
rious concern. Because the criminal aspects of these violations

Inflation, both of prices and of population, presented a challenge
to every family in later Tudor England. One of its ironies was that
in the particular economic circumstances of the time it often made
a reality of what medieval people had tended to believe, that one
person’s good fortune was another’s distress. Inflation in prices
was bound to be socially divisive. The growth of population, itself
the main cause of the increase in prices, ensured that those who
suffered most were those most dependent on the earning of wages.
But there were others, perhaps only a minority, at all social levels,
whose income failed to keep pace with the rising cost of living, a
situation not made easier for them to bear by the rise in the stan-
dard of material living which characterized the Elizabethan pe-
riod. . . . Elizabeth’s subjects, and not only those in the upper
ranks of society, discovered expectations of material comfort pre-
viously undreamed of. Perhaps it was as well, in the interests of
social harmony, that although new horizons were appearing, nei-
ther at home nor abroad were there really great fortunes to be
made. By 1600, however, there were greater distinctions, in both
town and countryside, between the rich and the poor, particularly
between those of modest prosperity, the yeomen, farmers and
major urban tradesmen, and the poor husbandmen, small crafts-
men and full-time labourers.

—Joyce Youings, Sixteenth-Century England®

combine with the growing mistrust toward large, international
corporations and with California’s emphasis on consumerism,
juries are likely to be hostile toward such actions. It is therefore

It is at the end of that third sentence that Youings introduces two
themes that she pursues through the paragraph: social classes
and aspects of divisiveness.

appropriate that we re-evaluate the way these alleged violations
are dealt with.

Most readers feel that the introduction consists of the first two
sentences:

At the outset this sum may not appear to be particularly onerous.
However, the troublesome provision for violating the county or-
dinance against dumping toxic wastes is not the $500 fine, but the
more serious mandatory penalty of “six months in county jail.”

It is at the end of the second sentence that the writer introduces
the topic string consisting of jail sentences, violations, criminal
aspects of these violations, and a central thematic string con-

sisting of onerous, troublesome, serious, penalty, mistrust, and
hostile.

... Inflation in prices was bound to be socially divisive. The
growth of population, itself the main cause of the increase in
prices, ensured that those who suffered most were those most de-
pendent on the earning of wages. But there were others, perhaps
only a minority, at all social levels, whose income failed to keep
pace with the rising cost of living, a situation not made easier for
them to bear by the rise in the standard of material living which
characterized the Elizabethan period. . . . Elizabeth’s subjects,
and not only those in the upper ranks of society, discovered ex-
pectations of material comfort previously undreamed of. Perhaps
it was as well, in the interests of social harmony, that although
new hotizons were appearing, neither at home nor abroad were
there really great fortunes to be made. By 1600, however, there
were greater distinctions, in both town and countryside, between
the rich and the poor, particularly between those of modest pros-
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perity, the yeomen, farmers and major urban tradesmen, and the
poor husbandmen, small craftsmen and full-time labourers.

In short, we can introduce new topic strings and thematic
strings in a single sentence. But just as often, we create introduc-
tions consisting of two or three sentences, or (though rarely)
more. To be certain that our readers do not overlook the impor-
tance of those new topic and thematic strings, we put them into
the stress of the last sentence of the introduction.

These complex introductions are so common that it would be
misleading to talk about “topic sentences.” We have to recognize
in paragraphs a more complex introductory segment. To discuss
that segment, we need two new terms. :

Paragraph = Issue + Discussion

Regardless of how many sentences we use to introduce the
body of a paragraph (or a document or one of its sections), we
have to grasp this central principle: Whether readers are con-
scious of it or not, they try to divide units of organized dis-
course—paragraphs, sections, or wholes—into two sections;

1. A short opening segment. Toward the end of this segment,
in the stress position of the last sentence, readers look for the con-
cepts the writer will discuss in the following section. Those words
are often topics, but they must also include themes.

2. A longer following segment—the rest of the paragraph. In
this segment, the writer develops—and readers lock for—new
ideas against a background of repeated topics and themes.

From time to time, we have had to find new terms to name
matters that standard handbooks ignore: nominalization, topic,
stress, topic string, etc. This complex opening segment is also ig-
nored in most handbooks. We will call this opening segment the
issue, and what follows it the discussion. The issue of a para-
graph is not its ideas, its concepts, or its subject., The issue of a
paragraph, of a section, or of a document is its introductory seg-
ment, its overture, if you will. The discussion typically explains,
elaborates, supports, qualifies, argues for what the writer stated
in the issue. The issue promises; the discussion delivers.

The issue of a paragraph may be one, two, three, or more sen-
tences long; the issue of a section or short essay one, two, or
three or more paragraphs; the issue of a long report a few pages
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long. But however long it is, the issue of a paragraph, section, or
whole document should be short, much shorter than what it in-
troduces. If a writer creates a disproportionately long issue, the
reader may incorrectly assume that after a sentence or two, the
writer has finished her introduction and is into the body of her
paragraph, when in fact she is still introducing it. In longer docu-
ments, because readers risk missing where the issue stops and the
discussion begins, many writers signal the end of the issue and
the beginning of the discussion with 2 heading.

Issue is analogous to subject and topic. These three terms
name introductory positions that all have the same function: to
put before the reader concepts or claims that the writer intends
to expand on in what follows. In the same way, the term discus-
sion is analogous to verb and stress. They name the positions
that follow: subject + verb, topic + stress, issue + discussion..
And these positions all have the same function of expanding on
what precedes them. In fact, we can add another level to the
boxes that we have been constructing.

FIXED ISSUE DISCUSSION
VARIABLE — —
FIXED TOPIC STRESS
VARIABLE OLD/FAMILIAR NEW/UNFAMILIAR
_ .

FIXED SUBJECT L VERB COMPLEMENT

B
VARIABLE CHARACTERS | ACTION —

(As you can see, we have left the variable level open. We will fill it
in the next chapter.)

Diagnosis and Revision

When a paragraph feels out of focus, confused, you may have
one or more of four problems with its issue and discussion.
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1. At the end of the issue, you introduce a concept that read-
ers take to begin a theme, but you then fail to develop that con-
cept in the discussion. The writer of the Romanov paragraph
(p. 88) introduced in its issue the themes of palace revolt and
popular revolution, but did not explicitly pursue them. He pur-
sued instead the matters of appointment and disputed succession,
and made implied references to revolt and revolution only later.

2. Conversely, you fail to anticipate in the issue important
themes that you in fact develop in the discussion. The writer of
the Romanov paragraph did develop some important themes in
his discussion: succession, dispute, appoint, and a diffuse the-
matic string having to do with boyars’ unhappiness, palace fac-
tions, and a patricidal son, a theme that we might capture in the
words trouble or turmoil. But in his issue, he announced a differ-
ent set of themes.

3. At the end of the issue you introduce a concept that readers
think promises a theme, but in the discussion, you develop that
concept using terms so varied that readers cannot connect them
to your announced theme. In the demonstration/explanation
paragraph (p. 86), the writer assumed that readers would under-
stand that thirteen different terms referred to only two ideas.

4. You mention in the issue those themes that you develop in
the discussion, but you bury the references to them inside a sen-
tence, instead of highlighting them in the stress of the final sen-
tence of the issue.

In short, if you write a passage that does not seem to hang
together, seems uncentered or out of focus, you may have made a
promise but didn’t deliver, or you may have delivered on prom-
ises you didn’t make. ‘

Most of these problems usually result from the way most of us
write our first drafts: When we draft, we are often happy just to
get an opening sentence down on paper, never mind whether it
sets up what follows (particularly since at that point we probably
have no clear idea what in fact will follow). Only as we go on
drafting the rest of the paragraph, section, or document do we
b.egm to discover and explore some useful themes. But by that
time we may be in the middle of the paragraph or essay, long past
the point where our readers expected to find them.

To revise the Romanov paragraph, or any paragraph like it,
we do one or all of three things:
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1. Look at the discussion independently of the issue and ask
what themes in fact the paragraph develops. Then revise the
end of the issue to include any thematic strings that are present
in and important to that particular discussion—in the Roma-
nov case, the concepts referring to succession, appointment, and
dispute. (A small tip: in a paragraph or essay that feels out of
focus, look first at the last sentence or two. It is there that you
will often find the product of your thinking and drafting. In that
last sentence or two, did you use key terms that you failed to
anticipate in the opening? If so, move them up to the beginning
and rewrite.)

2. Deliberately weave into the discussion whatever important
thematic strings you framed in the issue but omitted from the
discussion. In the Romanov case it will be something more gen-
eral than palace revolts and popular revolutions—zturmoil.

3. Delete from the issue whatever you don’t want to develop
in the discussion. In the Romanov case, they would be specific
references to palace revolts and popular revolutions. Here is Ro-
manov revised:

After Peter the Great died, seven out of eight reigns of the Ro-
manov line were plagued by turmoil over disputed succession to
the throne. The problems began in 1722, when Peter the Great
passed a law of succession that terminated the principle of hered-
ity and required the sovereign to appoint a successor. But because
many Tsars, including Peter, died before they appointed succes-
sors, those who sought to succeed to the throne had no authority
by appointment, and so their succession was regularly disputed
by the boyars and other interests. There was turmoil even when
successors were appointed. In 1740, Ivan VI was adopted by
Czarina Anna Ivanovna and appointed as her successor at age
two months, but his succession was disputed by Elizabeth, daugh-
ter of Peter the Great, who defeated Anna and her forces before
ascending to the throne in 1741, In 1797 Paul tried to eliminate
these disputes by codifying a new law: succession on the basis of
primogeniture in the male line. But turmoil continued. Paul was
strangled by conspirators, one of whom was probably Alexander I,
his son.

This will win no Pulitzer Prize, but with a few changes guided
by a few simple principles, we have turned a paragraph that felt
disorganized and unfocused into something more coherent.
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The last thing one discovers in writing a book is what to put
first,

Blaise Pascal

In all pointed sentences, some degree of accuracy must be sacri-
ficed to conciseness.

Samuel Johnson

Coherence 11

Intentions and Points

In the last chapter, we discussed what readers look for (whether
they know it or not) when they begin a paragraph, a section of a
document, or a whole document: (1) They look for a relatively .
short opening segment that acts like an overture to what fol-
lows—we called it the issue. (2) Near the end of the last sen-
tence of every issue, readers expect to find words that announce
the new topics and themes that the writer will repeat in the
longer segment that follows, the segment that we called the dis-
cussion. _

In this chapter, we are going to add two more principles that
will complete the third level of organization that we began with

ISSUE DISCUSSION

To this we will add a second variable layer analogous to charac-
ters and action, to old and new information.

ISSUE DISCUSSION

What’s the Point?

Principle 4: A reader will feel that a paragraph is coherent if
she can read a sentence that specifically articulates
its point.

We visibly organize essays, articles, reports, memoranda into
paragraphs, subsections, and major sections to signal readers
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that we have finished developing one part of an idea and are
moving on to another, to a new thought. But this notion of new
idea or thought implies something more important than new
topics and themes. When we move from one paragraph or sec-
tion to another, we also imply that we intend to make some new
point, to make some new claim about that new subject matter.
Readers will expect to find in each paragraph and section, and
also in the whole, a sentence that will be the logical, argumen-
tative, expository center, a senten.ce that you could send as the
telegram capturing your centralidea. Here is a paragraph that
was criticized for not having such a point.

As you know, Abco is contemplating the possibility of entering
into a cooperative venture with Janeway to develop an electroni-
cally controlled steering mechanism for our new line. Janeway has
a long history of developing highly efficient hydraulic components
including brake systems, front end systems, and various types
of stabilizing systems. We have found them entirely reliable and
cost-effective. So far as I know, Janeway’s experience in develop-
ing electronic systems has primarily involved ignition and other
engine components, not steering. The development of an elec-
tronic steering mechanism will depend on an innovative marriage
of electronics and hydraulics. Edwards has recently marketed a
hydraulic lift system that depends on electronic sensors to read
terrain features and compensate for them. Their systems ap-
pear to have many of the features we will require in our steering
mechanisms.

If we were to ask the writer of this paragraph, “So what’s the
point?” the writer would probably respond with something like
“Well, I wanted to discuss the reasons for not committing our-
selves to developing that new electronic steering system with Jane-
way.” But when we asked about his “point,” we didn’t want to
know what motivated him. We were asking for a sentence that
we wish we had found but didn’t, a sentence or two on the page
that encapsulated some clear statement that we could recognize
as the most important sentence in the paragraph. With this sense
of “point” in mind, the writer would have responded with some-
thing like,

Abco should not cooperate with Janeway in developing a new
steering system because Edwards has more technical expertise.

And we would have said, “Well, why didn’t you say that.” And
he would probably have replied, “It’s obvious.” The writer was
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relying on his readers to have the same set of assumptions, the
same body of knowledge, the same attitudes and values that he
had. Ordinarily, however, they don’t. ’

The most commion problem.that writers have with points is
that they fail to articulate them clearly, and so the reader doesn’t
get the point of a paragraph, of a section, or of the whole docu-'
ment. Or worse, the reader gets the wrong one.

To emphasize the difference between this general sense of
what we intend and what we actually write on the page, we’re
going to use the word POINT in capital letters. By PoINT we do
not mean a general intention in the mind of the writer or the gist
or summary of a passage. By POINT we mean the specific sen-
tence on the page that the writer would send as a telegram if
asked “What’s your point?” In fact, the better question is not
“What’s your point,” but “Where’s your POINT?” In this chapter,
we will discuss how careful writers make and signal POINTS for
readers who do not know as much as the writer.

Where’s the pPOINT?

Principle 5: A reader will feel that a paragraph is coherent if he
finds the POINT sentence in one of two predictable
places in a paragraph: (1) at the end of its issue, or
(2) at the end of its discussion; i.e., at the end of the
paragraph (or section or whole document).

We’ll discuss first those POINTS that appear in issues.

POINTS In Issues

Read this next paragraph, then answer the following ques-
tion: if you were to pick out only one sentence on the page that
you would send as a telegram representing the rest of the para-
graph, as the POINT sentence of that paragraph, which sentence
would you pick?

Though most economists believe that business decisions are guided
by a simple law of maximum profits, in fact they result from
a vector of influences acting from many directions. When an ad-
vertiser selects a particular layout, for example, he depends not
only on sales expectations or possible profit but also on what the
present fad is. He is concerned with what colleagnes and com-
petitors will think, beliefs about the actions of the FTC, concerns
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about Catholics or the American Legion, whether Chicanos or
Italian-Americans will be offended, how the “silent majority” will
react. He might even be worried about whether the wife or secre-
taryof the decision maker will approve.

The answer seems straightforward—the first sentence, because it
sums dp the paragraph by expressing its most significant state-
ment, the claim that the writer wants the reader to accept. The
other sentences support that claim. The first sentence, then, is the
pOINT of this paragraph. That single POINT sentence simultane-
ously constitutes the entire issue of the paragraph.

Where is the POINT in this paragraph?

Our main concern was to empirically test the theory that forms
the background for this work. To a great extent, we have suc-
ceeded in showing our theory is valid. Chapter Two reports a
study which shows that the rate of perceiving variations in length
relates directly to the number of connectives in the base structure
of the text. In chapter Three, we report a study that found that
subjects perceive as variable units only what the theory claims is a
unit. Another series of crucial studies is the comparison and con-
trast experiments reported in Chapter Three, which show that we
do not distinguish complex concepts of different lengths as some
current theories do.

Most readers take the POINT of this paragraph to be the second
sentence, again the last sentence of the issue.
What sentence captures the POINT here?

The United States is at present the world’s largest exporter of agri-
cultural products. Its agricultural net balance of payments in re-
cent years has exceeded $10 billion a year. As rising costs of
imported petroleum and other goods have increased the U.S.
trade deficit, this agricultural surplus has taken on great financial
importance in both the domestic and international markets. First,
agricultural exports maintain profitable market prices for the
American farmer and bolster the national economy by providing
over one million jobs. The income from farm exports alone is
used to purchase about $9 billion worth of domestic farm ma-
chinery and equipment annually. Exports of U.S. agricultural
products also reduce price-depressing surpluses. Without exports,
the government would be subsidizing American farmers by more
than $10 billion a year over the current rate. Finally, agricultural
exports provide an entry to foreign markets that can be exploited
by other industries.
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Most readers pick the third sentence,

As rising costs of imported petroleum and other goods have in-
creased the U.S. trade deficit, this agricultural surplus has taken

on great financial importance in both the domestic and inter-
national markets.

Once again, it is the last sentence of the issue.

When writers want to be as clear as possible, they locate their
POINTS where their readers most expect them: at the end the
issue, whether the issue is the issue of a paragraph, a section, or a
whole document.

ISSUE . DISCUSSION

POINT

Most handbooks on writing assert that the standard para-
graph begins with a “topic sentence,” a sentence that announces
the subject of the paragraph (in our terms its topics and themes)
and simultaneously makes the “most general” statement (in our
terms, the POINT). But as we have just seen, a one-sentence issue
that simultaneously expresses the POINT of its paragraph is by no
means the only kind of issue. Issues may consist of one, two,
three, or in very long paragraphs, even more sentences. However
long the issue, though, readers expect POINT sentences in a pre-
dictable position: in the last sentence of an issue. This is another .
reason why it is important to keep issues short. If you make your
issue very long and do not clearly signal when you finish, your
reader may take your POINT to be an earlier sentence.

What purposes are served by the sentences preceding the
POINT? They typically provide transition from a previous para-
graph, make a general claim that the writer will narrow in the
POINT, or make a preliminary claim that the POINT sentence re-
jects. In the following two-sentence issue, sentence (1) is a transi-
tion, sentence (2) is the POINT:

(1) We can put this abstract notion of issue in simpler terms. (2)
Think of an issue as the overture to an opera, in which the com-
poser announces the themes that he will repeat, modulate, com-
bine, and develop in a variety of interesting ways.
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In this next three-sentence issue, sentences (1—2) constitute a
generalization that is narrowed in POINT sentence (3):

(1) Writing well involves so many skills that it is hard to know
where to begin describing what makes a good writer. {2) Among
other considerations, a writer must be sensitive to words, style,
organization, subject matter, logic, emotion, audience. (3} Pet-
haps the most crucial of these, though, is a sensibility to one’s au-
dience, to how readers read.

In this next two-sentence issue, sentence (1) is a claim that POINT-
sentence (2) rejects:

(1) Most high school teachers think that good paragraphs must
have a single topic sentence that introduces the paragraph. (2) But
that is evidently not so because professional writers regularly in-
troduce their paragraphs with two or more sentences.

Writers do not always, however, locate their POINT sentences
in the issue of their paragraphs, sections, and documents. Some-
times, they put POINT sentences at the end of their discussion.

POINTS at the Ends of Discussions

Most paragraphs are POINT-early, their POINTS typically ap-
pearing as the last sentence of their issue. But that is only a
statistical observation. We can also put a POINT at the end of a
paragraph, at the end of the discussion, and still seem entirely
coherent. Here is a paragraph whose POINT is at the end:

Something has happened to the American male’s need to display
the signs of stereotypical masculinity that once seemed necessary
for survival on the frontier. For a long time, American males were
confident in their manhood, sure of their sexual roles and images.
Indeed, the rugged frontiersmen never even thought about their
masculinity; they were simply men surviving in a dangerous
world and dressing the part. Then in the nineteenth century, our
ideal male became the cowboy, then the world adventurer, then
the war hero. They all were confident of themselves and unself-
consciously dressed their part. But in this century, something hap-
pened: Hemingway’s heroes, for example, seemed to feel that they
had to prove that it was still important to be 2 man among men,
and our image of them is one of a kind of Brooks Brothers rugged-
ness. They seemed less confident that their masculinity had a real
function. Now one can detect a new theme: as the male image as
conqueror and survivor has lost its value, men have felt free to
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dress in ways once thought ferinine, to wear earrings, even to
wear makeup. These signs of a change in the American male’s sex-
ual image of himself suggests something deeper than changes in
appearance: he is adapting to a world in which the image of tradi-
tional masculinity is no longer necessary for survival, '

But if the writer does put the POINT sentence at the end of the
discussion of the paragraph (or section or document), in its issue
he must still use its issue to introduce the discussion in a way that
anticipates its topics and themes. In this paragraph, the issue is its
first sentence. But while the writer does not assert the POINT of the
paragraph in its issue, he does introduce its key topics and themes:

Something has happened to the American male’s need to display
the signs of stereotypical masculinity that once seemed necessary
for survival on the frontier.

Why put a POINT sentence last in a paragraph? Usually, the
writer wants to develop her argument before making her claim.
Sometimes she discovers it there (more about this in a moment).
But predictably, a writer will put her POINT sentence at the end of
the paragraph because she intends to develop, expand, elaborate,
explore that POINT in the following series of paragraphs. In fact,
if the writer uses the paragraph to introduce a whole document,
then she will predictably locate her PoINT at the end of that
paragraph.

Introductory Paragraphs: A Special Problem
Here is a typical opening paragraph:

Man’s fascination with machines that move under their own power
and control is at least as old as recorded history. In Aristotle’s
Greece, plays of several acts are said to have been performed en-
tirely by automatic puppets driven by weights hung on twisted
cords. Much later European royalties were enthralled by lifelike
automata that could write, draw, and play musical instruments,
In recent years most of the magical aura surrounding mechanical
automata has been dispelled. Today automatic machines and in-
dustrial robots are used in factories throughout the world to per-
form tasks that are too hazardous, too onerous, too boring or
simply too uneconomic for human beings to undertake.

The issue of this paragraph appears o be the first sentence. It
introduces the topics and themes of history, fascination, and ma-
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chines that move under their own power. In the discussion, the
writer develops and expands those themes and topics, offering
historical examples of automatic machines, gradually narrowing
down to modern robots. But it is the last sentence to which the
writer wants us to give the most rhetorical weight. The rest of the
article is specifically about modern uses of robots in contexts that
to humans are dangerous, onerous, boring, or uneconomical.

In a single opening paragraph such as this, a paragraph that
constitutes the issue to everything that follows, the writer typi-
cally Jocates the main POINT sentence at the end of the para-
graph, in the last sentence. And if the opening of an article or
report consists of more than one paragraph, then the main POINT
sentences will appear at the end of the whole opening.

POINTS in Whole Documents

We have made two generalizations about where to put POINT
- sentences in paragraphs:

1. If the paragraph is a body paragraph, if it does not introduce a
section or whole document, you can make your POINT sen-
tence in either or both of two places: (a) at the end of the intro-
ductory issue, and (b) at the end of the paragraph; i.e., at the
end of the discussion.

2. But if the paragraph introduces a section or even a whole
document, then you should put your POINT sentence at the end
of that paragraph.

How do these principles apply to documents? The translation is
simple: in documents, you can make your POINT either

1. At the end of the issue (then again at the end of the document).
2. At the end of the document.

But as readers, we may have a problem with a document
whose main POINT is at the end: when we begin reading the
document, we cannot always be certain whether the sentence(s)
that we find at the end of the issue are the main POINT sentences
of the whole document, or whether we will find a more impor-
tant main POINT sentence at the end of the document. Look at
this paragraph about scaffolding and Abco’s liability:

You have asked me to determine the matter of Abco’s potential
liability for the plaintiff’s injuries claimed as a result of his climb-
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ing Abco’s scaffolding. To determine Abco’s potential liability we
must analyze four factors. They are (1) did Abco construct the
scaffolding negligently; (2) did Abco provide adequate assembly
instructions; (3) did plaintiff assemble the scaffolding according
to the instructions; and {(4) did the plaintiff use the scaffolding in
a manner prescribed in the instructions?

If this is the issue to the whole memo, then the last sentence
listing the questions to be answered could be the main POINT
sentence of the whole document. If so, the person who assigned
the task would judge the writer to be incompetent, because he
didn’t answer the real question—Is Abco liable? On the other
hand, the writer might go on to make the main POINT at the end
of the memo; if so, he would thereby have created a poOINT-last
document.

If that were the case, then the sentenceé about the four kinds of
analyses at the end of the issue becomes an anticipatory POINT, a
minor POINT intended only to launch the reader into the rest of

.the document, to anticipate and frame the discussion by an-

nouncing themes and topics. Always observe this principle: if
you make your POINT at the end of a document, you must still
offer the reader an anticipatory POINT.

In general, however, most readers in most nonacademic situa-
tions dor’t like that kind of organization. They want to see the
POINT up front. So unless you can justify creating a POINT-last
document (see below for some reasons), don’t do it. But if you
must, then you should observe two more principles of construc-
tion. At the end of the introductory issue of your document,
you must,

1. offer some kind of specific anticipatory POINT sentence(s) that
clearly promise a main POINT still to come; and

2. include toward the end of that anticipatory POINT sentence the
themes and topics that you will pursue.

Whether you make your POINT early or late, you must always
frame the space that your reader is about to enter.

Why roint-last Documents?

Writers usually offer one of three reasons for deliberately lo-
cating their main POINT sentences at the end of a document.
There is a fourth, one to which they usually do not admit.
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Timidity or Politeness. Some professionals believe that if a docu-
ment delivers bad news, they should withhold the main PoINT
until the end. The theory is that if the writer can gently walk her
readers through her reasoning toward the unwelcome rPOINT, the
reader will be more willing to accept it. When a writer feels that
she has to deliver a POINT that is unpopular, controversial, or
nasty, or when she feels that she does not have the authority
simply to deliver her POINT ouitright and make it stick, she may
feel that before she delivers the bad news she has to lay down a
foundation of history, evidence, and reasoning. That’s not a mat-
ter of style; it’s a matter of judgment, nerve, character, or stand-
ing. In fact, most professionals prefer POINT-first documents, no
matter how bad the news.

Discovery. Sometimes writers put their main POINT sentences
last because they want their readers to work through an argu-
ment or a body of data to experience a sense of discovery. They
believe that the development of the POINT is as important as the
poINT itself. In fact, that kind of organization characterizes parts
of this book: we have frequently begun with some contrasting
passages to develop a small-p point, in the hope that you would
grasp it a moment before you read the POINT sentence.

As we have emphasized, though, most readers in most profes-
sional contexts prefer documents with main POINT early. Articles
in many sciences—hard or soft—begin with abstracts that typi-
cally contain the POINT of the article. Readers in those areas also
know that, after reading the abstract, they can go directly to the
conclusion if they want to see the main POINT expressed in more
detail. These readers employ a reading strategy that creates a
POINT-first form: if they don’t find the POINT on the first page,
they flip to the conclusion, where they expect to find it.

Convention. Writers put a main POINT last when local conven-
tion encourages it, typically in the belletristic essay. In some fields
outside the sciences, it is typical for a writer first to announce
(some would say invent) a problem that no one suspected until the
writer pointed it out. In this kind of writing, obviously enough,
the writer is under no pressure to answer a question that no one
except the writer has asked. But once the writer has convinced us
of an unsuspected problem with, say, gender roles in the third
book of Milton’s Paradise Lost, she then sets to working through
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the problem, demonstrating how inventively she is solving it,
how much more complex the problem is than we might have
thought even from her early account of it. Only after we have
accompanied the writer through her argument do we begin to
catch sight of her main PoINT.

In fact, most readers of belletristic prose would find the alter-
native POINT-early organization too crude, too flatfooted. And
we cooperate with writers in this convention by the way we read:
before we decide whether to read a piece by, say, Norman Mailer
in The New York Review of Books, we do not flip to its end to
see whether we find his conclusion interesting and only then de-
cide to read the whole piece. But those who read scientific jour-
nals do that regularly when they read articles in those journals.
Habits of reading are as conventionalized as habits of writing.

But again, this kind of main PoINT-last writing is distinctly -
disfavored in most other kinds of professional discourse in our
culture. We say “in our culture” because in some cultures, it is
considered discourteous to state a POINT clearly and directly at
all, much less early. It is one of the problems that Americans have
reading discourse written in those cultures, and that writers from
those cultures often have when they try to write documents for
American readers. We are trained to look for POINTS; others are
trained to avoid them.

There is a fourth reason why writers make their main POINTS
at the end of a discourse rather than at the beginning.

. Failure to Revise. We’ve suggested this problem earlier. When

we draft, we often have no idea where we are going, what kind of
POINT sentence we are going to write, until we discover it at the
end of a paragraph, section, or even the whole document. If we
do not revise that kind of document, we offer our reader only a
running account of our thinking. If you look over a document
and discover that your main POINT is last, not by design, but as
an accident of your having discovered it there, and you are writ-
ing for an audience not interested in a narrative account of your
mental life, revise. Move the main POINT to the end of your intro-
ductory issue. Then start the kind of revision that we did with |
the Romanov paragraph: track down topics and themes, delete [,
misleading words and terms, weave into your issue and discus-:
sion key topics and themes.

Our best advice is this: Unless you have good reason to with-



108 Chapter Six

hold your main roINTs until the end, get them out early—but
not immediately, not before you get to the end of a reasonably
concise introductory issue. Make sure that a main POINT sentence
encapsulates what you take to be your major claim, observation,
proposition, idea, request, warning, direction, command—a sen-
tence that you would send to your reader if you had only a post
card to write it on. In those encapsulating sentence(s), be sure
that you express toward the end whatever thematic or topic
strings you want your readers to notice thereafter.

The Model Entire

With this discussion of POINT, we can now complete our set of
boxes. In our first four chapters, we developed a simple way to
represent the apparently natural connections between subjects
and characters, between verbs and actions, among topics and old
information and characters, and between stress and new infor-
mation. We then added a half of a third level, the layer of issue
and discussion and put the POINT specifically at the end of the
issue, because there must always be one there.

But because we must also locate our main POINTS at the end of
an introductory paragraph, we have to add one more variable:

ISSUE DISCUSSION

POINT (POINT)

As we write, we are always trying to find the best place to lo-
. cate those elements that we can move: characters, actions, old
. and new information. We put these variable elements in parts of
! sentences that have a fixed order: subject + verb, topic + stress.
" In the same way, as we write, we always have to decide where
' we are going to make our POINT: at the end of the issue, or at

"j . the end of the discussion. Readers find writing to be clear, di-

" rect, and readable to the degree that they find central characters
in subjects, old information in topics, and POINTS at the ends of
issues; when they find crucial actions in verbs, new and impor-
tant information in the stress, and certain POINTS at the ends of
discussions.

We can compress a substantial amount of information about
clarity and organization into a single complex figure:
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ISSUE DISCUSSION
POINT (POINT)
TOPIC STRESS
OLD/FAMILIAR NEW/UNFAMILIAR
SUBJECT VERB COMPLEMENT
CHARACTERS ACTION —

To this figure we add three principles: _

1. In the issue, introduce key thematic and topical words in
its stress.

2. In the discussion, keep strings of topics consistent.

3. In the discussion, repeat those thematic words or words re-
lated to them. A

We can use these principles both to predict when our readers
might judge our writing to be cloudy and to achieve what we
might call generic clarity. We achieve an individual style when we
learn how to meet the expectations of our readers, and at the
same time surprise them.

The final point is not to make every paragraph a work of art.
Art may be long, but life is too short. The point is to make these
principles work together well enough so that you do not confuse |
your readers. Readers call writing clear not when it is clear, but !
when they have no reason to call it unclear. Which is to say, writ- |
ing usually seems clearest when readers are least conscious of it. !

Headings as Test for Coherence

Headings are a familiar feature in professional writing. We
usually think of them as most helpful to readers, because they
give readers a general idea about the content of the section they
head. They also show readers where one section stops and an-
other starts and indicate levels of subordination.

But if headings are useful to readers, they are more useful to
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writers, because writers can use them to diagnose potential prob-
lems with the perceived structure of a document.

The Location of Headings

1. Locate in your document where you would insert a heading
to signal the end of your issue and the beginning of your discus-
sion. At this point, don’t worry about what should go into the
heading; just locate where it should be.

2. Inthebody of the discussion, locate places where you would
insert at least one more equivalent level of headings.

3. Repeat for each section until you have a heading at least
every three or four pages.

How many places you find will depend on how long your
document is. A ten-page document might have only two or three
headings in the discussion. A longer one will have more.

Now, if you could not quickly and confidently find those places
where you would insert headings, you have a problem: you don’t
know where the major junctures are in your own document. If
you can’t identify them, neither will your readers.

The Content of Headings

Once you have located where headings should go, you can de-
cide on their specific words. The words in a heading should state
the new and central topics and themes of each section. To deter-
mine what those topics and themes should be, simply look at the
ends of your issues, at the stress of your POINTS. If you do that
and you still don’t know what should be the words in your head-
ings, you have a problem, because if you cannot identify your
own key concepts, neither will your readers.

Finally, consider the highest heading of all: your title. What
should go into a useful title is straightforward: the key topics and
themes that appear in the stress of your main POINT sentence.
Two-part titles are fashionable,

Computer Assisted Instruction: Advantages and Disadvantages

but they are also useful. If you don’t get the key themes and top-
ics in the first part, you might get them in the second.

Not all readers like headings; some feel they give a crude vo-
cational look to writing, that good readers don’t need them.

3
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Whatever your feelings, you ought not to underestimate how
useful they are as a way to anticipate how your readers are likely
to respond to the form of your paper. If you are not certain where
to locate headings, if you are not certain what words to put into
those headings, you can be certain that your readers will find
your document confusing. If you think headings are déclassé,
you can always delete them.

A Final Note on Drafting

Almost everything that we have discussed so far has to do
with examining what you have drafted—interrogating it, look-
ing at your answers, and then if the answers so indicate, with re-
vising it. These last two chapters on coherence, though, also
suggest ways you can think about your problem even before you .
begin to draft.

Before you begin, you know that you will eventually have to
write a POINT sentence that your readers will recognize and judge
important; you know that your POINT sentence will have key
words that express central concepts that your readers must rec-
ognize as central if they are to make sense out of what follows.
Before you begin to draft, then, there are a few things you might
do so that you can draft productively.

1. List your main charactets, including any abstractions that
seem to act as sources of action. Decide which characters will
most interest your audience, decide whose point of view you
want to take. The point of view defined by those characters will
constitute most of the topics in your topic strings.

2. List a few central concepts that you think will run through
your whole text. Then around each of those key concepts cre-
ate clusters of additional concepts. The words for those central
and subordinate concepts will provide many of your thematic
strings.

3. If you think you know exactly what has to go into your
POINT sentence, write it out. Specifically use the characters that
will constitute your major topic strings and the key concepts that
will be the center of your clusters. Recall that the central concep-
tual terms will go toward the end of that POINT sentence. (If you
don’t know your POINT go to (8).)

4. Subdivide the problem into manageable segments with
their particular thematic strings and characters.
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5. Before you write the first word, decide whether the docu-
ment is going to be POINT-early or POINT-]ast.

6. If POINT-last, construct an anticipatory POINT sentence to
get started. It too should have key thematic terms in it,

7. As you draft, occasionally remind yourself of your the-
matic and topic strings.

8. If you don’t know your POINT, just start writing and hope.

9. Once you have produced a first draft, determine whether
the POINT sentence in the draft is the same as the POINT sentence
you wrote before you began to draft. Look particularly for new
words in the POINT in your conclusion.

10. If they are different, which does the job better? It is likely
that in the act of drafting you will have discovered something
more interesting, more compelling, more pointed than you
thought before you began.

11. At this stage in the process, you can begin the more de-
tailed diagnostic work that goes into effective revision.




in: Joseph M. Williams,

Style: Toward Clarity and Grace
(Univ. of Chicago, 1995 ed.), 115-133

Less is more.
Robert Browning

There is no artifice as good and desirable as simplicity.
St. Francis De Sales

Logquacity and lying are cousins.
German Proverb

To a Snail: If “compression is the first grace of style,” you have it.

Marianne Moore

If you requisre a practical rule of me, 1 will present you with this:

Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of excep-
tionally fine writing, obey it—wholeheartedly—and delete it
. before sending your manuscript to press. Murder your darlings.

Arthur Quiller-Couch

In composing, as a general rule, run your pen through every
other word you have written; you have no idea what vigowr it
will give your style.

Sydney Smith

Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not
simpler.

Albert Einstein

Concision

Once you can use the structure of a sentence and a paragraph to

organize your ideas, you’re a long way toward a clear and direct

style. But some sentences and paragraphs enjoy all the virtues of

grammatical clarity yet remain wordy and graceless. Even when

you arrange their parts in all the right ways, they can still suc-
cumb to acute prolixity:

The point I want to make here is that we can see that American
policy in regard to foreign countries as the State Department in
Washington and the White House have put it together and made
it public to the world has given material and moral support to too
many foreign factions in other countries that have controlled
power and have then had to give up the power to other factions
that have defeated them.

That is,
Our foreign policy has backed too many losers.

In the longer version, the writer matches agents and actions to
subjects and verbs. But she uses ten words where one would have
served.

To write clearly, we have to know not only how to manage the
flow of ideas but also how to express them concisely. These two
principles are easier to state than to follow.

1. Usually, compress what you mean into the fewest words.

2. Don’t state what your reader can easily infer.

We inflate our prose in so many ways that it’s no use trying to
list them all. But you might find it helpful to know the most com-
mon kinds of wordiness. This sentence illustrates most of them:

In my personal opinion, we must listen to and think over in a punc-
tilions manner each and every suggestion that is offered to us.

First, an opinion can only be personal, so we can cut personal.
And since any statement is implicitly opinion, we can cut in my

115
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opinion. Listen to and think over means consider, and in a punc-
tilious manner means punctiliously, which means no more than
carefully. Each and every is a redundant pair; we need only each.
A suggestion is by definition something offered, and offered to
someone, so neither do we need that is offered to us. What's left
is much leaner,

‘We must consider each suggestion carefully.

Simple Sources of Wordiness

In the following cases, you can just cross out useless words.
You will have to rewrite little, if at all.

Redundant Pairs

English has a Jong tradition of doubling words, a habit that
we acquired shortly after we began to borrow from Latin and
French the thousands of words that we have since incorporated
into English. Because the borrowed word usually sounded a bit
more learned than the familiar native one, early writers would
use both. Among the common pairs are full and complete, true
and accurate, hopes and desires, hope and trust, each and every,
first and foremost, any and all, various and sundry, basic and
fundamental, questions and problems, and, and so on and so
forth. Some standard pairs are not redundant: willing and able.

Redundant Modifiers

Every word implies another. Finish implies complete, so com-
pletely finish is redundant. Memories imply past, so past memo-
ries is redundant. Different implies various, so various different
is redundant. Each implies individual, so each individual is re-
dundant. Other examples are basic fundamentals, true facts,
important essentials, future plans, personal beliefs, consensus of
opinion, sudden crisis, terrible tragedy, end result, final outcome,
initial preparation, free gift. In every case, we simply prune the
redundant modifier. Compare:

We should not try to anticipate in advance those great events that
will completely revolutionize our society because past history tells
us that it has been the ultimate outcome of little events that has
unexpectedly surprised us,
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We should not try to anticipate great events that will revolutionize
our society because history tells us that the effect of little events
has most surprised us.

In many cases, the preposition alone is redundant: revolve
around, return back, penetrate into, split apart, progress for-
ward, continue oxn. But some verb + preposition combinations
are now so idiomatic that we would sound odd if we did not add

~ them: stand up, sit down, lie down, watch over.

Redundant Categories

Specific words imply their general categories, so we usually
don’t have to state both. We know that time is a period, that the
mucous membrane is an area, that pink is a color, and that shiny
is an appearance. So we don’t have to write,

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

but only,
During that time, the mucous membrane became pink and shiny.

In some cases, we can eliminate a general category by changing
an adjective into an adverb:

The holes must be aligned in an accurate manner.

The holes must be accurately aligned.

And in some cases, we can change an adjective into a noun and
drop the redundant noun:

The educational process and athletic activities are the responsibil-
ity of county governmental systems.

Education and athletics are the responsibility of county gov-
ernments.

In each case we delete the general noun and leave the more spe-
cific word.

Here are some general nouns often used redundantly. In every
case, we can be more direct and concise by dropping the gen-
eral word:

large in size, of a bright color, heavy in weight, round in shape, at
an early time
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of a cheap quality, honest in character, of an uncertain condition,
in a confused state, unusual in nature, extreme in degree, of a
strange type

curative process, regulation system, economics field, area of mathe-
matics, criminal problem.

‘Meaningless Modifiers

Some modifiers are verbal tics that we use almost as uncon-
sciously as we clear our throats—words and phrases such as
kind of, really, basically, definitely, practically, actually, virtually,
generally, certain, particular, individual, given, various, different,
specific, for all intents and purposes.

For all intents and purposes, American industrial productivity
generally depends on certain factors that are really more psycho-
logical in kind than of any given technological aspect.

When we prune both the empty nouns and meaningless modi-
fiers, we have a clearer and sharper sentence:

American industrial productivity depends more on psychology
than on technology.

Pompous Diction

Replacing unnecessarily formal words with more common
ones may not reduce wordiness, but you will make your diction
sharper and more direct.

Pursuant to the recent memorandum issued August 9, 1989, be-
cause of financial exigencies, it is incumbent upon us all to en-
deavor to make maximal utilization of telephonic communication
in lieu of personal visitation.

All of that means only,

As the memo of Angust 9 said, to save the company money, use the
telepbone as much as you can instead of making personal visits.

There is a common word for almost every fancy borrowed
one. When we pick the ordinary word we rarely lose anything
important.

Sometimes, of course, the more obscure, more formal word is
exactly the right one:
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We tried to negotiate in good faith but the union remains utterly
intransigent.

Intransigent is not synonymous with stubborn or firm or fixed
or unyielding or uncompromising. It means to adopt an unrea-
sonably fixed position. We can, for example, be uncompromising
about our moral behavior, but we would not want to say that we
were intransigent about it, for that would suggest that we should
compromise. So if we mean intransigent, then we should use
intransigent.

A smattering of big words and their simpler near-synonyms:

Contingent upon—dependent on
Endeavor—try

Utilization—use
Termination-—end
Initiate-—Dbegin

Is desirous of—wants

Cognizant of—aware of
Ascertain—find out
Facilitate—help
Implement—start, carry out,

Deem—think
Envisage—think, regard, see
Advert to—mention
Apprise—inform
Eventuate-—happen
Transpire—happen
Render—make, give
Transmit—send

Prior to—before
Subsequent to—after

begin

Complex Wordiness

In these next cases, you have to think about your prose more
carefully and then rewrite more extensively.

Belaboring the Obvious. Often, we are diffusely redundant,
needlessly stating what everyone knows:

Imagine a picture of someone engaged in the activity of trying to
learn the rules for playing the game of chess.

Imagine implies picture; trying to learn implies engaged in an
activity; chess implies game; game 1mplxcs playing. The less re-
dundant version:

Imagine someone trying to learn the rules of chess.

Or consider this:

When you write down your ideas, keep in mind that the audience
that reads what you have to say will infer from your writing style
something about your character.
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You can write down only ideas; your audience can read only
what you have to say; you write only to them; they can infer
something about your character only from your writing. So in
fewer words,

¢ Keep in mind that your readers will infer from your style some-
thing about your character.

Excessive Detail. Other kinds of redundancy are more difficult
to prune. Sometimes, we provide irrelevant details.

Baseball, one of our oldest and most popular outdoor summer
sports in terms of total attendance at ball parks and viewing on
television, has the kind of rhythm of play on the field that alter-
nates between the players’ passively waiting with no action taking
place between the pitches to the batter and exploding into action
when the batter hits a pitched ball to one of the players and he
fields it.

That is,

Baseball has a rhythm that alternates between waiting and ex-
plosive action. /

How much detail we should provide depends on how much
our readers already know. In technical writing addressed to an
informed audience, we can usually assume a good deal of shared
knowledge.

The basic type results from simple rearrangement of the pho-
nemic content of polysyllabic forms so that the initial CV of the
first stem syllable is transposed with the first CV of the second
stem syllable.

The writer didn’t bother to define phonemic content, stem syl-
lable, or CV because he assumed that anyone reading a technical
linguistics journal would understand those terms.

On the other hand, this definition of phonetic transcription,
which would never appear in a technical journal on language, is
necessary in an introductory textbook:

To study language scientifically, we need some kind of phonetic
transcription, a system to write a language so that visual symbols
consistently represent segments of speech.

Concise writing involves more than pruning redundancy or
avoiding excessive detail, because in some situations, the writer
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may have no idea what counts as redundant or excessive. Every
teacher of freshman English has seen papers that begin with a
sentence on the order of “Shakespeare, who wrote Macbeth,
wrote many other famous plays.” Tell the student that he doesn’t
have to say that and he is likely to answer, “Why not? It’s true,
isn’t it?” You say, “Well, yes, but you just don’t have to say it. It’s
obvious.” Moment of thoughtful silence. “What else shouldn’t
I say?”

We signal that we are members of 2 community in what we
say and how we say it. But a more certain sign of our socializa-

tion is in what we don’t say, in what we take for granted as part .

of a shared but rarely articulated body of knowledge and values
Here, for example, is the first paragraph from the first paper
written by someone who was by no means a novice to writing

but who was a novice in the community he had just joined. He -

was a first-year law student at a very selective school of law, a
student who had the June before graduated very nearly at the top
of his class from a prestigious college, and who in that commu-
nity had been perceived as an entirely competent ‘writer (I know
because I looked up his record):

It is my opinion that the ruling of the lower court concerning the
case of Haslem v. Lockwood should be upheld, théteby denying
the appeal of the plaintiff. The main point supporting my point of
view on this case concerns the tenet of our court system which
holds that in order to win his case, the plaintiff must prove that he
was somehow wronged by the defendant. The burden of proof
rests on the plalntlff He must show enough evidence to convince
the court that he is in the right.

To his first-year legal writing instructor, this paragraph was a
tissue of self-evident truisms, all redundant, all “filler.” Obvi-
ously if the original ruling is upheld, the appeal is denied; ob-
viously the plaintiff can win his case only if he can prove he was
wronged by the defendant; obviously the burden of proof rests
with the plaintiff; obviously the plaintiff has to provide the court
with evidence. But at this point in his academic career, the writer
had not yet so thoroughly assimilated that knowledge that he
could unselfconsciously resist stating it.

Viewed from a wider perspective, this kind of belaboring the
obvious has a function. When writers articulate the obvious in
speech or in writing, they help themselves learn that information.
One way we get knowledge under control is by writing it out.

Al
A

-,
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Those of us who are already socialized in a field should think
twice before we dismiss as incompetent a writer who seems
wordy or banal. He may be, but he may also simply be learning
his stuff.

The larger-scale version of this problem is a paper or memo or
study that seems to be all “summary” when we explicitly asked—
or were asked for—“analysis.” It may be that the writer who
only summarizes in fact does not know the difference between
summary and analysis or is so intellectually incompetent that he
cannot analyze at all. But it may also be that before most writers
can analyze anything new and complex, they have to articulate
it, to summarize it in writing. Anyone with an expert’s knowl-
edge in a field can scan a text, quickly grasp and incorporate its
new content into her familiar knowledge, and then easily criti-
cize (i.e., analyze) the text. A novice no less intelligent, with a
memory just as powerful, will be able to recall much less from
merely scanning that text, and will certainly not be able to ma-
nipulate its information and argument in any analytical way.

There is a theory of learning that we might call the “velcro

theory of knowledge.” The more old knowledge we have about a
subject, the more new knowledge we can retain (1) because new
knowledge sticks to old knowledge, and (2) because if we are
rich in knowledge about a subject, we probably have organized
that knowledge in a way that allows us to incorporate new knowl-
edge into it quickly and efficiently. But if we are novices, if we do
not have that rich and well structured base of knowledge, we are
more likely to feel that we have to instantiate and rehearse that
knowledge on a page before we can get it under control in our
minds. (And even if we are knowledgeable in a field, we may find
it easier to get new knowledge under control by writing it out,
even if we never use that summary in a final draft.)
A Phrase for a Word. The redundancy we’ve described so far re-
sults when we state what we could have left implied, a problem
we can edit away simply by testing the need for every word and
phrase. But another kind of redundancy is more difficult to re-
vise, because to do so we need a precise vocabulary and the wit
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 you do anything else is to try to see
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where sequences of subjects and verbs could replace the same
ideas expressed in nouns rather than verbs.

In other words,
As you edit, first find nominalizations you can replace with clauses.
We have compressed several words into single words:

carefully read what you have written . . .

and so on = edit

the thing to do before you do anything else = first

try to see where . . . are = find

sequences of subjects and verbs : = clauses

the same ideas expressed in nouns rather

than verbs = nominalizations

There are no general rules to tell you when you can compress |
several words into a word or two. I can only point out that you
often can, and that you should be on the alert for opportunities
to do so—which is to say, try.

You can compress many common phrases:

the reason for h
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

this is why

> because, since, why .

It is difficult to explain the reason for the delay in the completion of the
investigation. )
It is difficult to explain why. . . .

" In light of the fact that no profits were reported from 1967 through
1974, the stock values remained largely unchanged.
Because no profits were reported. . . .

despite the fact that
regardless of the fact that
notwithstanding the fact that

although, even though

Despite the fact that the results were checked several times, serious
errors crept into the findings.
Even though the results. . . .

in the event that
if it should transpire/happen that
under circumstances in which
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In the event that the materials arrive after the scheduled date, contact the
shipping department immediately.
If the materials arrive. . . .

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

In a situation in which a class is overenrolled, you may request that the
instructor reopen the class.
When a class is overenrolled. . . .

as regards

in reference to

with regard to about
concerning the matter of

where____ is concerned

I should now like to make a few observations concerning the matter of
contingency funds.
I should now like to make a few observations about contingency funds.

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

There is a need for more careful inspection of all welds.
You must inspect all welds more carefully.
Inspect all welds more carefully.

It is important that the proposed North-South Thruway not displace sig-
nificant numbers of residents.

The proposed North-South Thruway must not displace significant num-
bers of residents.

is able to

is in a position to

has the opportunity to can
has the capacity for

has the ability to

We are in a position to make you a firm offer for your house.
We can make you a firm offer for your house.

it is possible that

there is a chance that

it could happen that
the possibility exists for

may, might, can, could

It is possible that nothing will come of these preparations..
Nothing may come of these preparations.
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prior to

in anticipation of
subsequent to
following on

at the same time as
simultaneously with

before, after, as

Prior to the expiration of the apprenticeship period, it is incumbent upon
you to make application for full membership.
Before your apprenticeship expires, apply for full membership.

increase

} more, less/fewer; better, worse
decrease

There has been an increase in the number of universities offering adult
education programs.
More universities are offering adult education programs.

We have noted a decrease in the quality of applicants.
We have noted that applicants are less qualified.

Metadiscourse, One More Time

In Chapter 2, we described metadiscourse as the language we
use when we refer to our own thinking and writing as we think
and write—7fo summarize, on the contrary, I believe; to the
structure of what we write~first, second, more importantly;
and to our reader’s act of reading—note that, consider now, in
order to understand. We use metadiscourse in personal narra-
tives, arguments, memoirs—in any discourse in which we filter
our'ideas through a concern with how our reader will take them.
Except for numbers that indicate sections and so on, there is less
metadiscourse in other kinds of writing—operating instructions,
technical manuals, laws, and the like.

The problem is to recognize when metadiscourse is useful and
then to control it. Some writers use so much metadiscourse that
they bury their ideas. For example:

The last point I would like to make here 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 seem to be working next to one another.

Only part of that sentence addresses men-women relationships:

... greatest changes have ... occurred in the way men and
women . . . working next to one another.
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The rest tells readers how to understand what they are reading:

The last point I would like to make here is that in regard to . . . it
is important to keep in mind that . . . probably . . . seem to .

Pruned of the writing about reading, the sentence becomes more
direct:

The greatest changes in men-women relationships have occurred
in the way men and women work next to one another.

And now that we can see what this sentence really says, we can
make it more direct:

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

In deciding how much metadiscourse to include, we can’t rely
on broad generalizations. Some entirely successful writers use a
good deal; others equally successful, very little. Read widely in
your field with an eye to how metadiscourse is used by writers
you think are clear, concise, and successful. Then do likewise.

Here are some of the more common types of metadiscourse.

P
NEN
.--//

: // ﬁedges and Emphatics

Each profession has its own idiom of caution and confidence.
None of us wants to sound like an uncertain milquetoast or a
smug dogmatlst How successfully we walk the rhetorical line
between seeming timidity and arrogance depends(@ good deal'on
how we manage phrases like 4 good deal, a phrase that a few

words ago allowed me to pull back from the more absolute
statement:

How successfully we walk the rhetorical line between seeming

timidity and arrogance depends on how we manage phrases like a
good deal.

Hedges let us sound small notes of civilized diffidence. They
give us room to backpedal and to make exceptions. An appropri-
ate emphatic, on the other hand, lets us underscore what we
really believe—or would like our reader to think we believe.

Some of the more common hedges: usually, often, sometimes,
almost, virtually, possibly, perhaps, apparently, seemingly, in
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some ways, to a certain extent, sort of, sometwhat, more or less,
for the most part, for all intents and purposes, in some respects,
in my opinion at least, may, might, can, could, seem, tend, try,
attempt, seek, hope. Some of us use these so often that they be-
come less hedges than meaningless modifiers.

Some of the more common emphatics: as everyone knows, it
is generally agreed that, it is quite true that, it’s clear that, it is
obvious that, the fact is, as we can plainly see, literally, clearly,
obviously, undoubtedly, certainly, of course, indeed, inevitably,
very, invariably, always, key, central, crucial, basic, fundamental,
major, cardinal, primary, principal, essential. Words and phrases
like these generally mean not much more than “believe me.”
Used to excess, they make us seem arrogant or at least defensive.
Or they become a kind of background static that robs a style of
any clarity or precision. This is another case where a good ear’
will serve you better than a flat rule.

‘Sequencers and Topicalizers
P

'

Sequencers and topicalizers are words, phrases, and sentences
that lead your reader through your text. The least useful kind are
overelaborate introductions:

In this next section of this report, it is my intention to deal with
the problem of noise pollution. The first thing I want to say is that
noise pollution is. . . .

You can announce the topic of a whole discourse—or any of its
parts—and hint at the structure of its argument more simply:

The next problem is noise pollution. It . . .

Unless your paper is so complex that you have to lay out its plan
in an elaborate introduction, assume that just naming the prob-
lem is sufficient to announce it as your topic, and that naming its
parts suggests your organization.

Look carefully at introductory sentences that you begin with a
metadiscourse subject and verb that are followed by a topic to be
discussed:

In this essay, I will discuss Robert Frost’s clumsy use of Freudian
images in his early poems.
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Almost alwgys, this kind of sentence can be revised into a straight- ‘ High divorce rates have been observed to occur in parts of the
for.wal,'d‘pomt.that doesn’t need an introduction announcing the ' Northeast that have been determined to have especially low popu-
writer’s intentions: lation densities. .

In his early poems, Robert Frost used Freudian images clumsily. Regular patterns of drought and precipitation have been found to

C S coincide with cycles of sunspot activiry.
In fact, this kind of revision can reveal the absence of a point.

In thi . o Unless you have some good reason to hedge a bit, leave out the
n tt,'s repo;t, 1 will analyze GM’s tactics in its acquisition of do- ' fact that any unspecified observor has observed, found, noticed,
[RESHIC supplers. or seen something. Just state what the observer observed:

This revises i i i i o .
revises into something fairly pointless. High divorce rates occur in parts of the Northeast that have espe-

GM uses tactics when it acquires domestic suppliers. cially low population densitics.
Regular patterns of drought and precipitation coincide with cycles
of sunspot activity. Ve

Attributors and Narrators If this seems too flat-footed, drop in a hedge: ... apparenily o

Attributors and narrators tell your reader where you got your i coincide.
ideas or facts or opinions. Sometimes, when we are still trying to Some metadiscourse is so unnecessary that we wonder whether
work out precisely what it is we want to say, we offer a narrative . the writer bothered to read over what he or she has written. But
of our thinking rather than its results: just as “belaboring the obvious” may signal a writer who is a

! novice in a field, so may some cases of metadiscourse. When
‘ someone is thoroughly at home in thinking through a problem,
she can suppress in her prose the metadiscoutse that records her
sufficiently strong to carry the prescribed weight, but no more. I thinking, allowing little or none of the mtellectu.al process to
think that it is important that we notify every section that uses the ! reach the surface of her prose, or at least to remain in the final
facility of this finding. draft. Look again at that paper written by the first-year law stu-

I lim b d . l dent (p. 121). Not only did he “belabor the: obv10us’_’ in regard to
we eluminate the narrators and refocus attention on what the the knowledge he rehearsed; he made particularly visible the ma-
reader needs to know, we make the passage more pointed: f: chinery of his thinking (I boldface the metadiscourse and italicize

We must notify every section that uses the storage facility that | the self-evident):
', they must not exceed the prescribed kilogram-per-square-meter
floor weight. Tests have established the structural integrity of the
transverse beams. They are strong enough to carry the prescribed
weights but no more.

I'was concerned with the structural integrity of the roof supports,
so I attempted to test the weight that the transverse beams would
carry. I have concluded after numerous tests that the beams are

It is my opinion that the ruling of the lower court concerning the
case of HASLEM v. LOCKWOOD should be upheld, thereby denying
the appeal of the plaintiff. The main point supporting my point of
‘ ; view on this case concerns the tenet of our court system which
Unless your subject matter is the way you arrived at your ob- bolds that in order to win his case, the plaintiff must prove that he
servations or conclusion, you can usually be more concise and was somehow t‘urc‘mged by the defendant. 'Thff’ burden of pr'oof
direct if you simply present the most salient observations and ‘ rests on the plamt'tf)f. He must show enough evidence to convince
conclusions, minus the metadiscourse or narrative. the court that he is in the right. beli G

Some writers slip anonymous attribution into their prose by However, in this case, I do not believe that the plaintiff has sat-

stating that hine has b b S isfied this requirement. In order to prove that the defendant owes
aung something has been observed to exist, is found to him recompense for the six loads of manure, he must first show
exist, is seen, noticed, noted, remarked, etc.

that he was the legal owner of those loads, and then show that the
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defendant removed the manure for his own use. Certainly, there is
little doubt as to the second portion of the evidence; the defen-
dant admits that he did remove the manure to his own land.
Therefore, the plaintiff must prove the first part of the require-
ment—that is, that he had legal ownership of the manure.

If we deleted all the deadwood from this, all the redundancy,
everything that could be inferred by knowledgeable readers, we
would be left with something a bit leaner:

Plaintiff failed to prove he owned the manure. Affirmed.

Again, it is easy to judge this kind of writing as “wordy,” but we
ought not thereby assume that the writer has an intrinsic prob-
lem with his ability to write. Though he may have a problem, he
may also be simply at that stage in his writing where he has not
yet learned to avoid recording—or ‘later deleting—evidence of
his thinking in the way that most experts do.

Not the Negative

For all practical purposes, these two sentences mean about the
same thing:

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

But if we want to be more concise and direct, we should prefer:
Write in the affirmative.

To understand many negatives, we have to translate them into
affirmatives, because the negative may only imply what we should
do by telling us what we shouldn’t do. The affirmative states it
directly. Compare what you just read with this:

“Don’t write in the negative” and “Write in the affirmative” do
not mean different things. But if we don’t want to be indirect,
then we should not prefer “Don’t write in the negative.” We don’t
have to translate an affirmative statement in order not to mis-
understand it because it does not imply what we should do.

We can’t translate every negative into an affirmative. But we can
rephrase many. Some negatives allow almost formulaic transla-
tions into affirmatives:
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not many — few

not the same — different
not different — alike/similar
did not — failed to

does not have — lacks

did not stay — left

not old enough — too young
did not remember — forgot
did not consider — ignored
did not allow —> prevented
did not accept — rejected
not clearly — unclearly

not possible — impossible
not able — unable

not certain — uncertain

Now certainly this advice does not apply to those sentences
that raise an issue by contradicting or denying some point that
we intend to correct (as this sentence demonstrates). One of the
most common ways we introduce discourse is to deny, to say
“not so” to someone else’s idea of the truth, or even some pos-
sible truth. Once we deny it, we then go on to assert the truth as
we see it: '

In the last decade of the 20th century, we will not find within our
own borders sufficient oil to meet our needs, nor will we find it in

" the world market. The only way we will increase our oil supply is
by developing the one resource that we have so far ignored: mas-
sive conservation.

When you combine negatives with passives, nominalizations,
and compounds in sentences that are already a bit complex, your
writing can become opaque:

Disengagement of the gears is not possible without locking mecha-
nism release.

Payments should not be forwarded if there has not been due noti-
fication of this office.

These negatives involve two events, one a precondition of the
other. We can almost always recast such negatives into more di-
rect affirmatives if we change nominalizations into clauses and
passives into actives. '
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To disengage the gears, first release the locking mechanism.

Before you forward any payments, notify this office.

Which you put first—the outcome or the condition—depends
on what the reader already knows, or what the reader is looking
for. For example, if you are trying to explain how to reach some
known objective, acquire some desired object, put that first:

Except when applicants have submitted applications without ap-
propriate documentation, benefits will not be denied.

In this case, we can assume the reader is looking for benefits.
Then we put that first, but in the affirmative:

You will receive benefits if you submit appropriate documents.
Or:
To receive benefits, submit appropriate documents.

As you can see from this example, it is especially important to
avoid using negatives along with implicitly negative verbs and
connecting words such as these:

verbs: preclude, prevent, lack, fail, doubt, reject, avoid; deny, re-
fuse, exclude, contradict, prohibit, bar, etc.

conjunctions: except, unless, provided, however; without, against,
lacking, absent, but for.

One almost formulaic translation involves the words u#nless, ex-
cept, and without, three favorite words when we want to stipu-
late conditions to an action. We often put the conditional action
in the negative, and then introduce the conditions that make the
action possible with unless, without, or except:

No provision of this agreement will be waived unless done in writ-
ing by either party.

The action that is conditioned is a waiver. While we might want
to emphasize the importance of #ot doing something, we are or-
dinarily more concerned about how to do something. So we
ought to express that action in the affirmative:

If either party wishes to waive any provision of this agreement, he
must do so in writing,

The translation almost always works:

X may not do Y unless/except/without doing Z.
— X may do Y only if X does Z.
— In order to do Y, X must do Z.
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