English Writing 102
Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace: Lesson 1
"But choice is at the heart of clear writing, because to meet the needs of different readers, we have to choose between this word and a more exact one, we have to choose between this order of words and some other that better helps a reader get from the beginning of a sentence to its end . . . " (4).

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

Some Private Causes of Unclear Writing

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

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

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

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

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

Some Advice

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

