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Writing Clearly
   Prose is often awkward because the writer is, unconsciously, trying to write what Richard Lanham calls “the Official Voice”—trying to write in a voice that sounds official or scholarly:  a voice that is serious and important. (See Lanham’s Revising Prose: Allyn & Bacon, 2000.)  People write the Official Voice for two reasons:  
1. not having been taught the elements of an effective, engaging prose style and 

2. having read too much bureaucratic prose and scholarly articles written by unsophisticated writers.  

   Although developing a great prose style—like becoming a champion pole-vaulter or an accomplished violinist, takes years of practice, a clear prose style can be developed through applying three relatively simple concepts:  

· agent/action style, 
· tone, and 
· balance.

Agent/Action Style

   Agent/action style gives vigor, clarity, and efficiency to prose by putting—to whatever degree possible—the agent of an action into the subject of a clause and the action presented into the verb.  (By contrast, “the Official Voice,” often turns actions into nouns.)  Here is a sentence needing agent/action revision: There is a great deal of vigor in her play.  Revised to put the agent into the subject position and the action into the verb, we get She plays vigorously.
Tone

   Tone in writing refers to the writer’s attitudes which the reader can hear in the prose.  Writers reveal their attitudes towards two aspects of the rhetorical situation:  their subjects and their audiences.  Subject tone ranges from positive to negative and is often easily described:  “ironic,” “bitter,” “enthusiastic,” “sardonic,” “optimistic,” etc.  However, a writer may deliberately eliminate her attitudes toward the subject—in which case, the subject tone is described as “neutral” or “objective.”  (In the hands of an experienced prose writer, a neutral or objective tone is a carefully chosen strategy:  it’s not the case that the writer has no attitude toward the subject; instead, the writer has chosen—because of likely attitudes among the audience or because the genre/audience demands objectivity—to remain neutral or objective.)  Audience tone exists on a continuum between formal and informal.  A highly informal tone is quite conversational: it may include slang, contractions, a direct address to the audience (“you”), and/or references to the writer (“I” or “we”).  A highly formal tone, by contrast, eliminates all informal elements—is not conversational, focusing strictly on the subject, with no references to the writer or reader.  To lighten up a formal tone (without becoming highly informal), a writer may use a few elements of informal tone (an occasional contraction, for example, or deliberate use of second person if instructing the audience).  Awkward student writing is often the result of inappropriate or mixed tones.
Balance 

   Balance is a feature of syntax:  it’s a matter of making the grammar reveal the relative importance of words and phrases in a sentence by making sure that sentence elements that have a similar function and are of equal importance have the same grammatical structure.  Here is an unbalanced sentence:   You can usually tell cartoon villains by one of two features:  either they laugh fiendishly or their foreign accent.   [Awkward because  the clause (“they laugh fiendishly”) has been balanced against a noun phrase (“their foreign accent”).]   

Here are two balanced versions of the same sentence:     

You can usually tell cartoon villains by one of two actions:  either they laugh like a fiend or they speak like a foreigner.       (Two balanced clauses.)                

  or

You can usually tell cartoon villains by one of two features:  either their fiendish laugh or their foreign accent.      (Two balanced phtrases.)
   Balance is also interesting in that the point of balance may be moved for better rhythm or emphasis.  Notice what happens as the point of balance is shifted in the following sentence.

Lawyers should be committed to their clients, the judicial process, and, the operation of justice.  [This is balanced—but it’s an awkward, unrhythmical balance because it balances three objects of the preposition “to.”]

Lawyers should be committed to their clients, to the judicial process, and, above all, to the operation of justice.  [Here three “to” phrases are balanced against each other, improving the rhythm, which is further improved by the interruptive (“above all”) directly asserting the importance of the last item in the series.]

Lawyers should be committed to their clients, committed to the judicial process, and, above all, committed to the operation of justice.  [Notice how balancing three “committed” phrases increases the emphasis on the idea of commitment.]  

Lawyers should be committed not only to their clients and to the judicial process but, above all, to the operation of justice.  [Here, three basically equal parts are set into a two-against-one balance, giving the last one stronger emphasis.]

Lawyers should be committed not only to their clients; lawyers should be committed and to the judicial process;  and, above all, lawyers should be committed to the operation of justice.  [Here the point of balance is backed up all the way to the beginning of the clause:  this is the kind of emphatic, rhythmical balance that an orator might use.]

Following are some sentences revised to illustrate the application of these concepts.  Notice how, inevitably, the revision is shorter.  Lanham likes to talk about a “Lard Factor.”  In fact, he says the Official Voice is usually characterized by a “Lard Factor” of 50% or more.  (These examples are from a quiz—the sentences to be re-written somewhat overblown to make the contrast in the revision fairly dramatic.)

A. The memorandum contains the implication that those events that happened prior to the current date are to be considered improper.  (21 words)

The memo implies that prior events are improper.  (8 words:  Lard Factor=62%)
B. The film under consideration does a successful job of documenting the excitement of a political campaign.  (17 words) 

This film successfully documents the excitement of a political campaign. (10 words:  Lard Factor=41%)
C. The transformation of the adolescent occurs through experiences that make her a thoughtful and considerate adult member of society.  (20 words)

Experiences transform adolescents into thoughtful and considerate adults. (8 words:  LF=60%)
D. There is a desire that is obvious within in them for a relationship which could be considered healthy, and they also want a balanced relationship. (26 words)

They obviously desire a healthy, balanced relationship.  (7 words:  LF=73%)
E. In the instance of international aid groups involved in countries where military conflict was taking place, it has been observed that success in their endeavors was somewhat lacking when the withdrawal of the diplomats from the capitol had occurred.  (40 words)

During military conflicts, international aid groups have trouble if diplomats are withdrawn from the capitol.  (15 words:  LF=62%)

Here’s a piece of student writing and a revision—illustrating how an informal tone coupled with agent/action style can be clear and efficient.  Although informal tone may not be appropriate in some situations, notice what problems are solved by using the informal “you.”  It is not, however, a matter of informal tone to begin a sentence with “and.”  Sentences may begin with “and” even in the most formal tone. 

ORIGINAL
   Someone might think that something that they say won’t hurt or affect someone because they don’t know the truth about the subject.  They may say that they are going somewhere, but are really going to a totally different place.  They may also say that they are doing something that they aren’t really doing.  This has happened to me a few times, when I was caught lying or “bending the truth,” as some like to call it.  (76 words)

REVISION
   You might think a little lie wouldn’t hurt . . . as long as the other person doesn’t know the truth.  You say, for example, you’re going to town—but you’re really going fishing.  I’ve lied like that.  And I’ve been caught.   (42 words, LF=45%)
