. Francis-Noél Thomas & Mark Turner

CLEAR

o oo AN D w©wwr

SIMPLE

o9 AS THE »®©®

TRUTH

WRlTlNG CLASSIC PROSE




Francis-Noél Thomas (& Mark Turner

CLEAR

o 9 %% A N D @ > @

SIMPLE

o 6 A S T H E &

TRUITH

WRITING CLASSIC PROSE

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS - PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY



COPYRIGHT © 1994 BY PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS
PUBLISHED BY PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS, 41 WILLIAM STREET,
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 08540
IN THE UNITED KINGDOM: PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS,
CHICHESTER, WEST SUSSEX

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING~-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

THOMAS, FRANCIS-NOEL, 1943~
CLEAR AND SIMPLE AS THE TRUTH : WRITING CLASSIC PROSE /
FRANCIS-NOEL THOMAS AND MARK TURNER.
P. CM.
INCLUDES BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES AND INDEX.
ISBN 0-691-03667-5 (CL)
ISBN 0-691-02917-2 (PBK.)
I. ENGLISH LANGUAGE—RHETORIC. 2. ENGLISH LANGUAGE—STYLE.
1. TURNER, MARK, I9§4— . IL TITLE.

PE1408.T4155 1994
808".042—DC20 94-11752 CIP

THIS BOOK HAS BEEN COMPOSED IN ADOBE CASLON
DESIGNED BY FRANK MAHOOD

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS BOOKS ARE PRINTED ON
ACID-FREE PAPER AND MEET THE GUIDELINES FOR PERMANENCE AND
DURABILITY OF THE COMMITTEE ON PRODUCTION GUIDELINES
FOR BOOK LONGEVITY OF THE COUNCIL ON LIBRARY RESOURCES

HTTP.//PUP.PRINCETON.EDU

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

7 9 10 8

SECOND PRINTING, WITH CORRECTIONS, 199§
THIRD PRINTING, AND FIRST PAPERBACK PRINTING, 1996



 CONTENTS @

Acknowledgments Vil

Clear and Simple as the Truth 3

ONE: PrinciPLES OF CLASSIC STYLE 7
The Concept of Style 9
Recognizing Classic Style 14

The Elements of Style 19

The Classic Stand on the Elements of Style 27
TRUTH 27
PRESENTATION 35

SCENE 41

CAST 49
THOUGHT AND LANGUAGE 61

Other Stands, Other Styles 72

Trade Secrets 103

Envoi: Style Is Not Etiquette 108

TWO: THE Museum 113
THREE: FurTHER READINGS IN CLASSIC PROSE 197
Notes 207

Index 221



o ACKNOWLEDGMENTS &

HIS BOOK was planned and shaped at the National Humani-
Ttics Center, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina.

Mark Turner gratefully acknowledges the subsequent support
of the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation; the Uni-
versity of Maryland; and the Department of Cognitive Science,
the Department of Linguistics, and the Center for Research in
Language at the University of California, San Diego. Francis-
Noél Thomas gratefully acknowledges the assistance of the Uni-
versity of Chicago Computing Organizations. The authors thank
Wayne C. Booth, Robert E. Brown, Frederick Crews, Peter
Dougherty, Jason Epstein, Jeanne Fahnestock, Beth Gianfagna,
Peter Lang, and members of the Board of Princeton University
Press for comments. We also thank the students—especially Jen-
nifer Bacon and William FitzGerald—in Prose Style and in Clas-

sic Prose Style at the University of Maryland, who used this book
in earlier drafts.



C L E A R

“% o A N D ® »

S I M P L E

< A S T HE @

I RU T H



* CLEAR AND SIMPLE @
AS THE TRUTH

J'a1 sur-tout a cceur la clarté. . . . Mon style
ne sera point fleuri, mes expressions
seront simples comme la vérité.

—JeAN-BAprTIsSTE LE BRUN

HE TEACHING of writing in America is almost entirely con-
Ttrol.lcd by the view that teaching writing is teaching verbal
skills—from the placing of commas to the ordering of paragraphs.
This has generated a tremendous industry, but the effect of this
teaching is dubious. Why is American prose as bad as it is, even
though we have more writing programs than ever?

Our answer 1s that writing 1s an intellectual activity, not a bun-
dle of skills. Writing proceeds from thinking. To achieve good
prose styles, writers must work through intellectual issues, not
merely acquire mechanical techniques. Although it is true that an
ordinary intellectual activity like writing must lead to skills, and
that skills visibly mark the performance, the activity does not come
from the skills, nor does it consist of using them. In this way,
writing 1s like conversation—both are linguistic activities, and so
require verbal skills, but neither can be mastered by learning verbal
skills. A bad conversationalist may have a very high level of verbal
skills but perform poorly because he does not conceive of conver-
sation as distinct from monologue. No further cultivation of verbal
skills will remedy his problem. Conversely, a very good conversa-
tionalist may have inferior verbal skills, but a firm grasp on con-
cepts such as reciprocity and turn-taking that lie at the heart of the
activity. Neither conversation nor writing can be learned merely by
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acquiring verbal skills, and any attempt to teach writing by teach-
ing writing skills detached from underlying conceptual issues 1s
doomed.

But it is possible to learn to write by learning a style of writing.
We think conceptual stands are the basis of writing since they
define styles. To be sure, it is only through the verbal level that the
conceptual level can be observed, and verbal artifacts—like plum-
age—help 1dentify a style. Nevertheless, in general, a style cannot
be defined, analyzed, or learned as a matter of verbal choices.

Wiriting is defined conceptually and leads to skills. This is true
of all intellectual activities. There are skills of mathematical dis-
covery, skills of painting, skills of learning a language, and so on.
But in no case is the activity constituted by the skills. Great paint-
ers are often less skillful than mediocre painters; it is their concept
of painting, not their skills, that defines their activity. Similarly, a
foreigner may be less skillful than a native speaker at manipulating
tenses or using subjunctives, but nonetheless be an incomparably
better writer. Intellectual activities generate skills, but skills do not
generate intellectual activities. The relationship is not symmetric.

A style i1s defined by its conceptual stand on truth, presentation,
writer, reader, thought, language, and their relationships. Classic
style, for example, adopts a conceptual stand on these elements
that can be expressed briefly, as it was by the eighteenth-century
picture merchant Jean-Baptiste Le Brun in a book attempting to
instruct amateurs in how to judge pictures. “J'ai sur-tout a cceur la
clarté. . . . Mon style ne sera point fleuri, mes expressions seront
simples comme la vérité.” ‘Above all, I have clarity at heart. My
style will not be at all florid; my expressions will be simple as the
truth.” Classic style is in its own view clear and simple as the truth.
It adopts the stance that its purpose is presentation; its motive,
disinterested truth. Successful presentation consists of aligning
language with truth, and the test of this alignment is clarity and
simplicity. The idea that presentation is successful when language
1s aligned with truth implies that truth can be known; truth needs
no argument but only accurate presentation; the reader is compe-
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tent to recognize truth; the symmetry between writer and reader
allows the presentation to follow the model of conversation; a nat-
ural language is sufficient to express truth; and the writer knows
the truth before he puts it into language.

Le Brun's own writing could never be the result of any collec-
tion of verbal skills. It derives instead from the classic conception
of the activity of writing, in which language can be fitted to truth
and writing can be an undistorting window on its subject. Le
Brun’s concept of writing depends upon his stand on truth: there
exist good and bad paintings; their qualities are independent of
him or anyone; a lifetime of experience has refined his vision so
that he can see the quality of a painting; the order of his presenta-
tion follows the order of truth, not of sensation; once he positions
his reader to see what he himself has learned to see, the reader will
be competent to recognize it. His concept of truth and its corollar-
ies are intellectual stands, not technical skills. They define his
performance—and their ability to do so is independent of their
validity.

Le Brun’s stand—that he knows something true and can posi-
tion his reader to see it—allows him to claim that his writing is
clear and simple as the truth. It also justifies his model scene of
conversation in which one person speaks to another, unmotivated
by gain or interest. This conceptual stand elevates clarity and sim-
plicity to the position of prime virtues of classic style. It is apparent
that a writer who does not adopt the stand that truth can be
known or recognized could not claim that his writing is clear and
simple as the truth.

It 1s equally apparent that any writer can simply learn the classic
stand and, writing from that stand, achieve its virtues. Le Brun’s
stylistic stand was, for him, probably a conviction, but it offers
access to the same stylistic virtues when taken as an enabling con-
vention. Classic style comes from adopting a particular stand on
intellectual issues for the specific purpose of presentation; it is not
a creed. Once adopted, the classic stand offers a general style of
presentation suitable to any subject whatever. It is obviously not
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limited to the judgment of paintings. The feature of classic style
that makes it a natural model for anyone is its great versatility. The
style 1s defined not by a set of techniques, but rather by an attitude
toward writing itself. What is most fundamental to that attitude is
the stand that the writer knows something before he sets out to
write, and that his purpose is to articulate what he knows to a
reader. The style does not limit the writer’s subject matter or ef-
face his individuality, but the writer’s individuality will be ex-
pressed principally by his knowledge of his subject.

The first part of our book shows why learning to write cannot be
reduced to acquiring writing skills, why learning to write is inevi-
tably learning styles of writing, and how styles derive from concep-
tual stands. We coach our readers in the conceptual stand that
might turn them into classic writers, and contrast the classic stand
with some others: reflexive, practical, plain, contemplative, ro-
mantic, prophetic, oratorical. The second half of the book is a
museum of examples with commentary, ranging from Thomas
Jefferson to Junichiré Tanizaki, and including Madame de Sé-
vigné, Descartes, Jane Austen, and Mark Twain. Since classic style
can be recognized across all boundaries of language and era, the
book ends with a list—meant to be suggestive—of writing in clas-
sic style from the Apology of Socrates to Lulu in Hollywood.



* ONE

Principles of Classic Style



THE CONCEPT OF STYLE

TYLE 1s a word everybody uses, but almost no one can explain

what it means. It is often understood as the inessential or even
disreputable member of a two-term set: style and substance. This
set of terms 1s elastic but in all its many applications, style is the
subordinate term and, in the traditional American idiom, there 1s
a persistent suggestion that we would be better off without it. Style
1s, at best, a harmless if unnecessary bit of window dressing. At
worst, it is a polite name for fraud. There used to be a cigar com-
pany whose motto was “All Quality. No Style.”

When style is considered the opposite of substance, it seems
optional and incidental, even when it is admired. In this way of
framing things, substantive thought and meaning can be prior to
style and completely separable from it. The identical thought or
the 1dentical meaning, it is suggested, can be expressed in many
styles—or even in none at all, as when just plain integrity or the
unvarnished truth is offered as an alternative to the adornments of
style. Style, conceived this way, 1s something fancy that distracts us
from what 1s essential; 1t 1s the varnish that makes the truth at least
a little harder to see.

The notion that style is something completely separate from
substance, so that substance can be offered “straight,” lies behind
both the motto of the cigar company and William Butler Yeats’s
description of Bernard Shaw’s writing, but in the second case the
poet puts a high value on style and views writing in no style, while
possible, to be something monstrously mechanical. Yeats appar-

ently thought of his own characteristic poetic voice as “style.” It
was a voice so compelling that attempts to imitate it have ruined

quite a number of aspiring poets. Shaw’s voice was not poetic in
Yeats’s sense, so Yeats considered Shaw to be a writer “without
style.” Because he held the view that style is optional, Yeats could
simultaneously view Shaw as “the most formidable man in modern
letters,” able to write “with great effect,” and yet view Shaw’s writ-
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ing as “without music, without style, either good or bad.” He de-
scribed Shaw as a nightmare sewing machine that clicked, shone,
and smiled, “smiled perpetually.”

Whether style is viewed as spiritual, fraudulent, or something
in-between, any concept of style that treats it as optional is inade-
quate not only to writing but to any human action. Nothing we do
can be done “simply” and in no style, because style is something
inherent in action, not something added to it. In this respect, style
i1s like the typeface in which a text is printed. We may overlook it,
and frequently do, but it is always there. The styles we acquire
unconsciously remain invisible to us as a rule, and routine actions
can seem to be done in no style at all, even though their styles are
obvious to experienced observers. A printer, a proofreader, or a
type designer cannot fail to notice the type in which a text is
printed, but for most of us, that typeface will have to be laid down
beside a contrasting face before we even notice it exists. We
thought we were looking at words pure and simple and did not
notice that they are printed in a specific typeface.

When we do something in a default style acquired uncon-
sciously, it is like typing on the only typewriter we have ever
known: we do not notice the style of our activity any more than we
notice the typeface on the machine. In such cases, we have an
abstract concept of action that leaves style out of account. We can
have a concept of lying without being aware—as a good investiga-
tive reporter is—that, in practice, we must have a style of lying.
We can have a concept of quarreling without being aware—as a
good marriage counselor is—that, in practice, we must have a style
of quarreling.

Despite a lifetime of speaking, we can remain unaware of hav-
ing a style of speaking. Yankees in Maine or Good OI' Boys in
Louisiana think that people from Brooklyn talk funny. wasps in
the Chicago suburbs think that Poles or Lithuanians in Chicago
speak English with an accent, as if the suburban wasps, the Yan-
kees, and the Good O’ Boys speak just plain American English
with no accent. Coastal Californians think—just as the ancient
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Greeks did—that everybody else sounds barbarous. A moment’s
reflection will convince anyone that it 1s impossible to speak with-
out an accent. But people who feel they set the local tone do not
consider their own accents to be accents. It is hard to think of a
child who is just learning to speak wanting to learn a style of
speaking. The style is folded into the activity as it is learned: we
think that we have learned to speak a language, not that we have
learned a regional dialect. Children in Maine do not think they are
learning to speak English with a Yankee accent; they think they
are learning to speak English.

Although there are certainly a lot of English accents to be
heard, even if we restrict the field to America, only a few people
consciously choose theirs. Professional broadcasters, of course, do;
sometimes people interested in acting careers do. Many politicians
with degrees from prestigious universities have learned to speak
with one accent in the capitals where they make laws and policy
and quite a different one back home where they campaign for
office. Senator Fulbright was a Rhodes scholar with an Oxford
education. Before he went to the Senate, he had been the dean of
a law school and the president of a university. His background was
perfectly congruent with what he sounded like in action as chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee conducting
hearings on the Vietnam War, but when he campaigned in rural
Arkansas, where he got his votes, there was no hint of Oxford, or
even Fayetteville. On the stump, he sounded completely down
home. After the election, that sound dissipated with every mile he
got closer to Washington until he was sworn in for a new term and
reassumed both the seat of power and the music of policy.

Senator Fulbright could maintain two dramatically distinct
styles of speech in his personal repertory because he was aware of
both as styles and consequently did not mistake either of them for
just plain English. His awareness of his own styles allowed him to
switch back and forth between them and fit them to circum-
stances. Everyone does this to some extent, but not everyone is
aware of doing so. Speakers who are not consciously aware of their
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styles run into problems when none of their habitual styles fits a
particular circumstance very well. We are trapped by our uncon-
scious styles if we cannot recognize them as styles. When all of our
styles are effectively default styles, we choose without knowing we
are choosing and so cannot recognize the practical possibility of
alternative styles.

People who unconsciously have acquired a full complement of
routine conversational styles can deliberately and consciously add
a new style of conversation to their collection, a style invented for
new purposes and situations, once they have an operating concept
of style. A novice receptionist at the headquarters of a large corpo-
ration consciously acquires the standard impersonal business style
of conversation. The receptionist already possesses an underlying
competence in conversation; he consciously acquires a new style
meant for a special and unusually well-defined purpose.

Because writing 1s an activity, it too must be done in a style. But
the domain of writing, like the domain of conversation, is
enormous, not limited by just a handful of occasions or purposes.
Consequently, there are many styles of writing. Common wisdom
to the contrary, no one can master wrifing because wrifing i1s too
large to be encompassed. It is not one skill; it is not even a small
bundle of routine skills. A single style of writing invented for par-
ticular purposes, however, can be like a receptionist’s conversation,
something small enough to be walked around. It is possible to see
where it begins and where it ends, what its purposes and occasions
are, and how it selects its themes. These styles of writing can be
acquired consciously as styles. Classic style is one of them.

Although nearly anybody who can read a newspaper can write,
the styles we acquired unconsciously do not always serve our
needs. Most of us have no unconscious writing style available to
use when, after becoming engaged in a problem, we have thought
it through, reached confident conclusions, and want to make our
thought accessible to a permanent but unspecified audience. Even
the best educated members of our society commonly lack a routine
style for presenting the result of their own engagement with a
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tal distortion. In this view, thought precedes writing. All of these
assumptions may be wrong, but they help to define a style whose
usefulness is manifest.

The attitudes that define classic style—the attitudes that define
any style—are a set of enabling conventions. Some of the origina-
tors of classic style may have believed its enabling conventions—
such as that truth can be known—but writing in this style requires
no commitment to a set of beliefs, only a willingness to adopt a
role for a limited time and a specific purpose.

The role is severely limited because classic prose is pure, fear-
less, cool, and relentless. It asks no quarter and gives no quarter to
anyone, including the writer. While the role can be necessary, true,
and useful, as well as wonderfully thrilling, it can hardly be perma-
nent. For better or worse, human beings are not pure, fearless,
cool, or relentless, even if we may find it convenient for certain
purposes to pretend that we are. The human condition does not,
in general, allow the degree of autonomy and certainty that the
classic writer pretends to have. It does not sustain the classic
writer’s claim to disinterested expression of unconditional truth. It
does not allow the writer indefinitely to maintain the posture re-
quired by classic style. But classic style simply does not acknowl-
edge the human condition. The insouciance required to ignore
what everyone knows and to carry the reader along in this style

cannot be maintained very long, and the masters of the style al-
ways know its limits. The classic distance 1s a sprint.

RecocgNi1zING CLASSIC STYLE

Classic style never became the standard for English prose that it
has been at various times for French. The most admired prose
writers in English have never been as successful in creating any
dominant style as the most admired French prose writers of the
seventeenth century were in making classic style a cultural norm.
The reasons are many and defy simple summary, but they proba-
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the practice even among accomplished writers who ought to know
better. T. S. Eliot, in observing that English writers at no time
looked to a common standard, attributes this fact to what he takes
to be an inherent characteristic of the language. “The English lan-
guage,” he pronounces, “is one which offers a wide scope for le-
gitimate divergences of style; it seems to be such that no one age,
and certainly no one writer, can establish a norm.”

It seems superfluous to argue that classic style does not issue
from French or any other language as such. All we have to do is
look at its history. French classic style was invented by drawing
together and refining attitudes and practices found in antiquity
among writers of Greek and Latin, and the invaluable instrument
that resulted has long been employed by classic stylists in English,
although no English philosopher with the cultural standing of
Descartes consistently employs it, nor was there ever such a re-

markable group of classic writers in English at any one time as
there was in the French grand siécle.

Consider, as an example of classic style, the following passage

from La Rochefoucauld:

Madame de Chevreuse had sparkling intelligence, ambition,
and beauty in plenty; she was flirtatious, lively, bold, enter-
prising; she used all her charms to push her projects to suc-
cess, and she almost always brought disaster to those she en-
countered on her way.

Mme. de Chevreuse avait beaucoup d’esprit, d’ambition et de
beauté; elle était galante, vive, hardie, entreprenante; elle se
servait de tous ses charmes pour réussir dans ses desseins, et
elle a presque toujours porté malheur aux personnes quelle y
a engagees.

This passage displays truth according to an order that has nothing
to do with the process by which the writer came to know it. The
writer takes the pose of full knowledge. This pose implies that the
writer has wide and textured experience; otherwise he would not
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be able to make such an observation. But none of that personal

history, personal experience, or personal psychology enters into
the expression. Instead the sentence crystalizes the writer’s experi-
ence into a timeless and absolute sequence, as if it were a geomet-
ric proof. The sentence has a clear direction and a goal. It leads us
to that goal, which coincides with its final phrase; it is constructed
to telegraph its direction. We know that it will bring us to its goal,
and stop cleanly when it has done so.

By contrast, consider the opening sentence of Samuel Johnson’s
“Preface to Shakespeare,” which is a master’s recital piece, but is
not classic:

That praises are without reason lavished on the dead, and
that the honours due only to excellence are paid to antiquity,
1s a complaint likely to be always continued by those, who,
being able to add nothing to truth, hope for eminence from
the heresies of paradox; or those, who, being forced by disap-
pointment upon consolatory expedients, are willing to hope
from posterity what the present age refuses, and flatter them-

selves that the regard which 1s yet denied by envy, will be at
last bestowed by time.

This sentence does not telegraph its structure from the opening.
We must follow it through complex and unexpected paths. In La
Rochefoucauld’s classic sentence, the last section is the conclusion
of all that has gone before it; the beginning of the sentence exists
for the end, and the sentence is constructed so that we can antici-
pate arriving at such a conclusion. In Johnson's sentence, by con-
trast, the final phrase, “flatter themselves that the regard which is

yet denied by envy, will be at last bestowed by time,” is not a
conclusion upon which the rest of the sentence depends. It might

have come in the middle of the sentence. The end of the sentence
might have been “be always continued by those, who, being able to
add nothing to truth, hope for eminence from the heresies of para-
dox.” This does not make the sentence inadequate in any way, but
it 1s characteristically unclassic. The classic sentence, once written,
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seems to have been inevitable. It looks as if it could have been
written in no other way.

La Rochefoucauld’s sentence was of course difficult to write,
but it looks easy. The writer hides all the effort. Johnson’s sentence
was clearly difficult to write, and its writer wants to display it as if
it were a trophy won through his personal effort.

La Rochefoucauld’s classic sentence pretends that it could be
said. It would take a true master of speech to construct such a
sentence spontaneously. In fact we sense that the rhythm is too
perfect to be spontaneous. Still, it sounds like ideally efficient and
precise speech. If angels spoke French, it would sound like this.
Johnson's sentence, by contrast, can only be writing that took ef-
fort. In its rhythms, we do not hear someone just speaking. One
could memorize it and repeat it in speech, but even then it would
sound like memorized writing, not like speech. In the theology

behind Johnson’s sentence, writing is hard and noble, because
truth is the reward of effort and cannot be captured in mere human

speech. In the theology behind La Rochefoucauld’s sentence,
writing should look easy even as it looks masterful. Truth is a
grace that flees from earnest effort. The language of truth is ideally
graceful speech.

La Rochefoucauld’s sentence is a prototype of classic style. The
conceptual and linguistic environment associated with classic style
1s extremely rich and complex. No classic text—not even a proto-
type—incorporates all of it. Any list of criteria would be miscon-
ceived: some texts lack central attributes of classic style and yet are
obviously classic; other texts are faintly classic throughout; still
others have isolated parts that are strongly classic; some texts in-
corporate only a few elements of classic style; some clearly unclas-
sic texts contain marks of classic style; some texts have the verbal
marks of classic style but none of its theology; some texts lie be-
tween classic style and another style.

Consider the gradient between plain style and classic style.
“The truth is pure and simple” is plain style. “The truth is rarely
pure, and never simple” is classic style. The plain version contains
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many elements of classic style without being classic; the classic
version contains all of the plain version without being plain.

The concept of classic style assumes that plain style already ex-
ists. The classic version introduces a refinement, a qualification, a
meditation on the plain version that makes it classic. Classic style
takes the attitude that it is superior to plain style because classic
style presents intelligence as it should be presented: as a sparkling
display, not weighed down by grinding earnestness. The classic
writer wants to be distinguished from others because he assumes
that truth, though potentially available to all, is not the common
property of common people, and that it is not to be perceived or
expressed through common means unrefined. The classic writer
sees common sense as only an approximation which, left untested
and unrefined, can turn out to be false. The plain writer wants to
be common because he assumes that truth is the common property
of common people, directly perceived and expressed through com-
mon means. For the plain writer, common sense is truth. Unlike
plain style, classic style 1s aristocratic, which is not to say artificially
restricted, since anyone can become an aristocrat by learning clas-
sic style. Anyone who wants to can attain classic style, but classic
style views itself as an intellectual achievement, not a natural
endowment.

There are many features of classic style besides a simple and
elegant shape and the introduction of some refinement in the
thought. Behind these features is a complicated, polished, and fas-
cinating view of truth and language, writers and readers. The rest
of this essay 1s an attempt to lay out the features of classic style and
their underlying conceptual stand.

THE ELEMENTS OF STYLE

Elementary does not always mean easy. It often means fundamen-
tal. Euclid’s mathematical classic is called The Elements of Geome-
try. If we ask what Euclid means by “elements,” we will discover
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others. Oxygen, for example, is central; the unnamed elements
that are known to exist but have not been 1solated experimentally
are peripheral. The physical world, unlike geometry, is not in-
vented. There are a multitude of geometries that derive from a
multitude of starting points. There is only one physical world,
whose starting point is not 2 human invention. So while the con-
cept “elemental atom” is fundamental and distinct, the actual table
of these elements has slightly fuzzy margins. New elements have
been added or created within the past fifty years, but they are all
exotic and have little to do with our understanding of the funda-
mental nature of the chemical world.

The periodic table of chemical elements is implicitly modeled
on the alphabet. The chemical elements are a kind of alphabet of
the physical world. The Roman alphabet, used to write English
and most European languages, is itself a set of elements. With just
twenty-six letters, we can write every word in these languages,
even words that are obsolete, even tomorrow’s words that have not
yet been coined. When the letters of this alphabet are arranged on
a typewriter keyboard, we can see that while they are not all
equally important—we would miss the z if it were broken a lot less
than the e—they exist like Euclid’s axioms on the same level of
generality; they are all fundamental: no one of them derives from
any other. When the original typewriter keyboard became the
more complex computer keyboard, it was expanded. It added ex-
otic function keys, all of which are convenient, none of which 1is
elementary in the sense that the letters of the alphabet are ele-
mentary. The computer keyboard, like the table of chemical ele-
ments, acknowledges in its spatial layout the marginal nature of

the exotic additions.
Elements in all of these cases are definite and few and are the

starting points of everything in their domain. We should expect
the same limits to apply to the elements of prose style. These ele-
ments cannot be an indefinite and miscellaneous list of surface

features and mechanical rules. The authors of this book think the
elements of style legitimately can be expressed as a short series of
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other. For Rosen, the first significant examples of the capacity of
the classical style to represent dramatic sequence are to be found
in the harpsichord sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti. Scarlatti made
classical decisions about fundamental questions although he
lacked many of the surface features of the style: “the changes of
texture in his sonatas are the dramatic events, clearly set off and
outlined, that were to become central to the style of the genera-
tions that came after him.” “Although there is little sign in his
works of the classical technique of transition from one kind of
rhythm to another, there is already an attempt to make a real dra-
matic clash in the changes of key. . ..”

In art history as well, there is normally an awareness that style
follows from fundamental decisions rather than surface features.
Emile Mile, in his analysis of the iconographic sources of reli-
gious art in Western Europe, for example, notes that theologians
of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries share a con-
ception of the world as a “vast symbol.” But while this theological
concept of the world as an integrated symbolic form is the source
of the stylistic decisions of the thirteenth century, it has no such
role in the style of religious art of the fifteenth century. In Mile’s
words, “A profound symbolism had governed the arrangement of
the sculptured figures on the portals of ... thirteenth-century
churches,” so that “the statues of Chartres formed a perfectly co-
herent system of ideas.”

By contrast, the fifteenth-century facade of Saint-Vulfran at
Abbéville, which Male describes as magnificent and compares for
its beauty and the richness of its decoration to the great achieve-
ments of the thirteenth century, is stylistically a world away from
the thirteenth-century conception of a church as a learned ency-
clopedia. The style of the sculptural program of Saint-Vulfran is
not informed by any such governing plan because, in common
with the other great achievements in religious art of its century, it
does not derive from a symbolic conception of the universe. The
symbolism of the thirteenth century that was the foundation of a
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style of iconography has yielded to a less learned, less literary style
of iconography in the fifteenth. Sentiment and emotion have re-
placed symbol and encyclopedic organization.

‘The thesis that a style follows from a set of fundamental deci-
sions and not from a catalogue of surface features is far less com-
mon in books about style in writing. Almost every book about
writing contains the word “style” in its title or as a significant sec-
tion heading, and many magazines and journals include a style
sheet defining their house style. Let us consider a selection of
these: The Chicago Manual of Style, The MLA Style Manual, the
final section (“Style”) of the Harvest Reader, chapter 6 (“Style”) of
Kate Turabian’s Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and
Dissertations, Strunk and Whate's The Elements of Style, and Jo-
seph M. Williams’s summary of his collaboration with Gregory
Colomb, Style: Toward Clarity and Grace.

The word “style” does not mean the same thing to the writers of
these guides, textbooks, and manuals. In The Chicago Manual of
Style, “style” refers to those arbitrary decisions that must be made
for consistency’s sake in copytext, but have no consequence for
intellectual content or conceptual organization. For example, with
respect to intellectual content or conceptual organization, it makes
no difference how a date is written—"March 24, 1954~ or “24
March 1954 —Dbut it is desirable that dates be written in a consis-
tent manner throughout a text, and 7The Chicago Manual of Style
gives a standard, arbitrary way to achieve consistency. “Style” here
means necessary but arbitrary decisions about surface features of
copytext.

Joseph Williams's Style, by contrast, views surface features of
copytext as peripheral to its project, which 1s to explain how to
revise “pointed” prose so that it can be easily parsed.

Yet all six of our selections, which stand for an indefinite num-
ber of others, characterize “style” as something external to the core
decisions that define style in the sense that Rosen and Mile have
discussed 1it.
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The MLA Style Manual is just a shorter and arbitrarily different
version of The Chicago Manual of Style. Kate Turabian offers
rules—many of them “adapted from The Chicago Manual of Style,
13th edition"—suitable for term papers. The final section (“Style”)
in The Harvest Reader implies that style is a decorative element
that comes after all the serious work has been completed, like
paint on a house.

Even Strunk and White’s famous textbook, The Elements of
Style—whose title might lead you to expect a writer’s equivalent to
Euclid’s Elements of Geometry—treats style as composed of distin-
guishing surface marks. If you open Euclid’s Elements to the first
page, you see a few fundamental definitions and axioms. If you
open Strunk and White's Elements to the first page, you see:

1. Form the possessive singular of nouns by adding ’s.
Follow this rule whatever the final consonant. Thus write,
Charles’s friend
Burns’s poems
the witch’s malice.
Exceptions are the possessives of ancient proper names in
-es and -5, the possessive Jesus’, and such forms as for con-
science’ sake, for righteousness’ sake.

If you look at chapter 5, “An Approach to Style,” where the
authors propose to treat “style in its broader meaning,” you will
find a discussion not of core decisions but rather of “what is distin-
guished and distinguishing” about the surface of language: “When
we speak of Fitzgerald’s style, . .. we mean the sound his words
make on paper.”

In Strunk and White, all style is finally said to be a “high mys-
tery’ because it cannot be learned from a catalogue of the only

elements of style that they consider, the surface elements. “Who
knows why certain notes in music are capable of stirring the lis-
tener deeply, though the same notes slightly rearranged are impo-
tent?” Charles Rosen, working from the core decisions that define
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a musical style, rather than from individual notes, sees an intelligi-
ble historical process instead of high mystery.

Joseph Williams’s book, Style, is completely free of high mys-
tery and intelligently suspicious of rules of usage. Even his final
chapter, “Usage,” which treats basic rules, regards points of usage
as peripheral to writing. Sty/e is entirely invulnerable to any accu-
sation that it offers a mechanical approach to writing since it 1s
quite explicit that it is not a guide to writing at all but rather a
guide to solving a problem in writing: if the writer has finished the
intellectual work of writing and has written a draft, but finds that
his text frustrates his reader’s attempt to understand it, then Style
will show the writer ways to change the structure of expression so
as to accommodate the reader’s routines. To this extent, Wil-
liams’s approach to style is distinguished from that of everyone
else on our list. His book 1s not meant as a guide to arbitrary
conventions or matters of taste, but rather as a model of how peo-
ple read what Williams calls “pointed discourse™—which includes
arguments, instructions, memos, and so on. Knowing this model
allows a writer to shape his discourse to fit the expectations of his
readers. Williams’s book is effective and helpful as a guide to
higher mechanics. But it presents itself as concerned with revi-
sion—an activity independent of decisions on the fundamental
questions of truth, language, reader, and writer. In this way, Wil-
liams inadvertently and inevitably presents himself as describing
style, rather than a style. There is a consistent set of decisions
on fundamental matters lying behind the style Williams treats, but
he does not acknowledge them or acknowledge that there are
alternatives.

For every item on our list that treats prose style, there is an
assumption made at the beginning that is linked to a mistake that
comes at the end. If you start off with the view of style as a list of
surface mechanical elements at any level, then you can end up with
the correct list and present it as constituting s¢yle, rather than a style.

In music and in painting, different fundamental decisions define
different styles. In geometry or logic, different fundamental axi-
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attitudes that define the style, as well as the style itself, widely
plausible and attractive. Although classic style does not itself de-
pend upon specifically Cartesian assumptions or conclusions,
some of Descartes’s characteristic attitudes and emphases are fun-
damental to the style. Not least among these attitudes is Des-
cartes’s conception of his audience’s access to truth. In his view,
the most important issues in philosophy are of general human
concern and can be understood by non-specialist readers. One ex-
pression of this attitude is the very fact that Descartes’s most fa-
mous book, usually called (misleadingly) in English Discourse on
Method (1637) 1s written in French, not in Latin, the conventional
language of advanced study and erudition at the time.

A philosophic treatise called Discourse on Method might lead its
reader to expect an abstract discussion about method in general
rather than a book about a particular method for doing one thing.
Descartes was not, however, interested in discussing method in

general, and his original title, while long, was not misleading:
Di1scourse oN THE METHOD of rightly directing one’s Reason and of
seeking Truth in the Sciences. There 1s a remarkable and attractive
freshness to this book, which in little more than fifty pages of
disarming narrative offers a method for separating a few certain
truths from the morass of uncertain opinions and simple preju-
dices that everyone manages unconsciously to acquire. He presents
his subject according to the order of reason, represented—not co-
incidentally, for the supremely rational classic mind—as identical
to the order of discovery. Assimilating intellectual experience to
the order of reason is a matter of course in classic style.
Descartes’s little book is among the most accessible of recog-
nized philosophic classics in the Western tradition. It 1s not a book
by an erudite addressed to other erudites. Descartes explicitly de-
values erudition. His thesis is that everybody has what is essential
for identifying truth—natural reason—whether or not that person
has any special educational formation. Failure to identify truth
comes either from directing natural reason to the wrong objects—
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To see how this attitude about verification applies in practice,
suppose someone wants to know the color of a house two blocks
away. The competence needed to check and report back is so
widespread that we might think it pedantic to object to the claim
that “anyone” could do it. Let us leave to the fine print all the
qualifications: anyone old enough to know his colors, anyone with
normal vision, anyone we can trust not to lie, anyone with a nor-
mal memory, anyone who will not just wander off after he has
checked the house, and so on. If the information needed includes
the street address, the pool of people competent to check it is
slightly smaller, but as in the case of checking the color, it seems
to be possible to ascertain the address with certainty, and again,
anyone who knows a simple convention can just look at the num-
bers attached to the house and report back. Almost anyone whose
eyes are pointed in the right direction can certainly get it right. Let
us consider a few other bits of information that can be treated as
routine to the point of being universally accessible and certain
even though each one actually requires a slightly more specific
competence based on a human convention that must be learned.
Finding a bibliographic citation is like checking a special kind of
address: anyone who knows how to use a library and knows the
conventional form of a bibliographic entry can just look it up.
Finding the citation for a painting in a museum is slightly more
specialized, but like the previous examples, it 1s something that
anyone who knows a few simple conventions can certainly look up
and get straight. None of these tasks involves argument or reason-
ing, although they each require something more than a universally
shared natural endowment. It seems plausible that the correct
color, the correct address, the correct bibliographic citation, the
correct catalogue number for a painting can certainly be known by
just about anyone in a particular culture over the age of about ten
who happens to be standing in the right place.

It is common enough to simplify matters and treat these bits of
knowledge as if they were certainties equally accessible to anyone.
Classic style expands the domain of truth to include anything that
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might require not merely the knowledge of a convention but even
the ability to make a judgment.

In classic style, opinions stated clearly and distinctly are treated
as if they can be verified by simple observation. The writer does
not typically attempt to persuade by argument. The writer merely
puts the reader in a position to see whatever is being presented and
suggests that the reader will be able to verify it because the style
treats whatever conventions or even prejudices it operates from as
if these were, like natural reason, shared by everyone. It is a style
of disguised assertion. A. J. Liebling writes, “The prize fighter is
as reluctant as the next artist to recognize his disintegration.”
What is at stake here includes the claim that boxing is an art. The
point is not argued or even asserted. It is referred to as if it were a
fact that the reader, because he shares the competence that Lieb-
ling himself has, will recognize as true once it is presented. And
that competence itself, Liebling implies, is a convention. The list
of the arts, as we all know, includes music, painting, ballet, boxing.

If a writer in this style wants his readers to think that a certain
restaurant has a great cellar, a certain book is beautifully written,
or a certain time and place attained the summits of civilization,
these complex matters of judgment, open to endless qualification
and debate, are presented as if they were as obvious as the Library
of Congress call number for the first edition of War and Peace in
the Maude translation, and as easy to check as that number is for
somebody who happens to be in the Library of Congress. The
classic writer prototypically neither argues nor asserts what is true
because it is part of the definition of the style that anybody in a
position to see truth can recognize it for herself.

Truth Can Be Known

There is probably nothing more fundamental to the attitude
that defines classic style than the enabling convention that truth
can be known. People tend to deceive themselves; they want to
make exceptions for reasons of sentimentality or friendship, vanity
or interest. They want to avoid knowing truth when truth is pain-
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ful, to distort truth when truth i1s inconvenient. But there is no
doubt, in the classic attitude, that truth can be known. Knowing
truth is as much a part of the equipment of a classic writer as
knowing how to play the violin is part of the equipment of a con-
cert violinist. Is it possible to play the violin? Can that question
occur to a concert violinist? Could there be such a thing as a con-
cert violinist if it were not possible to play the violin? Could there
be such a thing as a classic writer if it were not possible to know
truth?

Truth Is Not Contingent

The concept of truth that grounds classic style does not depend
on what might be called “point of view” or “angle of vision.” The
truth of things can be perceived by attentive people of any age or
condition. Human experience reveals the same conflicts, the same
needs and desires, the same weaknesses and virtues. To pay close
attention to personal experience is to see through it to truths that
run through all such experience.

Thucydides, writing in Greece in the fifth century B.c., assumes
that anything true he says about human conflicts and human insti-
tutions in 7he Peloponnesian War will be verified by the sense of
recognition he will elicit from readers who will live through other
wars in other times or other places because what 1s thoroughly
local is thoroughly universal, if properly perceived. As Thucydides
himself puts it, he seeks “an exact knowledge of the past as an aid
to the interpretation of the future, which in the course of human
things must resemble if it does not reflect it.”

An experience that is uniquely personal and must therefore be
accepted on faith is not a suitable subject for classic style. The
reader cannot verify it from his own experience and cannot even
check it against earlier testimonies of experience, such as Thu-
cydides’. In the classic view, what cannot be universally verified
cannot be true.

The classic attitude is thus both foundationalist and universal-
ist—local events, properly observed, will always disclose universal
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truths as their foundations. This is an enabling convention. Just as
the enabling convention “truth can be known” contradicts the view
of the radical skeptic, so the enabling convention “truth is eternal”
contradicts the views of the romantic, the relativist, and the ironist
for whom truth is contingent. Classic style assumes that truths
exist prior to an individual’s experience but that knowledge of
what 1s true is achieved through individual experience. Universal
truths are eternal and will always be verified by any normal experi-
ence. They are eternal in two senses: they are discovered, not cre-
ated, and future experience will always corroborate past testimony.
An individual discovers hypocrisy through his experience, but hy-
pocrisy well observed and well described in one time and place will
be recognized across cultures and across centuries, since to observe
well and describe well in classic style is always to transcend contin-
gent situations. Circumstances change; truth abides.

Truth Is Pure

Truth, in the classic attitude, is a standard for measuring human
virtue. As such, it demonstrates an eternal human deficiency, since
human virtue exists only in particular human actions, and human
actions inevitably involve complex motives, contradictory emo-
tions, and distracting sensations. These things are murky and
fluid; they induce moral vertigo in all normal people. The result-
ing confusion can be temporarily and unsatisfactorily stabilized by
deception, irony, and pretense. It can never be escaped.

Truth, on the other hand, has no feelings, no emotions, no mo-
tives. It exists always without seeking for anything. It is complete
in a way that no person ever 1s. People feel their inadequacies and
desires; they have ambitions. Their hungers cannot be perma-

nently satisfied, merely temporarily assuaged. Truth, eternal and
immutable, always remains available to the disciplined writer as a
model and a standard, but classic prose is a refinement of human
experience. It 1s what can be known; it is not what can be lived.
Alone with a piece of paper, a writer can submit to the disci-
pline of classic style, prune away ambition and pretense, and
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One consequence of this attitude for classic prose is that the
aphoristic quality of classic prose concerns observation (“No one is
ever so happy or unhappy as he thinks”), not morality (“Those
who live in glass houses should not throw stones”), or behavior
(“Look before you leap”), although it tacitly conveys its expecta-
tions about both. The classic writer presents himself not as a guide
to morals or behavior, but as an observer of truth.

Even when the classic writer’s motive is persuasion, he is reluc-
tant to admit it overtly, and even when he admits it, he does so
conditionally, noting that persuasion can never take priority over
the abiding motive of presenting truth. Local or practical motives
are always constrained to respect this governing motive.

The classic writer presents truth, and typically takes the posi-
tion that of course the reader will recognize truth. The classic
writer rarely writes as if he is pressing claims and presenting argu-
ments, but rather pretends that he is presenting subjects and con-
ducting analyses. When, on rare occasions, the classic writer adopts
the stance that the reader will not believe what is being presented,
he never concedes that the reader’s disposition should influence
what he says. A writer who wishes to persuade is constrained from
ever telling the audience something it is unwilling to believe, and
this 1s a compromise unacceptable in the classic attitude. The clas-
sic attitude compels writers, in extreme cases, to express truth and
leave the audience to its folly. In that case—as always—the
writer's explicit motive is not hope of persuasion but rather respect
for truth. It is the choice Socrates makes in the Apology.

PRESENTATION

Prose Is a Window

In the classic attitude, writing serves to present something else:
its subject. The subject is conceived of as a “thing” distinct from
the writing, something that exists in the world and is independent
of any presentation. Clarity is the central virtue of classic prose
because the classic writer’s defining task is to present something he
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Contrast Jefferson’s style with that of Jeremy Bentham on the
fallacy of begging the question:

Having, without the form, the force of an assumption—and
having for its object, and but too commonly for its effect, a
like assumption on the part of the hearer or reader,—the sort
of allegation in question, how ill-grounded soever, 1s, when
thus masked, apt to be more persuasive than when expressed
simply and in its own proper form: especially where, to the
character of a censorial adding the quality and tendency of an
impassioned allegation, it tends to propagate, as it were by
contagion, the passion by which it was suggested.

Bentham i1s talking about a fallacy here; he has no reason to
want to place his own writing in the foreground, but whatever he
may be saying about begging the question, what is likely to make
the strongest impression on anybody who reads him is his manner
of presentation. It is as if we expect to find a window and encoun-
ter a fun-house mirror. Bentham’s sentence can be puzzled out.
We can determine what he means to say. We could rewrite it in
classic style. But classic prose never has to be puzzled out. We
never have to re-work the expression in order to see what it means
to present.

Classic Prose Is Perfect Performance

When a jazz master improvises, perhaps the most impressive
aspect of the performance is its appearance of impromptu perfec-
tion. Although improvised, the performance has no mistake, false
step, or deficiency. It looks inevitable, as if it could have been done

in no other way, as if every stage were known to the performer
from the beginning.

Paradoxically, we know that if the same jazz master performed
the improvisation again, it would be entirely different, but it
would still appear as if it could have been done in no other way, as
if it were inevitable.
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