
Writing Style Handout
Clarity, cohesion, emphasis, concision

In law journals, in speeches, in classrooms and in courtrooms, lawyers and judges are beginning to worry

about how often they have been misunderstood, and they are discovering that sometimes they cannot

even understand each other.

—Tom Goldstein, New York Times
Simply put, bad writing is difficult to read.  The purpose of any piece of writing is to communicate

clearly to the target reader.  In the law field this is especially important because the purpose of legal

writing is usually to directly influence the reader to make a certain decision.  

A major contributor to bad writing is the overuse of abstract nouns, words that refer to things that are

intangible, like concepts, states of mind or being, institutions (they usually end in -tion).

Compare these two examples:

1a. The Committee proposal would provide for biogenetic industry certification of the safety to human

health for new substances requested for exemption from Federal rules.

1b. The Committee proposes that when the biogenetic industry requests the Agency to exempt new

substances from Federal rules, the industry will certify that the substances are safe.

1b. is much clearer because it replaces the abstract nouns in 1a with simple present tense verbs. 

First Two Principles of Clear Writing
Tell Stories.  Readers are likely to feel that they are reading prose that is clear and direct when

(A) the subjects of the sentences name the cast of characters, and

(B) the verbs that go with those subjects name the crucial actions those characters are part of.

Look at these examples:

2a.  Our lack of knowledge about local conditions precluded determination of committee action
effectiveness in fund allocation to those areas in greatest need of assistance.

2b.  Because we knew nothing about local conditions, we could not determine how effectively the

committee had allocated funds to areas that most needed assistance.

2a is much more difficult to understand because it violates the first principle, using an abstract noun like

“lack” as its subject and the vague verb “precluded” as its main verb.  It does not use its subject to name

a character. Other abstract nouns (“action effectiveness” and “fund allocation”) stand in for potential

actions and make the sentence even more difficult to understand.  2b succeeds because it uses a character

“we” as the main subject, and other characters, “the committee” and “areas,” to convey the same scenario

much more simply.  Rather than communicate actions with abstract nouns, it simply has the subject

characters perform these actions.  2b is therefore much less difficult to follow and grasp.

Material taken from:  Williams, Joseph M.  Style: Toward Clarity and Grace.  The University of Chicago

Press,  1990.
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