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How Not to Write: Avoiding the Pitfalls
of William Safire's "On Language"
William Safire's "On Language" column, a beloved fixture in the *New York Times*
for decades, offered insightful explorations of grammar, usage, and the ever-
evolving English language. However, understanding *how not* to write, as inspired
by Safire's meticulous approach, requires more than simply reading his collected
essays. This article delves into the subtle yet crucial aspects of effective writing,
learning from Safire's wisdom to avoid common pitfalls and cultivate a clear,
concise, and engaging writing style. We’ll explore stylistic choices, grammatical
nuances, and the importance of precision in crafting compelling prose – all lessons
implicitly taught through a careful reading of Safire's work.

Understanding Safire's Legacy: Beyond the
"Misrules"

Safire wasn't advocating for the breaking of grammatical rules; rather, he
challenged the dogmatic application of outdated or overly prescriptive grammar
guides. He championed clear communication above all else. His column wasn't a
"how-to" manual, but a nuanced exploration of language in action, highlighting the
dynamic nature of words and their meanings. Therefore, "how not to write," in the
context of Safire's work, means avoiding the pitfalls of imprecise language, unclear
constructions, and the slavish adherence to arbitrary rules that stifle creativity and
clarity. This approach helps readers understand the principles of *prescriptive
grammar* and the art of *effective communication*.

The Perils of Imprecise Language: A Safirean
Perspective

One of Safire's primary concerns was the erosion of precise language. He decried
the overuse of jargon, clichés, and vague terminology. To avoid writing in the
manner Safire might criticize, we must strive for:

Specificity: Instead of saying "a lot of people," specify the number or group.
Instead of "it was a long time ago," provide a more precise timeframe. Vague
language obscures meaning.
Strong Verbs: Safire favored strong, active verbs. Passive voice
constructions weaken sentences. Instead of "The ball was thrown by the boy,"
write "The boy threw the ball." This directness enhances readability.
Concise Word Choice: Avoid unnecessary words and phrases. Every word
should contribute to the overall meaning. Eliminating fluff strengthens your
writing.



Safire frequently dissected the misuse of words, illustrating how subtle differences
in meaning can significantly alter the intended message. He championed the careful
selection of vocabulary to convey the exact nuance needed. This requires a robust
vocabulary and a keen understanding of connotation and denotation.

Mastering Sentence Structure: A Foundation of
Clear Writing

Safire’s mastery of sentence structure is a key element in his writing style. He
skillfully employs various sentence types—simple, compound, complex, and
compound-complex—to create rhythm and flow. To write effectively, we should
emulate his focus on:

Varied Sentence Length: Monotonous sentence structures bore the reader.
Varying sentence length creates a more engaging and dynamic rhythm.
Parallel Structure: Maintain parallel structure when listing items or ideas.
Inconsistent structure disrupts the reader's flow. For example, instead of "He
likes swimming, to hike, and biking," write "He likes swimming, hiking, and
biking."
Clear Subject-Verb Agreement: This fundamental grammatical rule is often
overlooked. Ensure your subject and verb agree in number.

Ignoring these structural elements results in writing that is awkward, confusing, and
ultimately ineffective. Safire’s work implicitly teaches the importance of grammatical
precision as a building block of compelling communication.

Avoiding Common Writing Pitfalls: A Checklist
Inspired by Safire

Clichés: Overused phrases drain energy from your writing. Strive for
originality.
Jargon: Avoid technical terms unless your audience understands them.
Passive Voice Overuse: Opt for active voice whenever possible.
Wordiness: Conciseness is key. Every word should earn its place.
Inconsistent Tense: Maintain consistent verb tense throughout your writing.
Lack of Clarity: Ensure your meaning is easily understood. Read your work
aloud to identify ambiguities.

Conclusion: Writing with Precision and Purpose

Mastering the art of writing, as Safire demonstrated, is not about adhering blindly to
arbitrary rules, but about achieving clarity, precision, and engaging the reader. By
studying his approach—understanding *how not to write* as much as *how to
write*—we can refine our own writing style and communicate our ideas effectively.
Avoiding the pitfalls of imprecise language, weak sentence structures, and common
stylistic errors allows us to emulate Safire’s legacy of clear, concise, and impactful
writing. It is about becoming a more discerning and effective communicator.

FAQ

Q1: What is the main takeaway from Safire's work regarding writing?
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A1: Safire's main takeaway isn't a list of rules, but a focus on clear, precise
communication. He emphasized choosing the right word for the right context,
constructing well-structured sentences, and avoiding clichés and jargon to ensure
the reader understands the intended meaning without ambiguity.

Q2: How does Safire's approach differ from traditional grammar guides?

A2: Traditional grammar guides often focus on strict adherence to rules, sometimes
overlooking the nuances of language use in context. Safire's approach was more
flexible, considering the evolution of language and prioritizing effective
communication over rigid grammatical prescriptions. He analyzed language in use,
evaluating its effectiveness rather than just its adherence to strict rules.

Q3: What are some specific examples of Safire's critiques of poor writing?

A3: Safire frequently criticized the overuse of passive voice, vague language (like "a
lot of people" instead of a specific number), and the misuse of words due to
confusion over their connotations. He also often deconstructed instances of poor
sentence structure which hampered clarity.

Q4: How can I apply Safire's principles to my own writing?

A4: Focus on precision in word choice, actively revise your work to eliminate jargon
and clichés, ensure your sentences are well-structured and varied in length, and
read your work aloud to check for clarity and flow. Strive for conciseness and avoid
unnecessary words or phrases.

Q5: Is it always necessary to avoid passive voice?

A5: No, passive voice has its place, particularly when the actor is unknown or
unimportant. However, overuse weakens writing, making it less direct and
engaging. Safire’s emphasis was on avoiding *excessive* use of passive voice, not
its complete elimination.

Q6: How does understanding Safire’s work improve my writing skills?

A6: Understanding Safire’s work helps you develop a more nuanced understanding
of grammar and style, encouraging you to think critically about word choice,
sentence structure, and the overall clarity and effectiveness of your writing. It fosters
a more conscious and precise approach to crafting compelling prose.

Q7: Where can I find more of Safire's work?

A7: Many of Safire's "On Language" columns have been compiled into books,
easily found online or in libraries. Searching for "William Safire On Language" will
yield numerous results.

Q8: What is the lasting impact of Safire's writing style?

A8: Safire's precise and engaging writing style continues to inspire journalists,
writers, and editors to prioritize clarity and precision. His meticulous approach to
language has had a lasting impact on the way we think about and approach written
communication, emphasizing the importance of precision, style, and the dynamic
nature of the English language.
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How Not to Write the Essential Misrules of Grammar: William Safire's Enduring
Legacy and How to Avoid His Mistakes

William Safire’s “On Language” column in the Gray Lady was a guiding light for
grammar enthusiasts and a fount of linguistic knowledge for decades. His book,
“The Essential Misrules of Grammar,” is not a guidebook on grammatical errors, but
rather a celebration of the subtleties of English usage, often embracing peculiarities
to the rules. While celebrating linguistic flexibility, Safire’s work can be
misinterpreted, leading to unintentional grammatical lapses . This article explores
how to avoid misinterpreting Safire's witty approach and instead use it to better your
writing.

One common trap lies in Safire’s endorsement of stylistic choices that might be
considered grammatically incorrect by strict adherence to traditional grammar rules.
He often showcased instances where breaking a “rule” imparted clarity or flair .
However, the line between artful divergence and outright grammatical blunder can
be indistinct, leading aspiring writers to justify poor grammar under the guise of
Safire-esque leniency. The key is discerning the context. Safire wouldn't condone
using split infinitives haphazardly ; he valued their use when they served a stylistic
purpose, avoiding awkwardness. Simply splitting an infinitive for the sake of it is not
a stylistic triumph ; it's a grammatical error.

Another frequent misunderstanding of Safire's work is the conviction that his
acceptance of certain linguistic choices constitutes a blanket approval. He often
explored the evolution of language, showing how formerly “incorrect” usages had
become accepted over time. This is not a permission to use any and all non-
standard usages; rather, it highlights the dynamic and ever-changing nature of
English. Before adopting a non-standard usage, consider its widespread
acceptance and its potential to confuse your readers. A nuanced understanding of
the linguistic landscape is crucial, as merely citing Safire doesn't automatically
sanction every stylistic choice.

Furthermore, Safire's writing style itself, while captivating, can be difficult to
emulate. His erudite approach, interspersed with wit , is not easily replicated.
Attempting to mimic his stylistic flourishes without grasping the underlying
grammatical principles can result in pompous prose rather than elegant composition
. The focus should always remain on communicating effectively and clearly; stylistic
flourishes should enhance, not conceal the message.

Consider this analogy: Safire is like a master chef who adroitly uses unconventional
ingredients and techniques. He understands the fundamental principles of cooking
but isn't afraid to experiment. An aspiring chef shouldn't attempt to replicate his
dishes without a thorough grasp of basic culinary techniques. Similarly,
understanding the fundamentals of grammar is paramount before attempting to
emulate Safire's stylistic adaptability.

Finally, a deep understanding of grammatical rules is indispensable before
attempting to flex them. Safire’s work should be seen as an exploration of the grey
areas, not a justification for grammatical sloppiness. Mastering the rules provides a
solid foundation from which to make informed stylistic choices. It allows you to
grasp the nuances of the language and make deliberate stylistic choices, rather
than simply following a set of proscriptive rules without understanding their purpose.

In conclusion, understanding Safire's "Essential Misrules of Grammar" requires
careful discernment and a strong foundation in traditional grammar. It is not a
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license for grammatical errors, but a guide to the artful use of language. By
combining a firm grasp of grammatical principles with an appreciation for stylistic
nuance, you can write with both precision and style , avoiding the pitfalls of
misinterpreting Safire's brilliant but sometimes subversive approach.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is it okay to ignore grammar rules entirely after reading Safire?

A: No. Safire encourages thoughtful consideration of language, not the
abandonment of grammar. Master the rules first; then, you can explore exceptions
thoughtfully.

2. Q: How can I tell the difference between a justified grammatical “misrule”
and a genuine error?

A: Consider the clarity and effectiveness of your writing. Does the “misrule”
enhance your writing or detract from it? Does it confuse the reader? Clarity and
reader comprehension are paramount.

3. Q: Should I always strive for grammatical perfection?

A: Aim for clarity and precision. While grammatical accuracy is important, stylistic
choices can sometimes outweigh strict adherence to specific rules. The context
matters.

4. Q: Can I use Safire’s book as a justification for poor grammar in formal
writing?

A: No. Formal writing demands stricter adherence to grammatical conventions.
While you can draw inspiration from Safire, don't use it to excuse grammatical
errors in professional contexts.
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