BEditing by Ear

hen I edit people’s work, or talk about editing to
them, they usually want to know {as my friend Rosanna
did) what the principles of editing are. What rules do [
use to decide, for instance, when to leave a word out or
delete a phrase? No one does anything creative by
merely following rules {although rules are necessary
and helpful), and even the most routine and trivial
writing is creative, whether it’s a letter to a friend or a
note to a delivery person. Unless you are copying a
form letter out of a book or writing the fiftieth thank-

you note in exactly the words you used for the other

forty-nine, you are creating new language, new combi-
nations, something that didn’t exist until you put it
down that way.

Grammarians and composition teachers recommend
several kinds of rules and guidelines. Many rules, like
those requiring that a declarative sentence end with a
period or that writing proceed from left to right, do
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" what conventions typically do in the arts: make it
: posmbie to communicate a thought by providing a

minimum of shared understanding between creator
and consumer. Other rules make it possible to commu-
nicate with less chance of unintended confusion and
misunderstanding: rules requiring that pronouns agree
with their antecedents, for instance. Still others are not

* rules at all, but rather guidelines to conventional usage

and precise meaning (distinguishing, say, between ret-
icent and reluctant). Some, finally, are truly matters of
taste, about which reasonable people differ, usually
along conservative-progressive lines: should I have
used the word bullshit in chapter 17

What role do these rules and guidelines play in the
creation of a piece of writing? It might work like this:
we put down whatever comes into our heads, then go
back over the result with a rulebook in hand, find all
the violations of rules, and bring the text into line with
the ruleboak. Isn't that what we do when we rewrite?

No. We might do something a little like that, but
bringing the text into line with the rulebook cannot be
so automatic. Bringing it into line is creative too.
Furthermore, sociologists’ studies of obedience to rules
show that rules are never so clear and unambiguous
that we can simply follow them. We always have to
decide whether a rule exists at all, whether what we
have is really covered by the rule, or whether there
might not be some exception that isn’t in the book but
one the rulemakers, we think, must have intended. We
also need to interpret rules so that the result we get is
reasonable, not some foolishness resulting from blind
rule-following. (Harold Garfinkel [1967, 21-4] de-
scribes this practice, which he calls ad hocing, as a
fundamental feature of all human activity.)

Mike Rose, drawing on his experience in advising
students with writer’s block, distinguishes two kinds of
rules, one clearly better suited to the activity of rewrit-
ing:
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they let it stand. They work, in other words, like artists,
who

Algorithms are precise rules that will always
result in a specific answer if applied to an appro
priate problem. Most mathematical rules, for ex
ample, are algorithms. Functions are constant:
{e.g., pi), procedures are routine (squaring the
radius), and outcomes are completely predictable. .
However, few day-to-day situations are mathe
matically circumscribed enough to warrant the
application of algorithms. Most often we function
with the aid of fairly general heuristics or “rules -
of thumb,” guidelines that allow varying degres o
flexibility when approaching problems. Rathe
than operating with algorithmic precision and:’
certainty, we search, critically, through alterna-
tives, using our heuristic as a divining rod—*if a
math problem stumps you, try working backwards ..
to solution™; “if the car won't stari, check x, y, or *
z,"" and so forth, Heuristics won't allow the preci-
sion or the certitude afforded by algorithmic op-~
erations; heuristics can even be so “loose” as to be
vague. But in a world where tasks and problems -
are rarely mathematically precise, heuristic rules
become the most appropriate, the most functional
rules available to us. (Rose 1983, 391-2)

‘. often find it difficult to verbalize the general
' principles on which they make their choices, or
. pven io give any reasons at all. They often resort to
- such noncommunicative statements as ‘it sounds
- better that way,” "it looked good to me,” or “it
- works.”

" That inarticulateness frustrates the researcher.
* But every art’s [read ‘“‘academic discipline’s”]
practitioners use words whose meanings they
- cannot define exactly which are nevertheless in-
- telligible to all knowledgeable members of their
worlds. Jazz musicians say that something does or
" does not "“swing”’; theater people say that a scene
“works” or does not “work.” In neither case can
even the most knowledgeable participant explain
to someone not already familiar with the terms’
uses what they mean. Yet everyone who uses
them understands them and can apply them with
great reliability, agreeing about what swings or
works, even though they cannot say what they
mean.

[This] suggests that they do not work by con-
sulting a set of rules or criteria. Rather, they
respond as they imagine others might respond,
.~ and construct those imaginings from their re-
. peated experiences of hearing people apply the
undefined terms in concrete situations. (Becker
1982a, 199-200j

Not surprisingly, students who thought rules abou
writing were algorithms (I'm not inventing stra;
men—some did) had trouble, while students who use
them as heuristics didn't. ;

We can't, then, write or even rewrite by treatin
whatever rules we might decide on as algorithms. If no
that way, how? We do it by ear. What does that mean
Looking at a blank sheet of paper, or one with writin
on it, we use what “sounds good" or '‘looks good” t
us. We use heuristics, some precise, some quite vague

Most of the time, when social scientists write, the
don't think about rules or guidelines at all. Although
they don’t consult a rulebook, they do consult some
thing: a standard of taste, a generalized notion of what
something ought to look or sound like. If the result:
doesn't conflict too much with that generalized picture:

Sociologists’ standards of taste do include rules they
learned in composition classes, which they have
. trained themselves to apply almost automatically. I
" habitually scan almost anything | read for passive
constructions; if it is my prose, I immediately consider
whether and how to change them. I am not aware of
applying a rule or heuristic and don’t consult a book to
know when or how to do it. But I know what I am doing
and can state the relevant principle if asked (as I did for
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mart students who write badly, and some highly
steemed sociologists were notoriously incomprehen-
'lib'if'ei;e spectacle of a field which cares so little for
Jecent prose may shock outsiders as much it tires
nsiders, but that is sociology (and probably many other
cholarly disciplines), now and in the likely future. As
. result, young sociologists have no reason to learn any
imore about writing than they knew when they began
aduate school, and will probably lose some of the
skills they do have. If their college English classes have
“not given them a standard of taste that includes, as
~working rules, the elements of grammar and style, they
‘will not spend the time to study them seriously. So they
“will learn to do their editing by ear, if they learn to do
*it at all.

. Since I learned what little I know about writing and
- gditing that way, fortuitously and haphazardly, I find it
" hard to produce general editorial principles on request.
"1 can, however, give examples, preferably from the
"work of the person asking the question, and sug-
-gest general ideas that seem to be relevant to their
- problems. Of course, these notions can't be stated
- algorithmically. I can't say that you must never use
~passive constructions, but I can say that a particulsfr
passive construction misstates an important sociologi-
" cal idea. Nor is it always wrong to use long, abstract
. ‘words. I have nevertheless, later in this chapter, stated
“such rules dogmatically because, while passive con-
structions are sometimes useful, sociologists do not
need to be advised to use them, or long, abstract words
" either. They do those things automatically.

What follow are some examples of how I edit, with
some discussion of the choices made, the reasoning
behind them, and the guidelines those choices imply.
This will put some more flesh on the prescriptions !
gave my class. The examples come from early drafts of
an article I wrote on photography {Becker 1982b; the
published version differs from that quoted here.) The

Rosanna). Most sociclogists use some such rules, man
of which unfortunately work as unanalyzed algorith
mic stumbling blocks rather than aids.

Most sociologists, however, have few conscious]
formulated heuristics. More often, they rely on th
fallible and uninspected judgments of their ear, The
develop that ear, their standards of prose, mainly fro
what they read. They read work they admire and wan
what they write to resemble it, to look that way on th
page. That probably explains why scholarly writing s
often deteriorates as students move through graduat
school and into an academic career. They read th
professional journals and want their work to lock lik
what they read, for reasons I've already discussed. Tha
suggests an immediate remedy for bad academic writ
ing: read outside your professional field, and when yo
do, choose good models.

We are not stuck forever with the standard of tast
we acquired when we entered our discipline. In fact
we change it considerably, even in the short run. W
develop our taste not only from reading, but also from
what our friends and peers say to us or what we fea
they might say. A colleague of mine feared, when h
wrote, the unlikely possibility that his prose would en
up at the bottom of a New Yorker column as a hideou
example of academic writing. Such fears can move a_
sensitive victim to study a book on style in order t
incorparate the heuristics they recommend into his o
her standard of taste.

But most sociologists (and probably most academic -
writers) don't hesr many critical remarks ahout their:
prose or, if they do, don't hear them from anyone they .
have to pay attention to. Since ignoring problems of
writing causes them no immediate and abvious trouble
they spend their time on statistics and methods and °
theory, which can and do. Editors and professors reject
papers that use statistics incorrectly, but only sigh over .
those badly written. Because content matters more to a
field's progress than style, professors will not flunk




ogethel‘- If I can rearrange a s_entence so that its
génization displays and thus reinforces the colnnec-
ns 1 am describing, I do. So ‘I cut the first clause,
Ltting its content into an adjectival phrase. Insteat:'i‘ .of
ing the theory was a simple one, T replaced 11.25
ps” in the second clause with “the st‘eps ‘of. this
ple theory.” A few words less, and tl}e 51mp')i1c1jt‘y of
theory reduced to a small descriptive point: “We
d to make the steps of this simple theory ex-
it. . . . Having done it, I no longer had to say tha.t
‘we needed to do it, which was no better than saying it
‘was important to do it. The rewritten sentence 1‘.eads,
1If we make the steps of this simple theory e}fphmt, we
‘can see how it works."" It has sixteen words instead of
h&éﬁty-three. The three strung-togethf?r claus:es now
‘make an if-then argument that is more interesting than
he list it replaced.
thﬁl\}ow lookpat the fourth sentence. I changed “So.me-
one” to ‘“People” for no very pood reason, _mallan
because 1 wanted to get at “managed to maintain.
Wordy phrases like “manage to maintair}” try to make
simple statements sound profound. Tglkmg about peo-
ple's ability to act evokes the academic urge t? prtrjjfun—
dity. It seems frivial to say that people “can” do
something. We prefer to say that they “had thfa capa-
bility of” or *the ability to” or even, stFivmg' for
. simplicity, that they “‘were able to.”” I almost invariably
'use such constructions in early drafts and replace them
- with “can” when I rewrite. So [ changed the sentence to
- "“People who have kept . ..”
- Finally, consider the sentence ahout lines on a face:
‘Viewers, that is, look at the lines on a face and infer
from them a life spent in hard work in the sun.” I cut
" some words that weren’t doing much work. I proved
that “that is” was meaningless by taking it out and
- seeing that the sentence lost no meaning. Applying the
same test, I changed “‘a life spent in hard work” to a
“life of hard work.” But I also saw a way to add a few
words and make the image more concrete: “Viewers

examples are not remarkable; I can find their lik
anything I have ever written and in much that [ ha
published.

To begin, consider the following paragraph, whig
discusses the strategy of describing saocial grou;
through photographic portraits of their members;: -

Whatever part they [photographers) let stan
for the person, the strategy implies a theory and
method. The theory is a simple one, but it i
important to make its steps explicit, so that w
can see how it works. The theory is that the life
person has lived, its good times and bad, leaves its
marks. Someone who has lived a happy life will®
have a face that shows that. Someone who hag
managed to maintain their human dignity in the
face of trouble will have a face that shows
that.... This is a daring strategy, because it
makes the little that the photograph does contain
carry an enormous weight. We must, if the theory
is to work and help us to produce effective images,
choose faces, details of them, and moments in
their history which, recorded on film and printed
on paper, allow viewers to infer everything else
they are interested in. Viewers, that is, look at the
lines on a face and infer from them a life spent in:
hard work in the sun,

When I began rewriting this passage, the phrase “it ig
important to,” in the second sentence, caught my
attention as typical throat clearing. If it’s important to
do it, don’t talk about it, do it. (This is a typical
guideline which is by no means a rule.) I first changed’
“it is important to” to “we need to.” That made the
sentence more active, and slightly stronger, and intr
duced an agent, someone actually doing it. Things that
are not done by anyone, but “just are,’” have a fuzzy
quality I don’t like,

Having made that change, I still wasn't happy. The -
sentence had three clauses which were just strung
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look at the lines on a face and infer that they w
baked in during a life of hard work in the sun.” A sligh
transposition remedies the ambiguity of “they” a
reads even better: “Looking at the lines on a face
viewers infer that . , .” '

The final version, as published, went like this:

ics text, as an exercise for the reader to repair. Not to be
'@ tease about it, however, I began by stating the first
phrase more actively: “Robert Frank made some of his
most compelling images. ...” That lat me rearrange
‘and simplify the next construction: “Robert Frank
“made some of his most compelling images in offices
after hours,” and went on, cutting a repetition I thought
arceful when I first wrote it, “when no one was there
put the janitors.” Why did I cut the “cleaning up’ that
ollowed “janitors”? Because ! now meant to put that
‘thought into a more concrete image in the next sen-
“tence, which I changed to: “A bank occupied only by a
janitor pushing a mop looks different from one filled
-with bankers on the phone.” That let me contrast the
‘bankers’ telephoning and the janitors’ mop-pushing,
tather than just mentioning their job titles and letting
the reader fill in their characteristic actions, The rewrit-
ten sentence also eliminates the repetition of some-
thing being “occupied by somebody. Saying that
bankers “filled” the space emphasized the contrast
bstween the bustle of daytime business and the quiet of
night-time cleaning that Frank’s photograph called at-
tention to.

- Here are some further short illustrations. 1 changed
- VIf you do the former [there is no point in explaining
the specifics of these examples], you may be able to” to
_“The former lets you.” ] changed “Older houses have
lots of [if I had said, less colloguially, “many,” it
“wouldn’t have made any difference] rooms with doors
- on them” to “The rooms in older houses have doors on
‘them.” (And now, after publication, I realize that 1
-should have deleted “‘on them” 100.) T changed “ac-
cording to the method just described” to “by the
‘method just described” and ““the change that has oc-
curred in conceptions of privacy” to “the change in
conceptions of privacy.”

We spend a lot of time in my writing seminar making
similar changes in specimens donated by friends, col-
leagues, and eventually the students themselves. Sty-

Whatever part a photographer chooses to stand:
for the person, he or she is employing a strategy::
that relies on a theory and a method. This strategy
depends on the assumption that the experiences
of life are recorded in faces, that the life a person:
has lived leaves physical marks. :

Photographers, accordingly, choose faces, de
tails of faces, and moments in their histories:’
which, recorded on film and printed on paper
allow viewers to deduce what they don _
want to know about, Portraits often contain a
wealth of detail, so that carefy] study allows us tg .
make complex and subtle readings of the charac-
ter of the person and of the life-in-society of that
person. Looking at the lines on g face, viewers
may conclude that that these were baked in dur-
ing a life of hard work in the sun. F rom these same
lines, they can infer wisdom produced by hard
work and age or, alternatively, senility and decay,
To make any of these conclusions, a viewer must
bring to bear on the image one of several possible
theories of facial lines.

That doesn’t exhaust what might be done here. N

Two sentences, farther on in the article, combined:
several common difficulties, | gave an example of how
a well-known contemporary photographed the interi:
ors of buildings with people in them: “Some of Robe
Frank’s most compelling images are of offices afte
hours, with no one there—no one but the janita
cleaning up. A bank looks different when it is occupie
by a janitor than when it is occupied by bankers.”

I might almost leave this, in the style of a mathemat
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Ehat last quarter turn that brings everything intq perfect
focus. Good editing does that, and it's worth doing. The
unnecessary words take up room and are thu§ uneco-
nomic. They cheat, demanding attention by hmtmg'at
profundities and sophistication they don’t contain.
Seeming to mean something, those extra words mislead
saders about what is being said.

The sentences we just considered exemplify classes
of problems and the way the problems can be solved.
None of the guidelines I am going to give is original. It
would be a wonder if they were. Generations of English
teachers, editors, and writers have discovered and
‘rediscovered them, taught them to students, and rec-
~ommended them to writers. Some word-processing
'programs even find typical stylistic faults and suggest
‘corrections. Here is my version, tailored tg the needs of
sociclogists, but perhaps useful to scholars in other
~disciplines as well.

" 1. Active/passive. Every writing text insists that you
- substitute active verbs for passive ones when you can.
" (Doesn't that sound better than saying “*The necessity of
replacing passive verbs with active ones is emphasized
n every book on writing"’?) What matters more than the
- grammatical distinction between active and passive is
“the simple act of putting the crucial actions into verbs
. and making some important character in the story you
 are telling the subject of the verb. But paying attention
- to the grammatical distinction starts you on the right
-road. Active verbs almost always force you to name the
person who did whatever was done (although gifted
- abfuscators can avoid the requirement). We seldom
‘think that things just happen all by themselves, as
passive verbs suggest, because in our daily lives people
* do things and make them happen. Sentences that name
active agents make our representations of social life
‘more understandable and believable. “The criminal
‘was sentenced” hides the judge who, we know, did the
‘sentencing and, not incidentally, thus makes the crim-
inal's fate seem the operation of impersonal forces

dents find it difficult at first to understand why, havip
rewritten a sentence, I then rewrite it again, and eves;
third or fourth time. Why don't 1 get it right the f7
time? I say, and try to show them, that each change
opens the way to other changes, that when you cleay
away nonworking words and phrases, you can see mg
easily what the sentence is about and can phrase:
more succinctly and accurately. o
They also wonder if picking away at such tiny
matters of wording really affects the result. They find
the exercise tedious at first, and to be truthful, 1 prolohg
the first session unforgiveably. I want them to see th
there is always something more to discuss, some fuy
ther possible change; that I can and probably wi
question every word and punctuation mark; and th
they should learn to do likewise. They find the exerci;
unnerving. They cannot imagine raising all those que:
tions about every sentence. Eventually I reassure them
as does their own experience. They discover that th
process doesn’t take as much time as they feared, th:
you can quickly spot the obvious problems and nee

things to fix fall into classes, When you understand th
nature of a class, you know how to fix the problems o
the sentences that belong to it. {This is, I guess, my wa
of talking about rules and guidelines.) :

What the students accept less easily is that, howeve
long it takes, such detailed editing is worth doing. The
can see that each change makes things marginall
clearer and cuts out a few words that probably weren’
doing much work anyway. But what good is that?
know that when I finished Art Worlds, I thought I ha
done all the editing the prose needed or could stand. A
gifted copy editor, Helen Tartar, went over it and mad
hundreds of further changes, few as extensive as th
anes I have just discussed. When I read the materia
with her changes, I felt the way I do when, lookin
through the viewfinder of my camera, I give the lens
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rather than the result of people acting together tq
imprison him or her. Almost every version of socia]
theory insists that we act to produce social life. Kar}
Marx and George Herbert Mead both thought that, but
their followers’ syntax often hetrays that theory., -
2. Fewer words. Scholarly writers often insert wor
and whole phrases when they don't want to say somi
thing as flatly as it first came to them. They want
indicate a modesty, a reservation, a sense that the
know they might be wrong. Sometimes they want t
recognize that readers may disagree by suggesting p
litely, before actually saying whatever they are going t
say, that it merits attention, instead of just saying
right out, as though it of course merited attentig
That's why I had said at first “it was important’ 't
make the theory’s steps explicit. But if it isn’t impo
tant, why bother to do it? And if it is, won't doing ]
make that clear enough without a preliminary an
nouncement?
We scholars also use unnecessary words because w
think, like the student in my seminar, that if we say i
plainly it will sound like something anybody could sa
rather than the profound statement only a social scier
tist could make. We give it that special importance b
suggesting that some important process underlies w
we are talking about. So I had at first spoken of people
who “managed to maintain” their dignity. That hints
as “people who have kept” their dignity doesn't, tha
keeping their dignity was difficult and they had to wor !
at it. But I was writing about photographers, not abou
people surmounting trouble. While people do maintain
their dignity, just as the phrase suggests, this article
doesn't talk about that, and it was therefore distracting
and pointless to mention it. Similarly, “the change thd
has occurred in conceptions of privacy” makes the
process of change in those conceptions important. If
delete the italicized words, the point I want to make:is
intact and I have removed a distracting reference to an
unanalyzed process I won't mention again. :

Sometimes we put those throat-clearing phrases in
because the rhythm or structure of the sentence seems
to require it, or because we want to remind ourselves
‘that something is missing in the argument. We want to
make an if-then argument, but we haven't consciously
worked out the causal connection ocur intuition thinks
is there. So we make the form and hope the content will
appear to fill it. Or we do it out of habit. We get attached
to locutions and formats. Like many scholarly writers,
I often write sentences with three predicate clauses:
#This book excites our curiousity, gives us some an-
swers, and convinces us that the author is right.” {The
second sentence of the next paragraph is another good
example, one that occurred naturally as I was writing.)
But I often use that form whether I have three things to
say or not, and then I have to scratch for the third thing,
which is then vacuous. No harm. It comes out in
editing.

- An unnecessary word does no work. It doesn’t fur-
ther an argument, state an important qualification, or
add a compelling detail. (See?) I find unnecessary
words by a simple test. As I read through my draft, I
check each word and phrase to see what happens if I
remove it. If the meaning does not change, I take it out.
The deletion often makes me see what I really wanted
there, and I put it in. I seldom take unnecessary waords
out of early drafts. U'll see them when I rewrite and
either replace them with working words or cut them.

" 3. Repetition. Scholars create some of their most
impenetrable obscurities by irying to be clear. They
~ know that vague pronouns and ambiguous syntax can
“leave what they mean unclear, so they repeat words
and phrases if there is any possibility of confusion.
~ That may not confuse readers, but it usually bores
© them. I am not simply repeating the mechanical rule we
all learned in high school: don’t repeat the same word
'within sp-and-so many sentences. You may have to
repeat words, but you shouldn’t repeat words when
‘you can get the same result without doing it. Remember
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my sentence: “A bank looks different when it ig ocq
pied by a janitor than when it is occupied by bankers
“When it is occupied” doesn’t require repetition ap
makes readers’ minds wander, If [ think about it, I ¢
create a more compact and interesting sentence, ag
tried to do in that example. B

4. Structure/content. The thoughts conveyed in
sentence usually have a logical structure, stating
implying some sort of connection between the thing,
discusses. We might want to say that something resem
bles or actually is something else (state an identity); «;
mental hospital is a total institution.” We might want t
describe an identifying characteristic of a class o
phenomena: “People who move from the
marginal to the urban society they enter.”
want to identify something as a member _
“Monet was an Impressionist.” We might want to stat
a causal connection or an if-then relation:
produce crime” or “If a child grows up in a broker
hame, that child will become delinquent.” We can staty
these connections as I have just done. That will |
enough to make our point clear. But we can be even
clearer by reinforcing the point syntactically,

Syntax, the way we arrange the sentence’s elements
indicates the relations between them, We can reinfor
a sentence’s thought by arranging its elements so that
its syntax also makes the argument oz, at least, does not
interfere with the reader’s understanding of it, We can,
for example, put subordinate thoughts in subordinate
positions in the sentence. If we put them in positions of
importance, readers will think they are important. If we
make every thought in the sentence equally important.
grammatically by stringing together coordinate clauses;
readers will think they are equally important. That
happens when, giving in to habit, I say I have three.
things to discuss and then label them one, two, and:
three or just list them one after the other. We can.
usually make our point more forcefully by going from.
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o the next in a way that shows how t‘hey are
-nnected other than by following one another in a lllst.
?-'5', Concrete/abstract. Scholars generally, and sociol-
gists particularly, use far too many abstract *:f\r(lj_lrds.
ometimes we use abstractions because we don't have

nythi ific in mind. Scholars have favorite
vthing very specific in mind. r
'ng:ractgwords which act as placeholders. Meaning

jothing in themselves, they mark a place that needs a

i i d relation exem-
“ieal idea. Complex or comphcate.d an .
.reagy the type. We say that there is a complex r?iatrlro'rl
:P'etween two things. What have we said? "Relation” is

uch a general concept that it means almost nothing,

hich is why it is so useful in very abstract branches of

thematics. All it says is that {wo things are con-

nected somehow. But almost any two things are relat.ed
“somehow. In disciplines less abstract than matl}ernatlcs
“we usually want to know how., Thgt's what“s wprth
. knowing. Complex doesn’t tell us, it just says, “Believe
me, there’s a lot to it,”” which most people wou'Id
‘concede about almost anything. Most of the spatial

etaphors used in discussions of social life and other

scholarly topics—levels and positions in social organ§~
-zations, for instance—cheat readers of concrete speci-
ficity that way. So do phrases which hint that what we

e describing is part of a collection of similar things: 'a

set of”" or “a kind of.” o

~: We also use abstractions to indicate the general
application of our thought. We don't \:rvant anyone to
think that what we have found out is only true of

Chicaga schoolteachers or a mental hespital in Wash-
ington. We want them to understand that what we
found where we did our research can be found un_der
similar circumstances anywhere in the world, any t.une
in history. There is nothing wrong with that: it is a
major reason for doing socioclogical research. We can
best convince readers of the generality of our resu.its by
describing what we have studied in specific deta‘ll anfi
then showing, in similar detail, what.class of things it
belongs to and what other things are likely to belong to
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that class. If I show in detail how people learn to smok
marihuana from others and how that affects their expe
rience of the drug's effects, I can go on to describe
class of similar phenomena in similar specificity: how
people learn from others to understand their inne
physical experiences. The specific case I have d
scribed in detail provides a model to which readers can
refer my more general ideas. Without the specifics, the
general ideas don't mean much,

Writing manuals tell us to use concrete details be
cause they make the matter more alive to the reader
more memorable. Williams (1981), for instance, says:
“Regardless of our audience, we can make writing
readable and memorable by writing specifically and
concretely. When we squeeze long, windy phrases in
more compact phrases, we make diffuse ideas sharpiy
specific. . .. The more narrow the reference, the more
concrete the idea; the more concrete the idea, the
clearer and more precise the idea (132-3).” i

When we use concrete details to give body to ab-
stractions, however, we should choose the details and
examples carefully. The example that readers have in
mind will bring in considerations not explicitly ad-
dressed in the general argument and color our under-
standing of it. Kathryn Pyne Addelson, a philosopher
who has analyzed the ethical problems of abortion,
says that philosophers typically concoct very fanciful
examples—of hypothetical women impregnated by fly-
ing insects and the like—and that such a choice of
examples lets them reach conclusions they would not
support if they discussed the case of a pregnant forty-
year-old woman with five children whose husband is
out of work.

6. Metaphors. I am leafing through the current issues
of a few journals in sociology (I don't think the results
would differ if the journals were in history or psychol-
ogy or English literature). On almost every page I find
trite metaphorical talk. “Some cutting edge seems lack-
ing” in a book being reviewed. Another book “covers a
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huge terrain.’ " A third deals with "a rich issue that has

been impoverished by its context.”” My colleagues talk
" analyses that

penetrate to the heart” of the problem being discussed
or “fall between two stools,” and find "the seeds” of

- another society's institutional practices “'planted in our
“own society.” A theoretical approach leads to a “con-
~¢eptual straitjacket.”
“tet’” or “tease”
' bottom line.” The most scientific document contains a

Researchers “mine’ data or “fer-
results out of them and get to “the

Iot of such metaphorical talk.

I usually cut such metaphors out of anything I am
editing. All metaphors? No, only ones like the above.
You can see their kind by comparing them to & master-
ful use of metaphor, Goffiman's (1952) well-known
paper “On Cooling the Mark Out,” which uses the
confidence game as a metaphor for those social situa-
tions in which someone cannot sustain the definition of
self they have offered to themselves and the world. I
would leave that metaphor in anything I edited.

The difference between the two kinds of metaphor
lies in the seriousness and attention with which they
are used. I don’t mean how seriously authors take their
subject, but how seriously they take the details of their
metaphor. Goffman took the con game metaphor seri-
ously. He compared the other situations he analyzed—
the lover whose proposal is rejected, the big shot who
can't get a table in a crowded restaurant, the person
who can’t manage the ordinary routines of everyday life
well enough to avoid drawing attention to himself~to
the con game point for point. In particular, he noted
that the marks who lost their money to confidence men
realized (and supposed that others would also see} that
they were not nearly as smart as they had thought when
they tried to get rich quick. Criminal tradition sug-
gested to con men that they could aveid trouble by
helping the angry victims restore their self-esteem, by
cooling them out. So con men routinely assigned a team
member to use well-established methods for achieving
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that result. Goffman used the metaphor to discover and’
describe the same job and the same role in restaurants.

and other places where people were likely to be so
exposed, and even suggested that, since some people
suffered such exposure in many areas of life, we could
probably find professionals who dealt with such prob-

lems in a more general way. He identified psychiatry as -
a discipline devoted to cooling out people whose

pretensions social life had unveiled as phony. That

discovery validated the metaphor for many readers. But
the metaphor validated itself by being serious, by

meaning that these other situations were like the con
game in all sorts of ways, large and small.

The earlier metaphors I quoted from sociology jour-
nals weren’t serious about their ramifications. When
we say an argument has a ‘‘cutting edge,”” what tool are
we comparing it to and what material is it supposed to
be cutting? Who ““covers terrain" in real life, how do
they cover it, and what are the problems of terrain-
covering? Is the literature being compared to a human
body? Does that mean we should look for its heart, its
liver, its stomach, its brain? The authors never meant us
to take their metaphors that seriously. The comparisons
these “tired metaphors” make no longer live in the
minds of those who write them or read them.

A metaphor that works is still alive. Reading it
shows you a new aspect of what you are reading about,
how that aspect appears in something superficially

quite different. Using a metaphor is a serious theoreti- -

cal exercise in which vou assert that two different
empirical phenomena belong to the same general class,
and general classes always imply a theory. But meta-
phors work that way only if they are fresh enough to
attract attention. If they have been used repeatedly
gnough to be clichés, you don't see anything new. In
fact, you think that they actually mean, literally, what
they allude to metaphorically. Take the common
expression, “to take the wind out of someone’s sails.” I
had used that, read it, and heard it for years, but it never
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meant any more to me than that you somehow deflated
the person you did it to. Then I learned to sail. In
sailing races, your opponents try to come between you
and the wind, so that their sail keeps the wind from
hitting vours. When they do that successfully, your
sails, full of wind and pushing you along briskly a
moment before, suddenly begin to flap emptily. The
hull’s friction in the water, now that no wind is
pushing to counteract it, brings the boat to a sudden
halt. The metaphor came to life for me, recalling an
irritating experience in all its fullness. But the meta-
phor means little or nothing to people who haven’t had
that experience.

All the tired metaphars once lived. As metaphors
age, they lose their force from sheer repetition, so that
they take up space bui contribute less than a plain,
nonmetaphorical statement. If is clearer and more
pointed to say that a book’s argument is diffuse than to
say that “‘some cutting edge is lacking.” If an author is
lucky, no one pays any attention to the literal meaning
of the metaphorical statement. When I hear about
“babies being thrown out with the bathwater”—and I
still do—I find it hard to keep a straight face. The same
is true with “falling between two stools.” What were
those people trying to do with those stools, anyway?

Metaphors also deteriorate from misuse. People who
don't know and understand the phenomenon well,
who may really not know what they are talking about
when they use the words, use them incorrectly, think-
ing they mean something else. The common metaphor
of “‘the bottom line,” for instance, refers to the bottom
line of an accountant’s report which, summarizing ali
the previous computations, lets you know whether you
made or lost money that year. Metaphorically, it could
refer to the final result of any series of calculations: the
population of the United States as discovered by the
1980 Census or the correlation beiween income and
education in someone’s study. But people often use it
to indicate a final offer, the price they will not lower,
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the indignity they will not suffer: “That's the bottom
line! I quit!” People who say that don't know, or don’t’
remember, that the words have a financial referent.
They probably use the expression because they like the
air of finality “bottom” conveys, implying a point’
beyond which vou can't go. :

We can't, and shouldn't try to, avoid using another:
kind of metaphor, the ones permanently built into our
language, which Lakoff and Johnson {1980) have ana-
lyzed in great detail. I'll give one example, of what they
call :

orientational metaphors, since most of them have
to do with spatial orientation: up-down, in-out, -
front-back, on-off, deep-shallow, central-peri-
pheral. These spatial orientations arise from the
fact that we have bodies of the sort we have and
that they function as they de in our physical
environment. Orientational metaphors give a con-
cept a spatial orientation; for example, HAPPY IS
UP. The fact that the concept HAPPY is oriented
UP leads to English expressions like “I'm feeling
up today.” (14)

Lakoff and Jehnson go on to show how ubiquitously
UP and DOWN and their relatives appear in our speech:

CONSCIOUS IS UP; UNCONSCIOUS IS DOWN
HEALTH AND LIFE ARE UP;

SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DOWN

HAVING CONTROL or FORCE IS UP;

BEING SUBJECT TO CONTROIL or FORCE IS
DOWN

MORE IS UP; LESS IS DOWN

FORESEEABLE FUTURE EVENTS ARE UP (AND
AHEAD])

HIGH STATUS 1S UP; LOW STATUS IS DOWN
GOOD 1S UP; BAD 15 DOWN

VIRTUE IS UP; DEPRAVITY IS DOWN
RATIONAL IS UP; EMOTIONAL IS DOWN
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Here is their analysis of the last example:

RaTIONAL Is UP; EMOTIONAL IS DOWN

The discussion fell to the emotional level, but I
raised it back up to the rational plane. We put our
feelings aside and had a high-level intellectual
discussion of the matter. He couldn't rise above
his emotions.

Physical and cultural basis: In our culture peo-
ple view themselves as being in control over
animals, plants, and their physical environment,
and it is their unique ability to reason that places
human beings above other animals and gives them
this control. CONTROL IS UP thus provides a
basis for MAN IS UP and therefore for RATIONAL
IS UP. (17)

The book contains over 200 pages of such analyses
and examples. As I said, you can't avoid such meta-
phors. But being aware of them lets you use their
overtones purposefully. If you ignore the overtones
your prose will fight with itself, the language conveying
one idea, the metaphors another, and readers won't be
sure what you mean.

This chapter barely touches what goes into creating a
standard of taste that will let you edit your own work,
and that of others, successfully, The main lesson is not
the specifics of what I have said but the Zen lesson of
paying atiention. Writers need fo pay close attention to
what they have written as they revise, locking at every
word as if they meant it to be taken seriously. You can
write first drafts quickly and carelessly exactly because
you know you will be critical later. When you pay close
attention the problems start taking care of themselves.




