Now that I have made this catalogue of swindles and perversions, let me give another
example of the kind of writing that they lead to. This time it must of its nature be an imaginary
one. I am going to translate a passage of good English into modern English of the worst sort.
Here is a well-known verse from Ecclesiastes:

I returned and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the
battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of
understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth
to them all.

Here it is in modern English:

Objective considerations of contemporary phenomena compel the conclusion
that success or failure in competitive activities exhibits no tendency to be
commensurate with innate capacity, but that a considerable element of the
unpredictable must invariably be taken into account.

This is a parody, but not a very gross one. [...] It will be seen that I have not made a full
translation. The beginning and ending of the sentence follow the original meaning fairly
closely, but in the middle the concrete illustrations — race, battle, bread — dissolve into the
vague phrases ‘success or failure in competitive activities’. This had to be so, because no
modern writer of the kind I am discussing — no one capable of using phrases like ‘objective
considerations of contemporary phenomena’ — would ever tabulate his thoughts in that precise
and detailed way. The whole tendency of modern prose is away from concreteness. Now
analyse these two sentences a little more closely. The first contains forty-nine words but only
sixty syllables, and all its words are those of everyday life. The second contains thirty-eight
words of ninety syllables: eighteen of those words are from Latin roots, and one from Greek.
The first sentence contains six vivid images, and only one phrase (‘time and chance’) that could
be called vague. The second contains not a single fresh, arresting phrase, and in spite of its
ninety syllables it gives only a shortened version of the meaning contained in the first. Yet
without a doubt it is the second kind of sentence that is gaining ground in modern English. I do
not want to exaggerate. This kind of writing is not yet universal, and outcrops of simplicity will
occur here and there in the worst-written page. Still, if you or I were told to write a few lines on
the uncertainty of human fortunes, we should probably come much nearer to my imaginary
sentence than to the one from Ecclesiastes.

[...]



1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used
to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can
think of an everyday English equivalent.

6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.

These rules sound elementary, and so they are, but they demand a deep change of attitude in
anyone who has grown used to writing in the style now fashionable. [...] I have not here been
considering the literary use of language, but merely language as an instrument for expressing
and not for concealing or preventing thought. Stuart Chase and others have come near to
claiming that all abstract words are meaningless, and have used this as a pretext for advocating
a kind of political quietism. Since you don’t know what Fascism is, how can you struggle
against Fascism? One need not swallow such absurdities as this, but one ought to recognise that
the present political chaos is connected with the decay of language, and that one can probably
bring about some improvement by starting at the verbal end. If you simplify your English, you
are freed from the worst follies of orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the necessary dialects,
and when you make a stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even to yourself. Political
language — and with variations this is true of all political parties, from Conservatives to
Anarchists — is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an
appearance of solidity to pure wind. One cannot change this all in a moment, but one can at
least change one’s own habits, and from time to time one can even, if one jeers loudly enough,
send some worn-out and useless phrase — some jackboot, Achilles’ heel, hotbed, melting pot,
acid test, veritable inferno, or other lump of verbal refuse — into the dustbin where it belongs.

George Orwell, ‘Politics and the English Language’, 1946



