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The Right Word

THE MAGIC OF WORDS lies in the power they

have, when properly chosen and arranged, to
convey to other people what we wish them to know of
what is in our minds.

Every word we write goes out on an errand. Skill in
saying what we mean so as to get the result we desire is
not a literary frill around the edges of business and
social life. It is an essential part of life, our only means
of intellectual contact with the world around us.

We have developed communication to a high tech-
nical standard. We can talk with someone at the other
side of the world, and we can bounce a radar beam off
the moon. But we may live to enjoy these luxuries only
if we learn to converse more effectively with one
another about such things as the atom bomb.

On the level of social and business life the ability to
communicate freely and intelligently is needed if our
important thoughts are to be well-formulated and
carried into action. All of us have experienced the
provoking state of knowing things of deep meaning but
finding, when we came to express them, that we forgot
the words.

How superior in its efficiency and attractiveness is
the letter we receive from a man who uses dynamic
words that give needed information by contrast with
the letter we receive from a man who has the lazy
habit of using limp words that leave us doubtful about
his meaning and inspire us not at all.

The first question to ask one’s self when starting
dictation in the morning or sitting down to write to a
member of the family is not "What words shall I use?"
More pertinent questions are: "Why am I going to
write this letter? To please myself?. So that the carbon
copy will make a good impression on the man higher
up? To carry a thought of mine to the person I am
addressing?"

Words are a means of saying things. A sermon, an
excuse for failure to do something, an essay like this, a
legal decision or brief, a letter home, a tender for a

million dollar order: what are these but words? But
they are words that the writers have learned to put
together in such a form as to accomplish the purpose
they have in mind.

7he best word
There are two ways of appraising the rightness of a

word: by its effectiveness in saying exactly what we
wish it to say, and by its sound or its appearance. Some
words, though acceptable or passable in conversation,
are not legal tender in writing; other words, properly
and effectively used in writing, seem pretentious in
conversation.

Quite often, the choice between a right and a wrong
word is not dictated by a book of reference but by the
writer’s perception. Everyone of moderate education
knows how words that are associated with the common-
place grate on the eye or ear wtlen used in more formal
or more tender communication. This sensitiveness to
the rightness of words can be developed.

It would be a mistake to become over-dainty. While
it is true that we benefit by knowing that words have
ancestors- Greek, Latin, Anglo-Saxon, and all other
sorts--it is not necessary to know a word’s genea-
logical tree before using it. Does it say what we mean?
Is it appropriate in its setting? Do we like it?

Our choice of words should not be dictated by hard-
and-fast rules. Letters and articles composed by people
who follow the book slavishly are likely to be accurately
dull.

But it is well to have some rules. For example, the
rule about preferring short words to long is a good rule
for general occasions. When we have a choice between
two words that convey our meaning equally well, we
should use the short and familiar one. But the other
word should not be rejected merely because it is long
and unusual if it is more fitting in meaning. It is the
inappropriate use of long words that causes trouble.



Good usage of words cannot be learned from dic-
tionaries and grammars, still less from a brief essay like
this. Language lives in use. To use a word well, and
even forcibly, we do not need to "know what it means"
in the sense of being able to say "this word means
so-and-so." We do need more than casual acquaintance
with good literature, so that an instinct toward the
first-rate directs our choice.

Those who are interested in the structure of words
and how they are built into correct sentences will find
much that is useful in the Fowler books: H. W. and
F. G. Fowler: The Itq’ng’s English, and H. W. Fowler:
A Dictionary of ~fodern English Usage, published by the
Oxford University Press.

About definitions
It has been remarked that some of our most exasper-

ating controversies would cease at once if one of the
disputants would take the time and have the courage
to say precisely and briefly what he understands by the
terms that are being used.

Is it not true that many an argument carried on
face-to-face or by letter fizzles out when the parties get
to know what each is talking about? So long as two
people hold forth on the level of their own ideas and
neglect to find out how these ideas mesh with the ideas
of their opposition, just so long will they tire themselves
out and wear down stenographers in futile disputation.

It isn’t necessary to define everything, but only to
define things that may not be clear to either party, and
to draw pictures or plans when these will help both
parties toward understanding.

Definition is not in itself a final argument. A defini-
tion is not true or false, except under the circumstances.
An amusing example is given in C. J. Herrick’s The
Thinking Machine: "If I define a man as a biped without
feathers, then a plucked chicken is a man."

Definitions are useful starting points. They help us
to avoid fruitless argument. They restrain unintellectual
people from making themselves pests, and when we use
definitions in our thinking they help us to keep on the
right track.

Broad vocabulary
The broader your vocabulary, the more deft you will

be in expressing yourself in simple language, and the
more readily you will pick up another’s meaning
without strain.

One does not need all the words in the language.
Shakespeare used only twenty-five thousand, Milton
was content with twelve thousand, and Chaucer had
eight thousand: yet their plays and poems and
stories live on as models of clear, picturesque writing.

Nor does one need great scholarship to give expres-
sion to what is in him. John Bunyan, whose only book
of learning was the Bible, wrote The Pilgrim’s Progress,
which to this day, though written in the 17th century,
has been one of the most widely read books. There is no
"fine writing" in Bunyan’s work: it is in the plainest of
language, fitting to its purpose.

Words change, and we need to revise our word-
habits from time to time if we are to keep pace with life
and custom. If language did not change, if words did
not take on new meanings, if events did not compel us
to coin new words, we should all be at the far end of a
dead-end street. You could not explain Einstein’s
theories to a university class in Aristotelian Greek, or
issue orders for the running of a mechanized factory in
Cicero’s Latin, or apply for a line of credit in Moli~re’s
dramatic French. Words are instruments for the ex-
pression of current life-experiences, and vehicles for
the communication of ideas.

Every word we use was at first a stroke of genius.
Even the coldest, most matter-of-fact word of today was
once a glowing metaphor. The words that seem odd to
us because they are new will some day, if they are useful
words, become commonplace.

Rules for making and using words are not immutable
natural laws, but simply conventions among educated
people. There is an accepted standard of good lan-
guage, and the fact that it is always changing in keeping
with changing social forces is no reason for abandoning
it. We have to keep looking over our shoulder at the
past if we are to retain our sense of direction through
the morass of slang, jargon, and the crude lingo of
newspaper headlines.

Two examples will show how words change under
the impact of widening knowledge or under the ca-
priciousness of lax use. Take "atomic". It means
literally "indivisible" but has now completely reversed
its meaning. When we talk of atomic energy we are
thinking of nuclear fission. Thus we have, as Joshua
Whatmough points out in Studies in Honour of Gilbert
Norwood (University of Toronto Press), turned 
negative into a positive, almost as if "no" had come
to mean "ycs."

As an example of how language becomes disordered
without any apparent rcason, considcr the word "fact",
a word called "slippery" by James Bryant Conant,
President of Harvard. It came from the Latin, where its
meaning was "a thing done or performed", and that is
its meaning in the Oxford Dictionary. But "fact" has
become so vague that it is no longer trusted alone, and
has to be guarded and supported by other words such
as "true, actual, real, honest". In common use, a
satirical person might say, my opinion is a fact, while
your fact is a theory.




