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Keep It Simple

IT GIVES US A GOOD FEELING tO escape out of the com-

plexities of life into its simplicities, and then to find
that its simplicities have solved its complexities.

We cannot blame the advancement in science that
marks our age for all our difficulties and entangle-
ments. Science does, indeed, produce complicated
devices which we may use if we wish, but it also sup-
plies us with simple things that make life easier and
better and interesting. It is, for example, far simpler
than ever before to be clean, to keep reasonably
healthy, and to move from place to place. These
benefits, represented by soap, disinfectants, and
vehicles of transportation, are products of science.

People like to do simple things: dance, read, paint
pictures, make bird houses, collect stamps, or trace
their ancestry. It is when they indulge unnecessarily
in projects that are complex that they begin to need
psychiatric aid.

A good working definition of simplicity, applicable
to writing a letter as well as to building a hydro installa-
tion, is given by some engineers: a simple machine has
no unnecessary parts. The pleasure we enjoy when we
are doing a job in a simple way is like the feeling of
well-being we get when we discard our heavy clothes
on a hot day.

In no other human activity is simplicity more needed
than in the communication of ideas between people.
Whether we are writing about a big catastrophe or a
vacation trip we make our report easier to under-
stand by telling the story in simple episodes. Sim-
plicity in writing means that we are attuned to the
reading level of our readers, neither puzzling them by
expecting too much of them nor writing down to the
level of a school primer.

Simplicity requires accuracy. The writer of a report
or a letter needs to do preparatory work. His informa-
tion must be geared to what is needed, or it cannot be
informative. It must be well-expressed or it cannot
be understood.

Elegance of language may not be within the reach
of all of us, but plainness and directness are. Literary
skill consists in using your ability to present a subject

accurately in such a way that it is easily understood in
the spirit in which you write it.

Simplicity in writing and speaking is the outward
sign of depth of thought. When people try to add
novelty to their language they are led away from what
is natural, and their words take on the look of affecta-
tion and conceit. They descend to the level of singers
who embellish their songs by facial and bodily
contortions.

A good writer will not write letters or make speeches
that are too pompous for the sort and amount of
information they give. Some people think it is bright
to be profound. They do not speak or write simply
about simple things, but "in depth". Instead of "l
am glad to tell you" they write "It affords me great
pleasure to inform you."

One must know

of course one must know what one is writing about.
Then the task is easy : tell what you know so that others
may understand it.

What is involved in your progress from writing
obscurely to writing plainly is that you collect knowl-
edge, absorb it and digest it.

Research does not have to be very deep in order to
solve some problems. An art gallery set up a team to
examine its suddenly increased attendance. What
cultural force was sweeping the community ? Why were
scores of men, women and children visiting the gallery
this year compared with the driblets of people who
came last year? The explanation was simple and
deflating: the gallery had added a rest room.

If there is something that you cannot put into simple
language you probably do not understand it or you do
not have all the information you need. There is some-
thing still to learn.

Many difficulties become simple merely through the
process o! definition. In fact, the most efficient way to
get to understand a word, a question, an assertion or
an order is to analyse and define it.

To be good, a definition must tell in what respects
this subject differs from other subjects of a like nature.




