
APPLIED THEORY SUMMARY
� Explains the concept of stylistic brevity

(brevitas) based on classical rhetoric
� Shows why skillful omissions, geared to purpose

and audience, are fundamental to excellent style
� Ponders brevity as a virtue that should preside

over all communication
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INTRODUCTION

Brevity, as defined by ancient rhetoricians, means
much more than using few words instead of
many. It indicates a human excellence, a vir-
tue—in this case, a virtue designating a funda-

mental feature of excellent communication. On either side
of this virtue lurks a vice: obscurity at one extreme, prolixity at
the other. Brevitas dwells between the two extremes, in the
golden mean of effective communication (see Figure 1).

To acquire this virtue, one must study not only in-
vention but also out-vention: the art of omission. Consider
these endorsements of brevitas:

All active minds are rather affluent than precise at a
certain stage of their culture. (Phelps 1881, 93)

All art doth but consist in the removal of surplusage.
(Pater 1910, 19)

Simplicity is not a given. It is an achievement, a human
invention, a discovery, a beloved belief. (Gass 1996,
305)

But if simplicity is such a wonderful thing, why didn’t Gass
simply write “Simplicity is not a given; it is an achieve-
ment”? Wouldn’t that have been more powerful, more
memorable, more effective than the amplification “It is an
achievement, a human invention, a discovery, a beloved
belief”?

Evidently Gass didn’t think so—and you probably
agree with him, as do I. Effective amplification is a legiti-
mate device. But what I’m pondering in this article is the
idea that all effective communication, even an amplifica-
tion, is inseparable from the art of omission. What if Gass
had written, “It is always an achievement, it is always a
human invention, it is always a discovery, it is always a
beloved belief, it is always a hard-won goal, it is always a
studied exactness” and so on? This version of his idea
preserves parallel form and further amplifies the nature of
simplicity, but something breaks. Undoubtedly, more sub-
ject complements for simplicity, and more qualifiers and
intensifiers, presented themselves to Gass’s prolific mind.

But he hit his mental delete key—or, if escapees made it to
his computer screen, he struck the keyboard delete.

But perhaps I’ve struck too early in my eagerness to
assert that everything, even figures of addition or expan-
sion, lives by omission. So let me expand for a moment and
consider figures traditionally cataloged as omission-based.
Any list of the classical figures of speech—for example,
those compiled by Quinn (1993), Lanham (1991), or Burton
(n.d.)—demonstrates how many figures rely on some kind
of omission. Let’s take the shortest of the three lists I’ve
cited and select a few figures from just the As:

Anapodoton: Omission of a clause. If you only knew.
Would that the Roman people had a single neck.
Aphaersis: Omission of letter(s) at beginning. ‘scape.
Apocope: Omission of letter(s) from the end. I ope my
lips.
Aporia: Talking about not being able to talk. I’ll say
nothing about his criminal history.
Aposiopesis: Breaking off as if unwilling or unable to
continue. The fire surrounds them while—I cannot go on.
Asyndeton: Omission of a conjunction. I came, I saw, I
conquered. (Quinn 1993, 101–03)

But is the A list atypical because A means “not?” The As
may contain a higher percentage of omission figures—but
scan the rest of the list. Plenty more figures work by taking
things out, all the way through to Zeugma, the relative
ellipsis of a verb or verb phrase: Out of Zion shall go forth
the law, and the word of the Lord [shall go forth] from
Jerusalem. (Although really, the ultimate ellipsis isn’t a “Z”
word; it’s praecisio: silence, omission of everything.) Ellip-
sis, the master term for stylistic omission, has scores of
forms. Ellipses produce a variety of desirable psychological
effects in the minds of readers or hearers who can fill in the
gaps.

Look also at omission—call it erasure—as used in
visual representation. It’s everywhere. For example, the
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theory of data graphics developed by that field’s foremost
theorist, Edward Tufte, refers extensively to principles of
economy, compression, high density, maximization, effi-
cient coding, and so on. Tufte’s definition of graphical
excellence is “the efficient communication of complex
quantitative ideas” (1983, 15). He argues that the best
graphics are those achieving the most efficient “data-to-ink
ratio,” erasing everything that doesn’t convey rich, acces-
sible information, and designing every dot of ink to carry
multiple meanings—up to the limits of human cognition
and in accordance with rhetorical goals. “Maximize the
data-ink ratio, within reason. Erase non-data ink, within rea-
son.” Tufte’s not alone in this opinion: For non-data-ink, less
is more. For data-ink, less is a bore, rhyme his colleagues
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Robert Venturi (175).

Tufte’s belief is that skillful visual representation of
ideas—especially of complex, subtle ideas—is very often
the “simplest and at the same time the most powerful” form
of communicating those ideas. This is because so much of
the mental labor involved in seeing multiple pieces of
information, grasping relationships between the pieces,
and understanding the meaning and consequences of the
information, can be done for the viewer/reader by the
expert graphic communicator (9). Tufte draws on commu-
nication theory from many sources, since he believes that
“insights into graphical design are to be gained from the-
ories of what makes for excellence in art, architecture, and
prose.” He refers in particular to prose editing—“Just as a
good designer of prose ruthlessly prunes out unnecessary
words, so a designer of statistical graphics should prune
out ink that fails to present fresh data-information”—and
he quotes T. S. Eliot on “the capital importance of criticism
in the work of creation itself” (100).

Intelligent omission of information is praised in every
field one cares to name. Computer science? Peruse Code
complete by Steve McConnell (1993) and note how much of
his advice is about writing efficient code, reducing com-
plexity and duplication, creating simple architectures, and
so on. Look at The elements of Java code (Vermuelen 2000),
patterned after Strunk and White’s Elements of style, and
consider the striking parallels between good prose and
good computer code. Clarity, simplicity, and consistency
are the ideals both for code syntax and for the prose
documentation accompanying “the public programming
interface of your code” (31).

I can’t think of a field where nouns like efficiency,
economy, simplicity, brevity—or adjectives like lean, com-
pact, and minimal—are not power words. Consider math-
ematics, dance, music, engineering, business, literature. In
every field, there’s deep lore connected with the “brevity”
words and with their sharpest tool: omission.

SILENCE IS GOLDEN/GOLDEN MEAN
This meditation on the utility and virtue of efficient commu-
nication won’t burden you with a long list of stylistic tips,
though some will perforce pop up. I’m hewing to my ideals as
best I’m able, but it’s not easy. For example, I struggled to
keep my introduction as brief as it is, yet I just dragged you
through a fairly long introduction, perhaps the very sort of
thing Aristotle warned about in his disquisition on style:

Remember what the man said to the baker who asked
whether he was to make the cake hard or soft: “What,
can’t you make it right?” Just so here. We are not to
make long narrations, just as we are not to make long
introductions or long arguments. Here, again, rightness
does not consist either in rapidity or in conciseness, but
in the happy mean; that is, in saying just so much as will
make the facts plain, or will lead the hearer to believe
that the thing has happened . . . . (1984, III 16: 32–38)

I always want to start with the emergence of one-celled life
on Earth, or in the Garden of Eden (depending on my
audience). But my better self aspires to the higher culture
of brevity. My wordhoard is full of sayings that praise
sparse speech, such as:

Silence is golden.
Still waters run deep.
Actions speak louder than words.
He’s a man of few words.

These are so common we can’t remember who said them,
though plenty come with authors still attached:

It is with words as with sunbeams. The more they are
condensed, the deeper they burn. (Robert Southey)

I believe more in the scissors than I do in the pencil.
(Truman Capote)

If I am to speak ten minutes, I need a week for preparation;
if fifteen minutes, three days; if half an hour, two days; if
an hour; I am ready now. (Woodrow Wilson)

A sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a para-
graph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that
a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a ma-
chine no unnecessary parts. (William Strunk, Jr.)

Figure 1. Brevity lies between the extremes of obscurity
and prolixity.
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Writing improves in direct ratio to the things we can
keep out of it that shouldn’t be there. (William Zinnser)

It is my ambition to say in ten sentences what other men
say in whole books— what other men do not say in
whole books. (F. Nietzsche)

Good things, when short, are twice as good. (Baltasar
Gracian)

Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. (Leonardo da
Vinci)

The lineage of such sayings runs back to various
sources in classical rhetoric and literature, and to philo-
sophical/religious traditions. It’s beyond the scope of this
essay to carefully trace, for example, Stoic doctrines about
words residing in the souls of men, and the transforming
moral power of harboring and speaking just the right
words. So is Cicero’s fascinating relationship to the Stoics,
some of whom—Cato, for instance—he admired for their
eloquence, while others, such as Chrysippus, he com-
plained about as teaching an art for “anyone whose ambi-
tion was to hold his tongue” (Stock 1908, 17).

I will point out, however, that the right kind of brevity
has always been linked, not just with communicative effi-
ciency in the abstract, but also with personal virtue: manly
goodness and power. Men of few words are direct and
true, not trying to deceive or flatter or get gain, nor avoid
responsibility and danger, by their much speaking. Also,
the habit of quietness affords plenty of time for self exam-
ination and meditation, so these persons of few words
become self disciplined, self reliant, wise, even spiritual. A
boy in Shakespeare’s play Henry V expresses the theory
briefly: “Men of few words are the best men.”

This is a maxim, a distillation of traditional wisdom.
Shakespeare employed—and crafted—many a maxim. Ar-
istotle pointed out that the premises embedded in maxims
can be used as foundational arguments when engaging
audiences that hold to those sayings. The premises under-
lying many maxims that praise brevity of speech, or even
silence, have to do with our respect for men and women
who act (nobly) rather than merely speak. But they also
have to do with a relationship between speech and soul: a
certain purity, directness, honesty, intelligence, power, and
ordered psyche. Style is indeed the man; he speaks out of
what’s in his heart—and his head.

The man of few words is also regarded as respectful of
his listeners, because one who speaks with intelligent brev-
ity has already done the hard mental work of reducing
discourse to effective essentials, thereby saving listeners
mental labor and time. Speaking or writing in this way
requires—and develops—both skill and goodness. It has

to do with two integral things: the substance of what one
says and the way of saying it.

The history and themes related to this idea of using
brief, exact, powerful language are long and many. They
inspire an effort toward righteous brevity in those who read
them, but like most moral tenets of good philosophy and
religion, they are hard to achieve. Man’s imperfect, clut-
tered nature mires him. And even if one’s desire is pure,
simplicity is not simple. Earlier, I joked about resisting the
temptation to start my introductions in the Garden of Eden,
but consider: isn’t it sometimes right to start there? For
example, where else but with Adam’s language should
Umberto Eco have started in The search for the perfect
language (1997)? The title of Eco’s book perfectly describes
the eternal goal of rhetoric. All rhetorical art is essentially a
search for perfect language, language with power to
achieve its goals in all kinds of circumstances, with all
kinds of people. It’s a philosophical quest, and a religious
and magical one, as well as what we call a rhetorical one.

Shall I reveal the secret so we can be done with this
and zip over to TGIF for the express lunch? Say exactly
what most powerfully supports your rhetorical purpose.
Omit all else. End of article. Thank God it’s finished.

But if I really were to end here, I’d be guilty of what the
ancients called a vice or defect, in this case obscurity, such
excessive brevity that I don’t accomplish my purpose. On
the other hand, if I go on and on, I’ll be guilty of prolixity,
too many words delivered without good rhetorical warrant.
The ideal is what they called brevitas: the minimum con-
figuration of words that will effectively accomplish one’s
purpose. This became part of a triumvirate of communica-
tive virtues: brevity, clarity, plausibility.

THE CLASSICAL VIRTUE OF BREVITY
Probably the best-known classical theorist who called good
prose style a virtue (arete, a human excellence) was Aris-
totle. Book 3 of On rhetoric begins by discussing prose
style’s primary excellence: clarity. This, Aristotle explains,
is the key excellence of prose, and it is achieved by striking
the golden mean between excess and defect: neither too
dignified nor too undignified, too poetic nor too flat, too
wordy nor too sparse. This definition of stylistic excellence
as a zone located mid-way between extremes was shared,
in some form, by nearly every classical theorist of rhetoric.

The earliest formulation of brevitas as a virtue of com-
munication applied to the narration in forensic rhetoric.
Lawyers learning their trade were advised to compose brief
narratives by which to orient judges to the cases being
prosecuted. Judges were often laymen when it came both
to law and to the material points of a case, and the volume
of cases they had to hear often tired them. A lawyer skilled
at presenting a brief narratio, and who could continue to
rely on the power of brevity throughout a trial, had a
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distinct advantage over a prolix opponent when speaking
to any judge, but especially in front of tired, impatient, or
less expert ones. Theorists also extolled brevitas as a great
aid to memory; judges had to remember things and get
them ordered in their minds before judging; brevity helped.

Brevity, clarity, and plausibility were particularly im-
portant for the narrative, because it was the narrative that
intellectually/cognitively led (docere) the minds of the
judges and other hearers into the case, and it was on the
narratio that argument for the case had to be built and the
judge’s mind led all the way to a favorable decision. Cer-
tainly, other virtues could help convince a hearer. The 1st
century A.D. Roman rhetorician Quintilian named movere
and delectare (moving the passions, delighting/entertain-
ing the esthetic sense) along with docere as the elements of
persuasion (1980, 4.2.46; 4.2.110–115). But it was clarity,
plausibility, and brevity that became known as the neces-
sary virtues (virtutes necessariae), or simply the virtues of
the narration (virtutes narrationis). They were so regarded
because they were the mainsprings of docere, which was
foremost in leading to the central goal of the speech. Movere
and delectare, as elements addressed to the emotions and
esthetic sensibilities, had important but auxiliary functions.

These virtues of the narrative balanced each other. If
probability required, brevity and clarity adjusted; if clarity
required, probability and brevity adjusted, and if brevity
required, its fellow virtues adjusted (Kennedy 1991, 141).
Each virtue was also limited, on either side, by its two
corresponding vitia (vices). Drawn out too far, all virtues
became vices. The virtues of the narration came to be
known as virtues of style at large, applicable to all parts of
the speech. Brevitas, in particular, came to represent a
significant dimension of stylistic excellence.

It should be clear now why the brevitas ideal did not
conflict with the notion of effective amplification or with
other figures of speech that expand and enrich prose. Like
Dr. Gass amplifying the nature of simplicity, I can say my
article is about the quest for brevity, for economy, for
efficiency in communication. Here I’ve used, for rhetorical
effect, amplification and polysyndeton—and if the effect is
good, I’m still hewing to brevitas. Intelligent brevity
strengthens, not weakens, communication. Did you like
that clean subject-verb-object construction with isocolonic
antithesis embedded in the verb phrase? Probably you didn’t
notice whether you liked it or not; it just entered smoothly into
your gray matter. It made sense and seemed to be true.

Brevitas means limiting one’s discourse to the words
that best express thought and best achieve rhetorical
ends—rhetoric’s raison de etre. Finding the best necessarily
entails rejecting whatever is unnecessary or less than best:
the art of omission. You’ve probably heard some variation
of the notion that creating a great sculpture is a process of
chipping away all the stone that is not the sculpture. Mich-

elangelo stared for a long time at the huge block of marble
destined to become David, laboring intensely in mind be-
fore physical cutting and chipping began. Both phases of
work entailed extensive omission.

I’m making something too: an essay. And since I’ve
been studying brevity at length, I have stacks of mental
material here in my shop. As I write, I’m chipping away like
mad at those masses of words. I’m weakening though,
feeling tempted to write a book about brevity. When I
mention this to non-academic friends, they laugh and
shake their heads. “College professors! They get away with
such amazing nonsense, on my tax money!” The other
common reaction comes from colleagues and grad stu-
dents who live immersed in the rich outpouring of beauti-
ful words we call English literature. Their reaction to an
endorsement of brevity reminds me of zealous missionaries
hearing attacks on their religion. Yet, even as they insist on
distinctions between literary and rhetorical theory, most of
them acknowledge important theory in “their” camp about
the uses of economical language. Indeed, those familiar
with literary scholarship that extensively explores language
efficiency—things like Curnutt’s Wise economies: Brevity
and storytelling in American short stories (1997)—don’t
look on me narrowly at all.

The power of brevity is not confined to any field or
genre, nor even to one “office” of rhetoric. Although I’m
taking just a quick look at stylistic brevity, its rhetorical
domain is broader. For example, Aristotle discusses it in
connection with the enthymeme, an argumentative struc-
ture that omits a logically implied clause (Hussein deserved
to be executed because he was a brutal dictator). The
trimmed-down argument can be more effective than a
longer one, because the unstated premises will be supplied
by the listeners/readers. They thus engage more fully with
the argument and develop a greater sense of having arrived
at conclusions themselves. They may also derive greater
pleasure from hearing the discourse and maintain better
attention to the speaker. Skillful use of this abbreviated
logical structure can more powerfully persuade a listener/
reader. Obviously, if brevity means sifting out and using
just the right words to accomplish one’s rhetorical purpose,
it cannot be divorced from invention except for the artifi-
cial, analytical task of focusing on one element of rhetoric
at a time, as I’m doing here.

Earlier, I used the phrase intelligent brevity, but the
ancients would strike the word intelligent as redundant:
brevity was a virtue of speaking that presupposed rhetor-
ical effectiveness. That’s why, if a speech were so trimmed
that listeners came away merely puzzled, and therefore
unmoved/unconvinced, the speech would be called ob-
scure, not brief. It’s always possible to go too far, straying
toward a vice. Hence Horace’s lament: “I work at achieving
brevity; instead I become obscure” (1995, 25). But in the
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golden mean between the vice of obscurity at one end of
the measuring stick and prolixity at the other, resided the
virtue of brevity: just the right words, just enough to do the
job, and ordered in just the right way. That’s a fair defini-
tion of good style. And for anyone skilled in any language,
it’s abundantly clear: to come up with just the right words,
you’ve got to push down the wrong ones. As T. S. Eliot
said, creation and criticism are simultaneous (1950, 18).

INVENTION AND OUTVENTION
Rhetorical invention is about bringing things in (to one’s
mind, to a composition), just as the derivation of the word
explains: in � venire, to bring—but it is also about leaving
things out, or kicking them out after they’ve crowded in.
The things brought in are arguments, precedents, facts,
comparisons, histories, and the like: all the materials you
can find that might persuade folks in the direction you
want. But you can’t use them all; you must omit everything
except the limited set of materials that will work best.
Arrangement, the art of finding the most effective organi-
zation of those materials, is not vastly different. Nor is the
third canon of rhetoric, style: the art of finding the most
effective words, patterns, images, and devices by which to
express your constellation of ideas. These three arts are
traditionally sequential in the composition process, but
they also process in parallel: you dip back into invention
and arrangement as stylistic revelations dawn, just as ideas
and patterns emerge in stylistic forms to begin with. For an
impressive exploration of this phenomenon as applied to
the history (and current state) of science writing, see
Jeanne Fahnestock’s Rhetorical figures in science (1999).

But let’s continue to consider the notion that style
incorporates, even more profoundly than its sister rhetori-
cal arts, an art of omission, of shunting away cascades of
words, patterns, images, devices, letters, and marks of all
kinds—and of leaving rhetorically effective gaps through-
out one’s prose. Of course, many gaps that work efficiently
for an educated native English user (E1) adult would bog
down an E1 child or a non-native user of English (E2). The
fact that a linguistic gap can swallow one reader in confu-
sion but serve as a perfect stepping stone to another is a
major reason we study audience.

Scores of “traditional” composition books describe the
process of composition as involving, after the steps of
research and organization, a rough draft stage wherein the
writer pours out words on pages, without the hindrance of
self editing, and then returns to those words some time
later in editorial mode (an entirely different cognitive state,
some theorists claim). Although this account of the writing
process has been criticized, it’s based on this truth: writ-
ers—that is, educated adults writing in their native lan-
guage—carry about in their heads a vast linguistic and
cultural storehouse. Open its doors, and out pour words,

phrases, sentences—too many! The hardest work is not
extracting words from the wordhoard; it’s forcing back all
the words that want to teem into your prose. That effort
takes time and energy. It’s the reason Blaise Pascal, a
skilled writer, apologized to a friend for sending him a long
letter, excusing himself only because he “had no leisure to
make it shorter” (1941, 571). Some writers I know can’t
achieve short letters even when given enough time. That’s
mainly why I’m writing this brief article, and I’d certainly
reduce it further if I thought it would still do the trick. (If
you’re an adult E1, my target audience, your ably encul-
turated mind is now filling in the trick. If you’re an E2, I
apologize for leaving a gap you might not be able to fill.)

To the limit of my skill and available time for writing
such an article, this is my briefest possible production,
given my rhetorical goals and conception of audience.
Writing with the goal of brevity in mind has meant more
work for me and should result in less work for you. And
insofar as delectare promotes my goals, I’ve used it as well.
A conscientious writer works hard, at both invention and
out-vention, to afford the reader the least burdensome,
most effective read. The prose reader’s satisfaction lies in
the clear, easy-as-possible reception of knowledge—and,
to some degree, in the esthetic experience of reading clean,
precise prose.

(The words that first came to my cluttered mind for that
last phrase were: “—and, to a lesser degree, in the less
burdensome cognitive processing of linguistic code.” I’ve
been slapping away such phrases non-stop. I’ve also been
omitting scores of editorial explanations like this one.)

WORK AND PLEASURE
Although every discipline values “wise economies,” as lit-
erary critic Curnutt puts it, there is something valued in the
vast realm of poetics that is not valued the same way in
rhetoric’s equally vast domain: pleasure. I am thinking
particularly of rhetoric as used in the world of work: sci-
ence, technology, government, business, industry. This is
not to deny the rhetorical power of poetic; Jeff Walker’s
Rhetoric and poetics in antiquity (2000) has fully con-
vinced me about that power and how it was applied cul-
turally and politically, with huge effect, for many hundreds
of years. It is still applied in some of those ways: theater,
music, visual art, and literature continue to educate, encul-
turate, convince, and move millions of minds and hearts to
action. But in our age, there is a place in the yellow wood
where the paths of rhetoric and poetics diverge. The cur-
ricular configuration of virtually every modern college and
university testifies to it.

Not everyone sees the situation in terms of “divergent
paths,” of course. One of the most respected rhetorical
scholars of our day, George Kennedy, sees rhetoric as (still)
the master discipline. He wrote that one of the major

APPLIED THEORY
Virtues and Vices of Omission Hirst

312 TechnicalCOMMUNICATION • Volume 54, Number 3, August 2007



weaknesses of Aristotle’s Rhetoric was that the philosopher
ranked rhetoric too low. Kennedy asserted, “. . . Rhetoric,
as the more all-inclusive phenomenon, is probably better
regarded as the archdiscipline of which dialectic and po-
etics are smaller, more limited parts.” He also believes that
Aristotle made “too sharp a distinction between rhetoric
(controlled by the speaker’s intentionality) and poetics (in
which the creative artist plays more the role of a facilitator
or agent of expression of something beyond himself)”
(1991, 312).

I agree that Aristotle’s distinction was too sharp in view
of the vast psychological, moral, and political utility of
poetics. What could be more practical than dramas and
poems that helped entire cultures to work out their collec-
tive directions and decisions? A play, a story, a song, a
scripture, a sermon that helps change a human heart from
greedy to generous, indifferent to compassionate, cow-
ardly to brave, degraded to pure is the most practical,
real-world discourse, bar none. And talk about efficiency:
when people become good—compassionate, forgiving,
selfless, pure, gentle, harmonious—it casts into the sea
whole mountains of forensic and even deliberative dis-
course. But in the modern age, Aristotle’s separation of
rhetoric and poetics seems valid—practically, if not philo-
sophically. Rhetoric and poetics are now divergent paths,
not because certain arts and pleasures are the exclusive
domain of one or the other, but because on one road delight
is always a means; on the other it is both means and end.

Rhetoric’s separation from literature—or from philos-
ophy, linguistics, science, or anything else in its eager
purview—is regarded as an insane, grievous bifurcation
mostly just by rhetoric scholars, though I don’t have statis-
tics on this assertion. Rhetoricians take heart when contem-
plating the truth that, regardless of who may or may not see
it, rhetoric still underlies literary studies. But rhetoric is a
craft with special goals and characteristics, and its premier
specialty has more to do—in our age—with what we call
the real affairs of the world than literature does.

Take any genre of communication and ask, what’s the
difference between a literary X and a rhetorical X? Let’s
insert “sermon” as the X. One kind of sermon is based on
the idea that the most effective way to change the world for
good is to convert individual souls to God; out of the
converted soul will flow good works—naturally, spontane-
ously. In the abstract: the way to convert is to use all the
power of human homiletic art and, in cooperation with the
power of the Spirit, reach deep into the human heart and
[insert metaphor here: break, heal, enlighten, enrapture,
plant a seed in it]. Another kind of sermon aims to inspire
and organize social action to curtail pornography or gam-
bling, or to fight racism, drug abuse, or any number of
social injustices and ills. The first sermon is more literary,
more resident in the realm of transcendence, beauty, rev-

elation, and spirituality. The second sermon is no stranger
to this realm but is more rhetorical. It is up to something
more directly focused on persuading and equipping peo-
ple to decide and do things in the real, immediate world of
human affairs. For an extensive discussion of this distinc-
tion, see Schmidt’s Souls or the social order (1991). For
millennia, Christians (and others) have disagreed over
which of the two things—souls or social order—we should
most vigorously pursue.

Here’s another question: which kind of discourse, lit-
erary or rhetorical, tends to use indirection, and which
prizes directness? Let’s stick with our homiletic example.
Indirection is a persuasive tactic famously discussed, and
enacted, by the 19th-century Danish theologian Søren Ki-
erkegaard. As a homiletic strategy, it is much more charac-
teristic of a literary sermon; rhetorical sermons, by contrast,
aim directly at the social order. Yet the main question isn’t
one of methods so much as of goals. Certainly, rhetoric
knows how to disguise itself, and will do so if hearers are
likely to spook at the notion that an “art” is being used on
them. But communication for most of the world’s work
need not and does not concern itself with this; here, indi-
rection is the exception rather than the rule. For Westerners
at least, directness is a hallmark of the world of work.
Admittedly, this is partly because, in the hands of most
writers, indirection becomes more of a scenic loop than
persuasive strategy.

For 25 years I’ve been walking directly down the path
of communication research, teaching, and consulting that
leads through the world of work: business, government,
industry, science, technology. It’s a world where the main
goals of communication are to enable people (including
oneself) to decide things and do things. We may occasion-
ally employ stories that mislead for the fun of it, or use
jokes and riddles, to please our hearers/readers—perhaps
aiming to help tired minds maintain longer attention to our
communications. We may also be trying to promote better
emotional response to propositions. But time-bound,
working-world situations can’t usually tolerate much of
such tactics. We might indulge in the pleasure of stories
and jokes during breaks from work. But normally, when
pursuing the work itself, we try to communicate in unam-
biguous, efficient ways to help people make good deci-
sions or carry out tasks.

Communications such as technical briefings, recom-
mendation reports, feasibility reports, environmental re-
ports, maintenance manuals, safety manuals, user manu-
als—whether textual, visual, mathematical, verbal, or some
combination of these media—are designed to serve those
two fundamental goals: deciding and doing (or avoiding, a
species of doing). The world of work, having so very much
to decide and do, with so much at stake, values directness,
economy, efficiency—in a word, brevitas.
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Lab reports, scientific articles, professional and schol-
arly articles of many kinds, are also geared to deciding and
doing things, though one might argue they are best de-
scribed as geared to “knowing.” People read them to learn
things, things about research in genetics, medicine, and
psychology, or about NASA’s plans for future space mis-
sions. But in the context of the world of work, all this is
input to the ongoing tasks of deciding and doing: what
technologies and opportunities should our company pur-
sue, what developments and programs seem promising for
my future collaborations and investments, what research
challenges our policies? All these articles and reports are
real-world communications, so called because we distin-
guish between real work and everything else—even if
there’s lag time between learning and deciding/doing.

The approach to real-world work tends to be direct.
Indirection, as employed beyond the occasional joke or
riddle, is a tactic for soul-targeting sermons, philosophical
writings, literary creations, and the like. Poetics, in our age,
generally moves more in the “spiritual world” than real-
world rhetoric does. Even so, I want to borrow one idea
from, if not the spiritual world, at least the fringe of the
material one: mental telepathy.

TELEPATHIC EFFICIENCY
Wouldn’t the ideal form of communication for the real
world of work be mental telepathy, instantaneous and
clear? Pose this question to any corporate officer, manager,
foreman, task leader, team member, or just anyone trying
to decide and do things as they investigate natural phe-
nomena (science), make things (technology/industry),
control things (government), and of course earn money
(business, which overlaps everything else). Communica-
tion is a means to these ends. The quicker, more accurate,
more economical the communication, the better. The near-
est approach to telepathy would be the best communica-
tion. The art of practical communication would then be in
understanding enough about the minds you’re contacting
to properly adjust the thought packets you’re beaming
them. Audience adaptation. That’s the foundation of rhet-
oric according to Aristotle, who probably would have
loved it if everyone could communicate telepathically, so
long as one could close one’s mind to babblers and other
undesirables. But I don’t think he’d have loved it applied
to, for instance, the theater. That is, unless dramatic kathar-
sis could still take place without the prolonged esthetic,
emotional, “pleasurable” experience of witnessing the
drama played out over time.

So unless the utility of pleasure could somehow be
preserved in telepathic communication, the goal of com-
municative economy (derived from the Greek oikconomia,
household [real-world] management) would not hold true
for things such as fiction, poetry, biography, and personal

essay—communication not directly on the path of real-
world work. With one qualification, coming shortly. Be-
sides—utility be danged—on the pleasure path, people
want pleasure to last. If their pleasure is in the process of
reading all the way through Bleak house, or hearing a bard
recite the adventures of Brer Rabbit, or watching the col-
lected episodes of Lost—then instantaneous telepathic
communication, which would destroy the savoring of
words and images received over time, is bad (no fun).
Recall that evening when you were watching an engrossing
movie with someone who had already seen it and who
suddenly graced you with a summary of the movie, includ-
ing the ending. What, you didn’t appreciate the economical
delivery of information, the nearest thing to telepathy your
friend could manage?

The qualification is, of course, any application of eco-
nomical communication that enhances the pleasure of lit-
erature. It’s the art discussed in volumes of theory about
poetry and short story, in particular. Pleasure, even deep
insight, indeed flows from skillful economy of communi-
cation, both during and long after the reading, listening, or
viewing. I enjoy Hemingway’s compact, weighty fish as
they continue finning through my deep unconscious. But
notice that in the pleasure path, the words—the story, the
images, the reader’s discoveries—are themselves valued as
carriers of bliss, just as fine chocolate is valued and savored
in the eating of it. If the literary chocolate be shaved too
thin, pleasure decreases. Telepathic chocolate would de-
liver no pleasure at all, just knowledge about chocolate,
including knowledge about the pleasure it gives to people
who eat it. You’re welcome to feel a species of pleasure in
reaction to knowing the facts about chocolate—but that’s
different. That’s more like the pleasure of knowing things
in the world of work, where knowledge is power to decide
and do and make and earn.

Instantaneous, clear, accurate, unburdensome commu-
nication is the ideal in the real world. As Jack Selzer wrote,
“reading comprehensibility and reader efficiency [are] par-
ticularly defensible goals for technical writing” (1983, 71).
This is only one reason why paths began to diverge in the
yellow wood, but I believe it has become the main reason
they stay that way. In any case, here’s the rub: most of us
can’t communicate telepathically. The best we can do is
learn to use words, numbers, sounds, gestures, and images
in the most economical, effective way possible. Time is
money, and energy is money; minimize expenditure of T �
E to maximize results. At least, this is the prime directive in
the decision- and task-oriented world of work.

Richard Lanham (2006) observes that we now have an
“attention economy.” Because of the floods of information
in which we swim—so much more than we could ever pay
attention to or process—human attention is now the scarce
commodity, and style that rightly, effectively engages and
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directs human attention is more important than ever be-
fore. Brevitas is a flood-gate key for holding back, and
draining off, the seas of information. Other things equal, as
Herbert Spencer (1901) would say, communicators should
turn that key and close those gates as much as possible.
The practice of brevitas would conserve a precious human
possession: mental energy. Spencer would allow that for
children or for adults with weaker minds or less familiarity
with a particular subject matter—or even for material in-
herently technical and difficult—style must reduce its sus-
pensions, Latinate jargon, and other complex features, in-
cluding omissions that depend on linguistic sophistication
and cultural familiarity. But there is one major category of
audience Spencer didn’t consider in his famous essay “The
philosophy of style”: international users of English, or E2s.

E1s & E2s
After reading Edmond Weiss’s excellent The elements of
international English style (2005), I drew a summary dia-
gram in the back of his book (see Figure 2).

Weiss makes E1 stand for native users of English, E2 for
non-native users, specifically non-natives using English in
the world of work. My diagram summarizes Weiss’s advice
for writing English to be read by E2s. Whereas complex
syntax, ellipses, cultural allusions (American or British cul-
ture), and the like may be fine for E1s, they impose unnec-
essary burdens on E2s. To summarize the summary: these
things are burdensome for E2s because their minds can’t fill
in the gaps. They don’t have the lifetime of linguistic ex-
perience in E1 contexts that would allow them to process,
let alone enjoy, the E1’s latitude of wordplay. And that
word wordplay is crucial. You can’t play, and seldom enjoy
trying, if you don’t know the rules of the game.

E2s are struggling to understand the linguistic code
(English) and are still context poor. So the fundamental
stylistic strategy that works so well in writing to E1s must be
altered to accommodate E2s. For example, you shouldn’t

apply the “When in doubt, leave it out” principle to punc-
tuating prose for E2s—just the opposite—but you should
apply it to almost everything cultural, political, funny, sex-
ual, athletic, military, and ambiguous. This advice is sound
not only because such things may offend, but more espe-
cially because the minds of E2s are burdened by them.
Their task of linguistic comprehension, already difficult,
becomes even more daunting as they stare into the higher-
order playground of language and culture.

When E1s write for E2s, they engage in a wonderful
exercise in audience adaptation, because it requires E1s con-
stantly to ask the questions, “What is the nature of the minds
I’m addressing?” and “How will this appear to the minds I’m
addressing?” And the task foregrounds the issue of gaps:
ellipses and omissions of all kinds as they exist in the audi-
ence addressed and as employed by stylistic strategies.

In view of the E2’s gaps that Weiss discusses, it’s also
important to hear him say this: “Writing well for an E2 reader
generally means using the same methods and editorial prin-
ciples one uses in writing for an E1 reader—only more so”
(2005, 7). By this he means preferring active to passive voice,
preferring short and familiar words, excising unnecessary
words, using effective patterns (such as parallel and antithet-
ical forms), reducing scientific jargon where possible, and so
on. Even so, he qualifies this advice when he tells us that, for
example, shorter sentences must sometimes be lengthened
for the E2 by re-inserting the elliptical material and using less
ambiguous (even if longer) words:

1. Reading is hard; writing is harder.
2. Reading is difficult; writing is more difficult than

reading.
Alas. The tight parallelism, the isocolonic structure, and

the polyptoton, so pleasant and compact, so instantly E1-
comprehensbile, is broken and uglified. There’s a maxim
among writers of international English: Translation, and writ-
ing English for E2s, is like kissing a bride through a veil. It’s
hard for E1 writers and readers to deal with such prose. No
figures, poesy, humor, allusions? It epitomizes the playoff
between work and pleasure, and between eliding and filling.

In the world of work, E1s skilled at communicating in
English with E2s are highly valued, precisely because they
save E2s so much time, labor, confusion, and frustration.
Such communication promotes profits, to be sure—as well
as good will, safety, and much more. Omission can be a
virtue or a vice: a vice if it unnecessarily burdens the
reader, a virtue if it unburdens—or, in the words of Herbert
Spencer, if it conserves the reader’s mental energy.

STYLE THAT CONSERVES MENTAL ENERGY
In a previous article (Hirst 2004), I examined Herbert Spen-
cer’s “The philosophy of style” (1901). Spencer’s stylistic trea-
tise defines the ideal of good style as conserving mental
energy. Here (in summary) are Spencer’s handful of master

Figure 2. Some of Edmond Weiss’s advice about writing
for non-native speakers of English.
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guidelines for conserving a reader’s or listener’s mental en-
ergy:

� Prefer the familiar. So, for the English speaker, pre-
fer words Anglo-Saxon to Latinate.

� Use syntax that requires the least mental regression.
Essentially: move from abstract to concrete, modifiers
to the modified, because concretes presented before
abstracts explode in the mind, releasing all kinds of
features that must be tracked down and corrected.

� Use pattern. Patterns set up expectations. Whatever
can be anticipated burns less mental energy.

� Economize, above all. Methods of economizing include
using metaphor and other language-condensing tech-
niques, as well as eliminating the unnecessary.
After reading a stack of rhetoric treatises, the young

scientist/engineer Spencer had come to the conclusion that
the human mind works more efficiently at processing lin-
guistic data as that data is reduced—other things equal, he
repeatedly qualifies. So, for example, he would quickly
agree—were he to experience a moment of concern for
those not born into English—that in many instances, fewer
bits of data might waste, not conserve, the E2’s mental
energy, and that a Latinate word might actually land closer
to the familiar than an Anglo-Saxon one.

Spencer pointed out that the human mind processes
language via a series of suspensions and applications.
Stronger minds—or minds more familiar with a subject
matter, history, or particular circumstance—are able to sus-
pend more material in anticipation of application to an
object than weaker minds are (I calculate that you were
comfortable with that long suspension, as well as the one
at the end of the last paragraph). Also, he observed, some
subjects (science, philosophy) are more complex or ab-
stract than others, and so, even for a “vigorous intellect,”
should be treated in more easily processed prose:

So long as the mind has not much to do, it may be well able
to grasp all the preparatory clauses of a sentence, and to
use them effectively; but if some subtlety in the argument
absorb the attention it may happen that the mind, doubly
strained, will break down, and allow the elements of the
thought to lapse into confusion. (349–50)

To illustrate the problem of “strong vs. weak” minds,
Spencer offers the metaphor of a strong man and a little
boy each faced with the task of carrying a hundred-pound
pile of stones from one room to another. The man can do
it more efficiently by tossing all the stones into a bag
(suspension) and carrying all 100 pounds at once, whereas
the most efficient method for the boy will be to carry five
or ten pounds at a time and make multiple trips between
the two rooms: the “recursive method.” Presenting just a
few stones at a time, along with the necessary syntactic and

conceptual handles, means filling in many gaps, just as we
must do for the “child-like” E2. But given our rhetorical
goals and our mission to conserve the reader’s mental
energy—reducing the burden, as Weiss says—this is the
most efficient thing to do.

But even for the strong man, the rocks can be “stacked”
more efficiently or less, and fewer rocks does not neces-
sarily mean easier carrying. For example, a trim stack of
adjectives and nouns might require more mental energy to
process than a longer version arrived at by inserting prep-
ositions and verbs, and by altering word order. In other
words, the reader’s mental energy is conserved when the
writer unravels noun-adjective strings, as in revising “build-
ing radon source location method” to “method for locating
the source of radon in buildings.” This is a syntax efficiency
issue, the kind of thing Spencer was writing about when he
invited his readers to “inquire whether economy of the
recipient’s attention is not the secret of effect, alike in the
right choice and collocation of words, in the best arrange-
ment of clauses in a sentence, and in the proper order of its
principle and subordinate propositions” (1901, 336).

Like all rhetoricians, Spencer theorized about crafting
discourse based on subject, purpose, and audience—but his
peculiar achievements were his stark summary of rhetorical
lore, his “cognitive science” approach, and his accessible,
provocative, brief treatment of the topic. His “Philosophy of
style” has thus served as a foundational treatise in readability
studies and psycholinguistics. Its approach to good style as
something that conserves the reader’s mental energy helps us
better understand what brevity is and why it works.

Spencer is not the fountainhead of all language effi-
ciency studies, but he was a seminal thinker on the subject,
and since his day there have appeared thousands of studies
in language efficiency, appearing in a broad array of dis-
ciplines besides scientific and technical communication:
cognitive psychology, educational psychology, psychology
of memory, psycholinguistics, and rhetorical studies of all
kinds. It’s beyond the scope of my essay to do more than
glance at contributions from these fields, but just to illus-
trate the correspondence, let me refer to one I’m enjoying
right now. In Efficiency and complexity in grammar, John
Hawkins says,

Efficiency, as I see it, may involve more or less complex-
ity, depending on the syntactic and semantic represen-
tations to be assigned to a given sentence and on their
required minimum level of complexity. But some struc-
tures can be more efficient than others relative to this
minimum. (2004, 9)

Hawkins goes on to posit three principles of efficiency:
minimizing domains (“the sequences of linguistic forms
and their conventionally associated properties”), minimiz-
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ing the linguistic forms that the mind must process, and
“selecting and arranging linguistic forms so as to provide
the earliest possible access to as much of the ultimate
syntactic and semantic representation as possible” (2004,
9). Despite the psycholinguistic jargon here, Spencer’s semi-
nal ideas seem to support much of Hawkins’s take on the
relationships between efficiency, syntax, and word choice.

CONCLUSION
Many kinds of gaps will produce conceptual pitfalls, de-
pending on one’s audience, and so style that goes too far in
that direction will take on the vice of obscurity. That is the
reason why Quinn’s book on figures of speech has a
chapter called Missing Links and Headless Horsemen:

The dangers of omission are obvious enough. The reader
will fail to fill in the blank—or will fill it improperly. . . .
What one reader will find obvious another will find
difficult. What to one culture is elegant economy, or
even just normal expression, to another can be enig-
matic brevity or even perverse obscurity. (1993, 27)

Quinn instances this selection from Isaiah 38:12:
“Mine age is departed, and is removed from me as a
shepherd’s tent: I have cut off like a weaver my life.”
Difficult if you know little about weavers and can’t
readily fill in “I have cut off my life as a weaver cuts off
his threads.” Snip.

But, I’m certain Quinn would agree, in writing for
intelligent adult E1s and sophisticated E2s, omission that
leads to brevitas is a masterful key to success. Efforts
toward brevity certainly can overreach into obscurity—but
most E1 readers feel the efforts seldom go far enough. The
most common vice of E1s communicating with E1s is not
obscurity, but prolixity.

In my short list of epigrams praising sparse speech, I
didn’t include the popular saying Keep It Simple, Stupid
(KISS) because the saying itself has a stupefying effect on
those who recite it. It implies that even stupid people can
achieve brevity if they’ll just decide, or remember, to do it.
But as da Vinci pointed out, effective economy is a sophis-
ticated thing, not a simple one. Like all virtues, it’s hard for
most of us to achieve. Yet we who teach writing to others,
and write or edit for others, should be the world’s most
virtuous vessels of brevitas.

I’ve striven throughout this article to model what I mean,
and I’ve been direct with you. If your passion for virtuous
communication feels strengthened, my purpose is met. If you
wish to look at a set of online tutorials that were created under
the guiding light of the brevitas ideal, just Google my name
and follow the links for my technical editing course (English
460) at the University of Tennessee. For deeper study, the
references below provide some good directions.

If, like Pascal, I have written you too long a letter, forgive
me. I had some leisure in which to write, but perhaps not
enough. If you can guide me to grants that will carve out more
leisure time, please let me know. My character, and your
mental energy, will benefit. TC
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