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SPRING BOOKS 
SUPPLEMENT 

Where there's a need for some style 
In science-writing it is hard to combine accuracy with fluency. Here Eric Ashby calls for 
more trouble to be taken over literary style in government reports. 
IN St Matthew's Gospel it is written: "Thou shalt love thy 
neighbour as thyself". A more recent writer puts it another way: 
"It is desirable that there should be established a meaningful and 
responsive reciprocal personal relationship within the social 
group". Here the choice between plain prose and jargon is easy to 
make. But some messages cannot be coded into words anyone can 
understand. Every issue of Nature carries pages that are 
meaningless except to a coterie of experts. This is not because the 
articles are badly written. It would be unreasonable to expect the 
author of an article on ''Sub-Ge V antiprotons in galactic cosmic 
rays" to make his message intelligible to anyone who can read a 
newspaper. He can assume that the few score of fellow experts for 
whom he is writing regard the content as almost all that matters in 
the article. He must avoid inaccuracy and ambiguity; fluency and 
elegance in style, though welcome and likely to enlarge the circle 
of readers, are of secondary importance. 

The science-writer who chooses a wider readership has a more 
difficult task. No one is obliged to read what he writes. His motive 
- to communicate or maybe just to make money - will be 
defeated if he doesn't take trouble toset out his ideas in lucid, 
even if he can't manage limpid, prose. He has to adopt a style 
acceptable to the market place. This exposes him to certain 
temptations. 

The chief temptation is to strive to be lucid at the cost of being 
accurate. How bracing it is to breathe the fresh air of Macaulay's 
prose: and how mistaken to suppose that science can be written in 
that style. It has been unkindly said about Macaulay's style of 
writing that you can never tell the truth in it. "In satisfying his 
passion for clarity" wrote the philosopher Brand Blanshard, "he 
allows himself to omit shades and qualifications that are there in 
the facts, but would smudge his sharply etched lines if he were to 
put them into the picture". 

The science-writer with a passion for clarity has to take care 
that his passion does not lead him into infidelity to truth; for the 
reader who at first takes pleasure in the "sharply etched lines" 
may in the end feel resentment at having been deceived. That is 
what befell the American authors of The Limits to Growth. They 
arrest the reader's attention with a vivid scenario, such as the one 
that pollution, if it gets worse, may almost halve the expectation 
of life in industrial societies. They take no account of the fact that 
industrial societies react strongly to any threat to the expectation 
of life- as a dozen laws to abate hazards to health bear witness
and the arresting scenario is in fact deceitful. It is commonly said 
that without the "sharply etched lines", the reader would not 
have taken the trouble to read the book at all. This is the dilemma, 
and the fact that so few writers can resolve it (and so many do not 
even try) provokes scientists to frown on a colleague who goes in 
for popularization; the word is so uncomfortably close to the 
French vulgariser. The rare writer who can successfully combine 
accuracy with fluency is not frowned upon: he is envied. But for 
most of us who write about science it is safer to settle for being 
painstaking about accuracy and be content with a modest 
measure of fluency. 

However there is one category of science-writing where there 
needs to be a campaign for more fluency, even for elegance, in 
style: that is in the reports of scientific committees set up by 
government. The purpose of these reports is to help to shape 
science-policy. The committees that draft them take immense 
trouble to make them trustworthy. But- with some outstanding 

exceptions - little trouble seems to be taken to make them 
attractive to read. The consequence is that some reports are read 
only by those whose duty compels them. And no wonder: listen 
(it's better to read them aloud) to a couple of examples taken at 
random from two important reports. Here is a paragraph from 
the recommendations of the Finneston Report, Engineering our 
Future: 

All those involved with manufacturing industry, whether 
directly or indirectly, should review their activities to 
ensure that they perceive and present engineering and 
engineers as matters of vital national concern in their own 
right. 

Does this mean: "The importance of engineers for industry and 
for the nation needs to be stressed"? 

And here is a passage from the recommendations of the report 
on Global Resources to the President of the United States: 

Because of the risk to peace, the United States should 
encourage other countries, and should itself, establish 
conflict resolution arrangements which can mitigate or help 
resolve future international water conflicts. 

Does this mean: "There is an urgent need for ways to resolve 
conflicts over competing demands for water"? 

There is no need for reports to governments to be written in this 
stilted and stumbling style. There are models of elegance on both 
sides of the Atlantic. The report, A Race against Time, by the 
Royal Commission on Electric Power Planning in Ontario, and 
the report by Mr Justice Berger on the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline 
(Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland), make compelling 
reading. These are both from Canada, where there is a higher level 
of literacy in government reports than in the USA. In Britain we 
have the example of an experiment in fluent writing with, so to 
speak, a "control" issued in the same year by the same 
government department. In 1970 the Ministry of Housing and 
Local Government issued two reports, one from the Technical 
Committee on the Disposal of Solid Toxic Wastes and one from 
the Working Party on Sewage Disposal. Neither of these topics is 
likely to inspire felicity in style, but the contrast between the two 
reports is striking. That on solid toxic wastes is pedestrian, the 
format dull, the readership correspondingly small. The report on 
sewage disposal was a pioneer in the attractive packaging of 
government reports. The photographs on the cover, "the clever 
diagrams, the homely style, all these say to the reader: ''This is not 
written just for civil servants: it is for you". 

Stimulated by pressure groups and the media, the man-in-the
street is becoming more and more concerned about technical 
decisions which affect his life. If he cannot participate in the 
decision-making (in public inquiries and the like) he at least wants 
to understand on what evidence the decisions are made. It is 
therefore a prime duty laid on those who write the reports of 
advisory committees and commissions to make them attractive 
and lucid enough to appeal to a much wider circle of readers than 
a handful of politicians and civil servants. It would be a public 
service if reviewers of such reports were to pay attention to style as 
well as content, praising good writing when they find it and 
censuring prolixity. Whitehead wrote that it is more important 
that a proposition be interesting than that it be true. Reports from 
scientific committees to governments need to be both interesting 
andtrue. D 
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