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LECTURE X.

STYLE - perspicuity and

PRECISION .

Having finished the fubjedt of Language , I
now enter on the confideration of Style , and
the rules that relate to it .

It is not eafy to give a precife idea of what
is meant by Style. The beft definition I can
give of it , is , the peculiar manner in which a
man expreffes his conceptions , by means of
Language . It is different from mere Language
or words . The words , which an author employs }
may be proper and faultlefs ; and his Style may ,
neverthelefs , have great faults ; it may be dry ,
or ftiff, or feeble , or affedted. Style has always
fome reference to an author ’s manner of thinking .
It is a piclure of the ideas which rife in his
mind , and of the manner in which they rife
there ; and , hence , when We are examining
an author ’s compofition it is , in many cafes ,
extremely difficult to feparate the Style from
the fentimcnt . No wonder thefe two fhould
be fo intimately connected , as Style is nothing
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aio STYLE

Li CT, elfe , than that fort of expreffion which our
X. thoughts moft readily affume. Hence , different

countries have been noted for peculiarities of
Style , fuited to their different temper and genius.
The eaftern nations animated their Style with
the moft ftrong and hyperbolical figures . The
Athenians , a polifhed and acute people , formed
a Style accurate , clear , and neat . The Afiatics ,
gay and loofe in their manners , affected a Style
florid and diffufe. The like fort of charac-
teriftical differences are commonly remarked in
the Style of the French , the Englifh , and the
Spaniards . In giving the general characters of
Style , it is ufual to talk of a nervous , a feeble ,
or a fpirited Style ; which are plainly the
characters of a writer ’s manner of thinking , as
well as of expreffing himfelf : So difficult is it to
feparate thefe two things from one another . Of
the general characters of Style , I am afterwards
to difcourfe ; but it will be neceffary to begin
with examining the more fimple qualities of it ;
from the affemblage of which , its more complex
denominations , in a great meafure , refult .

All the qualities of a good Style may be
ranged under two heads , Perfpicuity and Or¬
nament . For all that can poffibly be required
<?f Language , is , to convey our ideas clearly to
the minds of others , and , at the fame time , in
fuch a drefs , as by pleafmg and interefting them ,
fhall moft effectually ftrengtben the impreffions
which we feek to make . When both thefe ends
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are 'anfvvered , we certainly accomplifh every L E c T*
purpofe for which we ufe Writing and Difcourfe . X.

Perspicuity , it will be readily admitted , is
the fundamental quality of Style * ; a quality fo
elfential in every kind of writing , that , for the
want of it , nothing can atone . Without this ,
the richeft ornaments of Style only glimmer
through the dark ; and puzzle , inftead of plead¬
ing , the reader . This , therefore , mull be our
firft object , to make our meaning clearly and
fully unde 'rftood , and underftood without the
leaft difficulty . cc Oratio ,

’*
fays Quindilian , debet

“ negligenter quoque audientibus elfe aperta ;
ut in animum audientis , ficut fol in oculos ,

w etiamfi in eum non intendatur , occurrat .
<c Ouare , non folum ut intelligere poffit , fed ne
lt omnino poffit non intelligere curandum ” If
we are obliged to follow a writer with much
care , to paufe , and to read over his fentences a
fecond time , in order to comprehend them fully ,
he will never pleafe us long . Mankind are too
indolent to reliffi fo much labour . They may

* “ Nobis prima fit virtus , perfpicuitas , propria verba ,“ rectus ordo , non in longum diiata eonclufio ; nihil neque“ defit , neque fuperfluat .
” Guinctil . lib . viii ,

f “ Difcourfe ought always to be obyious , even to“ the molt carelels and negligent hearer ; fo that the“ fenfe fhall ftrike his mind , as the light of the fun does“ our eyes , though they are not directedupwards to it.“ "We mult Itudy , not only that every hearer may under -
Itand us , bus that it fhall be impolfibie for him not ’to“ underftand us .
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212 PERSPICUITY .

L e c T . pretend to admire the author ’s depth , after they
X. have difcovered his meaning ; but they will

feldom be inclined to take up his work a fecond
time .

Authors fometimes plead the difficulty of
their fubjed , as an excufe for the want of
Perfpicuity . But the excufe can rarely , if ever ,
be fuftained . For whatever a man conceives
clearly , that it is in his power , if he will be
at the trouble , to put into diftind proportions ,
to exprefs clearly to others : and upon ^ no
fubjed ought any man to write , where he cannot
think clearly . His ideas , indeed , may , very
excufably , be on fome fubjeds incomplete or
inadequate ; but Hill , as far as they go , they
ought to be clear ; and , wherever this is the
cafe , Perfpicuity , in expreffing them , is always
attainable . The obfcurity which reigns fo much
among many metaphyiical writers , is , for the
mod part , owing to the indiftindnefs of their
own conceptions . They fee the objed but in
a confufed light ; and , of courfe , can never
exhibit it in a clear one to others .

Perspicuity in writing , is not to be confidered
as only a fort of negative virtue , or freedom
from defect It has higher merit : It is a
degree of pofitive beauty . We are pleafed with
an author , we confider him as deferving praife ,
who frees us from all fatigue of fearching for his
meaning ; who carries us through his fubjed
without any embarraffment or confufion ; whofe
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ftyle flows always like a limpid ftream , where L e c t .
\ye fee to the very bottom . X.

The ftudy of Perfpicuity requires attention ,
firft , to fuigle words and phrafes , and then to
the conftrudion of fentences . I begin with
treating of the firft , and fhall confine myfelf to
it in this Lecture .

Perspicuity , confidered with refped to
words and phrafes , requires thefe three qualities
in them ; Purity , Propriety , and Precijion.

Purity and Propriety of Language , are often
ufed indifcriminately for each other ; and , indeed,
they are very nearly allied . A diftinction ,
however , obtains between them. Purity, ' is the
ufe of fuch words , and fuch conftructions , as
belong to the idiom of the Language which we
fpeak ; in oppofition to words and phrafes that are
imported from other Languages , or that are
obfolete , or new coined , or ufed without proper
authority . Propriety , is the feleclion of fuch
words in the Language , as the beft and moft
eftabliftied ufage has appropriated to thofe ideas
which we intend to exprefs by them . It implies
the corred and happy application of them ,
according to that ufage , in oppofition to
vulgarifms or low expreflions ; and to words and
phrafes , which would be lefs fignificant of the
ideas that we mean to convey . Style may be
pure , that is , it may all be ftricily Englifh ,
without Scotticifms or Gallicifms , or ungram¬
matical irregular expreffions of any kind , and
may , neverthelefs , be deficient in Propriety .

P 3
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2 * 4 PERSPICUITY .

L E c T. The words may be ill chofen ; not adapted to
X . the fubjedt , nor fully expreffive of the author ’s

fenfe . He has taken all his words and phrafes
from the general mafs of Englifh Language ; but
be has made his feledtion among thefe words
unhappily . Whereas , Style cannot be proper
without being alfo pure ; and where both Purity
and Propriety meet , befxdes making Style per-
fpicuous , they alfo render it graceful . There is
no ftandard , either of Purity or of Propriety ,
but the practice of the beft writers and fpeakers
in the country .

When I mentioned obfolete or new - coined
words -as incongruous with Purity of Style , it
will be eafily underftood , that fome exceptions
are to be made . On certain occafions , they may
have grace . Poetry admits of greater latitude
than profe , with refpedt to coining , or , at leaffc,
new - compounding words ; yet , even here , this
liberty fhould be ufed with a fparing hand . In
profe , fuch innovations are more hazardous ,
and have a worfe effect . They are apt to give
Style an affedted and conceited air ; and fhould
never be ventured upon , except by fuch , whofe
eftablifhed reputation gives them fome degree of
dictatorial power over Language .

The introduction of foreign and learned
words , unlefs where neceffity requires them ,
fhould always be avoided . Barren Languages
may need fuch affiftances ; but ours is not one
of thefe . Dean Swift , one of our mod correct
writers , valued himfelf much on ufing no words
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but fuch as were of native growth : and his

Language may, indeed , be confidered as a ftand -
ard of the ftricteft Purity and Propriety in the
choice of words . At prefent , we feem to be
departing from this ftandard . A multitude of
Latin words have , of late , been poured in upon
us . On fome occafions , they give an appearance
of elevation and dignity to Style . But often
alfo , they render it ftiff and forced : And , in

general , a plain native Style , as it is more
intelligible to all readers , fo , by a proper ma¬
nagement of words , it can be made equally
ftrong and expreffive with this Latinifed Englilh .

Let us now confider the import of Precifion
in Language , which , as it is the higheffc part
of the quality denoted by Perfpicuity , merits
a full explication ; and the more , becaufe diftincfl
ideas are , perhaps , not commonly formed about it .

The exadt import of Precifion may be drawn
from the etymology of the word . It comes from
“ praecidere ,

” to cut off: It imports retrenching
all fuperfluities , and pruning the expreffion fo ,
as to exhibit neither more nor lefs than an exad
copy of his idea who ufes it . I obferved before ,
that it is often difficult to feparate the qualities
of Style from the qualities of Thought ; and it
is found fo in this inflance . For , in order to
write with Precifion , though this be properly
a quality of Style , one muft poffefs a very
confiderable degree of diftinctnefs and accuracy
in his manner of thinking .

The words , which a man ufes to exprefs his
P4
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21 6 PRECISION IN STYLE .

Em . ideas , may be faulty in three refpeds : They
X. may either not exprefs that idea which the '

author intends , but fome other which only
reiembles , or is a-kin to it ; or , they may exprefs •
that idea , but not quite fully and completely :
or , they may exprefs it , together with fomething
more than he intends . Precifion ftands oppofed
to all thefe three faults ; but chiefly to the laft.
In an author ’s writing with Propriety , his being
free of the two former faults feems implied .
The words which he ufes are proper ; that is ,
they exprefs that idea which he intends , and
they exprefs it fully ; but to be Precife , fignifies,
that they exprefs that idea , and no more . There
is nothing in his words which introduces any
foreign idea , any fuperfluous unfeafonable accef-
fory , fo as to mix it confufedly with the principal
objed , and thereby to render our conception
of that objed loofe and indiftind . This requires a
writer to have , himfelf , a very clear apprehenfion
of the objed he means to prefent to us ; to have
laid faft hold of it in his mind ; and never to
waver in any one view he takes of it : a per-
fedion to which , indeed , few writers attain .

The ufe and importance of Precifion , may be
deduced from the nature of the human mind .
It never can view , clearly and diftindly , above
one objed at a time . If it mud look at two
or three together , efpecially objeds among which
there is refemblance or connedion , it finds itfelf
confufed and embarraffed . It cannot clearly
perceive in what they agree , and in what they
differ. Thus , were any objed , fuppofe fome
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animal , to be prefented to me , of whole ftruc- Lect
ture 1 wanted to form a diftindl notion , I would X.
defire all its trappings to be taken off , I would
require it to be brought before me by itfelf , and
to ftand alone , that there might be nothing to
diflrad my attention . The fame is the cafe with
words . If , when you would inform me of

your meaning , you alfo tell me more than what
conveys it ; if you join foreign circumftances to
the principal objed ; if , by unnecefiarily varying
the expreffion , you fhift the point of view ,
and make me fee fometimes the objed itfelf ,
and fometimes another thing that is conneded
with it ; you thereby oblige me to look on
feveral objeds at once , and I lofe fight of the
principal . You load the animal , you are /bowing
me , with fo many trappings and collars , and
bring fo many of the fame fpecies before me ,
fomewhat refembling , and yet fomewhat differing,
that I fee none of them clearly.

This forms what is called a Loofe Style ; and
is the proper oppofite to Precifion . It generally
arifes from ufing a fuperfiuity of words . Feeble
writers employ a multitude of words to make
themfelves underftood , as they think , more
diftindly ; and they only confound the reader .
They are fenfible of not having caught the
precife expreffion , to convey what they would
fignify ; they do not , indeed , conceive their
own meaning very precifely themfelves ; and ,
therefore , help it out , as they can , by this and
the ofher word , which may , as they fuppofe ,
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c T. fupply the deleft , and bring you fomewhat
nearer to their idea : They are always going
about it , and about it , but never juft hit the
thing . The image as' they fet it before you , is
always feen double ; and no double image is
diftinft . When an author tells me of his hero ’s
courage in the day of battle , the expreffion is
precife , and I underftand it fully . But if, from
the defire of multiplying words , he will needs
praife his courage and fortitude ; at the moment he
joins thefe words together , my idea begins to
waver . He means to exprefs one quality more
ftrongly ; but he is , in truth , expreffing two .
Courage refills danger ; fortitude fupports pain .
The occafion of exerting each of thefe qualities is
different ; and being led to think of both togeth¬
er , when only one of them fhould be in my
view , my view is rendered unfteady , and my
conception of the objeft indiftinft .

From what I have faid , it appears that an
author may , in a qualified fenfe, be perfpicuous ,
while yet he is far from being precife . He ufes
proper words , and a proper arrangement ; he
gives you the idea as clear as he conceives it
himfelf ; and fo far he is perfpicuous •• but the
ideas are not very clear in his own mind ; they
are loofe and general ; and , therefore , cannot
be expreffed with Precifion . All fubjefts do not
equally require Precifion . It is fufficient , on
many occafions , that we have a general view
of the meaning . The fubjeft , perhaps , is of
the known and familiar kind ; and we are in no
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hazard of miftaking the fenfe of the author , L E c T .
though every word which he ufes be not precife X.
and exact.

Few authors , for inftance , in the Englifh
Language , are more clear and perfpicuous , on
the whole , than Archbiffiop Tillotfon , and Sir
William Temple ; yet neither of them are
remarkable for Precifion . They are loofe and
diffufe ; and accuftomed to exprefs their meaning
by Several words , which fhow you fully where¬
abouts it lies , rather than to fingle out thofe
exprefifions , which would convey clearly the
idea they have in view , and no more . Neither ,
indeed , is Precifion the prevailing character of
IVIr. Addifon ’s Style ; although he is not fo
deficient in this refpedt as the other two authors .

Lord Shaftsbury ’s faults , in point of
Precifion , are much greater than Mr . Addifon ’s ;
and the more unpardonable , becaufe he is a
profeffed philofophical writer ; who , as fuch ,
ought , above all things , to have ftudied Preci¬
fion . His Style has both great beauties , and
great faults ; and , on the whole , is by no means
a fafe model for imitation . Lord Shaftfbury was
well acquainted with the power of words ;
thofe which he employs are generally proper
and well founding ; he has great variety of
them , and his arrangement , as lhall be after¬
wards fbown , is commonly beautiful . His defect,
in Precifion , is not owing fo much to indiftindl
or confufed ideas , as to perpetual affectation.
He is fond , to excefs , of the pomp and parade
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e c t . of Language ; he is never fatisfied with expref -
X. ling any thing clearly and Amply ; he mull

always give it the drefs of Hate and majelty .
Hence perpetual circumlocutions , and many
words and phrafes employed to defcribe -fome-
what , that would have been defcribed much
better by one of them . If he has occafion to
mention any perfon or author , he very rarely
mentions him by his proper name . In the treatife ,
entitled , Advice to an Author , he defcants for
two or three pages together upon Ariftotle ,
without once naming him in any other way ,
than the IYIaller Critic , the Mighty Genius and
Judge of Art , the Prince of Critics , the Grand
Mailer of Art , and Confummate Philologifl . In
the fame way , the Grand Poetic Sire , the-
Philofophical Patriarch , and his Difciple of
Noble Birth , and lofty Genius , are the only
names by which he condefcends to diftinguiflr
Homer , Socrates , and Plato , in another palfage
of the fame treatife . This method of diftinguilh -
ing perfons is extremely affected ; but it is not
i’o contrary to Precifion , as the frequent circum¬
locutions he employs for all moral ideas ; atten¬
tive , on every occafion , more to the pomp of
Language , than to the clearnefs which he ought
to have lludied as a philofopher . The moral
lenfe , for inllance , after he had once defined it ,
was a clear term ; but , how vague becomes the ’
idea , when , in the next page , he calls it ,
“ That natural affection , and anticipating fancy ,
“ which makes the fenfe of right and wrong ? ”
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Self examination , or reflection on our own L
conduct , is an idea conceived with eafe ; but
when it is wrought into all the forms of , “ A
„ man ’s dividing himfelf into two parties ,
„ becoming a felf-dialogift , entering into part -
3, nerlhip with himfelf , forming the dual number
3, practically within himfelf ;

” we hardly know
what to make of it . On fome occafions , he fo
adorns , or rather loads with words the plaineft
and fimplefl propofitions , as , if not to obfcure ,
at leaft , to enfeeble them .

In the following paragraph , for example , of
the Inquiry concerning Virtue , he means to
fhow , that , by every ill action we hurt our
mind , as much as one who Ihould fwallow poifon ,
or give himfelf a wound , would hurt his body ,
Obferve what a redundancy of words he pours
forth : “ Now , if the fabrick of the mind or
“ temper appeared to us , iuch as it really is ;
,3 if we faw it impoffible to remove hence any
33 one good or orderly affection , or to introduce
,3 any ill or diforderly one , without drawing
3, on , in fome degree , that diffolute ftate which ,
3, at its height , is confelfed to be fb miferable ;
33 it would then , undoubtedly , be .confelfed ,
,3 that fmce no ill , immoral , or unjuft action ,
33 can be committed , without either a new
3, inroad and breach on the temper and paffions,
33 or a further advancing of that execution
3, already done ; whoever did ill , or acted in
33 prejudice of his integrity , goodnature , or
33 worth , would of neceffity , act with greater
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e c t . „ cruelty towards himfelf , than he who fcruplcd
X . 33 not to fwallow what was poifonous , or who ,

3, with his own hands , Ihould voluntarily

33 mangle or wound his outward form or con -

33 ftitution , natural limbs or body Here , to

commit a bad adtion , is , firft , “ To remove a
,3 good and orderly affedlion , and to introduce
33 an ill or diforderly onenext , it is , “ To
33 commit an adtion that is ill , immoral , and

33 unjuft ;
”

and in the next line , it is ,
“ To do

33 ill , or to act in prejudice of integrity , good -

33 nature , and worth ;
”

nay , fo very fimple a

thing as a man ’s wounding himfelf , is ,
“ To

33 mangle , or wound , his outward form and

,3 conftitution , his natural limbs or body .
” Such

fuperfluity of words is difguftful to every reader
of correct tafte ; and ferves no purpofe but to
embarrafs and perplex the fenfe. This fort of
Style is elegantly defcribed by Ouindtilian , “ Eft
33 in quibufdam turba inanium verborum , qui
33 dum communem loquendi morem reformidant ,

33 dudti fpecie nitoris , circumeunt omnia copiofa
„ loquacitate quae dicere volunt * ” Lib . vii.
cap . 2.

* Character !!!:. Vol . II . p . 8 ? .

* “ A crowd of unmeaning words is brought together ,“ by fome authors , who , afraid of exprefling themfelves“ after a common and ordinary manner , and allured by“ an appearance of fplendour , furround every thing which“ they mean to fay with a certain copious loquacity .
”
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The great fource of a loofe Style , in op-
pofition to Precifion , is the injudicious ufe of
thofe words termed Synonymous . They are
called Synonymous , becaufe they agree in ex-
preffing one principal idea ; but , for the moft
part , if not always , they exprefs it with fome
diverfity in the circumltances . They are varied
by fome acceffory idea which every word intro¬
duces , and which forms the diftin &ion between
them . Hardly , in any Language , are there two
words that convey precifely the fame idea ; a
perfon thoroughly converfant in the propriety
of the Language , will always be able to obferve
fomething that diftinguiflies them . As they are
like different lhades of the fame colour , an ac¬
curate writer can employ them to great ad¬
vantage , by ufing them , fo as to heighten and
to finilh the picture which he gives us . He
fupplies by one . what was wanting in the other ,
to the force , or to the luftre of the image which
he means to exhibit . But , in order to this
end , he muff be extremely attentive to the
choice which he makes of them . For the bulk
of writers are very apt to confound them with
each other ; and to employ them carelefsly ,
merely for the fake of filling up a period , or of
roundingiand diverufying the Language , as if
their fignification were exactly the fame , while ,
in truth , it is not . Hence a certain mift , and
jndiftinctnefs , is unwarily thrown over Style.

In the Latin Language there are no two
WPtds we would more readily take to be fyn-

E C T,
X.



224 PRECISION IN STYLE .

Le ct . onymous , than amarc and diligere. Cicero ,
X. however , has fhown us , that there is a very

clear diftindtion betwixt them , “ Quid ergo
fays he , in one of his epiftles ,

cc tibi commendem
„ eum quem tu ipfe diligis ? Sed tamen ut fcires
„ eum non a me diligi folum , verum etiam

„ amari , ob earn rem tibi haec fcribo In the
fame manner tutus and fecurus , are words which
we would readily confound ; yet their meaning
is different . Tutus , fignifies out of danger ;
fecurus , free from the dread of it . Seneca has
elegantly marked this diftindtion ;

“ Tuta fcelera
„ effe poffunt , fecura non poffunt In our
own Language , very many inftances might be
given of a difference in meaning among words
reputed Synonymous ; and , as the fubjedt is of
importance , I fha.ll now point out fome of thefe.
The inftances which I am to give , may them -
felves be of ufe ; and they will ferve to fhew the
neceffity of attending , with care and ftridlnefs ,
to the exadt import of words , if ever we would
write with Propriety or Precifion ,

Aufterity , Severity , Rigour . Aufterity , relates to
the manner of living ; Severity , of thinking ;
Rigour , of puniflring . To Aufterity , is oppofed
Effeminacy ; to Severity , Relaxation ; to Ri¬

gour , Clemency . A Hermit , is auftere in his
life ; a Cafuift , fevere in his application of religion ,
or law ; a Judge , rigorous in his fentences.

* Ad Famil . 1. 13 . ep . 47 .

t Epift . 97 .
Cujlom
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Cuftom , Habit . Cuftom , refpedis the adliort ; L
Habit , the adof . By Cuftom , we mean the fre¬

quent repetition of the fame act ; by Habit , the
effect which that repetition produces on the mind
or body . By the Cuftom of walking often on the
ftreets , one acquires a Habit of idlenefs .

Surprised , aftonisfud , amazed , confounded . lam

furprifed with what is new or unexpected ; lam
aftonilhed , at what is vaft or great ; I am
amazed , with what is incomprehenftble ; I am con -
founded , by what is fhocking or terrible .

, renounce , Quit , leave off . Each of thefe
words imply fome purluit or objedt relinquifhed ;
but from different motives . We defift from the
difficulty of accomplifhing . We renounce , on
account of the difagreeablenefs of the objedt ,
or purfuit . We quit , for the fake of fome other
thing which interefts us more ; and we leave off ,
becaufe we are weary of the defign . A Politician
defifts from his defigns , when he finds they are
impracticable ; he renounces the court , becaufe
he has been affronted by it ; he quits ambition
for ftudy or retirement ; and leaves off bis attend¬
ance on the great , as he becomes old and weary
of it ,

Pride , Van ty , Pride makes us efteem ou Hel¬
ves ; Vanity , makes us defire the efteem of
others . It is juft to (av , as Dean Swift has done ,
that a man is too proud to be vain .

Hauahtmefs , Difdair, . Haughtinefs , is founded orl
the high opinion we entertain of ourfelves ; Dif
dain , on the low opinion we have of others .

Vo L . I . (2
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E C T. Yo diftingitish , to fparatr . We diftinguifl ) , what
X . we want not to confound with another thing ;

we feparate , what we want to remove from it.
Objects are diltinguifhed from one another , by
their qualities . They are feparated , by the dif-
tance of time or place.

To "Knary , to fatigue . The continuance of the
fame thing wearies us ; labour fatigues us. T am
weary with Handing ; I am fatigued with walk¬
ing . A fuitor wearies us by his perfeverance ;
fatigues us by his importunity .

To abhor , to deleft. To abhor imports , fimply ,
flrong diflike ; to detefl: , imports alfo ftrong
difapprobation . One abhors being in debt ; he
detefts treachery .

To invent , to difcovcr. We invent things that
are new ; we difcover what was before hidden .
Galileo invented the telefcope ; Harvey difco-
vered the circulation of the blood .

Only , alone. Only , imports that there is no
other of the fame kind ; alone , imports being
accompanied by no other . An only child , is
one who has neither brother nor filler ; a child
alone , is one who is left by itfelf . There is a
difference , therefore , in precife Language , be¬
twixt thefe two phrafes ,

“ Virtue only makes us
„ happy ;

” and ,
“ Virtue alone makes us happy .

”
Virtue only makes us happy , imports , that no¬
thing elfe can do it . Virtue alone makes us hap¬
py , imports , that virtue , by itfelf , or unaccom¬
panied with other advantages , is fuftkient to
do it,
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Entire , complete . A thing is entire , by wanting L E c T,.
none of its parts ; complete , by wanting none of X.
the appendages that belong to it . A man may
have an entire houfe to himfelf ; and yet not
have one complete apartment .

TranquVlity , Peace , Calm . Tranquillity , re fp ects
a fituation free from trouble , confidered initfelf ;
Peace , the fame fituation with refpect to any
caufes that might interrupt it ; Calm , with regard
to a difturbed fituation going before , or fol¬
lowing it . A good man enjoys Tranquillity , in
himfelf ; Peace , with others ; and Calm , after
the ftorm .

A Difficulti) , an Obflacle . A difficulty , embarraf -
fes ; an Obflacle , flops us . We remove the one ;
we furmount the other . Generally , the fir ft ,
expreffes fimewhat arifing from the nature and
circumftances of the affair ; the fecond , fomewhat
arifing from a foreign caufe . Philip found Diffi¬
culty in managing the Athenians from the nature
of their difpofitions ; but the eloquence of De -
mofthenes was the greateft obftacle to his
defigns .

IVif lorn , Prudence. Wifdom , leads us to fpeak
and act what is moft proper . Prudence , prevents
our fpeaking or acting improperly . A wife man ,
employs the moft proper means for fuccefs , a
prudent man , the fafeft means for not being
brought into danger .

Enough , Sujjlaent. Enough , relates to the quan¬
tity which one wifhes to have of any thing .
Sufficient , relates to the ufe that is to be made

O 2



828 PRECISION IN STYLE .

e c x . of it . Hence . Enough , generally imports a greater
X. quantity than Sufficient does . The covetous man

never has enough ; although he has what is fuf -
ficient for nature .

To avow , to acknowledge , to confijs . Each of
thefe words imports the affirmation of a fact ,
but in very different circumftances . To avow ,
fuppofes the perfon to glory in it ; to acknow¬
ledge , fuppofes a fmall degree of faultinefs ,
which the acknowledgment compenfates : to con -
fefs , fuppofes a higher degree of crime . A
patriot avows his oppofition to a bad minifler ,
and is applauded ; a gentleman acknowledges his
miftake , and is forgiven ; a prifoner confeffes
the crime lie is accufcd of , and is punifhed .

To remark , to obferve. We remark , m the way
of attention , in order to remember ; we obferve ,
in the way of examination , in order to judge .
A traveller remarks the moffc ftriking objedt he
fees ; a general obferves ail the motions of his
enemy .

Equivocal , Ambiguous . An Equivocal Expreffion
is , one which has one fenfe open , and . defigned
to be underflood ; another fenfe concealed , and
underflood only by the perfon who ufes it . An
Ambiguous Expreffion is , one which has appa¬
rently two fenfes , and leaves us at a lofs which
of them to give it . An equivocal expreffion is
ufed with an intention to deceive ; an ambiguous
one , when it is ufed with defign , is , with an
intention not to give full information . An honeft
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man will never employ an equivocal expreffion ; L
a confufed man may often utter ambiguous ones ,
without any defign . I fhall give only one in-
flance more .

With , By . Both thefe particles exprefs the
connexion between fome inflrument , or means '

of effecting an end , and the agent who employs
it : but -with , exprelles a more clofe and imme¬
diate connection ; by , a more remote one . We
kill a man wifA a fword ; he dies by violence .
The criminal is bound -with ropes by the execu¬
tioner . The proper diftin & ion in the ufe of thefe
particles , is elegantly marked in a paffage of Dr .
Robertfon ’s Hiftory of Scotland . When one of
the old Scottifh kings was making an enquiry
into the tenure by which his nobles held their
lands , they ftarted up , and drew their fwords :
* By thefe, ” faid they , “ we acquired our lands ,
„ and with thefe , we will defend them . By thefe
, , we acquired our lands ;

”
fignifies the more

remote means of acquifition by force and martial
deeds ; and ,

“ -with thefe we will defend them ;
”

fienifies the immediate direct inflrument , the
fword , which they would employ in their de¬
fence .

These are inftances of words , in our Language ,
which , by carelefs writers , are apt to be
employed as perfeclly fynonymous , and yet are
notfo . Their fignifications approach , but are not .
precifely the fame . The more the diflinclion in
the meaning of fuch words is weighed , and atr

a 3
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L E c t . tended to , the more clearly and forcibly fhall
X. we fpeak or write *.

From all that has been faid on this head , it
will now appear , that , in order to write or fpeak
with Precifxon , two things are efpecially vequifite ;
one , that an author ’s own ideas be clear and
diftinct ; and the other , that he have an exact
and full comprehenfion of the force of thofe
words which he employs . Natural genius is here

required ; labour and attention (till more . Dean
Swift is one of the authors , in our Language ,
molt diftinguifhed for Precifion of Style . In bis

writings , we feldom or never find vague ex -

preffions , and fynonymous words , carelefly
thrown together . His meaning is always clear ,
and ftrongly marked .

I Had occafion to obferve before , that though
all fubje &s of writing or difcourfe demand Per -

fpicuity . yet all do not require the fame degree
of that exadl Precifion , which I have endeavoured

* In French , there is a very ufeful treatife on this
fubject , the Abbe Girard’s Synonymes Frangois , in which
he has made a large collection of fuch apparent Syno-
nymes in the Language , and fhown , with much accuracy ,
the difference in their lignification . It were much to be
wifhed , that fotne ftich work were undertaken for our
tongue , and executed with equal tafte and judgment.
Nothing would contribute more to precife and elegant wri¬
ting. In the mean time , this French Treatife may be per-
ufed with confiderable profit. It will accuftom perfons
to weigh , with attention , the force of words ; and will
fuggeft feveral diftinctions betwixt fynonymous terms in
our own language , analogous to thofe which he has
pointed out in the French ; and , accordingly , feveral of the
inftances above given were fuggefted by the work of this author .
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to explain . It is , indeed , in every fort of wri - L
ting , a great beauty to have , at leaft , fome
meafure of Precifion , in diftin & ion from that
loofe profufion of words which imprints no clear
idea on the reader ’s inind . But we muft , at the
fame time , be on our guard , left too great a
ftudy of Precifion , efpecially in fubjects where
it is not ftridly requifite , betray us into a dry
and barren Style ; left , from the defire of prun .
ing too clofely , we retrench all copioufnefs and
ornament . Some degree of this failing may ,
perhaps , be remarked in Dean Swift ’s ferious
works . Attentive only to exhibit his ideas clear
and exadt , refting wholly on his fenfe and dif-

"tindlnefs , he appears to rejedl , difdainfully , all
embeliifhment which , on fome occafions , may
be thought to render his manner fomewhat hard
and dry . To unite together Copioufnefs and
Precifion , to be flowing and graceful , and , at
the fame time , correct and exact in the choice
of every word , is , no doubt , one of the higheft
and molt difficult attainments in writing . Some
kinds of compofition may require more of Co¬
pioufnefs and Ornament ; others , more of Pre¬
cifion and Accuracy ; nay , in the fame compofi¬
tion , the different parts of it may demand a
proper variation of manner . But we muft ftudy
never to facrifice , totally , any one of thefe qua¬
lities to the other ; and , by a proper management ,
both of them may be made fully confident , if
our own ideas be precife , and our knowledge
and flock of words be , at the fame times
extenfive . O 4
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