 Ten Commandments of Paper-Writing

T. David Gordon

When God delivered ten words at Mount Sinai, before issuing any commands, He affixed a prologue:  “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”  This prologue grounded the other words in a very basic, inescapable reality:  The Israelites had been delivered from serving the Egyptians to serve Yahweh.  Everything else made sense in terms of this inescapable historical reality.  So also in the case of writing, before I list certain “commandments” of effective writing, I provide a preface:  “The reader cannot read your thoughts, and may have little initial interest in your thoughts.  You must disclose your thoughts through writing that is unmistakably clear, and you must reward the reader for the effort to understand you, which you cannot do through being unclear or ambiguous.  Any time the reader must re-read a sentence because it did not make sense on the first reading, you have failed.  You are not Yahweh, speaking on a mountain; you have no reason to believe that the reader regards your thoughts as divine or authoritative, and you therefore have no reason to believe that the reader will continue to make heroic effort to make sense out of writing that is difficult to understand.

The late Jesuit scholar Walter Ong put it this way:  “To make yourself clear without gesture, without facial expression, without intonation, without a real hearer, you have to foresee circumspectly all possible meanings a statement may have for any possible reader in any possible situation, and you have to make your language work so as to come clear all by itself, with no existential context.  The need for this exquisite circumspection makes writing the agonizing work it commonly is” (Orality and Literacy, p. 104).  He was entirely right.  Writing clearly is “agonizing work;” and if the author does not agonize, the reader surely will.  Here are some guidelines for writing well.
1. Thou shalt document, demonstrate, or argue anything that is not generally acknowledged to be true (Put negatively:  Thou shalt not assert).

You may travel in circles where your acquaintances consider a matter to be proven beyond any need for demonstration or argument; but you may not assume that the reader shares your point of view.  Unless the matter is generally acknowledged to be true (example:  Al Gore was Bill Clinton’s Vice President), you must be prepared either to prove/argue the point, or, at the very least, cite a widely-accepted authority who has argued the case elsewhere.

2. Thou shalt not generalize falsely. Use “all,” or “most,” or “many,” or “some” advisedly and deliberately.

There are some appropriate generalizations, such as “all men are mortal.”  But many other things, while common in varying degrees, are not universal or general, and should not be asserted to be so.  Examples:  “All people try to justify themselves by their works;” “Nobody likes classical music anymore;” “America is a less Christian nation than it used to be.”  “In recent years, there has been a growing movement to legalize marijuana.”  Such statements are statements about reality; assertions of fact, and they cannot be made without justification.  Moral/ethical generalizations are even worse:  “It is the duty of every citizen to vote.”  “Every Christian should do everything in his power to combat terrorism.”  Language that places an ethical responsibility on others should never be employed unless the matter is genuinely one of universal moral responsibility. 

3. Thou shalt not individualize or privatize a corporate or public matter.

When discussing an issue such as the lawfulness of a given war, one cannot say “each individual must decide for himself,” because wars are not fought by individuals.  The justice of a given war is not an individual matter (although the use of force in personal defense is); it is a public and corporate matter.  Almost no issue of public policy, by definition, can be privately decided for the self, because more than self is involved.

4. Thou shalt not assume that a matter is insoluble, on the ostensible ground that you, and/or a small circle of acquaintances, cannot solve it.

You and your roommate may have discussed something for every bit of ten minutes, or perhaps even an hour (or several years), without resolving it.  This does not prove that the matter is insoluble, unless you and your roommate are part of the Godhead.  Example:  “It is ultimately impossible to determine which interpretation of this scripture passage is right.”  How do you know it is impossible?  Didn’t the author know what he meant?  Might we not learn something about Greek, Hebrew, or ancient culture, that will illuminate the matter?  Indeed, might there not be some experts on the matter who can answer the question even now?

5. Thou shalt not dismiss an argument on anything other than rational grounds.

If an error is an error, demonstrate its erroneousness; do not simply dismiss it.  Example:  “No one can seriously believe that there are objective standards of beauty.”  Well, seriousness or silliness is beside the point; either there are or are not objective standards of beauty, and the perceived error must be refuted (demonstrated false), not simply dismissed.  [And there are objective standards of beauty, by the way.  If God is a Creator, He is the paradigm by which all human acts of creativity are judged; and if the text of Scripture declares that the garden God made was “pleasing to the eyes and good for food,” then it was, objectively, pleasing to the eyes, whether Adam (or you) admitted it or not.]
6. Thou shalt not ignore or violate ordinary grammatical conventions without an awfully good reason.

On rare occasion, one may violate the ordinary conventions of grammar and style, in order to avoid being awkward (e.g., end a sentence with a preposition).  But there must always be a good reason for doing so, and absent such a good reason, the conventions of grammar are to be observed.  Every sentence, for instance, should have a finite verb (failure to include a verb in your sentences may cause you to grow up to be Ted Kennedy).  Plural pronouns may not have singular nouns as their antecedents.  Example:  “No doctor (singular) should mistreat their (plural) patient.”  This could be corrected by rendering the matter this way:  “Doctors should not mistreat their patients.”  While it is true that language is conventional, and that the conventions by which any given language proceeds are culturally relative, such conventions (though not absolutes) ordinarily ought to be observed, and here’s why:  Unconventional language is jarring, the way using certain profane words publicly is jarring.  If you intend to jar your readers on occasion, and deliberately employ an ungrammatical or profane expression, that is your choice; there may be an exceptional reason to do so.  But when you do so, you are jarring your readers, who are wondering why you keep knocking them off-balance.  And if you do so frequently, the reader realizes that the jarring was not intentional-because-exceptional; it was merely a reflection that you do not know the conventions of your own language, which tends to make the reader have less confidence in your general ability to reason and persuade.
7. Thou shalt not assume that your minister knows anything about the Bible, theology, or the historic Christian tradition.

I don’t know your minister, so I’m not saying anything negative about your minister.  It is a simple fact, however, that many churches have no educational requirements for the ordination of their ministers, and no theological examinations before they are ordained.  If an individual can charm six people on a pulpit committee, he can be installed as pastor of many American churches.  Therefore, you may not assume that something is generally regarded as true or Christian simply because your pastor has said it ten or twenty times.

8. Thou shalt not trust anything you find on the Internet.

All it takes to write a web page is about thirty minutes and some software.  The existence of information on a web page, therefore, is no guarantee of its truthfulness; nor does it guarantee that its author is qualified to express an opinion.  If you use web sources, you must have evidence that the author of the page itself or the relevant portion has expertise in the area in question.  Note that on my web page (tdgordon.net), I include a Curriculum Vitae tab at the top of the main page; any one who wishes can get a full documentation of my degrees, institutions I have served, and articles or books I have written, to determine whether I do or do not have professional competence in some fields.

9. Thou shalt not assume that I can read your mind.

While I am semi-flattered by assumptions of my omniscience (“But Dr. Gordon, I thought you already knew that.”), I would still prefer that you demonstrate that you know it.  

10. Thou shalt not ignore the rest of the human race.

If you are dealing with a question that has been dealt with before by serious, thoughtful people, you must interact with their thought.  Example:  If writing a paper on the question of whether a given war was/is justified, be sure to interact with historic Just War Theory first, even if to explain why Just War Theory is not germane to the particular conflict (e.g., it is “asymmetrical warfare”).

11.   Thou shalt not say nothing.

The worst papers I read are those where the student only has about four pages worth of something to say, who then fills another six or seven pages with nonsense, repetition, stating the obvious, or just clumsy junk.  The reader can tell immediately that the author has little to say, and it would be better to write only four pages and get a small penalty for saying little than to get severely penalized for forcing the reader to read many extra pages in which nothing is said.  This matter is really quite simple:  Every paragraph should contribute to the paper; every sentence should contribute to its paragraph; and every word should contribute to its sentence.  Put positively:  Thou shalt delete all unnecessary verbiage.  (By the way, I realize this is an eleventh commandment, but I teach Humanities, and cannot be expected to know simple arithmetic.)

Rabbinic/Oral Tradition (Recommendations of Lesser Authority)

12. Thou shalt not use scripture idiosyncratically, incautiously or irresponsibly. 

Ordinarily, it is wise not to cite scripture unless the interpretation of the text within the Christian tradition is commonly agreed-upon.  Remember, your professor has taught the interpretation of the original Greek text of the New Testament for over twenty-five years, and has been reading the Greek New Testament for over thirty years; he can spot fallacious interpretation rather easily.  Students get in real trouble when they assume they are either theologians (people who bring together the teaching of the entire Scriptures into a synthetic whole) or exegetes (people trained to interpret ancient texts in their literary and historical contexts).  It is much safer to cite some standard Christian creed, catechism, or confession, such as The Augsburg Confession or Luther’s Small Catechism (for Lutherans), The Catechism of the Catholic Church (for Roman Catholics), The Belgic Confession, Heidelberg Catechism or Westminster Standards (for the Reformed tradition), The Philadelphia Baptist Confession or Baptist Faith and Message (for Baptists), etc., since these are written by groups of trained theologians and exegetes.  These (and many others) are often available on denominational websites.  Some denominations also publish on their websites various position papers that may be germane to your topic.

13. Cite the sources of your information. 

When citing information, research, or data that you learned from a source, you must cite that source, so that the reader can ascertain the accuracy of the citation and use.  Though I permit a variety of styles, I do not (repeat, “do not”) permit citations of quotations without page references.  “(Smith, 1987)” tells the reader nothing at all, unless the reader can find the page or pages in Smith’s work to which you refer.  How does the reader know you have cited Smith accurately or correctly?  Must your reader now read the entirety of Smith’s work just to determine whether your citation is just?  The only exception permissible is in the case of social science studies, when you are referring to the entire study, summarized in the book or article in question, rather than to any particular page of that study.  

“Ibid.” is an abbreviation of the Latin “ibidem,” which means “in the same place.”  Therefore, I do not permit “Ibid., p. 32,” because that means “in the same place, but in a different place,” which, to me, makes no sense at all.  If you wish to refer to the same work, but on a different page, use “Op. cit.,” which is Latin for “Work cited.”  So, “Op. cit., p. 32” is the correct way to cite a reference to the same work on a different page.  The first footnote on a page may not be “Ibid.” or “Op. cit.”  Nor should “Ibid.” or “Op. cit.” ordinarily be used except for a reference to the previous footnote.  How would the reader know which of your previously-cited works you are referring to?  Don’t make the reader work; do the work for the reader.  If referring to a work cited earlier (but not immediately before), write the author’s last name, an abbreviation of the title, op. cit., and a page:  “Smith, American Presidency, op. cit., p. 112.”

14. Thou shalt not write pious nonsense.

Nonsense is nonsense, whether pious or otherwise, and in a formal paper one must say something clear, useful, and/or meaningful.  “Ultimately, in making leisure choices, we must follow Christ, who said ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life.’”  This is pious nonsense.  It doesn’t make any sense, and actually provides no guidance at all for the use of one’s leisure time.  Jesus had no wife, and no children; does this mean that a family man should spend no leisure time with his family?  Jesus never read a printed volume of poetry; does this mean we may not do so?  He never listened to a symphony; does this mean we may not do so?  Further, as the Savior of the world, his life might have had less time in it for leisure than what would be appropriate to those of us who are not the Savior of the world.  What makes the statement non-sense is that is says nothing that actually helps a person living in our historical/cultural moment make decisions regarding leisure time, which was the purpose for writing the paper originally.  The fact that the nonsense is religious does not make it less nonsensical; and probably reflects badly on religion.

15. Thou shalt not use quantitative language without quantifying.

As a humanist, I believe there are truths that do not submit to quantification; indeed, I believe life’s more important truths ordinarily are not quantitative.  So I do not require that any quantitative statements be made in papers per se.  If they are made, however, they must be substantiated:  “Most Americans believe x” is different from “Some/many Americans believe x.”  The first states that more than 51% of Americans believe something.  This is a quantitative statement, and cannot be made without quantification.  “The major source of news for Americans is x” is also a quantitative statement, a statement that requires quantitative justification/substantiation.  “Many Americans use x as their source for news” is fine, because it makes no quantitative claim.  “No one listens to classical music any more” is a quantitative statement; taken at face value it denies that anyone listens to classical music.  “Few classical stations are commercially viable in the present day” is a true, fair, and substantiable statement.

16. Thou shalt not evade causal language (employ “as” only as a comparative).

One need not employ causal language in a paper; it is entirely possible to write an intelligent paper without causal language at all.  However, if one desires to make a causal statement, it should be made clearly, and not evaded/avoided by language that could mean something else:

-NO:  “This is necessary, Jones says, as democracy is a significant...”

-YES:  “This is necessary, Jones says, because democracy is a significant...”

-NO:  “His father was abusive, and thus he became abusive also...”

-YES:  “His father was abusive, and therefore he became abusive also...”

[Ordinarily, “as” should only be employed as a genuine word of comparison:  “Soft as a baby’s behind.”  DO NOT employ it as a substitute for “because,” and DO NOT employ it as a substitute for “when” or “while.”  “Bob read the paper, as Susan was making meatloaf.”  Does this mean that Bob read the paper because Susan was occupied in the kitchen, or does it merely record the chronological circumstance that Bob read the paper when Susan made meatloaf?  The “as” is entirely ambiguous; say “because” or “when” and reserve “as” for comparisons.]

17.  Thou shalt exercise extreme caution with the passive voice and the demonstrative pronoun.
Some of my colleagues ban the use of the passive voice in papers for their courses, because people so often use them ambiguously:  “Many Americans are prevented from getting a good education...”  Prevented by whom?  Is anyone actually preventing them from getting a good education, or are  they simply not getting one for other reasons, such as their own lack of interest?  Now, one could relieve the ambiguity by saying:  “Many Americans are prevented, by House Bill #1314, from attending public schools.”  This is clearer, but it is still a less effective sentence, than this:  “House Bill #1314 prevents some Americans from attending public schools.”  The only reason I do not prohibit the use of the passive voice is because there are times when it is proper.  “Christ was raised by his Father from the dead” is a theologically significant sentence, because it affirms the Father’s agency and approval in raising His Son from the dead.  It is different, theologically, from “Christ rose from the dead” (also true, by the way), which would affirm His own agency in raising Himself.  Ordinarily, when employing the passive voice, one must supply a phrase of agency:  “are prevented by Congress…” “were misled by their doctors…” “will be detained by the security officer…”, etc.  And note from these examples that “passive” voice has utterly no relationship to “past tense.”  In the three examples I just gave, one was a past tense, one a present tense, and one a future tense, but each was a passive voice.

Other colleagues ban the use of the demonstrative pronoun, “this” or “these,” because students so frequently employ them ambiguously:  “This led to the adoption of House Bill #1314.”  Well, precisely what led to the adoption of H.B. # 1314?  What specific thing in the previous sentence is referred to by the pronoun “this” in such a sentence?  It could have been a reference to a speech made:  “This speech by Sen. White led to...”  Or it could have been a parliamentary maneuver:  “This call for cloture led to...”  Or it might have referred to pressure from some lobbying organization:  “This pressure from the NRA led to...”  Normally, with very few exceptions in English, the demonstrative pronoun should be followed by a noun:  “This speech…”, “This call…”, “This pressure…”, “These efforts…”, “These limitations…”, etc.  If you employ any pronoun, its antecedent (the noun to which it refers) must be clear.  When employing the demonstrative pronoun, ordinarily you accomplish this by following the pronoun with the noun from the preceding clause to which it refers.

18. Thou shalt not be evasive.


Adolescents in our cultural moment are reticent to state a verbal disagreement with someone else, or to state, verbally, that someone else is wrong.  This may be a prudent social custom, but it is inimical to good writing.  Frequently, my students include sentences in their papers that suggest that they have an opinion, while also avoiding/evading actually stating an opinion.  The operative verbs in such sentences is frequently evasive:

-Evasive:  “Many identify with Smith’s view…”  What does “identify with” mean?
-Clear:  “Many materialists agree with Smith’s view…”

-Evasive:  “It may (or “could”) be argued that…”  This is a home run of ambiguity.  First, there is the ambiguous “may,” which permits the author to affirm nothing at all; and second, the clause is put in the passive voice, so no particular agent is assigned to this merely hypothetical argument.  Why say “may,” if the matter is actually done?
-Clear:  “Darwinists routinely argue that…”  

-Evasive:  “Some may feel that…”  “Some” is ambiguous; “may” is ambiguous; and “feel” is entirely ambiguous, and even borders on nonsense, because we “feel” heat, or “feel” pressure, or “feel” various textures.  We believe or affirm ideas.
-Clear:  “Relativists believe that…”  

-Evasive:  “Theists focus on (or “emphasize” or “center upon”) divine purpose…”  What does “focus on” or (“emphasize”) mean? 

-Clear:  “Theists affirm divine purpose…”

Thoughts on Writing Per Se
The essence of good writing, and of good oratory, is clarity.  Language is designed to be a vehicle for thought, and the best use of language facilitates thought.  The worst use of language is when it gets in the way of one’s thought.  Students sometimes appear to think that an academic paper should “sound scholarly,” so they introduce all sorts of nonsense into their papers that obscure meaning.  Below are examples I actually received:

What the student actually wrote:  “Loland says a representative definitional effort represents sport as…”
What the student meant to say:  “Loland defines sport as…”

Somehow, to this student, the unadorned verb “defines” was too simple, so instead, the convoluted, six-word substitute was preferred:  “says a representative definitional effort represents.” 
What the student actually wrote:  “This idea of a consumer society leads to the conclusion that consumerism is based upon consumption which is a way to individualism as an individual’s life goal.” 
What the student meant to say:  I have no ideal; I admit defeat on this one.

Note that the “idea of a consumer society” leads to the conclusion that “consumerism is based upon consumption,” which strikes me as being about as perfectly tautological as a sentence can possibly be.  Not content with a single tautology, the sentence contains a second, mentioning “individualism as an individual’s life goal.”  Two tautologies is not enough; the sentence also contains three utterly ambiguous expressions:  “leads to”; “based upon”; and “way to.”  Is anything at all actually affirmed in this sentence?  Like haiku, these words with no clear meaning. 
1.  Sentences


Sentences should predicate (say) something.  This requires a finite verb, not infinitives or participles.

Examples of non-sentences:

a. “To live virtuously.”  This is not a sentence.  The infinitive (“to live”) is a verbal noun, not a verb.  One employs an infinitive as one employs a noun.  

Here is a sentence using the same clause:  “To live virtuously is the greatest source of human happiness.”

b. “Knowing the difference between right and wrong.”  This is also not a sentence.  The participle (“knowing”) is a verbal adjective, not a verb.  

Here is a sentence using the same clause:  “Knowing the difference between right and wrong, we often nonetheless choose the wrong.”  While this participle dangles a little, at least we now have a sentence.  Or, we could write a sentence in which the participle dangles even less:  “Knowing the difference between right and wrong does not guarantee that one will do what is right.”

The dominant media in our culture (TV, Instant Messenger, Internet, PowerPoint, et al.) are “sound-bite” media that tend towards headlines rather than statements.  Therefore, people in our culture are shaped to blurt out the equivalent of headlines or PowerPoint bullet points, rather than to speak in clear, propositional prose.  In formal writing, however, one must conform to the ordinary conventions of written English, which include the necessity of having a finite verb in every sentence.

2.  Paragraphs


A paragraph is a group of sentences that, taken together, make essentially one point.  Ordinarily, the first sentence (sometimes called the “thesis sentence” or “topic sentence” introduces the paragraph, and the remaining sentences qualify, prove, or support the thesis sentence.  In a well-written paragraph, each sentence flows naturally from the previous, and the reader does not experience the frustration of non-sequitur (a sentence that does not “follow” the previous sentence naturally).

3. Editing 


The essence of good writing is editing.  Anyone can record ideas as they occur to him.  This isn’t writing, it is merely recording the disorganized ramblings of a human mind.  Editing takes those disorganized ramblings and makes clear, uncluttered, organized sense out of them.  Here are a few suggestions for good editing:

a. Read your work aloud.  By reading your work aloud, you will find many awkward and difficult sentences, because you will find they are hard to read aloud.  Any sentence that cannot be easily and smoothly read aloud is flawed.  Find the flaw and fix it.

b. Have someone else read your work.  You know what you are trying to say, and therefore when you read your own work, you understand it because you know your own thoughts.  Someone who does not know your own thoughts, except through what you write, will more quickly discover confusing, poorly-organized, or unclear expressions.  Especially:  Have someone else read your work aloud, while you follow in a copy of your own.  If he or she gets stuck, underscore the section, and go back and edit it until it no longer makes people stumble.

c. Edit several times, and ideally allow two days between writing and editing.  Once you have left your writing behind you for a day or two, when you return to it, you are somewhat like the “someone else,” mentioned above.  Your thoughts, for two days, have gone in other directions, and your mind has been occupied by other things.  When you return to your prose, you find many ambiguous, confusing, or poorly-organized statements that you didn’t notice, and couldn’t notice, before.

4. Verbal Communication Requires Effort 


Either the writer expends effort or the reader expends effort.  When the writer is unclear, ambiguous, or disorganized, the reader is frustrated in the effort to understand, and must expend enormous effort to discover what the writer was attempting to say.  When a writer writes well, the reader has the sense of following the thought effortlessly.  This is the minimal goal of all writing; that the reader will follow one’s ideas effortlessly. No writer should inflict pain on his/her reader.

5. Do Unto Others:  Even if you, armed with the considerable wisdom of a 19-year-old, do not care to make even slight effort to preserve the vitality of English grammar and vocabulary, think about others, who may still enjoy having (and employing) the richness of our language.  Therefore,

Do not say…

“unique”

“I feel”

“ridiculous”


When you mean…

“unusual”

“I believe”

“illogical” or “inconsistent”

Reference

No one should enter college (and surely no one should leave college) without Harbrace College Handbook, 13th ed., or some equivalent.  It will last a lifetime, and it is a definitive guide to the proper use of written English.  It will teach such obvious things as that the paper must be double-spaced, must have page numbers, and must be in a sarifed font such as Times.  
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