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Marshall McLuhan once said, or is said to have said, that clarity of expression betrays an absence of thought. Not
necessarily so says the author of more than twenty books, innumerable essays and reviews, and the recent television
series "The Age of Uncertainty." His advice to would-be writers combines considerable thought with laudable clarity.
by John Kenneth Galbraith

Writing, Typing, and Economics

ix or seven years ago, when I was spending a couple of terms at Trinity College, Cambridge, I received a proposal
of more than usual interest from the University of California. It was that I resign from Harvard and accept a chair
in English. More precisely, it was to be the chair in rhetoric; they assured me that rhetoric was a traditional and
not, as one would naturally suppose, a pejorative title. My task would be to hold seminars with the young on what

I had learned about writing in general and on technical matters in particular.

I was attracted by the idea. I had spent several decades attempting to teach the young about economics. And the practical
consequences were not reassuring. When I entered the field in the early 1930s, it was generally known that the modern
economy could suffer a serious depression, and that it could have a serious inflation. In the ensuing forty years my teaching
had principally advanced to the point of telling that it was possible to have both at once. This was soon to be associated with
the belief of William Simon and Alan Greenspan, the gifts of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford to our science, that progress in
this subject is measured by the speed of the return to the ideas of the eighteenth century. A subject where it can be believed
that you go ahead by going back has many problems for a teacher. Things are better now. Mr. Carter's economists do not
believe in going back. But they are caught in a delicate balance between their fear of inflation and unemployment and their

fear of doing anything about them. It is hard to conclude economics is a productive intellectual and pedagogical investment.

Then I began to consider what I could tell about writing. My experience was certainly ample. I had been initiated by two
inspired professors in Canada, O.J. Stevenson and E. C. McLean. They were men who deeply loved their craft and who were
willing to spend endless hours with a student, however obscure his talent. I had been an editor of Fortune, which in my day
meant mostly being a writer. Editor was thought a more distinguished title and justified more pay. Both as an editor proper
and as a writer, I had had the close attention of Henry Robinson Luce. Harry Luce is in danger of being remembered for his
political judgment, which left much to be desired; he found unblemished merit in John Foster Dulles, Robert A. Taft and
Chiang Kai-shek. But more important, he was an acute businessman and a truly brilliant editor. One proof is that while
Time, Inc. publications have become politically more predictable since he departed, they have become infinitely less

amusing.

Finally, as I reflected, among my qualifications was the amount of my life that I have spent at a typewriter. Nominally, I have
been a teacher. In practice I have been a writer—as generations of Harvard students have suspected. Faced with the choice
of spending time on the unpublished scholarship of a graduate student or the unpublished work of Galbraith, I have rarely

hesitated. Superficially, at least, I was well qualified for that California chair.
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There was, however, a major difficulty. It was that I could tell everything I knew about writing in approximately half an
hour. For the rest of the term I would have nothing to say except as I could invite discussion, this being the last resort of the
empty academic mind. I could use up a few hours telling how a writer should deal with their publishers. This is a field of
study in which I especially rejoice. All authors should seek to establish a relationship of warmth, affection, and mutual
mistrust with their publishers. This is in the hope that the uncertainty will add, however marginally, to compensation. But
instruction on how to deal with publishers and how to bear up under the inevitable defeat would be for a very advanced

course. It is not the sort of thing that the average beginning writer at Berkeley would find immediately practical.

So I returned to the few things that I could teach. The first lesson would have to do with the all-important issue of
inspiration. All writers know that on some golden mornings they are touched by the wand — are on intimate terms with
poetry and cosmic truth. I have experienced those moments myself. Their lesson is simple: It's a total illusion. And the
danger in the illusion is that you will wait for those moments. Such is the horror of having to face the typewriter that you will
spend all your time waiting. I am persuaded that most writers, like most shoemakers, are about as good one day as the next
(a point which Trollope made), hangovers apart. The difference is the result of euphoria, alcohol, or imagination. The
meaning is that one had better go to his or her typewriter every morning and stay there regardless of the seeming result. It

will be much the same.

All professions have their own ways of justifying laziness. Harvard professors are deeply impressed by the jeweled fragility
of their minds. More than the thinnest metal, these are subject terribly to fatigue. More than six hours teaching a week is
fatal—and an impairment of academic freedom. So, at any given moment, they are resting their minds in preparation for the

next orgiastic act of insight or revelation. Writers, in contrast, do nothing because they are waiting for inspiration.

In my own case there are days when the result is so bad that no fewer than five revisions are required. However, when I'm
greatly inspired, only four revisions are needed before, as I've often said, I put in that note of spontaneity which even my
meanest critics concede. My advice to those eager students in California would be, "Do not wait for the golden moment. It
may well be worse." I would also warn against the flocking tendency of writers and its use as a cover for idleness. It helps
greatly in the avoidance of work to be in the company of others who are also waiting for the golden moment. The best place
to write is by yourself, because writing becomes an escape from the terrible boredom of your own personality. It's the reason

that for years I've favored Switzerland, where I look at the telephone and yearn to hear it ring.

The question of revision is closely allied with that of inspiration. There may be inspired writers for whom the first draft is
just right. But anyone who is not certifiably a Milton had better assume that the first draft is a very primitive thing. The
reason is simple: Writing is difficult work. Ralph Paine, who managed Fortune in my time, used to say that anyone who said
writing was easy was either a bad writer or an unregenerate liar. Thinking, as Voltaire avowed, is also a very tedious thing
which men—or women—will do anything to avoid. So all first drafts are deeply flawed by the need to combine composition
with thought. Each later draft is less demanding in this regard. Hence the writing can be better. There does come a time
when revision is for the sake of change—when one has become so bored with the words that anything that is different looks

better. But even then it may be better.

For months in 1955-1956, when I was working on The Affluent Society, my title was "The Opulent Society." Eventually I
could stand it no longer: the word opulent had a nasty, greasy sound. One day, before starting work, I looked up the
synonyms in the dictionary. First to meet my eye was the word "affluent." I had only one worry; that was whether I could
possibly sell it to the publisher. All publishers wish to have books called The Crisis in American Democracy. My title, to my

surprise, was acceptable. Mark Twain once said that the difference between the right adjective and the next-best adjective is

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/print/197803/galbraith-writing Page 2 of 5



The Atlantic Online | March 1978 | Writing, Typing, and Economics | John Kenneth Galbraith 4/20/09 9:23 PM

the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.

Next, I would stress a rather old-fashioned idea to those students. It was above all the lesson of Harry Luce. No one who

worked for him ever again escaped the feeling that he was there looking over one's shoulder. In his hand was a pencil; down
on each page one could expect, any moment, a long swishing wiggle accompanied by the comment: "This can go." Invariably
it could. It was written to please the author and not the reader. Or to fill in the space. The gains from brevity are obvious; in

most efforts to achieve brevity, it is the worst and dullest that goes. It is the worst and dullest that spoils the rest.

I know that brevity is now out of favor. The New York Review of Books prides itself on giving its authors as much space as
they want and sometimes twice as much as they need. Even those who have read only Joyce must find their thoughts

wandering before the end of the fortnightly article. Writing for television, I've learned in the last year or two, is an exercise
in relentless condensation. It has left me with the feeling that even brevity can be carried to extremes. But the danger, as I

look at some of the newer fashions in writing, is not great.

The next of my injunctions, which I would impart with even less hope of success, would concern alcohol. Nothing is so
pleasant. Nothing is so important for giving the writer a sense of confidence in himself. And nothing so impairs the product.
Again there are exceptions: I remember a brilliant writer at Fortune for whom I was responsible, who could work only with
his hat on and after consuming a bottle of Scotch. There were major crises in the years immediately after World War 11,
when Scotch was difficult to find. But it is, quite literally, very sobering to reflect upon how many good American writers
have been destroyed by this solace — by the sauce. Scott Fitzgerald, Sinclair Lewis, Thomas Wolfe, Ernest Hemingway,
William Faulkner — the list goes on and on. Hamish Hamilton, once my English publisher, put the question to James
Thurber: "Jim, why is it so many of your great writers have ruined themselves with drink?" Thurber thought long and
carefully and finally replied: "It's this way, Jamie. They wrote these novels, and they sold very well. They made a lot of
money and so they could buy whiskey by the case."

Their reputation was universal. A few years before his death, John Steinbeck, an appreciative but not a compulsive drinker,
went to Moscow. It was a triumphal tour; and in a letter that he sent me about his hosts, he said: "I found I enjoyed the
Soviet hustlers pretty much. There was a kind of youthful honesty about their illicit intentions that was not without charm.
And their lives are difficult under their four-party system [a reference that escapes me]. It takes a fairly deft or very lucky
man to make his way upward in the worker's paradise.” I later heard that one night, after a particularly effusive celebration,
he decided to make his way back to the hotel on foot. On the way, he was overcome by fatigue and the hospitality he had
received and sat down on a bench in a small park to rest. A policeman, called a militiaman in Moscow, came along and
informed John, who was now asleep, and his companion, who spoke Russian, that the benches could not be occupied at that
hour. His companion explained, rightly, that John was a very great American writer and that an exception should be made.
The militiaman insisted. The companion explained again, insisted more strongly. Presently a transcendental light came over
the policeman's face. He looked at Steinbeck asleep on the bench, inspected his condition more closely, recoiled slightly

from the fumes, and said, "Oh, oh, Gemingway." Then he took off his cap and tiptoed carefully away.

We are all desperately afraid of sounding like Carrie Nation. I must take the risk. Any writer who wants to do his best

against a deadline should stick to Coca-Cola. If he doesn't have a deadline, he can risk Seven-Up.

Next, I would want to tell my students of a point strongly pressed, if my memory serves, by Shaw. He once said that as he
grew older, he became less and less interested in theory, more and more interested in information. The temptation in
writing is just the reverse. Nothing is so hard to come by as a new and interesting fact. Nothing is so easy on the feet as a

generalization. I now pick up magazines and leaf through them looking for articles that are rich with facts; I do not care
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much what they are. Richly evocative and deeply percipient theory I avoid. It leaves me cold unless I am the author of it. My
advice to all young writers is to stick to research and reporting with only a minimum of interpretation. And especially this is

my advice to all older writers, particularly to columnists. As the feet give out, they seek to have the mind take their place.

Reluctantly, but from a long and terrible experience, I would urge my young writers to avoid all attempts at humor. It does
greatly lighten one's task. I've often wondered who made it impolite to laugh at one's own jokes; it is one of the major
enjoyments of life. And that is the point. Humor is an intensely personal, largely internal thing. What pleases some,
including the source, does not please others. One laughs; another says "Well, I certainly see nothing funny about that." And
the second opinion has just as much standing as first, maybe more. Where humor is concerned, there are no standards — no
one can say what is good or bad, although you can be sure that everyone will. Only a very foolish man will use a form of

language that is wholly uncertain in its effect. That is the nature of humor.

There are other reasons for avoiding humor. In our society the solemn person inspires far more trust than the one who
laughs. The politician allows himself one joke at the beginning of his speech. A ritual. Then he changes his expression, affects
an aspect of morbid solemnity signaling that, after all, he is a totally serious man. Nothing so undermines a point as its

association with a wisecrack — the very word is pejorative.

Also, as Art Buchwald has pointed out, we live in an age when it is hard to invent anything that is as funny as everyday life.
How could one improve, for example, on the efforts of the great men of television to attribute cosmic significance to the
offhand and hilarious way Bert Lance combined professed fiscal conservatism with an unparalleled personal commitment to
the deficit financing of John Maynard Keynes? And because the real world is so funny, there is almost nothing you can do,
short of labeling a joke a joke, to keep people from taking it seriously. A few years ago in Harper's I invented the theory that
socialism in our time was the result of our dangerous addiction to team sports. The ethic of the team is all wrong for free
enterprise. The code words are cooperation; team spirit; accept leadership; the coach is always right. Authoritarianism is
sanctified; the individualist is a poor team player, a menace. All this our vulnerable adolescents learn. I announced the
formation of an Organization to combat this deadly trend and to promote boxing and track instead. I called it the C.I.A. —
Congress for Individualist Athletics. Hundreds wrote in to Harper's asking to join. Or demanding that baseball be exempted.

A batter is on his own. I presented the letters to the Kennedy Library.

Finally, I would come to a matter of much personal interest, intensely self-serving. It concerns the peculiar pitfalls of the
writer who is dealing with presumptively difficult or technical matters. Economics is an example, and within the field of
economics the subject of money, with the history of which I have been much concerned, is an especially good case. Any
specialist who ventures to write on money with a view to making himself intelligible works under a grave moral hazard. He
will be accused of oversimplification. The charge will be made by his fellow professionals, however obtuse or incompetent.
They will have a sympathetic hearing from the layman. That is because no layman really expects to understand about
money, inflation, or the International Monetary Fund. If he does, he suspects that he is being fooled. One can have respect

only for someone who is decently confusing.

In the case of economics there are no important propositions that cannot be stated in plain language. Qualifications and
refinements are numerous and of great technical complexity. These are important for separating the good students from the
dolts. But in economics the refinements rarely, if ever, modify the essential and practical point. The writer who seeks to be
intelligible needs to be right; he must be challenged if his argument leads to an erroneous conclusion and especially if it
leads to the wrong action. But he can safely dismiss the charge that he has made the subject too easy. The truth is not
difficult.
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Complexity and obscurity have professional value—they are the academic equivalents of apprenticeship rules in the building
trades. They exclude the outsiders, keep down the competition, preserve the image of a privileged or priestly class. The man

who makes things clear is a scab. He is criticized less for his clarity than for his treachery.

Additionally, and especially in the social sciences, much unclear writing is based on unclear or incomplete thought. It is
possible with safety to be technically obscure about something you haven't thought out. It is impossible to be wholly clear on
something you do not understand. Clarity thus exposes flaws in the thought. The person who undertakes to make difficult
matters clear is infringing on the sovereign right of numerous economists, sociologists, and political scientists to make bad
writing the disguise for sloppy, imprecise, or incomplete thought. One can understand the resulting anger. Adam Smith,
John Stuart Mill, John Maynard Keynes were writers of crystalline clarity most of the time. Marx had great moments, as in
The Communist Manifesto. Economics owes very little, if anything, to the practitioners of scholarly obscurity. If any of my
California students should come to me from the learned professions, I would counsel them in all their writing to keep the

confidence of their colleagues. This they should do by being always complex, always obscure, invariably a trifle vague.

You might say that all this constitutes a meager yield for a lifetime of writing. Or that writing on economics, as someone

once said of Kerouac's prose, is not writing but typing. True.

The URL for this page is http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/197803/galbraith-writing PRINT THIS PAGE il CLOSE WINDOW

SUBSCRIBE TO THE ATLANTIC TODAY!
Take advantage of our great rate to subscribe to a year of The Atlantic Monthly.
Go to the following Web address to sign up today:
http://lwww.theatlantic.com/subscribe12

All material copyright The Atlantic Monthly Group. All rights reserved.

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/print/197803/galbraith-writing Page 5 of 5


http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/197803/galbraith-writing
http://www.theatlantic.com/subscribe12

