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Reading for the First Day of Class, August 22, 2017 
 

 I’ve discussed this material in the syllabus, which you should read first. Then read the items in 
the order here. 
 
 George Orwell, Politics and the English Language.  
 
 Apply what he says to writing a legal instrument, specifically a contract. 
 
 Orwell, George. 1968. Politics and the English Language, In The collected essays, journalism and 
letters Of George Orwell, ed. Sonia Orwell and Ian Angos, vol. 4, ed. 1 127-40. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
Javanovich. 
 

 
 



 



Politics and the English Language         129 
 

but the mutual reflection of these self-secure integrities. Recall the definition of love. Is not 
this the very picture of a small academic? Where is there a place in this hall of mirrors for 
either personality or fraternity? 

Essay on psychology in Politics (New York). 
 

4. All the "best people" from the gentlemen's clubs, and all the frantic Fascist 
captains, united in common hatred of Social- ism and bestial horror of the rising tide of 
the mass revolutionary movement, have turned to acts of provocation, to foul 
incendiarism, to medieval legends of poisoned wells, to legalize their own destruction to 
proletarian organizations, and rouse the agitated petty-bourgeoisie to chauvinistic fervor 
on behalf of the fight against the revolutionary way out of the crisis. 

Communist pamphlet. 
 

5. If a new spirit is to be infused into this old country, there is one thorny and 
contentious reform which must be tackled, and that is the humanization and 
galvanization of the BBC. Timidity here will bespeak canker and atrophy of the soul. The 
heart of Britain may be sound and of strong beat, for instance, but the British lion's roar 
at present is like that of Bottom in Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream-as gentle as 
any sucking dove. A virile new Britain cannot continue indefinitely to be traduced in the 
eyes, or rather ears, of the world by the effete languor’s of Langham Place, brazenly 
masquerading as "standard English", When the Voice of Britain is heard at nine o'clock, 
better far and infinitely less ludicrous to hear aitches honestly dropped than the present 
priggish, inflated, inhibited, scbool-ma'amish arch braying of blameless bashful mewing 
maidens! 

 
Letter in Tribune. 

 
Each of these passages has faults of its own, but, quite apart from avoidable ugliness, two 

qualities are common to all of them. The first is staleness of imagery: the other is lack of 
precision. The writer either has a meaning and cannot express it, or he inadvertently says 
something else, or be is almost indifferent as to whether his words mean anything or not 
This mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence is the most marked characteristic of 
modern English prose, and especially of any kind of political writing. A5 soon as certain 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



IN CONGRESS, JULY 4, 1776 
 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America 
 
When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 
political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the 
earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle 
them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes 
which impel them to the separation. 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in 
such form, as to them shall seem most likely to affect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, 
indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn that mankind are more disposed to 
suffer, while evils are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 
Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, 
to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. — Such has 
been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains 
them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great 
Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a 
candid world. 

• • • 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, 
Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, 
in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and 
declare, That these united Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States, 
that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection 
between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free 
and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, 
establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States may of right 
do. — And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine 
Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor. 

  
 
 

 
 



This is stirring, but it also was saying something meaningful, even in 1776. Though clearly a 
slave-owning society doesn’t sound to us compatible with the words “all men are created equal,” those 
words had a meaning even then. Edmund Burke, the great writer and philosopher, was a Member of 
Parliament and a major supporter of the British Government in the years surrounding the American and 
French Revolutions. But he never was in the British cabinet because he was not well-born. Pretty much 
all its members were peers or very high-born commoners. In contrast, in America, Benjamin Franklin was 
widely regarded and held many important posts, including, critically, being Ambassador to our essential 
but quirky ally, France. His father was a soap-maker.  
 
 Consider how words change their meaning, whether in the Declaration of Independence original 
in a contract, which may last for five or ten years or in which individual words’ meanings may mean 
different things to different readers. 
 
 E, B, White’s unsigned paragraph on JFK. (First full paragraph of the first column on page 51.) 
 

  



 Fifty-four years later we may quibble about White’s encomia, though I would say that much of it 
remains a true assessment. JFK was dead only a day or two when White wrote this paragraph; it was not 
a time for detached assessment. This paragraph is a masterpiece of construction. It is what I mean by 
“elegant,” not a bunch of fancy frou-frou, but something with no waste. Every word belongs where it is 
and contributes to the entire two inches of magazine space. Elegance is something we will often discuss, 
and which should be your aim. This doesn’t always mean just a few words. But it does mean no wasted 
words.   
 

White uses “wind” five times, along with a weather metaphor. The closest he comes to referring to 
the actual assassination is the word “exposure,” which fits well with the wind and weather motifs. We do 
not usually want to use a metaphor in a contract, but when we use a necessarily vague term like “good 
faith” it can take on a metaphorical meaning that may or may not be a good thing for the drafter. It may 
be better to create an ad hoc definition for a phrase like “good faith,” but the very definition can become 
a straight-jacket that allows a party to wriggle out of what can (but may not) be viewed as a violation of 
the formerly vague term. 
 
 Added starter: The Gettysburg Address. (In its entirety of 270 words.) 
 
 Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation 
conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. 
 
 Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived 
and dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate 
a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might 
live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. 
 
 But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate — we cannot consecrate — we cannot hallow — this 
ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor 
power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never 
forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which 
they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great 
task remaining before us — that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for 
which they gave the last full measure of devotion — that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not 
have died in vain — that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom — and that 
government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth. 
 

* * * 
 

 This is another example of elegance, though combined with Lincoln’s deliberately biblical 
opening. Lincoln tied this dedication of a cemetery to the Declaration of Independence, but did not his 
words change the meaning of “all men are created equal”?  Consider how subsequent actions or changes 
in belief can affect the meaning of words in a contract. Then consider the final words of the Gettysburg 
Address: “that the government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the 
earth.” What do “of,” “by,” and “for” the people mean here? 
 
 Come in prepared for a lively discussion. 
 
 P.L. 
 


