
George Orwell's Advice on Language 
 
 
In his essay, "Politics and the English Language," George Orwell discussed several common 
practices of written and spoken English that hinder effective communication.  He was especially 
concerned with the part politics and politicians play by using "obfuscation" (deliberately unclear 
language).  He offered the following six guidelines for writing and speaking more clearly. 
 
 
 

1.   Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech that you are used to seeing 
in print. (Note: this does not mean never use a metaphor or simile, only that clichés 
should be avoided.) 

 
2.   Never use a long word where a short one will do. 
 
3.   If it is possible to cut a word, always cut it. 
 
4.   Never use the passive construction when you can use the active. 
 
 Explanation:  forms of "be," (be, am, is, are, were, being, been) make a sentence 

more passive, as in, "The flood was responsible for ruining the house."   With 
passive verbs, the subject is acted upon, as in, "The house was ruined by the flood."  
The active form stresses action by the subject:  "The flood ruined the house." 

 
5.  Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if you can think of an 

everyday English equivalent. 
 
6.   Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous [awkward]. 

 
 
 
 
 
Consider this example: 
 
 "The communication of information, albeit orally or in writing, is immeasurably encumbered 
through utilization of excessive, superfluous polysyllabics and extraneous intricacies of syntax, 
resulting in garbled semantic comprehension by, and incomplete dialogue with, the recipients of 
such information, and in essence, reflects a predilection on the part of the communicant to 
demonstrate his superlative erudition, unless, of course, necessitated by the exigencies of the 
communicative environment or the hyper-complexities of the data being communicated." 
 
 
 
Translation:   
 
Big words and complicated sentence structure degrade all written and spoken communication.  
Often, we use them in an attempt to make people think we know more than they do.  Use 
common, simple words unless the situation demands special, precise terminology.  Even then, 
keep the long words to a minimum. 
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