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			‘I see but one rule: to be clear. If I am not clear all my world crumbles to nothing.’

			 

			Marie-Henri Beyle, ‘Stendhal’

			A letter to Honoré de Balzac, 30 October 1840

			 

			 

			 

			For first you write a sentence And then you chop it small:Then mix the bits, and sort them out Just as they chance to fall:The order of the phrases Makes no difference at all.

			 

			Lewis Carroll, Poeta Fit, Non Nascitur
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			Part One

			The Virtue of Clarity

		

	
		
			 

			The Red Thread

			The purpose of this book is to help business executives write clearly and meaningfully. So much writing for business fails this elementary test. That is why this book is a rallying cry for better writing as well as a guide to how it might be done. If, after reading this text and referring to the dictionary it provides, nobody ever again writes ‘we will launch a red-thread concept across a range of buzz-worthy physical and digital touchpoints’ when all they mean is that they will give you an idea you can use in all your business communication, then its purpose will have been served.

			The best idea you will ever be given, the best red-thread concept of the lot, is to be as simple, as precise and as brief as you can, consistent with saying all of what you mean and not a word more, or indeed less. My advice throughout is to heed Stendhal who put a credo for writing into a letter to Balzac in October 1840: ‘I see but one rule: to be clear. If I am not clear all my world crumbles to nothing.’

			The virtue of clarity does not derive from a fastidious obsession with language. You will find little pedantry in this dictionary. I lay down no rules. I offer instead advice on techniques that work well and distinguish them from techniques which do not work so well. This is not one of those style guides which is filled with fussy strictures on grammar or pompous instruction on punctuation. You do not need any instruction on grammar, a discipline in which you have been accomplished since you were at least two years of age. Most readers will not be able to distinguish between the use of stative and non-stative verbs with a present participle. Yet we do this in practice, in conversation, perfectly well and have been doing it ever since we first learned to speak.

			Neither should a language be set in aspic. Change is not evidence of decline. Sticklers and pedants have been making this bogus claim ever since William Caxton lamented in 1475 that the upshot of his inventing the printing press was that ‘our language now used veryeth from what whiche was used and spoken when I was borne’. Change and invention is, in fact, the lifeblood of a thriving language.

			The virtue we should serve is clarity because if you are not clear what you are saying, it invariably follows that you are not clear what you are doing and if you are not clear what you are doing, your world crumbles to nothing.

			Business is a simple enterprise made complex by people who do it badly. The typical corporate strategy is a convoluted document of faulty thinking. A murky piece of writing is always the tip-off that a company is not clear what it is doing. It is never difficult to be clear about a good idea. Thinking and writing are a single process and clarity of expression needs to be built in from the start. ‘If a man does not know which port he is steering to, no wind is favourable’, said Seneca the Younger and nobody who disdains this advice will write well. Business executives who do listen, though, will not only talk less nonsense, they will make fewer errors because the errors they make will be plain and evident, even to themselves.

			Straight Thinking

			This is an ancient insight. If Aristotle were rewriting his The Art of Rhetoric today for a corporate audience, he could increase sales while doing no violence to the argument if he called the book The Art of Strategy. Delete the word ‘rhetoric’ throughout and substitute for it the word ‘strategy’ and The Art of Rhetoric would become the best manual for corporate success on the market. That is because Aristotle’s use of the term ‘rhetoric’ is not confined to verbal expression. The Art of Rhetoric – and this applies to Cicero’s De oratore and Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria too – is a primer in the fact that straight talking relies on straight thinking.

			Aristotle defines rhetoric as ‘the ability in any particular case to see the available means of persuasion’. A good business is an unbroken series of successful acts of persuasion; to understand the market; to inspire employees to give of their best; to entice potential clients or customers to purchase your goods. In a rivalrous market, the prize goes to the company that mounts the most persuasive series of arguments. Corporate strategy is simply a modern description of the way a company defines its acts of persuasion. It might therefore make sense to seek the counsel of the ancient experts.

			The three branches of oratory that Aristotle describes in The Art of Rhetoric are useful business categories. He names them deliberative, forensic and display and each branch applies to a different setting and uses a different time signature. Each category is an act of persuasion and each one demands a verdict from the listening public. All three types of oratory are both familiar and necessary in contemporary business. If we take them together, then Aristotle’s thought provides a method for clear strategic thought which will lead to plain and comprehensible writing.

			Forensic rhetoric was originally the judicial language of court. The forensic speaker is concerned with time past and is determined to establish the facts of the matter. Forensic rhetoric deals, writes Aristotle, with ‘accusation and defence’ and ‘requires the consideration of (1) the motives of wrongdoing; (2) the frame of mind of the wrongdoer; (3) the kind of people to whom he does wrong’. Forensic rhetoric is the language of charge and accusation, of exoneration and conviction, none of which is a stranger to the world of competitive business.

			For example, on 10 April 2018 Mark Zuckerberg testified before the United States Senate Commerce and Judiciary Committees. Zuckerberg had been summoned to discuss Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election and the use of data provided by users of Facebook. Over the course of 600 questions from 100 lawmakers, Zuckerberg relied, whether he knew it or not, on the techniques of forensic rhetoric. He opened by conceding some of Facebook’s failures and then went on to suggest how those errors might be rectified: ‘It’s not enough to just give people a voice. We need to make sure that people aren’t using it to harm other people or to spread misinformation.’

			Aristotle’s second category is display, which is rhetoric put up on stage. The rhetoric of display takes place in the present. Its subject is, as Aristotle writes in the Rhetoric, ‘praise or ­censure, the objects of which are the noble and the disgraceful, virtue and vice’.

			Steve Jobs delivered an uplifting display address to Stanford University graduates in 2005. The convention of these commencement speeches is to offer maxims of advice, drawn from the speaker’s dramatic autobiography, for the graduating cohort. After a moving description of being told that he should prepare for death from pancreatic cancer (which, mercifully, subsequently proved to be curable), Jobs poured flattery on his audience and, with his characteristic excess of schmaltz, asked them to summon their own inner wisdom: ‘Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly want to become.’

			Deliberative rhetoric, Aristotle’s third branch of oratory, applies to the realm of action. ‘We deliberate’, writes Aristotle, ‘about matters that seem to admit of two possibilities.’ This was originally intended to apply to the assembly in Athens in which the deliberative speaker refines an argument to clarify both the advantages of his preferred course and the pitfalls of alternative options. The purview of the deliberative speaker lies in the future, with the hope that his listeners be stirred to action.

			In 2015, Bill Gates gave a fine example of deliberative rhetoric in a TED talk prophetically entitled We’re Not Ready. Gates argued that the world is unprepared for the outbreak of a pandemic in which the virus spreads through the air, rather like the Spanish flu of 1918. His case sounded at the time provocatively unlikely: ‘So here’s what would happen. It would spread throughout the world very, very quickly. And you can see there’s over 30 million people die from that epidemic. So this is a serious problem.’ After setting out the problem, Gates deliberated on the possible responses. He pointed out that stronger health systems were needed in poor countries and so was investment in vaccines and diagnostics. The cost of preparing, he concluded, would be a small fraction of failing to prepare.

			The three branches of oratory, the combined rhetorical effects of Zuckerberg, Jobs and Gates, together create a method that yields clear strategic thought.

			The first step is to deliberate. Good thinking requires research, discussion and consultation with experts. The purpose is to refine the central argument. Then, when a clear statement of intent has been adduced, the argument needs to be put to a forensic test. Every weakness, factual and conceptual, needs to be interrogated by sceptics until all its flaws are identified and eradicated. An argument that has survived this questioning will have a strong internal core. It may not yet, however, be displayed to best effect so attention must be then paid, in the third and final part of the process, to the manner in which the case is expressed.

			This method – deliberate, interrogate, display – will produce a text which has been considered and tested and which will therefore be vivid and clear. Isocrates, the sophist who did a great deal to popularize the idea that rhetoric was a teachable skill, used to package his insights up as a pamphlet, delivered in lieu of a spoken address. In the corporate boardroom, the product will be a clear and well-written strategy paper.

			Magical Things

			Business writing was once crisp, clear and close to the tone and rhythm of common language. Take this example from Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree’s The Human Factor in Business, published in 1921:

			 

			That is why I have written this book, which largely consists of a description of the way in which the directors of the Cocoa Works, York, have tried to solve some of the human problems of business administration. I deal with the subject under five heads - Wages, Hours, Economic Security of the Workers, Working Conditions, Joint Control, – and in each section I indicate the end we have in view, the means by which we try to achieve it, and the extent of our success. I should be the last to claim any special merit for our methods, but we have received so much help from others, that it seemed incumbent on us to throw our experience into the common stock of knowledge, in the hope that we may thus repay, in some measure, the debt we owe to the experience of other firms.

			 

			Rowntree goes on to write elegantly about the set of public obligations the company owes to public authorities. The generosity exhibited in this passage lasts the length of the book. The prose throughout is clear and plain and Rowntree uses no words that would not be easily comprehensible to a member of the lay public.

			Somewhere during the century from 1921 until now something went badly wrong. Examples of poor writing are legion today but here is one specimen, chosen not to pour scorn on the celebrity speaker but simply because the passage is, sadly, so typical. In 2015, Satya Nadella, the Chief Executive Officer at Microsoft, addressed his employees with the following:

			Team, I believe that we can do magical things when we come together with a shared mission, clear strategy, and a culture that brings out the best in us individually and collectively. Last week I shared how we are aligning our structure to our strategy. Today, I want to share more on the overall context and connective tissue between our mission, worldview, strategy and culture. It is critical that we start the new fiscal year with this shared vision on what we can do and who we want to become. Every great company has an enduring mission. Our mission is to empower every person and every organization on the planet to achieve more. I’m proud to share that this is our new official mission statement. This mission is ambitious and at the core of what our customers deeply care about. We have unique capability in harmonizing the needs of both individuals and organizations. This is in our DNA. We also deeply care about taking things global and making a difference in lives and organizations in all corners of the planet . . .

			 

			It is hard to know where to start with this, although it is clear enough where to stop, which is at the beginning with the word ‘team’. Note, in the first sentence, how unclear Nadella makes the attribution of causation. The unspecified ‘magical things’ derive from a collection of other virtues – coming together with a shared mission, a clear strategy and a culture that brings out the best in everyone. Yet these causal factors are all themselves complex virtues which cannot be simply assumed into life, as they are in this passage.

			If this sentence means anything at all, it means only that, once you have assembled all the factors that lead to success, then success is assured. It is a tautology stretched to inordinate length. There is no serious attempt to weight the relative causal importance of these factors or to specify how they align to the strategy (whatever that means). Lost in a blizzard of truisms, we cannot see a thing. As soon as we decipher what Mr Nadella is saying we find that he is not saying anything.

			Having opened with empty claims, Mr Nadella then pulls the focus back to ‘the overall context’, a vast landscape which, strangely for something that sounds so important, only shares the same billing within the sentence as ‘the connective tissue’ between the mission, the worldview, the strategy and the culture. We have no way of knowing what ‘the connective tissue’ refers to. He probably means no more than that the strategy, the worldview, the mission and the culture are connected, which is a rather commonplace observation. Or perhaps they are not yet connected but need to be. Note, too, how a ‘worldview’ is suddenly smuggled in, as if we didn’t already have enough to think about. A worldview surely precedes a mission, a strategy and a culture and informs all three. Not here, where it is relegated to the same status in a list of four.

			This is bad enough but, sadly, the worst is still to come. The definition of the mission, when it arrives, is so absurdly inflated that it would make a cat laugh. The mission is to empower every person and every organization on the planet to achieve more. Every person, no matter what their passion – Benedictine monks, repertory actors doing Shakespeare, the company that has the cleaning contract for Birmingham city council, a retired crofter on Jura – there is not one of them that will not find their capacity to live the good life enhanced by Microsoft. We then learn that the source of this ambition, which vaults over grandeur into lunacy, is Microsoft’s customers. They care about more than being rendered a good service, apparently. They care deeply about helping everyone on the planet.

			Then, at the end of this passage, Mr Nadella capriciously changes the subject. Leaving his string of indecipherable and unlikely claims undeveloped, he asserts that ‘we’ (who? the company? its customers? everyone on the planet?) have a unique capability to harmonize the needs of individuals and companies. Even if we allow that this is a real task (which it isn’t), by what warrant can he claim that his people (whoever they are) have a unique capability in this regard? It is no good enlisting an ailing metaphor to claim that this is in our DNA. Just for good measure, we then veer off in another direction altogether, to tick off the obligatory word ‘global’. We have had no story, no person, no example and no sense. At no point does Mr Nadella make a concrete point. He goes on in this vein for more than 1,500 words and it is all just high-sounding nothing.

			Well, almost all of it is nothing. In fact, Mr Nadella does smuggle in a meaningful statement, suitably surrounded by empty optimism and subtly shrouded in mystery. See if you can spot it in the next passage: ‘I believe that culture is not static. It evolves every day based on the behaviors of everyone in the organization. We are in an incredible position to seize new growth this year. We will need to innovate in new areas, execute against our plans, make some tough choices in areas where things are not working and solve hard problems in ways that drive customer value. I really do believe that we can achieve magical things when we come together as one team and focus.’ Now we see that the magical things will not necessarily involve all the team. There will be some tough choices to be made in areas where things are not working. This is likely to be the one sentence that resonated.

			It is easy to believe that the word ‘pidgin’ is thought to be a Chinese rendering of the English word ‘business’. This is what George Orwell meant when he said a bad writer is ‘like a cuttlefish squirting out ink’. Writing of this type is now ubiqu­itous in the business world. People in modern business who write and speak like Seebohm Rowntree are decidedly rare. But Rowntree’s exemplary clarity shows that business language has not always been terrible and need not be now. So where did it all go wrong? What was the impulse for executives to cease talking like Seebohm Rowntree and start talking like Satya Nadella?

			The Discipline of Business

			The pivotal changes took place in the early decades of the twentieth century. This was an era in which life became greatly more involved and complex. In the academy and in the conduct of business itself the response to complexity was increasing specialization. The professions began to develop their own ways of talking and that specialization came to be described in private language.

			The story of what went wrong has three lead players. The first is a man who won the American Open tennis doubles championship and just missed out on a bronze medal in golf at the 1900 Olympics. The second is a man who, in his day, fancied himself as America’s proto-fascist President. But the place to start is with the third player, the most famous film star of the 1930s. Charlie Chaplin’s last silent film, Modern Times, released in 1936, is the perfect statement of a new regime of capitalist specialization. Modern Times is also the final outing for Chaplin’s favourite character, Little Tramp, whom we encounter on an assembly line, screwing nuts at a velocity comically beyond his capacity. The pace and tedium of work on the production line give Little Tramp a nervous breakdown. After a chain of improbable accidents, Little Tramp is imprisoned and, when he is offered release, maintains that he would rather stay in jail than return to the factory.

			The target of Modern Times is Frederick Winslow Taylor, the curator of the mechanized wilderness. Taylor was a talented man. A junior tennis and golf prodigy, he became the original guru of management consultancy. When he was working as a machinist at the Midvale Steel Works in Philadelphia, Taylor noticed that the workers were not fully active at their machines. He began to wonder at the cost and the upshot of his observations was a guidebook for efficient work, The Principles of Scientific Management (1911). In this book Taylor adduced the four principles of optimal efficiency:

			 

			
					Replace rule-of-thumb work methods with methods based on a scientific study of the tasks.

					Scientifically select, train, and develop each employee rather than passively leaving them to train themselves.

					Provide detailed instruction and supervision of each worker in the performance of that worker’s discrete task.

					Divide work nearly equally between managers and workers, so that the managers apply scientific management principles to planning the work and the workers actually perform the tasks.

			

			 

			Factories run on these lines demanded total standardization, invigilated and enforced by officious managers. Workers were set against the clock and output was tracked and charted. Taylor was so obsessively rigorous that he claimed to have calculated formulae for the most efficient use of a shovel, the best way to move iron pigs in a steel mill and the quickest procedure for the manual inspection of ball bearings.

			The scientific basis of Taylor’s calculations was dubious, to say the least. When Taylor was brought into the Bethlehem Steel Company in Pennsylvania he decreed that ‘a first class man’ could load pig iron at a rate of 47.5 tons a day, rather than the 12.5 tons a day that was the average. Though he liked to stand around, stopwatch in hand, to give the impression of mathematical precision, Taylor had come to his figure of 47.5 tons a day by observing a band of powerful Hungarians for an hour. He took the output of the best of them, rounded it up, took off a made-up percentage for rest and arrived at his conclusion that a first-rate worker could load pig iron at a rate of 47.5 tons a day. Summoned to Congress in January 1912 to testify before a House Committee to Investigate Taylor and Other Systems of Shop Management, Taylor gleefully told one of his favourite stories, about how quickly the best man could shovel a pile of coal. ‘You have told us the effect on the pile,’ an exasperated committee member replied, but ‘what about the effect on the man?’

			The effect on the man was always exhaustion. In 1911, moulders at an arsenal in Watertown, Massachusetts, refused to work under the eye of a timekeeper. Pouring a mould and making a gun carriage usually took fifty-three minutes but Taylor’s timekeeper told the moulders it could be done in twenty-four. The men struck and during the investigation that followed it emerged that Taylor had told his timekeeper that the stopwatch was really a prop and that it was better to make ‘a rough guess’.

			‘Speedy’ Taylor, as he was disparagingly known, did not last long in any steel mill he ever entered. In the early 1900s, there were strikes at McKees Rock, East Hammond, ­Lawrence, Passaic, Akron, Detroit, and Paterson, all factories that had adopted his methods. In Paterson, silk workers went on strike after weavers were suddenly expected to work twice as many looms as before. Workers who did not conform to the new standards were fired. So was Taylor two years later and he left behind him a company with terrible industrial relations. He also took with him the $100,000 dollars he had charged in fees (the equivalent of $2.5 million today).

			The governing ideas of Taylorism were that management is a skill and that this skill has the properties of a science. Yet when he testified to Congress, Taylor admitted that the adjustments he made to his calculations, to work out how much a man could do in a day, varied from 20 per cent to 225 per cent. The claim that management is scientific ought to have eliminated guesswork of this kind. Taylor never published the data on which his pig iron or other conclusions were based. His method, in the end, was a series of exhortations to work harder, timed by a stopwatch.

			Extravagant claims have since been advanced on Taylor’s behalf. In The Rise of the Knowledge Society, Peter Drucker offered the rather silly judgement that Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management was ‘the most powerful as well as the most lasting contribution America has made to Western thought since the Federalist papers’. Drucker went on to say that, though Darwin, Marx and Freud were usually held to be the intellectual founding fathers of the modern world, ‘Marx would be taken out and replaced by Taylor if there were any justice’.

			At the same time as the ideas of scientific management were changing the way people thought about their own work, a parallel shift was taking place in the conduct of business. The pioneer of the change was Henry Ford. Ford was a complex man who somehow combined the democratic desire to create good cars that his workers could afford with a virulent anti-Semitism and an inflated sense of importance which meant he contemplated running for President on a more or less fascist prospectus in 1924.

			Ford’s legacy, though, is in his business methods rather than his frivolous politics. The production of the Model-T in 1908 changed the world because it brought mobility to the masses. Fordism, a term coined by Antonio Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks, was characterized by three principles which have a clear resemblance to Taylor’s claims to scientific management:

			 

			
					A standardized process in which nothing is made by hand; instead all products emerge from moulds and mechanized procedures tended by unskilled workers.

					The use of assembly lines fitted out with special-purpose tools.

					A high basic wage for workers which enables them to afford the products that roll off the assembly line.
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