
Hold the Adjectives! 
From The Word, by Rene J. Cappon 
 

 
“When you catch an adjective, kill it.”  -- Mark Twain 

 
 
Strong writing relies on nouns and verbs. Choose the right ones and you’ll need few 
modifiers. Use adjectives to make your meaning clear, not as decorative 
afterthoughts. 
 
It’s hard to see what the second adjective is doing in this sentence: 
 

The shots on the quiet Sunday morning sent the passersby into frightened flight. 
 
Quiet, yes. But frightened flight? As distinguished from courageous flight? 
 
Some clichéd adjective-noun combinations: 
 
Posh resort, hardy natives, devout Catholic, scenic countryside, colourful scene, 
high-powered rifle, picturesque village 
 
 
Keep your hands off nouns that need no additional voltage: 
 
Serious danger, stern warning, deadly poison, grave crisis. The nouns do better 
without the modifiers. 
 
A crisis is a serious turning point by definition. And the habit of mechanical modifying 
leads to many glaring redundancies, among them: 
 
absolutely conclusive lifeless corpse 
agricultural crops meaningless gibberish 
awkward dilemma mutual cooperation 
close proximity new record 
complete monopoly old adage 
completely full organic life 
divisive quarrel original founder 
end result patently obvious 
entirely absent personal friend 
future plan personal opinion 
general public pragmatic realist 
grateful thanks sworn affidavit 
hired mercenary true facts 
lonely hermit violent explosion 
 
To test the logic of such modifiers, turn them around. Are there gentle explosions? 
Pleasant dilemmas? False facts? Impersonal friends? 
 
 



 

Treat adverbial intensifiers with the same caution as adjectives. Very urgent, highly 
unusual, extremely serious --- the adverbs add only shrillness. Definitely is generally 
expendable. The ambassador will definitely leave tomorrow says nothing more than 
he’ll leave.  

 
 
Put verbs to work 
 
The verb, particularly in the active voice, is the ringmaster of the sentence. It sets 
pace and movement. A peculiarity of abstract writing is an aversion to strong verbs, 
which are thinned out into combinations of weak verb, abstract noun and modifier.  
 
In the following sentences, the revision on the right shows the magic of verbs 
properly used: 
 
 

The refugees experienced severe 
hunger in their wilderness retreat 

The refugees starved in their 
wilderness retreat 

Australia showed a collective grief 
over the deaths of the young soldiers 

Australia grieved over the deaths of 
the young soldiers 

 
 
Other symptoms of noun disease: 
 

determined the truth of 
gave permission to 
held a meeting 
proved of benefit to 
put in an appearance 
reached an agreement 
submitted his resignation 
take into consideration 
established conclusive evidence of 
take into custody 

verified 
permitted 
met 
benefited 
appeared 
agreed 
resigned 
consider 
proved 
arrest 

 
 
 
Occasionally the wordier form is justified to capture a nuance. Reach an agreement 
suggests a longer effort, perhaps, than agree. Usually, however, the single verb will 
do. 
 
 
  



 
Be short, familiar, specific 
 
 
From what we have seen about clutter, vagueness and officialise, certain precepts 
arise. They were derived long ago from the practice of good writers. Consider them a 
charm against the legion of devils that forever try to turn prose into slush: 
 

 
Prefer the short word to the long 
Prefer the familiar word to the fancy 
Prefer the specific word to the abstract 
Use no more words than necessary to make your meaning clear 

 
 
This does not mean that long, unfamiliar words should never be used. Sometimes 
they fit the meaning best. Occasionally they serve the rhythm of a sentence. But 
there must be good reasons for the choice. It’s hard to see much advantage to long 
words such as those in the left-hand column: 
 
 

accommodations 
ameliorate 
approximately 
assistance 
commence 
deactivate 
endeavour 
finalise 
implement 
in consequence of 
initiate 
methodology 
motivation 
objective 
peruse 
prior to 
proliferation 
purchase 
remuneration 
replicate 
socialise 
substantial proportion 
underprivileged 
utilise 

rooms 
improve 
about 
help 
begin 
close 
try 
end, complete 
carry out 
because 
begin 
method 
motive 
aim, goal 
read 
before 
spread 
buy 
pay 
repeat 
mingle, meet, make friends 
many, much 
poor 
use 

 


