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ake sense of the paradox that classic style i

youare the last one to realize it.

As writers, then, we should try to get into
our readers’ heads and be mindful of how
easy it is to fall back on parochial jargon and
private abstractions. But these efforts can
take us only so far. None of us has, and few
of us would want, a power of clairvoyance
that would expose to us everyone else’s pri-
vate thoughts.

To escape the curse of knowledge, we have
to go beyond our own powers of divination.
We have to close the loop, as the engineers
say, and get a feedback signal from the world
of readers—that is, show a draft to some peo-
ple who are similar to our intended audience
and find out whether they can follow it.”
This sounds banal but is in fact profound.
Social psychologists have found that we are
overconfident, sometimes to the point of
delusion, about our ability to infer what
other people think, even the people who are
closest to us.”” Only when we ask those peo-
ple do we discover that what’s obvious to us

isn’t obvious to them. That’s why profes-
sional writers have editors. It’s also why
politicians consult polls, why corporations
hold focus groups, and why Internet compa-
nies use A/B testing, in which they try out
two designs on a Web site (versions A and B)
and collect data in real time on which gets
more clicks.

Most writers cannot afford focus groups or
A/B testing, but they can ask a roommate or
colleague or family member to read what
they wrote and comment on it. Your review-
ers needn’t even be a representative sample
of your intended audience. Often it’s enough
that they are not you.

This does not mean you should implement
every last suggestion they offer. Each com-
mentator has a curse of knowledge of his
own, together with hobbyhorses, blind spots,
and axes to grind, and the writer cannot pan-
der to all of them. Many academic articles
contain bewildering non sequiturs and
digressions that the authors stuck in at the
insistence of an anonymous reviewer who
had the power to reject it from the journal if
they didn’t comply. Good prose is never writ-
ten by a committee. A writer should revise in
response to a comment when it comes from
more than one reader or when it makes sense
to the writer herself.

And that leads to another way to escape
the curse of knowledge: show a draft to your-
self, ideally after enough time has passed that
the text is no longer familiar. If you are like
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me you will find yourself thinking, “What did
I mean by that?” or “How does this follow?”
or, all too often, “Who wrote this crap?”

I am told there are writers who can tap out
a coherent essay in a single pass, at most
checking for typos and touching up the punc-
tuation before sending it off for publication.
You are probably not one of them. Most writ-
ers polish draft after draft. I rework every
sentence a few times before going on to the
next, and revise the whole chapter two or
three times before I show it to anyone. Then,
with feedback in hand, I revise each chapter
twice more before circling back and giving
the entire book at least two complete passes
of polishing. Only then does it go to the copy
editor, who starts another couple of rounds
of tweaking.

Too many things have to go right in a pas-
sage of writing for most mortals to get them
all the first time. It’s hard enough to formu-
late a thought that is interesting and true.
Only after laying a semblance of it on the
page can a writer free up the cognitive
resources needed to make the sentence gram-
matical, graceful, and, most important, trans-
parent to the reader. The form in which
thoughts occur to a writer is rarely the same
as the form in which they can be absorbed by
a reader. The advice in this and other style-
books is not so much on how to write as on
how to revise.

Much advice on writing has the tone of
moral counsel, as if being a good writer will

make you a better person. Unfortunately for
cosmic justice, many gifted writers are
scoundrels, and many inept ones are the salt
of the earth. But the imperative to overcome
the curse of knowledge may be the bit of
writerly advice that comes closest to being
sound moral advice: always try to lift yourself
out of your parochial mindset and find out
how other people think and feel. It may not
make you a better person in all spheres of
life, but it will be a source of continuing
kindness to your readers.




