
College Prep English:  Writing with Style    Name ______________________________
Activity #4 — Deadwood belongs in South Dakota, not in your writing

The verb “to be” and its various forms are essential to many sentences. You do not need to banish these verbs from 
your writing completely.  However, you need to avoid their overuse.

Examples of effective use of “to be”:
 •   William Bennett is an essayist and social critic as well as a prominent figure on political talk 

shows.
 •   Cultural literacy is critical to America’s survival, according to Bennett, who has been one of the 

most outspoken critics of the status of education in our country.

The following sentences improve with revision:
 From:  Ralph Nader and William Bennett are two Americans who are critics of American society.
 To:  Ralph Nader and William Bennett are two American social critics.

 From:  Both are writing about how America’s status will wither if changes fail to occur.
 To:  Both write about how America’s status will wither if changes fail to occur.

Avoid linking verbs as well:  feels, seems, appears, looks, smells, sounds, becomes

 From:   In Saul Bellow’s Humboldt’s Gift, the poet Fleisher is troubled during his wild swings between manic 
and depressive moods.

 From:   In Saul Bellow’s Humboldt’s Gift, the poet Fleisher feels troubled during his wild swings between 
manic and depressive moods.

 To:   In Saul Bellow’s Humboldt’s Gift, the poet Fleisher suffers during his wild swings between manic and 
depressive moods.  (effective action verb)

The verbs do and have often appear equally weak.

 From:  Many readers do prefer the sardonic wit of Bennett’s work to Nader’s pedantic style.
 To:  Many readers prefer the sardonic wit of Bennett’s work to Nader’s pedantic style.

 From:  Bennett’s writing has a great deal of criticism of the educational system in the United States.
 To:  Bennett’s writing criticizes the educational system in the United States.

“Bewhichment” should also be avoided:
 Excessive use of which and other relative pronouns (who, whom, that) along with the verb to be can bog 
down writing as well. Though easy to use, the writing becomes riddled with be and which.  Such writing is not only 
tedious, it is “bewhiched.”  “Bewhichment” includes the following constructions as well:  “It was. . . which is . . . That 
is. . . who will be. . .”  The cure is easy—change the clause to a verbal phrase or absolute.

 From:   One of Mailer’s early novels is The Deer Park, which was considered obscene by some readers at 
the time of its publication and which was banned from some public bookshelves.

 To:        One of Mailer’s early novels is The Deer Park, considered obscene by some readers at the time of 
its publication and banned from some public bookshelves.

 From:   Bellow, who had already established his reputation as a serious writer in the 1940s, finally won 
national popularity with his novel The Adventures of Augie March.

 To:  Bellow, his reputation already established as a serious writer in the 1940s, finally won national 
popularity with his novel The Adventures of Augie March.



There are [YUCK} too many it’s and there’s as well:
 Are you a fan of sentences constructions such as, “There is...which...” or “It is...that...” ?These patterns 
produce verbs in the passive voice rather than the active  voice and create wordier dependent clauses rather than 
more mature phrases and appositives.

 From:   There is one of Mailer’s novels, The Naked and the Dead, that has been made into a successful 
movie by famed director Raoul Walsh.

 To:    One of Mailer’s novels, The Naked and the Dead, has been made into a successful movie by famed 
director Raoul Walsh.

 From:   It is one of Bellow’s middle novels, Henderson the Rain King, that is regarded most highly by many 
critics.

 To:  Many critics highly regard Henderson the Rain King, one of Bellow’s middle novels.

Exercise:  Remove the deadwood from the following sentences to make them more effective.[The fewer words the 
better.]

1.   Norman Mailer himself is the central figure in The Armies of the Night, which tells of people who were 
demonstrating against the war in Vietnam.

2.   Bellow has lived in Chicago for much of his life, and there are novels like Dangling Man and Herzog that use 
that city for background.

3.  Of a Fire on the Moon is a book that has been written by Mailer and that describes the Apollo 11 moon shot.

4.   It is notable that both Mailer and Bellow have had their work acclaimed internationally, and it is also notable that 
they have both received the Pulitzer Prize.

5.   Mailer has been fascinated by the life of Marilyn Monroe, who was one of Hollywood’s true stars, and he 
published a book about her, which was called Marilyn.

6.  Critic Diana Trilling says that Bellow’s novel The Victim is successful on many levels.

7.   King of the Hill is Mailer’s account of one of the championship fights between heavyweights Muhammad Ali and 
Joe Frazier.

8.   The Nobel Prize in literature, which was awarded to him, has done much to make Saul Bellow better known to 
more people.

9.   Something we can all debate is whether Norman Mailer or Saul Bellow has done more to promote most 
effectively the fact that a genuine writer is a deliberate and hardworking artist.


