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Exercise 4-3: Editorial Zealotry: A Light Copyedit
This passage is adapted from Arthur Plotnik, The Elements of Editing: A Modern Guide for Editors and Journalists (New York: Macmillan, 1982), pp. 2–4. It is reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. All rights reserved. Much of the language has been changed, and all the errors were introduced for the purpose of this exercise.
Some overly zealous copyeditors will pour over a manuscript, and change every “till” to ‘until’ or vice versa, depending on their training, their grammatical ear, and their ideas about prose style. Although editors must try to forestall the deprecation of English into colloquial swill, they should never adopt a self-styled purism that does not allow for some vareity of expression. When a tyrranical editorial coordinator waves Fowler, Wilson Follett, and other venerable guardians, his staff should wave back Theodore Bernstein’s Miss Thistlebottom’s Hobogoblins, a thoughtfull debunking of scared cows in usage, or William Morris and Mary Morrris’s Harper Dictionary of Contemporary Usage which explores the differences of opinion among the so-called “experts.”

A second danger: Some novice copyeditors misinterpret the recommendations in The Elements Of Style as a mandate to change such sentences as “the outcry was heard round the world” to “every-one in the world heard the outcry.” True, the active voice is more forceful, and a procession of passive constructions is a sure cure for insomnia. But the passive voice is preferable when the writer’s goal is variety or emphasizing an important word in a sentence.

