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Rain Event, Rain Event, Go Away
You hear it during the morning weather
forecast: “Clear today, with a possible rain
event tomorrow.” And in the traffic report:
“The accident scene occurred at 6:30 this
morning.”
And like me you may wonder, When did
“rain” stop being a freestanding noun and
become a mere modifier of the superfluous “event”? And who decided that “accident”—at least in traffic reports—must be
tailgated by the unnecessary “scene”?
This manifestation of the language-bloat
imperative is all around us. I’ve seen “fast
food” rendered as “fast-food items” and
independent films called “independent-film
products”. As expected, the virus has spread
to scientific writing (if it didn’t in fact originate there). Thus, authors say not “membrane ruptures” but “membrane rupture
events.” Not “pastoral care” but “pastoral
care services”. Not “lens care” but “lens
care practices”. Why? I can only speculate,
but it seems to be part of a general rejection of concision in favor of a highfalutin
prolixity, meant to impress, that increasingly

characterizes the language of our time.
Other examples from recent manuscripts:
[P]rotracted labor activity increases the
risk of maternal and neonatal infection.
[T]he urea clearance rate also depends on
the . . . permeability of the membrane
structure.
If you know of a formal name for
this usage, please tell me what it is. In
the meantime, I’ll continue to call it “rain
event” for short. But Gene Kelly had it
right the first time; “Singin’ in the Rain
Event” just doesn’t cut it.
It’s easy to confuse this usage with its
cousin, tautology. In rain events, the unnecessary word means something different
from the word it’s paired with. Tautology
is the needless repetition of the same sense
in different words—”suicidal death”, for
example, or “prior history” or “intradermal
skin tests”. A manuscript recently being
edited at the New England Journal refers to
“mandates requiring” the inclusion of more
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women, children, and minority-group members in clinical trials. Another asserts that
hospitals have “an obligatory requirement”
to provide translators.
Interestingly, the tautology most often
seen in medical manuscripts is one that
mirrors the iteration it describes. Almost
without exception, authors seem to find the
singleton word “twins” inadequate. Instead,
they speak of “cotwins”, “cotwin pairs”,
and “identical cotwins”. (Such double-talk
would be fresh meat to William Safire’s
Squad Squad—word-savvy readers of his
“On Language” column in the Sunday
New York Times Magazine, whom Safire
describes as “hunter[s] of prolix tautologies”.)
The Word Watcher welcomes your comments and suggestions. Now retired from
the New England Journal of Medicine,
she can be reached by mail: Lorraine
Loviglio, The Word Watcher, 1347 Sudbury Road, Concord, MA 01742; or email: loviglio@ma.ultranet.com.
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A Question of Protocol
The authors of a book manuscript tell you
that they would like to ask several people
to read the manuscript and render a critical
appraisal before the manuscript is sent to a
publisher. They ask you the usual protocol for
soliciting such advice. What do you reply?

Solutions
It is a wise author who seeks critical review
from others before submitting a manuscript
to a publisher, and this is often done, as Ken
Rothman suggests, by sending a manuscript
for review to an ever-widening circle of
readers.
A natural place to begin would be with
review by coauthors, if it is a multiauthor
work. Then, after revision, the manuscript can

be sent for review to colleagues not directly
involved in the work but expert in the field.
When the manuscript has been through several more drafts, it can be sent farther afield
for review—perhaps to persons in peripheral
fields. Rothman also advises, in this more
nearly final stage of critique, including “one
or two who are sure to bristle with disdain .
. . those sure to disagree.” Better to get these
very critical reviews before publication so
that issues they raise can be addressed. And
it is often helpful to obtain at least one review
from a “common reader”, an intelligent reader
who is not in the field that the manuscript
deals with but can detect problems in readability, logic, and consistency.
For a book manuscript, especially one that

covers multiple topics, it might be helpful to
send a table of contents with the chapter
topics and subsections delineated to potential reviewers and ask them whether they are
interested in reviewing some or all of the
book and, if so, which chapters they would be
willing to review. In preparing the final draft
of the ninth edition of the American Medical
Association Manual of Style, we sent such a
letter to over 50 inhouse and outside people.
We tried to include representatives of all the
principal groups in the audience we hoped to
address—authors, manuscript editors, managing editors, and journal editors—and additional experts in fields we covered: lawyers,
linguists, and librarians. It is helpful, in this
initial request, to provide a date by which the
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