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viii Preface

The Shakespearean scholar G. B. Hamrison has written
thar his most effective training in writing was as a
staff captain in World War I coordinating 72
misdellaneous military units. "It is for easier fo discuss
Hamlet's complexes,” he explained, “than to wiite
orders which ensure that § working parties from 5
different units arrive ot the right place ot the right
time equipped with proper tools for the job.”

Captain Harrison faced what every technical writer
faces: the necessity of being clear and accurate,
coherent and concise. This challenge. and how to
meet it, is the subject of fhis book.

Technical wiiting is coming of age. and the
following pages are directed to anyone interested in
it. This includes technical and business students as
well as writers in business, industry, the sciences, and
the professions. But since the book's premise is that
technical writing is chiefly writing and only second-
arily technical, it is addressed to anyone who writes in
school or on the job.

The emphasis on technical writing as writing may ™
be more radical than it seems. Many texts treat
technical writing as @ separate genre, a distinctive
category of writing, with. “psychological,” “linguistic,”
“sequential,” and “functional” differences that dis-
tinguish ‘it from other wiriting. But what distinguishes
technical writing from other writing is none of these;
rather, it Is special knowledge, and often a special
vocabulary. The authors of these texts perhaps
confuse the sometimes esoteric nature of technical
material with the straightforward description of it.
They may have forgotten that writing—any kind of
wrmng—remolns the selection and arangement of
words, whatever those words may be, whatever
purpose they may have, whatever subject they may
refer to.




IX Preface

- Another principle of this book is that usage is the
arbiter of language, that rules should reflect usage
rather than- dictate it. In that sense, this book is
descriptive rather than prescriptive. | also believe
that the standard of writing —especially of technical
writing—should be less “corectness” and more
effectiveness: does it do the job? The questions then
become: how does it work and why? if it doesn’t, why
not? And what are some alternatives?

In matters of form, | have foliowed the University of
Chicago Press’ Manual of Style; but | have not
adhered to it rigidly. | believe that function ultimately
determines form, and when the two confilict, | favor
function. In matters «f form, there is seldom absolute
agreement anyway. Like universal language, univer-
sal form eludes us; most disciplines, most companies,
create their own. And the value of one or another lies
less in any inherent virtue than in the force of habit
and the security of familiarity.

The book itself is designed not only as a guide to
technical writing but as a reference for writers. It
consists of 50 axioms aranged in 8 sections that
cover major problem areas in writing: Principles,
Words, Sentences, Organization, Punctuation, Format,
Style, and Method. In science an axiom is, according
to Websters Third New Intemational Dictionary, “a
proposition regarded as a self-evident truth.” Writing,
however, is not a scientific activity. My use of axiom
rests on the meanings of its original Greek roofts:
axioun, “to think worthy,” and agein, “to weigh.” In
writing there are opinions, not truths, and their worth
depends on the perspective of the writer and the
reader.

The examples In the text follow the points they
" illustrate. | have drawn their subject matter from
science. business, industry, philosophy, politics, edu-
cation, law, and even poetry. To save space, | have
used portions of the text itself as examles. | also
have suggested several exercises at the end of each
section. My first priority in the examples and exercises
.has been to clarify the point; my second has been to
make them Interesting. .
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My purpose here is to help wiiters leamn how fo say
what they mean and to say it clearly. In the end,
writing comes down to a succession of choices that
the writer must resolve: this idea here, that one there;
one word instead of another; one long sentence
rather than two short ones; and so on. Basically, the
book Is designed to help writers make informed
choices.

One of my own choices was to make the book
itself selective. Rather than cover everything in the
field, | have focused on the essential elements of
technical writing and those principles that apply to
the significant problems of writing. To do otherwise
would have produced a massive volume that would
have smothered the essential points. For example,
instead of ‘listing the countiess variations in the
format and content of technical reports, | looked for
basic principles that couid be applied broadly. Nor
did | include material on oral reports, statistical
anailysis, or other marginal subjects. All but two of the
axioms refer to witing, and those two refer to
graphics and research, vital elements in technicai
writing. In short, the emphasis here is on the process
ofwriﬂng:hwtqproduceoneffectwereponor‘
paper. .

Joseph A, Alvarez
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