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You have probably been told many times that writing is a
basic skill, one that is necessary for success in the real world as well as in
college, regardless of the field of study you wish to pursue. You may have
accepted this truism, though perhaps skeptically, especially if you are
planning a career in, say, medicine or electrical engineering. An impor-
tant aim of this book, in addition to helping you become a better writer,
is to give you a sense of how writing contributes to any kind of learn-
ing—as well as to the thinking process itself.

Writing helps us to understand ourselves, our ideas, and our feel-
ings, fully and accurately. Certainly, we often verbalize our thoughts,
which can be helpful and often necessary; but writing gives us the
added advantage of allowing us to see those thoughts materialized on
paper. This process in turn allows us to double-check our statements, to
alter them slightly or to remove anything we didn't really want 1o say,
and to make them even more persuasive by adding better examples to
support our assertions. Writing makes our thoughts more communica-
ble to other people as well as to ourselves. Because we live in a multi-
cultural society with many value systems, knowing how to communi-
cate our thoughts accurately is more than a necessity—it is a survival
tactic.

A textbook on writing can be no more than a guide. It cannot be a
“training manual” that will teach you all you need to know about how to
write. It functions much like a librarian who can do no more than show
you the library and explain the basic procedures for using its resources;
which resources you care to use, and why, must be your judgment alone.
This particular textbook, certainly, will reveal much about the art and
craft of composition and about the principles that underlie all good writ-
ing; but it refuses to force your hand and say, “You must do it like this.”
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Preface to the Student

The concept “good writing” is meaningless until it is considered within a
particular situation. Mark Twain produced “good writing”; so did J. D.
Salinger, Ernest Hemingway, Franz Kafka, and Virginia Woolf. But what
do these writers share in common? They all knew enough about lan-
guage to be able to reproduce on paper what was churning about inside
their hearts and minds. They knew how to involve and delight their
readers—and yet, could one of them have imposed his or her style of
writing upon the others? Hardly.

Learning to write well takes time. Even if you have a burning desire
to be a writer, you must be as patient as you are persistent. When you are
learning to write you are actually learning to think and observe more
acutely. You are also learning to interact with the human community
and to draw from the resources of others as a way of shaping your own
original ideas. You cannot acquire a skill of this depth and richness in a
week or two, nor even by the end of your freshman year. But you, as well
as this textbook, will succeed if the wheels are set in motion; for learn-
ing to write is ultimately a self-guided task. Once you understand the
scope of that task and have learned to distinguish between good writing
and bad—in your own work as well as in others'—you will have gained
the most prized benefit that this book can hope to offer.



In writing this textbook I have aimed high. I have tried to
create a book that students could read with as much pleasure as edifica-
tion. I have tried to give students, who are often filled with great expec-
tations, a deep-rooted awareness of writing’s central importance to edu-
cation. I want to place in their hands a textbook that clearly shows
them how to transform ideas and sensory impressions into words on
paper, and how skill in writing enhances comprehension of what is
being written about.

The Writer’s Art provides several valuable and innovative elements
not likely to be found together in a single rhetoric text:

v A thorough introduction to the dynamics of composing, with options
(there is no such thing as “the” composing process). Emphasis is on
the actual habits of working writers. For example, the chapter on
sentences includes sections on creating syntactic variety and moving
toward syntactic virtuosity; the chapter on paragraphs looks at para-
graph structure in relation to the whole discourse, and it includes a
section on alternatives to the “well-made” paragraph.

« Numerous models by both student and professional writers, covering top-
ics across the curricalum—topics that young men and women in
their first year of college will enjoy reading and will learn from.

« Imaginative “computer writing"* exercises for most chapters, plus a chapter
on the basics of composing on a personal computer.

» A complete guide to research, both in and out of the library, including
techniques of conducting an interview, searching a computer data-
base, and designing a questionnaire. This chapter aims to generate
enthusiasm for research as well as to introduce the fundamentals of
information gathering/assimilating.
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Preface to the Teacher

« Three model research papers from three principal disciplines—physical
science, social science, and fine arts. Each research paper is anno-
tated and discussed.

« Both new and old MLA documentation formats.
« Extensive guide to major reference works across the disciplines.

« Special topics: mass-media persuasion ¢ sentence-combining ¢ writing
book/performance/film reviews ¢ explications of literary texts * main-
taining a journal » preparing for conference tutorials * participating
in classroom workshops ¢ writing essay exams.

» Thorough handbook that includes sections on: rhetorical and gram-
matical principles * usage * punctuation and mechanics ¢ spelling »
manuscript formatting. All sections include exercises, along with a
diagnostic test at the end.

Throughout the book, writing projects are presented separately
from the rhetorical principles usually associated with those projects.
These “projects” chapters are, in effect, extended writing assignments.
Not enough attention has been paid in composition texts to the impor-
tance of presenting writing assignments to students; these chapters will
fulfill this long-overlooked need.

Rhetoricians sometimes bemoan the “writing in a vacuum” syn-
drome that can plague the composition course. How can a teacher set up
“real” rhetorical situations, working from genuine exigencies? The prob-
lem is not as serious as it may seem at first. Certainly one ingredient for
making a writing assignment challenging and beneficial is imagination.
The directions to the assignment should not only be clear enough to ap-
pear “do-able,” but they should also engage students enough to encour-
age them to participate—by willing suspension of disbelief or otherwise—
in the exigency introduced. In other words, the assignment should moti-
vate the student to write. The assignments throughout this text have
been carefully designed to achieve these important objectives.

Finally, The Writer’s Art is an intedisciplinary textbook. Because
writing is, by its very nature, an interdisciplinary activity—as vital to
electrical engineers, painters, and economists as it is to literary scholars
and poets—a textbook on writing ought to draw from as many disci-
plines as possible. I disagree with the notion that students from a given
major field of study should concern themselves only with writing that is
relevant to that discipline. Students must gain insight into the way that
writing is important to all disciplines. Freshman composition is the ideal
place for them to discover this. Indeed, The Writer's Art was conceived as
a vehicle for demonstrating the extent to which this is true.
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