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would strike these readers as appropriate and worthy' I did not realize at the time that I had

donned a yellow armband.
I now see that this desire for economic security affected every single word of "What's Tech-

nical.', I only wish I had noticed it then. I was not alone, after all. Most technical writers pro-

duce stuffthat is deeply affected by economics that are essentially invisible to the reader.

The economics usually hurt their pieces, too. Technical writing should accommodate, and

writers ffy to accommodate, but the accommodation often fails. Why? Look at who is paying

for the writing and who is paying to use the technology, and you will see'
At the time, I did have more than my own example in front of me. It was just then that cloth-

bound, three-ring computer manuals made their appearance. These excrescences were anything

but accommodating. Never read, they were a colossal waste of hundreds of millions of dollars

and thousands of working lives. "Are these manuals technical writing?" I might have asked' But

I didn't.
If I had had the clarity and cornmon sense to see how much of my own time and effort I was

wasting, perhaps I couldalso have seen what was wrong with these pieces, and I might then have

written an article that would have killed these things off sooner. That article would have de-

served to live for twenty years. 
David N. Dobrin
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It is a peculiar question. Similar questions with this
form (what's medical, what's legal) have a trivial an-
swer (nothing) because the words "medical" or
"legal" designate a clearly defined discipline. To the
extent that the question is meaningful for these
words, the adjective has the force of a noun: medical
writing is writing about medicine. There is, however,
no discipline of technics. "Technical," rather, has the
force of an adjective; there is something about the
writing itself which is technical. The conjunction of
adjective and noun actually brings out the ambiguity
in "writing": it can be a thing (a piece of writing) or
an activity (an act ofwriting). In the first case, "tech-
nical writing," the technicality is in the piece; in the
second, the adjective shades offinto an adverb: one
doesn't write technics but "writes technically."

An adequate answer to the question, "What's
technical about technical writing?" is a definition of
technical writing, and, quite naturally, there have
been many of them. Interestingly enough, the prob-
lems of previous definitions turn on the linguistic am-
biguity of the term. Some definers choose to define
"technical writing," some to define "writing techni-
cally." The choice, whether conscious or uncon-
scious, determines the definer's project.

TECHNICALVRITING

Common sense gives an obvious way to define "tech-
nical writing": collect many pieces of technical writ-
ing and find the characteristics they share. This is
Fred Maclntosh's method in "Teaching Writing for
the World's Work." [1] Originally speaking to Eng-
lish teachers interested in technical writing, he
wishes to impress upon them the importance and va-
riety of technical writing, so he lists some forty dif-
ferent purposes and forms of technical writing. He
could list more. The bulk would be warranted if the
list were exhaustive, but it is not. Writing only from
his (admittedly large) experience, he does not include
what he does not know. The result is unwieldy, yet in-
complete; after reading this article, if we wish to re-
solve whether a piece of writing is technical, we're
still best off asking Macintosh.

If one does not list all the characteristics of these
pieces, one must describe the determining character-
istics by dividing them into large categories. A natu-
ral grouping is format, style, and content. (Some
choose only one of these as the defining characteris-
tics [2-4].) After examining hundreds of pieces of
technical writing, John Walter uses precisely this di-
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subjectively." Il2, p. 1351 A closely related defini-
tion, indeed a metaphorical restatement without the
gestures toward rhetoric and science, is Charles
Stratton's. A technical writer in

a particular art, science, discipline, or trade
helps audiences approach subjects [3, p. 10].

Thus, a technical writer should render his own act of
writing invisible because technical writing is com-
munication, not self-expression, and the information
itself is far more important than the writer's attitude
toward it.

In both definitions, what is unique about the act is
its objectivity. Bringing a reader close to a subject is
the result of objectivity, and handling information
quantitatively is a way of gaining objectivity. The ob-
jectivity desired is of two kinds: the formal (the col-
lection of such linguistic devices as impersonality
with which a speaker perfonns an objective role) and
the epistemological (the mental processes which for-
mal objectivity conventionally designates). Neither
Harris nor Stratton distinguishes the two.

Sharing these assumptions is a third definition of
writing technically. Earl Britton, however, adds one
very interesting criterion. Not only must writing
technically be objective, it must be univocal.

The primary, though certainly not the sole, char-
acteristic of technical and scientific writing lies in
the effort of the author to convey one meaning and
only one meaning in what he says tla. p. 111.

Furthermore, while both Stratton and Harris would
admit as technical writing something which is lin-
guistically dense, Britton would not. He explains
why in an analogy which appears frequently in his
writing. For Britton, writing is like music. If one
wants complexity in a piece of music, one writes a
symphony; if one wants to wake up soldiers, one
plays reveille on a bugle. Literature is a symphony;
technical writ ing is a bugle call.

The three definitions say technical writing is a
noble vocation. The technical writer speaks with the
care of the scientist, the humility of a saint, the clar-
ity of a bugle call. Frankly, I suspect more flattery
than truth. Partly, it is because the definitions, like
much flattery are difficult to pin down. Their lan-
guage is imprecise. I have difficulty understanding

what Harris means by "rhetoric" and "science," what
either Harris or Stratton means by "objective," and
how technical writins is like music.

RIIETORIC, SCIENCE, AND
TECHNICALY/RITING

For Harris, technical writing is the rhetoric of the sci-
entific method. Yet recent work in the history of sci-
ence (by commentators ranging from Popper to
Kuhn) provides a fairly accurate distinction between
scientific and technical writing. Scientific writing
makes a truth claim; technical writing does not.
Moreover, the truth claim of any individual scientific
statement is only provisional, and the statement is
presented as such. In technical writing, on the other
hand, the individual statement can be certain, be-
cause the whole is unconcerned with truth. Let me
explain. A scientific statement presents itself to a
self-regulating discourse, which as a whole makes a
truth claim. The statement is provisional because it
asks to be evaluated in terms of the rest of the dis-
course (which includes not merely other statements,
but the methods of experimentation, the modes in
which data are constituted, the means of confirming
theses, the epistemological models undedying the
theory and the conventions of nomenclature). If the
statement is satisfactory it is accepted, and once it is
accepted it ramifies thp claim of the whole. So situ-
ated, the claim of the statement is always universal,
never contingent. To invalidate the statement, "Table
salt is more stable than free sodium and chlorine," re-
quires a refutation of the whole system in which
"salt," "stable," 'osodium," and "chlorine" mean
something. With the refutation, all the words and
statements, procedures and theories, must be refor-
mulated. On the other hand,, a technical statement,
like "Nut A fits on'bolt B," does not refer to all the
rest of the discourse. If the statement were found to
be invalid (but how would one invalidate it?), the rest
of the discourse would still stand. The statement is
ineffective rather than invalid: the failure is il the
quality control department, not in the discourse. If
the statement about salt were found in technical writ-
ing (I doubt it would), it would still not make a uni-
versal truth claim; it would be contingent. referring
only to this salt at this time in these circumstances.
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word, and the sound of the word. The soldier hearing
the loudspeakers at Fort Bragg is told to listen only to
the message, "Wake Up," and does so, according to
Britton. He does not hear the other messages in the
bugle call: the insistence that each listener is uniform
with respect to the speaker; the affirmation of a con-
tinuing authorify; the promise and provision of a vis-
ceral reward when the listener cedes his individuality.

Obviously the soldier-or the technical reader-
at least picks up the secondary along with the pri-
mary tones. To separate the two requires special
equipment-assent in the first case or a heightened
attention in the second-as well as instructions from
the author to use this equipment. Yet even if we are
instructed to move into an information processing
mode and we are capable of doing so (and how tech-
nical writing tells us to treat it as information is wor-
thy of much study), I wonder if we actually can do so.
Language is not information. The image of language
as discrete units comes from our picture of the dic-
tionary, in which each word has "n" meanings. But
dictionaries exist to describe language; their descrip-
tions cannot be substituted for a particular word as if
a sentence were a mathematical equation. Those who
have attempted to treat language as lexically deter-
minate, to treat the sentence as a concatenation of
dictionary definitions, mostly developers of artificial
languages and computer translation equipment, have
failed U6-181.

Exactly how we do understand laaguage is not at
all clear. But it is clear that the procedure which can
find the "one and only one" meaning works by plac-
ing the word into various contexts to see if it fits. The
ways we discover context are, however, extraordinar-
ily complex. When I come up to a STOP sign, it
seems that I am being confronted with a univocal
message. It's not that simple. To decide what the
word means in this situation, I must look at its phys-
ical location to see if it applies to me: "You stop
here." I must consult the current usage of the sign.
STOP in Massachusetts is a suggestion, not an order:
"You should consider stopping here." I must decide
whether STOP has been superseded by other rules:
"You should consider stopping here unless there's an
ambulance in back of you." The message grows as I
apply contexts. For the message to be univocal and
unequivocal, therefore, the procedure should specify

the contexts I bring to the interpretation. It can't.
There are too many contexts; they can be applied in
too many ways. We do understand messages-we
generally stop at stop signs-but not because the
communication has specified how or because the au-
thor of the stop sign has intended only one meaning.
We understand because we apply an experienced in-
tuition to make pretty good guesses. And when we do
so, we are frequently guided by those secondary
meanings which Britton wishes to eliminate.

Apparently Britton is actually recommending a
high level of specificity in technical writing. By "one
and only one meaning" he means that we should dis-
tinguish which of several plausible meanings we ac-
tually do mean. If I say that a pen is easier to use than
a pencil, I should specify whether I mean physically
easier to grasp, psychologically more restful to me,
or generally more responsive as I attempt to make
smooth, graceful lines. If I mean all three, I should
say so. It's hard, however, to tell how to apply Brit-
ton's recommendation. If he is enjoining us to write
so that we're unlikely to be misunderstood by a good
reader, his injunction scarcely applies only to writing
technically. ff the special characteristic of technical
writing is that it always specifies, the injunction is a
recipe for ponderousness. Surely preferable to a la-
bored specificity is a grace which risks ambiguity.
But even if ponderousness is the choice, that choice
is made in all other kinds of writing besides the tech-
nical. Examined critically, Britton's specification is
not specific enough.

UNIVERSALI ST VIETT/ OF LAN GUAGE
Thus far, I have been criticizing the definitions of
"technical writing" and "writing technically" on
many different grounds: that the definitions by in-
spection are imprecise, that experience limits such
definitions, that various definers fail to distinguish
technology and science, linguistic and epistemologi-
cal objectivity, or the meaning and use of an utter-
ance. The definers could probably reply to me by ar-
ticulating more carefully what relationships they
think hold between language, thought, science, tech-
nology, and reality. That they have not troubled to
discuss these matters, however, is symptomatic of
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ble for their language by choosing to build upon
rme preexisting language forrn which for them had
tgne moral cachet. The Gnostics, for instance, chose
b reconstruct the language at Babel. Numerological
lalysis of Biblical phonemes being out of favor in
6e eighteenth century rationalists built a language
fr'om the infallible signs of appearances, which were
{multaneously made available to man and validated
b'y a rational God. Again, in the twentieth century, a
rew attempt and a new language: this time, mathe-
matics. Interestingly enough, the enemy for all was
rhe fecundity of language, and that fecundity was a
sign of man's fall. For the Gnostics, the fecundity
stems from the failure at Babel and so is an actual
relic of the fall. For Swift, on the other hand, it is not
fecundity itself but man's ability to be untrue to ap-
pearances and speak "the thing which is not" which
distinguishes him from the soft, rational Houyhn-
hnms. For Russell and Wittgenstein, the endless ex-
tent of language made their project too vast for
merely human capacities; again, it would take some-
thing better than man to make the language [16, pp.
49-2351.

Ayer's logical positivism is an attempt to solve
Wittgenstein's problem by limiting what is to count
as a meaningful statement to statements derivable by
formal procedures from statements about sense im-
pressions. Statements such as "This pillow is good"
are meaningless to the extent that "good" is not re-
ducible to "soft" and "blue." The idea is obviously
appealing to definers oftechnical writing; it probably
accounts for the extraordinary word "data" in Har-
ris's description of technical writing as a "data re-
trieval mechanism." [12, p. 137] But another offshoot
from Wittgenstein and Russell has had an equally
profound impact on thinking about technical writing:
information theory. The power of this is not so much
in the philosophy it provides as in the example. Com-
puters and computer languages clearly use some-
thing which looks like language, which is based on
the procedures of mathematics, and which transfers
the language from donor to receptor perfectly. Tech-
nical writing should be so good. This example prob-
ably accounts for the "retrieval mechanism" in Har-
ris's phrase; it certainly accounts for those flow
charts for technical writing we've a1l seen, the ones
with the boxes for the transmitter, channel, receiveE

and noise. This seems to be what we do: write down
information and have someone else pick it up, albeit
imperfectly, because of the noise.

But the metaphors logical positivism and com-
puter science provide the definers with are only
metaphors and indeed rather unconvincing [20].
(Think about it. Even though a person may receive
information from technical writing-so that the ef-
fect of technical writing is information transfer-
does the nature of the effect in any \tray determine the
way it is produced, that is, make information theory
applicable to writing? The effect of art is pleasure,
but that doesn't give us a theory of art.) That we do
not criticize them for being only metaphors is per-
haps not surprising. To the extent that the definitions
have ever had any power to convince, it is because
they participate in a drama now hundreds of years
old, the drama of Western man confronting a malev-
olent other, the universe, and seeking the language
and the tools to subjugate that other. It is a drama
whose end-failure-is known. The universalist def-
initions account for that failure: language itself has
broken under the weight of knowing placed on it. The
definitions prescribe a remedy, make language
stronger by making it like the currently fashionable
theory of truth, in this case science. (It is well to re-
member that scientific writing, though it deals with
scientific subjects, is not thereby made scientific any
more than writing about music is musical.) Thus, it is
easy for the definitions to justify their remedies by
appealing to common sense, a common sense they
need not question. The result, and it has been so at
least since Descartes, is that such definitions suspect
the experience and language of man.

If the universalist tradition could realize its project
and create a universal language, then such suspicion
would be warranted. Yet, as even the universalists ac-
knowledge, it may not be possible. There are only
iwo possible ways to build it up: start from existing
formal languages or start from the universal con-
stants of language behavior. As we've seen, science
and mathematics might be such formal languages,
the languages of sense-data. But most philosophers
of science believe that they are not in fact formal, and
even if they were, Quine has shown that they can't be
built up [21]. A universal language might be built by
finding the basic Chomskian deep structures which
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./ioo, for the twentieth century American linguists Ed-
ward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, the explanation
of the differences in language was that "different lin-
guistic communities literally inhabit and traverse dif-
ferent landscapes of conscious being." [16, p. 89]
Whorf's most famous example is the Hopi language,
in which, he claims, the Indians actually think time
not as past, present and future, but as time-distance.
Vico's thought, however, does not have its greatest
consequence in linguistics. Coupled with the prob-
lem of how consciousness comes into being through
language is the problem of how consciousness makes
itself aware of the products of other consciousnesses,
the problem of interpretation. Those who have grap-
pled with this problem form a European tradition as
distinguished as the universalist, but less familiar to
Americans. The heirs of this tradition, Heidegger and
Merleau-Ponty among others, have much to say
about interpretation, which they view as the funda-
mental human activity [16, pp. 49-2351.

Our version of Cartesian rationalism elides such
radical problems of language production and inter-
pretation by establishing pragmatic systems of inter-
pretation and justifying them in common sense. For
the monadist, however, the canons of common sense
are what Steiner calls "axiomatic fictions." "conven-
tions about 'reality-contents'of language . . and
about the accessibility of memory to grammatical
coding." [16, p. 138] Axiomatic fictiqns claim to be
absolute, but actually they provide a limited, inde-
fensible view of the world. The descriptions of "tech-
nical writing" and "writing technically" which I have
discussed are attempts to articulate these fictions.
They are thus a description of language practice (in-
cluding interpretive practice), not a formulation of
the essential nature of technical writing. They bear
the same relationship to a definition of technical writ-
ing as a description of Coach Woody Hayes' strategy
has to a definition offootball.

Such descriptions are, ofcourse, definitive guides
if everyone is playing Woody Hayes-style football.
Even if the philosophic grounds for axiomatic fic-
tions ale crumbly, the group's decision to base its
practice on them lend them a certain sturdiness, and
make the group's injunctions on practice seem like
cofilmon sense: My job in arguing a monadist view of
technical writing (where the view seems quite out of

place), is to show how the present axiomatic fictions
do limit everyday practice-how they damage it or
cause internal contradictions. I must ask what of
value is left out by the prescriptions that make natu-
ral language resemble formalizable language. What,
in other words, is the language so prescribed unable
to do? If I cannot answer this question, my philo-
sophical objections are irrelevant.

ALTERNITY
I cannot give a full answer here: yet the form of my
argument and the people I refer to do indicate where
a full answer can be found. I only have room to show
that the prescriptions limit the vitality of the language
used, thereby limiting the creativity of the writer and
forcing us to establish in the writing human relation-
ships which are mistaken and false. These prescrip-
tidns (objective, quantitative, univocal) propose to
cure writing by eradicating ambiguity. What they ac-
tually do is confuse ambiguity (a property of denota-
tions), vagueness (a confused intention) and what
Steiner calls "alternity." fl6,21l Alternity is a char-
acteristic ofany language statement. It designates the
fact that any statement, as it states what is, also brings
into the domain of consciousness what isn't. Alter-
nity is a source of vitality and creativify, because it
means that using languages is always playing with
the possible.

We play in several different ways simultaneously.
As we use a word, for instance, we do not merely de-
note something, we also call up some of the linguis-
tic history of the word, its associations, the way it is
habitually used. More than that, we also call up a do-
main of words which are not used; when we say
"red," we may also mean "not blue," or "not polka-
dotted" (but we certainly don't mean "not ele-
phants"). As we put words into sentences, we open
up a world, which is rich because of its alternatives
and unique because of what we deny. This sort of
play is not merely important in literature or on some
arcane philosophic plane; it is crucial in technical
writing. As we write, we construct a way of looking
at a thing which precludes other ways at least tem-
porarily, announcing that this is the privileged access
to the thing. We write design specifications and
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tices of each against the other. Second, the definitions
fail to give technical writing the responsibility it
should have or to invest it with the consequent cre-
ativity. The belief that the world is legible largely ac-
counts for this. When a technical writer places some-
thing before a group, he or she determines how it will
be seen. (What reader of a John Deere mariual would
use a tractor for a backstop, as I saw some boys doing
one day.) That determination is trivial if there is only
one best way to see something. Third, the definitions
fail to account for or even to describe a slackness in
technical writing which is due to the fact that it is
written to a limited future. Assuming that technical
writing should disappear as it is read or acknowledg-
ing that it will disappear soon after gives a writer a
few ways to play with it and little reason to establish
selfhood in it.

The belief that technical writing should disappear
has a graver consequence, because sometimes it
shouldn't disappear. We tend to think that technical
writing gives access to information about the world;
a universalist holds that the access should be quick
and efficient-usually logical. But in situations
where the audience is going to be using tle writing
for a long time, it is not at all obvious that efficient
access is paramount. Thke access to streets in a city
as an example-and as a metaphor for much techni-
cal writing. Generally speaking, street names and ad-
dresses are laid out systematically on a grid, so that
residents or newcomers can find any place and the
route to that place quickly. So it is in Los Angeles,
where I come from. In cities like Boston, the street
system is older than the idea of access, and the streets
seem laid out randomly, at least to a newcomer. The
result is chaos and confusion, occasionally, but also
an increase in what city plaaner Kevin Lynch calls
imageability [23]. According to Lynch, a city is
highly imageable if it presents itself to the mind as a
complex whole, which is understandable in many
ways at once. A highly imageable city enriches the
experience of the residents, for we learn its life as we
learn to get around. I know that in Boston, Lynch's
example of a highly imageable city, learning the
city's ethnicities and history is part of learning the
addresses. And in Boston, even physical access is hu-
manized, for the only practical way of getting around
is to get pretty close and then ask somebody. In a less

imageable city, like Los Angeles, you can get no hint
of the Korean neighborhood on 3rd Street from the
map; street names record only the quirks of develop-
ers. Access, of course, is very simple: driveway to
driveway. I came from Los Angeles to Boston, and
Boston's system was difficult at first, and frustrating.
But now I am grateful to it, for it gives contour to my
experience.

ANEWDEFINITION OF
TECHNICATWRITING

I am not suggesting that we abandon methodical
parts lists and label parts whimsically. I am not sug-
gesting that we write precious ambiguities or take up
obscurantism. tr am suggesting that the injunctions of
clarity, precision, logic, objectivity, and univocality,
the injunctions which we have accepted in deference
to and imitation of the technology we imagine our
writing gives privileged access to, are not absolutes
but axiomatic fictions of a particular group. What is
technical about technical writing is technology, to the
extent that technology defines certain human behav-
iors among certain human beings and defines a
group..Hence I suggest the following definition of
technical writing.

Technical writing is writing that accommodates
technology to the user.

The key word is "writing:: it should be under-
stood in the monadist sense as a way of thinking and
establishing human relations in a group. The word
"accommodate" also suggests the invasive quality
of technology (even to technologists) and the self-
effacing role technical writing plays. ('Accommo-
date," curiously, allows its indirect and direct objects
to be inverted with only a flick of the eye; in an inva-
sion, who is accommodating whom, invader or in-
vaded, technology or user, depends on the power of
each.) "User" is appropriate rather than "reader,'l be-
cause technology is meant to be used; moreover,
"user" reflects the fact that technical writing exists
within a system which measures actions, people, and
things by the criterion of use. "Technology" is more
than an array of tools or procedures. It extends to the

way human b
production of
speak profital
ministrative fr

The idea tl
people, machi
ganized is cnr
it seems stra
"technology"
machines, as
usage niuTows
we speak of st
must also incl
plementing th
instructive, thi
mentthe Enq
argues that "p
panies-are li
nisms for the r
nology." f24,1
system of cor
me the two afl

A second ir
tial difference
doesn'tjust ha
is a technolog
management.
the editors of
that they cror
ment Manager
nical writing e
agement logic
the aerospace
large tasks req
ularly in the 1
agers decided
formed by s
functions. It n
cult tasks is a r
tion, not somet
it, or even the
and engineerir
is the product
aration comes

There are l:
the manipulati
distinction is I



etu qlrl\ drqsuorleler rupc4red € seugep ecuelsrxe
s11 'd1eq peeu I Jr esn o1 Burqleruos ,(ldurrs lou sr len -ueu eqI (imou dols ,(q.,rr os .peluorunJop ueeq peq
uorlnqr4srp ero;eq 8urql,{rele osneceq pepnlcur su.r\
Ienuetu eql SurToeJ eqt te8 1) .tuuuodull sr ,oo1 ,srq1
q8noql 'plr.&\ ulu uonelueruncop Jo llqeq B uuql eJoru
sel€orput pnueru eqlJo ecualsrxe oql (.pcl8olouqcel
>1oo1 ,teql sselun iles lou op s_rreqc ,(Bolouqcel-q8rp1
'crJqeJ crloqlu,(s pue eutorqc or{l seop os 1nq .Buppru
-JreqcJo.,(8o1ouqce1 eql surreycord pnrretu eql) .e1qe
-Jeprsuoo sr euole 1eq1 q8noqt .lseJelur Jrlonues uuql
erotu Jo sr I€nueru s.esucleels .euo epra,o_rd lou p1p
Je>lBruJreqc eqJ 'l8nu?tu B qlr^\ errrBc auo esucleels
er{J're>lerrrJrsqc B ruoq 1oB l qcrqlr rreqc {sep Ielr./y\s
peuoqs€J-plo rre ur lser eql irrcqc >Isep eseoleels E
ur Surnrs sB,!\ I elq,{\ ue11ul\ se.lr elcrUu srql Jo lsory 'eldruexe ue e^.r8 eru lo-I .Ioluoc puu ,(1111q1suods
-eJ Jo sepou rupcrl-rud .ecueuedxe 

;o suorluzuo8
-elec Jelncru€d 's8ureq ueunq;o ,$r,lr1ce eql Iepour
o1 s.{e,u repcq;ed seq ,dnor8 ,(ue e111 .'(8olouqce;
'tr oprsu uo oB pql sdrqsuorleler eqt pue .dnor8 eq1
Jo sture eql 'dnor8 eqt Jo slrurl eql qUoJ sles dnorS
fue go ecrlcerd e8enSuel eql osneceq ,seop 1r zner,t
lsrpEuoru eql uI Jlaslr Surlurrr eql lnoqB 8urq],(ue
fes 1ou seop fe,tr ureuec e ur Burlrrurr s1r sezrue8ro
dnor8 e 1eql lrel eql .,$erl lsrlusrolrun eql Jepull

.ped€uelu puB
pellor1uoc eq lsnu os pue .1urof esool B e{rT snql sr
3ur1u,r ol Jolulrr ro lxel ol repeeJJo drqsuoqeye.r eql 'lI uo spuewep luoJe#rp ,fte,t eluru osle pue (urrc1c
rprul s.Jellr,4a u rlll^A peurecuoc lou erE ,(eq1) lueul
-elels e 3u4se1 3o spoqleur Burlcuxe ssel eleq srepeeJ
IeoruqceJ 'esJnocsrp eql ur srusrueqceru Bu4eln8er
-JIas eql1urcIc qlrul s6JetrJ,4a eql lsel o1 sferngo pues
-re II€us € e^uq.{eql pue ,pelelrloru ,{g8rq em .q1nr1
roJ qcJees e ur pe8u8ue .sJep€eJ Jgrluercg .{qrrr sureld
-xe sdeqred fSolouqcel pu€ ecuercs ueely\leq Jerlree
eperu I uorlcuqsrp eqJ .slool s.puorssegord eqt go
iled eq ol ecueleduroc qcns serrnber,(1duus eJueros
clruepec€ lpe8uueur puu .pollo4uoc ,pegrluunb eq o1
8urql e su 3ur1um pcruqcel str soes .,(8o1ouqce1 !e8.lu1
.,{re,r sr 'ueql 'uor}cunsrp 

leuoqezrue8ro eq; (.ursr
-leurnolgo sercads u 18uplJ.ry\ ocuercs sr ,es led ,ecue
-IJS qlr^\ op o1 Sur,tuq Sut1u.Lr puorsseyord,(1uo eql) 'rolrJ'r\ cuuuercs B 01 Surlun roq Jo srq e^eel 01 lsrlue
-rcs B JoJ .Qqrqrsuodser Jo uorsele rrc peJeprsuoc eq
plno,t\ lr ',(lrunuruoc cgrluercs eql uI 'ecuercs cruep

6ff | ;cNrrru,lt. rvclNH Drr

-ece Jo 3up1urq1 ruu I 'JBeIc ssel qcntu sr uoqcurlsrp
eql qcrr{^\ ur plro.r IEJrueu eql Jo uoBulndruuur eq1
qlr.4a poruecuoJ osle suorlezrue8ro e8rel ere ereq; 'euq .{lquresse eql qlr^\ ,{Bopue ,(q seuroc uorleJs
-des eql iuorlezrueSro 1ucr8o1ouqce1;o lcnpord eq1 sr 'uorlducsep qolelSurs e ur suorlJunJ Buueeur8ue puu
Surluzn eql Jo uorpredes luerles ssel aql uelo Jo .lr
'psJ uI 1ng',{8o1ouqce1 o1 lerceds Burgleuros lou .uor}
-ezrue8to e8rel .(ue go esuodser l€rnleu e sr s>IS4 llnc -gJIp Jo uorleredes leql pen8re eg .,(eru lJ .suoqcunJ
Sunum pue Iecruqcel eq1 Burleredes ,(q perruoJ
-red eq lseq plnoc $Ise1 aseql tuql peprcep sra8e
-rreru pue 'se8els uSrsep puu lesodord eql ur ,{pep
-crued'uorlelueurncop elrsuelxe perrnber s1se1 e8rel
.{re.r. ueqn 'seulsnpur scruor1cele pue ecedsoree eql
ur II Je \ plro A rege peluo^ur se.r 11 .cr8o1 lueure8e -ueru qons Jo llnseJ e sr uorsseJoJd e se Bur1r.r,r lecru -qcel ..'sseursng JoJ 3u4u41,, ol ..lueure8eue4 lueru -doye,Leq puu qcJeese5,, ecueJeJoJ-ssorc ,(eqt teql 'ecuelstn JoJ .ppo se ntpadolc{cug eql Jo sJolrpe eql
e>luls lou seop lI .sql A\orr>I sre8euel4l .lueue8eueru
pclSolouqcel Jo enprseJ e .lcnpord yucr8olouqcel e sr
1r l,(8o1ouqce1 eprsSuop rncco ol uedduq lsnfl.useop
Surlrrm lecruqceJ .8urlu,n Iucruqcol ol ecueJe#rp 1eq -uesso uB se4eru ,{8o1ouqcel 1eql sr eepr puoJes V

'reqlo qcue Jo ued e ere o^ l eql eru
.ro; i.(Solouqcel ol eleudorddu sl lorluoc;o ure1s,{s
urugec e otpado1ctcug eql roC [lSt t .d ,y7f ,,.f,Bo1ou -qcel InJesnJo lueudoye,rep pue peerds eql JoJ srusru
-Bqceru e,^.IlceJJe lsolu eql eq o1 ,(1e11 ere_serued
-tuoc luuorleurllnu-serueduroc ep,rud,, pq1 sen8re
7uau,ra7ouo1,y louotssapt4 lo otpadolc{.cug eql lueru -e8eueru.,(8o1ouqce1 uo uorlJos slr w rcql .e,r4cn-r1sur
{ulql I pue 'cr1euro1dur,{s sr 11 .u8rsep eql Buqueureyd
-rur pue Suquerc qlll\ peruecuoc ile epnlcur os1u lsntu
1nq 'uSrsep e 01 peuguoc aq louuec .,(1erns yo 4eeds e,l
fi{Iqe eqt i^,(luusseceuun uoqueDe rno szvror:eu e8esn
sql lng ..',(3o1ouqce1 relnduroc,, ur se ,seulqcuur
e>lsrs ol ,(uIqB eql ro seuqcsul qlrm .,,{3o1ouqce1,
pJo.tr eql el€rcosse ,(ypnsn e11 .e8ue4s sruees 1r
ecue13 lsJg le tnq ,uoqrugep eW ol plcnrc sr pezruu8
-ro ere sdrqsuorluleJ pue ,sldecuoc .seurqJu{x ,eldoed
rcql ,(em B ueeru e.tr ,(3o1ouqce1 .{q teql €epr eqJ

.,(3o1ouqce1 e se uorleruroJ elqeJtsrurru
-pB uB ro ,,(Seprls cruouoce ue;o ,{yqelgord >1eeds
,{eru aug 'seorlJes pue spoo8 lelrepru Jo uorlcnpord
pue asn oqt uI se./\lssrueqt,{o1dep sSureq ueunq,{e,L

JOOAV TVDINHDSJ S JYHl[

eql ol s[
EJOIU SI

pue'e1dr
slsrxe 3r
'JOAOeJot

-eq 3.'Jep
JO JoA\O(
-UI JO J€
-uAuI u?
slcefqo 1t
-oulluoJl
_JIes eql
,{tllenb e
pJoA\ erlJ
puu Supp
-Jepun e(

selepotuu

Jo uo4ru[
P seuuep
-AerJeg rrBr
eW ot ,{3o
sr 1uq6'd
selnlosq? :
rno eur8et
ecueJeJep
,(lUecorrp

JO SUOrtrJrn
dn e>1e1 ro I
-8ns 1ou tu
JecrpoqFru

.,(ru ol rnolu
'3u4e4sru;
pu€ 'uolso€
ol ,(urne,rup
-do1e,rep go
eql tuoJJ lec
lurtl ou le8 u



1 2 0  |  l H r r - o s o P H r E s  A N D  r r r E o R r E s

and projects a particular power over my experience.
First of all, it proclaims the right to penetrate my ex-
perience, as it accomplishes the penetration. It mod-
els me as isolate. If I have trouble raising the chair, I
should not tum to the mechanically minded professor
next dotr tr to my own common sense, I should turn
to iL (True, I may be isolate, but that doesn't change
my poinr) Similarly, the manual also takes a certain
line of responsibility and drops another. If I have
trouble with the Steelcase chair, I go to the manual. If
that fails, or I fail it, I then must take on the Steelcase
Corporation. On the other hand, if I have trouble with
the craftsman's chair, I first turn to myself or to a
nearby friend. But I can always fall back on calling
the craftsman, who I know will take responsibility. A
principle of limited responsibility informs technolog-
ical organizations; their writing enforces and estab-
lishes that principle.

Technology, in sum, not only uses language but
employs its own axiomatic fictions; not only uses
logic, but sets forth a rationality; not only perceives,
but has its own way of knowing. The idea that tech-
nology has an ideology is difficult only because how
technology thinks seems so obvious, so commonsen-
sical; the idea would be easy if we were Hopi and
studying technology from outside. Why has the ide-
ology of technology become common sense? I find
the most useful answer in the work of Herbert Mar-
cuse and the Frankfurt School ofphilosophy. Several
parts of the argument in Marcuse's One-Dimensional
Man are particularly relevant to this discussion [25].
Marcuse argues, for instance, that the co-optation of
science we have seen in some definitions of technical
writing is integral to technological discourse. The
key features of the scientiflc method as it was devel-
oped in the seventeenth century=they include the
adoption of a value-free "objectivity,' the constitu-
tion of the world into quantifiable and interchange-
able things, qualities, and relationships (positivities),
and the description of positivities in operational or
instrumental terms so as to.enable the manipulation
of matter-the key features together form a discourse
of technics, a techno-logy, which had no great au-
thority in social and economic relations until the
early nineteenth century, when it was brought into
the discourse of production. Technological discourse
then converted all things, natural or human, into

functions. so that it could dominate man and matter
simultaneously, using the same discourse to bring
man into complicated systems of control and organi-
zation as it used to bring matter into complicated sys-
tems of manipulation. The conversion seemed like
applying scientific logic to human beings, but the
point of it was power for those wielding the logic.
Marcuse fhus calls it the "logic of domination."

Consider, for instance, how the logic of domina-
tion has coopted the idea of "objectivity." I have been
arguing that in the definitions, no distinction has been
made between epistemological and formal objectiv-
ity, when there is no necessary connection between
the two, when the formal seems unnecessary and
perhaps irrelevant and the epistemological seems
problematic. Why then is objectivity so often stipu-
lated in technical writing? Because technology de-
mands a third kind of objectivity-instrumental ob-
jectivity or fungibility. If writing can speak with a
single, third-person voice and pretend that this is the
voice of everyman, the writing is likely to be uni-
form, and thus interchangeable.

The logic of domination operates in every such
stipulation, whether it be objectivity, a scientific de-
meanor, or univocality that is stipulated. It must. We
would probably not submit to such mechanization of
our being, even though it brings us extraordinary ma-
terial benefits, if the interchangeability of man and
machine, the belief, for instance, that the question
"will machines replace us?" makes sense, did not
permeate our discourse. Thus Britton's dictum-con-
vey one meaning and only one meaning-is not
merely a guide to current practice in technical writ-
ing; it intends a subjugation of writing and writers.
Dicta that remind the writer of the richness of lan-
guage, whatever their truth, are very inconvenient in
a testing laboratory. Alternity invests the writer with
responsibility, responsibility which technology re-
quires be in the hands of the manager. Alternity val-
orizes complex, personal communications, just the
sort of thing to decrease productivity. Alternity
makes quantifying language production silly. Yet
how is one to plan, if one cannot set an output level?

Marcuse argues that most of technology's success
comes from its ability to hide terms of the discourse
which might be threatening to the discourse itself,
terms like alternity. But his argument extends to the
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nological The boundaries of that group
cannot be disrie the boundaries of no human en-
deavc rc- Sf.;F.e and technology overlap; law and
t€chohtgt oslry; work and technology overlap.
Ya fug! they are fuzzy, the boundaries are
EFisadmore useful than theprevious ones.
L6itionresolves problematic cases more accu-
dtlDan the earlier ones: Velikovsky is not techno-
lslical and not useful; environmental impact state-
mts emphatically do accommodate technology to
fre user. Moreover. the definition does not let the
boundaries be decided by one person's large experi-
ence. Technology is the subject of many disciplines:
law, political science, history management. The def-
inition permits and even demands that we use such
findings as they provide. The definitions we have
seen are rules of thumb which serious and dedicated
people have found useful for many years. My defini-
tion does not deny those definitions so much as it
places them in context.

By questioning the philosophic basis of the pre-
scriptions for technical writing, I am actually making
my title question less meaningful. The title implies
that language can be defined; my views of language
say that such definitions are problematic-and muta-
ble. The title implies fhat a procedure, presumably
scientific, can be developed to answer the question;
my criticism of previous definitions suggests that
such procedures are misguided.

The definition suggests a different procedure for
looking at technical writing. In this procedure, the
piece of technical writing or the act of writing techni-
cally are two of several foci, which must also include
the practice of the groups which the writer is writing
to, writing for, and writing from, as well as the prac-
tices of the group in which the writerhas located him-
self or herseH. The procedure is in effect a natural his-
tory of technical writing. It looks at each thing in its
domain both as.an organism (which has a history) and
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as an entity (which is simply there). The procedure be-
gins where someone conceives the need to accommo-
date, adducing the relationships ofpower and percep-
tion which generate it; and the procedure must end
where the accommodation is completed. Along the
way, the procedure follows the need and its traces in
human relationships. Such a procedure is very diffr-
cult, forpenetrating groups which you are not a mem-
ber of requires learning a new way of thinking. It is
likely that this new way will not be easy to generalize.
The way they handle technical writing at Kodak is
very different from the way they do at Corning, and
each way is tied up with the corporation's organiza-
tion, its self-image, its decisions about what is ac-
ceptable behavior, its valuations of judgment and
knowledge, aad so on. Despite the difftculties of this
procedure, it provides the only means by which we
can develop a full response to the question, "What's
technical about technical writing?"

People come into technical writing frsm two di-
rections; either they are technicians who are asked to
write or writers asked to gain technical skills. As
technical writers, they are likely to ask themselves
what they are and what they do: obvious and neces-
sary questions. The answers function as a definition
of technical writing, and that definition helps the de-
finer find an internal equilibrium and some direction
for the future. The previous definitions of technical
writing worked well to that end; they could make us
feel very comfortable with technical writing, what it
is and what it does. This definition does not. It ques-
tions the value of what we do; it suggests that our
common sense misguides us much of the time. As a
remedy, it requires that we abandon deeply held as-
sumptions about how we know and write the world.
Asking us to suspect ourselves leaves us without
much equilibrium and with an uncertain future. But
perhaps that future will give us writing which is more
responsible, more creative, and more fulfilling.
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piece. The technical writing group at Miami University
in Oxford, Ohio, taught me much of what I know about
technical wiiting, and the essay frequently states their



.tg6l .uolsog
'sseJd uo3?eg 'uDw lquolsuau!(I-auo ,esncJBI i .H .SZ

'816I'ryo^
^\eN sllrH-,r\et1ailN iuauaSourrytg Touotssa{ot1 lo
orpadolctcug'suor1uc4dru1 1ueure8euutr41,f8o1ouqcel .y7

'096 I .stlesnqcessey4l,e8puqrue3
'sserd I'I'trAI eql '{iD ary to aSouq aq1 ,qtut1 .y .g7

'6161
'uopuo'I 'pu4 ue8e;,1 pue e8peltnop 'a7on7ua7
ut nqdoLa,4y puo 'ssauango\1 '&ry71qwy otu! trmb
-u1 Totqdoso1tr.ld V :rau.a.I aqt puo(ag teWer{JS .I .ZZ

'€96I 's11esnqress?I I 'eEpuq
-Iu?J 'sserd ,{lrsre,rrun pJeArvH 'uag1 to tulod IDrl
- 3 o7 o wotg'ursrcurdurg ;o seurEoq o,nr1 .eurn[ 1 .16 . 1 g

' z86r' oviJ- LEa'dd'' J'c 'uo13urqse7yq'uorlerrunuruoJ 
IurruqceJ ro; dlercog

'acuanpo3 uotto)lunuuoC lDltuq)al [)uollouraruI
qt67 aql lo s8utpaacot4'euorleorunuruJo3 go ,ftoeq;
I?rr1?Iller.ll?w aql qll.^a 3uo4y1 s.1eq7y1 .ulrqoc .N .o .02

'6L6I 'Ll9-019 'dd '6y 'qs173ug aZalpJ,6uqu16
I?rruqceJ roJ eFuop?l{ crtsruerunH V teIIIhtr .U .J .6I

.616I ,.pe.^er .IroI ^\eN '.{\ou
pue red:e11 'oe t,ultJ stayduto3 pqtr4 ,sq;letq.11 .g1

' 9 L6I'eryroJl-IeJ'ocsrcu?rd ues .ueureerd .H .d\
'uosDay uounH puD ra/nod ralnduo2 <r[nequezrei[.[ .rI
' 916 I'uopuo-I'sser4,{lrsre.Lrun proJxo .uoltolsuDtJ

pun aSon8ua7 to slcadsy :1aqog n{y teulels .C .9I

€86I .>Iro^^\eN'el€p
-Suruueg',{ueduo3 Surqsrlgnd poolnd?g temfil .U .J
pu€ uueuD{coJg'[ 'arurord 'fuoaq1 ,LlilDasay :uou
-DrtunuuoJ c{uuang puD loJruqral ut stossg na71
ur 'ecuercs ;o ,(8o1orcog eql uo eJnleJelr-I arll Jo .^aer^
-eu v:lrvl?rcos e s? 6uqrr a rgquercs ,u€rrrrez€g .3 .gI

'916r
'q-E-EZ'dd'sroug11 'eueqrn 'qsq8ug Jo sreqc?el Jo
IIcunoJ leuort?N'('spe) uulsg'V .H pue rrmqEuuunJ
'y1'q'3u1t1ttr4 lorluqral {o Surqcoal aqJ u .aoll
-mgepeg V e8unlrl[ IecruqreJ sI teq1\ ,uoplrg .g .A .tI

'6L6I'9I-6'dd '6 'uot1
-o)tunwurcJ puo 3ut1u7y11octuqca1to ytutnol .l.usl tI
l?q,/yl, pu? sI 1I l?qla :3ur1r4y1 lecruqceJ 'uo$u.qs 'u .J .€I

'846r'8€I-€€I 'dd
'g 'uouDrrunauo) puD 8up1tg {o 1oumo1 .tuquTyy
FcruqreJJo uorlruue(J eql Eupuedxg uo .sLu?H.s .f .zl

.6L6I ,8939-dd,9 zaqcoal Bu1t1t44
lDrruqral aqJ 'Llo^eepng rllspsrunH ro lro,rdeu -JnoI' :suorprlunuruoJ sseursng Surqcee; ,s88e>lg 4 .11

. g L6I, 16I-9g1 .dd,srouqy .eueq
-rn 'qs{8ug Jo sreqceel Jo IrrunoJ Fuor}eNI .(.spe)
ulrlsg 'V '11 pue ureqSuruunJ 'H .q '3ur7rt11 Totru -qca1{o 34qcoa1 aq1 ur,etn1vlcll.I Jo ̂\e-I uouruoJ
eq1 puu ecuerrs Jo .4au-I uourrroJ eql tefmeg .W I .0I

' 086I'SZ-EZ' dd' lZ'uottoctunuuoJ lDrlu -q)al 'prrets,1se1 s.8ur1urq FcruqceJ .qclr^ourqeU .tr 1 .6
'816t'SVt-6tr

'dd 'g 'uotloctunwu.toJ puo 3ut7t41 pcruqcal p pu
-rnoI"Lerel{urord oD e \ o( erer.l/!!.qsoluJcehl .H g .g

.6161
'Zn-68 'dd 'l taqrDal 3u1t1t1y lDrruqral aq1 ,eiwq3
roJ ryo.reru?rd y :Eur1u16 IurruqceJ .regeJ 'd .L

'dd 'p laqcnal 3u1t1t,14 lorruqral aq1 ,3ur1u76 pc
-luqrelJo uortruUe(J V'esset{ .A .U pue.{e11e; .p1 4 -9

'LL6l 'g-9'dd 'tZ 'uouoctunuraoJ 
f)cruLlral 'lsnueg ro sercedg :3u4u7y1 IecruqreJ tellqld .V .I .g

'9161'69-6V
' dd' g taqcoal 3u1t1t1y locturlcal aW,tuernrrraloC pu?
sseursng roJ Eu4u161noqy sqtfpq xrg ,,trorred5 .X . \ -t

' g L6I'g-E'dd'srour111 .eueq{l
'qqlEug 

Jo sreqc?eJ Jo IrcunoJ l?uort?N .(.spe) ur4
-sg'V'H pue rueq8uruunJ'H'61'Surltt41 locruqcal {o
3u1t7coa1 aq1 :r;r'1?ur1u1y4l?rruqceJ sl teqi[ ,s.{eg .a .g

'9161'02-Sr
'dd 'srour11 '?u?qrn 'qqlEug 

Jo sreqr?eJ Jo IrcunoJ
puoqeN '('spe) uulsg 'V'H pue rueq8uruun3 .g .q
'3uy1ttr4 lurtuqral to Sutqcoal aq1 ur ,Bur1u1g 1ec
-uqceJJo uo4ruge(I s pre,troJ seloN .e8pupuuq .d,.9 .Z

';E-EZ 'dd'sloql11 'eueq{I .qq13ug Jo sreqcueJ Jo
IIcunoJ leuorleN'('spe) uulsa .V.H pup rueqEuruun3
'11'q'3u1t1t14 lDrluqral to 3u1t7coa1 aqJ ur .:1.1c.6
s,plrol[ eql roJ 3uqu16 turqceeg .qsolulc€trAtr .H C .l

Jrerp sels
lnoqs.,t\ol
,{1lsrelru1
eql uI sell
sI esJnoc.

.3u
eJorlr sr q
lng'eJrui
lnoqtrrtr t
'plJo,4\ eq
-w pleq /
B SV'eun
rno leql i
-senb ry'1
1I leg^\ '3
sn e{elu I
Iecruqml
uollceJrp I
-ep eql sd
uoBrugap
-seceu pu
seAleslue!
SV'SIIHS
ol pe{s8 3.
-rp o^r1 ur

s(luqd[,, 'r
e^\ qcrq^\
srql Jo seq
pu? lueuf
-c€ sr lsqd
-ezrue8ro t
puB'8uruJ(
q {epo) I
'ezrlercuea
sr q '8uqu
-welue lou
-ggrp fre^
ur sec€4 slt
eql Suolv
pue lsruu €
-decredpw
-OIUIUOCCe I
-eq eJnpeJo

SiTDN:IUiIdiIU

'q8norql ll 1ro.r o1 qsnd eqt p€q effiq I
plno.r Jou'peu?ls ue11o8 erreq rea,eu pFo,r\ I ,ll aloJl( I
eluq eloql( aqt Suunp .{q1udur.(s puu goddns Fnlrellel

-q qloq eru e.re8 oqrrt 'refrg qlrpnf lnoqtr,r\ puv .poo.^a
-JeH llrg qlrl\ suorlusreluoc 3uo1 q lrrelhtr 1e s,(uirluq
eql ul lno peqssrql serrr lueunSre eql Jo qcnl I .wepr

SZf | ;cNrJrua 'rvDrNHcEr Joosv rvDrNHDuJ s rrl.Hitl


