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PRECIS-WRITING
exercise in con IS a Summary, and precis

-writing means summarising. Precis-writing is an
Pression. A precis is the

' gist or main theme of a passage expressed in as
so that any OSnDOSS|bIe. It should be lucid, succinct, and full (i.e.including all essential points),
© on reading it may be able to rasp the mai i n |
passage SUmmarised. 9 y grasp ain points and general effect of the
Precis-writin -
must not be
duce not only the g confused with

o substance of g passage, but also all its details. It will therefore be at least
: g as, gpd Probably longer than, the original. But a precis must always be much shorter
than the original ; for it ig

\ meant to express only the main theme, shorn of all unimportant
details, and_that as tersely as possible. As the styles of writers differ, some being concise
and Some diffuse, NO rigid rule can be laid down for the length of a precis ; but so much may
be said, that g Precis should not contain more than a third of the number of words in the
original passage.

I. USES OF PRECIS-WRITING

-writing is a very fine exercise in reading. Most people read carelessly, and
retain only a vague idea of what they have read. You can easily test the value of

reading. Read in your usual way a chapter, or even a page, of a book ; and then, h
closed the book try to put down briefly the substance of what you have just read. You will
probably find that your memory of it is hazy and muddied. Is this because your memory is
weak ? No; it is because your attention was not fully centred on the passage while you were
reading it. The memory cannot retain what was never given it to hold ; you did. not remember
the passage properly because you did not properly grasp it as you read it. Now precis-
writing forces you to pay attention to what you re:ad ; for no one can wpte a summary of any
passage unless he has clearly grasped its meaning. So summarizing is an excellent training
in concentration of attention. It teaches one to read with the mind, as well as with the eye, on
the page.

#A French word (pronounced pressee) connected with the French word precise.

paraphrasing. A paraphrase should repro-

1. Precis

your
aving
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2. Precis-writing is also a very good exercise in writing a composition. It teacheg One
how to express one’s thoughts clearly, concisely and effectively. It is a splendid correctiye & e
the common tendency to vague and disorderly thinking and loose and diffuse writing, Have
you noticed how an uneducated person tells a story ? He repeats himself, brings in a |ot
irrelevant matter, omits from its proper place what is essential and drags it in later ag 5,
after-thought, and takes twenty minutes to say what a trained thinker would express in fyg
The whole effect is muddied and tedious. In a precis you have to work within strict limits. YoL;
must express a certain meaning in a fixed number of words. So you learn to choose yoyr
words carefully, to construct your sentences with an eye to fullness combined with brevity,
and to put your matter in a strictly logical order.

3. So practice in precis-writing is of great value for practical life. In any position of life
the ability to grasp quickly and accurately what is read, or heard, and to reproduce it clearly

and concisely, is of the utmost value. For lawyers, businessmen, and government officials it
is essential.

Il. METHOD OF PROCEDURE

You must make up your mind from the beginning that precis-writing means intensive
brain-work. There is no easy short cut to summarising a passage. To tear the heart outofa

passage means concentrated thought, and you must be prepared for close attention and
hard thinking. |

1. Reading. (a) First read the passage through carefully, but not too slowly, to geta
general idea of its meaning. If one reading is not sufficient to give you this clearly, read it
over again, and yet again. The more you read it, the more familiar will it become to you, and
the clearer will be (i) its subject, and (ii ) what is said about that subject. Ask yourself, “What
is it | am reading ? What does the author mean ? What is his subject ? What is he saying
about it ? Can | put in a few words the pith of what he says ?”

(b) Usually you are required to supply a title for your precis. This is a good stage at
which to do this. Think of some word, phrase or short sentence that will sum up briefly the
main subject of the passage. Sometimes this is supplied by what we may call a key-sen-
tence. This key-sentence may be found at the beginning or at the end of the passage. For
example, look at Exercise 148, No. 20, in which the first sentence gives the subject, all the
rest of the passage being an expansion and illustration of it : “Hospitality is a virtue for which
the natives of the East in general are highly and deservedly admired”. This at once sug-
gests the short title of “Eastern Hospitality”. But you will not always find such convenient
key-sentences in the passage you have to summarise. In their absence, you must geta =
clear idea of the subject from the passage as a whole, and then sum it up in a suitable =
heading.
The effort to find a suitable title at this stage will help you to define in your mind what =
exactly the subject, or main theme, of the passage is.

(¢) Further reading is now necessary to ensure that you understand the details of the
passage as well as its main purport. Take it now sentence by sentence, and word by word.
If the meanings of any words are not clear, look them up in a dictionary. Detailed study of
this kind is necessary, because a phrase, a sentence, or even a single word, may be ©
prime importance, and the misunderstanding of it may cause you to miss the whole point of
the passage. ‘ ‘

(d) You should now be in a position to decide what parts of the passage are essenti*?ll
and what parts aré comparatively unimportant and so can be omitted without any loss. ThiS
process of selection is not so easy as some people think. Beginners select ; but they ofter!
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sslect i
;;Cr: ;;gjat :atﬁga;zrac; %r mechanical way. It requires some practice to be able to say, “This is
nest guide, of course isgﬂ?f the passage, and that is only incidental and unimportant” The
oerect idea of that , 1€ subject or main tt)eme of the passage. If you have a clear and
C . you will soon see what is important and what is unimportant.

) At this Stage it is useful to jot down your conclusions in brief notes—writing down the
S:Jb}ed’ the title, and the details which you consider essential or important. (This is a better
plan than “nfj?’ lining sentences and phrases in the original.)

2. Writing. (a) Rough Drafts—You should now be ready to attempt the writing of the
orecis ; but be sure of the limits within which it must be compressed. If the number of words
s given you, this is easy; but if you are told to reduce the passage to say, a third of its length,
count the number of words in the passage and divide by three. You may use fewer words than
#e number prescribed, but in no case may you exceed the limit.

It is not likely that your first attempt will be a complete success. The draft will probably
s 100 long. In fact you may have to write out several drafts before you find how to express
se gist of the passage fully within the limits set. A good deal of patience and revision will be
squired before you get it right. It is a good plan to write the first draft without having the
actual words of the originial passages before one’s eyes.

(b) Important Points—The following points must be kept in mind:

() The precis should be all in your own words. It must not be a patchwork made up of
shrases and sentences quoted from the original.

(i) The precis must be a connected whole. It may be divided into sections or para-
gyaphs, according to changes in the subject-matter, but these must not appear as separate
notes, but must be joined together in such a way as to read continuously.

(iif) The precis must be complete and self-contained ; that is, it must convey its
message fully and clearly without requiring any reference to the original to complete its
- meaning.
| (v} it is only the gist, main purport, or general meaning of the passage which you have
' bexpress. There is no room in a precis for colloguial expressions, circumlocutions, periphra-
sis or rhetorical flourishes. All redundancies of expression must be rigorously pruned. If faith-
il reproduction of the main theme is the first essential of a summary, conciseness is the
sscond.

(v) The precis must be in simple, direct grammatical and idiomatic English.
~ (c) The Art of Compression—You are not bound to follow the orginal order of thought to
:“9 passage to be summarised, if you can express its meaning more clearly and concisely by
“ansposing any of its parts. _

In condensing, aim rather at remodelling, than at mere omission. V\{e may omit mere
=petitions, illustrations and examples ; but we change figures of speech into literal expres-
“ons, compress wordy sentences, and alter phrases to words.

Take a few examples :—

“His courage in battie might without exaggeration b

“The account the witness gave of the incident move

The witness's story was absurd.

“There came to his recollection.”

He remembered.

“The clerk who is now in his employ”

His present clerk.

“They acted in a manner that ren
acted il A

T'Hh:ygot t?g ;nec?ar:gde a speech on the spur of the moment.”

e called lion-like”. He was very brave in battle.
d everyone that heard it to laughter”

dered them liable to prosecution.’
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He spoke off-hand. ' i
“John fell into the river and, before help could reach him, he sank.

John was drowned in the river. ' .y

“He was hard up for money and was being pressed by his creditor.

He was in financial difficulties. . '

“The England of our own days is so strong and the Spain of our own days is so fee_ble, Fhat Itis not
possible, without some reflection and care, to comprehend the full extent of the peril which Englang

|
|
|

had from the power and ambition of Spain in the 16th century”’ (51 words.)
We cannot nowadays fully realise what a menace Spain was to England in the 16th century,
(16 words.)

(d) Indirect Speech—As a rule, a precis should be written in indirect speech, after 3
“verb of saying” in the past tense. For example:—
“Whether we look at the intrinsic value of our literature, or at the particular situation of this country, we

shall see the strongest reason to think that of all foreign tongues the English tongue is that which would be the
most useful to our native subjects” —Macualay

Condensed in indirect speech :—

Lord Macaulay said that England’s noble literature and the universality of her language made English the
foreign language most useful for India.

The change from direct to indirect épeech calls for attention io the following points :—
(9) Correct sequence of tenses after the “verb of saying” in the past tense.

(ii) Clear differentiation of the various persons mentioned in the passage. Care must

be taken with pronouns he, she and they. To avoid confusion proper names should be used
occasionally.

(iii) Correct use of adverbs and other words indicating time.

(iv) Proper choice of “verbs of saying”, to indicate questions, commands, warnings,

threats or exhortations. ‘ ‘
Great care must be taken to avoid lapsing into direct speech—a very common fault.
Some passages, however, are best summarised in direct speech.

3. Revision—When you have made your final draft, car
out the fair copy. Be sure that its length is within the limits p
original to see that you have not omitted any important point.
connected whole, and correct any mistakes in spelling and pu

Then write out the fair copy neatly,

efully revise it before you write -
rescribed. Compare it with the
See whether it reads well as a
nctuation, grammar and idiom.
prefixing the title you have chosen.

lll. TO SUM Up

1. First carefully read the passa
main theme or general meaning.

2. Examine the passage in detail, to ma i
v el ke sure of the meaning of each sentence:

ge, if necessary, several times, apprehend clearly its

3. Supply a short title which will express the subject
4. Select and note down the im ' y ‘ '
o portant points essential to the expression of the maif

5. Note the length of number ; ,
draft. of words prescribed for the pracis, and write out 2 fir®

Passage ; that you ling
YOUr precis must ba s)é"_ Should condense by remode

Add nothing ; make no comment ; correct no facts Fontained and a connected who
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Al e
Revise your draft. Compare it carefully with

; ! | _ the orici t you have

\ nportant points. If itis too long, still original to see tha' ¥
Judedall the i o0, AN, Sl furth it by omitt :

inciuc wds and phrases or by remodelling sentences. cgrrrgg{?,'ﬂrfnsa;:fgs‘)a':?&gﬁiB’S"Src:,i-

saty WOl om, and see that it i |
mar and idiom, and see that it Is properly punctuated, | gy the language be simple and

direct
g Write out neatly the fair copy under the heading you have selected.

SPECIMEN — 1

One great defect of our civilization is that it does not know what to do with its knowledge. Science, as we
have soen, has given us powers fit for the gods, yet we use them like small children.

For example, we do not know how to manage our machines. Machines were made to be man’s servants; yst
he has grown so dependent on them that they are in a fair way to become his masters. Already most men spend
most of their lives looking after and waiting upon machines. And the machines are very stern masters. They must
be fod with coal, and given petrol to drnk, and oil to wash with, and must be kept at the right temperature. And if
they do not get their meals when they expect them, they grow sulky and refuse to work, or burst with rage, and biow
up, and spread ruin and destruction all round them. So we have to wait upon them very attentively and do all that
we can to keep them in a good temper. Already we find it difficult either to work or play without the machines, and
a time may come when they will rule us altogether, just as we rule the animals.

SUMMARY

MEN AND MACHINES

We do not know what to do with our knowledge. Science has given us superhuman powers, which we do
nat use properly. For example, we are unable to manage our machines. Machines should be fed promptly and
waited upan attentively; otherwise they refuse to work or cause destruction. We already find it difficult to do
without machines. In the course of time they may rule over us altogether. .

SPECIMEN — 2

A stamp is, to many people, just 2 slip of paper that takes a letter from one town or country to another. They
are unable to understand why we stamp collectors find so much plezsure in collecting them and how we find the
time in which to indulge in our hebby. To them it seems a waste of time, a waste of effort and a waste of money. But
they do not realise that there are many who do buy stamps, many who find the effort worth-while and many who, if
they did not spend their time coliecting stamos, would spend it less profitably. We all seek something to do in our
leisure hours and what better cocupation is there o keep us out of mischief than that of collecting stamps? An
album, a packet of hinges, a new supoly of stamps, and the time passes swiitly and pleasantly.

Stamp-collecting has no imits and a collection never has an end; countries are always printing and issuing
new stamps to celebrate coronations, great even's. anniversaries and deaths. And the fascination of collecting is
trying to obtain these stamps before one’s rivals. Every sphere of stamp-collscting has its fascination — receiving
letters from distant countries and discovering old stzmps in the leaves of dusty old books. A stamp itself has a
fascination all its cwn. Gazing at its [iie pictura we 2r2 transported to the wilds of Congo, the homes of the Arzbs,
and the endless tracks of the Saharz desert There is 2 history in every stamp. The ancient Roman Empire and the
Constitution of America. India’s Independence and tie Alied victory, are all conveyed to our mind's eye by means
of stamps. We see famous men, pictures, Wiiers, scieniss, soidiers, poficians and famous incidents. Stamps, sO
small and minute, contzin knowledge thal is vast and important.

SUMMARY
STAMP-COLLECTING

To many pecple 2 sEmp is merely something necessary for sending a Iette_r. They regard stamp-
collecting as 2 wast= of tme, effort and mney.&ﬁ?aea'emnypeop%evmo!mebmvgstampsandﬁnd?ns
hobby worthwhile and mers profitabie han other lsisure pursuiis. Collecting stamps helps 1o pass the time
Quicky and pleasanty. ‘

Stamp-coilecting s limitiess and andiess. Courrries are 2hways issuing stamps 10 celebrate :mpor:tant
svents. It is fascinating o receive lezers fom distant countries and o discover Siamps N obd_bopk& A stamp
Mh&adtamhms‘mwgecgacﬁceéaﬁhmm, zmous people and incidents. These
small things contain vast knowiecge.

(C.E.M. Joad)

Scanned with CamScanner



