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Preparing a ManuscriptUNIT 2 RE WRITING AND EDITING
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2.0 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

As a prospective author, you need to have a sound knowledge about proof-reading
and publishing, as also about editing and editors. We discussed the first two in
Unit 1 and, in this Unit, we shall briefly introduce you to the field and scope of
editing, the kinds of editors and the kinds of editing they do because eventually
your manuscript/typescript will pass through the hands of these editors who will
give it the final layout and shape.

At the end of this Unit, you will be able to understand:

• the importance of and reasons for editing a text

• kinds of editors and the kinds of editing they do

• the need to proof-read a text even after it has been edited, and

• the relationship of an author with his editor and his publisher.

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Editing is one of the least taught but most widely practised media skills. This
Unit guides you through each activity involved in transforming a typescript into
printed pages. The first question we anticipate arising in your mind is, with so
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Preparing for Publication many electronic word-processing programs which offer facilities for spell-check,
finding synonyms, correcting grammar etc. why does one need to learn editing?

I think Alexander Pope, the poet, has answered it aptly:

True skill in writing comes from art, not chance
As those move lightest who have learnt to dance.

The next question that comes to the mind is- what do we mean by the field and
scope of editing?

Editing a text or document means making it worthy of publication by working
on its content, organization and presentation.  Editing, thus, may be said to be
the art and science of transforming a manuscript into a printed medium of
instruction and communication.

The field of editing is vast and any and every document needs to go through
several stages of modification, improving with every stage, and rare is the
document that has been produced in a swift rush of inspiration and found
acceptable by the target reader or user.

Editing need not necessarily be done by an outside editor.  Every writer rereads
and rewrites what he has written in an effort to express himself completely and
clearly.  Precision and accuracy are the keywords if the writer or author is himself
editing his work.  However, even after he is satisfied, the manuscript needs to go
through screening of various kinds and for various purposes so that it is acceptable,
firstly by the publisher, then by the distributor and crucially by the reader.

The scope of editing would cover all the activities encompassed by this effort to
transform the manuscript.  Right from the moment the manuscript arrives at the
desk of the publisher/editor, whether it has been solicited, commissioned or merely
sent for consideration by the author, it has to go through a battery of ‘tests’.
Even after the publisher has found the manuscript satisfactory, he may need to
ensure that it is in conformity with the policy of the publishing house as regards
format, size, shape, tone and tenor of text, etc. Thus, every document needs to
be, eventually, edited by professionals who will give it the final layout and shape.

An editor is a person who acts as a bridge between the reader and the author.  He
is answerable to the publisher of the book, newspaper or journal.  He has also to
discuss and suggest changes with, and to, the author, particularly, if the text is a
creative one but also if it is technical or vocational.  In addition, the type of
editor known as copy editor also interacts with the printer, giving him instructions
about the production of the final copy.

2.2 KINDS OF EDITING

Editing could be content editing or language editing, formatting or copy editing
or sometimes merely proof-reading. In the West ‘ghosting’ or ‘collaborating’
have produced a number of good books. An editor will have to be on guard
against a usually irrepressible desire to intervene and rewrite whole sections of
the text which can well stand on their own. In fact, unobtrusive editing is a
desirable quality in each and every editor.
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Re Writing and EditingSpelling, style, references, persons writing in a language not their first language,
etc. are some of the issues editors will handle irrespective of the school of editing
they belong to.  Therefore, at the outset, be prepared that editors may change
your manuscript more than you would want them to.

So what degree of editing does an editor do?  Editing may be said to be of three
types:

• editing for content;

• editing for presentation of content; and

• language editing.

2.2.1 Editing of content

This is a responsibility which should ideally be undertaken in close collaboration
with the author.  Usually the author is either an authority in his or her field or a
creative writer. In so far as subject or content editing is concerned, with experience
most editors tend to develop specializations through experience.  Editing for
content in academic texts requires checking out facts and figures, conformity to
requirements of the syllabus or course of studies and checking for degree of
difficulty which includes terminology and lexical items. As for your manuscript
which would be your own “creative” piece, the editor should not change too
much.

2.2.2 Editing for presentation of content

While editing for the physical look, the presentation of content is basically the
domain of the copy editor. The content editor too suggests deletions, additions,
and/or changes in the order of presentation of information so that the information
conveyed is a coherent whole.  Changing the order of paragraphs, suggesting
where more or less matter would increase readability is equally the domain of
the content editor.  The copy editor will decide on letter size, font, typeface,
margins etc. in order to make the page look visually appealing and readable.

2.2.3 Language editing

Editing for language or style is a sensitive area and the editor would need to
acquaint himself with the style of a particular domain or discipline or for that
matter, even an individual.  Technical texts, scientific texts and literary texts all
need to be handled differently.

2.3 YOU CAN BE YOUR OWN EDITOR

As the author you would be responsible for producing a well-organized and
consistent book for the reader and a complete, self-explanatory ‘copy’ for the
printer.

Normally, the chief editor in a publishing house issues guidelines to copy editors
of manuscripts accepted for publication.  However, since you may be on your
own or be expected to take responsibility right from the word ‘Go’ we give you
below a brief list of responsibilities you may have to undertake.
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• eliminate repetition and verbosity;

• break up long paragraphs into smaller units or paragraphs;

• suggest deletion of passages and tables if inessential;

• delete hyperboles and superlatives; and

• watch out for grammar, idiom, spellings, punctuation, clarity

• Sometimes short paragraphs make complex ideas simple.  In such a case,
telescope them for cogency and readability.

• Decide spellings in advance or ‘s’ or ‘z’ forms of verbs and conform to them
systematically.

Being your own editor entails rereading and reworking your text many times
over in order to follow all of the above- mentioned guidelines. The rewriting of
the edited text may also be done a few times to make it perfect for being accepted
by the publisher. However, no matter how competently you edit your own
manuscript, there will still be much that will be left unchecked. This is where a
Copy editor and a General editor step in. The following paragraphs will give you
a brief idea of what their job is and how they will handle your manuscript, once
it has been accepted for publication. They will also help you learn something
about professional editing and enable you to avoid the errors you , as a creative
writer, may unwittingly commit.

2.3.1 Copy editing

Copy editing is more of a mechanical job. It involves  scrutinising, with a
microscopic eye, the copy or the manuscript (Ms) of a work, after it has been
accepted for publication, and preparing it for the press. During this process, a
copy editor marks the copy or the Ms for the press – i.e., instructs the printer,
through universally accepted and understood symbols, what matter should go in
which type, and what style it should have in print. For instance, the title of a
book or a word of foreign origin is always italicised, and this is indicated by
underlining the matter once. Then there are names of characters in a play which,
by convention, are shown in SMALL CAPITALS, abbreviated S.C., and for this
the words are underlined twice. A quotation from some other work is shown
within quotation marks. Or, it may be set off by indention from the main text and
sometimes, in addition, as a house-style, given in a smaller typeface. 

Spelling and punctuation: There is yet another thing a good copy editor has to
be proficient in – he should take special care of spelling and punctuation. It is of
the greatest importance that the copy be correct in this respect.

Grammar and usage: The manuscript is generally passed on to the copy editor
after the general editor has done his part. But it is still possible that both the
author, and the general editor, might have slipped up on a point of grammar or
usage. The copy editor points out such lapses.

Dressing the copy: It is also the job of the copy editor to ‘dress’ the copy – that
is, to provide proper titles, headlines, sub-headings and cross-headings, etc. This
has to be done in consultation with the senior editor and the author. 



181

Re Writing and Editing2.3.2 General editing – its historical background

Then there is the more serious, more responsible and also the more respectable
level of editing – general editing. The man who does this job in a publishing
house is called a publisher’s editor; in a periodical press or a journal he is known
as the literary editor. 

The publisher’s editor is a post-Second World War phenomenon. With the
proliferation and diversification of the publishing industry in the last few decades,
editing of books has become a matter of specialisation, and every publisher now
has his own editorial department with one or more editors. At a time when authors
were few and publishers fewer still, an author generally went directly to the
printer with his manuscript, because the printer was often himself the publisher
too. The author was supreme and what he wrote was printed as such, that is, if
the manuscript on the whole was acceptable to the printer-publisher. But the
situation, as explained above, has now changed. Instead of the general pool of
sub-editors, we have now separate editors for the Literary Page, Sports, Finance,
etc. You should be aware of this because some of your features/stories may find
their way into newspapers and magazines.

Functions of a general editor

A general editor has to scout for the right authors and manuscripts. From among
the manuscripts that pour in, he has to decide what goes well with his readers –
and then select accordingly. Thereafter, he has to go through the manuscripts
and see what editorial changes are necessary. Although the editor always remains
behind the screen, it is on his enterprise that the fate of a publishing firm, or a
literary paper or magazine hangs. 

Check Your Progress 1

(i) How many types of editing are there? Describe them.

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

(Check your answer with that given at the end of the Unit) 

2.4 AN EDITOR AT WORK- EDITING AND
REWRITING

The editor’s job starts with the arrival of a manuscript at his desk. The manuscripts
keep arriving by every mail and at times are brought in personally by the authors.
Then starts the none-too-pleasant task of going through the manuscript. At times,
the manuscripts come flooding in like locusts, and it is rare that an author brings
in a ready-made printed book or article.  Sometimes the work may be so badly
typed or illegibly handwritten that wading through it will become a torture.
Therefore, it is advisable that you edit your work yourself and send in a perfect
copy to the editor so that it is not rejected. The length of the work should be the
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journal accepts only an 8-10 page article, then there is no point in reading through
a longer manuscript sent by you and will inevitably be returned to you –
unaccepted.

2.4.1 First reading

No editor on earth will ever have the time or patience to go through every word
of every manuscript.  All that he can do is to read the synopsis first (in case of a
book), and see if the subject fits into his scheme of things.  If it does, he can then
proceed with the reading.  Reading is of several kinds.  There is first the cursory
reading.  The first few pages of the manuscript will tell whether it holds interest.
Even if it does not, it is desirable to dip in here and there, understand the subject
matter and treatment, see the end, etc. to get the hang of the author’s intent and
purpose.  The literary quality of the work, its topicality and future possibilities
are also matters to be considered. A good editor should be able to take a quick
prima facie decision on the basis of such a sampling.  This is where his intuition
works.  There is an unwritten rule that what does not interest the editor cannot
interest his readers, as he always carries the readers along with him.

2.4.2 Second reading

If, after a cursory reading of a few pages here and there, the work seems promising,
then comes the closer reading. It is the second reading, following the decision to
accept the manuscript for publication, that is crucial. It is hereafter that the work
of editing and rewriting begins.The editor picks up the blue pencil and begins
his work.  In case of a book, as he goes on reading, he makes critical notes in the
margin to refer back to the author for reworking the manuscript, if and where
necessary.  In regard to articles for publication in the journal, he may have to do
the entire editorial work himself.  The critical notes may read as follows, ‘Diffuse,
needs to be made sharp’ – or ‘Too sketchy, could be developed further’ – or
‘Repetitious, the idea already occurs on pages….’ etc.  As the editor proceeds, he
may correct mistakes in spelling, grammar and idiom, rephrase faulty sentences,
cut down repetitions, prune the extraneous and the inept, sharpen whatever is
diffuse and vague and so on.  There might be ambiguities and awkward
expressions that block communication; these will need rewriting by the editor
himself or the author.  All statements which are libelous, unfair, irresponsible
and injudicious should be weeded out to guard against possible legal wrangles.

2.4.3 Cardinal rule

The cardinal rule of all editing is that there should be no needless corrections,
and the editor should not meddle with the author’s opinions or ideas.  His intrusion
should be limited to one of language, style and presentation – to provide clarity,
consistency, cogency and a better focus to the author’s work.  As for ideas, he
either accepts or rejects the manuscript as a whole.

2.4.4 Manuscript with special problems

Sometimes there might be a manuscript which is weak, but is so well-written
that its defects are hidden.  Depending on the exigencies of the editor’s needs, it
may pass.  There may also be cases where the content is good, but the presentation
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or rejected.  In case of acceptance, he may ask the author to rework the manuscript
and if the author cannot do justice to it, the editor should be prepared to do it
himself. The manuscript, after it has undergone the necessary editing, should be
referred back to the author, and his final approval taken for its publication, before
sending it to the copy editor.

2.5 POST- PUBLICATION ERRORS IN A TEXT

All of us have seen how newspapers and magazines frequently, and books
occasionally, are pockmarked with mistakes.  In some cases this may be because
the author could not word his sentences properly.  In most cases, however, this is
because the author neglected to revise what he wrote. As an author you are
responsible to watch out for aberrations of grammar, spelling, punctuation and
capitalization. ‘Ram Dhan a landless labourer, works in the rice fields of Shri
Kant, a landlord.’ has one comma missing. It should be ‘Ram Dhan, a landless
labourer, works....’ This is because ‘a landless labourer’ is a parenthetical clause
describing who Ram Dhan is. 

An example of faulty capitalization is: To the east of the farm is a temple, to the
West the road connecting the village to the town. If ‘east’ begins with a small
letter, why should ‘West’ begin with the capital letter? Ideally, both should begin
with a small letter. 

Where, however, east, west, north and south refer to specific regions and not to
specific directions, it is better to begin each of them with a capital letter. In such
cases it is preferable to point this out to the author and arrive at a consensus. 

In most languages, but more especially in English, the sequence of words makes
a vital difference. Here is an example of a wrong sequence of words making the
meaning of a sentence different from what was intended: 

‘Sita bought a skirt from an old woman that was bright red.’

The author obviously meant that the skirt was bright red. He could not have
meant that the old woman was bright red. Yet the sequence of words as given
makes it appear that the old woman was bright red. It is the editor’s duty to
reword the sentence in such a way that it is clear that the skirt and not the old
woman was bright red. The sentence should be reworded as follows: 

‘Sita bought a bright red skirt from an old woman.’

Similarly ‘Shyam alone came to school’ is not the same thing as ‘Shyam came to
school alone.’ When the word ‘alone’ comes immediately after ‘Shyam’, it means
that he was the only one to come to school. When, however, the word ‘alone’
comes last in the sentence, it means Shyam was not accompanied by anyone
while coming to school. 

Let us accept that none of the two sentences about Shyam coming to school is
wrong. It is a question of divining what the author meant to say. Frequently this
can be done from the context. Where, however, there is the slightest doubt what
the author meant to say, it is safer to consult him. 
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author’s attention is divided between fashioning a plot for the manuscript and
crafting the sentences.  The editor’s primary responsibility is the careful scrutiny
of the grammar, spellings, punctuation and capitalization.  The plot and the crafted
sentences have already come from the author.  Occasionally, the editor may have
to reword sentences and paragraphs to make them more intelligible for the reader.
If the crafting of some sentences is confusing as in the examples given above, it
is the duty of the editor to clear up the confusion.

Check Your Progress 2

Given below is a passage from The Road (Mulk Raj Anand, Sterling, Delhi),
which needs editing. Read it closely to incorporate such editorial changes as
punctuation marks, break up of sentences, paragraphing, spelling, use of capital
letters, etc. 

“after the first round of prayers pandit Suraj Mani felt that he had been constrained
to niglect so angust a persnality as a landlord Thakur Singh when the latter, had
come, into the temple; so he carresed his white beard into the necessary dignity
and essued out, his staff into his right hand; rosary into his left. The Sun was
breething fire across the world; as it moved angrily over the planes into the hills
wich divid Haryana from Rajasthan. Pandit Suraj Mani looked up at Surya for a
moment and, then with-drawing his gaze quickly, preyed for mercy.

But as the flaming heat scotched his face, he knew that this God had no mercy
that his anger was more intense them ever; and that the endless temper of the sun
was about to eat up the world, which was full of bad deeds. Surely it had been
said in the puranic holy texts that in the kali yog, the Sun would get more hot and
burn the universe into ashes because the karma of sins must get its first reward.
And the gossip that panditji had heard of the explozions of the suns energy,
which had poizoned the water of the ocan, confirmed him in his prognostications.
Why, the breaking of Dharam, by Lambardar Dhooli Singh and his followers
was only one sign of the spreding evil of this dark age; the sparks of heat burnt
all over the priests face and covered him by a scowl of hatrid against sinfull
man-kind. Landlord Thakur Singh and his son, Sajnu, were seated below the
pipal tree, almost as if by the instintive knowledge that the gods were on there
side, they were waiting for the minister of devine wishes Pandit Suraj Mani.

(Check your answer with that given at the end of the Unit) 

2.6 RELATIONSHIP OF AUTHOR, EDITOR AND
PUBLISHER

The editor, the author and the publisher have a commonality of interests ⎯ viz.
that the book is well produced, well received and everyone is happy.  It is,
therefore, important that the interrelationships between the three are well
understood from the very beginning.

It will be helpful for you to know at the very beginning of your career as a
creative writer, or even if you are midway into your career, that the editor and the
author do not have, or should not have, a clash of interests.  The editor must be
clear about the fact that the credit for the creation of the work will go to the



185

Re Writing and Editingauthor, and be satisfied to remain in the shadows.  His recognition will come
from the publisher and author, not from the reader.

We have seen earlier how the author is dependent on the publisher and on the
editor. The publisher’s focus is on marketing a given text.  He envisions who
will be the audience, how numerous the audience will be, and whether the audience
will be motivated enough to buy, given the degree of authority the author has on
the subject.

As an author you are well within your rights to decide what to write, whom to
approach for publishing your work and even to withdraw it or have second
thoughts.  But this creates ill-will in an industry of the world’s worst kept secrets.
Word will go around and the possibility of your finding a willing publisher will
be dim indeed.

To deliver the manuscript in time, to read the proofs, making only corrections
and changing at the most ten percent of the text ,the first time around, to listen to
the suggestions of the publisher/editor and to supply copyright information,
illustrations or to index the book are just a few of the author’s responsibilities.

Both the author and the editor must pay heed to the following mantra:

‘If it is worth writing/editing, it is worth checking/revising; if it is not worth
checking/revising, it is not worth writing/editing.’

2.7 LET US SUM UP

In this Unit you learnt that publishing a manuscript is a joint effort of the author,
the publisher and the editor. The author provides the manuscript, the publisher
accepts it, rejects it or briefs the editor on how to edit it, and the editor edits it. 

It is universally believed that an author has to be his own editor. This is because
any form of creativity involves the critical faculties of selection, arrangement,
revision, etc. Therefore, as an author in the making, you should learn the art of
scrutinising your own work as closely as possible. 

There are two kinds of editing – copy editing and general editing. Whereas the
former is of a mechanical nature (checking for grammatical accuracy, spelling,
paragraphing, etc.), general editing is of a more fundamental nature in that it
is concerned with precision and accuracy in the presentation of the central
thesis.

Finally, what is worth writing/editing is worth checking/revising; if it is not worth
checking/revising, it is not worth writing/editing.

2.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Check Your Progress 1

(i) There are two kinds of editing – copy editing and general editing. While the
former involves a close scrutiny of the manuscript (with a view to preparing
it for the printer), the latter is concerned with assessing the suitability of a
manuscript (in regard to its theme and presentation) for publication.
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The corrected editorial copy is given below: 

After the first round of prayers, Pandit Suraj Mani felt that he had been constrained
to neglect so august a personality as Landlord Thakur Singh when the latter had
come to the temple. So he caressed his white beard into the necessary dignity
and issued out, his staff in his right hand, rosary in the left. 

The sun was breathing fire across the world, as it moved angrily over the plains
into the hills which divide Haryana from Rajasthan. 

Pandit Suraj Mani looked up at Surya for a moment, and, then, withdrawing his
gaze quickly, prayed for mercy. But, as the flaming heat scorched his face, he
knew that this god had no mercy, that his anger was more intense than ever, and
that the endless rancour of the sun was about to devour the world which was full
of bad deeds. To be sure, it had been said in the Puranic holy books that in the
Kali Yuga, the sun would get hotter and burn the universe to ashes, because the
Karma of sins must meet its reward. And the rumours that Panditji had heard of
the explosions of the sun’s energy, which had poisoned the waters of the ocean,
confirmed him in his prognostications. Why, the violation of Dharma by
Lambardar Dhooli Singh and his minions was only one sign of the spreading
evil of this dark age. The sparks of heat ignited over the priest’s face and covered
it with a scowl of hatred against sinful mankind. 

Landlord Thakur Singh and his son Sajnu were seated under the Pipal tree, almost
as though by the instinctive knowledge that the gods were on their side. They
were waiting for the minister of divine wishes, Pandit Suraj Mani. 


