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Medical Writing
Some cues and clues from a medical copywriter

RAJESHWAR SINGH

There are three qualities which ought to be part of the
mental make-up of any writer, especially the medical
writer. Firstly a desire to be lucid, secondly a dedication
to accuracy, and thirdly a sensitivity to error. A fourth
faculty is wit, which can enliven any writing.

In this short note I wish to point out some of the
handicaps and pitfalls that must be surmounted, particularly
by Indian writers.

MALODOROUS WRITING
Some problems in writing are unique to India, traceable
directly to the regional distortions of English in various
states, and to the examination system at the secondary
school level.

Spoken and written English from almost each region of
the country carries scars of locally inflicted trauma, with
the Maharashtrians 'removing' their passport photograph
to 'remove' their library card to 'remove' books; your
Gujarati friend promising to see you 'today night'; the
Tamilian beginning every other sentence with 'the thing
is' and the Punjabi hostess reassuring her guests that the
'tea is under construction'! These digs at Gujarati or
Madrasi English may sound facile, but they drive home
the point that we generally think in the vernacular first
and then translate our thoughts into English.

Any clear, clean and crisp professional writing pre-
supposes a basic knowledge of the rules of grammar and
syntax and needs to be divested of all colloquialisms, and
thoroughly sanitized to get rid of regional odours. Sample
the flavour of the following 'Foreword' for a medical
textbook written by its author's former boss, an Honorary
Professor of ENT. ' ... he is a very popular teacher and :
he has condensed his knowledge and experience in the
book of his (emphasis added) which would be an excellent
companion for the undergraduate .... '

THE ITS AND BITS ALSO COUNT
Even the use of 'a' and 'an' requires extraordinary care.
It's an MB,BS but it is a euphoric state. Its and it's are not
the same. Its is like his or her whereas it's is a contraction
of 'it is'. When the haemoglobin is 8 gllOO ml, it's anaemia;
the hypochromic microcytic blood picture is its sign.
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BONY FACTS NEED TENDONS AND LIGAMENTS
This brings us to our modern education system, especially
the 'objective' or multiple choice questions asked in
science and biology papers. Since the answers to such
questions comprise a series of disjointed 'points', there
seldom arises the need to articulate words into complete
sentences. The students, therefore, conveniently forget
even the elementary usage of a, an, the, and, or, for,
since, because, etc. The consequence is that a fresh
graduate even from a good medical college mistakes the
art of writing examination papers for medical writing!

In fact, answering medical examination papers, Indian
style, nurtures yet another 'deformity' in writing: the use
of non-standard abbreviations along with a total ignorance
of internationally accepted abbreviations.

Laments Dr John Archer, Senior editor of the Journal
of the American Medical Association: ' ... such indiscre-
tions as jargonistic expression, neologisms, and multiple
unexplained abbreviations reflect an indifferent attitude
by an author toward his presentation. 'I

ASANDPAPERCANNOTDOUBLEASA
TISSUE PAPER
The commonest reason for bad medical writing, however,
is the failure to distinguish between a 'paper' meant to be
read and a 'paper' meant for publication. In this context
Dr Morris Fishbein writes, 'Frequently the secretary of a
medical society sends a paper to an editor with the state-
ment that it was received enthusiastically by the members of
the society, who voted that it be submitted for publication
with their approval. The editor finds, to his astonishment,
that the paper is ungrammatical, discursive or verbose, or
poorly organized, without sequence in argument or in
arrangement of the subject. The author's presentation,
his inflection and, above all, his personality were respon-
sible for the success of the manuscript. The audience did
not detect any fault and gave him applause and congratu-
lations. '2

Read the above passage once again, keeping in mind
that the comments of Dr Fishbein are directed towards
American and British audiences whose mother tongue
is English and, therefore. should at least know what is
grammatical and what is not.

IMPERIALIST v. YANKEE MEDICAL ENGLISH
The British and the American students have the saving
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grace of reading textbooks written by their fellow
countrymen. Indian students suffer from the disgrace of
memorizing textbooks which have been thoughtlessly
plagiarized from both sides of the Atlantic. Thus. it's
acetaminophen in the third paragraph and paracetamol in
the ninth paragraph of the same chapter. A medical writer
in India must therefore decide his 'phoren' bias once and
for all. It's either albuterol (USA) or it's salbutamol
(UK). it's either epinephrine or it's adrenaline, it's either
mepe.ridine or it's pethidine.

KEEP YOUR E's IN CONSISTENT COMPANY
Ameba. hemoglobin. pediatrics, gynecology, edema,
feces.... The American style of using plain 'e' iscertainly
less complicated. but then use Americanese all the way:
color. sulfate. technic. program ....

And while we are on the subject of American and
British spelling. the spellings of at least one set of words
have been standardized all over the world. even by the
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. third edition. 1973.
With the exception of catalyse. analyse. paralyse. all
words earlier ending in -ise , now end with -ize (normalize,
crystallize, anaesthetize. catheterize, cauterize ... ).

LET THE TAXONOMIST EARN HIS BREAD
Nearly two decades ago Pseudomonas pyocyanea became
Pseudomonas aeruginosa; Oxyuris vermicularis had
become Enterobius vermicularis even earlier. Lately,
Neisseria catarrhalis and Corynebacterium acnes have also
undergone a fresh 'Namkaran Sanskar'. So watch out: even
SGOT (Serum Glutamic Oxaloacetic Transaminase) and
SGPT (Serum Glutamic Pyruvic Transaminase) are no
more current. These have now become AST and ALT
(Aspartate Transaminase and Alanine Transaminase
respectively) .

SOME WORDS HAVE FUNNY PLURALS
Roundworm alone will cause one type of helminthiasis but
different worms lead to different types of helminthiases-
it's the same with dermatomycosis and mycoses. Phenom-
enon is singular, phenomena is plural but data is singular
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(and if you are a stickler, data is plural as well, so long
as you don't write datas and bacterias). Enemata is the
plural of enema but fibromas is the plural of fibroma.

NATIONAL INTEGRATION FOR A START?
Certainly. you would like to, and you must, invite the
comments of your peers or seniors on your paper before
submitting it for publication. Go one step further: if
you're a Tamilian, seek the opinion of a Punjabi; if you
are a Bengali, let a Gujarati go through your manuscript.
And above all, learn the following mantra of the great
stylist E. B. White and keep chanting it till you have
finished writing. 'When you say something, make sure
you have said it. The chances of your having said it are
only fair. '.'
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