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"I don't see writing as a communication 
of something already discovered, 

as 'truths' already known. 
Rather, I see writ ing as a job of experiment. 

It's like any discovery job; 
you don't know what's going to happen 

Until YOU try it ," William Stafford 
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Conformity and Commitment in Writing 

Peter C. Wason 

It is argued that conformity to stereotyped styleJ of writing tends to conceal a sense 
of commitment to what is being said. The effect is both to alimate the individ11a/ 
from the practice of writing, and to encourage a kind of obsmrantism which may be 
inimical to dear thinking. The conditions for movering a committed voice and the 
benefits of so doing are described. 

1 CONFORMI TY 
"You a member of the establishment then?" I was talking to a small group 

of trainee managers from a leading computer firm about a pet deductive 
problem of mine. "It's those funny words you use in your writing. When 
you talk to us it all becomes clear. " Remote and forbidding, my prose had 
apparently been perceived as an example of what Clai re Lerman ( 1981) calls 
the "institutional voice," cultivated over about twenty-five years co fit the 
constraints oflearned journals. I defended myself by saying that if! were to 
unpack my words for an untutOred audience, then my articles would have co 
be very m~h longer, but this argument d idn 't satisfy my managers at all. 
Still, they had a point. They felt , and I think a lot of us would agree, that a 
g reat deal of what lands on our desks is impenetratably obscure. Further­
more, they implied by the term "establishment" that it was needlessly and 
perhaps deliberately obscure. Increasingly, it would seem, the voice of a 
person with something co say is lost. 

In some cases one would be inclined to think this is a good thing. Consider 
technical reports which purport to provide no more than factual informat ion, 
e.g. "The Loads Exerted by Grass Silage on Bunker Silo Walls"-surely co 
write about that in a committed way would be inappropriate. And yet I am 
unsure. In the nineteen-fifties a flourishing group, The Presentation of 
Technical Information Group, was set up at University College London, Jed 
by the late Professor R . 0 . Kapp, precisely co study ways of rendering such 
information more interesting and palatable. I am reluctant co draw a limit 
between different kinds of writing, although I suppose that a philosophical 
paper allows more scope for commitment than a technical report. What I 
try to do in this essay is to sketch the forces which induce conformi ty on 
style, and speculate on how commitment may be recovered through writing. 

At its very worst, a peculiarly offensive st yle does seem co infect the 
literature of the social s~nces and relatively new disciplines hich borrow 
concepts from a variety of older ones, e.g., semiotics and design. This style 
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is conspicuously absent in philosophy (especially the philosophy of mind) 
and in the natural sciences. One may ask why it is tolerated and published 
when it appears to be so unintelligible. Perhaps the layman, anxious to 
increase his knowledge, is being held at arms length. 

There is a counter-argument to this criticism. In an influential book , 
Kuhn ( 1962) pointed our that even the observations of the scientist are 
determined by the paradigm in which the research is done. They are 
certainly not "objective." H ence, if something as basic as observation is 
conceptually loaded, it is hard ly surprising that the reporting of results is 
similarly affected. But this counter-argument is a defence of specialized, or 
technical , literature and I exempt such writing from my attack. The 
unfortunate tendency of the layman to dismiss anything he can't 
immediately understand will be corrected. 

1.1 Three types of obscurity 
I distinguish three t ypes of obscurity in writing; ( 1) is venial, (2) is 
unavoidable, and (3) is pernicious. 

( 1) There is a fa irly common, but relatively trivial kind of obscurity which 
resulrs from grammatical error. It is often manifested in ambiguity which 
seldom has really serious conseq uences. All of us in the trade would , I'm 
sure, be gui lty at times of this kind of obscurity if our writings were to 
be put under the microscope of the purist. We delight to pounce on it , 
especially when it occurs in our students ' essays, but I shall say no more 
about it here because I don't want (now) to be a nag. 

(2) There is the obscurity of technical , or specialized writing. A moment's 
reflection will persuade one that it is inevitable and legitimate. The 
development of knowledge in nearly every domain entails an increasingly 
specialized vocabulary so that it is notoriously difficult for experts in even 
related fields to understand each other. Some specialists affect to despise rhe 
vulgarizing works which seek to interpret such literature, but that seems to 
be their own limitation. In any case, I am not alarmed by this problem. 

(3) There is the obscurity of power which I shall call obsc11rantism. I believe 
it to be particularly important as an obstacle to effective writing. It is 
represented by the language of some social institutions, and it aims to be 
objective and impersonal. Its effect is to delimit an area of enquiry so that 
the uninitiated fai l to understand it , but remain suitably impressed by what 
t hey take to be erudition. In the social sciences, at any rate, the abstruse has 
a compelling attraccion, especially for some students who may imitate this 
style for two reasons. First, it appears to set the seal of scientific 
respectability on their own writing, and second, it need not betray orig inal 
thought or commitment. This institutional style may also be inimical to 
the exercise of thinking- a plausible hypothesis anticipated in poli tics by 

Orwell (1948), and argued with zeal by Andreski ( 1972) in relation to the 
social sciences. 
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It is with th is third type of obscurity that I am concerned . I present a 
rest to distinguish it from the obscurity of specialized language, but first I 
consider its influence on (a) academia and (b) bureaucracy. Both these 
institutions share the attempt to be objective and to impose conformity. 

1.2 The language of academia 
It is as a university teacher that I am primarily concerned about the effects 
of the obscurantist style. The issue has been admirably summed up by one 
of my correspondents who had been a student counsellor: 

"Somewhere along the line we take nice, co-operative child ren or 
adolescents, and we convince them that if you write incomprehensibly you 
are an expert, and if simply, pueri le . In fact you personally, and perhaps 
a majority of the members of staff in most univers ities, would more or 
Jess reverse that. If you write simply, you are an expert. If you write 
simply about very d ifficult topics , you are an outstanding expert . It is 
incomprehensible writ ing which is puerile. But given the apparent fact 
that most staff prefer simplicity, or at least say they prefer it , how does it 
happen that those nice, co-operative students become so invincibly certain 
of the direct opposite?" (Malcolm France, personal communication, 
5/5/1975). 

Not only students. Quite a t ime ago I offered to republish the paper of a 
friend in a Iiook I was editing if only he were to rewrite it in such a way that 
it would be comprehensible. My offer was declined. Perhaps he thought 
the paper was wrong, or intellectually worthless, even though I thought it 
highly original. After all, creative people do often denigrate their earlier 
work, or perhaps he thought the paper would be in some way Jess objective 
if it were to be expressed in p lain English. W ho can re!P Another 
correspondent illuminated for me rhe roots of conformity: 

"My own theory is that these pecul iarities of style result from an 
infer iority complex on the parr of psychologists and sociologists: (they 
are comparatively rare with physicists, biologists, doctors, etc.--except 
psychiatrists). We feel that we are not yet accepted as really scientific, so we 
try to impress ourselves and our public, by adopting what sounds like a 
scientific vocabulary. At the same time, to show how widely we read, we take 
both our ideas and our language from foreigners rather than compatriots­
in my day it was German authorities who were usually quoted (Wundt 
rather than Sherrington or Ward); later French (Binet rather than Galton); 
now of course it is American .. . 'Girls of seven have another way of saying 
the same thing' sounds roo humdrum: so it becomes 'The seven-year-old 
female school population are differentiated by an idiosyncracy (sic) in 
the strategy of their learn'fbg behaviour' . . . "(Cyril Burt, pers~ 
communication, 19/12/1969). """" 

In rather the same vein, other academics (e.g., Mahoney, 1976, p. 85; ' 
Van den Berghe, 1970, pp 97-98) have, tongue in cheek, cautioned the 
student to use "seasoned jargon" if he wants to get anywhere at all. J. Scott 
Armstrong of the W harton School, University of Pennsylvania, forgoes 
irony in saying virtually the same thing: "It soon becomes obvious that the 
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purpose of writing is noc ro communicate but to impress. The ability to 
write in an incomprehensible way is useful fo r people who have nothmg to 
say. And in the time you spend making it easier to read, you could be 
writing another incomprehensible paper" (The Times , 9/4/1980). . 

Finally, I cannot resist quoting the start of a letter by Bob Short (s1c) 
entitled "Monosyllabic Writing" which appears in Faraday's ( 1816-1846) 
unpublished commonplace book: "Sir, I think it would be well for all if our 
mode of speech could be made more plain as well in what we write as what 
we say-so that each myght read as he runs. I know there are chose who 
will laugh at this but why should they?" The criticism of verbosity and 
obscurantism is clearly not a contemporary phenomenon, but the forces 
which perpetuate it are roo entrenched to yield to individual voices. I might 
add copious examples of pretentious writing from my own data base, but I 
have done chis elsewhere (Wason, 1980). I n any case, it seems a little unfair 
co slang che efforts of my own students and associates, when anyone might 
dig up similar cases in my own papers. But it is nor just our sears of learning 
which are responsible for the cultivation of obscurantism. In fact, it pales 
in co insignificance when it is compared with che scyle of officials. In the 
spirit of fairness, and for the sake of the record , I shall describe my own 
attack on official language before returning co my target. 

1.3 The language of bureaucracy 
The language of official forms and instructions has long been accepted as a 
minor irritant and a feeble joke. I think Sheila J ones and I were the first 
academics ro become seriously interested in chis problem in the mid­
nineteen-sixties (e.g. , Jones , 1968; Wason, 1962; Wason, 1968). We even 
received a grant from the Medical Research Council co investigate it, and we 
introduced che term logical tree (which subsequently became algorithm) into 
che vocabulary of government circles. We demonstrated experimentally 
char in several cases the language of inter-related rules was almost impos­
sible co understand in continuous prose because of the complexity of the 
syntax, and we forecast chat the problem would be exacerbated in the fumre 
because the drafting of leg islation proceeds by accretion . Moreover, we 
developed a technique which, in principle, eliminates consumer difficulty. 

After a few ripples of excitement and much shuffling around from one 
government department to another, guided by a more or less benevolent 
Treasury, the interest appeared co wane. But it gees aroused again 
periodically, as one group of assiduous proselytizers after another cakes 
up the cause. The most active of these g roups coday, The Plain English 
Campaign, Jed by Chrissie Maher and Marcin Cutes of the Salford Form 
Market, have developed a missionary zeal in their desire co root out all 
symptoms of officialese. This has involved the shredding of forms in front 
of che Houses of Parliament, a gesture which apparently achieved only an 

evanescent publicity. 
The problem is a real one, and in an ideal society it would not exist, 

but it is more complex than most critics appreciate. After a fair amount of 
experience of dealing with enlightened officials spurred on by the incerest of 
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the media, ~y submission is that p iecemeal onslaughts and articulate 
advo~acy wlll change nothing. It might be an interesting psychological 
exerCise co penetrate the mental processes of the writers of official leaflets 
(as we once contemplated doing), but the dominance of bureaucratic 
obscurantism woui? _rem~in untouched because it is motivated (in a very 
broad sense) by polltlcal mterest. Lucidity is not the prime consideration of 
those who w1eld power, as even a socialist Minister of rhe Crown confessed 
to ~sin a casual remark. In such cases control is truly exerted through che 
written word: rules are made to bind people. 

1.4 The obscurantism test 
Consider, if you will , the following six extracts taken (respectively) 
from works on psychology, sociology, semiotics, philosophy of science, 
mathematics, and the philosophy of policies. The first three I shall claim 
are obscurantist, t he fourth and fifth specialized, and the sixth a model of 
expository prose. 

(A) "The purposive base of science is all roo readi ly forgotten. We are both 
pushed and pulled towards presumptions of anonymity. We are pushed 
because purpose is in our blood and creeps all too readily into what we know. 
~e have non~ of us wholly escaped our self-centred past- so self-centred, 
mdeed, that It was unaware of its own relevance." (60 words) 

(B) "An ele•ment of a shared symbolic system which serves as a criterion 
for selectio_n am_ong the alternatives of orientation which are instrinsically 
open m a Situation may be called a value .... But from this motivational 
orientation aspect of the totality of action it is, in view of the role of 
symbolic systems, necessary to distinguish a 'value-orientation' aspect." 
(And so on for another 272 words, 331 in all) 

(C) "Thus Derrida's t hought denies itself the facile illusion of having passed 
beyond the metaphy~ics of which it stands as a critique; of having emerged 
from the old models mto some unexplored country whose existence such a 
critique had implied, if only by the negation of a negation. Instead his 
philosophic language feels its way gropingly along the walls of its ;wn 
conceptual_ prison, describing it from the inside as though it were only one 
of the possible worlds of whiCh the others are nonetheless inconceivable." 
(85 words) 

(D) "We can ~ow ask the corresponding question about theory-constitutive 
metaphors: G1ven that it is possible ro employ a nondefinitional account 
of refer~nce to defend the view that theory-constimtive metaphorical 
express1_ons should be uQE;Iers~oo~ as referring,. why is this vie~ereferable 
to the v1_ew that theory-constitutive metaphoncal expressions are'non­
referential and are merely heuristically useful?" 

(E) "During the last few years some interest has been shown in the problem 
of classifying up to homotopy the spaces ofH-spaces of small rank. " 
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(F) "Methodological essentialism, i.e., the theory that it is the ai~ of 
science to reveal essences and co describe them by means of defimti~ns , can 
be better undersrood when contrasted with its opposit~, Methodc_logzcal 
nominalism. Instead of aiming at finding out what a th1ng really 1s, _a~d at 
defining its true nature, methodological nominalism ai~s at descnbmg 
how a thing behaves in various circumstances , and espeCially, w~ether there 
are any regularities in its behaviour. In ocher w~rd~, methodological 
nominalism sees the aim of science in the descnpuon of the thm~s and . 
events of our experience, and in an 'explanation' ~f thes~ events , 1.e., the1r 
description with the help of universal laws . And 1t sees 1n our language, and 
especially in chose of its rules which distinguish properly cons~rucced 
sentences and inferences from a mere heap of words , the great mscrume~t of 
scientific description; words it considers rather as subsidiary cools for th1s 
cask , and not as names of essences." · 

Wright Mills (1959) translates (B) (Parsons, 1951) thus: "People often 
share standards and expect one another ro stick co them. In so fa r as they do, 
their society may be orderly". H e claims chat this translation, which 
reduces a passage of 331 words co 23 (a ratio ofO . 07), loses non~ of the . 
explicit meaning; it contains "all chat is intelligible in it." Inspm~ by h1s 
example, I translate (A) (Holmes, 1977) as: "We are attracted to sc~ence 
because we are human beings," a reduction of 60 words to 10 (a ratio of . 
0. 17); and (C) (Jameson, 1972) as: "Derrida's thought just manages co av01d 
being memphysical ," a reduction of 85 words ro 8 (a ratio of0.09)_. !hese 
translations, following chat of Mills', aim co caprure only the expliCit 

meaning of such passages. . . 
Now we turn to prose which is obscure but not, I cla1m, obscurantist. 

(D) (Boyd, 1979) is infelicitous because the author is trying ro say too much 
in coo few words. You would have co know about "reference" and what the 
terms "theory-constitutive" and "nondefinitional" mean in contemporary 
philosophy of science, and some of t~is infor~ac.ion might ~e glea~ed from 
the context. But the syntactic frame IS clear: G1ven that It IS possible to 

employ b to defend the view chat a should be understood as c, why 1s . 
chis view preferable to the view chat a is not-e?" That is packed but It IS 
intell igible and rational. It is only the technical terms which render the 
sentence unintelligible, and the author could, I am sure, spell these out 
until we understood more chan we did initially. 

Similarly, we could find a mathematician to g ive us at le~t an inkling 
of what (E) (taken at random from a mathematical journal) 1s all about. Ifl 
knew the meaning of"homotopy" and "H-spaces" I might even be well on 
the way. I know already that the author is not concerned wi th H-spaces of 
large rank and chat the interest in classification does not extend beyond 
homotopy. Pretty useless knowledge, you may say. But che.point is that 
knowledge of this kind (or perhaps any kind) cannot be denved from (A), 
(B), or (C). (F) (Popper, 1952) is included for purposes of companson; 1t 

requires no translation. . . . . 
This analysis provides the basis for a tes t co d1scnmmate obscurantism 

from specialized language. If an adeq uace translation is shorte~ t han th~ 
text then the text is obscurantist; if it is longer, then the text 1s speCialized 

' 
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language. Thus, as we have seen, (A), (B), and (C) can be rad ically reduced 
without loss, but (D) and (E) would have to be radically expanded by an 
expert to be made comprehensible. The adequacy of such a rest obviously 
depends on the knowledge and sensitivity of the analyst. Furthermore, it 
is a test only of expository prose which purports to elucidate an argument 
directly. There is an interesting style, used especially by some philosophers 
and theologians, which is closer to poetry than expository prose; it is 
allusive and analogical. For instance, W isdom's (1952) Other Minds consists 
of an inconclusive dialogue about a well-known philosophical problem. 
The arguments are clarified through a kind of dramatic presencacion of 
contending points of view. Writing of this kind is clearly exempt from any 
test designed to assess lucidity. In justice, it seems that (A) may belong to 
this genre, and hence should not be subjected to the obscurantism test. 

2 COMMITMENT 
Intentionally, or unintentionally, an obscurancist use of language conceals 
the commitment of che author. In contrast, The Open Society and Its Enemies 
(Popper, 1952) is written with a highly distinctive and committed voice. It 
is something which is essentially human and individual ; neither a machine 
nor a committee could write in this way. And contrary to popular belief, I 
chink it cannot be imitated. It comes from having a particular attitude to 
what you '¥ant to say. But how do you find out what you have to say? 
Perhaps you knew it all along. This I seriously doubt . 

2.1 An affective problem 
"Why don't you write an article analysing exactly what is wrong with all 
chose monstrous sentences you have in that file?" somebody once said to me. 
H e thought it would be helpful to be made aware of error in writing. But in 
spite of numerous manuals, and in spite of the rather bourgeois obsession 
with the niceties of style (typified by Philip Howard's column in The Times), 
we know deep down that the possession of prescriptive rules does not 
overcome the central problem of writing. It is generally acknowledged that 
writing is hard work, but it is not like giving a lecture, or playing chess, 
which are just as intellectually demanding, but which possess sufficient 
constraints to start and terminate performance. "It's a skill, isn't it?" a 
former student has just said to me on the telephone. "Yes, it's a skill ," I 

replied. She meant that it is something which improves with practice. 
Partly right- practice is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for what 
I call "happy writing, " a kind of writ ing, familiar to experienced writers , in 
which the output is asso<?.iated with a sense of elation and commitment 
(or engagement). My answer on the telephone had ignored the affecti._ve 
problem (Wason, 1980). ' 

Any kind of serious writing involves a confrontation with the self because 
it creates an object which is both a part of the self and a part of the world of 
ideas. In reading the text, or working over it, the writer is shown a reflection 
of himself. The object can be criticized, elaborated , or destroyed. And 
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doing any of these things , I have argued, modifies the consciousness of the 

writer (Wason, 1970). 
Such processes are basically affective. They involve a perception of the 

self and especially self-esteem. Lionel Trilling told me that, when he was 
teaching rhetoric at Columbia University in the nineteen-thirties, some of 
his students expressed an admiration for his own writing, bur said they 
could nor possibly write like char because " they were nor gendemen. " A 
similar elirisr assumption, held by more than one of my friends, is that 
writing is a gift which they do not (regrettably) share. One has only to 
think about the fetishist ic rituals that some authors have performed before 
starting to write, in order to appreciate that writing, or at any rare happy 
writing, does not seem to respond to a volitional act . One does nor surround 
oneself with rot ten apples before sitting down to do the income tax; there is 
no need to invoke a muse for such a menial task. Elsewhere I have disputed 
chis "natural function theory" (the wait-for-it effect) as stemming from our 
romantic notions of creativity, and I cited journalism 
as a counter-example. But I am now inclined to chink I was wrong. 

Happy writing demands a relaxed attitude. All too often , most 
individuals are convinced char writing is going to be difficult, and so of 
course it does become difficult and peculiarly unpleasant . Hence I am 
impressed by some of the techniques advocated by Rohman ( 1965), such 
as analogical exercizes, in his "prewriting method." Like medication, or 
prayer, writing depends on an inner dialogue which is non-volitional. It is 
something which is not entirely under conscious control. The importance of 
this problem has been more widely acknowledged in the United States with 
the attention paid to writing workshops in university departments. More 
conservative academics, of course, will view this particular scene with 
scepticism and distaste because it touches on the emotional life . 

2.2 The myth of conceptual innocence 
One might entertain the romantic fantasy that voice has been lost through 
experience. One might suppose chat in some golden age we saw rhe world 
with fresh eyes, and could write about it in an unaffected way, and that we 
ought to be able to recover that vision. This idea which derives from Blake, 
Rousseau, and Wordsworth (among others) is obviously attractive and does 
not seem to me entirely false. It is attested by the aesthetic quality of young 

children's drawings. 
In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (Pirsig, 1974) the protagonist 

Phaedrus, a teacher of rhetoric, encounters one of his students who wanes to 
write a five-hundred-word essay about the United States. This is never even 
attempted. Success only comes when the topic is finally restricted : "Narrow 
ir down to the front of one building on the main srreet ... rhe Opera House. 
Starr with the upper left-hand brick." The result is a five-thousand-word 
essay. This release from a block is attributed to a fresh found ability to look 
and see rather t han co repeat what she had already heard so many times 
before. As a result of trying out further exercizes, Phaedrus concludes that 
the compulsion co imitate (absent in young children) has to be broken down 
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before real rhecoric teaching could start The reco f · · h ' d . . . . very o voiCe JS ac teve 
throug~ detatled_ descnpnve writing. The analysis seems to me basically 
correct. conform tty to a stereotyped objective standard has a stultifying 
effect_ on the writing of most students. The value of the exercize however 
remams unclear. Th~ cr!tical question is whether such writing ;auld hel~ 
the 1nd1v1_dual to wnte 10 other ways, especially in more abstract or general 
ter~s whtch d~ n~t dep~nd o_n observation. At any rate, Nancy Kuriloff, a 
wnnng therapist 1n Cal1forma, w~o s_pecializes in the treatment of writing 
block, seems to have developed a s1mdar technique: "Write about stone 
.. · · Don:.t sr~p . Don't correct. If you gee stuck, write about how it feels to 
~et stuck. (~tme:· 141~/1980). She has a profound but simple point: rhe 
1mportan~ r~10? ~n .. wrmng is to ~eep going. The superior wisdom of 
everyman s Cnt1c (as she calls a ) muse be denied . 

2.3 Discovery 
In 1970 the editor of PhyJics Bu/Leti11 invited me to write an article on 
writing _s~ientific pap~rs, perhaps expecting some useful hints and rules of 
composition put ~ver 1n an encouraging manner. He received an hypothesis 
abour.the generanve power of writing, and I received six requests for 
?ff-pnnts. (Wason, 1?70). My technique, described in char paper, consists 
10th~ se_nal_alternatwn of two distinct modes of writing : (a) an uncritical 
extenonza~wn of thought , and (b) a critical re-writing of the exteriorized 
mass. H ardey (1980) claims that this technique is idiosyncratic and I am 
delighted to hear that I escape the charge of redundancy. My ar~ument is 
that when these two modes are allowed to interact (successively between 
drafts, not concurre~dy within drafts) they facilitate, clarify, and enlarge 
thought. Happy wrmng becomes an important source of discovery. Let me 
repeat myself and say just a litd e about these two modes. 

Exter!orization ~ay s~em inimical to intellectuals because it implies rhe 
productiOn o~ an object m a free-associative manner, akin co Freud's primary 
proc~ss. Particularly repugnant , one would think, is the toleration of the 
rubb1sh often produc~d by this mode. So much incoherent, hackneyed, and 
altogether bad matenal may tempt the writer to correct as he goes along, 
?r s~a~t.afresh. Such a bow towards Kuriloffs "Critic" tends to induce 
mh1bmon because rh~ mode of trying co say something cogencly interferes 
wa _h the mode of find10g out what co say at all. This would be rhe point ar 
wh1ch the pen is laid down on the desk. 

The more considered mode which attacks and moulds the exteriorized 
object in a critical way would also appear alien to many individuals. 
Personally, I find it congenial to see what I think and then analyse what 
I say. However, M~rray kl-~78) in a perceptive essay claims it P.Ossesses 
a vaguely clan~~stme quality. H e argues that rhe discovery of~ning 
through re-wn_nng from the "zero draft" has nor been studied because it has 
nor b~en expen enced (or admitted) by writers in rhe less imaginative forms 
of wnt10g, an~ becaus~ iris nor considered academically respectable. Two 
pr?fessors of h1s acquat~rance. iml:'lied that they were ashamed of writing in 
thts way, and dtd not dtscuss It w1th their students. My own experience 
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confirms that many individuals simply do not kn~w what it me~ns to 
re-write anything in a different way. One of my fn~nds even cla1ms that her 
successive drafts get worse instead of better. There~~'. to a la~ge number of 
people, something odd about the very ~dea_ of re-wnnng. Is It ~hat 
unconsciously re-writing is like prevancatiOn m speech? Or 1s 1t connected 
with the idea that self-expression implies a self whjch is somehow sacrosanct 
and inviolable? 

The thesis that discovery (or invention) is a function of writing, and 
especially of re-writing, is more fami liar to rhetoricians (e.g., Young, 1978) 
t han to experimental psychologists. Techniques of writing need to be_ . 
developed in the psychological laboratory which might enable the md1v1dual 
to be liberated from that tunnel vision which forces only a narrow pomt of 
view, and hence precludes discovery. Our experience suggest that some 
school children are highly receptive to novel techniques in composition 
(Wason and Williams, 1978). The Whorfian hypothesis (that language 
moulds thought) does seem to have stronger claims in writing than in 
speech. This, of course, is an optimistic declaration which_befits 
publication in an American journal. Actually, I am sanguine t~at the . 
undoubted fruits of writing can be captured in an experimental mvesttgatlon. 
The counter-argument is that the control entai led by an experiment is 
incompatible with the conditions for happy writing. 

2.4 Therapy 
Committed writing may be (in computer terms) a unique way to empty the 
store so that more space is made available for new ideas. It follows that what 
is written is not necessarily of value to anyone else. The writing of angry 
memos, without sending them, is proverbially supposed to have a cathartic 
effect on the emotions of frus t rated managers. Similarly, the headaches 
caused by intellectual confusion might be alleviated by putting them down 
on paper. I owe this interesting hypothesis to a conversation with Ivor 
Stilitz, and recently observed a concrete instance of the effect which was 
more compelling than any experimental result. 

June 10, 1980. Jan Smedslund from Oslo discusses with me some 
problems of rationalit y and the extent to which _this i_s an empirical _issue. I 
am not conscious that I can help much beyond l1stenmg sympathetically. 
He is blocked in rus thinking about the problem, and tells me that this is 
stopping him from writing. I suggest (of course) that it might help to write. 

The next day he telephones to say that immediately after leaving me he 
wrote for two hours without interruption and covered four pages. "What 
came out was totally unexpected, and this really surprised me. "It was also 
wrong, but it apparently clarified the topic, and enabled the writer to locate 
the source of the block in his thinking. Thus a conceptual difficulty had 
been illuminated, not by thought or discussion, but by emptying the store 
of defic ient material. 

I was blocked before writing this essay, and indeed, I could not decide 
whether to write it at all. This indecision is unusual for me because I generally 
find writing can be relied upon to put myself into a good mood. Moreover, I 
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set myself fi rm deadlines which I invariably meet ahead of time. On holiday 
I realized I was not taking my own medicine, so I wrote down a kind of 
scenario which, like Smedslund 's piece, was also unplanned (see appendix). 
On reflection, it represented a statement to myself of how I stood at the 
moment of writing, but the effect was to make me feel less alienated from 
my own thoughts and feelings. I experienced a disproportionate exaltation 
after having written something objectively trivial . And in a couple of days I 
was at last able co begin a first draft without roo much trouble. It was as if 
this writing of a scenario had to be done before more serious work could start. 

Let me cite one more example, a more serious one, of writing which may 
achieve a similar purpose. In 1979 Virginia Valian sent me some essays in 
explorarory self-analysis written in a particularly fluent and natural style. 
Many of the topics clustered round the problems of being a woman in a 
predominantly male academic world. For instance, the attitude cowards 
difficulties in cooking and in academic work are compared. The overall 
impression to me was that such writing was an attempt co render an 
individual life more meaningful and coherent. What interested me, 
however, was that the author possessed an unusual need co write, for just 
these purposes, and I pointed this out to her. She confessed that, before 
reading my letter, th is idea would have seemed incredible because of the 
pain she experienced in writing, but now its truth seemed obvious. Indeed, 
the essays are being cast in the form of a book, A Life's Work. 

These tleree examples, Jan Smedslund's, my own, and Virginia Val ian's, 
illustrate the therapeutic power of committed (and yet perhaps involuntary) 
writing. It is evident that such writing may empty the score, or, at a higher 
level, impose a pattern on daily experience. And perhaps for some people 
this kind of writing is necessary (even though it may not be recognized as 
such) in order to get on with the main business of living. My constant 
attempts co cajole fr iends and colleagues into writing may have some 
rational justification. 

3.0 CONCLUSION 
Beneath the surface of this essay there is the continuous awareness of the 
sorrow and difficulty which so many people experience in writing. It has 
been written in the faith that this apparent difficulty is not resolved by 
exhortation or by precept, but that it can be overcome if only such people 
were co free themselves from t he tutelage to stereotyped models co which 
they assume (consciously or unconsciously) that they should conform. 
Through the process of writing and re-writing a committed voice can be 
recovered in which such individuals are allowed to find out what they think, 
say what they think, an'ibthen srop. To them this essay is dedicated. 

" 
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APPENDIX 

A scenario: the setting of a scene:] ttly 17 • 1980 . . 
1 Let me set the scene . I am w ri t ing th is in ou r Su ffolk ~ottage. I t ~~ a t ypiCa 

summer day - cold , damp, and overcast. This _m ornmg I mowe ~n 
incredible amount of grass , and then had a n ap m t he_ aftern~on . Mmg ai n 

d c S dbury market to announce tha t she IS starn ng a camp g 
returne rrom u · . · d · d d 
fo r the m ore humane treatment of pigs. I think this IS a splen I cause, an 

we talk ab out it . After a bit I contin ue to stare out of t_he w mdow . Twof 
c rammed note-books and four fi les lie on my desk g iv ing the Ill usiOn o 
industry and scholarsh ip. Away from it a ll , as they sar no studen ts ,[, no 

committees, no tedious b us journeys to Co llege, t ? e Ideal Sltuan_on o r 

d . k Perhaps We have a n ice vegetanan m eal. I wnte down a p ro ucnve wor . · · 1 · 
cou le of sentences , and t hen stomp about my study. I walk m to t 1e mam 
roo~ only to be confronted by M r. R eagan a t the R epublican Conven u o n. 

Even this does not d epress me; I cannot get o n b ut I am totally preoccu p ied . 
I write d own a few m o re sentences , stoke u p the bo ile r, an d _chen dec ide to 

bed But a torrent o f thou g h ts assails me as soon as I h1t the pdlow. A 
go tO · f · · bl k N t 
fam ilia r s itua t ion, I can hear you say ing: a case o w riting . oc · 0 d 
familia r to me. W ell, instead of making su ch a fuss abou t 1t: you sho~l 
write tha t other p aper - you know, t he o ne abou t p ragm_an cs- which 
will robably g o much b etter. You haven ' t wri tte_n anythm~ fo r at least four 

ph k ow (At t his point the scenan o turned m co a dmlogu e m ont s, you n · · · · 
with m yself. ) 

Shop H ill Cottag e , Alphecon, Suffolk. 

"The impulse of the pen. 
Left alone, thought goes as it will. 

As it follows the pen, it loses its freedom . 
It wants to go one way, 
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the pen another. 
It is like a blind man 

led astray by his cane, and what I 
come to write 

is no longer what I wished to write." 

Visible Language X IV 4 1980 

Jules Renard 
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