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I guess my writing isn’t perfect yet, but at least I've gotten rid
of some of the adjectives and long sentences, put in some con-
crete details and paragraph unity.” This makes everybody
feel much better. The trouble is your writing may actually be
no better. In a sense worse. True, it’s closer to someone’s
model of good writing, but very likely it is no better at actu-
ally putting things inside real readers. Besides, these “im-
provements” probably stop when the course is over.? The real
process by which you generate words is probably unchanged.
Writing is probably harder, more painful and more confusing
because you’re now trying to do certain new things yet your
word-production process is unchanged. It’s no accident that
many people stop writing when they start being taught how to
write better.

It takes a long time for the organism to learn new ways of
generating words—better ways to make words actually get
through to other people. You must be ready for long dry
spells, setbacks, and spurts forward when you least expect
them. (See the next chapter for a fuller treatment of the learn-
ing process.) But remember what you often get from a teacher.
He spurs and encourages you: “Don’t give up; I know you
are discouraged, but keep it up, things are going fine.” He is
someone to trust. And in some learning situations he can
force you to keep going. Learn here to get this support and
encouragement—coercion if needs be—from yourself and from
the others. It’s harder, but when you do it, there is great ex-
citement because you have tapped a new energy source that
is extremely powerful and effective.

And while you are working at it, learn to have fun. Enjoy

3. This is one of the findings in Themes, Theories, and Therapy, the Report of
the Dartmouth Study of Student Writing, Albert Kitzhaber, McGraw Hill,

1963.
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getting to know the others well. Trying to see through their
eyes is a good way. Enjoy, almost as a game, the feedback
process. Think of the class as a group of amateur musicians
who get together once a week to play for each other’s
enjoyment.

A different style of interaction

This class asks you to function with others in a way you are
probably not used to. Unless you can change a few crucial
gears, the class will fold. I've seen it happen in a number of
experimental teacherless classes I've monitored. I can specify
better now what those gears are that you need to change.

In a sense it is simply a matrer of not arguing. You can
argue someone out of an incorrect intellectual position (some-
times). But you can’t argue someone out of an incorrect per-
ception or experience. He only discards one when he already
has another to replace it with. And the new one must be one
he is already having and bélieving, not one being rammed
down his throat by someone else. In short, if you want to im-
prove someone’s perception or experience, you can’t do it by
arguing. The best you can do is to persuade him to share
yours. The only way to do this, almost invariably, is to go
over and share his.

But there’s something more central to focus on than argu-
ing. It is the cause of arguing: the impulse to settle things, de-
cide things. When we are in any class or meeting we tend to
feel that the goal is to achieve agreement. We habitually feel
frustrated if we have a discussion with great difference of
opinion but no final agreement.

The teacherless class asks you to break out of this habit. It
brings out the maximum differences but it asks you not to
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fight things out or try to settle on the truth. Only by inhib-
iting the compulsive urge to settle things can you bring out
the maximum differences. The striking thing about most
classes, meetings, and discussions—especially in comparison to
a functioning teacherless class—is that there is usually such a
poverty of difference, a poverty of disagreement. Who wants
to ruffle things up when it is all for the purpose of having
things smoothed down again in exactly fifty minutes? Who
wants to play thesis or antithesis to someone’s planned syn-
thesis? And even when there is a heated fight, it is usually a
fight between two polarized, narrow possibilities. A whole
host of interesting points of view have never been raised be-
cause there is such an atmosphere of needing to settle things.
It’s only by tolerating a lot of ambiguity for a long time, by
living with a lot of contradiction, and inhibiting the need to
settle things too soon that you can get your hands on a decent
array of data.

So keep two danger signals in mind: the two directions a
class is apt to slide in when too many people can’t handle
their urge always to settle things.

1. People persist in arguing. They get mad and waste a lot
of time trying to decide what is true. Or else they force
themselves to stop overt arguments, but you can feel them
still doing it underground. In their heads they’re saying,
“How can that idiot be so wrong, so blind? What’s the
matter with him? How come he doesn’t admit he’s wrong
and agree with what I said? He’s so stupid!” Such under-
ground fuming is exhausting and wastes all available en-
ergy and the class breaks down.

2. Or else people don’t argue. But stopping argument feels to
them like a huge giving-in, capitulation. The wind has
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been taken out of their sails. It feels to them like a merely
random, utterly relaxed, gutless activity: “Well, if we're
not going to argue things out. if anyone can get away with
saying anything he wants, if no one is going to stop people
from shooting off their mouths with utter nonsense, then
I'll just say what I want, the rest can say what they want.
Who the hell cares.” Because normal paths for energy are
closed off, they withdraw all energy. The class is merely
slack, relaxed, boring, unfocussed. It dies.

So the main thing I have finally been able to center on is
the peculiar quality of energy and attention this class asks for.
It’s a great effort. But instead of being directed towards argu-
ing and settling—toward closure--energy must be expended in
the opposite direction of keeping oneself open, listening, try-
ing to have other people’s experiences—in a sense trying to
agree with everyone at once. What it feels like, when it goes
well, is a sense of attention, of tautness, of great energy in-
vested into one’s perceiving and experiencing muscles—all the
while keeping the mind from making its instinctive clench.

Bravery

What I hear loudest in the tape of a good teacherless class is
bravery. Willingness to risk. The teacherless class makes peo-
ple nervous. They are on their own. There is no one there
who has been there before to tell them when they are doing
things right, to reassure them. It’s almost as though I can hear
someone saying to himself, “Well, it’s no use waiting for
someone else to do it for us. There’s no one special to lead the
way. I guess someone has to start. I'll give it a try.” And he
takes the risk of really sharing his perception and experience.
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It is a kind of ice-breaking operation that makes it possible
for the others to follow. They discover that nothing terrible
happens to the first person. When a class can’t get itself going,
what I feel is everyone hanging back, waiting for someone
else.

This ice-breaking is not once-and-for-all. People don’t
plunge immediately into utter honesty. A successful class
seems characterized by a series of small breakthroughs over a
long time. By many increments. they work up to sharing
fuller and fuller reactions to the words.

If you want to insure that a class gets going, try to find
brave people to be in it: people who are willing to say what
they see and feel, and not worry so much about how others
will view it. Young children are useful members of a class.

Responsibility

In most regular classes you feel a responsibility toward the
teacher, not toward the other members of the class. When you
are wavering between going or not going, think how often
the inner debate is in terms of “what will the teacher say or
think if I don’t come.” All too often it is only the thought of
the teacher that gets us to come to class.

With this background, it is hard to learn responsibility to
peers. This is why I emphasize the commitment for ten weeks.
It takes that long for most people to transfer their responsi-
bility from a teacher to themselves and their peers—to feel
and communicate that their learning depends on each other.

When a class works, you can feel people sticking up for
themselves; making genuine demands and expectations of
others that their time not be wasted, that they learn some-
thing. When a class fails, you can feel people failing to take



114 WRITING WITHOUT TEACHERS

responsibility for themselves. Saying, in effect, “What can 1
do; I'm helpless; my only choice is to quit.”

Although you cannot entirely change the world or trans-
form people at a stroke, this class makes it perfectly obvious
that you can change instantaneously the way eight or ten peo-
ple act toward you for a couple of hours a week. If a person
has a tendency to talk too much or be bossy, you cannot re-
verse his personality. But in this class you can stop him from
cheating you with his talking and bossiness for a couple of
hours a week. You have only to want it and stick up for your-
self by insisting on it politely but firmly. The threatening
thing about this class is that it faces people with the fact that
they are not so helpless as they prefer to think. The idea that
classes must always have teachers reinforces helplessness.

How to destroy the class secretly

Here’s the most common way this sort of class breaks down.
Everyone is a bit nervous and even frightened because it’s
such a strange and unsettling enterprise. It’s almost inevi-
table. In this situation, what’s most soothing is to find some-
one who likes to talk: someone who likes to ramble on with
personal anecdotes, someone who likes to make speeches, or
someone who is nervous when there’s a silence and just drones
on to fill it up. From here it’s easy. You just let him go. En-
courage him, but not openly. Just let opportunities occur.
And most of all, refrain from stopping him from boring you.
Pretend you are extremely polite.

Everyone starts saying to himself, “Boy, what a drag this
class is! That person just talks and talks. He’s ruining it. I
can’t stand it much longer.” This feeling gets in the air and
then a couple of people sort of drop out. That is, they don’t
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quite drop out so that you could ask them about it; it’s just
that important things somehow start coming up to conflict
with class meetings. Then everyone can start saying, “‘Boy this
class is discouraging! It feels like it’s falling apart. Everyone
is down. I'm really discouraged. By the way, I just remem-
bered, I've got an important meeting I've got to go to when
the class next meets.”

Finally the class breaks up. Maybe you’'ve already dropped
out or maybe you're there at the end supposedly feeling bad
and supposedly wondering why other people can’t stick with
something. And you can blame it all conveniently on the poor
sucker you got to cooperate with you by being a bore when
you invited him to. You couldn’t stand letting others enjoy
what was too scary for you so you helped destroy it—but se-
cretly. Everyone blames him. He even blames himself. No one
blames you.

The moral of the process is that you must take responsibil-
ity for what happens in class: if you don’t really try to stop it,
you must want it to happen.

Diversity

A functioning class exploits the differences between individ-
uals to pry open more diversity within individuals. When
everyone tries to have everyone else’s perception and experi-
ence, richness is continually plowed back into the group.
There is a constantly growing potential for diversity of
experience.

But it is not foolproof. I'm sad to say I've seen one teacher-
less class drift in the opposite direction: toward a sense of
conformity, group ideology. Watch out for any drift toward
unspoken ideas that certain kinds of feeling or writing are
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more acceptable than others: for example, that simplicity is
good and complexity is bad; that strong feelings are good and
lack of strong feelings is bad; or that seriousness is good, fri-
volity is bad. It’s simply wrong. It’s a result of insecurity or
fear. The whole usefulness of a group is to reinforce the only
trustworthy theory about writing: anything is possible. It’s
what e. e. cummings meant by the old vaudeville line,
“Would you hit a lady with a baby?”” “If I had to, I'd hit her
with a baseball bat!”” In writing, anything can work and any-
thing is right if you make it work.



5

Thoughts on the Teacherless
Writing Class

THE main idea behind the teacherless writing class is that you
can’t trust theory, you can only trust facts. The only trouble is
that you can’t get away from theory. Facts are always dirty
with some theory: no one can “see a fact” or “say what really
happened” without using an implicit model or theory. On
top of everything else, I love theories and models so much
that I wouldn’t leave them out if I could.

As I tried to write about the teacherless writing class, I was
constantly derailed by digressions into theory-making and
model-building. I finally realized I should collect it all here.

HOW I CAME TO THIS APPROACH

The main thing has been my experience as a teacher trying
to comment on student papers. During my first years as a
teacher, my head would swim and I'd become completely
baffled as I tried to think of useful things to say about student
papers. But after a number of years this changed. Slowly I de-
veloped a more or less firm and communicable idea of what
I was looking for: clear, not-too-wordy sentences; paragraphs
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each organized around a clear, discrete point; a shaped or log-
ical structure to the whole thing; and adequacy of argument
and documentation. These srandards could probably be
called the main academic line in rhetorical taste: clean writ-
ing—writing that tries to call more attention to its message
than to itself.

At last I knew what I was doing when I graded and com-
mented on papers. No longer the nightmare of groping in the
dark. I knew what a good paper was. I felt justified in using
these standards because they weren’t too narrow or idiosyn-
cratic. I felt I could specify where a paper fell down and what
changes the writer should make. As long as my unspoken
premises held together it seemed to me I was a competent and
useful commenter.

But my premises didn’t hold together. After some years it
began to happen that I would find myself in the middle of
writing a comment and begin to wonder whether it could
really be trusted, whether it was really useful. Perhaps I was
telling someone about his flowery and wordy diction. His dic-
tion was indeed wordy and could be called flowery. But I be-
gan to wonder if this was why I was complaining about it. I
sometimes found myself suspecting it was something else I
couldn’t put my finger on that bothered me but floweriness
was more available. If T were in a different mood or the paper
were in a different place in the stack, perhaps I wouldn’t have
made the comment I did.

Or sometimes the floweriness did seem to be the culprit
but in a peculiar way: he was having such fun writing it and
any reader who was in the right frame of mind could also have
fun reading it. But I, in my writing, can’t have fun with this
kind of diction, and in my reading I don’t seem to be able to
have fun with it; and so it makes me mad.
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Or perhaps I was pointing out the flaws in someone’s or-
ganization or argument. But something made me realize I was
really looking for something the matter. I could probably find
other papers with similar structure I didn’t complain of. I
could even imagine being very sympathetic and persuaded by
just such an argument—could find just such an organization
clear—if other circumstances had been different. These things
could be called flaws, yet the more I thought about it, the
more it seemed that these professional, objective matters of
diction, paragraphing, organization, and argument weren’t
what determined how I responded to the paper.

But if I tried to say how and why I actually did respond,
I was immediately out of bounds: it was all mixed up with
my mood and my personal quirks or taste and my tempera-
ment. It wouldn’t seem fair either. I would clearly like some
papers that seemed to me worse than others, and hate some
that seemed really quite good.

My frustration grew and I finally said what the hell. If
there is something fishy in my attempt to be fair and objec-
tive, how about trying to be as subjective as I can. So then I
became intrigued with trying to be good at being subjective:
actually trying to give a full and accurate report of what went
on in me as a result of reading the words on the paper: no
matter how little I understood why I was having these
thoughts and feelings and even if they seemed nutty.

I found this was no easier than trying to be objective. All
my habits worked against me. Sometimes I didn’t know what
my reactions were. And often I felt odd and vulnerable try-
ing to tell reactions when I didn't understand why I was
having them. No doubt I often missed the real truth about
my reactions. But the new struggle seemed better. I felt it
made the whole transaction between writer and reader much
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more genuine. I felt it helped the student’s writing a bit
more. It was much more fun. And it seemed to increase my
powers of perception: simply to start writing a comment of
this sort often led me to notice something about the paper
that was very interesting—and helpful to the student—but
something I never would have noticed if I had stuck with
trying to be fair, professional, and objective.

In other words, when my teaching began, I had an experi-
ence of the student’s paper, but I had no idea what to tell the
student. But then I gradually moved farther away from my
experience of the paper: instead of noticing my reactions, I
noticed where the writing fit my model of good writing and
praised those parts, and noticed where it departed from my
model of good writing and criticized those parts, and told the
student how to make improvements. I could afford to ignore
my experience and reactions because at last I had a workable
model. And it was a great relief—not just because I finally felt
I had something useful to say, but because it’s too exhausting
to experience and react to a stack of 20, 40, or 6o papers. To
bring to bear the whole organism and all its reactors is too
much. To bring a good model to bear is much easier, much
more sanity-conserving. When I got good at it, I found I
could often short-circuit the experiencing process altogether:
simply notice diction, paragraphing, organization, and argu-
ment, and not experience the paper at all. And still apply the
model well.

I would also use the model with respect to “content”—not
just form or style. When there are a lot of papers, it’s hard
actually to experience each person’s whole argument. It's
easier simply to hold it up against one’s own model of what
the argument should be. That’s why so much essay grading
and commenting is a process whereby the teacher “checks oft”
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the “points” a student makes against a kind of inner master
list. In short, there is a terrific pressure for the English
teacher to minimize his experience of a set of words and maxi-
mize his construction of a model (perhaps implicit) in order
to check off a piece of writing against it. And so, bit by bit,
one has less and less experience of a set of words that one
could transmit to a student.

When 1 finally embarked on trying to transmit my experi-
ence of his words, it didn’t take me long to realize that it
would be better if the student could get the experience of
more than one reader. He would get a wider range of reac-
tions to offset the onesidedness of a single reaction. And so I
began to try to get the whole class to give reactions in this
way.

Another experience confirmed this approach for me. Dur-
ing this period I participated in a couple of encounter groups
and joined a therapy group conducted by a psychoanalyst. In
these settings I often learned other people’s reactions to some-
thing I said and suddenly realized that I had just learned
more about that piece of speech than I usually was able to
learn about words I had written on paper. This feedback con-
sisted of people telling what the words had made happen in
them.

HUH?

I've often had a kind of surreal, underwater vision of social
reality. It usually seemed as though this was a purely private
and aberrant experience. But now the teacherless class rein-
forces it.

Everyone walks around mostly out of communication with
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everyone else. Someone has turned off the sound, cut the
wires. It’s all fog and silence. If we really said what we were
feeling in many situations, it would be, “Did you say some-
thing? I thought maybe I saw your mouth moving, but I
wasn’t sure. I guess you did look sort of worked up.”

We don’t admit this Faulknerian vision. We pretend we
heard and understood words when we only saw the other per-
son’s mouth-move. In fact I think that the fear of honest feed-
back is not so much a fear that the other person will think us
wrong, childish, evil, or stupid. Those are easy to take in com-
parison with our worst fear: that our words were not heard at
all; or that they were perceived as merely random, meaning-
less babble; that the only honest feedback an audience could
give would be to stare at us uncomprehendingly, mouth
slightly open, and say, “Huh?”

It’s usually only adolescents and people in emotional crises
who go around saying, “No one understands me! No one
understands what I am trying to say!” For it is they who most
need to send complex messages about the way they feel and
the way they perceive the world, and to have these messages
understood. Most of the rest of us discover that only simple,
trivial messages get through and so we give up sending com-
plicated ones. Pass the salt. What’s playing at the movies?
Where are you going tomorrow? We no longer try to describe
important things like what life is like and how we live and
what we need. That’s why it is so magical when you have a
friend who actually understands much of what you are trying
to say. It makes you want to say things you never thought you
had in you.

I see all this in the classes now. At first people try to be po-
lite and nice. They try to think they hear and understand
messages. But before long a couple of brave souls finally say
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it. “Huh?” Here’s this long piece of language: probably care-
fully and painfully written. They see mouths moving and
hear noises, but really they can’t understand a thing.

This is frustrating for the writer, but it is also a relief. At
last what he suspected all along is out on the table. Finally,
there is no longer this pretence that communication is going
on. Finally one can get down to business and notice the stray
phrase or passage that actually does get through. There is no
hope of separating real communication from static when peo-
ple pretend that the whole thing is communication.

When noncommunication is more out in the open, good
communication can begin. People eventually start to hear
each other very well. This explains something about these
classes that had perplexed and even perturbed me. When I
set up a writing class or invited people to join one, I often
put a big emphasis on pragmatic writing—committee reports,
letters, writings for a job, writing essays for some other class:
trying to make words do a real-live job where you can tell in
a concrete way whether they have done the job you wanted.
I'm not a “creative writing” person and I've always felt inse-
cure about it. But I've found that many people who start a
course with a desire to work on pragmatic kinds of writing, as
I had encouraged them to do, begin after a while to ignore
these goals and move toward more personal, imaginative, or
creative writing. Now I think I know why. When people not
only begin to improve their writing ability but also find
themselves in a group where their words are heard and under-
stood better than they usually are, they discover messages they
want to send which they had forgotten were on their minds.
They want to say things that are complex and difficult to ex-
press which they had previously learned to ignore because it
had always been impossible to get them heard.
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WHY THE TEACHERLESS CLASS
HELPS MAKE WRITING EASIER

Most people can learn to write much more easily. This does
not solve all their problems. Perhaps they still write badly.
But now they write. Now they get pleasure from writing.
They write more and this too helps their writing. And they
can direct more energy into trying to write well instead of
needing it all—and then some—simply to get words down.

There are two conditions that help you produce words
easily. These two conditions are usually absent when you
write but the teacherless class helps to produce them.

The first condition is to know how people are reacting to
your words. Usually you know this when you are having a
conversation with someone, and so you don’t find it hard to
speak meaningfully and fluently. Before you go on to the sec-
ond thing you have to say, you get a feel for how your listener
reacted to the first thing. You can tell not only from what he
says but from how he says it—little physical movements and
postures—whether he is understanding you, whether he agrees
with you at all, or whether he is beginning to think you are
crazy.

Think of peculiar speaking situations in which you don’t
know how a listener is reacting to your words. It is much
harder to produce meaningful speech. There is a bit of this
problem when you are talking to an absolute stranger. He is
hard to “read.” He might have very different responses from
those you are used to. When you get no clues, speaking is es-
pecially difficult. Perhaps the person is paralyzed, or he is
from such a foreign culture that you can’t read him at all, or
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he is a social scientist conducting an experiment in withhold-
ing feedback, or perhaps he is just a psychiatrist. Sometimes
you actually talk more during the first moments of such a
situation: the silence is so embarrassing that you babble a bit.
But usually words soon dry up.

In writing, however, this 1s the normal condition. No
wonder it is agony. As you are writing you get no clues as to
how readers will react. You have to write the whole thing out,
keep going till the end, even though you have no idea whether
the reader is lost or thinks you are crazy at the end of the first
paragraph. Not only that, you don’t even know who will read
it. Once your words are on paper, they can be easily trans-
ported before the eyes of anyone—no matter how you feel
about him, no matter how little he knows or understands you.
(Notice how often people use metaphors of nakedness to de-
scribe what it feels like when they write.) In writing, there is
only one way to be sure who will read it: rip it up and throw
it in the wastebasket. No wonder that’s what usually happens.

The teacherless class comes as close as possible to taking you
out of the dark about how your words are experienced, and
thus making it easier to produce meaningful words on paper.

There’s another condition that makes it easy to produce
language: not worrying how the audience experiences your
words.

There are times when you simply have to speak out. The
chips are down. Damn the torpedoes. It’s the only way to
maintain your very integrity or self-respect. In such situa-
tions, once you have started, you are usually surprised how
fluent (and powerful) your words are.

Most people, no matter how hard it is ordinarily for them
to write, have had one or two experiences of this sort when
writing came easily. Perhaps it was an important personal
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letter in which you finally had to say how you felt no matter
what the consequences. Perhaps it was a written test where
desperation and not-caring added up right, so you could say,
“Well, what the hell.” Perhaps it was a paper that was so late
you finally had to stop worrying about how it would be per-
ceived. This is why so many people can only write something
when it is overdue. Sometimes only desperation is powerful
enough to make you stop worrying about how your words will
be received.

The teacherless class will also help you reach this blessed
state of not worrying, if you stick with it for a while. At first
the class makes you depend on all this feedback you are get-
ting: you wonder how you wrote anything before without it.
But after a while you don’t care about it so much. After a
while you get enough reactions from enough people that fi-
nally you begin to develop a trustworthy sense of the effects
of your words. You have learned the feel of real readers. For
another thing, the class helps you worry less about whether
people like what you wrote. You notice that in most cases it
is impossible to please everyone. People’s reactions are too
different. There’s no piece of writing in the world that would
please everyone in the class. You eventually learn that it’s not
even very useful to learn someone’s judgment of your words
compared to learning his perceptions and experiences of
them. So instead of letting the standards of the readers call
the shots for you, gradually you come to make your own de-
cisions as to what is good and bad, and use the responses of
others to help you fulfill your own goals, not their goals. You
are interested in their responses and you learn from them, but
you no longer worry about them. This nonworrying frees
your writing.
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WHY THE TEACHERLESS CLASS
HELPS MAKE WRITING BETTER

Probably the most helpful thing about the class is that you
get many readings of your words, not just one. But if these
readers don’t know any more about writing than you do, how
do they help you? They help you by being, in one sense worse
readers, but in another sense better readers, than a regular
teacher.

A teacher is usually too good a reader in the following ways.
He usually reads and writes better than you do and knows
more about the subject you are writing about. You are prob-
ably writing the thing because he asked you to, and, if it’s an
essay, he may well have picked a topic that he knows a lot
about. If writing is an exercise in getting things into readers
and not just onto paper, then usually it is too easy to get
everything into the teacher’s head. Yet at the same time too
hard to get anything in. What I mean is that though he can
usually understand everything you are trying to say (perhaps
even better than you understand it); nevertheless he isn’t
really listening to you. He usually isn’t in a position where he
can be genuinely affected by your words. He doesn’t expect
your words actually to make a dent on him. He doesn’t treat
your words like real reading. He has to read them as an exer-
cise. He can’t hold himself ready to be affected unless he has
an extremely rare, powerful openness.

So one of the genuinely valuable aspects of the reading you
get from the teacherless class is that in a sense it is inferior: it
will have “mistakes,” the readers will miss some meanings
that a teacher would get. The most obvious example is that

’
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these readers give you better evidence of what is unclear in
your writing. They're not just telling you the places where
they think your writing is awkward because it doesn’t con-
form to their idea of what good writing is. They are people
telling you where you actually confused them. A diverse
group of readers constitutes an ideal array of “‘channels” for
“sending your message across.” You find out where there is
too much static or where the message is too weak. Sometimes
someone who knows very little about the subject is most use-
ful here.

I have often seen the following process. Someone writes
something about a field he is expert in. He gets other experts
to read it. They understand it fine, at least they have no ques-
tions and seem to display no problems in understanding it. But
they don’t like it very well, they are rather unpersuaded by it,
or somehow the writing doesn’t affect them as the writer
thinks it should. He senses an importance in what he wrote
and they just don’t seem to get it. But someone who doesn’t
understand the matter at all shows the writer where the prob-
lem is: places where the idea is there, yes, and the expert read-
ers felt they were understanding it, but really they weren’t
hearing it as the writer intended it, weren’t seeing it as the
writer was seeing it. They just read right through and said,
“uh huh, yes, I see,” but if they had really seen it as the writer
saw it, they would have been forcibly struck.

Though the members of a teacherless class read, in a sense,
worse than a teacher, they also read better. They see your
writing every week. They hear you read things out loud.
They hear you react to other people’s writing. They can
listen fully to your words—just listen and attend to their re-
actions—because they don’t have to try to evaluate or give a
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grade. They get to know your language, your way of handling
words, so they can hear ideas, feelings, and nuances that are
only partially encoded in the words. They hear the message
behind the fog.

But how will it help you write better if they tell you that
a message got across when “in the real world” it wouldn’t
have gotten across? I remember the evening when I first wres-
tled with this question. I was teaching an evening adult edu-
cation class. I thought of my method as “hard nosed,”
“tough,” “realistic.” I was comifortable and in fact pleased
with how useful it 1s for readers to be, as it were, meaner than
a teacher would be to a piece of writing. But on this particu-
lar evening, three or four weeks into the course, the class was
nicer than I would have been. There was a poem. People read
it on paper. Everyone was left pretty cold. It clearly didn’t
work. But then someone asked the woman to read it out loud.
Still nothing much. But the same reader asked her to read it
once more—perhaps out of embarrassment at having nothing
to say about the poem. And now people began to respond to
it, hear things in it, finally be touched by it. It seemed to me
these people weren’t being hardnosed enough. I was sure it
wasn’t a very good poem, and reading it out loud didn’t make
it any better. They weren't supposed to like it like this. Here
I thought I had a good empirical, real-world laboratory when
now it looked as though perhaps I just had a too-easy, self-
indulgent hot-house that will let people be too nice to each
other.

I was very bothered but I stiil thought the class helped peo-
ple, so I kept trying to figure out why. I came to a way of
understanding the feedback process that I wouldn’t otherwise
have thought of.

This woman had written a poem—not a very good poem as
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far as I could tell—but on that evening she had the main ex-
perience that makes people write more poems: her words got
through to the readers. She sent words out into the darkness
and heard someone shout back. This made her want to do it
again, and this is probably the most powerful thing that
makes people improve their writing. (It’s not that the mem-
bers of the class were “trying to say something nice.” They
were actually getting an important meaning or experience
from the words. There is one sort of good teacher who always
seems to have something good to say about a student’s writ-
ing. If you try to emulate this teacher’s “technique” and al-
ways say something nice, it sounds false and doesn’t seem to
work. His “technique” didn’t consist of saying nice things but
rather of being such a good reader that he actually heard in
the words much of what the writer put in.)

You could describe the previous situation with the poem
by saying that the woman’s “message’” was all right (surely
there’s no thought or feeling which wouldn’t make a good
poem if transmitted in the right language); but there was too
much fog or static—she didn’t have the right words; yet in the
end this audience finally got through the static to the message
itself and liked the poem.

But there’s something wrong with describing the situation
this way. In the last analysis there is no such thing as static.
Human behavior, especially verbal behavior, is never ran-
dom. We could only speak of static in a piece of writing if the
writer had St. Vitus’s Dance and kept hitting random keys of
the typewriter, or splashed ink randomly across the page. Any
other weakness or mistake must be thought of as understand-
able if you only get to know this person’s coding behavior.
Even completely mistaken uses of a word are understandable
to a listener who knows the speaker very well.
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I'm not trying to say that writing which looks weak is really
strong. I'm simply saying that all the weak, static-like, or fog-
like elements in it are really decipherable, really meaningful,
really messages. Most of them consist of too many and too con-
flicting messages which function as static because they are only
half-coded and not in good order.

It is the human condition that when we emit words in
speaking or writing, we are sending out lots and lots of mes-
sages. The reason why our word production is so unpowerful
and ineffective is that we let all those messages mush in to-
gether and get in each other’s way. What is rare is simply to
send a message with no other conflicting messages. This ex-
plains that strange but crucial phenomenon in writing: some-
one writes something that is not original or earthshaking,
writes it not elegantly and in a sense not even well, but some-
how writes it with such directness and purity that it ends up
hitting the reader with great force. He has finally managed to
get rid of what looks like static, namely, all the half-coded, ir-
relevant messages, and all the undertones and overtones that
get in the way of his utterance.

The idea that there’s no such thing as static helps us under-
stand how to improve a piece of writing: it does no good to
say to someone, “‘get rid of the static here.” He didn’t write
any static, he wrote nothing but messages. But he wasn’t
aware of most of those intruding or badly-coded messages.
Take a simple example: a letter which asks for something but
doesn’t succeed in making it happen. The letter was under-
standable but it simply didn’t work. A reader who doesn’t
know the writer at all could point out some mistakes and
places where it might be clearer, but when asked why it didn’t
work would have to say, “I don’'t know. It’s just not con-
vincing.” And if the receiver of the letter doesn’t know the
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writer, that is probably the only feedback he could give. But
readers who know the writer well and his ways of using and
responding to words can usually say much more. They will
be able to hear messages throughout, even though they are
faint: implications that the writer doesn’t like the person he’s
writing to, or fears him, or that he doesn’t really expect his re-
quest to be granted, or doesn’t really believe some of his own
reasons. These are not messages that the writer intended to
send. He will not be aware of them till he hears about them
from readers who know his coding habits well.

The important learning process here is that there is some-
thing you must stop doing—inhibit those intrusive messages—
but you can’t stop doing something you are unaware of doing.
If someone is trying to stop tightening or clenching a muscle
he is unconsciously keeping tight, he must first experience
this tightening.*

So when a teacherless writing class gets going well, readers
don’t just hear the writer’s intended message behind the fog.
They also hear how the fog itself consists of unintended mes-
sages. The writer is persistently being told that there are im-
plications in his words he didn’t think he put there. When a
writer hears often enough that readers have such and such a
response, he finally has to suspect that perhaps the response is
appropriate. When he begins to acknowledge and then finally
to experience his sending of some message, he begins to be
able to stop sending it. Or—and this can be a very powerful
move toward better writing—he begins to be able to send it
louder and clearer.

4. The Alexander technique of kinesthetic training is based on this construc-
tive analysis of inhibition. See The Resurrection of the Body: Selected Writings
of F. Matthias Alexander, Edward Maisel, editor, New York, 1969.
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PEOPLE LEARN FROM THE TRUTH
EVEN THOUGH THE TRUTH IS A MESS

People can’t agree on a definition or specification of what
goodness in writing consists of. Whenever anyone has a prom-
ising theory, it always leaves out some pieces of writing that
most people agree are good, and includes some others they
admit are bad. Even if you wanted to argue that there is a
true theory of writing around but people are too stupid to
agree about it, the fact remains that no one has been able to
formulate this theory so that when you tell it to a talented
person, it enables him to produce good writing.

Maybe this situation will change. I'm not a mystical skeptic.
I believe any question has an answer, or else there is some-
thing the matter with the question; and if you change it in
the right way, you can get an answer to this better question
which completely satisfies your earlier misguided perplexity.
But at the moment, writing is a black box: it is making marks
on paper and then waiting to see what happens when other
people come along and stare at those marks. Data. Evidence.
And it is a mess. Not only do different people have different
reactions. The same person is liable to have different reac-
tions on different days. The reactions to a set of words are
only partly a function of the words: they are also a function
of the mood, temperament, and background of the reader,
which are liable to be combined in shifting proportions from
minute to minute.

Who would think a learner could learn from such a mess?
It doesn’t seem sensible. And so in the normal teaching situ-
ation, if the teacher has reactions to the student’s words, he
usually doesn’t tell them accurately and honestly to the stu-
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dent because these reactions are unpredictable, temperamen-
tal, unprofessional, and usually unfair. He usually gives you
a simpler story: he tells you what he thinks you did wrong
and ought to do to make it right. Out of sorne kind of amal-
gam of his reactions and his working theory about good and
bad writing, he somehow produces criticism and advice. The
trouble is that his reaction is mostly hidden and his theory
isn’t true.

I am always noticing how much I can usually learn from
someone with some strong obsession or axe to grind. If I get
him to train his perceiving lens on something I've written, he
almost always tells me more than the opposite kind of person
who is notably judicious or moderate. There is liable to be a
much higher proportion of distortion in the strong-lensed per-
son, but there is also a much higher proportion of usable in-
formation. That information does not become usable by try-
ing to pick through it and separate what’s valid from what
isn’t. It’s all a little distorted. I must hear it in conjunction
with at least three or four different responses from three or
four different strong-lensed people.

If someone has a hang-up about X and sees it in 50 per cent
of what he reads (which is actually typical when you start
learning someone’s real reactions), then you better take him
seriously when he sees X in what you wrote. He’s an expert
on X and can detect it in very small quantities. Very small
quantities are important because they affect other readers
who can’t see X.

THE PROCESS OF LEARNING WRITING

Mathematics seems to be learnable one element at a time. It
is possible—indeed they often say it is necessary—to stick to
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one element and master it before going on to the next. This
means that you can see your progress. If you are not succeed-
ing, you can find out with some accuracy where you went
wrong.

The striking thing about learning to write is that people
have been trying to teach it for as long as they've tried to
teach mathematics yet no one has succeeded in making this
kind of orderly, hierarchical progression that works. Someday
someone may do it, but for the time being learning to write
seems to mean learning contrasting but interdependent skills
—double-binds: learning X and Y, but you can’t do X till you
can do Y, but you can’t do Y till you can do X. (The proposi-
tion that it is theoretically impossible to learn to write has
the ring of truth.)

From this model we can derive a learning curve that is re-
markably like the shape of what it’s really like to learn to
write. There are long plateaus when you don’t seem to make
any progress at all. You are, in effect, wandering around in
the underground activity of trying to get better at lots of dif-
ferent skills but always being at a disadvantage since you lack
the other skills that are prerequisites. And even to the extent
that you make progress and actually do come closer to being
able to perform some of these skills—this progress is never
vistble: nothing budges till everything budges.

Long plateaus aren’t the worst of it. There’s also backslid-
ing. You’ve been wandering around in the dark trying to get
better at the interconnected, contrary skills, X, Y, and Z. Per-
haps you've made some progress, though not yet visible or
felt. But there inevitably comes a point in the learning proc-
ess where you cannot get any better at XYZ till you start ac-
tually using them. And that means abandoning the global
complex of interrelated skills you are now using, A, B, and
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C. But since the skills are global and interrelated, and since
you are now good at ABC, if you start using XYZ your writ-
ing will get much worse, in fact it will probably fall apart.
That wouldn’t happen in a hierarchical skill where you could
really isolate elements and learn them one at a time.

Writing badly, then, is a crucial part of learning to write
well. Indeed, regressing and falling apart are a crucial and
usually necesary part of any complex learning.® Schools tend
to emphasize success and thereby undermine learning. When
the price of failure is very high, a learner tends to close him-
self off from improvement in this sort of complex, global skill.
If he sticks with ABC, he can always turn out a better per-
formance, a better product, a better grade, than if he em-
barks on XYZ.

If there is any validity in this model, it would explain why
the most appropriate path for learning to write is not to try
to break up the skill into its ideal progression of components
which can be learned one at a time, but rather to try to set up
some situation in which the learner can persevere in working
at the whole skill in its global complexity. Since you have to
work on all different aspects and there is no ideal order, you
might as well feel free at any time to work on something dif-
ferent. Since it is going to require a lot of time, sweat, frustra-
tion, you might as well find some way of working that is en-
joyable and rewarding in itself.

WHAT ABOUT GRAMMAR?

Just because there is usually right and wrong (or “standard”
and “nonstandard”) in matters like grammar, spelling, and
punctuation, it doesn’t mean that these matters do not bene-

5. See, for example, J. S. Bruner, Studies in Cognitive Growth, Wiley, 1966.
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fit from the feedback of a teacherless class. For though this
sort of class does not teach you the rules of grammar directly
(I list some texts at the end of this book which will teach you
these things), it will help make these matters less a problem.
By learning the reactions of real readers, you will learn the
effects of different mistakes. What sort of mistake is per-
ceived? By which readersr Is this mistake felt to be important
or trivial? Does it ¢onfuse the meaning? Does it annoy? dis-
tract? amuse? Does it make the reader consider the writer
ignorant? lower-class? careless? superior? rude? The teacher-
less class will help you make a realistic decision about how
well you would like to learn grammar--what level of correct-
ness you want to attain in your writing. (Few writers avoid all
mistakes in grammar. The publisher of this book, like almost
every publisher, hires a professional to fix any mistakes in
usage—or at least fix the ones I want fixed.)

If you decide you want special help in grammar, say so and
everyone will go out of their way to look for errors. But don’t
let a concern about grammar hinder your efforts to improve
your writing. Don’t make a special effort on grammar until
you are already comfortable and much more competent in
your writing. In the meantime treat grammar as a matter of
very late editorial correcting: never think about it while you
are writing. Pretend you have an editor who will fix every-
thing for you; then don’t hire yourself for this job till the
very end; and finally, for writing where grammar really
matters, find someone good at 1t to catch the mistakes you
miss. With this procedure you don’t have to worry about it.

But some people feel you cannot become more competent
in writing while you make bad mistakes in grammar. This
isn’t so. Consider an extreme case: a bunch of people who
have a teacherless writing class who all make lots of gram-
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matical mistakes. Perhaps they speak some other language and
know English only partly, or perhaps they speak some “non-
standard” dialect of English—or perhaps both. In any event,
their normal speech is littered with what most speakers of the
language would call terrible blunders. In all their writing for
the teacherless class they will get no feedback on the basis of
“good English.”

They will probably develop some hybrid language that vio-
lates standard or correct English at every turn. (Or different
members develop slightly different hybrids., Where is the
problem? Their writing will increase in clarity and power,
like writing in any other “language” or “dialect.” The hybrid
will work fine for them. It will also work, though perhaps
seem strange, for many people outside the group. When they
want to write for an audience that insists on standard English,
they must get someone to help them make the appropriate ad-
justments. And if they should want to get good at standard
English themselves, it will be much easier when they are
fluent writers and know what it is to wield some power with
words, than when they are badly intimidated by the very at-
tempt to write.

The idea that you cannot write competently unless you
avoid mistakes in grammar is, I think, based on the feeling
that writing with serious and extreme mistakes is incoherent.
But when someone speaks any dialect, it is not incoherent
even if it seems strange to speakers of a different dialect. Real
incoherence comes when someone worries so much about
lurking mistakes that he constantly stops and worries and
changes direction in the middle of a phrase.

It’s no accident that so much attention is paid to grammar
in the teaching of writing. Grammar is the one part of writ-
ing that can be straightforwardly taught.
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THE YOGURT MODEIL

It may be hard to get a teacherless class going successfully—
or any class whether or not it has a teacher—but if it does
really get going it has a powerful momentum that helps keep
it going. Almost every student and teacher has had the expe-
rience of being in a learning group that finally gets rolling.
The group “takes off” and functions at a new and higher
level. There is a great new force for learning and satisfaction:
the members have learned to expect useful behavior and in-
hibit disruptive behavior in each other. The group has be-
come a kind of self-regulating mechanism.

Therefore, any class which really achieves this take-off level
should see in themselves a precious culture to be preserved.
Yogurt. Not a class with an end, a “term.” They should think
of themselves as having created a living culture that can con-
tinue even when the membership has changed. (Or for those
who don’t like yogurt, a floating crap game.) Take advantage
of the fact that different people will want to leave at different
times. Some will stay briefly, some for a long time. Bring new
members in gradually. Let them learn in the best way: look-
ing over everyone’s shoulder at a functioning enterprise and
gradually moving into it. Just make sure that you always
have your core of at least seven people committed to be there.

Compare this yogurt model with our current “movie”
model of a learning structure. In the movie model, a course
or class is a “show” with a fixed starting and stopping time,
and it is played over and over again. Each term you start
with a fresh group of people and no learning culiture, and
then at the end of twelve weeks or so, when a learning cul-
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ture may be just getting going, you disband it, flush it down
the toilet.

It wouldn’t be hard to build the yogurt model into a uni-
versity or school. (And indeed the Leicestershire or “open
classroom” tends to imply the yogurt model.) Instead of de-
fining groups by starting and stopping dates and by a subject
matter that cannot change, define them by whether there is
a learning culture. If a group has none, it is fine to disband it.
But any group that has managed to create a culture should be
asked not to let it die: if people want to leave and go on to
something else, ask them to leave gradually so that new peo-
ple can come in gradually. There will be different sorts of
learning cultures. They can slowly change. The subject
matter can slowly change. Membership (including teachers)
can change. But the learning culture, which is probably the
strongest aid in learning, would be preserved.

SUBJECTIVE BULLSHIT

Some people say, “Oh, this class is wonderful. At last it’s a
chance to stop being so impersonal and objective and rigor-
ous. Here at last is a comfortable place. A place to relax.”
They've got it all wrong. Really the teacherless class asks you
to be much more objective, impersonal, and rigorous than
any conventional class. You must put your own responses out
on the table, you must offer up your own reactions as pure
data—not defend or justify or even discuss them—just reveal
them and let the other person use them for his own private
purposes.

Here’s the speech I want to give to someone who thinks this
class should be comfy; to someone giving me conventional
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feedback of only criticism and advice; to the members of a
teacherless class I'm listening to on a tape when they talk too
much about what good writing should consist of; and I es-
pecially want to give it to orthodoxy-bound teachers and in-
tellectuals who call this class subjective and think they are
tough and rigorous when really they are soft as soap because
they don’t dare think carefully about the nature of rigor and

language:

Don’t give me any more of that subjective bullshit. Don’t ever
tell me my writing is too unclear. Tell me what you were perceiv-
ing and how you were experiencing that passage you subjectively
label unclear. Don’t tell me I've got too many adjectives. That’s
subjective bullshit. There’s no such thing as too many adjectives.
There’s great writing with twice as many adjectives. Tell me how
you were reacting and what you were seeing and where. Don’t
talk to me about good writing and bad writing. No one knows.
Don’t give me a lot of untrustworthy nonsense. Give me some
first-hand data I can trust, not a lot of second-hand conclusions
based on hidden data and false hypotheses.

The appendix essay is my attempt to expand this speech in
temperate language and reasoned argument.

MULTIPLE-CHOICE DIARY

Because there is no neat gradual way to learn to write and be-
cause progress seems so unpredictable and just plain slow, a
major part of learning to write is learning to put up with this
frustrating process itself. (This process accompanies any
learning that involves the whole person rather than some dis-
crete cognitive skill.)

I've tried below to make a start at erecting some of the
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milestones in this boggy, inner landscape of learning. The
list will give you an idea of some of the things you may ex-
pect. It will help you to realize you are progressing in the
learning process even if improvement in writing itself is so
unpredictable. I've listed them more or less as they came to
mind. I know of no normal or preferable order. Perhaps you
will miss many of these. Start your own diary; note others
that are important for you.

a) Saw progress in my writing.

—b) Got nowhere for four weeks. Endured. Didn’t give up.

c) Gave up trying to write. Began again after five or six

months.

—d) This time really gave up. Didn’t try again for a couple of
years.

—_e) Tried the kind of writing I've always had a secret urge to
do but had never dared try (that is, always wanted to write
plays but had to write in a workshop for six weeks on more
familiar kinds of writing before daring).

—_f) Wrote a long piece (not a freewriting) and had only one
major bog-down—period of no progress, wheel-spinning,
wanting to give up, falling apart. This means I only al-
lowed one inning to the demons trying to stop me from
writing.

—g) Only gave them two innings.

—h) One of the worst times writing—almost all wheel-spinning

—right after one of the best.

i) Gave up writing a particular piece. Seriously thought I

was giving it up for good. Something made me come back

to it some time later and finish it. It was good.
j) Ditto, but it was terrible.

— k) Almost finished something in which I thought I had defi-

nite point of view. Discovered I really had the opposite

view. Reworked it and finished it.

1) Almost finished something. A small phrase caught my eye

which had seemed merely a random detail, example, or
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flourish. Now seemed a bit more important. Developed it a
bit. Before I finished, it was the real center of the piece; what
I had previously considered the center was now relatively
unimportant.
—m) Brought the same piece back three or four times to the
workshop in new versions. Almost obsessed with trying to
get it right. Finally got it right.
n) Ditto, but never got it right.
0) Got a piece of feedback that seemed wierd and impos-
sible. Later, something made me finally feel what he meant
—finally got a real taste of what it was like for him to per-
ceive my words: an entirely new perception of my words.
—p) Actually enjoyed writing something.
—_q) Almost enjoyed writing something.
r) Almost enjoyed writing three pieces in a row.
s) Wrote something I thought great. Everyone else seemed to
miss it; no one seemed to value it. Finally saw they were
right.
—t) Ditto, except that I could see that it was really good.
Maybe not the best thing in the world, but much better
than anything I had written and taking me a long way to-
ward where I want to go. I could let their responses roll off
my back and not be bothered at all.
u) Rewrote something on the basis of reactions and it came
out very different. Much better.
v) Ditto, but much worse.

Freewritings:

a) Obsessed with idea of someone reading what I am writ-
ing. Made me almost incapable of producing words. A few
meaningless words or phrases over and over again; or else
things that seemed totally fake, untrue, deceptive.

____b) Freewriting was fluent and easy; don’t know why; what I
produced seemed excellent. Only it didn’t feel like me
writing.

c) Ditto, but it did feel like me.

d) I could do nothing but the same sentence over and over
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again. I knew it was stupid to write that way. Of course I
could have written other things. But I didn’t want to. But
the sentence began to take on different meanings. By the
time I got near the end I was furious with rage. But for
some reason, at the very end I was calm and benign.

e) I couldn’t stop talking to someone in my freewriting. But
I said things to him I didn’t know 1 had on my mind and
by the end got to know him better.

—f) Everything I wrote was untrue and fake. But what a
pleasure.

g) Near the beginning of the freewriting, I started produc-
ing words in a way that clearly was wonderful: they were
strong, clear, from my depths—both very good and very me.
But then it went away. I kept trying to recapture it—to
make it happen, to let it happen. To no avail.

Milestones as responder in class:

a) Gave reactions in a way that was new and difficult (that
is, used metaphors of clothing; made sounds).

—_b) Was left cold by a paper. No reaction at all. Said so.
Then 15 minutes later—or three days later—suddenly real-
ized I had a very definite reaction I hadn’t previously let
myself experience.

c) Had a reaction to a piece. Gave it. Later realized a very
different reaction was going on underneath (that is, I felt I
didn’t like the piece but later realized that deep down I
liked it but was annoyed because it was trying for something
I didn’t dare try for).

_d) Had a definite response to every piece that class.

These process-oriented milestones may be useful and in-
teresting but if you really care about your writing, you are
looking for milestones that mark substantive improvement in
your writing. If you spend some extra time and energy, you
can try to plot the improvement. In doing so you can learn a
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great deal about yourself and about the skill of writing. What's
needed is a kind of multiple-entry diary to accompany your
use of the course.

Each week, take a fresh sheet of paper and write a brief ac-
count of what you think you got out of that week’s work: free-
writing for class, any other writing, and class reactions. These
entries cannot profess to the truth. They are meant as a record
of how you see things at the moment.

Then every six weeks or so, go back and read over these
diary-entries and some of that week’s writing. See if you can
now see things better. What improvement do you find over the
whole period? Any changes or patterns? In particular, see if
you can see what was going on during any long, seemingly dry
spells when you didn’t seem to get anywhere: can you now
sense what was being learned underground during this period
when the surface was unchanged? Try looking at it as a period
in which you were struggling, as it were, to unlearn something.
During this period you were learning from the reactions of
others that there was some basic habit in your manner of gen-
erating words that made them backfire or fail to get through to
readers; perhaps some basic habit in your stance toward an
audience (such as arrogance or fear); but it was a period in
which you were virtually stuck, because you had nothing to
replace it with; or you were used to it and uncomfortable with-
out it. Such changes usually cannot be clearly seen at the time.
But they are the only ones that really make a profound im-
provement in your writing. Since they take so long and are
often largely underground, you may not be able to see them
till your second or third retrospective view.

If you decide something was going on in a particular week
which you had been unable to perceive at the time, note it now
on that week’s diary sheet, along with the date of this new
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comment. You may have yet another and different comment
in the future. Revise history.

It can help you see your present writing better if you fish
out pieces of your writing from before you started the course:
a year ago, three years ago, ten years ago.
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The Doubting Game and the Believing Game—
An Analysis of the Intellectual Enterprise

“I can’t believe that,” said Alice.
“Can’t you?” the Queen said in a pitying tone. “Try again; draw a long
breath, and shut your eyes.”

Alice laughed. “There’s no use trying,” she said; “one can’t believe im-
possible things.”

“I dare say you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When 1
was your age I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I've
believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast. . . .”

Through the Looking Glass
LEWIS CARROLL

WHEN people first encounter the teacherless writing class, they
often call it anti-intellectual. To academics especially, the idea of
listening to everyone else’s reading no matter what it is, refrain-
ing from arguing, and in fact trying to believe it, seems heretical
and self-indulgent.

Many intelligent people would dismiss the charge: “Intellectual
schmintellectual! Who cares?” The trouble is I care. I think of
myself as an intellectual. And besides, the charge of anti-intellec-
tuality has been leveled at me so many times over the last few
years that I want to try to answer it at length.

In what follows I attempt to justify many of the practices and
ways of thinking I have come to, both in the teacherless writing
class and in many other activities. It is heavily theoretical not just
because many attacks are on that level but because I value theory.
The preceding chapters of this book can be understood and used
by themselves—without this more general final argument.
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The charge of anti-intellectualism comes from a faulty under-
standing of the intellectual enterprise. An intellectual is someone
who tries to figure out what is true by means of the best processes
available, and uses them in a rational, disciplined way to try to
avoid deluding himself. The basic processes in the teacherless
writing classes are central to the intellectual enterprise.

As a way of beginning the argument, consider a general situa-
tion of looking for the truth: you have a pile of conflicting asser-
tions about some matter and you want to know which are true.
There are two basic games you can use, the doubting game and
the believing game.

The doubting game seeks truth by indirection—by seeking
error. Doubting an assertion is the best way to find the error in it.
You must assume it is untrue if you want to find its weakness. The
truer it seems, the harder you have to doubt it. Non credo ut
intelligam: in order to understand what’s wrong, I must doubt.

To doubt well, it helps if you make a special effort to extricate
yourself from the assertions in question—especially those which
you find self-evident. You must hold off to one side the self, its
wishes, preconceptions, experiences, and commitments. (The
machinery of symbolic logic helps people do this.) Also, it helps
to run the assertion through logical transformations so as to reveal
premises and necessary consequences and thereby flush out into
the open any hidden errors. You can also doubt better by getting
the assertions to battle each other and thus do some of the work:
They are in a relationship of conflict, and by getting them to
wrestle each other, you can utilize some of their energy and clever-
ness for ferreting out weaknesses.

The believing game also proceeds by indirection. Believe all the
assertions. (If you merely look through the pile and pick out
what seems truest, that would be the guessing game or the intui-
tion game, not the believing game. Guessing has its own special
power but I won’t be exploring it here.%

6. See my essay, “Real Learning” in the Journal of General Education, XXIII,
#2, July, 1971.
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In the believing game the first rule is to refrain from doubting
the assertions, and for this reason you take them one at a time
and in each case try to put the others out of your head. You don’t
want them to fight each other. This is not the adversary method.

In the believing game we return to Tertullian’s original formu-
lation: credo ut intelligam: I believe in order to understand. We
are trying to find not errors but truths, and for this it helps to
believe. It is sometimes impractical to give to some assertions the
fullest sort of belief: commitment and action. But there is a kind
of belief—serious, powerful, and a genuine giving of the self—that
it is possible to give even to hateful or absurd assertions. To do
this requires great energy, attention, and even a kind of inner
commitment. It helps to think of it as trying to get inside the head
of someone who saw things this way. Perhaps even constructing
such a person for yourself. Try to have the experience of some-
one who made this assertion.

To do this you must make, not an act of self-extrication, but an
act of self-insertion, self-involvement—an act of projection. And
similarly, you are helped in this process, not by making logical
transformations of the assertion, but by making metaphorical ex-
tensions, analogies, associations. This helps you find potential per-
ceptions and experiences in the assertion—helps you get a toehold
50 you can climb inside and walk around.

These then, in thumbnail form, are the two games that occupy
this chapter. They could be called different names to bring out
different characteristics. The doubting game could be called the
self-extrication game, the logic game, or the dialectic of proposi-
tions. The believing game could be called the involvement or
self-insertion game, the metaphor game, or the dialectic of ex-
perience.

THE MONOPOLY OF THE DOUBTING GAME

In a sense this essay is an extended attack on the doubting
game. But I make this attack as someone who himself values the
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doubting game and is committed to it. Indeed I attempt to make
my argument persuasive to someone who accepts only the doubt-
ing game. My goal is only to make the doubting game move over
and grant a legitimacy to the believing game.

For somehow the doubting game has gained a monopoly on
legitimacy in our culture. I'm not quite sure how. I see in Socrates
this tendency to identify the intellectual process with the doubt-
ing game. I think this is the reason why his “voice” had a vocabu-
lary of only one word, “no.” Socrates believed a lot of things, but
he seemed to have an overriding commitment to logic—what he
called “reason.” The essential quality of the Socratic dialogues is
reductive and deflating: some belief is shown to be silly or empty
or contradictory. Occasionally he tried to affirm something by
logic (for example, the existence of the soul after death), but
usually when affirming, he relinquished the doubting game and
logical dialectic, and turned to myth, metaphor, and allegory.

Descartes gave us the name ‘‘doubting” or “skepticism” for our
method. He felt the way to proceed to the truth was to doubt
everything. This spirit has remained the central tradition in
western civilization’s notion of the rational process. Socrates said
the unexamined life is not worth living. Descartes said, in effect,
that the undoubted thought is not worth entertaining.

Perhaps the doubting game gets some of its monopoly through
the success of natural science since the seventeenth century. There
seems to be a skeptical ideology to science. Scientists pride them-
selves on not being gullible, not believing things easily. Some
scientists talk as though they never really believe anything at all,
but merely act as though certain things were true if they haven’t
yet been disproved. In this view, the experimental method is noth-
ing but the attempt to disprove things.”

7. For the view that science is nothing but the organized enterprise of trying to
disprove—associated with the name Carl Popper—see two very lucid books by
the Nobel Prize winner, Peter Medawar, Induction and Intuition in Scientific
Thought (The Jayne Lectures, 1968), and The Art of the Soluble (London,
1967). For the competing view of science which insists that it operates by af-

firming propositions, not just disconfirming them, see Carl Hempel, The
Philosophy of the Natural Sciences.
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However it happened, we now have a state of affairs where to
almost anyone in the academic or intellectual world, it seems as
though when he plays the doubting game he is being rigorous,
disciplined, rational, and tough-minded. And if for any reason he
refrains from playing the doubting game, he feels he is being un-
intellectual, irrational, and sloppy. Even those few people who
are actually against the doubting game nevertheless give in to the
same view of the intellectual enterprise: they assume they must
be against intellectuality and rationality itself if they are against
the doubting game.

This is the trap that results from the monopoly of the doubting
game. In the next few sections I will fight that trap by trying to
show that there is a definite truth about the meaning of words;
that the doubting game doesn’t help us know this truth; but that
the believing game does.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MEANING AND WORDS

In this section I wish to demonstrate that when someone says “this
set of words means such and such,” he is either correct or incor-
rect. His assertion is either true or false. (There is also a border-
line situation which I will clarify.)

My account of meaning is grounded in what real people do
when they speak and write. When people speak or write success-
fully with each other it looks as though there is a transfer of mean-
ing: the speaker puts the meaning into the words and the listener
takes it out at the other end. If you look at it from the larger per-
spective this account is fair: the listener ends up knowing what
the speaker wanted him to know and ends up knowing something
he never knew before, and so it must be that the words put this
knowledge into his head. But it is important also to take a closer
perspective and realize that, strictly speaking, words cannot con-
tain meaning. Only people have meaning. Words can only have
meaning attributed to them by people. The listener can never get
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any meaning out of a word that he didn’t put in. Language can
only consist of a set of directions for building meanings out of
one’s own head. Though the listener’s knowledge seems new, it is
also not new: the meaning may be thought of as structures he
never had in his head before, but he had to build these new struc-
tures out of ingredients ke already had. The speaker’s words were
a set of directions for assembling this already-present material.

To change the metaphor. Meaning is like movies inside the
head. I've got movies in my head. I want to put them inside yours.
Only I can’t do that because our heads are opaque. All I can do
is try to be clever about sending you a sound track and hope I've
done it in such a way as to make you construct the right movies
in your head. What’s worse, of course, is that since neither of us
can see the movies in each other’s head, we are apt to be mistaken
about how well we are doing in trying to make the other person
show himself the movie we have in mind.

We can let ourselves talk about words “having meaning” and
even “carrying meaning from one head to another” as long as we
now realize these phrases denote something complex: the words
don’t transport the contents of my head into yours, they give you
a set of directions for building your own meaning. If we are both
good at writing directions and following directions for building
meaning, we end up with similar things in our heads—that is, we
communicate. Otherwise, we experience each other’s words as “not
having any meaning in them,” or “having the wrong meaning in
them.”

The question is then how these meaning-building rules operate
in ordinary language. Meaning in ordinary language—English, for
example—is midway on a continuum between meaning in dreams
and meaning in mathematics.

Dreams may be hard to interpret, but the nature of the mean-
ing situation is very simple because there is nc audience. Dreams
are all “speaking” and no “listening”: dreams are for the sake of
dreaming, not for the sake of interpreting. Therefore, though
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dreams or dream-images have particular, definite meanings, they
can mean anything. They have whatever meaning the dreamer of
that particular dream built into them. The rules for dreaming are
as follows: let anything mean anything. (We could be fancy and
say that the meaning-building rules for dreams are the rules of
“resemblance’” and ‘“‘association.” But everything resembles every-
thing else to some extent, and anything is liable to be associated
somehow with anything else. Thus anything can mean anything.)
If we dream of a gun or a steeple, we may be talking about a
penis, but then again we may not. And we may dream about
a penis with any image at all. In dreaming you can never make a
mistake.

At the other extreme is a language like mathematics. Here peo-
ple have gone to the trouble to nail down the rules for building
meaning into symbols. Something may mean only what these pub-
licly acknowledged rules allow it to mean. In mathematics there
are mistakes, and any argument about what something means or
whether there is a mistake can be settled without doubt or am-
biguity. (Perhaps there are exceptions in some advanced mathe-
matical research.)

Meaning in ordinary language is in the middle. It is pushed
and pulled simultaneously by forces that try to make it fluid and
dreamlike but also fixed like mathematics.

The individual user of ordinary language is like the dreamer.
He is apt to build in any old meaning to any old word. Every-
body has just as many connotations and associations to a word as
he does to an image. Thus, as far as the individual is concerned,
a word is liable—and often tends—to mean absolutely anything.

To illustrate this dream-like fluidity of ordinary language, no-
tice that words do in fact end up meaning anything as they move
through time and across mountain ranges. “Down” used to mean
“hill” (“dune”), but because people said “down hill” a lot (“off-
dune”), and because they were lazy (“adown”), finally hill means
down. Philology, it has been said, is a study in which consonants
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count for very little and vowels for nothing at all. A word may
change its meaning to absolutely anything.

But the mathematics-like force for order is just as strong. That
is, though words in ordinary language can mean anything, they
only do mean what the speech community lets them mean at that
moment. But unlike the case of mathematics, these agreements
are not explicitly set down and agreed to. That is, our rules for
building meaning into words are unspoken and are learned by
doing, by listening to others, and even by listening to ourselves.
It’s like one of those party games where people get you to start
playing before you know the rules of the game and indeed part of
the fun is learning gradually to understand the rules after you
find yourself following them. When you pick up the rules you
can play—you can send and receive messages with others who
know the rules. These rules for building meaning may be thought
to be written down in dictionaries. But dictionaries are only rec-
ords of yesterday’s rules, and today’s may be somewhat different.
And dictionaries don’t tell all the meanings that speakers send to
each other in words.?

The dynamism between the dream characteristics and the math
characteristics in ordinary language is important: there is a con-
stant tug of war. The individual is tending to allow words to
mean anything—just as he allows dream images to mean whatever
he builds in. Not because he is naughty but simply because he is
a meaning-building creature and cannot refrain from constantly
building new meanings into everything he encounters.

But the speech community is constantly curbing this looseness.
When an individual speaker means things by a set of words which
the community of listeners does not “hear,” he tends to give in to
the community and stop meaning those things by those words:
that is, when they don’t build in at their end what he builds in at
his, he either stops building it in or else remains unconscious of
building it in. In either case, he no longer treats these as real

8. See, for example, C. E. Osgood, The Measurement of Meaning, Urbana, 1957.
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meanings of the words. Similarly, when an individual listener
hears things in a set of words which the community of speakers
do not mean, he also tends to give in to the community and stop
hearing those meanings or stop being aware of having those mean-
ings for those words. (The exceptions to this process illustrate it
well. When there are listeners who are especially eager to know
what is on someone’s mind—someone like a specially loved child
or a poet such as Blake—they will learn to interpret his words
even if he talks like a dreamer. If there’s enough utterance and
enough care, the code can always be cracked.)

The history of meaning in a language is the history of this
power struggie between dream characteristics and math character-
istics. Rules for meaning-building change when some speaker is
somehow powerful and makes people “hear” in an utterance what
they never used to hear in it. And even a listener can be powerful
in this subtle way (be an unmoved mover) and make people
“mean” in an utterance what they had not meant before. When,
on the other hand, the community holds its own, meanings don’t
change. Humpty Dumpty put his finger on it:

“But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knockdown argument,”” Alice objected.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone,
“it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so
many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “who is to be master—that’s
all.”

Through the Looking Glass
LEWIS GARROLL

The picture is oversimplified, however, if we talk of only one
speech community. For actually there are many overlapping
speech communities for each individual—building up to the
largest one: all speakers of, say, English. Smaller subcommunities
are in the middle in this power struggle. On the one hand, they
exert stabilizing force upon the individual’s dreamlike fluid tend-
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ency of meaning. But on the other hand, they are not as strongly
stabilizing as the larger speech community is—that is, I can change
the meaning-building rules of my friends sooner than I can do it
to a larger community. And so, in fact, the smaller communities
turn out to act as forces for fluidity upon larger communities.

This model implies that meaning in ordinary language consists
of delicate, flexible transactions among people in overlapping
speech communities—peculiar transactions governed by unspoken
agreements to abide by unspecified, constantly changing rules as
to what meanings to build into what words and phrases. All the
parties merely keep on making these transactions and assuming
that all the other parties abide by the same rules and agreements.
Thus, though words are capable of extreme precision among good
players, they nevertheless float and drift all the time.

I can now give a clear picture of what I meant by speaking of
the truth about the meaning of an utterance—the correct reading
of a text: that interpretation is correct which the speech commu-
nity builds into those words. We have a borderline case if an inter-
pretation fits some speech communities and not others, for ex-
ample, a reading which fits sixteenth-century usage and not pres-
ent-day usage, or which fits slang and doesn’t fit standard English.

This model confirms the commonsense but confusing notion
that sometimes an individual maverick reading is true and some-
times it is false. For it is natural, as we have seen, for every in-
dividual to have a more dream-like meaning for a set of words
than what the speech community has tacitly agreed to. Such an
interpretation, thus, is usually false: it’s ok for dreaming, but our
notion of meaning in ordinary language involves a community
and communication. But an individual may come up with a read-
ing of a text which, though no one in the community has ever
thought of it, nevertheless conforms to that community’s rules.
Such a reading is correct, even though no one in the community
ever thought of it before. The ideal test is this: tell the reading tc
the community, and it is correct if they say, “Of course! Yes! We
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never thought of that interpretation, but now that you point it
out, clearly it is right. We see that it grows out of our rules for
meaning.” If they say “Huh?” or “Nonsense!” ideally that is a
sign of an incorrect reading. But in reality it may still be a correct
reading and conform to the rules of the community, but those
particular people were too unskillful to see it because it was a dif-
ficult reading and perhaps a hard text. So we can summarize as
follows: that reading is correct which the speech community
builds in or could build in without violating its rules.

This model also permits us to cut through the difficulties that
usually surround discussions about whether a text has more than
one correct reading. When people talk of more than one correct
reading they are usually falling into—or persuaded they are fall-
ing into—the implication that any reading is as correct as any
other. But here we can see that a text can have more than one
correct reading if those readings conform to the meaning-building
rules of the speech community; and yet other readings are still
clearly incorrect.

There is a simple reason for the possibility of more than one
meaning in one utterance, and again it derives from the facts of
how real people use words. It stems from the tendency to econo-
mize energy. If I am making three motions to do three tasks and
there is a way for me to get the three tasks done in one motion, I
will drift into that economy if I can. It simply turns out that you
can send more than one message with only one utterance. Save on
postage. People naturally do this. It is possible with one set of
words to make someone show two different movies in his head—or
to make two different people show different movies to themselves.
Let me repeat: this does not undo the previous analysis of correct
interpreting. These two movies are not any old movies, they are
only those movies permitted by the speech community’s rules. It’s
just that those rules—because of flexibility and redundancy—per-
mit an utterance to result in two legal movies, not just one. Other
movies are still illegal.
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SHORT DIGRESSION ON THE NEW CRITICS

The New Critics were after the real thing: they wanted the real
truth about the meaning of a text. I think they were right to want
it. I want it. To get it, however, I feel I must violate some of their
practices—practices which became misleadingly sanctified. But I
have a strong sense of seeking their goal and working in their
tradition.

The main thing they did to advance the search for the real
truth about meaning was to try to make the question empirical
rather than a priori. They took it out of the hands of special peo-
ple who were felt to have a monopoly on deciding what a text
meant: the author and the scholar. They insisted rightly that the
author might be wrong about what his text meant. And they were
also right to insist that the scholar must not pronounce what a
text means on the basis of his study of the author’s themes or the
period’s zeitgeist—must not pronounce what the text ought to
mean.

They won this battle by locating meaning in the text and show-
ing persuasively how the author or the scholar could be wrong
about meaning. But they made the mistake of locating meaning
exclusively in the text: in their fear of baloney and their itch for
high standards, they couldn’t bear to go back inside the author’s
head or to look inside the heads of real readers. (I. A. Richards
took a peek and merely shuddered.) It’s true that it would be nice
to avoid getting into these messy places, but meanings do depend
on events in the consciousnesses of the speech community. The
rules for meaning are constantly drifting through communities
and time.

There was another way which their desire for a toughminded
truth made them insist on a tidier truth than the reality of words
allows. They assumed that the meaning of a set of words was
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single. Yet since they were the best readers around and very smart
too, they usually discovered many or all the correct meanings of a
text. This is why they fell into the habit of seeing irony, tension,
and contradiction almost everywhere. Sometimes the irony and
contradiction are really there. But sometimes, though all the ele-
ments of the readings are correct, they are simply different, non-
ironic messages carried in one utterance-envelope, not parts of a
single complex message.

But even in this tendency, there is something to recommend
their weakness for irony. For they were considering mostly works
of art and I think it is reasonable (though not essential) to con-
sider a work of art as characterized by coherence among elements.
By assuming that the artist was successful—that all the meanings
do in fact cohere—you improve your chances of finding elusive
coherences that are really there. The New Critics found a lot of
good ones. But too much haste to find coherence produces the
characteristic shortcoming of new critical reading: a lack of toler-
ance for readings that don’t seem to cohere—especially maverick
readings and naive readings of strong simple feelings. If you want
to find the coherence that is really there, you must assume as a
working hypothesis that it is there. But first you must find all the
meanings that are there, and to do this, it helps to assume as a
working hypothesis that all perceived meanings are really there
too, however incoherent. New Critics don’t have enough tolerance
for incoherence and lack of irony.

WHY THE DOUBTING GAME DOESN’T
WORK WITH ASSERTIONS OF MEANING

So there is a real truth about the meaning of an utterance or a
text—a hard, commonsense, empirical truth: that reading is cor-
rect which the speech community builds in or could build in
without violating its rules.
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But the doubting game will not help us locate it. Though a
critic may make an incorrect assertion about the meaning of a
poem, though a student may make an incorrect assertion about
the meaning of a book, though I may make an incorrect assertion
about the meaning of an utterance, the doubting game is power-
less to demonstrate our error. There are no rules for identifying
false assertions of meaning. Whenever anyone ascribes a meaning
to an utterance, it is always a waste of time to argue against him.
Negative arguments cut no ice.

You may say, for example, that the meaning 1 propose is inter-
nally self-contradictory. But the meaning in the utterance may
indeed be self-contradictory, and I may have interpreted the text
just right. You may say that my reading contradicts such and such
a meaning that we know or have good reason to believe is a cor-
rect meaning. But the utterance may contain these two contradic-
tory meanings and thus both readings are correct. You may say
that my reading contradicts what appears in the third stanza. But
my reading may be relatively absent from Stanza III and the
other correct reading more dominant there. You may say that my
reading depends on taking “black” to mean “white” which is op-
posite to what it really means. But in fact black may also imply
white here—only faintly, and depending on a context built up in
accordance to the community’s meaning-building rules. You may
say that my reading is contradictory to everything else the writer
wrote or everything characteristic of the period. But this mean-
ing may be something new and uncharacteristic—and it certainly
need not have been conscious on the part of the writer. You may
say that I refuse to give any supporting evidence for my reading.
Now here you may consider this sufficient grounds for not want-
ing to listen to me, but it doesn’t make my reading any more apt
to be wrong. I may have found a meaning that is genuinely in the
text which neither you nor anyone else could hear—that is, a
meaning which is “legal” or conforms to the speech community’s
rules for building in meaning but which for some reason is hard
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for most members of that community to build in. Most often this
is a meaning which is not only difficult and faint, but also con-
trary to more prominent meanings in the text. And it may be so
difficult for me to hear and go so much against the grain of my
thinking that I cannot put my finger on the evidence that makes
me hear that reading.

On the other hand, of course, in any of these cases, I may be
dead wrong.

The fact is that negative argument—the doubting game—re-
quires logic and evidence, and here they don’t work. No discovery
of dissonance or contradiction shows that any reading is less likely
to be correct.

This state of affairs violates current practice and discourse, but
actually it is in line with common sense. For only “humble” as-
sertions of meaning have this invulnerability to the doubting
game—not “pushy” or exclusive ones. If I say, “‘It doesn’t mean X,
it means Y,” you are right to scoff: my denial of X cuts no ice. But
if I restrict myself to saying, “It means Y; I don’t know about X,”
I cannot be usefully argued against.

It may be thought that I am just talking about special fringes
of meaning that only occur in literature. It’s true that the study
of literature requires attending to as many correct meanings in a
text as possible: many works of literature don’t achieve coherence
—or even meaningfulness—till you attend to fainter meanings
along with more obvious ones. But these same kinds of faint
meanings operate in everyday speech. The contribution of psy-
chiatry has been to show us how well we all attend to meanings
that may be very “faint” and “symbolic” or literary.

So at last we can understand a disconcerting reality of life: you
can never win an argument against an English teacher or a psy-
chiatrist. There are no rules for showing that an assertion of
meaning is false. This explains why, in such a realm, arguments
are so often settled by matters like who has the greater authority,
who is getting paid, who can in some sense shout loudest, or what
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kinds of answers happen to be in fashion. This explains why peo-
ple who are in the habit of playing the doubting game rigorously
—scientists and positivists—feel that when they come to a realm
like this they are in the realm of nonsense or complete relativism
where there is no such thing as truth.

THE BELIEVING MUSCLE

The monopoly of the doubting game makes people think the
doubting muscle—the sensitivity to dissonance—is the only muscle
in their heads, and that belief is nothing but the absence of
doubt: the activity of believing something consists of refraining
from doubting it; or better yet, trying to doubt it but not
succeeding.

But there is a believing muscle and it is different. It puts the
self into something. The way it gets at the truth is illustrated by
the following common occurrence in visual perception. We look
off into the distance and see an animal in a field but we don’t
know what it is. It looks as though it might be a horse or a dog.
Perhaps our list of alternatives is longer. But we have no special
knowledge to draw on (such as whose field it is) and there is no
other object nearby that settles the matter for us. Yet within go
seconds or so we do know it is a dog and not a horse. What hap-
pened? Where did our knowledge come from?

In most cases it did not come from a negative testing such as,
for instance, holding up some kind of picture of horse and find-
ing dissonance or contradiction. This is possible in some cases, of
course: check it out for tail-behavior, perhaps. But not what we
usually do. In most cases it is a matter of trying to “believe”’—in
this case “see”—both dog and horse and doing better with dog.
We don’t disprove horse, we affirm dog. We try to put ourselves
into the object as horse and as dog, and we get ourselves further
into it as dog. Subjectively, this is the experience of having it ap-
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pear sharper as dog. When we try to see it as horse, it stays blurrier.
I think we could say that we get more visual information when
we consider it as dog than when we do as horse. We see more dog
than horse.

By believing an assertion we can get farther and farther into it,
see more and more things in terms of it or “through” it, use it as
a hypothesis to climb higher and higher to a point from which
more can be seen and understood—and finally get to the point
where we can be more sure (sometimes completely sure) it is true.
This was only possible by inhibiting the doubting game: if we
had started doubting we would have found so many holes or silly
premises we would have abandoned it. Only by getting far enough
into it could we get to the point where there was sufficient evi-
dence and understanding to show that it was indeed true, and
this was only possible by believing it.

Imagine the paradigm use of the believing game to find the cor-
rect reading of a text: you believe the text means X; someone else
believes it means Y; as it happens, you are wrong and he is right,
but of course neither of you can know that at first. The question
is how you get to the truth and abandon your error? If you en-
gaged in the doubting game, neither person’s argument would get
anywhere. The “power of your arguments” would simply reflect
each person’s rhetorical skill and have nothing to do with the
truth. At some level, both of you would probably realize this and
stubbornly stick to your guns. And so it would go till weariness,
fashion, or authority had its way.

The only way you can know that X is wrong is if you do in fact
try as hard as you can to believe Y. If you are good at believing,
you will at some point be able to see or feel that Y is truer. It will
be just like the dog and the horse. You will be able to see more
of the text with Y and see it more coherently and sharply.

This then is the leverage of the believing muscle: believing two
things and thereby being able to have a trustworthy sense that
one is better than the other. But there is no leverage—no increased
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trustworthiness—unless both are believed. This can be illustrated
by considering the paradigm situation again, but this time put
yourself in what turns out to be the trickier position: you start
out with the right answer—you believe Y. But of course you don’t
know you're right. The question this time is how you can attain
any trustworthy knowledge that Y is true. Your only strategy is
to try to reproduce the previous paradigm situation of leverage.
Your belief in Y will become more trustworthy only if you can
get yourself to really believe X. If you can really do that and
come back to Y and find Y better again, then at last you have at-
tained leverage. Your knowledge of Y is at last much more
trustworthy.

In performing this strange little dance with yourself, you have
played the believing game. People with good judgment in areas
like literature where disproof is impossible—people who simply
turn out to be right in their judgment more often than most of
us do—are distinguished, I would assert, by being especially good
believers, especially good solitary players of the believing game.
They attain more truth because they can believe more things than
most of us can. And believe them better—really believe them: for
in the ceremony just described, if you were only half-hearted in
your attempt to believe X—if you were just doing it to bolster
your belief in Y—then you might have missed any truth in X. For
X might in fact have been true and Y false, and so you would
have erroneously believed Y because you werer’'t good enough at
believing.

There are people who are particularly good at the doubting
game—who can always sense a contradiction or lapse in logic even
if it is very hidden. It would seem that they have a very fine, very
highly developed doubting muscle. We see the same thing with
the believing game: some individuals are particularly good at
being many people, being a chameleon, seeing the truth in very
different and contradictory propositions or perceptions, making
metaphors and building novel models.
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Perhaps the difference in the two games comes from the fact
that the doubting game deals with classes of things (for example,
all Xs) whereas the believing game deals with particular, unique
things (for example, this particular utterance, which is not the
same as any other). When you are working with universal propo-
sitions (all Xs are Y), you have only one useful button to push:
disconfirm. The only trustworthy thing you can do to a universal
proposition, the only thing you can do which increases your
knowledge about whether it is true or false, is to try to disprove it.
But when you are working with an assertion of meaning, a par-
ticular unique thing, it’s only the other button that does you any
good: affirm. The only trustworthy thing you can do to such an
assertion, the only thing you can do to increase your knowledge
of whether such and such a meaning really is in the text is to try
to share that perception, try to have that experience of meaning.

The cornerstone of the believing game is the principle that
whatever your mistake may be, your only chance of correcting it
is by affirming, believing, not-arguing. Your two possible mistakes
are blindness or projection. If you are blind—that is, if you fail to
see a meaning that is there—obviously your only cure is to go
around trying to believe assertions of meaning till you finally
come to see the meaning you have been blind to.

If you are projecting—if you are seeing a meaning that isn’t
really there—your only hope is also to go around trying to believe
other assertions of meaning till you attain a better view of the
text and stop having your hallucination. It is not foolproof, of
course. But the affirmatory process is your only hope. A superior
understanding of a text usually does in fact relieve you of your
mirage.

I think this model of the believing game gives us a better view
of the real world of literary criticism. On the one hand, we can
understand its characteristic shortcomings: people either stick to
their interpretations come hell or high water, or else they change
their minds on the basis of what’s in fashion or who has greater
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status. But on the other hand, criticism is not always arbitrary,
and when a group of readers agrees that X is a better reading than
Y, they are sometimes correct. They have played the believing
game though they were usually hindered by arguing. In the case
of X, they have tried to agree with it, go into it, see with it, and
all have been struck with its fruitfulness. As in seeing the dog, the
more they looked at the text as X, the more details and coherence
they saw. In the case of Y, they tried in good faith as hard as they
could to agree with it, go into it, see with it, but they find the
effort less fruitful. As in looking at the “horse,” it stays fuzzy.

The function of a good critic, then, is not to discredit a bad
reading but to make better readings more available. A good read-
ing is like a good lens. You don’t so much see “it” as see through
it to more of the text. Incorrect readings are never disproven or
even undermined. They merely fall into disuse because they don’t
“resolve” the text so well.

MEANING-MAKING AS GESTALT-MAKING

1 wish to widen my net. Up till now I have been speaking only of
meanings in words. As though it were only a peculiarity of words
that makes wrong interpretations impossible to argue against. As
though the doubting game breaks down and the believing game is
required only in the case of assertions of meaning. But I think
everything I am saying applies also to most procedures in the hu-
manities and social sciences (and even in disputes between what
Thomas Kuhn? calls paradigms in natural science).

To illustrate the believing game I used an example from vision:
seeing the dog/horse. Someone might object that finding the
meaning in a set of words and trying to see an animal in the dis-
tance are very different. But both are examples of finding or mak-
ing a gestalt.

9. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago, 1962.
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A gestalt is the form, shape, or organization that we find in
something—say a picture or a view—that permits us to see it as co-
herent instead of just disconnected, buzzing, blooming marks. Op-
tical illusions illustrate the phenomenon of gestalt-building: for
example, there is the line drawing that looks like a chalice if you
look at it one way but looks like the profiles of two men facing
each other if you look at it differently. But it doesn’t look like
both at once. It jumps and looks very different as you change
gestalts. Here is a visual field, then, that invites two conflicting
gestalts.

The making or seeing of a gestalt is central to vision. It was the
contribution of gestalt psychologists to show that we tend to see
coherence not only in normal views or pictures, but even when
we are looking at something broken or disconnected. Visual mis-
takes add coherence as often as they take it away. The act of see-
ing seems inherently an act of construction that makes wholes out
of fragments.® The same thing goes on in sound: we hear as mel-
ody and shape what are disconnected sounds.!!

The same thing goes on in finding meaning in a set of words.
Because words are full of redundancy and ambiguity (which turns
out to be efficient in a communicating medium) an utterance
tends to consist, as it were, of seventeen words, each capable of as
many as three or four meanings. In listening, you've got to hold
up in the air countless possible meanings of parts—and even

10. See Ulrich Neisser, Cognitive Psychology, New York, 1967.
11. See Victor Zuckerkandl, Sound and Symbol, Princeton, 1956.
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meanings of the whole—and then find the whole that makes the
most sense. Reading or listening is like seeing: you have to build
the gestalt that makes the most coherence out of an ambiguous
semantic field. Building meaning into a set of words then is a sub-
set of the universal human activity of gestalt-making. Finding ex-
planations for a set of data is another subset.

The doubting game would work in gestalt-making or explana-
tion-making only if you adopt two special rules: 1. only one ges-
talt or only one explanation is allowed and it must use all the
data; 2. no correct gestalt or explanation may contradict another.
If you adopt these rules the law of contradiction works: you can
disprove or falsify a gestalt or explanation by showing it doesn’t
use some piece of the data or because it contradicts some other
correct one.

But I don’t think we have to aclopt these special rules. I don’t
think we use them in trying to deal with the physical world or
even in trying to read a work of literature. Few sets of data are
all explained by one explanation; few fields are restricted to one
gestalt.

THE MYTH OF THE LABORATORY RATS

Where Plato proposes the myth of the cave as an image of man’s
life, I propose the myth of the experimental psychology labora-
tory. We are like rats who have been taught to see rectangles and
circles. But what happens when they show us an ellipse? If it is a
long pointy ellipse we see a rectangle. If it is a round, mild ellipse,
we see a circle. Ellipses we don’t see. Ellipses don’t exist for us.
Here is is a myth that helps us see what the physicists do when
they talk about light as a “wave/particle”: though they haven’t
invented the ellipse yet, at least they have the sense to call what
they are looking at a circle/rectangle.

What should give us pause is the fact that the reason physicists
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have the sense to do this is not because they are so much smarter
than literary critics or political scientists but because they are
operating in a realm where the doubting game works better:
they can get their perceptions of light into disprovable proposi-
tions (or at least propositions more disprovable than in literature)
so they know they aren’t looking at just a rectangle or just a circle
—light isn’t just a wave or just a particle. They can get the law of
contradiction to work for them and force them to invent this piece
of novelty, the wave/particle. There is hope that if they keep at it
they will finally “invent” the ellipse they have been looking at
all along.

But for literary critics or political scientists, argument about
whether they are looking at a rectangle or a circle will go on for-
ever because there are no rules for proving a mistake: neither side
can show there’s something wrong with the other person’s model
as physicists can show there’s something wrong with both the
wave and particle models. People just go on seeing rectangles and
circles till they have the sense to start playing the believing game.

BELIEVING AND DOUBTING AS DIALECTICS

Both games are powerful and important ways of getting to the
truth, but they must be played well. By simply using the doubt-
ing or the believing muscle, we won’t do a very good job of avoid-
ing mistakes. To achieve its potential for getting to the truth,
each activity must be worked up into a system with many steps.
The doubting muscle’s sensitivity to dissonance is not so trust-
worthy till you work out the rules of logic, transform assertions
logically into as many forms as possible, extricate the self, doubt
particularly those assertions that seem reasonable, and get op-
posing propositions to fight each other. Similarly, the believing
muscle’s ability to project isn’t so trustworthy till you build its
use into an orderly game and follow the rules: never argue; be-
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lieve everything, particularly what seems strange or unpleasant;
try to put yourself into the skin of people with other perceptions;
make metaphorical transformations of assertions to help you enter
into them. Most important of all, you must get other people to do
it with you, and do it for a long time.

In short, I think both games should be seen as dialectics: testing
arenas, market places, laboratories. They are processes which con-
sist of many steps consciously arranged in such a way as to try to
be self-correcting and thereby help overcome the natural tend-
ency of the human mind to make mistakes.

The function of a group in the believing game is for people to
help each other believe more things, experience more things, and
thereby move away from the lowest-common-denominator tend-
ency in a majority conclusion. Suppose, for example, most people
in a group find that assertions Number 4 and 5 are the ones they
succeed best in believing and hence suspect to be most likely to be
true. And they all find it impossible to believe Number 8. But
one person there, though he finds he can believe 4 and 5 pretty
well, does best with Number 8 and finds the most truth in it. The
main process in the believing game is for this person to help the
others to have his perception and experience of assertion Number
8. He can tell them more about what he sees, help them to put
themselves into it. It may be the best assertion there, but they will
only discover it to be so by refraining from arguing and instead
trying only to agree or affirm. The existence of a group and the
emphasis on investment, projection, and affirmation thus provide
a leverage for getting to a truth that is obscure and initially inac-
cessible, and thereby for avoiding seductive errors.

But the believing game does not have its full power as a dia-
lectic for getting to the truth till you add the dimension of time.
After three months of practice, people will be ablé to understand,
believe, and thereby discover obscure truths in assertions which
would have been inaccessible to them at the start. Continual prac-
tice in trying to have other perceprions and experiences helps peo-
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ple break out of their “sets” and preoccupations—helps them be
less rigid, less prey to conventional, knee-jerk, or idiosyncratic re-
sponses. It takes practice over time to learn not to “project” in the
bad sense—not to see only your own preconceptions or preoccupa-
tions; and to learn to ‘‘project” more in the good sense—to see
more of what’s really there by getting more of the self into every
bit of it.

I think of the doubting game as the dialectic of propositions
because the more you get ideas and perceptions into propositional
form, the better it works. And I think of the believing game as
the dialectic of experience because the more you get ideas and
perceptions into the most fully experienced form, the better it
works.

I would like to compare the way these two dialectics guard
against error. To do this, I will specify what I think are the three
main sources of human error—the three ways in which man is cog-
nitively “fallen”—and see how both dialectics deal with them.

1. Self-interest. It has always been clear that thinking is an act of
construction but now psychologists show us more and more how
perception too is an act of construction (and that thinking and
perception are analogous activities). That is to say, thinking is
more like making an estimate in your head than it is like feeding
the problem to a computer and getting its answer. Similarly, per-
ception is more like making a drawing than taking a photograph.
It is because thinking and perceiving are active and constructional
that self-interest has a huge chance to fudge the answer. If we
have to add up in our head the three sums of money that are
owed to us, we have a good chance to push the answer in the di-
rection we wish. And psychologists have busied themselves for a
long time showing how people tend to see what they want to see
(that is, draw the picture they want to see instead of being stuck
with what shows up on the photograph).

The doubting game or dialectic of propositions tries to attack
the problem of self-interest by weeding out the self, its wishes and
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its preoccupations. It tries to get you to make your thinking more
like using a computer than making an estimate in your head.
Thus, it sets up a system that is as impersonal as possible: logic,
rules for what will pass and what won’t, the less involvement of
the self the better. It tries to get you to put perceptions or experi-
ences “on paper’—into propostions—and out of your head: do
long division rather estimating. Extricate the self, run impersonal
transformations. And in addition, it encourages people always to
argue with you and assume you are wrong and try to find the
holes in your argument that result from your self-interest.

The believing game, on the other hand, is built on the idea that
the self cannot be removed: complete objectivity is impossible.
Since you can’t get away from self-interest, you are given constant
practice in trying to get the feel of your own self-interest and to
adopt the self-interest of as many other people as possible. Instead
of trying to minimize the drawing and estimating models of per-
ception and thinking, the believing game tries to exploit them:
you are constantly asked to make the other person’s drawing,
make the other person’s estimate.

2. The second natural human error is projection: thinking you
see something outside yourself when really it isn’t there and you
have only “projected” it from inside. If you have food on your
mind you are apt to see it everywhere. This happens because per-
ception and thinking are not only acts of construction, they are
acts of construction based on previous acts of construction—they
are categorizings of new material on the basis of our old cate-
gories. We can only see what we already understand and thus we
can only see outside our heads things that are already inside our
heads. Therefore, there is always a tendency to be wrong about
something new: it will tend to be seen either as something fa-
miliar or else not seen at all.

The doubting game tries to get away from projection. It is con-
stant practice in trying to look out for mistakes born of projection,
constant exercise in trying to remove the self. But the character-
istic of mistakes that come from projection is that they don’t show
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up as mistakes unless you can get outside the system and look at
it from the vantage point of a completely different model. You
can’t tell that you are projecting unless you succeed in adopting
a different view of what you are looking at—a view which will in-
evitably seem more wrong at first even though eventually you will
realize it is more right.

The believing game is built on the idea that you can’t get away
from projection since it is the very mechanism for knowing and
seeing—and that the culprit is not projection but inflexible and
limited projection. Dealing with novelty well doesn’t mean empty-
ing the mind of past categories—that just makes for stupidity—
but rather getting better at building past categories into new and
original arrangements. The believing game is constant practice
in getting the mind to see or think what is new, different, alien.

The doubting game emphasizes a model of knowing as an act
of discrimination: putting something on trial to see whether it is
wanting or not. And it seems to emphasize the camera and tem-
plate models of perception: testing some input against a model.

The believing game emphasizes a model of knowing as an act
of constructing, an act of investment, an act of involvement: what
Michael Polanyi calls “the fiduciary transaction.””? Perception is
controlled projection. Ulrich Neisser points out that there is no
way to distinguish between believing and hallucinating as proc-
esses. Though one is right and the other wrong, both are the same
sort of construction out of stimulus-information on the basis of
past categories.?

3. The human mind also tends to err simply by its lack of pre-
cision. It is more like an analogue than a digital computer. Its
natural language is “sort of.” The doubting game is better than
the believing game at correcting for this. It tries to make the mind
as much as possible like a computer and constantly tries to check
for imprecision and mistakes.

Though the believing game produces less precision, what I

12. Personal Knowledge, New York, 1958.
13. Cognitive Psychology, New York. 1967, pp. 118fi.
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wish to stress here is that it does represent a huge advance in pre-
cision over undisciplined thinking. And that using the doubting
game in the realm where it doesn’t work is nothing but undisci-
plined thinking.

THE TWO DIALECTICS AS GAMES

It’s true that you can’t force someone to play the believing game.
If he doesn’t want to try honestly to believe all assertions, stop
arguing, and try to enter into other people’s perceptions and ex-
periences, there is nothing you can do to force him. This is too
bad, perhaps. But neither can you force someone to accept the
rules of logic and play the doubting game. It sometimes seems as
though you can but that’s only because we have defined the in-
tellectual world as a club where the ticket of admission is a will-
ingness to abide by the rules of the doubting game. The huge
numbers of people who are not members of that club—who started
out, most of them, as children enjoying the rule-governed process of
trying to figure out the truth but somewhere in their lives (usu-
ally in school) grew sleepy or angry at the game-—these people are
a testimony to the fact that you cannot force people to play a
game they don’t want to play.

Unnecessary attrition from the doubting game is caused by peo-
ple who play it without realizing it is a game. One of the most
important fruits of this whole investigation of the believing game
is the heightened realization that the doubting game is only a
game—and it’s not the only game.

If you are playing basketball and someone starts carrying the
ball around without dribbling or keeping score wrong, what you
do next is not part of the game but part of real life. You can shoot
him, you can try to have him locked up, you can cry, you can say
you won’t play with him tomorrow, or you can try to persuade
him to start playing again by talking to him. Here, I think the
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believing game has an inherent advantage over the doubting
game. The activity of the believing game (trying to share percep-
tions and experiences) is more likely than the activity of the
doubting game (trying to find holes in the other person’s view) to
keep people willing to talk to each other if the game breaks down.

I am not arguing against rules but for rules. The power and
fun of a game is in the submission to a set of rules. The pleasure
of a game is in the ritualized process itself, its coherence and struc-
ture, rather than in a final goal or content. The release of energy
and spirits characteristic of a game also comes from this submis-
sion to rules and structure: because one is in a rule-bound struc-
ture—because it is not real life—one can let down some of one’s
guard, and there is a sense of release.

Both games are probably inherently social. Language and rea-
soning are probably simulations in a single mind of processes first
occurring between minds. Socrates thought of reasoning as neces-
sarily a social process. I think that is part of the reason he refused
to write anything down. And the doubting game still benefits
from being played by a group rather than as solitaire. But because
we have taken it for granted so long and worked at it so much, we
tend to be much better at it when alone than we are at the be-
lieving game. When we are more practiced at the believing game,
more people will be better at playing it alone. But I suspect it
will remain more inherently social since it is only a group which
gives the believing game its maximum trustworthiness.

For entrance into the intellectual world, we tend to require
willingness to play the doubting game. This would be all right
if we also required willingness to play the believing game and said
to people who refuse to play, as we say to people who refuse to
play the doubting game: “What a foolish, irrational, and self-
indulgent person you are. You must be trying to preserve some
favorite self-delusion as a security blanket.”

We can see, then, something about how to apply all this to the
reality of school and college activity. Though the two games are
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complementary and mutually beneficial, they cannot be played
simultaneously. We cannot say, “Well let’s try not only to be as
critical as we can, but also be a bit more believing too.” Though
that’s really what we want in the end, when adopted as an imme-
diate goal it results in mere muddling: people merely doubting
what'’s easy to doubt but never questioning what they don’t want
to question; and at the same time believing what's easy to believe
and never risking swallowing what is alien. Each should be played
in severely delimited ways: presented as artificial activities of
heightened organization, structure, and energy expenditure. With
a definite end so you can stop and rest. One or two hours a week
in which people really played the believing game well—that is,
really followed the rules—and another hour or two in which they
really played the doubting game well: that would be a revolution.

THE BELIEVING GAME IN ACTION:
FIGHTING THE ITCH FOR CLOSURE

The teacherless class is a perfect laboratory for playing the believ-
ing game. But I would also hope to see it in school, college, and
intellectual activities in general. Toward this end, a special note
is necessary about closure.

I advocate the believing game not just because it is nice or so-
ciable, not even just because the doubting game doesn’t work
everywhere, but because the believing game yields the truth. It is
a way of coming up with right answers. Yet one of the things that
must be stressed most as advice for playing the believing game is
that you must learn to inhibit your impulse for answers.

For one thing, any group which starts playing the believing
game cannot usually produce answers worth any trust in less than
a couple of months or more. The process is a long, slow discipline
involving growth and increased flexibility.

But also, trying for an answer is what leads most often to argu-
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ments, defensiveness, and possessiveness (“Did my idea or percep-
tion turn out to be the right answer?”’). The itch for closure
brings the itch for argument. Playing the believing game means
fighting the itch for closure.

In playing, therefore, decide hardheadedly what kind of truth
you need and how soon you need it. You’ll find that if you answer
honestly, you’ll need much less than you are in the habit of try-
ing for.

What kind of truth do you need? There is a dirtier and a
cleaner truth, and the believing game settles, much of the time,
for the dirtier kind: truth mixed with error. Many people would
say you haven’t got the truth unless you have it free from error:
part of our feeling for the word “truth” is certainty. But this feel-
ing misleads us. If you have three answers and one of them is
true, you have the truth--even if you don’t know which one it is.
This may sound like sophistry but it’s not: 1. If you don’t settle
for this dirty mixture, you might not get that truth at all: if you
are too fastidious and try to force assertions always to prove them-
selves at the door, you lose some of vour best and most accurate
perceptions (and those of other people working with you). 2. You
can benefit from the truth in this mixed dirty bag: if you look at,
ponder, and digest all three answers—even if you still don’t know
which is right—you will learn from the right one. Your organism
can do a lot of sifting that you cannot do consciously. Like the
owl eating the mouse.

How soon do you need your truth? Many activities that could
be called intellectual—especially most school activities—fulfill their
goals perfectly if they slow down on generating final answers but
speed up the business of making people more perceptive and in-
telligent. The shape of the believing game is waiting, patience,
not being in a hurry. Answers come later: finally comes a reorien-
tation of thinking or perception that makes clear the answer to an
issue that was raised much earlier. Now it is clear without argu-
ment or uncertainty: earlier you would have had to argue for an
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answer and you might well have gotten the wrong one (along
with unnecessary commitments to various answers on the part of
the arguers). Waiting brings naturally a shared, accurate percep-
tion—closure. Week by week you improve the quality of the pool
of perceptions and assertions you refrain from choosing among.

So if you are playing the believing game and you need answers
at the end of three months, spend the first 214, months not-trying
for them. If you only have an hour, spend the first 50 minutes
not-looking for answers.

It helps in all this to be more conscious of the itch for closure.
Notice how most of us have a habit of trying to achieve closure—
settlement of at least something—by the end of any class or meet-
ing. Even at the end of a go-minute enterprise of any sort, we
want to say, “Well, now, let’s see what we’ve settled.” Try to feel
how stupid this impulse is—how the desire for closure impedes
any larger slower reorderings of thought or experience and really
serves the mind’s desire to stay the same.

THE TWO GAMES AS REINFORCERS
OF DIFFERENT CHARACTER TRAITS

I find associated with each dialectic a whole set of character traits
—both cognitive and affective. Each set makes a kind of interre-
lated net or complex of styles:

Doubting Game Believing Game
extrication, disengagement involvement
detachment, perspective projection, commitment
rejecting or fending off willingness to explore what
what is new isnew
closing, clenching opening, loosening

literal metaphorical
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rigid
stubborn, hanging on
impulse for security
centered, unmoving self

learning to be sharper, finer,
more piercing, harder,
tougher

aggressive: meeting threat
by beating it down

deflating
competitive
solitary or adversary activity

talking, noise, arguing

179

flexible

yielding

impulse for risk

floating self

learning to be larger, more
encompassing, softer, more
absorbent

nonaggressive: meeting threat
by bending, incorporating;
nonviolent

supporting

cooperative

working in a group

listening, silence, agreeing

Clearly I see great values in the qualities down the right side of
the page. But I am not really knocking the ones on the left: they
are necessary and valuable as long as they are balanced by their
complements. But only the left side is reinforced by our culture’s
conception of intellectuality. I would like to sum up this psycho-
logical contrast by pointing to three other ways of viewing it.

1. There is a contrast here between the thirst for certainty and
an acceptance of uncertainty and ambiguity. The doubting game
represents such a thirst for certainty that it tends to confuse cer-
tainty with truth. This confusion is so widespread that many peo-
ple equate the two. Yet they are fully distinct. Whether a propo-
sition is certain or whether it is true are very different matters.
Your behavior and the results of your inquiries are likely to be
very different according to how greatly you insist on certainty.

Iago’s work is almost done once he gets Othello to the point of
needing certainty: only one answer is acceptable—infidelity. Fidel-
ity is incapable of being determined with certainty. The need for
certainty, then, tends to carry in itself a drift toward certain kinds
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of investigations and certain kinds of results. There are some
kinds of data and propositions and insights a person cannot bene-
fit from if he has no tolerance for working with uncertainty.

2. There is also a contrast here between male and female as our
culture defines them. The monopoly of the doubting game tends
to reinforce those personal styles which the culture also defines as
male: aggressive, thrusting, combative, competitive, and initia-
tory. A woman tends to be perceived as less feminine if she shines
in the doubting game—if she loves to initiate and win arguments
and find holes in the other person’s position. A man tends to be
perceived as less masculine if his intellectual style is not that of
the doubting game—if he operates by pliancy, absorbency, non-
initiation, and nonaggression. Some of our language for the ad-
versary process of the doubting game reveals these associations of
gender: “advancing points,” “making points,” ‘seeing if a point
stands up,” “finding holes,” and “poking holes” in the other per-
son’s argument. Both the culture in general and the intellec-
tual community in particular suffer a loss of power from this

IEYs

onesidedness.

3. There is also a contrast between two different qualities of
energy. The doubting game—the adversary method—involves a
combative kind of energy that feels like clenching a muscle: send-
ing current to a muscle to make it contract. Words like “tight”
and “hard” characterize the energy in a good argument. There is
an initiatory and cutting quality. A good arguer really cuts—cuts
through issues, through fog, through excess fat—pierces to the
center of things.

The energy that goes with the believing game—especially in
trying to begin to play—is that peculiar, delicate energy requiréd
to keep something energetically open. It is like the energy you
send—whatever the physiology is—to keep a muscle from contract-
ing. Perhaps it is like muscle tonus: though the muscle is not sag-
ging or limp, neither is it tight or rigid. To try to put out this
kind of energy is difficult because “trying” seems to make you
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contract muscles. Trying to remain open is a kind of trying-
to-not-try. A room full of people having an argument produces a
high energy level. But if you ask them to stop arguing and to
agree with each other’s assertions, the energy level is very apt to
go way down and most of them will feel you've asked them to do
something sleepy and boring. Intellectuals in particular often feel
that if they cannot argue and try to cut through error, the only
other thing they can do is just go soft and limp.

The energy that occurs when people are successful in playing
the believing game is easier to describe: it is the release of energy
that comes from the “ah-ha” experience of reorientation or ges-
talt-shift. When you succeed in seeing something the way some-
one else sees it—and it is different from the way you have been
seeing it—this almost invariably produces a little burst or release
of energy in you. There are experiments showing that when chil-
dren “get” something—at the moment of reorientation or “ah-ha”
—they almost invariably display a sudden little physical movement
or release of tension.

FEARS OF THE BELIEVING GAME

Before the believing game can be fully legitimized, a whole set of
fears must be spoken to. There is a natural feeling that the doubt-
ing game guards against various kinds of loose or self-indulgent
thinking which undermine truthseeking. To legitimize the be-
lieving game would seem to invite, for example, solipsism, group-
think, and credulity.

Solipsism. It might seem at first that the believing game would
invite people to tune out all thoughts and perceptions except
their own. For the believing game keeps other people from argu-
ing with you. But this is only to promote the main process: get-
14 Gertrude Hendrix, “A New Clue to Transfer of Training,” Elementary

School Journal, Dec. 1947, pp. 198-200; cited in Morris L. Bigge, Learning
Theory for Teachers (New York, 1964), p. 283.
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ting you continually to move out of your own perceptions and
thoughts into someone else’s. The believing game is a tool for
breaking out of solipsism.

Surprisingly enough, it is the doubting game which, in our cul-
ture at least, is the main encourager of solipsism. It is very com-
mon for intellectuals and academics—though they lack the tradi-
tional, heavy-lidded mannerisms of the solipsist—actually to use
argument and dialectic to defend themselves against ever having
the perception, experience, and thought of other people. Such
abusers of the doubting game allow themselves to stay locked into
their own minds because they feel it is legitimate never genuinely
to entertain a different view if they can mount a strong attack
against it.

Groupthink. Like solipsism, this is a serious pathology for a
truthseeking community. And again it seems as though the doubt-
ing game would be the best defense against it: the goal of the
doubting game is disproof, and disproof is how the wise individ-
ual or minority changes the mind of the erroneous majority. The
trouble is that disproof is possible in only a relatively small pro-
portion of important questions. Otherwise, you can argue against
someone till the cows come home, you can say you have ‘“‘dis-
proved” or “‘demolished” or “shattered” or “found gaping holes
in” his position. But he is very liable to be unpersuaded because
in fact you have not disproven his case. How much harder to per-
suade not just an individual but a majority with a sense of or-
thodoxy and authority on its side. The doubting game then sup-
ports groupthink because it promotes the feeling that a new or
minority idea must disprove the reigning one before it need be
seriously entertained—which in most cases is not possible.

The believing game gives the little man much more power over
the majority than the doubting game does. It is the essence of the
believing game that the majority spends all its time not merely
not-arguing against the individual, not merely listening to him,
but actually trying to believe him.



APPENDIX ESSAY 183

Credulity. The problem of credulity looks like the problem of
insufficient “critical thinking.” Critical thinking is what is sup-
posed to prevent people from believing what credulous people
believe. When people write material for college catalogues or try
to justify certain studies, they often speak of teaching critical
thinking. I don’t want to deny the value of critical thinking any
more than I would deny the value of the doubting game.

But there’s another way of looking at credulity or the problem
of people believing things they shouldn’t believe. When we call
someone credulous we usually mean not that he believes X be-
cause he has never heard of Y, but that he has heard of both X
and Y and believes X when he shouldn’t. The productive ques-
tion is why does he believe X. The reason is usually one of the
following: X was told him by an authority such as his parents or
his teacher or his government; X is something that is in fashion;
X is something he worked out himself; X is a view that is crucial
to his very conception of himself or his reality; or X is an instance
of a kind of thinking he is particularly open to believing—it fits
the structure of his thinking—(for example, magical thinking or
scientific thinking). Other reasons could be listed, but they could
all be summed up by saying that for him X was easier to believe
than Y. All humans have a propensity to believe what is easy to
believe rather than what is true. We call credulous those who do
this most.

This diagnosis would be fine if only we didn’t turn around and
give the disease the wrong name. The “credulous” person really
suffers from difficulty in believing, not ease in believing: give him
an array of assertions and he will always believe the one that re-
quires the least expenditure of believing energy. He has a weak
believing muscle and can only believe what is easy to believe. He
can only digest what has been prechewed. The fact that we call
this disease credulity when it is really incredulity reflects vividly
our culture’s fear of belief.

Behind the problems of solipsism, groupthink, and (in)credu-
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lity—which are indeed pathologies in a community of truthseekers
—lies, I think, one single problem: the inability to change your
mind. The main hindrance to the search for truth is probably the
inability to abandon a present belief and adopt a better one when
it comes along—even though it may be harder to believe, or may
involve admitting you were wrong, or may come from someone
you don’t want to agree with.

An analysis of mind-changing is in order. I use myself as an ex-
ample. I admit I am stubborn and love to argue. But I think that
makes me typical of intellectuals and academics.

Sometimes the doubting game works just the way it’s supposed
to: I believe something I shouldn’t; someone argues against
it; this serves as a booster shot of critical thinking, I realize I
shouldn’t have believed it, and I stop. But actually it seldom
works so nicely—for me or for others.

In many cases the doubting game has the opposite effect: I ex-
perience it as a strong attack and 1 dig in my heels the harder.

In many other cases, it looks as though the doubting game
worked. It looks as though I was blasted out of my bad position.
But not really. I went through the motions, admitted I was wrong,
thought I had changed my mind, but deep down I retained my
primary allegiance to my first love, the ostensibly abandoned idea.
A close look at my behavior and the implications of my speech
shows that I still operate on the basis of the error.

And then there are the cases—no doubt far roo few—where 1
actually did change my mind. But what strikes me is that it was
not, in fact, the process of being devastatingly argued against that
did it. Or at least that wasn't sufficient. Whenever I really changed
my mind, there was always a something else that had to happen
before I would stop fighting, admit error, and in fact really change
my mind—instead of just going through the motions. That some-
thing else is a bit mysterious, but I can say something about when
it happens most and what it feels like. It happens most when the
person arguing against me lets up on his guns a little, stops trying
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to show that I'm an idict, and in fact shows some glimmer of
understanding for why / believe what I do believe. He shows a bit
of willingness to share my perception: then I'm more willing to
share his. And subjectively there is a very definite feel for this
thing which permits a change of mind: it feels like a letting go, a
relinquishing, a giving up of a piece of stubbornness. Even, in a
sense, a giving up of a piece of myself. Saying goodbye to a love
affair I wish weren’t finished.

The believing game helps this mind-changing process more
than the doubting game does. Though the believing game is in-
taking or incorporatorv, nevertheless this taking-in permits a
greater letting-go. The doubting game, on the other hand, rein-
forces hanging on. Defending something against all attacks re-
wards the universal tendency to hang on at all costs to what you
have. Letting-go requires an atmosphere of acceptance and trust,
and the believing game helps inspire this atmosphere much more
than the doubting game does.

I believe that people in the academic and intellectual world
(especially in the humanities and social sciences) suffer badly from
a characteristic inability to change their minds. I attribute this
problem to an excessive reliance upon the doubting game. It is
my sense that the more people shine at the doubting game, the
more they tend to be stubborn and unwilling to change their
minds.

There are more personal emotional fears that reinforce the mo-
nopoly of the doubting game and which must therefore be ex-
plored here. I think we all fear, to a greater or lesser extent, being
taken over, infected, or controlled by a bad or wrong idea. The
believing game asks us, as it were, to sleep with any idea that
comes down the road. To be promiscuous. We will turn into the
girl who just can’t say no. A yes-man. A flunky. A slave. Someone
who can be made to believe anything. A large opening that any-
thing can be poured into. Force-fed. Raped.



186 WRITING WITHOUT TEACHERS

Everyone feels his self is fragile in some way. At the psychic
level I think the main function of the doubting game is to guard
against such indiscriminate invasion of the self. We naturally feel
we are liable to poisoning or infection by what is alien. Often
enough in life we must submit to contact with such material, but
actually taking it inside is too much. And we can avoid that. Des-
cartes, the archetypal player of the doubting game when he
doubted everything and then only readmitted clear and distinct
ideas, was among other things engaging in a purification rite. He
was reenacting the parable of sweeping the house clean of evil
spirits with a new broom. A common use of the doubting game in
intellectual discourse is a version of the same thing: no idea is
truly listened to, truly taken in, unless it has been “purified” by
the ritual of the doubting game.

What is finally becoming clear, I think, through increased
understanding of human emotional and cognitive functioning, is
that you can never produce enough security clearance, no matter
how new or powerful your broom: you can never keep out all
wrong ideas, all disgusting or threatening ideas, all ideas tainted
by previous tenants—all infection. The only cure for this problem
is metaphorically specified in Conrad’s phrase in Lord Jim: “In
the destructive element immerse.” Since you can’t keep ideas out,
you have to let them in: consider things in the guise of the widest
and most conflicting array of categories and thereby get a feel for
what’s really there—a feel for the misconceptions or blindings that
various categories impose on us.1

There is a kind of validity to this fear. The sense of fragility of
self—the need for integrity of one’s borders—is no joke. You can-
not and probably should not ask people to immerse themselves
in ideas that are too much for them. But also, correspondingly,
you shouldn’t trust someone’s judgment who is too touchy in his
fear of invasion. What is needed is practice in learning to im-

15 This is the thesis of an important book by Colin Turbayne, The Myth of
Metaphor, University of South Carolina Press, 1970.
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merse the self gradually in the element perceived as dangerous—
and it is just such a process that is constituted by the believing
game.

SPECULATIONS ON THE HISTORY
OF THE BELIEVING GAME

There are probably historical reasons why the doubting game has
been monopolistic and tried to deny legitimacy to the believing
game. In the past the tables were probably turned: people prob-
ably once used a kind of believing game and didn’t use a doubt-
ing game at all. It is easier and more natural to use the believing
muscle and put oneself into an assertion than it is to use the
doubting muscle and extricate oneself from it and assume it is
false. It’s in the very nature of perceiving and thinking to project,
enter in, or participate. It was probably only through great
struggle over many centuries of intellectual development that men
learned to do this artificial, paradoxical, and powerful thing of
perceiving and understanding something but at the same time try-
ing to assume it is false in order to make errors turn up. Doubting
something is like doing two contrary things at the same time:
having an idea and rejecting it. In many languages, the word
“doubt” is cognate with the word for “two” (“double”): being “‘of
two minds.” So although we're in trouble now from a weakness in
believing, no doubt we used to get into trouble from a weakness
in doubting.

In fact, the fully developed believing game as I conceive it—a
fully developed system with many steps—wasn’t possible till the
development of the doubting game. We only learned from the
doubting game how to turn the exercise of a muscle into a full
dialectic—how to turn thought into something more than sitting
down and clenching your jaw and furrowing your brow as hard
as you can. The development of the doubting game—logical dia-
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lectic—was the development for the first time of an artificial, sys-
tematic, many-step process in which the very artificiality of it acts
as a corrective to what you would have “‘just thought”—no matter
how smart you were. Now we know how to make the believing
game into this kind of dialectic. But I think the believing game
has been developing and trying to be born for a long time and it
is interesting to note past forms.

1. The most recent—and one which has influenced me—is the de-
velopment of group process. Therapy groups and encounter
groups often operate by principles similar to what I describe
for the believing game. Often there is a ground rule that in-
stead of trying to prove assertions wrong, it is more helpful to
get them into the form of statements of perception and expe-
rience such that other people can try to share them.

2. Quaker meetings in which no decisions are taken except by
consensus. This seems a full and precise use of the believing
game. Obviously Quaker meetings are not based on a denial of
disagreement. (Indeed Quakers are particularly strong dis-
agreers or scruplers: they have particularly strong doubting
muscles or sensitivities to dissonance. It may be that Quakers
developed their consensus process because they were way ahead
of the rest of us in arguing and disagreeing.)

A meeting in the Quaker manner is an explicit refusal to
settle for the lowest common denominator—a refusal to settle
on that decision which invites the fewest arguments or objec-
tions: there is always at least one serious objection and one is
too many. Rather it insists on achieving that decision the entire
group can best enter into or affirm. In short, it is not a matter
of “which course of action do we doubt least” but rather
“which course of action can we all believe most.”

3. Juries. The court of law is above all an adversary arena, a play-
ing of the doubting game, a contest for finding holes in the
other fellow’s argument. But if there is only the doubting game,
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why the jury? Lawyers and judges are far better at doubting
and finding inconsistencies, whether in assertions of fact or of
law. To bring in a jury is to bring in people who are least
qualified to play the doubting game. What’s more, not only are
they specifically barred from doubting game processes, they are
also forced into believing game processes: they may not talk or
ask questions of witnesses, lawyers, nor scarcely of the judge;
they may only sit in silence and listen. Listening and silence
are hallmarks of the believing game. All input, no output. And
until a recent Supreme Court decision which seems contrary to
the tradition, juries had to arrive at unanimous decisions.
Thus, like a Quaker meeting, though members may doubt all
they want, the process by which they can best fulfill their task
is the process of concerted affirmation.

Obviously juries and Quaker-run meetings permit situations
in which people exhaustedly settle for a decision that no one
likes but it was the only one which no one hates. But when this
happens, you can feel that something has gone wrong. You can
feel the structure was trying to foster the opposite process: a
more positive dialectic which gets people out of their partisan
point of view, out of their initial way of thinking, and thus
helps them to grow and change. Consensus can usually happen
only when something organic occurs in a group. Even the co-
ercive, tension-producing and exhaustion-producing element in
this sort of meeting—'‘no one may go home till there is consen-
sus!”—helps people break out of “sets” or habitual points of
view: this is the essential process in the believing game.

4. People like Thomas Kuhn and Michael Polanyi (op. cit.) give
an account of the history of science to the effect that though
scientists almost universally feel they practice the doubting
game, nevertheless important cruxes are settled by something
very like the believing game. (Though only big wheels get to
play.) At a period of scientific revolution—when competing
paradigms or models are up for grabs—it is as it is with read-
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‘

ings of a poem: the
rather those who carry weight in the profession perceive an-
other one as more fruitful and indeed truer. They perceive this
truth from within it, not from without.

5. I have earlier tried to show that when literary critics really do
their business well, they are playing the believing game.

‘wrong” paradigm is not proven wrong;

CONCLUSION: THE INTERDEPENDENCE
OF THE TWO GAMES

My case for the believing game can be summed up in two asser-
tions. :

1. It is the only process for getting to the truth in areas of word-
interpretation and gestalt-making. 2. It is a disciplined intellec-
tual dialectic whose practice makes people more perceptive,
flexible, and generally more intelligent; and it reinforces charac-
ter traits which our culture badly needs.

In much of my thinking about this matter I have seen the
doubting game as villain. I think bad things can be associated
with the doubting game: by helping people extricate themselves
from perception, it can reinforce self-deception; by helping people
extricate themselves from experience, it can reinforce the pecu-
liarly antiseptic inhumanity that is characteristic of our culture,
and make it easier, for instance, to drop bombs on people.

But previous drafts showed me that the doubting game is not
in itself the villain. (And also showed me the depth of my own
commitment to the doubting game.) For the ability to extricate
oneself from ideas, to reduce experiences to propositions, to trans-
form propositions logically, to achieve detachment, to cut through
crap, to be combative and thrusting, to be fiercely stubborn, to
have a hunger for certainty, to doubt everything, to have a dug-in
and unmoving self—all these qualities are extremely valuable.
People rarely achieve anything good without them.
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The two games are interdependent. I can close by saying that
the believing game needs to be legitimized if only for the sake of
the doubting game. For one thing, there is a growing movement
of revulsion against the doubting game which will subside only
when the believing game has equal legitimacy. For another thing,
along with playing the doubting game too much, people play it
shoddily, and they will considerably improve when they start play-
ing the believing game too. We learn to play the doubting game
“in general”’—not realizing it is a game. What that means is that
we learn critical thinking “in general’—that is, we learn, as it
were, to try in general to be more vigilant, try in general to doubt
everything, try in general not to be a sucker. But we don’t apply
this practice to everything. When it comes to really important
things, people don’t really doubt them. “After all,” we say to our-
selves unconsciously, “you’ve got to believe something.” But that’s
wrong. It shows we don’t understand the doubting game. You
don’t have to believe anything: it’s only a game and for the game
you must doubt absolutely everything and see what you come up
with.

In short, the two games are only halves of a full cycle of think-
ing. Because human functioning is organic and developmental,
because for example you cannot learn to be a cut-throat editor till
you learn to be a prolific producer, so too people cannot learn to
play well either the doubting game or the believing game till they
also learn to play the other one well.






A Few Books to Help with Correct Usage

Correct usage and good writing are not the same. Both are
good things but it helps not to confuse them. In the writing
class, concentrate on making your writing work better. Correct
usage is a simpler matter that vou can get by yourself out of
books.

For looking up something you are not sure of, here are a
few books I have found usetul:

THE AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY OF THE
ENGLISH LLANGUAGE, Houghton Mifflin Co., Education
Division, 110 Tremont St., Boston, Mass. 02107

REFERENCE MANUAIL FOR STENOGRAPHERS AND
TYPISTS, Gavin and Sabin, McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1221
Avenue of the Americas. New York, N.Y. 10020. (I find this
book particularly useful because it doesn’t try to teach me
things I don’t want to know, it just gives me the answer I'm
looking for in the quickest way possible.)

WRITER’S GUIDE AND INDEX TO ENGLISH, Porter
Perrin et al., Scott, Foresman and Co.. 1900 E. Lake Ave.,
Glenview, Ill. 60025

For learning spelling, usage, and grammar, here are some
programmed books that you can use entirely on your own:

SPELLING IMPROVEMENT: A PROGRAM FOR SELF-
INSTRUCTION, Patricia Fergus, McGraw-Hill (see address
above) .
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BASIC SPELLING SKILLS: A PROGRAM FOR SELF-
INSTRUCTION, Learning Technology, Inc., McGraw-Hill
(see address above).
PROGRAMED REVIEW OF ENGLISH, UNIT I, SPELL-
ING, Martha S. Trimble, Harper and Row, Inc., Scranton,
Pa. 18512

UNIT II, DICTION

UNIT III, WRITING
ENGLISH # g200: APROGRAMED COURSE IN GRAM-
MAR AND USAGE, Joseph C. Blumenthal, Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, Inc., 757 Third Ave., New York, N.Y. 10017.
This seems to be the most widely used of the programmed
texts.)
COMPETENCE IN ENGLISH: A PROGRAMED HAND-
BOOK, J. H. Hook and R. L. Stevens, Harcourt Brace Jo-
vanovich (see address above).



Reminders to Keep in View
During a Teacherless Writing Class

NECESSARY INGREDIENTS:

Get a commitment from at least seven people for a ten-week
stretch

Make sure everyone writes something every week

Make sure everything read out loud is read twice and given a
minute’s silence after each reading

Give pointing and summarizing responses to every piece of
writing

Make sure everyone, for his first four classes, uses two showing
exercises

Do three ten-minute writing exercises each week

Use the last five minutes of each class for reactions to the class
itself

GIVING MOVIES OF YOUR MIND:

Pointing (p. 85)

Summarizing (p. 86)

Telling (p. 87)

Showing (p. 70: voices; motion, locomotion; weather: clothing;
terrain; colors; shapes; animals; vegetables; musical instru-
ments; body; where it’s evolved from, where evolving to;
writer’s real intention, crazy intention; what it was written in-
stead of; what the writer did before writing it; portrait of
anonymous writer; writing as clay; reactions of someone else;
picture or doodle; sounds; jabbering; movements; ten-minute
writing; meditation)
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FURTHER ADVIGE TO READERS:

Make sure you've had a good chance to read the writing (p. 93)

One reader at a time, or all at once? (p. 93)

Never quarrel with someone else’s reaction (p. 94)

Give specific reactions to specific parts (p. 94)

No kind of reaction is wrong (p. 95: “‘content” as opposed to
“style”; odd reactions; advice; evaluation; theories; irrelevant
reactions)

Though no reactions are wrong, vou still have to try to read well
(p- 98)

Sometimes you may not want to (p. g9)

You are always right and always wrong (p. 100)

ADVICE TO THE WRITER ON LISTENING:

Be quiet and listen (p. 101)

Don’t try to understand what people tell you (p. 102)

But do try to understand how they tell it to you (p. 102)

Don’t reject what readers tell you (p. 102)

Don’t stop them from giving you reactions (p. 104)

But don’t be tyrannized by what they say (p. 104)

Ask for what you want but don’t play teacher with them (p. 105)
You are always right and always wrong (p. 106)
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OXFORD

A well-known advocate of innovative teaching methods outlines a
practical program for learning how to write. The program is equally
useful for imaginative writing such as fiction and poetry, for essays,
and for pragmatic writing such as reports, lectures, and memos.

Mr. Elbow’s approach is especially helpful to people who get
“stuck” or blocked in their writing. He challenges the traditional
model of the writing process, which states that first you must get
your meaning clear in your mind (perhaps through making an out-
line), and then you may proceed to write. He believes that it is
crucial to separate the productive and the editorial process. You
must first produce without any editorial interference and after all
your thoughts are down on paper, then you must edit and rewrite.
The book includes guidelines for free (non-stop) writing exercises
and suggestions for keeping a diary.

Because he feels that reactions by many readers are invaluable
in learning how to write, Mr. Elbow proposes that the class or group
be small enough so that each member can write something at least
once a week and everyone else can read it and respond to it. He
provides suggestions for both the writer and reader on how to react
to one another and includes advice on how to avoid pointless
arguments which often cripple this type of discussion.

“The book seems to work. Not only does it uncover the hollow-
ness of our pretensions as guardians of the gates of good writing, but
I’'m sure that it would provide valuable help for student writers as,
indeed, it has for me. ... The concluding essay . . . alone is worth
the price of the book.” — English Journal

PETER ELBOW, Professor of English at the University of Massachu-
setts, Ambherst, is the author of Embracing Contraries and Writing with
Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process.
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