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| Beginning |

'F YOU ENJOY RESEARCH and writing, some of the. -
greatest gifts life can offer you are time, space, and a2 good ratio~
nalization for devoting yourself to a project that truly interests .
you. But there are many other stances from which to approach -
writing a doctoral dissertation. Most of the students I meet in:
my work don’t often think of their dissertation projects with -
joyful anticipation. Instead, they’re overwhelmed by the size of '
the task, or they don’t consider themselves scholars, or they are " -

begin. But even if you're not a true scholar yet (whatever that is)
or are feeling frightened, you can still write a good dissertation, '
using a process that minimizes pain and increases your chances - ;s
of fecling engaged and satisfied with your work. And the first
step is to imagine your dissertation. St
The best way to begin a dissertation is not by posmonmg Lo
yourself in a library and writing “Chapter 1” on the top of & B
blank piece of paper. The best way to begin is by approachi'ng-__- |
your dissertation in your imagination, preparing to write in and :
about this thesis at every stage, and to become the researcher of -

scared that they’re not up to it, or they don’t even know how to .
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your own work process. Imagining your dissertation allows you
to develop passion, curiosity, and questions about your topic, as
well as to think of yourself as someone who can make a com-

mitment to scholarship. You may be given a topic. You may be

so terrified you can’t imagine “passion” or “pleasure” as words

with any relevance to your undertaking. You may be wriing a-.

thesis for strictly instrumental reasons. Nevertheless, it’s still
worth imagining—choosing and playing with different topics
and different types of theses, giving yourself some leeway to:

explore before you commit to a particular topic in a specific -

format. You can take time at this point to speculate about how it

will feel to have done this work, to own a doctorate. Or you can
think about the process by which you hope to research and

write, and where you’ll try to do your writing. You can imagine
how much company you'd like or will need—-friends, coworkers,
the active presence of your committee~—during this project, and
whom you’ll ask to be your advisor and your committee mem-
bers. You may even want to consider seriously how you would
feel, what might happen, if you were to choose not to write a
dissertation. e
People write dissertations for many different reasons. For

some of you the goal is to meet a professional necessity, to
accomplish an instrumental task: you want to spend your profes-.
sional life teaching at a college or university, and you know that -

a doctorate is a prerequisite. Others want to learn the process of

producing a major scholarly work, to begin a life of serious

research and writing. Still others, before they go on to the next.
phase of life, want to finish a process they began some time back.
when they entered graduate school. And then there are the
lucky ones who have a burning question that they want to spend

Beg.inm'ng + 5

time answering. One of the ways to begin, no matter which of
these agendas is yours, is by learning to write your way in, -~

 Writing Your Way In
Writing is at the center of producing a dissertation. This book B
will teach you how not to talk away your ideas or lose them in
mental gymnastics. You will learn to write in order to think, to
encourage thought, to tease thought out of chaos or out of
fright. You will write constantly, and continuously, at every: |
stage, to name your topic and to find your way into it. You will-
learn to write past certainty, past prejudice, through contradic~
tion, and into complexity. You will come to write out of your
own self, and, eventually, even though you may be afraid of
what your reader will say, you will learn to write in a way that -
will allow you to be heard. If you're to do all of this, you need
to write every day, even if it’s only for fifteen minutes a day. . -
If you commit yourself to writing at every stage, the proce.ss_ _
will look something like this: Eatly on, even before you've chosen -
a topic, you might make daily, dated journal entries, all of them in .

a thesis book (which might be separate pages on a pad that then - i

go into 2 folder, or a bound notebook, or a computer file) about. =~
your thoughts, worries, interest in various topics. For example; = . -

12/16/95: Today I'm thinkfng about how intrigued 've: . o
always been by the question of the use of model systems im -
studying biological development. I've always been aware
that there are veal disadvantages that come along with the
advantages of this method—I wonder if I could do some- !

thing with this for my dissertation. . . L
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2/3 /96 What am I really trymg to say here, and doew zt
make sense?

When you first choose a topic, youll spell out youf pré}imi-

nary hunches, ideas, questions:

1/15/96: VWhat d;’ﬁ%réncé might it make tf we were to use. At first yo'u’ll write in short stretches, and a bit farthet on .you-. D
not rats, but elephants, as the model? What are the gualities

may produce up to five pages a day (I'll teach you how to do ;
of model system animals that have made ws choose them so. :

this in chapter 3)

readily for much of our developmental vesearch? e _ o
: T : ' Déuél'o'in Your Own Work Process’
As you start to accumulate data you’ll not only take notes, pHig .
but also begin to work with the data—talk back to it in writ-
ing, ask it questions, let the material suggest questions to you,
and then you'll try to summarize your current understanding

Fach of you reading this book is unique, and no single p;fes.cripw"_ :
tion is going to be useful for all of you. I want to help you figure -
out how to devise the strategies that best suit who you are and

of it: how you work. The only rules there are in the dissertation-
o : S _ writing process are the useful ones you make up for yourself, -
2/18/96: Organisms that share the desirable characteristic -

of having rapid embryonic development may share embryonic

getting it from conception to birth; you can get there by what- -
adaptations and constraints related to this trait~what d _ﬁér— :

ever process works for you, e
ence does this make? You begin by learning to pay attention to yourself as azw.fitér; s
: _ S by writing at every possible stage of your work process. You'll - |
As you go through, you'll take some trial runs at writing some note each day how your work has gone: how it felt, what you
bits of the dissertation: : did and didn’t accomplish; you'll ask yourself, in an internal dia-
4/2/96: The model .syst'em:c dppm'ach,' dearly an extra- your way, what nagging question you've been trying to ignore;
ordinarily powerful way to analyze animal development, is

based on certain assumptions. One is that we can extrapo-

late what we leam from a few model species to many other

what you need to work on next, how you might have to change -
your work space, whether you like or hate your topic on this.

oTganisms. . . .

You'll keep.track of the flashes of insight you have that are discover you don’t like composing on the computer, but you -
spurred by your reading, as well as any serious misgivings you don’t know what to do instead; or you are having trouble '

have: making time to work; or your writing is coming very, very: -

You own this dissertation, and you are the one responsible for-

logue that you record, what you think might have gotten in

particular day. You will take your own work habits as seriously as you -
take the material you’re working on, and you will scrutinize them :
frequently to see if they need revamping. If you get stuck (you .- .
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slowly—too slowly to make your deadline), you'll seek consul~

tation, first with yourself, in writing:

1/14/96 What is going on with my work? P having a
terrible time clearing out my schedule. I'm doing favors for
all my friends, and if I don’t stop giving myself these excuses
Jor not working, I'm never going to finish my dissertation!
How can I make sure that I write before I talk on the phone,
before I meet Harry for tea, before I comb the dogs?

After that, you'll consult with y.'our advisor, or with a friend
who has lived through the process successfully, or perhaps with a
counselor whom your university provides for such times. But.
fizst you'll confront the stuck place you're in by writing about it,

researching it, asking yourself when it began (was it after you had -

a disappointing meeting with your advisor, or after you drank too

much, or after you heard about that article that you're terrified

will scoop your idea but haven’t gotten up the courage to read
yet?). You'll try varying your routine to see if another time,
another place, another mode of writing works better. You’ll
think about whether it’s time to make yourself a detailed outline

or to play with another chapter for a while and give this one:

some time to rest. You may decide to consider the worrisome
thought that you're barking up the wrong tree with a particular
idea. All of these issues are food not only for thought, but for
writing. And writing about them, as well as about whatever static
you are experiencing in your head, will serve to resolve most of
the issues that are bothering you. Writing will also be an essential
tool in choosing the topic of your dissertation.

Beginning - 9

C'hoosing a Topic

What do you want from a thesis topic? Writing a dissertation is- .

very much like being in a long-term relationship: there are likely -
to be some very good times and some perfectly dreadful ones,.
and it’s a big help if you like what you’ve chosen. This particular
relationship asks you to give up a lot of the other pieces of your

life, to work like a dog, and to postpone gratification. There are .

people out there who seem to be able to make such sacrifices for
a subject they’re not particularly thrilled by, people for whom
dissertation writing is the means to an end, to getting a degree. I |
admire your grit, if you're among them. If you choose your. -
topic wholeheartedly, the writing process can be a wonderful -

opportunity for pleasure; if you don’t, it’s still possible to pro- &

duce a good piece of work, and you may even surprise yourself -
and enjoy parts of the process. o
Some people seem always to have known what they want to
write their dissertations about. They are the lucky ones. Thejr_ :
still need to find an advisor who will support their enterprise, .
but this is perhaps the easier task. Some, like me, have writteri =
their way through the same topic in various guises often enough- .
so they know it’s theirs for life. Some of you may have topics. e
handed to you. e _
Some of the most fortunate thesis writers are dnven to 1nves--._' _
tigate and try to answer a question that is both professionally and- _.
personally compelling. To begin, stay with, and bring to com-

pletion a project this large, it’s ideal to choose a topic that’s -

really going to matter to you, enough to keep it going even on

the dark days that are an inevitable part of the thesis proc'ess'._.._'-._"-_' :

How do you do this choosing? You follow your curiosity, and,
if you're lucky, your passion. One person’s passion may look.
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strange to others, but for now you only have to please yourself..

’ve known writers who were entranced by the relative propor-

tions of seeds in an archaeological dig, because they could read.

from those data how agriculture was carried out thousands of
years ago. | was once so captivated by the possible sources for
Chaucer’s “Wife of Bath’s Prologue” that [ read in medieval
Latin some of the most misogynistic literature in existence.
These two projects would not necessarily turn on other people,
but that doesn’t matter.

You want to try to find what it is that you get exc1ted g

thinking about, the academic subject for which you have sub-

stantial curiosity. As F've noted above, you can do this through: -

writing. There may also be important clues in your academic

career. Here’s an example: As an undergraduate T was fascinated.

by questions of voice and authority; the subject of my senior
thesis was the Fool in King Lear. As a graduate student in English

I became interested in the sources of authority in Chaucer’s.

work. The more general theme of authority gradually joined
again in my work with the subject of voice——questions about

who's the speaker, who gets to speak, what does it mean to have’
a voice, how does one grow one? Over the next fifteen years; -
my obsession with these issues led to a finished essay called “Ac
Room of One’s Own Is Not Enough,” to work on memory; -
and to a dissertation on teaching writing in such a way as to pro~

mote the development of voice. All of this is visible, of course;

only in retrospect: If you'd asked me twenty, or fifteen years’
ago, why I was writing on any of these topics, I wouldn’t have '

known how to answer.

I'm not recommending that you necessanly try to understand'

your own pattern before you choose your thesis topic, or even

that you necessarily have one; I’'m suggesting you consider that

Beginning + 11

such a pattern may exist, and allow yourself to go on a fishing
expedition. This is how you will find out where your interest:

lies, where your curiosity leads you.

How do you do this? You think and write about the work S

you've done over the course of your academic career, and you -
remember which particular projects best held your interest, or -
excited you, or allowed you to have fun. See if these projects.

" have anything in common. Even if you don’t find such a pat-
tern, you may still unearth some useful data. You may find out, .

for example, that your best papers were surveys—say, of all the

novels by a particular author, rather than an analysis of a single.

work; or that you did your best thinking in papers that were s
comparative studies; or that you were strongest in heavily theo-
retical work; or that the lab projects that required the greatést_.
attention to detail were the ones in which you had the gre:it'% -
est SUccess. L

Look not only at the subjects, but at the type of prOJect—

defined in a variety of ways—that you've succeeded at and .

enjoyed. My own dissertation, for example, is complicated orga- :

nizationally, weaving together theoretical material from three S

different fields, but it is anchored by quite concrete case studies;
my mind works best when I can continuously tie my theories to
data. I've consulted with some people whose dissertations ranged..
from thoroughly grounded, in-depth studies of a single question.

and with others whose work involved multifaceted, theoretical = -

explorations that cut across fields, You need to figure out which :
sort of undertaking best suits how you like to work. R
Another good way to narrow your choice is to ask yourself -

what kind of writing and research by other people you find most - g
interesting and enjoyable to read. You may like highly detailed

work or more general treatments, or inductive versus deductive:
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presentations; you may prefer many examples, or none, whep
you read theory; or you may opt for short chapters or long ones,.

a terse writing style or a more expansive one. All of these prefe

ences are useful clues to the sort of dissertation you want to pro-
duce. And works by other people are also potentially usefid

models.

My thesis advisor knew how helpful a good model could be
One of her most useful suggestions was to point me toward

dissertation in an area related to mine that was a model of i
doable thesis. This dissertation was mercifully short; it was also’
fascinating and well written. 1 knew that it was shorter and
denser than my own would be, but throughout my own writing
two essential things about that work stayed with me: I'd read an .
accepted thesis that was only 144 pages long, and it felt possible’
for me to produce that number of pages; and, quite as important,.

[ could enjoy reading that dissertation. Ask your advisor to sug:
gest some models; you'll probably learn something from them,
and you'll also discover that some people not so different from
you have managed to write dissertations. _ Rt

Your advisor can also help you choose your topic by acting as
2 sounding board, limiting your grandiosity (“Do you really
want to take on all of Henry James’s novels in your thesis?”")

helping you to clarify your main question, and talking with you

about the politics of choosing a topic. Why do I use a word like

“politics” here? Because your choice of topic can be central in -
determining your professional future, beginning with whether

or not you'll get a job in the current market. I'm not suggesting
that you choose your topic solely, or even primarily, on this
basis. If you do, at the worst you could wind up feeling like
you've prostituted yourself, and you may not produce a good

'Begz'nm'ng - 13

p;eéé éf W.ork'. But you ﬂsb sk ending'up with neither a'piéce_- s

work you can be proud of nor a job. _ R
When T was in graduate school I knew a young man who was -
enchanted by the work of Robert Louis Stevenson. When hé__'
decided to write his thesis on Stevenson, the rest of us sat around
ilaking our heads, sure that such a nonacademic topic would

“doom him for the rest of his career. Yet he’s the one among our’
“group who occupies a named chair in the English Department at

Harvard, while serving as a housemaster, so he can hardly be said B

to have been punished for daring to go with his passion, rather
than with one of the more politically correct topics of the times. . -

In the bull market of the 1960s, Robert Kiely could choose to.
write on Stevenson and seill get a fine academic position; it’s not
at all clear that anyone could do so today. You may have to. -

investigate where the jobs are in your field: if there are six posi- |
tions in the country each year for Shakespeare scholars, you may-

want to write a thesis that broadens your possibilities; if you re

lucky, perhaps you can figure out how to write part of it On L
Shakespeare, or you can promise yourself that your first article *

after you've finished will be about your new interpretation of

Macbeth. Bribes like this are useful: “When my thesis is done I’ﬂ -
write the book [play, poetry, music .. ] that I really want to
write.” You'll have to remind yourself of your future reward -
often if you choose a topic that may not be your first choice but C
that is a nice, practical topic. BRI
There’s another, more playful way of choosing your topic, -
once you've bumbled around for a while and have some idea of
your direction. Here’s what you do: Imagine yourself decid- . -
ing to go with the topic you've been considering. Now imagine_.' .
finishing your dissertation and holding it in your hand. Ask
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yourself, “What shall I name this creation?” Try n.aming it; pla
with titles that are clearly too outrageous, and see which one
delight you. At the very least you'll have fun with your work; a
the most you might be able to clarify and focus for yourself wha
you really want to write about. You might even want to give:
this exercise a try right now, and dream up the most outlandish
titles you can. And, of course, write them down.-

.:' Doz'ng.'R'esearch

How 'yozu' do research varies widely fr'om field _to ﬁelc.i:hl;i}z- :
f)iologist experiments in her lab, studyl.ng orgamsr?; w1; e
éyes, electron microscopes, or biochemical ?ssay; ; e ain th_e._..
Pologist travels across the world to Plunk himse fovx;n and_.. -
' midst of another culture, to absorb it by thought, fecling, :

If you are a science dissertation writer, you'ré more likely:
to be given a topic, perhaps a piece of your advisor’s larger
research project. Or you will have to find some area in your:.

field of interest that hasn’t yet been researched, or, in a field
like engineering or math, to invent or discover a technique or a
theorem that’s new or that has not been proved. You have to

deal with the terror that you might work for years on a problem

and never arrive at a solution. Tt may help to know that there
have been successful science dissertations that explored why a
given promising-looking avenue of inquiry failed; these studies
do a public service by keeping others from wandering down the:
same dead-end paths. As a scientist you are playing a higher-
stakes game than the English or history scholar, who knows (at-

least somewhere in her head) that if she works on a topic in" .

earnest for long enough, she'll very likely be able to grind out
a thesis. But vou probably became a scientist in part for the
excitement of the chase, and if and when you win, you win big:
creating a successful lab experiment, inventing an original tech-
nique, discovering something surprising about embryological
development, proving a new theorem. Once you get such a
result, the moment of triumph is pretty clear, and the rest of the
dissertation process is relatively easy. The sense of “I've got it!”

can be much more subtle and elusive in dissertations in other
frelds.

- senses, and then he transforms that expe.rience inFo anew ;iizz; |
: by thinking and getting a feeling about it. The historian Znt e .
-~ old records, hoping to confirm her hunch of what anhev t an(i-
to find the chink in the wall that separates her from the past, _

if and when she finds it, she begins her own reconstruction. tli; -
of these activities are research; some of them use, or c;n ma -
use of, writing. But sooner or later, all of the.se reseérc er; w1“.._.. _
have to transform the results of their searchu.ss 1nt(? written O(-:;(':
ments that explain those results. The d.1scussxon of .speand |
research techniques is best undertaken w1t.h your .adv1;or a r___.
your committee members, who are acquamtéd w1thbt e iaat_-:.
ticular procedures of your field. Because of th.IS, andl ecaz.o : o
least as many people get stuck writing up their resu t; as hg.. :_
research, [ will focus here more on the ps-ychology o researc. 2
and not on the details of how you will do it. y
I probably won't ever forget the fesearch .I di for r e,
dissertation, the one I gave up on. This \ivo‘rk, ?n mediev Mawf_
ture, consigned me to endless hours of sitting in tbefry: . ing.__. ..
library stacks, looking out through leaded glass windows, dying'.

. . - L . ._ .
ha“d' _13.[)() 1Qus }‘ t 183 t:ltl] l(l ]fadl“ tlle [“f:(ileval a.tln . K

11180 {fic texts O E. lf] 1€ “ihl 11 VETe armon tlle QuUrces
Of ChauCEI S GL Ife ()f Batll 5 l IOI(}nge. \‘f(# 113[: I fOLlIld gell—




prehension. Finally, the pain got to be too much for me. What [
didn’t know then—what I learned later by working on the thesis
I did finish—was that ongoing writing could have helped me

with both the details and the creative thinking that go into trje

research. T thought at the time thar if it wasn’t tedious, it wasn’t rea
research; if the library work was mingled with my own creative
Juices, it wasn’t real research. “Real research” was supposed to

mean pain. I'd like to spare you this unnecessary misconception

as you research your thesis.

If, instead, you think of research as active ihquiry into a sub~

ject in order to work on it using the singular quality of your -

own intelligence, some things begin to be clear: “research” is
not merely a matter of accumulating dara that you then swallow;

that is a relatively passive occupation. Research requires that

your mind engage with the material, ask it questions, and act

upon it in such a way as to change the material—and, inciden-- -

tally, yourself. Otherwise the thousands of theses on Shakespeare
would make no sense at all; it would make no sense that one of
the best essays I've ever read on King Lear was written by a Har-
vard freshman. Research turns out to be not what [ imagined it
to be as T sat, suffering, in the Bryn Mawr library stacks, not a
process of passive accumnulation, but a thoroughly active one.

Beginning * 1. 7

On Ownership

Whai dées “ownership” of your writing mean? It means that

bur writing belongs, for better or for worse, to you, and ypu
one. If you screw up your courage to write, it is essential that

yout ownership of that writing be respected by your au#ience—.—'.—
of one or a thousand. Not necessarily a.greed with, but-
respected. Your committee members can‘deade‘ whether qur
body of writing constitutes an acceptal?le d_tssertatlon; a.publls d(:r |
or journal editor will decide whether it will reach a wider audi- -

ence; any reader can like your writing or not, agree with it or -
»

not, understand it or not. But it is still yours. You get to decide -
, ur

what you're going to say, how you're going to say it, whom

you're going to allow to read it. Other people own thei:r'_.

responses to it, but you own the writing. ST
Your ownership of your dissertation means that you are .stuc.k
with it for life. In some ways, your doctoral dissertation 1s.the__. |
most important (even if not the most famous, or the best) plgce'_- -
of work you’ll do; in the course of producing it you learn how i
to be a scholar, and you may come to believe that yc')u are onje_.'-_
If your topic is the best sort, it will also be seminal: youl_l.-_.
develop aspects of it in your future work for many years tg :
come. And, at least initially, your topic will define your profe_s-_.: -
sional identity on the job market. You’'ll be surprised by the .
number of times you’ll refer in various contexts to “what'. I
wrote my dissertation about.” It’s therefore better if you write' -

about something that’s of deep and abiding interest to you, ina ©

- . . : But . .
way that meets your own standards of intellectual integrity _

you may be surprised by how much you are able to inve'st_.: :

deeply even in an assigned or instrumental topic.
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of superstition. Several of my writing clients have talked abo':_:
how helpful they’ve found my “aphorisms” at times of struggl
with their writing, and [ find myself squirming at this feedbac

before and have gotten through it, to remind ug that we can
come to know what strategies work best for us, _ -

Pve sprinkled maxims liberally throughont my writing life;
from the prompt that comes up on the screen when I tumn on
my computer, “Remember credibility,” to the poems that hang

framed next to my desk. Elizabeth Bishop’s “One Art” reminds

me that life is finite, so I’d better get on with the current project;

another, quite silly poem tells me that writing is also about play:
And on days when I'm tempted to fill up my writing time with -

the endless chores of life, [ say Ruth’s phrase, “Write first,” over
and over to myself,

What you need to figure out for YOﬁrs'e.If are the words that :

you most need to hear, words that you have to remember in
order to get your writing done. They can be as awfu] “My
dog will love this thesis,” as silly as “What do you call the
lowest-ranked Ph.D. recipient at graduation?” “Doctor.” You
might remind yourself that “Living (and writing) well is the best
revenge.” Maxims can be reminders and
you think and write ahout them, you'll d
are your own.

offer encouragement, If
iscover the maxims that

2
A
.C'h&oxs'ing an Advisor

and a Committee

 Your Adt;i.so'r :

008t G AN ADVISOR s one of the most importén;
: H'O' e :uymake in the dissertation process: it’s up there \glta
(:;Zi;?;lgsi topic. In an ideal world your ad;’.l:o: ::;uidcar;r}
mentor, an expert in your field, a coach, an editor, _.

ou from. -
lor; someone to guide, teach, and encourage y o
unselor; - ou T
C}T first glimmer you have of “the Right Topic™ to you hOice .
1 o . o
the ge of a job offer from the institution of Tul: h oo
Thete W W ings who can fill that entire. -
few human beings . .
There are, however, ‘ : | that entiee
iob description. (That is why you need a d.lssertam;n c mm‘ X ;—e'f _.
ob des . ; , om )
Jv n though all of its members together won't do he j et
eve ot
ly either) FRR ) ittee mem< .
fec;{y w do you choose your advisor and your commu nem
) tention [
bers, and what sorts of things do you need to piyl ‘?'t o
ers, - iy
Especially in the early stages of your professional ki u .
spec

es of your.
n teach you the rop _

e person who ca

to have at least on

ve out into the -
fession. Such a guide can encourage you to mo o e
rofession. ‘ i .
p fessional world and show you how to navigate 1n it, cize!,
profession
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 Getting Std'rtédW%itihg’-

THIS CHAPTER aims to help you get started writing. When -
[ worked at Harvard’s Writing Center, we joked that the single :
n?ost wseful piece of equipment for a writer was a bucket of glue
First you spread some on your chair, and then you sit down.. '

Thoughts on the Writing Process
In the interests of your doing more than just sitting there, .I wan.t
to think out loud for a bit about the writing process, and how it
doesn’t and does work. I am about to violate an important
behavioral principle: “Never teach someone how to do some-
thing by showing them the wrong way to do it.” Let’s look at
what they taught me in school about how to write. First you
c.hose a topic, perhaps off a list, perhaps at your teacher’s sugges-
t-10n, perhaps out of the air or by looking at which shelf in the
library still had books available on it. Then you researched the
topic (this step seemed to involve a lot of index cards). Then
you thought about your topic. (I've always imagined here a car-

toon of someone sitting at a desk, with an empty word balloon

Lo e
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atached to her head.) Having thought, you made an outline for
your paper, then wrote, starting with [,1 on your outline, -

fleshing it out, making sure you had a good topic sentence for -

each paragraph. You proceeded through the outline in order,.
and when you finished, and capped the paper off with a final,

summarizing paragraph, you let the paper rest for a day (sort of L

like bread dough), then came back, checked the grammar, - '
spelling, '
Then you were done.

I don’t think this model worked.
neat, clean, boring papers, often to empty ones with good form. -

It very rarely produced papers that were deeply thoughtful, that _; i
had strong and distinctive voices and styles, that raised as many . .
questions as they answered, that made you read, and reread, and

then dream about the topic. | want to teach you to write using a-
method that does all these things. _ L
If you look at a piece of finished writing, all neat and orderly,

and know nothing about how it actually came about, you might. ' .
deduce that it was created using what Arlo Guthrie calls “the
good old-fashioned boring model.” But this isn’t how good, fin-.

ished writing usually occurs, and even when it does, such a’
method may not have been the best or most satisfying way of
producing it. In her essay “Flusive Mastery: The Drafts of Eliza- =~
beth Bishop’s ‘One Art,” ” Brett Candlish Millier looks at the
seventeen drafts of Bishop’s poem in order to discover how'.
exquisite writing really gets done. The most shocking thing T
found out from reading Bishop’s drafts is that her fust draft looks. "
nearly as awful as my own first-draft poems do; it's what Bishop .
does after that—and how many times she does it—that makes all "
the difference. N _ - L
How does one really begin to write? William G. Ijerry.]r.. has -

s

transitions, and diction, and cleaned all of them up. AR

Much of the time it led t.o_ = T
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described the process succinctly: “First you make a mess, then
you clean it up.” If you think about the implications of this

statement, you quickly realize that how you write is up for .

grabs: no more neat outlines with Roman numerals to follow,
no elegant topic sentences for each paragraph, maybe not even
any clear sense of where you're going. If you're not going to feel
like you're in free fall, you're going to need some other strate.
gies. What will get you through the beginning stages of this new
model are a few behavioral principles, an understanding of good
addictions, and a plan for producing messy writing every day. -

When you sit down to begin a piece of writing, your first aim:

ought to be to make a mess—to say anything that comes to your -

mind, on the subject or off it, not to worry at alf about whether

your stuff is connected logically, to play with your subject the -
way you used to build mud pies, to do no fine detail work, to-.

spell poorly if that’s your natural inclination, and to generally
forget about standards altogether (even about split infinitives!). [
suspect many writing blocks come about because people aren’t

used to playing in the mud when they write; they think writing

is a neat, clean endeavor. I don’t. L
You may think I'm asking you to be an irresponsible,
uncaring writer. But 'm really asking you to try something that

will have just the opposite effect, if you see it through. The

writing process I have in mind has two parts to it, a first;
“cooking,” making-a-mess part; and. a second, compulsive,
clean-up-the-mess part. If you do only the first part, vou will
indeed end up with a messy, irresponsible product you won't
want to acknowledge as your own. If you do both parts, though, .
I believe you’ll be able to produce stronger, more imaginative
wrtting that you'll feel proud to own. .

When T suggest that you make a mess in xﬁrifihg, I don’t
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mean that you have to go out of your way to make your writing
disorganized, or uncommunicative, just that you need to control .
your worry in the first part of the writing process; it helps to dq _
this if you think of your aim as making mud pies or sandcastles, -
rather than stone buildings. You are making a sketch, not a fin-
ished oil painting. . = . SRS
What ought you stop worrying about? It would be nice if you =~
could completely ignore your spelling (it only needs to be good. -
enough so you can figure out what you wrote, should you -
decide to reread vour writing). It would be even better if y‘o;i_: -
could ignore sentence structure. Concentrate on what you're'. ;
trying to say, and see how many different ways you can say it
You may find that your meaning, as well as your style, will be

shifty at this point. You don’t need to worry at all during this .

first stage about overall organization; I certainly hope vou won’t.

feel compelled to begin at the beginning and move from there_ :

to the middle and the end of your piece. Cu
If the writing doesn’t sound good to you while you're writing

it, it’s fine to make a note to yourself about this. (I find it useful[_. o

to keep up a running dialogue with myself about the questioﬁs o
and problems I've having while I'm writing.) I often put that__'-. _
commentary right in the midst of my text, using square brackets, .-

or a different color ink or pencil, so that when I come back to . -

revise, I can recognize and engage quickly with the problems :.. |
I've already noted. [ don’t stop to hunt for words when I'm in

this messy phase; if [ can’t get just the right word, I list the three S

or four altermatives/choices/words/senses, just like this. I can
stop and open the thesaurus while I'm working on a second .
draft, when doing that won't threaten to interrupt the flow of .
my thoughts and feelings. _ PR

The main goal for this first stage of writing is to keep it going, A
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to keep the interesting and alive associations in your brain
sparking. You don’t want to do anything at this point that’s -
going to get in their way. Writing from an outline sometimes -
short-circuits the imaginative part of writing altogether. Obsess- -
ing about technical details can slow it down or stop it altogether.
If you need to think about your writing in terms of perfec--
tion, perhaps it will help you to know that making a mess is not
only functional, but essential for creating that perfect final
product you have in mind. In chapter 4 Il talk about cleaning "

up the mess.

Using Behamoral Prmc:ples

There are only a few simple behavioral prmCIpIes you need to
know. First, you need to know the difference between nega-
tive and positive reinforcement. It’s possible to train ourselves to

do things by punishing ourselves each time we do something

wrong, but this method is both inefficient and inhumane. Posi~
tive reinforcement, rewarding ourselves each step of the way
as we accomplish a series of small goals on the way to achieving
the large one (what animal trainers call

end up with a docile dog, but not one with any spirit or joy.

Puppies who are trained with praise and treats grow into hver, .

obedient dogs.)
How do you translate these observatlons into a process that

rewards writing? You set up goals for yourself that are doable, -

and then you reward yourself with the legal treat of your choice,

whatever that is: a run with a friend; a cup of coffee at your

favorite café; a half hour to read a novel, listen to music, or chat

“shaping™), is both
more pleasant and much more effective. (If you've tried, God
forbid, to train a puppy by beating it, you’ll know that you can’
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on the phone—you’ll know what your own pleasures are. You __
try to steer clear of self-blame and critical lectures {from other
people, too), and of bad-mouthing what you've written. And

peatedly fail to write. (I have actually had the following conver-
sation with a client: “Where do you do your writing?” “At the
kitchen table.” “How does it work?” “I never get anything -
done there.”) _ g
You also need to practice two kinds of rewards—the s1mple_ .
sort I've desctibed above, and also a more sophisticated kind.

known as the Premack Principle, or

L 1Y

potatoes law™: “No dessert until you've eaten your mashed pota-
toes.” This principle says you can reinforce a desired behavior by -
pairing it with another behavior that you value highly and will -
do for its own sake. Translated into a strategy for writing, it
means you will find some behavior you don’t want to livé'

without—say you don’t feel like a day is complete unless you've -
you've accomplished your writing goal for that day. One of the.

ment is that once you've established a good writing habit, the :
writing itself may become the reward, the reinforcement. _
The other strategy I want to emphasize is this: make v.ery,"_
very sure that you set realizable goals for vourselfs that is, avoid -
assigning yourself a piece of work that is too large to accomplish:.' .

It is much better to say that you'll write two sloppy pages a day _
and actually do them than to set your goal at ten pages and no_t' .
write anything because the task is too overwhelming even to' =
begin. If you set yourself up to fail, you will soon discover that .
you're writing less. And less. And still less. : R
It’s also a mistake to push yourself to do more than your daﬂy :

you won't put yourself in circumstances in which you ré- -

“Grandma’s mashed

read the newspaper—and then not allow yourself to do it until = .

oddest and most exciting possibilities of this sort of reinforce- . .-
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goal. If you try to do this, you'll often ﬁnd:yo'urself unable to
meet your goal the next day.

Write even if you feel sluggish, even if you feel lousy, even if
you feel like you have nothing to say. You can still begin to get"
a process started, and to learn about your writing rhythm. Days
when you’re productive and the writing feels like it writes itself:
will most likely alternate with others, when it feels like you've

never written anything worthwhile and never will. When I give
talks about writing, the line that consistently draws the most
laughter of recognition is “Most people would rather wash the

bathroom floor than write.,” The best way to get into a good. -

writing rthythm is to write every day, except maybe your birthday,
or the queen’s. You can define “every day” as you please—
seven days a week, or only weekdays, or at least five days out of
every seven-—so long as you define what you intend to do in

advance and don’t keep changing the rules as you go along.

Don’t decide, for instance, not to write on a morning when you

don’t feel like writing. In this respect, too, writing is very much -
like running: if you wait to decide whether or not to run until

you wake up in the morning, the odds are you won’t get your
shoes on and your body out the door. The only way to run or to-.
write regularly is to make a rule for yourself that you allow
yourself to break only rarely.

About Creatmg a Wrttmg Add:ctzon

Addlcnons get pretty bad press. But we often overiook the
human propensity for addictions: book collectors have them,
opera bufl have them, those who garden beautifully, or cook
well, or do anything with passion have them. There are bad
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gddiccions.énd gbod.ones. It’s fine to be addicted to exercise, to"
being out in the air, to getting in touch with the world by*
reading the newspaper or listening to the news on the radio:
every day, to swimming, to gardening. Writing can be this kind -

of an addiction for some fortunate people, and, as with the - '

others, the reason it can become an addiction is because it satis— . -
fies an essential need and gives pleasure. (Yes, I really did say-._":
pleasure.) What’s the need? - '
For some of us, writing gives us a place to be with ourselves
in which we can listen to what’s on our minds, collect our 5_ )
thoughts and feelings, settle and center ourselves. For others of -
us it gives us a chance to express what would otherwise be over= -

whelming feelings, to find a safe and bounded place to put them. =~ -

For some, it’s like exercise: this is the way we warm up a musclf:_".'
that we’re going to be called upon to use. And the pleasure? For -
anyone who’s ever had a running habit, it’s easy to describe. Thef
satisfaction of writing every day is very much like the satisfaction -
of a daily three-mile run. One begins, lives through a warmup, -

hits stride, has the experience of “being run” rather than “run~"" =

ning,” of a fluidity of motion that one no longer has to direct,

and then, cooled down, can feel, “Now the rest of the day’s my A

own. I've done what I most needed to do.” And for those:_. )

who've never run? Writing offers the pleasure of a deep, ongoing * -

engagement in an activity that is meaningful, one where you E
know more at its end than you knew at its beginning,

Why do we get addicted? Because when something .g'iv'es us o

intense pleasure, that pleasure works as a reinforcer; that is, it .

brings us back to the activity with greater and greater frequency.

Positive addictions can also focus us; they have their own built-
in motivation, complete with withdrawal symptoms. A few: -
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weeks into our work, one of my writing clients came in looking
distressed; she said that she “felt antsy” and was wondering if it

was because she hadn’t had the time to write for the past few

days. We poked around a bit looking for the possible cause of
her distress, and we decided the absence of writing was probably
it. The good news, of course, was that she’d managed to develop
a self-perpetuating writing addiction very quickly.

So you need to begin to experiment with cultivating a
writing addiction, with establishing patterns and changing them
if they don’t work. Even if you’re terribly neurotic, and even if
you never do become a true “writing addict,” behavioral methods
can still help you write. It is not necessary to feel joyous about
writing in order to produce a good dissertation, or even to enjoy
part of its creation. Try writing while you’re working on your
neuroses—and should you choose not to work on them, you
will probably still feel a bit better if you get some work done. "

Freewriting and Making a Mess:
Here is how you can use freewriting to establish your writing
addiction. You start with a very small task, learning to write for
ten nunutes every day, come hell or high water. I get a lot of
raised eyebrows from new writing clients when I suggest this,
and comments like “Ten minutes? At that rate it will take me

ten years to finish my thesis!” T generally point out that so far
they’ve been unable to write anything at all, and that ten min-

utes a day is a great improvement over that (mathematically it’s

an infiite improvement). [t’s certainly true that you can’t write
a thesis if you continue to write for only ten minutes a day, but
this is a good way to begin. Despite this book’s title, I recom-
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mend starting out by writing ten minutes a day because I think it -
works most quickly and easily to get you on track. Once you’ré
doing that, you can work up to fifteen minutes and, gradually, -
to much longer stretches of writing. Anyone can write for ten. =
minutes a day, particularly if one is freewriting; it’s a task that’s ‘.
pretty well guaranteed to be doable. It’s essential to begin your
practice with a task you're sure to succeed at. There is nothing '
quite as effective at killing a dissertation as vowing to write eight -
hours every day and failing to—-as anyone must—day after day',:.
Ten minutes a day is a very effective way to establish a writing.
addiction. . o
How do yoﬁ actually do your ten minutes a day of writing? -
By following the directions for freewriting laid down by Peter -
Elbow in Writing Without Teachers: '

" Don’t stop for anything. Go quickly without rushing, * '
Never stop to look back, to cross something out, to :
wonder how to spell something, to wonder what word or . _
thought to use, or to think about what you are doing. If 2 )
you can’t think of a word or a spelling, just use a squiggle S
or else write, ‘I can’t think of it.” . .. The easiest thing i .
just to put down whatever is in your mind. If you get stuck - L
it’s fine to write ‘T can’t think what to say, I can’t think =
what to say’ as many times as you want; ... The only:.-.

requirement is that you never stop.

Note the bass note: keep writing, no matter what; even if you =
hate it you can do it for ten minutes. And then see how much
writing you've produced. Most people write, on average, about
one or one and a half handwritten pages in ten minutes. What's -
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very surprising is that even in such a short block of seemingly
mindless writing (and here we come back to the power of the
unconscious) you will occasionally, on rereading your words,
find something interesting, something you didn’t know before,
or, maybe more accurately, something you didn’t know you
knew. Freewriting is one of those activities in which two and
two sometimes add up to five. Obviously, even ten minutes of
wonderful freewriting every day won't quite get you to where
you want to go, so you need to learn how to increase your

writing production. But you only need to think about taking

further steps once freewriting has become a familiar, comfort-
able, and self-reinforcing process for you.

Using the freewriting, messy model works much better than:
conventional methods in two different ways: it causes you less.

pain while you’re doing it, and it produces better writing.
Here's what it looks like: Say you need to write something like a
rough proposal for your thesis, and you're feeling pretty uncer-

tain about both your choice of topic and how you're going to-

develop it once you know what it is. You sit down at your desk’
and begin to freewrite, putting down on the paper any thoughts,
ideas, or feelings you may have around or about your general
topic. You keep asking yourself questions in writing, such as
“Do I want to pick this topic, which I know I can move
through methodically to the end, and risk boredom and an ordi-
nary thesis, or do [ want to risk my professional neck by picking
the maverick topic that excites me?” (There is no obvious
answer to this question, by the way.) Other questions may occur
to you, both around and inside your project: “Can I really do
this thesis stuff, sustain interest long enough to write what

amounts to a book?” “Will anyone want to read this when I'm.
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done?” “How do I begin setting limits on a thesis z.ibo.lit:'
Anthony Trollope when he wrote so many books? What do 1 .
include? What do I leave out?” Or “What do I think the inter-
esting questions are about Trollope’s portrayal of his female "
characters?” o _ L REREE _. |
You do freewriting—inclusive, messy, not necessarily seeming - .
to progress—every day, coming back to your own thoughts and - _
feelings, seeing what the depths present you with each day. As e

you work on these iterations you will discover that your = -

thoughts and feelings are becoming clearer, and your topic is
becoming clearer. I don’t think I've ever worked with a student
who stuck with freewriting for whom this didn’t happen. -~ |
Now it is time to work toward slightly more focused, léss free
writing that nevertheless moves along quickly, taps into the:

underground streams of your thought, and moves by rapid asso- = * -

ciation to open up new ideas and new directions. The aim of

not-quite-so-free writing is to use a bit more of your rational.

mind. You do this by setting yourself a somewhat more focused = -
task at the outset, not “write about anything for ten minutes,” |
but “write as fast as I can for the next ten minutes about one °
novel by Trollope, trying to focus on its politics,” or “What’s "
my best current guess about what shape this chapter is going to :

take?” or “What bothers me most about this chapter, and can I

think of any answers to my worry?” In other words, you set -
yourself a sloppy topic, ask yourself a question to get yOu‘_'-_-_:
thinking along certain lines, and try to focus your scope from‘-':

the whole world down to the issues of your thesis. Some of = * .

these questions that yvou paste, metaphorically, at the top of your '
page of writing will come out of the freewriting you’ve already:
done. But you will still sometimes want to follow your mind :
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wherever it leads you, still use association, and still not worry if
your thinking is divergent. Divergent thinking is what will
ultimately produce some of the most interesting ideas in your._

dissertation.

Some writers might do béttér, in f'aét,' tf) stdrt with this :

slightly-less-free writing. Sometimes it’s easier to write about

“something” than about “anything.” If you find yourself strug-.

gling unsuccessfully to turn out freewriting, try instead to do the

somewhat more focused writing that I’ve described in the pre-

vious paragraph. - _ _ o

By now you oﬁght to be able to write pie"tt.y 'qu'ickly, and to
focus your writing without strangling the flow. You've learned,
on good days, how to use freewriting to improve the speed and
the fluency of your writing, and to establish the channel between
your thoughts and your writing, in order, as B. F. Skinner has
put it, “to discover what you have to say.” (I particularly like the
gentle pun in his phrase: you will discover both what you have
in you to say and also what you most need to say.) Where do
you go from here, and how do you begin to accumulate writing
at a rate that will permit you to finish your dissertation before
your hundredth birthday?

Settmg Your Datly Wrttmg Goal

What you need to decide next is how you're gomg o set your
daily writing goal. There are three ways to do this, and all three
work, although not equally well. The first—let’s call it the “sit
there method”—is to say that you will write for a fixed amount
of time, say two hours, every day. There are not a lot of peo-
ple who can just write—not stare off into space, not get up to
make five pots of coffee, not talk on the phone, but write
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continuously—for more than about two hours a day. You can’
write for a very long time on any given day, but the trouble is,
you can’t then do it again the next, and again, and again—apd :
writing daily is the pattern that’s best suited to finishing a disse;-. .
tation. The second method, the inspiration method, is to plan *
on writing each day until you come up with one or two decent’ .
ideas. The third, the “many pages method,” is to pick a reason- -
able number of pages and write that same number every day. |
On the basis of my experience with lots of writers, I think the
many pages method works best. If you fix an amount of time, 'g;- .. ) |
in the sit there method, it’s possible to spend all or most of that
time staring at the wall, and then you've both wasted time and )
produced nothing. The problem with the inspiration method is

that no one has ideas every day; some writing days are deserts,

yet it’s important to write anyway. The advantage to the many -
pages method is that it rewards fast writing: writing about five. .
pages can take between one and five hours. ('m not talking' -
about five polished pages, but rather five junk pages, very close.'. _
to freewriting.) But with a goal of five pages, the faster you can

do them, the sooner your time is your own; this method - _.
rewards learning to write faster, and from what 've seen, fast |
writing produces no worse results than slow writing does. This . =

method also produces a large volume of writing, and at least

some of it is likely to be useful. Play around with these various L

methods, and see which one suits your style best.
Let me describe the many pages method in a bit more detall .
because I think most people will choose it. First, establish your - -

natural daily number of pages by choosing a number arbitrarily;_. ..
probably somewhere between three and six pages, and then:
trying to write that number of pages each day for a week. (Once -

again, if you're a runner, you know the feeling of the *natural
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number” from the way you decide how many miles to run each
day.) When you've hit your natural number of pages, you will
experience this sequence: some slowness getiing in, for, say, the

first page, then the sense that you’ve hit your stride and can just®

write along for 2 while, thinking things, following some byways,

exploring, maybe even discovering a new idea or two. Then _

you'll come to a point at which you start to tire and feel like
there’s not much left in your writing reservoir for the day. This
is the time to begin to summarize for yourselt where you’ve
been, to write down your puzzlements or unanswered ques-
tions, to do what Kenneth Skier, who taught writing at ML T
many years ago, calls “parking on the downbhill slope”: sketching
out in writing what your next step is likely to be, what ideas vou
want to develop, or follow, or explore when vou pick up the
writing again the next day. This step will help you get started
more casily each day, and it will save you an enormous amount
of energy and angst, ;
if you write between three and six pages daily (you are
allowed one day a week off—even God got one day off), you
will find that you rapidly accumulate a lot of writing. Much of it
will be what I call “junk writing”~—it will not appear anywhere
in your dissertation—but it is, nevertheless, important to have

written it. Ideas don’t emerge from most people’s minds neatly,

they rise up out of a quite chaotic soup, and you need to provide
the proper medium for them to emerge from. As you go along,
youll move to less free writing and find your ideas developing
and your arguments beginning to shape themselves. These pages

will make up the first substantial piece of your dissertation, the -

zero draft. Your job is to keep writing, every day, keep accumu-
lating those pages and gradually focusing them, dating them,
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keeping them in a notebook, or a computer file, or a literal ﬁle
where you can easily lay your hands on them. o
But here are my last two essential pieces of advice, as you szt :
down and get started writing. R
The first: Don’t waste words. Whenever you have an 1dea a’
strategy, even a glimmer of an idea, write if down. Don’t figure
you'll remember it. Don’t talk about it with someone befo;e_-_ _
you've written it down. Have a place to put it—a notebook, a
pocket computer, an index card you carry with you (finally, a
use for those index cards you bought when you used the old- .

fashioned research and writing method); develop the habit of . -

always writing down those bright ideas that come to you while -
you're on the run. RS
The second: I have been a very stubborn (my detractors call it | _
“resistant”) student all my life. But the bit of stubbornness 1.
most regret was that for five years I failed to take my best writing
teacher’s advice. Ruth Whitman’s words to me were very.
simple: “Write first.” By this she meant, make writing the: |
highest priority in your life. But she also meant those words 1it_—'_. .
erally; that is, write before you do anything else in your day. I
saw how she translated this maxim into action when we were:
staying in the same house during a poetry workshop she led.:

There were eleven miles of beach right out the door of that :

house that sat on an island off the coast of South Carolina, but -

Ruth didn’t begin her day with a lovely walk on the beach. - :

Nor, for that matter, with any casual conversation with the rest
of us. She woke up, made herself some coffee, and retreated to

her bedroom, where she spent the next two hours reading and- o
writing. Then she emerged, ready to teach us what she knew. =

about writing poetry. Being quite literal-minded, I had to s'ge
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her in action if [ was to believe and understand what Ruth
Whitman meant when she said, “Write first”” I came home
from that workshop, rearranged my clinical schedule in order to:
start writing first thing four days a week; the other three days I
manage to tuck it in some other time of the day. I'm sustained
by the feeling that I have tinally managed to put my owr

writing first, and I hope you will hear this particular piece of fine
advice faster than I did.

‘\\\\\\\\\\\

From Zero to First Draft
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BY NOW YOU’'VE WRITTEN alot of pages, and most of
them are a mess. How do you begin to turn what you have-'_ ;
written into a true first draft? This is one of the most anx1ety—. _
producing stages in the thesis-writing process, second only to:
beginning. You've been writing for quite a while, but it may".
not be clear that you have anything to say or to show for your. . -
effort—just a pile of messy, at times incoherent, writing. This:
chapter is about how to turn that chaos and mess into a piece of L
writing that has a shape (although not necessarily a final one) and
some semblance of an argument. This is the stage at which you:
can begin to answer the questions, “What is this material about?’
What question am I asking? How might I answer it?” R

The Zeto Draft

You can thmk about where you are in your d1ssertat10n by con-:
sidering the definitions of “zero” and “first draft.” I first heard.
about zero drafts from Lois Bouchard, a talented writer and :
teacher of writing. What she meant by “zero draft” was rhis':__- "

49




