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Psychology and Writing: Delphi Revisited 
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We began the semester with what we hoped would be an ambitious experiment. The 
goal was to try to discover, using psychoanalytic reader-response theory as a starting 
point, the ways by which short stories, poems, or essays move from first idea to 
"finished" text. 

There were several questions we wanted to answer. How do each of us, as individ
uals, decide what is "good" in our writing, and what subjective criteria do we use while 
revising? Because writing is essentially a way of re-creating and ordering the world 
according to a highly personal and individual pattern, in what ways is writing an act of 
self-therapy? And what, if anything, can a text say about an author's Self? 

In our attempt to answer these questions, the course was divided into three sections. 
The first consisted of readings in basic theory, to discover the methods and patterns 
readers use while creating a response to a text. The second asked students to write their 
own responses to several short stories, poems, and essays, to begin to understand 
unique patterns of defense and incorporation. 

The third and most important section of this class used the knowledge gained from 
sections one and two to determine whether, and if so how, patterns of response 
determine and inform our subjects as writers . We wanted to develop a psychological 
model for writing-much as there are models for reading. The result, we hoped, would 
be a bit more control over the writing process. 

What I wanted was to try a course which included the average undergraduate writer 
(though not necessarily English majors, as I wanted anyone who took up a pen and 
didn't think of it as punishment), an overview of psychoanalytic literary theory, and an 
environment that encouraged the students to create their own theories about their own 
writing. The reasons for this were many. When I was a graduate student I enrolled in a 
seminar on Psychology and Literature, during which we read a paper written by 
Murray Schwartz and Norman Holland and published in College English in 1975, 
entitled "The Delphi Seminar." The paper described a course they taught which helped 
students understand the nature of subjective responses to literature. As I read it, I was 
struck by the apparent success they had, and I wondered whether such a course could 
be taught by someone who was not trained in analysis. 

More importantly, as I write mostly fiction, I have wondered why reader-response 
has become such a flourishing study and why there has been very little work using the 
same materials to look at the writer. Psychological studies have been done on writers, 
but rarely (if ever) have writers been given the language of analysis or a detailed 
understanding of response and then been asked to look at themselves. More often than 
not the analyst says "thank you, I'll let you know what you mean:• Those writers who 
are superlative critics tend to be always looking at someone else. 
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I assigned Simon lessor's Fiction and the Unconscious and Norman Holland's 5 
Readers Reading because they are lucid explanations . Then we went to The Conscious 
Reader for practice looking at our own responses and Identity Themes, to use Holland's 

term. Finally, after supplemental lectures on Erikson and Winnicott, I wanted the 
students to look at their own work and figure out, in psychoanalytic terms, how they 

write. There are limitations, of course, in using an approach based solely on Freud, but 
I saw the theory as foundation only. In a course on literary criticism there would have 
been time for more. 

The answers we were looking for were fundamental. When a writer looks at a rough 

draft and makes a revision, even something as simple as substituting "swiftly" for 
"quickly," the reason he or she gives is usually that it "sounds" better. This is certainly 
valid, but it is not an explanation that helps our understanding. Given all the events 
which occur in everyone's daily life, I wondered how we decided which could be source 

material for a story, poem, essay, whatever. I wanted to know why we give up on some 
ideas and pursue others despite tremendous effort and sometimes pain . I believed a 
model could be developed, much like Holland's model for reader-response, which 
would explain the writing process and take into account the very different ways each 
individual writer goes about writing. 

We met on Tuesday nights, for three hours. And after the usual mess during the add
drop period, the class contained six women and two men, including myself. There was 
one sophomore and an even split between juniors and seniors. They all saw themselves 
as writers, and many of them had begun to publish in campus magazines and newspa
pers. 

At first we read half a book a week, so in five weeks we had worked our way through 

lessor and Holland. I asked my students to disagree wit.h these people if they found 
something that didn't go with the way they saw their own work, but that didn't 

happen. As we worked through Projection, Analogizing, Identification, Identity The
mes, Symbolism, Transitional Objects, Generativity, Signifiers and Signifieds, etc ., the 
students found the ideas too divorced from their experience and quite difficult to 
understand. They asked mostly for clarification and I found myself lecturing more than 
I wanted to . 

However, at the end of the fourth week, just after we discussed the idea of an Identity 

Theme, I asked each of my students to take twenty minutes and come up with a 
statement that represented his or her own theme. They balked a bit, asked that what 
they wrote not be shown to anyone else, then wrote. A week later, after they had some 
time to think about it, I let them revise their statements. What they described was more 
like personality traits, but it was also the true beginning of the experiment. 

Kelly, a bright woman very proud of her recent engagement, first wrote : "I am an 
idealistic trusting person who avoids being hurt at all costs. I will tell anyone my 
deepest secrets as society would see them (sexuality, mistakes) but hold on very dearly 
to my childhood fantasies. I don't get mad so much as hurt or embarrassed. I enjoy 
achieving goals but am embarrassed by praise or credit for those goals. I like to feel in 
control of my life but seldom do. I want to please others but have begun to learn to live 
for myself:' She revised this to: "I trust people and seek to please them or win their 
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approval but without having to lose myself in them. I like doing things for others if I am 
in control of when or how much:' 

Pamela, a quiet but not reticent woman, wrote: "Not a power seeker and aggressor 
but also far from a helpless follower. I throw my whole heart into things I believe in . I 
think I am unconventional and unpredictable (or maybe I just try to be!). With family 
and friends I am very loyal and emotional-they are of the most importance to me. I 
tend to have a maternal instinct toward male friends-and sometimes act over protec
tive as if they were my children-(most of my friends are male and are like brothers to 
me). I don't think I am very demanding to anybody- and I've been called a very strong 

person:• She revised this to : "I search for balance in everything around me to justify the 
imbalances in my life :• 

Charlie, who spoke frequently through what seemed like labored articulation, wrote: 
"Identity Theme: To feel deep emotions-my own and others-and to help others by 

troubleshooting for others :• He revised this to : "Charlie wanted to experience the 
intensity of a wide range of emotions and use these intensive, emotional experiences as 
a basis for controlling through subtle methods other people's lives:• 

Deborah, who was also mostly quiet , yet when she spoke it was almost always begun 
with some joke, wrote: "Desire to be able to control and manipulate situations and 
people . Fear of losing objects and people:' This was revised to read: "I seek sources of 
strength and nurture, but fear having them gain too much control. Want to avoid 
putting myself in situations where I am vulnerable to loss:' 

Anne; the sophomore, quiet and unsure of her place in the class (she made a point of 

telling me she had never taken a creative writing class, and that her own writing wasn't 
turning out so well) wrote: "To reach and find meaningfulness in existence, in people, 
and in feeling through living and experiencing. Stupid! Seeking meaning. I seek mean
ing, I avoid people who are not genuine, artificial bullshit and petty people aggravate 
the hell out of me . To better understand purpose and why people value what they do. I 
am looking for what I don't know, Is it a person people.say no, Is it a feeling or is it a 
thought, Where am i, i think i am lost:• The revision read : "I am looking for security 
within myself, meaning in life and good in people (genuine people)." 

Finally, Kate, obviously a class favorite , wrote: "To seek to maintain my control over 
situations and to minimize anger directed atme, and to minimize anger in situations in 
which people I care about are angry at each other." She revised this to: "My identity 

theme is to maintain control over situations by alleviating tension either directed at me 
or others whom I care about who are participants in the same situation:• 

When I first read these statements, I was struck by the themes they contained. A 
desire for power and a fear of loss were somewhere in everyone's self-examination. 
Then I remembered I was dealing with people who felt some need to write, to re-create 
the world in terms that gave them pleasure, and to control that creation. After they 
finished their revisions, I simply put ·the pieces of paper in a folder and tucked them 
away. I wondered about many of the changes . Why, for instance, did most of the 
statements become shorter and less personal? Why was Charlie writing in the third
person? One of the dangers of this type of course is a tempting slip into a group 
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psychoanalysis, however, so I let these questions remain unanswered. I could not have 
answered them anyway, because I am not an analyst. 

What we did was begin to look at literature, to see if our stated themes held true to 
our readings. During the second week with The Conscious Reader, I asked the class to 
take half an hour and "recount your experience of reading the text," in this case 
Cheever's "The Enormous Radio:' Afterwards I asked them to take another half an 
hour and explain why they said what they did, why they chose certain details to 
emphasize above others. Here is what three of them said: 

Charlie: 

1) The Enormous Radio by John Cheever. At the beginning of the story, I can place 
myself with the Westcotts regarding their lack of understanding about appliances 
and the mechanics involved with them. I found myself drawn from an intimate 
identification to the place of a member of an audience watching an extremely 
ludicrous satirical comedy. By the time I finished the story Jim and Irene 
Westcott were contrived and flat characters. The characters showed no real 
emotion and no attempt to do anything but whine. 

2) Self-Analysis: I found myself carefully scanning the text before I wrote my 
impressions about the story. I found upon scanning the story again that my 
indifferent attitude became one of critical dislike and causal dislike. My analysis 
points out that the characters are too static and desiring self-punishment. I have 
no sympathy for dull, unrealistic whiners who wish to set themselves up for 
abuse. The Westcotts never actually do anything until forced to and I am tired of 
reading about the semi-rich people who put their selves, in some way, in a very 
serious predicament. I could not analogize with the Westcotts because their 
world was too remote and removed from mine and the narrator never draws me 
in enough. For me, there was no actual emotion in the story written and the story 
seemed to be a poorly written psychological case study. No aspect of the 
storyteller's craft seemed either evident or well-developed to engage me in this 
story. 

Kate: 

1) As I read The Enormous Radio the thing that kept coming into my mind was a 
feeling that the Westcotts, especially Irene, thought they were better than other 
people. The story immediately gave me this impression when in the first para
graph the following statement was made: "The Westcotts differed from their 
friends, their classmates, and their neighbors only in an interest they showed in 
serious music:' This interest in classical music seemed to me to represent a 
separation from their other friends that Irene thought made her better than them. 
I found myself hoping something would happen to bring Irene back down to 
earth. When Jim bought Irene the new radio so that she could get more enjoy
ment from the classical music she loved so much, my immediate feeling was that 
something was about to happen that would bring Irene down to earth. The radio 
is depicted as something ugly and malevolent. It is almost given human power in 
its ability to cause pain. When Irene and Jim had their first problems with the 
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radio, I could hear the grating discord. I could also feel Irene's anger and disgust 
at the instrument and I pitied her, but at the same time, I was glad the radio was 
giving her so much trouble; I found myself saying "Good for you." Then, when 
the radio began to pick up on the conversations of the other people in the 
apartment complex, I found I was horrified that Irene would become so obsessed 
with her curiosity about other people's lives. But, like before, I found myself (a 
little against my will) understanding and identifying with Irene's nosiness. I 
wanted to be angry at her, but couldn't be fully angry because I realized I would 
probably have wanted to do the same thing (although I like to believe I wouldn't 
have listened). By the time I reached the point in the story where Irene was 
obsessed with listening to the other people's conversations, I was totally dis
gusted with her and wanted her to get some kind of punishment for her behavior. 
At the end of the story when Jim pointed out all of Irene's faults, I had 
completely lost the small sliver of sympathy I had felt for her and was glad that 
she was finally exposed to the hypocrite that she was. I loved the last two 
paragraphs because Irene was forced to face the same kind of situation in her 
home she found excessive in other homes. In the last paragraph she goes back to 
the radio hoping to find comfort in it and finds it is back to normal. This seemed 
to be the final straw in her punishment, and I loved it! 

2) I think I focused on Irene and her shortcomings because I saw a personal fault in 
her obsession with the radio. Then I was really upset with her hypocritical 
attitudetoward the problems in the other people's lives. I guess I ignored more of 
the other aspects of the story because this had such a big impact on me. Irene's 
faults seemed to outweigh everything else. Her faults, including her totally 
simple-minded and submissive role in the marriage, really got under my skin. 
The author's portrayal of her gave me the feeling of the traditional dumb female, 
dependent on her husband and living a life in which the only thing of importance 
is the music she listens to for recreation. 

Anne: 

1) I was behind Irene and saw things as she saw them but I saw her too. Until the 
end Irene seemed innocent and "put upon:' I was afraid she'd kill herself over the 
depressing episodes on the radio. The main point was about how we deceive 

ourselves about our lives and other's lives, but the really depressing message that 
I got was that no one is exempt from the money worries and petty lies. The final 
paragraphs open to the real picture of home and Jim, exposing Irene's selfishness 
and Jim's worries about money. The nitty gritty. While I read this I was assuring 
myself that if I were in Irene's place I would not, first of all, listen in on other 
people's lives, second that I would not be in her place. The relationship was dry; 
they had kids but the nurse handled them. They lived together but separate and 
Jim had his work then he came home and the action was dead. Jim was the 
provider and Irene was the housewife. No thanks! 

2) I guess I saw Irene as innocent because I wanted her to be or I want me to be. I see 
evil and bad and usually try to recognize it for what it is but at the same time 
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don't want to be excluded in all this. Because I see or know of those evil things I 
should be able to keep myself free of them but it doesn't work that way. I think I 
see this story as another ferris wheel like life in that no matter what you do you 
can't avoid the hassles of life-I thought for a while that those hassles would 
overwhelm Irene and she would opt for death (suicide), which I personally 
considered several times in my life when things seemed too overwhelming and 
meaningless. I also see that I rejected Irene's position in life with Jim because she 
seemed to be reduced to an item not a being, not an equal in the relationship. Not 
that I am a woman's rights stickler, I am more of a human rights stickler. Also I 
would want to be involved personally with my children. 

Obviously, if we wanted to try to re-prove some of the foundation for reader
response theory there would be a great deal of information in these confessions and 
their relations to the students' self-stated Identity Themes. Each of the students objected 
to the control and power the radio had on Irene . Of the other three students, Pamela 
insisted on calling the story an essay and focused on the issue of money before relating 
her own family's recent problems with two VCRs. Deborah first liked Jim Westcott, 
then didn't, and was also bothered by the elitism of listening to classical music and the 
maintenance of an artificial, "perfect" world . In her self-analysis she said that the 
reason Irene irritated her was "because I find some of her behavior in myself and it is 
irritating to me when I act that way:' Kelly simply said she didn't like the story and 
therefore didn't have much to say about it, although she admittEd "I like the ending 
because the way she acts is what ultimately exposes her actions:' 

There are many questions here. Why, for example, did Charlie find so little access to 
a story where the domineering force is inanimate and thus uncontrollable? Why did he 
displace his anger onto the author? Why, also, did Kelly, who wants to "hold onto" 
childhood fantasies, not have much to say? Why did Pamela, who sees herself as very 
loyal, relate the story to current events in her own family? Why did Anne think of 
suicide when confronted with ingenuine characters? Why did Kate identify with Irene's 
obsession with other people's problems yet enjoy her downfall? Given the dynamics of 
latent desire (cf . Lessor and Holland), I believe these questions can be answered by 
relating the students' reactions to their perceptions of their identities. 

However, we were working towards an understanding of how our personal styles of 
subjective and objective comprehension determine our styles and subjects as authors. I 
gave the students their Identity Themes back, we talked about the relation of response 
to personal psychology, and they seemed to understand, albeit critically, the validity of 
an Identity Theme. 

With this understanding, we began to look at our own writing processes. And the 
first question we considered was what constitutes an idea? How do we know when we 
have something to write about? If in the course of an ordinary day we see, hear, or 
experience a thousand events which could become the source for a story, poem, or 
essay, how do we know when an idea is particularly ours? How do we explain the fact 
that two writers of equal accomplishment may simultaneously witness the same event, 
and yet only one of them may feel any desire to write about it? 
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To answer this, my .students. said they write mostly about events which anger them. 
These events could be within their social spheres, or a great deal beyond, but the events 
always provoke a heightened response. I asked if all their writing came from anger, and 
they said no-of course not. After a few minutes they suggested that writing comes 
from a desire . to change what has happened, . or to create a scene that gives us pleasure. 
In psychological terms, anidea which creates a wish-fulfilling fantasy, based on our 
individual subconscious desires, is the most likely idea to,. bring us to write. As Kelly 
said in her final paper, 'The writer begins with an idea for a story. This idea may be an 
image, a scene, a character, or a title, but it is an idea that .bothers the writer. This idea 
is usually linked to an unconscious wish-fulfilling fantasy. Something within the uncon
scious desires to be experienced, yet the conscious can only accept this experience when 
it is detached from the person, . as in writing. The idea is · usually a strong one that 
reoccurs to the writer until he acknowledges it and experiences it through writing •about 
it:' 

These unconscious desires could be any want which refuses to accept mediation. 
Thus, when someone close to us dies, for example, the desire to recreate that life 
becomes especially strong. Writing about it enables us to transform the death into a 
form that allows us to psychologically deal with it and accept it. Personal psychological 
history determines whether any individual idea can be the material for a wish-fulfilling 
fantasy. In this way, the act of writing is similar to Dream-work, in that Dream-work 
takes the events of a person's daily life, combines them with whatever need is most 
pressing in the subconscious, and creates a dream which presents the latent desire in a 
manner that aids resolution. In dreams, however, the resolution doesn't need to be 
consciously or intellectually understood . 

My students pointed out that they could not write when the event or idea first 
presented itself, or at least they could not write well. Deborah pointed out troubles with 
her roommates, and how when she was most angry with them her writing was merely 
vituperative. She received no comfort, joy, or understanding from this type of writing 
situation. Later, however, she could write about them and receive satisfaction from her 
work. The other students quickly agreed. In Anne's final paper, she said: " ... we 
must recognize that writing is not what we think, but what we think in terms of 
language." Much as the best reading comes in situations where the reader is relaxed 
both physically and emotionally, the best writing comes during times when the autho; 
is relaxed and able to recall the idea for the composition through a reflection mediated 
by time. 

Having talked about the genesis of writing, we quickly discovered that the process of 
writing a first draft was substantially different among us. Some students said they 
always wrote very quickly, never pausing to reread what's just been said. Other 
students said the only way they could write was line by line, carefully checking every 
word and sentence. Two of us said we frequently shifted between the two. Those who 
wrote quickly spoke of the "rush" of writing, using almost sexual terms to describe the 
speed and racing toward a climax they felt during initial composition. Those who wrote 
slowly said they also experienced a state of heightened sensation and tension, yet they 
simultaneously felt a need for control. Having worked our way through the need to 
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appease the superego duri~g reading (expressed best in Lessor, and an idea we will come 
to in a minute), the students were quick to offer an explanation for the seemingly 

contradictory writing methods. Kate's said: 

In writing the first draft, we may experience one of two things. We may expe
rience a rush of thought and feel a need to write quickly without stopping to think 
over or revise what we are writing. On the other hand, we may find ourselves 
writing quite slowly and cautiously, stopping at brief intervals to read and make 
corrections in what we have written. Both the almost reckless abandon in writing 
without thought of revision and the methodical, hypersensitive attention to revision 
are acts of defense triggered by the unconscious . The importance of the idea may be 
known to the unconscious but unknown to the conscious; in this case the wish to 
"get-it-out-quickly" may be a defense against too much intellectualizing. The com
mitment of unconscious thought to language causes a need to create a barrier against 
critical judgement. The barricading of critical judgement in the rush-writing stage 
[aids the] wish-fulfilling fantasy because the writer has complete [noncritical] con
trol over his work. On the other hand, the writer who meticulously revises as he 
writes may do this as a method of distancing or defending against a subject that is 
getting too close to the wish-fulfilling fantasy and latent desire. In order to insure 
that the latent content does not become too "close" and threatening, the writer 

employs criticism to act as a defense against that which is threatening. 

The process of initial composition, then, is a process whereby the story's, poem's, or 
essay's latent content, that element of the work which represents the wish-fulfilling 
fantasy in the author's unconscious, must move past the regulating functions of the 
author's ego, superego, and conscious. This can be accomplished by either getting the 
material out very quickly, thus avoiding judgement, or very slowly, thus appeasing 

judgement. 

After writing a first draft, most writers revise. And the students also found this stage 
was governed by their individual psychologies, or Identity Themes. Revision is mostly 
the selection of appropriate form, at both the word and whole-manuscript levels, and 
as such it works in much the same way as form works during reading. In reading, form 
is what protects us from a conscious understanding of latent content . Lessor gives the 
example of Hamlet, which contains classic oedipal themes that would be distasteful to a 

conscious perception: 

Frequently the connections among various actions and meanings which run 
through an entire story would also arouse anxiety if brought to awareness, and are 
left to the unconscious to apprehend. There can be no question that in response to 
fiction the unconscious engages in a kind of activity which we may think of as a 
prerogative of consciousness: it ferrets out connections, draws inferences and es
tablishes connections; it synthesizes its observations. When we read Hamlet, for 
example, it is the unconscious which is likely to take note of the contrast between the 
speed and sureness with which Hamlet acts on a half-dozen occasions and his 
powerlessness to proceed with that one action he has pledged himself to perform; the 
contrast between his dilatoriness and the speed with which Laertes acts in a similar 
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situation; and countless other things which betray the secret sources of Hamlet's 
inability to carry out his mission. By piecing together and interpreting such observa
tions the unconscious may penetrate to an entire level of meaning-or to numerous 
levels of meaning-to which, during reading at least, the conscious mind is blind. 
(200) 

Feelings are divorced from their real source and associated with something else in 
connection with which their avowal becomes permissible. As a result of the disasso
ciation, feelings which, properly identified, would arouse abhorrence secure open 
and passionate expression. Another mechanism of "primary process" thinking, 
"splitting;' contributes to this result. The original father is decomposed into three 
principal figures, the Ghost, Claudius and Polonius. The rage and jealousy and fear 
felt for the father can be legitimately directed against Claudius, who has murdered 
Hamlet's father, who though unworthy possesses his mother, who has injured 
Hamlet and has power and motive for injuring him further. Polonius is a depreciated 
father figure, against whom Hamlet enacts his rivalrous feelings toward the father 
and the impulse to disparage him. It should be remarked in passing that the 
displacement of Hamlet's hostility onto Claudius and Polonius also facilitates the 
eloquent expression of his sanctioned filial feelings. The respect, admiration and 
love which during his father's life were admixed with other elements can now be 
asseverated without qualification. (108) 

During reading, form is an adequate defense against conscious understanding of 
latent content and subconscious fantasies. And we should remember here that the latent 
content and fantasies belong to the reader, not the author. The reader is protected by a 
form created by an external source. 

However, in writing there is no external source. Form's ability to protect is limited 
because it is the author's latent content the author is reading. Whatever may be 
distasteful or painful cannot be fully hidden from the author, and the students picked 
up on this . Anne, whose Identity Theme revolved around security and meaning, said: 
"While writing may act as a type of purging and thereby relieve anxiety, returning to 
the text may also bring up latent meanings which escaped subconscious ground in the 
initial writing process. These messages are probably not available to anyone other than 
the writer. The process of writing may help the writer deal with subconscious currents, 
but distancing the Self from the content does not eliminate any undercurrents :' 

Kelly, who said in her Identity Theme that she would tell anyone her deepest secrets, 
said: "I get very frustrated when I start major revisions. I always feel I am losing 
something good when I start looking at the work as a critic. There is something in that 
rush of a first draft that is totally honest and open. When I make revisions my 
conscious takes over and tones down the honesty. I know that revisions may improve 
the work, but they also change the feeling and the meaning in some way. I am afraid to 
risk sacrificing what is written for something that usually seems elusive in my mind. If 
the rush is to get the unconscious thoughts on paper before the conscious takes over, I 
am afraid that revising, which is the work of the conscious, will take the emotional 
depth out of the paper. The conscious wants to tone down any strong or controversial 
emotions and make the paper safe:' 
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Kate, who mentioned control and the reduction of tension, said: "Tnere is a tendency 
to use too much criticism as a defense when we realize we have revealed more of 
ourselves than we intended. We wish to keep our writing "safe" so we find critical 
avenues to help us weed out that part of the writing that comes too close to our latent 
fantasies and desires; paradoxically we wish for the courage to reveal our true feelings 
and feel cheated when we revise so much that we remove those feelings. When we must 
revise our own work we tend to become very critical because we recognize the work as 
a representative of ourselves to the world. The most crucial difficulty in revision occurs 
in the inability to be totally detached; instead of simply revising critically, we revise 
critically and emotionally. Hence, revision becomes more than just a process by which 
we improve the quality of our work; it is a process by which we attempt to make the 
final separation between ourselves and the work we have created:' 

This seems to be the reason so many writers find revision a difficult and disorienting 
process . If we take into account Winnicott's concept of a Transitional Object the 
problem becomes even clearer. 

Winnicott took a second look at the "Fort" and "Da" game Freud's grandson played, 
and recognized that the spool and string the child was throwing away and then d~awing 
back played an important role in the child's actions. He proposed that they acted as 
what he called a Transitional Object, something that is both Me and Not-Me, and was 
only one in a long series of such Objects a human uses throughout a lifetime. The first 
Transitional Object, Winnicott said, is a mother's breast-in that the child cannot 
distinguish between Self and breast. The spool and string were symbolic representa
tions of the child's mother, and allowed him a way to substitute his desire for instinctual 
satisfaction (81). 

What it comes down to, I believe, is that aUtexts under construction are linguistic 
Transitional Objects. Not only do they have the characteristics of Me and Not-Me, they 
are governed by the properties of signification as well . No text starts at the point of 
Transition. Rather, it starts completely in the Not-Me. What happens during the 
successful process of composition is that the text moves into Transition, and when 
something is in Transition it is on the way to becoming a signifier, an adequate 
substitute for the author's meaning. 

What writers must do is distance themselves from what is meaningful to them by 
providing a symbolic alternative through language, so readers can get closer to it. And 
this distancing is not an easy thing to do . If any word can mean anything, how can we 
find the right word-much less sentence, paragraph, or essay-that will adequately 
express our topic and psychology? Even worse, it is the words we know will be judged. 

Yet revision is accomplished. The more practiced and experienced a writer becomes, 
the less painful revision becomes. With experience comes the skill to judge the formal 
matters covering our own latent content, and we can begin to experiment with different 
styles and methods to see which ones best aid a reader's perception and understanding. 
New writers may feel an inordinate bond to certain passages of language, as these 
passages contain something precious and meaningful, and not be able to distinguish 
between the language and the idea behind it. Practiced writers may feel no less of a 
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bond, but they have learned that change may create a clearer understanding. Writing, 
after all, is an act of communication. 

At the end of the semester, we seemed to have learned something. The students were 
unsure about Lessor and Holland, but they all said the course gave them a new way of 
looking at their own work and increased confidence. We had, albeit in rough form, and 
in a form which needs a good bit of further testing, a model for writing which includes 
individual variation . I would state this model in the following way: 
Every idea that comes freely to a writer is an idea which has entered the author's 
subconscious and transformed itself into a wish-fulfilling fantasy that represents a 
latent desire and is characteristic for that author. During the initial composition, the 
controlling functions of the author's psychology must either be bypassed through a 
tremendous rush of creativity or appeased through a hypercritical, line-by-line, instant 
revision. An author's intuited awareness of his fantasy, or latent desire , is unusually 
sharp; thus, even the form an author gives a composition is unable to completely shield 
the author from a conscious understanding. This understanding, however, combined 
with the author's perceptions of the needs of his audience, is what guides revision. 

Because the semester ended, we were unable to consider two questions as fully as we 
would have liked. The first one concerns the formal elements an author chooses first , 
by intuition, during initial composition. This form should speak to the level of anxiety 
the latent content produces, perhaps explaining how an author seems to "know" a work 
belongs in first or third person, etc. And the second question concerns an author's 
relation to a "finished" text. Most of the students said they experienced a catharsis 
during composition, and the work became finally fully externalized, but they also said 
they felt uncomfortable reading their own work because the form was an inadequate 
barrier against a fresh experience of latent content. What the course needed was 
another semester. The ideas were good ones . The need to develop the model, to answer 
the questions, and the potential the answers may hold for our understanding of writing 
as a creative, highly personal process, are promising. 
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