Freewriting
by Peter Elbow

Freewriting is the easiest way to get words on paper and the best all-around practice in
writing that I know. To do a freewriting exercise, simply force yourself to write without
stopping for ten minutes. Sometimes you will produce good writing, but that’s not the
goal. Sometimes you will produce garbage, but that’s not the goal either. You may stay
on one topic; you may flip repeatedly from one to another: it doesn’t matter. Sometimes
you will produce a good record of your stream of consciousness, but often you can’t
keep up. Speed is not the goal, though sometimes the process revs you up. If you can’t
think of anything to write, write about how that feels or repeat over and over “I have
nothing to write” or “Nonsense” or “No.” If you get stuck in the middle of a sentence or
thought, just repeat the last word or phrase till something comes along. The only point is
to keep writing.

Or rather, that's the first point. For there are lots of goals of freewriting, but they are best
served if, while you are doing it, you accept this single, simple, mechanical goal of
simply not stopping. When you produce an exciting piece of writing, it doesn’t mean
you did it better than the time before when you wrote one sentence over and over for ten
minutes. Both times you freewrote perfectly. The goal of freewriting is in the process,
not the product. Here is an example of freewriting — this one done in a group led by an
experienced writer but not a writing teacher:

The second class of no teacher and 1'm finding it hard to see how anything will come of it without
someone who knows something being here. I really mean who knows something about writing. I
know a little about writing, even that speed writing cramps the muscles just inside the thenar
curve and 1 know the grip on my pen is too tight. I know what sounds right when I write right or
when someone else writes right. But, is that right just because I hear it right or someone else’s
right writing listens right. If no one who knows what is right is here to right what we write
rightly to our own ears, how will we know who’s right really?

The sound of “-ite” and “-ight” and “r’s” rolling around is pleasant or sibilant I believe is the
right word to describe writing by rule rightly for right writers to hear or rule on. Does sibilant
have to have “s’s” hissing or are “r’s” running rapidly reasonably rationale for sibilance without
“s’s”. My cramp is gaining on me even though I remember my father writing my mother all “f’s”
in a letter from Frankfurt in the days when “f’s” had other meaning than what my youngest son
at eight called the “King of Swears.” “Dear Effie,” he wrote from Frankfurt. “Four foolish
fellows followed me from fearful ...” I can’t go on with it. To follow my original thought, “It
doesn’t sound right.” And with the cramp now slowing me down and running off the paper, I'm

hoping our non-leader tells us to stop. She did. — RUSSELL HOXSIE, M.D.
The Benefits of Freewriting

Freewriting makes writing easier by helping you with the root psychological or
existential difficulty in writing: finding words in your head and putting them down on a
blank piece of paper. So much writing time and energy is spent not writing: wondering,
worrying, crossing out, having second, third, and fourth thoughts. And it’s easy to get
stopped even in the middle of a piece. (This is why Hemingway made a rule for himself
never to end one sheet and start a new one except in the middle of a sentence.) Frequent
freewriting exercises help you learn simply to get on with it and not be held back by
worries about whether these words are good words or the right words.



Thus, freewriting is the best way to learn — in practice, not just in theory — to separate
the producing process from the revising process. Freewriting exercises are push-ups in
withholding judgment as you produce so that afterwards you can judge better.
Freewriting for ten minutes is a good way to warm up when you sit down to write
something. You won’t waste so much time getting started when you turn to your real
writing task and you won't have to struggle so hard to find words. Writing almost
always goes better when you are already started: now you'll be able to start off already
started.

Freewriting helps you learn to write when you don't feel like writing. It is practice in
setting deadlines for yourself, taking charge of yourself, and learning gradually how to
get that special energy that sometimes comes when you work fast under pressure.
Freewriting teaches you to write without thinking about writing. We can usually speak
without thinking about speech — without thinking about how to form words in the
mouth and pronounce them and the rules of syntax we unconsciously obey — and as a
result we can give undivided attention to what we say. Not so writing. Or at least most
people are considerably distracted from their meaning by considerations of spelling,
grammar, rules, errors. Most people experience an awkward and sometimes paralyzing
translating process in writing: “Let’s see, how shall I say this.” Freewriting helps you
learn to just say it. Regular freewriting helps make the writing process transparent.

Freewriting is a useful outlet. We have lots in our heads that makes it hard to think
straight and write clearly: we are mad at someone, sad about something, depressed
about everything. Perhaps even inconveniently happy. “How can I think about this
report when I'm so in love?” Freewriting is a quick outlet for these feelings so they don’t
get so much in your way when you are trying to write about something else. Sometimes
your mind is marvelously clear after ten minutes of telling someone on paper everything
you need to tell him. (In fact, if your feelings often keep you from functioning well in
other areas of your life frequent freewriting can help: not only by providing a good
arena for those feelings, but also by helping you understand them better and see them in
perspective by seeing them on paper.) Freewriting helps you to think of topics to write
about. Just keep writing, follow threads where they lead and you will get to ideas,
experiences, feelings, or people that are just asking to be written about.

Finally, and perhaps most important, freewriting improves your writing. It doesn’t
always produce powerful writing itself, but it leads to powerful writing. The process by
which it does so is a mysterious underground one. When people talk about the Zen of
this or that I think they are referring to the peculiar increase in power and insight that
comes from focusing your energy while at the same time putting aside your conscious
controlling self. Freewriting gives practice in this special mode of focusing-but-
nottrying; it helps you stand out of the way and let words be chosen by the sequence of
the words themselves or the thought, not by the conscious self. In this way freewriting
gradually puts a deeper resonance or voice into your writing.

But freewriting also brings a surface coherence to your writing and it does so
immediately. You cannot write really incoherently if you write quickly. You may violate
the rules of correctness, you may make mistakes in reasoning, you may write
foolishness, you may change directions before you have said anything significant. That
is, you may produce something like “Me and her we went down and saw the folks but
wait that reminds me of the thing I was thinking about yester oh dam what am I really
trying to say.” But you won't produce syntactic chaos: language that is so jumbled that
when you read it over you are frightened there is something the matter with you.



However, you wouldn’t be frightened if you looked more closely at how you actually
produced that verbal soup. If you had movies of yourself you would see yourself
starting four or five times and throwing each start away and thereby getting more and
more jumbled in your mind; finally starting; stopping part way through the sentence to
wonder if you are on the wrong track and thereby losing your syntactic thread. You
would see yourself start writing again on a slightly different piece of syntax from the
one you started with, then notice something really wrong and fix it and lose the thread
again; so when you finally conclude your sentence, you are actually writing the
conclusion of a different sentence from the ones you had been writing. Thus, the
resulting sentence whether incorrect or just impossibly awkward — is really fragments
of three different syntactic impulses or sentences-in-the-head tied together with baling
wire. When you write quickly, however, as in freewriting, your syntactic units hang
together. Even if you change your mind in mid-sentence, as above, you produce a clear
break. You don’t try to plaster over two or three syntactic units as one, as you so often
do in painstaking writing. Freewriting produces syntactic coherence and verbal energy
which gradually transfer to your more careful writing.

What To Do with Freewriting

If you can view freewriting as an exercise to help you to grow in the long run rather than
give you good writing in the short run, then you can use some of the good pieces that
freewriting sometimes produces. But if you slip into freewriting for the sake of
producing good pieces of writing, then you put a kind of short-run utilitarian pressure
on the process and hinder yourself from getting all the other benefits.

I suspect there is some added benefit if you read freewriting over after you have written
it (better yet out loud) and if you let someone else read it. I think it may help you
integrate better into your conscious controlling mind the energies that are available to
your innards. But don’t get criticism or comment of any sort.

If reading over your freewriting or giving it to someone else gets in the way of future
freewriting, as it may well do, then it’s better just to throw it away or stash it somewhere
unread. Reading it over may make you too self-conscious or make you feel “YEEEcchh,
what garbage this is,” or “Oh, dear, there must be something the matter with me to be so
obsessed.” This may start you censoring yourself as you engage in more freewriting.
Don’t read over your freewriting unless you can do so in a spirit of benign self-
welcoming. I used to be fascinated with my freewritings and save them and read them
periodically. Now I just throw them away.

A Hunch about Resistance

I remember agonizing over a particular section of something I hoped I would be able to
publish. It seemed forever that I struggled and still couldn’t get my thought right. I was
knotted and incoherent. Finally I broke through into fluency. What a relief. For two days
I hadn’t been able to say what I wanted; then I could say it. But when I read the whole
thing over a day or two later I noticed that the passage was particularly dead. It was
limp, it was like a firehose after someone turns off the water.

This illustrates a kind of a myth I have come to believe without quite knowing how to
integrate it into the rest of my beliefs about writing. To write is to overcome a certain
resistance: you are trying to wrestle a steer to the ground, to wrestle a snake into a
bottle, to overcome a demon that sits in your head. To succeed in writing or making
sense is to overpower that steer, that snake, that demon.



But if, in your struggles to write, you actually break its back, you are in trouble. Yes,
now you have power over it, you can say what you need to say, but in transforming that
resistant force into a limp noodle, somehow you turn your words into limp noodles, too.
Somehow the force that is fighting you is also the force that gives life to your words. You
must overpower that steer or snake or demon. But not kill it.

This myth explains why some people who write fluently and perhaps even clearly —
they say just what they mean in adequate, errorless words — are really hopelessly
boring to read. There is no resistance in their words; you cannot feel any force-being-
overcome, any orneriness. No surprises. The language is too abjectly obedient. When
writing is really good, on the other hand, the words themselves lend some of their own
energy to the writer. The writer is controlling words which he can’t turn his back on
without danger of being scratched or bitten.

This explains why it is sometimes easier for a blocked and incoherent writer to break
into powerful language than for someone who is fluent and verbal and can always write
just what he wants. Picture the two of them: one has uneven, scrunched handwriting
with pointy angles, the other has round, soft, even handwriting. When I make these two
people freewrite, the incoherent scrunched one is often catapulted immediately into
vivid, forceful language. The soft handwriting, on the other hand, just continues to yield
what it has always yielded: language that is clear and perfectly obedient to the
intentions of the writer, but lifeless. It will take this obedient writer much longer to get
power. It will take the scrunched writer longer to get control.

The reason the scrunched writer is so incoherent and hates writing is that he is
ruled by the steer, the snake, the demon. He is unable to take charge as he writes
and make all those tiny decisions you must make second by second as you write.
When I force him to do a freewriting exercise — or he forces himself to do one —
he finally gets words on the page but of course he is still not completely in
charge. He is not instantly transformed into someone who can make all the
micro-decisions needed for writing. He gets words down on the page, but a lot of
the decisions are still being made by the words themselves. Thus he has frequent
bursts of power in his writing but little control.

The rounded fluent writer on the other hand is so good at making the quick
decisions involved in writing — at steering, at being in charge — that even
though he writes fast without stopping, his writing still lacks the vitality that
comes from exploiting the resistant force.

The goal of freewriting, then, is not absolutely limpid fluency. If you are a
blocked writer, freewriting will help you overcome resistance and move you
gradually in the direction of more fluency and control (though your path will
probably involve lots of writing where you feel totally out of control). But if you
are a very controlled writer who can write anything you want, but without
power — if you have killed the demon — freewriting will gradually bring it back
to life. Forcing yourself to write regularly without stopping for ten minutes will
put more resistance back into your language. The clay will fight you a bit in your
hands as you try to work it into a bowl, but that bow] will end up more alive and
powerful.
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