How I Write
Bertrand Russell

I cannot pretend to know how writing ought to be done, or what a wise critic would
advise me to do with a view to improving my own writing. The most that I can do is to
relate some things about my own attempts.
Until I was twenty-one, I wished to write more or less in the style of John Stuart Mill. I
liked the structure of his sentences and his manner of developing a subject. I had,
however, already a different ideal, derived, I suppose, from mathematics. I wished to say
everything in the smallest number of words in which it could be said clearly. Perhaps, I
thought, one should imitate Baedeker rather than any more literary model. I would spend
hours trying to find the shortest way of saying something without ambiguity, and to this
aim I was willing to sacrifice all attempts at aesthetic excellence.
At the age of twenty-one, however, I came under a new influence that of my future
brother- in- law, Logan Pearsall Smith. He was at that time exclusively interested in style
as opposed to matter. His gods were Fla ubert and Walter Pater, and I was quite ready to
believe that the way to learn how to write was to copy their technique. He gave me
various simple rules, of which 1 remember only two: "Put a comma every four words",
and "never use 'and' except at the beginning of a sentence". His most emphatic advice
was that one must always re-write. I conscientiously tried this, but found that my first
draft was almost always better than my second. This discovery has saved me an immense
amount of time. I do not, of course, apply it to the substance, but only to the form. When
I discover an error of an important kind I re-write the whole. What I do not find is that I
can improve a sentence when I am satisfied with what it means.
Very gradually I have discovered ways of writing with a minimum of worry and anxiety.
When I was young each fresh piece of serious work used to seem to me for a timeperhaps a long time-to be beyond my powers. I would fret myself into a nervous state
from fear that it was never going to come right. I would make one unsatisfying attempt
after another, and in the end have to discard them all. At last I found that such fumbling
attempts were a waste of time. It appeared that after first contemplating a book on some
subject, and after giving serious preliminary attention to it, I needed a period of subconscious incubation which could not be hurried and was if anything impeded by
deliberate thinking. Sometimes I would find, after a time, that I had made a mistake, and
that I could not write. the book I had had in mind. But often I was more fortunate.
Having, by a time of very intense concentration, planted the problem in my subconsciousness, it would germinate underground until, suddenly, the solution emerged
with blinding clarity, so that it only remained to write down what had appeared as if in a
revelation.
The most curious example of this process, and the one which led me subsequently to rely
upon it, occurred at the beginning of 1914. I had undertaken to give the Lowell Lectures
at Boston, and had chosen as my subject "Our Knowledge of the External World".
Throughout 1913 I thought about this topic. In term time in my rooms at Cambridge, in
vacations in a quiet inn on the upper reaches of the Thames, I concentrated with such
intensity that I sometimes forgot to breath and emerged panting as from a trance. But all

