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Humans have long organized our lives by putting pen 

to paper. 

We understand ourselves best, it seems, when 

we see what we’re about reflected in type, whether on the 

physical page or digital screen. The problem we face in the 

modern day is that writing – something that has traditionally 

been a meditative, quiet and focused activity – has become 

just another rushed endeavour in the flurry of our lives. 

We fire off ‘instant’ messages, ‘shoot’ emails at one another, 

jot down notes under pressure, pen harried shopping lists 

Introduction 





[image: image]

7

and scribble brief notes to self all while barely giving these 

tasks a second thought. This book encourages you to 

change that. This book is an invitation to make your writing 

habits a little more attentive, helpful and positive. In short, 

each chapter is designed to offer you a new, slightly more 

celebratory yet still highly pragmatic approach to writing 

things down. 

How to Enjoy This Book

The following sections tie together a plethora of 

commonplace writing habits into one handy compendium. 

Every chapter begins with a little bit of background 

philosophy on a particular habit, from daily lists all the way 

through to bigger life goals and plans. You will then be 

invited to explore how that writing practice may currently 

play a role in your life – whether that’s lengthy social media 

posts, work emails or to-do lists – and, hopefully, develop 

some new twists on these old favourites. You will also be 

introduced to a few wholly new versions of that habit, which 

you are not as likely to be practising. These are designed 

to offer fun, mindful and creative new ways to put words 

down on paper. 

You can read the book cover to cover, or dip in and out 

of chapters that might hold particular interest. To truly 

get the most from these practical chapters, however, you 

will probably want to begin by getting familiar with the 

joyful philosophy of writing that underpins the book, 

which is set out on pages 11–27. From writing lists and 

correspondence, to more personal forms of writing like 
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notes to self, journals and goals, the following chapters are 

peppered with more mindful ways to 

practise

writing. Yet 

any practice – to be truly meaningful in our lives – is usually 

underpinned by a helpful theory, or philosophy: the ‘why’ 

to the ‘how’. This book guides you towards a more joyful 

philosophy of writing.

Uncover Your Creativity

Writing is a highly personal and creative practice. For 

writing to form a truly joyful habit in your life, it is critical to 

approach this in a way that allows for your own individual 

creative flair. This is because forging habits that are imbued 

with autonomy and self-direction, i.e. tailored to 

us

, makes 

these habits a lot more likely to stick. 

You are invited, with every single prompt and activity in this 

book, to adapt and recreate the suggested tips in whatever 

ways might make them most meaningful and beneficial 

for 

you

. Swap out a word or point of focus for something 

else? Sure. Reorder the steps of a given exercise? Go for it. 

This book and the ideas it contains are only significant in 

application, and you are the one that gets to do the 

applying – so do it in a way that works for you, however 

novel or creative.

While we don’t tend to think of shopping lists, or notes to 

self or everyday emails as creative activities – they are. We 

might think of ‘creative writing’ as synonymous with wildly 

imaginative or fictional writing. Yet this can limit our other, 

more personal, forms of writing to a model that is really 





[image: image]

9

rather dry. We scoff that we ‘just aren’t creative people’ and 

therefore deny ourselves the joy of 

everyday

creativity. The 

truth is that 

all

kinds of writing are, to a greater or lesser 

degree, creative, because they involve ingenuity – albeit 

day-to-day ingenuity that we might currently take for 

granted (a bit like being able to bake some bread, or 

organize a shelf beautifully). 

Indeed, the experience of being human is an inherently 

creative experience. There is one school of thought in 

psychology that holds that we construct our very lives 

creatively; we come to understand the world based on 

patterns in our past experience and use these, along with a 

dash of imagination, to construe what is likely to happen to 

us next.

1

Sometimes these constructions are helpful and 

guide us in beneficial ways, but at other times these ideas 

about our lives can be very unhelpful, i.e. limiting or 

short-sighted. This is one reason why writing is such a useful 

practice, because it allows us to unravel and examine these 

constructions in greater detail.

Your Existing Philosophy of 

Writing Things Down

Before reading further, you might like to take a moment to 

consider what your current construction, theory or 

philosophy of writing is and involves. Is this habit purely 

practical for you, or do you pen the odd poem? Do you 

write in regimented ways, or allow your mind to wander 

spontaneously? Do you revere the ‘freewriting’

2

technique 

(keeping your hand moving without worrying about 
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grammar, spelling or structure), or do you perhaps prefer 

to be more reflective and expressive, delving deep to find 

the perfect way to express a certain idea or sentiment? 

Are you a grammar nerd, or more inclined towards 

‘automatic’ writing (producing words, real or made up, 

without consciously thinking about what you are writing)?

These questions are important to ask as you begin your 

journey towards a more focused and fulfilling writing 

practice; if we know how we 

already

approach this habit, 

then we can get a clearer idea of where we might like to 

journey next. If you keep a journal, take some time now 

to write about why, and how, you currently use writing. 

You will then have this information to hand as you 

explore the following chapters; this will act as a helpful 

touchstone against which you can assess the new habits 

that might best fit you, or push you a little way out of 

your comfort zone. 

Finally, whatever surprising philosophical insights, practical 

prompts or beneficial tips you may take from these pages, 

remember to approach writing in a spirit of light-

heartedness and 

experimentation. Choose not 

to get bogged down in any 

‘shoulds’, ‘proper’ approaches 

or ‘must dos’; simply let 

writing be what you need it to 

be (that’s when it tends to 

work best for us, after all).
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A More Joyful Philosophy of 

Writing Things Down

There is no ‘right’ way to write. If there were, writing would 

be a truly monotonous affair. Writing things down is useful 

to humans precisely 

because

it is so singular to each of us: 

it is our thoughts that we are penning, after all. As such, 

the philosophy of writing set out here is not intended to be 

didactic or by any means the final word on how one must 

put pen to paper. The way this habit plays out in your own 

life will always be a subjective matter. 

What the following philosophy 

does

offer is a fresh new 

way to look at a long-beloved process, providing a few 

guiding principles (should you wish to adopt them). Use the 

ideas set out in the following pages simply as prompts to 

begin asking questions of your own writing habits, namely:

• 

Where and in what ways might I direct more of my 

attention

to my writing habits?

• 

Where and in what ways might my writing habits 

become increasingly 

helpful

to me?

• 

Where and in what ways might I gain greater 

positive 

benefit

from my writing habits?

Make Your Writing Habits 

More Attentive

If humans have a superpower, it is our attention. Yet this 

power is not always easy to wield. In the modern day, 

we regularly fall victim to attention-leeching black holes: 

phones, screens, adverts, incoming messages, apps 

and the Internet at large. Historically, we have also long 
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fallen victim to other perennial attention-thieves: worry, 

toil, other people’s expectations and suffering more 

generally. Thus, many traditions around the world have 

evolved to teach techniques that help us manage our 

attention, offering guidance in directing it in more helpful 

and productive directions. 

Two of these traditional approaches to attentiveness that 

are particularly pertinent to the practice of writing things 

down, and from which this book draws, are the theory 

and practice of psychology (developed in the West in 

the 19th century) and the more spiritual practice of Zen 

Buddhism (developed in the East some 2,500 years ago). 

What do these, on the surface of things, really rather 

divergent human practices have in common? Well, both can 

be called ‘uncovering’ practices, each designed to unearth 

insights into our deepest nature, thoughts and feelings.

3

These two traditions reveal a more meaningful philosophy 

of writing things down, because writing, too, is a kind of 

uncovering practice. Let’s explore this a little further.

THE EVERYDAY THERAPEUTIC 

EFFECTS OF WRITING

Most of us are familiar with the idea of the psyche – the 

human mind, soul or spirit that resides within each of us as 

a cluster of thoughts, feelings and emotions. Classic and 

contemporary psychology alike have much to teach us 

about the workings of this inner self. Such theory is often 

applied in a practice we call psychotherapy, or ‘talk 
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therapy’, in which we might gradually share and shape a 

narrative about our experiences, hopes and dreams with a 

professional. The psychotherapeutic approach, then, is 

one that asks us to pause and look at our lives reflectively 

and compassionately with another. Yet, while not all of us 

will seek formal therapy of this kind, we can all stand to 

benefit from greater understanding of our individual 

psyche – or 

attentiveness to our own inner world

. We can 

be helped in this aim by writing things down.

Many hundreds of scientific studies have now accounted 

for the therapeutic effects of writing about our thoughts 

and feelings, predominantly led by contemporary 

researcher James W Pennebaker, Professor of Psychology 

at the University of Texas at Austin, USA. These effects 

include measurable boosts to both emotional wellbeing 

and, in some cases, even physical wellbeing. More 

anecdotally, writers and philosophers have for many 

centuries extolled the benefits of putting our thoughts 

into words as a way to gain greater self-understanding, 

calmness and happiness.

Currently, there is no one, reigning scientific theory that 

succinctly captures why writing things down can often be 

so helpful for us. Might we hypothesize that writing is, 

simply, a way of ‘storying’ our experience – of bringing our 

thoughts and feelings 

to our own attention

, so that we can 

understand our selves a little better? If so, let us now turn 

to a far longer-standing tradition of bringing our selves to 

our own attention. 
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THE EVERYDAY ZEN OF WRITING

Zen is a Japanese concept that literally means ‘meditation’, 

yet it originates in the Chinese 

chán

, meaning ‘quietude’.

4

It describes a particular school of Buddhist thought and 

practice that involves seated meditation, usually under 

the guidance of a teacher, with the intention of reaching 

enlightenment. In contemporary terms, the aim of 

meditation of this kind is to bring one’s awareness to 

the present moment 

just as it is

in order to promote calm 

and wellbeing.

Writing more attentively, in the spirit of everyday Zen, or 

quietude, isn’t necessarily about carving out more time that 

you don’t have or spending hours in meditation. It is about 

revelling in the untapped source of reflective peace and 

quiet to be found in a regular habit: writing. It is a way of, 

simply, 

living what you are living

. Writing with everyday Zen 

attentiveness is a manner of existing in the moment of your 

life that is happening right now. If you are sweeping, sweep. 

If you are sipping tea, sip tea. If you are writing, write. 

This sounds simple enough, yet many of us are plagued by 

the affliction of 

not

living what we are living. We live, 

instead, a little bit in yesterday; there was that daft thing we 

said in a work meeting, or that bill we really should have 

sorted, or that person we were meant to call back. We also 

live a little bit in tomorrow; there is that tough topic of 

conversation we need to bring up with a colleague, and that 

visit next week from our parents, as well as that important 

goal we really should have got around to completing by 





[image: image]

15

now. As compelling as it sounds, the well-worn maxim to 

‘live in the moment’ is not something we are very good, in 

practice, at upholding.

Putting pen to paper, or our fingers to our keypads, is one 

practice where we can learn to exist more mindfully and in 

the spirit of everyday Zen. This is because writing features 

frequently in most of our lives, offering an opportunity to 

focus closely on the task at hand (thus naturally providing 

a quiet or meditative moment). Yet you might currently 

write things down several times a day without thinking 

much about this at all. Precisely because this task can at 

times be a bit of a mind-

less

one, it is the perfect place 

to begin a practice of mind-

ful

everyday Zen. By bringing 

our attention to the very ordinary tasks in our lives, we 

can cultivate the ability to live with ever more focused 

awareness – becoming (one hopes) increasingly mindful, 

conscious and ‘awake’ in all that we do. 
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Make Your Writing Habits 

More Helpful

Many, if not most, of us experience the thoughts in our 

head as a kind of narrator speaking to us. Sometimes, we 

experience multiple narrators; there is the voice of a stern 

parent, kind friend or an old schoolteacher...voices we’ve 

embodied over the years and that all serve to give us 

varying kinds of useful (and, often, not so useful) advice. 

This can become confusing, rather noisy and a little crowded. 

Experiencing these ‘voices’ is not a sign that we are losing 

the thread of reality or becoming dangerously fragmented 

– not at all. Researchers have long demonstrated that this 

happens because we tend to think in language (rather 

than visually), and language is social – we inherit it from 

other people (think of a toddler learning to talk with 

their parents). We can think of the self, then, not as one 

single voice, but more like a dialogue or discourse.

5

Our thoughts are a kind of inner speech, and writing 

things down, therefore, is a way of this inner speech 

becoming externalized.

6

This externalized inner speech can serve many functions; 

writing is an organizing tool, a communication tool and 

even a self-soothing tool. Writing things down is, if 

you like, a way of developing a 

helping relationship

with 

one’s thoughts, and with one’s self. The humanistic 

psychologist, Carl Rogers, pioneered a theory of what 

makes for a good helping relationship between two 

people (such as a therapist and client, or teacher and 

student). The theory is based on three core conditions 
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that when met, Rogers theorized, would help liberate 

the student or client to express their truest thoughts 

and feelings in such a way that they felt free from the fear 

of judgement.

7

It turns out these conditions are also rather helpful when 

thinking about writing things down. Only, in this case, these 

conditions help us to forge a more helpful relationship 

with ourselves

. They are: congruence, unconditional positive 

regard and empathic understanding.

WRITE MORE CONGRUENTLY 

(i.e. in a way that is aligned with your true feelings)

We can often feel a strange sense of being somewhat 

divorced from ourselves. We aren’t always sure of what 

we feel; or, perhaps, we 

are

sure but are actively choosing 

to suppress or ignore difficult feelings. This is the opposite 

of congruence. 

Writing or saying positive affirmations, setting lofty goals or 

writing overly ambitious to-do lists – if these are not things 

that we truly feel or believe ourselves capable of at a core 

level – might be, unsurprisingly, really quite damaging. 

Remaining aware of the level of congruence in our writing 

(i.e. how closely what we are putting on paper actually 

matches up with what we feel to be true) is paramount to 

writing becoming a helpful habit in our lives. 

To begin approaching your writing habits more congruently, 

ask yourself: does this feel true? Am I being genuine? 
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Is there another, deeper 

truth? Does what I’ve 

written reflect the 

‘real me’?

WRITE WITH 

UNCONDITIONAL POSITIVE REGARD 

(i.e. accept without judgement)

When you write, how do you ‘receive’ your own words? 

Do you sometimes (secretly or not so secretly) observe 

your notes and emails and diary entries as the desperate 

scribbles of a woefully unproductive good-for-nothing? 

Or, perhaps, is there a low-level sense of dissatisfaction at 

the un-met goals piling up on your to-do list? 

While a healthy dose of self-awareness and self-critique is 

paramount to accurate self-knowledge and accountability, 

if this verges on 

non-acceptance

of the self then we might 

begin to experience a very uncomfortable inner 

relationship. When it comes to writing, perhaps the best 

way to understand this is not in the sense of writing down 

‘I’m great at everything and there are no flies on me’, but 

instead developing the ability to write ‘I could possibly 

improve on a great many things about myself’ and, simply, 

accepting

that fact without judgement. To acknowledge 

both the light and dark within oneself is a great, and really 

rather mature, skill to develop (though not always easy).

To begin approaching your writing habits with greater 

positive regard, ask yourself: how might I accept, and even 

Other ways to think about 

congruence are: realness, 

transparency, genuineness 

or authenticity.
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embrace, my very human 

fallibility? What would be 

different if I were to see my 

efforts as ‘enough’? Which 

things about me are really not 

so perfect, and how might 

I become comfortable with 

these parts?

WRITE WITH EMPATHIC 

UNDERSTANDING 

(i.e. acknowledging the 

self accurately and kindly)

Developing empathy in our writing takes us one step 

further than the level of positive regard, to write in such a 

way that we 

understand and respond to ourselves kindly

. 

Recall what we said earlier about our inner world being 

rather more of a dialogue than a monologue. What is the 

tone of that conversation, in your own mind (or on the 

page)? Are you intrigued to know more when emotions 

arise within you, or do you dismiss some parts of your self 

and experience?

Other ways to 

think about 

unconditional 

positive regard 

are: caring, prizing, 

warm acceptance 

of, and interest in, 

what’s going on 

within our selves. 
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We are often, and with acerbic consistency, our own 

harshest critics. If a friend or loved one has ever told you 

not to be so tough on yourself, or if you have noticed a 

train of inner dialogue that was just plain mean, then you 

might benefit from approaching your writing habits with a 

little more empathy. 

Interestingly, one group of researchers led by Yi Cheng Lin 

at National Taiwan University found that writing in the 

second person, i.e. stating ‘

you

felt xyz’ rather than ‘

I

felt 

xyz’, might help us to relate more kindly to ourselves in the 

spirit of greater self-support.

8

Whether it is a simple daily 

to-do list, or more personal writing in a journal, writing 

things down as a literal dialogue between ‘you’ and ‘I’ is 

one way we can write with greater empathy. Again, this is 

not a case of the blind optimism of ‘you are great at 

everything’ but a bit more like ‘I noticed you tried really 

hard today in the following ways’.

To begin approaching your writing habits with greater 

empathic understanding, ask yourself: how might I listen 

to myself with greater 

kindness? Do I fully 

understand the 

meaning of this 

experience? Can I 

reach a deeper sense 

of significance, or 

understanding of this 

aspect of myself? 

Other ways to think 

about empathic 

understanding are: really 

listening, inquisitiveness, 

curiosity and awareness of 

personal meaning. 
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Make Your Writing Habits 

More Joyful

Writing things down has long been heralded as cathartic. 

We tend to have a shared understanding, or philosophy, of 

writing as something that helps us organize our unwieldy 

or difficult thoughts and get things off of our chest. 

Contemporary psychology has continued in this trend, 

evidencing how expressing our fears, pain and shame on 

paper makes us feel both emotionally and physically 

better. This is an interesting yet highly 

deficit-orientated

understanding of what writing is and what it does for us. 

In the real world – i.e. out of the science lab and into the 

wilds of modern life – there are many positive and joyful 

benefits of writing regularly (these are, incidentally, now 

also being increasingly studied by the lab-dwellers). 

Writing is a form of self-affirmation, a way to pinpoint our 

deepest values, broaden our perspective, and it is, simply, 

enjoyable.

9

Is it necessary, then, to update our philosophy 

of writing to something a little more positive? This book 

argues that, yes, it is.

Yet – does the word ‘positive’ sometimes make you feel 

a bit distrustful? Perturbed, even? You are not alone. 

In a world where things are often complex, challenging 

and at times just pretty awful, many people sense that 

it is twee, glib or even dangerously naïve to buy into the 

idea of a positive philosophy of, well, anything. Yet this 

begs the question: what do we actually mean when we 

talk about positivity?
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We can understand positivity as a deeply complex and 

nuanced human experience. Most of us are familiar with 

the concept of 

yin-yang

from Eastern philosophy. This 

concept captures, in a most simplistic sense, the manner 

in which opposing forces can coexist in interconnected 

harmony. Positivity and ostensible ‘negativity’ may also 
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