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think the  key  ideas in  PCT are fairly simple.  
The interlacings of those simple ideas, how-
ever, can be come complex.  Furthermore, some 

of the ideas sharp ly contradict ideas widely accepted 
in our cul ture; one contradiction with the culture, 
for ex am ple, is PCT’s core idea that whatever we 
do, we do by controlling perceptions.  Accordingly, 
I will some times fail to say something in a way that 
enables you to grasp my meaning, because you and I 
differ in how we have learned to combine ideas and 
in the aspects of our culture we have come to cherish.  
Worse than that, you may come upon something 
that I wrote when I was mixed up in my thinking 
and did not catch before pub li ca tion.  I do take 
great care not to let my manuscript be wounded by 
erroneous state ments, and several of my friends will 
have read through the manuscript looking for faults 
of what ev er kind, but every book I have written got 
past the author, editorial readers, and editors with 
some em bar rass ing blemish.

If it were possible, scientists would prefer to 
com mu ni cate en tire ly through experimentation.  
They would invite one another to come and wit-
ness their experiments, letting the lessons learned 
bloom be hind the eyes of their guests without any 
verbal in ter fer ence from the host.  You can see how 
im prac ti cal that would be.  Scientists would have to 
use words to issue the invitations, and the invited 
scientists would then ask, “What’s it about?  How 
long will it take?  Who is going to pay my ex pens es?” 
Scientists there fore write articles and books not only 
to tell one an oth er about their experiments, but also 
to per suade one another that the others ought to want 
to know about the ex per i ments and even join in the 
ex per i men ta tion.  (This is one of those books.)

The writing becomes part of the scientifi c en ter -
prise.  It is the way that scientists try to join hands 
in building a science which, in turn, can be of fered 

Chapter 5

B  eware how I write

to the members of the embedding culture as a way 
of un der stand ing and coping with the world.  The 
writ ing, therefore, should be done with the same care 
with which the ex per i men ta tion is done.  But join ing 
hands and un der stand ing the world do not stop with 
the writing.  The joining and the un der stand ing can-
 not begin until after the reading.  The read ing too, 
there fore, should be done with care.

Details and nuances can be important.
For example, my very fi rst sentence in Chapter 1 

was, “People have al ways been fascinated by the 
ac tions of others.”  That sentence is unsound.  How 
many people have been fascinated?  Everybody?  
If not, which peo ple?  Have they been fascinated by 
all the actions of others?  If not, by what fraction of 
ac tions or by what sort?  I like to be precise, but I let 
that wobbly sentence stand.

If I had let my desire to be precise rule my writ-
 ing, I would have written a sentence without those 
ambiguities.  But there I was at the fi rst sentence of 
the fi rst chapter, wanting to invite your attention to 
the things I thought you would be in the mood to fi nd 
fascinating if you had picked up this book; name ly, 
other people.  I wanted a short sen tence fol lowed by 
some other short sentences, none of them steer ing 
your attention to logical nice ties and syn tac ti cal preci-
sion, but in stead keeping your focus on people and 
their do ings.  More than any thing else, I wanted to 
make it easy for you to imag ine some of the many 
ways in which we observe the doings of other people.  
So I gave up precision in favor of a quick and easy 
focus on human doings, leav ing more precise state-
ments to come later.

I hope you will at least occasionally scrutinize my 
sentences to see wheth er you fi nd them believable.  
When you do not fi nd me be liev able, ask yourself 
whether I might have let myself be vague so as to 
get on with the story.  But if you don’t think that is 
the case, then write something in the margin like, 
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“Some!  Not everybody, you idiot!” When you came 
in the previous para graph to my phrase “. . . steering 
your attention. . .,” you might have thought, “He 
can’t steer my attention.  I steer my own attention.  
 Runkel can offer some thing for my at ten tion, but I 
myself choose whether to give it.”  If you did say that 
to your self, I can only agree with you.  And you will 
every now and then, I fear, fi nd sentences like that 
in this book.

Look out even for single words.  You may dis cov er 
(though I hope not) that I am using some word in 
a nonstandard manner.  As the years go by, I still 
dis cov er now and then that I am using a word for a 
mean ing of which my dictionary is ignorant.  Usu al ly 
I convert to the dic tio nary’s belief, but some times I 
backslide.  So look out for the pos si bil i ty that I have 
picked the wrong word.

Other authors do it, too.  In an article in a 
psy cho log i cal journal, the author said that a great 
many stud ies on a particular topic had been done, 
and “Saw yer reviewed a plethora of those studies.”  
I think the au thor meant only that Sawyer reviewed 
a large por tion of the studies; but according to the 
dic tio nar ies, the sentence meant that Sawyer re viewed 
more ar ti cles than he really cared to.  Dictionaries say 
that pleth o ra is used to mean not merely a lot, but an 
ex cess or superabundance.

Positive and negative can be ambiguous.  Most 
peo ple most of the time now a days, it seems to me, use 
those words to mean simply good and bad.  But they 
can be used in other meanings.  Dictionaries use half a 
column to list them all.  Positive, for ex am ple, is often 
used to mean being confi dent of one’s opin ion, being in 
no doubt.  In reviewing a book, the re view er may write, 
“My opinion of this book is a pos i tive one.”  Does she 
mean that she likes the book?  Or does she mean that 
she is in no doubt about her opin ion, though she is 
re frain ing from say ing whether she likes it?

 Some words that bear upon theorizing recur in 
this book.  While I am on the topic of word usage, let 
me tell you the meanings I have in mind for some in 
this family of words: assumption, axiom, con jec ture, 
guess, hy poth e sis, postulate, premise, pre sump tion, 
presupposition, prin ci ple, the o rem, the o ry, the sis.  A 
guess, hypothesis, or theorem is (as I interpret my 
dictionaries) a statement formed for the purpose of 
put ting it to the test.  Looking for ev i dence for the 
statement clarifi es not only that state ment but also a 
con nect ed, larger body of assertions.  An as sump tion, 
axiom, pos tu late, or pre sup po si tion is an as ser tion 

taken to be correct or true without question while 
investigating other (even though con nect ed) matters.  
An author may want you to accept certain as sump -
tions as axiomatic just while you read his book, or 
he may ex pect you to accept the as sump tions that 
are widespread in a discipline or school of thought.  
Some authors, especially math e ma ti cians, will try to 
set forth their axioms ex plic it ly for you at the outset.  
With out help from an author, as sump tions often lie 
implied, un seen.  Fi nal ly, a theory con tains both as-
sumptions and hy poth e ses.  I have tried to stick close 
to what my dic tio nar ies tell me about these words, 
though I lean some what toward the us ag es of writers 
on sci en tifi  c theory and math e mat ics.  You will no 
doubt fi nd oth er authors using some of these words 
(especially “as sump tion”) in other ways.

Now and then writers hurry too fast past their 
sentences.  The following appeared in Science News 
in 1998: “. . . women who had gained 22 pounds or 
more since age 18 ran an increased risk of dying.”  
Every woman will die, no matter how few pounds she 
gains.  I suppose the author meant that the wom en 
who gained 22 pounds or more would die sooner, on 
the average, than those who gained fewer.  Here is 
another hurried sentence: “Some of the me te or ites 
have been in the ice for more than a million years, 
possibly long er.”

But usages of words and hurried sentences will be 
much smaller dangers than the dangers of im plied 
assumptions.

 ASSUMPTIONS

Writing is always shaped to a considerable extent 
by the author’s beliefs about how the world works, 
about how things function—by what  Powers calls our 
“sys tem concepts.”  If we believe that unexpected 
events can come about by chance, we write to a 
friend, “If I’m lucky, I’ll get there on Tuesday.”  If we 
believe that although we can be surprised by events, 
noth ing hap pens except at the will of God, we write, 
“I will ar rive, God willing, on Tuesday.”  If you believe 
that persons who break laws have sinned, and that 
when they are put in prison with little to do, they 
will re fl ect on their sins and become penitent and 
therefore resolve not to break a law again, then you 
will chisel the word “Penitentiary” over the door of the 
prison.  If you believe that subjecting law break ers to 
a re stric tive and coercive discipline of obe di ence will 
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cause them to maintain that mood of obe di ence after 
they leave the prison, and if you believe that teaching 
them a manual skill will enable them to make a legal 
living after getting out of prison, the two “treatments” 
to geth er re form ing or correcting their behavior, you 
will chisel “Reformatory” or “De part ment of Cor-
 rec tions” over the door.

If you believe that the acts of a person are caused 
largely by events in the person’s environment, you will 
write, “The new incentives in sti tut ed by man age ment 
resulted in a 15 percent increase in pro duc tion,” and 
you might even believe that not just some, but all the 
workers on that production line were in fl u enced in 
that direction by those in cen tives.  You will write, 
“The prick of the pin caused her to jerk her hand 
away,” a sentence William  McDougall would not 
have written, as you can tell from the quo ta tion 
from him that I put at the be gin ning of Chap ter 4.  
You will write, “Classical con di tion ing re in force ment 
strength ens a re sponse,” even though that ex pla na tion 
seems to fi t only non hu man an i mals de prived of food 
and im pris oned in an en vi ron ment (such as a  Skin-
ner box) offering se vere ly re strict ed op por tu ni ties 
for con trol ling vital per cep tions such as hunger and 
nourishment.  If you are B. F.  Skin ner, you will write 
(as he did on page 35 of his 1953 book):

The external variables of which behavior is a func-
 tion provide for what may be called a causal or 
functional analysis.  We undertake to pre dict and 
control the behavior of the individual or gan ism.  
This is our “ dependent variable”—the ef fect for 
which we are to fi nd the cause.  Our “in de pen dent 
variables”—the causes of behavior—are the exter-
nal con di tions of which behavior is a func tion.  
Relations between the two—the “cause-and
-effect relationships” in behavior—are the laws of 
a science.  A synthesis of these laws ex pressed in 
quantitative terms yields a com pre hen sive pic ture 
of the organism as a behaving system.

If you believe that the acts of a person are caused 
largely by the kind of person he or she is, you will 
write, “We need a strong leader at the head of this 
company,” and you will urge the new leader to re cruit 
a better class of work er.  To recruit those work ers, 
you may advocate using screening tests of man u al 
dexterity, obedience, honesty, intelligence, or some 
other desirable quality.  You will write, “Vote for Jones
—a man of probity and experience.”  You might 
write an article in a magazine explaining that a 

par tic u lar politician’s leadership was demonstrated by 
the fact that the public debt was reduced during that 
politician’s incumbency, and you might even believe 
that the public debt would not have de creased if some 
other politician had been in offi ce.  To im prove the 
social order, you will urge measures to change the 
inner qualities of people—perhaps their morality, 
practical knowledge, pa tri o tism, or team spirit.  You 
may believe those inner changes can be brought about 
by the shining examples of morality and citizenship 
to be encountered at church or school.  Or you may 
believe that those inner qualities are given at birth 
and are unchangeable or are too slow ly changeable.  
In that case, you may advocate im prov ing society 
by kill ing off the undesirable people, a pro ce dure 
put into practice in our own time by  Hitler,  Stalin,  
Pol Pot, and others.

Most people appeal to both those sources of ac tion, 
even if al ter nate ly.  People who want a strong president 
often believe he or she will have strong in fl u ence on 
 leaders of Congress, executive de part ments, the military 
branch es, and industry.  In other words, they believe 
the president will act from his or her in ner qualities, 
but that the members of Con gress and the others will 
act because of being skill ful ly or force ful ly prodded by 
the pres i dent.  Persons with that com bi na tion of be lief 
rarely, it seems to me, won der who prods the president 
(or king or other top boss).  Once in a while I have 
heard the spec u la tion that a pres i dent is infl uenced by 
some “power behind the throne” such as a wife, and 
in the days when ac tu al thrones were numerous, the 
ruler usu al ly claimed to be guid ed by God; rulers still 
oc ca sion al ly make that claim to day.

I do not want to leave the impression with you 
that assumptions are bad.  They cannot be avoided.  
To learn something, you must as sume that you al-
 ready know something.  To learn how far it is from 
Chicago to Omaha, you must assume that there are 
such places as Chi ca go and Omaha.  You must act 
as if those places exist while you are hunting for the 
in for ma tion about dis tance.  If you fi nd no trace of 
those places under those or other names, you may 
then relinquish your assumption.  But you will never 
fi nd out the dis tance between them unless you as sume 
that they do exist.

The trick is to fi nd assumptions that match fact.  
We make trouble for ourselves when we as sume that 
the world is fl at, that a fever is always bad, that to bac co 
is good for us, or that nothing moves until pushed 
by some thing else.


