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WORD PROCESSING: A CONTINUING
GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

Hercules at the Crossroads

In an episode of Laclos’s novel Les Liaisons dangereuses a nobleman
composes a letter in bed using his paramour as a writing table, and
discovers he can take a pleasurable break from work without leaving
his desk. Although a computer cannot provide so agreeable a setting
for the act of composition, it offers diversions and excitements of its
own. Writing and revising go faster with a computer than with any-
thing else. The speed is exhilarating but dangerous. When you use a
computer you have the power to make sentences disappear from one
paragraph and reappear in another merely by hitting one or two keys.
You may think you are focusing all your attention on the logic and
euphony of your prose, while hidden within you, secret from yourself,
a teenager is playing Pac-Man. K

You needn’t feel embarrassed if, having savored your colleagues’
envy when you announced the arrival of a computer, you continue to
use a more primitive instrument for composing your first drafts. Paper
is a less exotic and distracting medium to work in than a computer
screen, and your writing is probably better for it. You needn’t regret
that you were born too soon to start using a computer in kindergarten.
Computerized papers turned in by high school and college students
are no better than typewritten ones and are in many ways worse. The
logic tends to be associational at best, and the prose includes odd torsos
of sentences evidently left behind in the rush of on-screen revision.
Certainly you should do all your work at a computer—from first draft
to last—if you must rush your copy to a newsroom, if you suffer from
the kind of writer’s block that only a computer screen can cure, orif you
work in one of the academic fields that regard strong prose as a sign of
mental weakness. But if you fit none of these categories, put oil in your
typewriter and keep your yellow pads dry. \

I emphasize'these points only because you may have heard that a
computer will make your writing not only easier but better. You might
just as well expect a car to improve your sense of direction. Two sets of
writers gush most volubly over their computers and swear they will
never use a typewriter again. One set includes_writers who find the
computer so exciting that they fail to notice their writing has turned
dull. The other includes writers who have decided which computer to
buy but haven't yet bought it. A computer is never more efficient, never
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