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Psychic distance is a term John Gardner uses in The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for Young Writers. He 
defines it as “the distance the reader feels between himself and the events in the story” (111). In Writing Fiction: 
A Guide to Narrative Craft, Janet Burroway uses the equivalent term authorial distance, which she defines as 
“the degree to which we as readers feel on the one hand intimacy and identification with, or on the other hand 
detachment and alienation from, the characters in the story” (229). Gardner lists the following examples to 
illustrate how a writer can adjust language to reflect different degrees of closeness to a character’s psychology 
or consciousness:  
 

1.   It was winter of the year 1853. A large man stepped out of a doorway. 
2. Henry J. Warburton had never much cared for snowstorms. 
3. Henry hated snowstorms. 
4. God how he hated these damn snowstorms. 
5. Snow. Under your collar, down inside your shoes, freezing and plugging up your miserable soul . . . 

(111) 
 
Notice how these sentences take us progressively closer into the character’s perspective, into his head, so that 
we experience what he thinks and feels.  
 
Now consider how psychic distance works in three paragraphs from Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray.  
 

Context: Dorian never ages, but a portrait of him does. The portrait reflects his moral corruption. In this 
scene Dorian’s friend Basil is trying to persuade him to repent and change his sinful lifestyle. Dorian 
doesn’t want to hear it. 

 
¶1  [Basil:] “You have done enough evil in your life. My God! Don’t you see that accursed thing 
[the portrait] leering at us?” 
 
¶2 Dorian Gray glanced at the picture, and suddenly an uncontrollable feeling of hatred for Basil 
Hallward came over him, as though it had been suggested to him by those grinning lips. The mad 
passions of a hunted animal stirred within him, and he loathed the man who was seated at the table, 
more than in his whole life he had ever loathed anything. . . . He rushed at him, and dug the knife into 
the great vein that is behind the ear, crushing the man’s head down on the table, and stabbing him again 
and again.  
 
¶3 There was a stifled groan, and the horrible sound of someone choking with blood. Three times 
the outstretched arms shot up convulsively, waving grotesque stiff-fingered hands in the air. He stabbed 
him twice more, but the man did not move. Something began to trickle on the floor. . . . The thing was 
still seated in the chair, straining over the table with bowed head, and humped back, and long fantastic 
arms. Had it not been for the red jagged tear in the neck, and the clotted black pool that was slowly 
widening at the table, one would have said that the man was simply asleep. 
 

How and why does the psychic distance change, especially in the third paragraph? Point to details of language. 
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How does psychic distance translate to nonfiction? 
 
Fiction writers who think about psychic distance have many rhetorical possibilities at their fingertips. But so can 
nonfiction writers, if we tweak the definition of psychic distance to mean the distance readers feel between 
themselves and the events and ideas in the prose (rather than in the story) and if we consider the reader’s 
identification with or detachment from the author or subject (rather than the characters). To the extent that 
identification between writer and reader is a prerequisite for persuasion, psychic distance is very rhetorical. 
 
Now it’s your turn to experiment with psychic distance. Revise this sentence so that it more intimately captures 
the experience of a cold day. 
 
 1. The weather is very cold today. 
 
 Your revision: _______________________________________________________________________. 
 

Why psychic distance? 
 
Psychic distance can help writers identify with and persuade readers. Arguably it has some advantages over 
these (also useful) terms: 
 
• Tone, which can imply conformity to an audience’s expectations, thus sacrificing authorial integrity. 
• Voice, which can imply a neglect of audience, thus privileging individual expression. 
• Style, which can imply excessive attention to the details of language, thus obscuring the Big Picture.  

 
	 xample of psychic distance in nonfiction 

 
From a student’s rhetorical analysis of a local commercial space: 
 

Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to infiltrate enemy territory and conduct a thorough and 
covert reconnaissance of the area. You will gather intelligence on the physical layout of the compound and 
find anything you can about enemy tactics, techniques, and procedures. Due to tight security of the enemy 
perimeter, our only option is to send you in alone. Understand that if things go sour, we won’t be able to 
conduct an extraction to get you out. Good luck—we’re all counting on you! 
 
It was on this fateful day that I was about to go where no man had ever gone before—the secret stronghold 
of women: Victoria’s Secret. However, I wouldn’t be going in alone after all. I’d found someone on the 
inside; her name was Vanessa, and she had agreed to let me in quietly and serve as my cover throughout 
the mission. She was going to help me explore this commercial space so that I could find out how the 
enemy . . . I mean the customer . . . is engaged by the store’s marketing and selling scheme.  

 
How does psychic distance translate to other media? 

 
Let’s consider some examples. 
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Stylis. Academic Writing	  Yes, it’s possible	  
 
“... academic writing is a process of making intelligent choices, not of following rigid rules. Yes, scholars in 
some fields have more freedom than others to make stylistic decisions that go against the disciplinary grain. 
Yes, convention remains a powerful force. Even in the most seemingly inflexible situations, however—for 
example, in journals where all research reports must conform to a rigid structural template—authors can still 
decide whether to write clear, concise, energetic sentences or opaque, complex, passive ones. Scientists can 
choose to use active verbs. Social scientists can choose to eschew disciplinary jargon. Informed choice is the 
stylish writer’s best weapon against the numbing forces of conformity and inertia.” 
 

—Helen Sword, Stylish Academic Writing 
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