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Confession and Inhibition:
The Beginnings of an
Approach

Long before the Spanish conquered the new world, Indians of
North and South America had elaborate confession rituals wherein
tribe members disclosed their transgressions to others. Indeed, -
rituals of confession are currently prominent among most Eastern
and Western religions.

A growing number of Americans pay millions of dollars to
therapists and self-help groups so that they can divulge their secret
views of the world.

A large percentage of people write about their very deepest
thoughts and feelings in diaries or letters but do not disclose the
personal sides of themselves to the close friends they see every day.

On airplanes, buses, and trains, people are likely to disclose
intimate sides of themselves to individuals they have never met
before. '

Why do people throughout the world seek to tell their untold
stories? Is there some kind of urge to confess? Is it healthy for us
to divulge our deepest thoughts and feelings? Or, conversely, is
it unhealthy not to disclose the private side of our life? I have been
fascinated by questions such as these for quite a while. Beginning
in the late 1970s, I embarked on a large research project in an
attempt to get some answers.

The main discoveries of this project indicate that actively
holding back or inhibiting our thoughts and feelings can be hard
work. Over time, the work of inhibition gradually undermines
the body’s defenses. Like other stressors, inhibition can affect im-
mune function, the action of the heart and vascular systems, and
even the biochemical workings of the brain and nervous systems.
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22 James W. Pennebaker

ences, individuals translate the event into language. Once it is

language based, people can better understand the experience and
ultimately put it behind them.

When first playing with these ideas, my students and I were
exuberant. A number of potential experiments that could test and
extend the framework popped into our minds. Despite similar
theorizing by Aristotle, Freud, and several contemporary psy-
chologists, many of my colleagues viewed the inhibition/con-
frontation approach as a bit extreme and even radical. Others
viewed it with excitement. Given the polarized reception of the
early work, I knew I was on to something.

After a boisterous meeting with colleagues where we debated
the pros and cons of inhibition, I came homeina wonderful mood.
I waltzed in the front door just as the phone began to ring. My
brother, who is a graphic designer, called to ask what was new
in my life. I excitedly told him about this new approach that I
was playing with and its possible links to health, psychotherapy,
religion, and, well, just about everything. Not swayed by my
grandiosity, my brother asked about the specifics of the inhibition/
confrontation framework. When I was finished, the phone was
silent. “That’s it?”” my brother finally said. “What’s the big deal?
Everyone knows that.” '

He is right on a certain level. We do know that talking about
our problems can be good for us. But we also know that we
should put on a happy face and look at everything in a positive
light. We also know that whining and complaining about our
problems will get us nowhere. In other words, in these days of
self-help popular psychology, there are often contradictory com-
mon sense views that explain everything. As our research journey
into the inhibition/confrontation world began, my colleagues and
I quickly learned that some common sense ideas were truer than
others—indeed, some were completely false. In the remainder of
this book, I would like to share with you some of the insights of
this journey. ‘
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2
Inhibition as a Health
Threat

We are living in the age of inhibition. The 1960s and early 1970s
were the years of letting go, doing your own thing in your own
time, rolling with the flow, and being cool. Now, it’s no smoking,
no alcohol; no drugs, no casual sex, no fattening foods, no fun.
We have learned to feel good by jogging, eating brown and taste-
less foods, and going to bed early. One of the few remaining thrills
available to us is looking down our noses at people who can’t
inhibit their urges as well as we can. The new self-righteousness
has arrived.

Inhibiting thoughts, feelings, and behaviors has always been
a part of life. Two-year-olds learn to inhibit their bowels and
bladders the same way adolescents usually control their urges to
rape and pillage. Many of our truly natural behaviors, such as sex

-3 -.;:_.;:,»,and aggression, according to Freud, must be controlled for the

;good of society. Inhibition, then, is the Scotch tape of civilization.
_ Animal and human researchers have suggested that there are
two types of inhibition: active and passive. Active inhibition is
effortful and requires our mental attention not to do something.
‘When we first go on a diet, "ve must actively inhibit our impulses
to eat or even to think about eating rich food. Passive inhibition
occurs automatically, without conscious effort. After successfully
restricting our eating for several months, we may be able to see
someone eat a large bowl of ice cream without even thinking about
wanting some ourselves. Through practice, then, the initially dif-
ficult job of active inhibition evolves into a more passive form of
inhibition.

A fascinating real-world example of the distinction between
active and passive inhibition has been suggested by Stanley Schach-

23
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36 James W. Pennebaker

groups exist for people whose spouses die in a socially acceptable
manner.

I have tried to convey some of the evidence that suggests
active inhibition is associated with health problems. Rather than
list the major findings from dozens of experiments, I simply want
you to be aware that there is good reason to believe that not talking
about childhood and adulthood traumas can be risky.

~ The interpretation of questionnaire results, by the way, is not
2 hundred percent reliable. One issue that worries survey
researchers—myself included—concerns cause-effect relation-
ships. The problem is that questionnaire studies can rarely pin
down whether inhibition causes illness or if illness causes inhibi-
tion, or if illness and inhibition are jointly caused by something
else. We can be certain, however, that illness and not talking about
upsetting experiences often go together.

An example of the interpretation problem is that people who
are sickly may not be able to talk with others about their problems,

. fearing that no one wants to be around a sick person. Or maybe
the sick person doesn’t have the strength to talk. In any case, our ...

questionnaire results would indicate that not talking and illness go
together—but they don’t indicate what caused what. Clearly, an-
other approach is necessary to prove the potential health damage
of inhibition. -
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3
Becoming Healthier

Through Writing

Barbara, a friend of the family, called me at 7:00 A.M. on a Sunday
morning distraught about the previous evening. After a late dinner
with friends, she got into her car and, after locking the doors,
heard the voice of a strange man from the backseat. Holding a
knife, he ordered her to drive to a particular city park where, he
said, he intended to rape her. As Barbara drove to the park, she
started to accelerate. Between sobs, she lied that she had cancer
and would soon be dying. Speeding up to 70 MpH on the deserted
city streets, she noted that she might as well kill them both. As
she approached a busy intersection, Barbara warned the man that

“if he wanted to live, he had better jump out while he could. He

Jjumped from the car as she slowed to make a turn.

The story doesn’t end there. Barbara was understandably up-
set by the event and, because of her anxiety, wanted the name of
a therapist. Because medication might have been warranted, I
suggested she call a psychiatrist we both knew. When she met
with him, he recommended that she tell her story to everyone she
met. The more she told the story, he claimed, the quicker her
anxiety symptoms would disappear.

Why, I asked myself, did talking about a trauma help cure
the trauma? Every therapist I talked with at the time knew intu-
itively that it was sound advice. But no one could say exactly why.

Apparently, talking about a trauma is a natural human re-
sponse. When this response is blocked or inhibited, stress and
illness result. Beyond the potential dangers of long-term inhibi-
tion, there is something positive about confronting upsetting ex-
‘periences. Barbara needed more than the release of inhibition. She
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