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Dedication

To those fellow writers who never stop learning, who set their goals and strive for them. And to all of my students in seminars, conferences, writers’ groups and email queries. I remain right there with you. 
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(and Write Fiction)
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Well, you can’t. Not entirely. There, I said it.

But writing should be fun. It should be an escape for you, just as your story will be an escape for your eventual readers. And nothing about listening to input from a negative Nellie is ever fun. The fun in writing begins when you stop allowing negative input into your writing process.

Yet practically everything we’ve learned over the years was either how to delay writing (prepare an outline, create a character sketch, world-build, etc.) or it’s negative (what you write will not be good so you must revise, rewrite and polish). 

And in every case, we learned all of that from one of two sources: 

* At first we learned it from professionals who by and large do not write fiction, like our English and Composition teachers in school at various levels. 

* And later the same delays and negatives were reinforced by other would-be writers and writers who were taught exactly the same things by the same professionals who don’t write fiction. 

For years, we took on board all of those delays and negatives. We trusted the advice of people who don’t write fiction for a living. And as a result, we created and fed a monster inside our own head: the critical voice. 

We learned that criticism (both internal and external) was essential to telling a good story. And we learned that only endless revisions, rewrites and “polishing” would result in writing that story well enough that others would buy it and read it and enjoy it.

Frankly, that’s all bovine excrement.

But take hope. We all started the same way, learning the same delays and the same negatives. 

Those writers who eventually saw past the nonsense and learned to quiet the critical voice went on to have long and lucrative careers. Those who didn’t—well, the shelves at the library are full of novels by writers who penned one novel or a few and then gave up.

Why did they give up? Because the writing was work. It was drudgery, as you well might imagine. Those writers suffered over every word, every sentence and every paragraph.

Instead of simply writing what they were given by their subconscious, creative mind, they did as they were taught. They questioned the process. They didn’t trust their own unique voice. And instead of moving forward with their writing from story to story—that’s called “practice,” by the way—they hovered over one work at a time, sometimes for years, striving for perfection.

They failed to realize that what is perfection to one reader (the writer) is not perfection to the next (the acquisitions editor) or the next (the member of the critique group) or the thousands of other nexts (the actual readers).

And they eventually took their place in the Hall of Whatever Happened to [Name of Writer] and found something fun to do instead of writing.

You never have to take your place in that hall. But the best thing you can do to avoid it is unlearn all the nonsense you were taught all those years by all those professionals who don’t write fiction.

You can learn to Let Go. You can learn to Trust Your Creative Subconscious. You can learn to Quiet the Critical Voice.

Quieting the critical voice is an ongoing process. 

First you must learn to recognize it. That’s easy. 

Anything that delays you from writing or is negative comes from the critical mind.

Second you must learn to make the critical voice shut up and leave you alone. 

That isn’t as easy, but you can do it. The critical voice will visit less often as you become more experienced at telling it to shut up and leave you alone.

So as is the case with all things, recognizing and quieting the critical voice is a matter of time and a direct result of your desire to write. If you have a burning, passionate desire to tell stories, read on.

If you only want to write your memoir or your family history, that’s perfectly fine too. But you probably don’t need this book.

Still here? 

Good. You can learn (quickly) to recognize the critical voice. And you can learn, with time and practice, to remand it to a cell in a back corner of your brain.

But first, what is the conscious, critical voice?

The conscious mind (where the critical voice resides) exists to protect you from yourself. 

For example, when you’re about to lean your palm on a hot stove, the conscious mind is what feels the heat and causes you to jerk your hand away. It’s what causes you to look both ways before you cross the street. It keeps you (sometimes) from joining your bone-headed buddies in a “hold my beer and watch this” moment. So the conscious mind has its good purposes.

It’s also what we use to learn new information and new techniques. You learned to dot every lowercase I and put a period at the end of a declarative sentence with your conscious mind. It’s critical, meaning it turns over decisions, weighs possible outcomes, then helps you decide what to do and what not to do.

But again, the conscious, critical mind exists to protect you. And the sole purpose of the critical voice in writing is to keep you from writing. And if you write, to keep you from finishing what you write. And if you finish what you write, to keep you from publishing what you write. It’s protecting you from rejection.

You know how you sweat a little and maybe even break out in hives when you think about actually writing or finishing or submitting or publishing what you’ve written? Or when you sit down to write, suddenly you think of a lot of other non-writing things that you have to do instead? 

That’s the conscious, critical voice protecting you.

So the short course is this: the conscious, critical mind has no place in actual writing. Once you’re actively engaged in writing a story (of any length) you need to set that critical voice aside.

For just one example, you have to let go of the urge to critique (critical mind) what you’ve just written.

Read over it as a Reader for enjoyment, yes. You read for enjoyment with the subconscious mind, suspending the critical sense of disbelief. So do that if you want to. (Much more on this in Chapter 8.)

But if you find yourself being critical (negative), that’s the critical voice.

You’ve been taking in Story (and telling stories) since you were too young to even be aware there was an alphabet, so a long time before you began to commit words to paper. What you learned from taking in Story and from telling stories seeped into your subconscious. It’s waiting there for you to tap into it.

Consider, later, in school at various levels, you were taught to capitalize the first word of sentences and to dot the lower-case I and cross the T and put a period or a question mark at the end of a sentence.

So you do those things automatically. Without “thinking” about it. Which means without evoking the conscious, critical mind.

Likewise, once you learn to trust yourself and let go of all the negative thoughts and delaying tactics, you can engage your creative subconscious and Just Write. 

Don’t focus on how many times you used “that” vs. “which” (they aren’t interchangeable anyway).

But wait. You say capitalizing the first word of a sentence and putting a period at the end DOES come naturally but the various parts of telling a story don’t?

That’s because you were taught that they don’t. You were taught to double-check yourself and second-guess your work. You were taught to not trust your creative subconscious.

Now, if you want to be a writer—and more importantly, if you want to actually enjoy being a writer—you have to let all that negativity go.

You have to learn to trust yourself.

And you have to learn to quiet your critical voice.

In every case, the urgings that come from the critical mind are based on fear. They are always, always negative.

The simplest fears are stated bluntly by the critical voice: “I can’t do this” or “Writing a novel is overwhelming” or “What was I thinking?” or “Maybe someday” or “No way can I get published anyway.” (These thoughts are often accompanied by the aforementioned sweaty palms and/or hives.)

The majority of would-be writers are stopped cold by these fears alone.

But the more common fears lie in wait for writers who get beyond those simplest ones and decide to actually write. These critical-mind stumbling blocks are a little more complex and a lot less straightforward.

Most of the time they’re difficult to recognize because they’re disguised as delays (as opposed to outright refusal to allow you to write or reinforcement of the outright certainty that you “can’t”).

But the result is the same: Your manuscript remains in your mind, unwritten.

Or you’ve started it and it lays in a drawer or remains in your computer, unfinished.

Or you’ve finished it but it remains unsubmitted and unpublished.

The critical voice has new tricks for each level of this journey. I’ll look at each level and help you recognize as many of the tricks as possible.

But let’s start at the beginning. Let’s say you want to write a novel. And let’s say you’ve gotten past all the “I can’t do this” stuff. You actually sat down at your computer and put your fingers on the keyboard.

Now you’ve entered the realm of the “Prep Delays.” What are those?

I’ll be back with Chapter 1 to tell you.

But fair warning—your own critical voice will pop up from time to time as you continue reading. And it will always have negative messages, mostly reasons not to keep reading. 

* This is way too easy. It has to be BS. All I have to do is let go and trust myself? No way will that work.

* Well sure, maybe this works for him, but look at how long he’s been writing! Look how many books he’s written! And I’m only a beginner. This could never work for me.

* And so on.

All I can tell you is this: I had exactly the same thoughts when I first learned some of the techniques I’ll mention later in this book. The thing is, I didn’t dismiss them out of hand. I tried them. 

And they worked.

Just remember, your critical mind isn’t protecting you from new ideas. It’s protecting you from learning ways to shut it up.
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Chapter 1: Recognizing the Critical Voice “Prep” Delays


[image: image]




First, don’t expect a lot of help getting past your critical voice, either the prep delays or the rest. Well, you can expect help from me, yes, but not from anyone else. After all, I wrote this book and you’re reading it. 

Plus I’m available for questions. You can email me at any time at harveystanbrough@gmail.com. I’ll be glad to help if I can. I love helping writers who are eager to learn.

Fiction writers by definition should be the most open-minded, experiment-enthused, adrenaline-based, ooh-let’s-try-this people on Earth. The fact that you’re reading this tells me you probably are one of those folks.

But oddly, most writers and would-be writers are not.

If you’ll allow me a digression, most writers and would-be writers, like lemmings headed for the nearest cliff, take the easy path and simply do what they’ve been taught. I hasten to add that ALL of us have taken that path at one time or another before we learned a better way.
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