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The Voice in Your Head


I WROTE THIS BOOK FOR ME

I wrote this book for the same reason I’ve written more than a half dozen others. Because I wanted to read it and couldn’t find it in my bookstore. A book about a creature that lives in my head.

Ever since I was fairly small, I’ve heard this little voice that provides a running narration for most of the things I do. It comments on my decisions, it tells me what other people were thinking about me, it points out bad things that might happen if I do one thing or another. And it hardly ever shuts up!

While this voice clearly lives in my head, I knew it wasn’t really me. It didn’t sound like me and it didn’t help me. It limited me. It scared me. It kept me up at night. If this voice was me, it wasn’t the me I wanted to be.

Eventually I started to look for ways to get away from this voice. Or at least to listen to it less. It may not be possible to completely turn it off forever but I just wanted it to matter less, to stay out of my way. As I grew older, the voice troubled me less about certain things and took up other causes instead. Instead of saying I was zitty, it called me wrinkled—that sort of thing. Clearly, the solution wasn’t to wait it out. Instead I had to outwit it.

I started to poke around and I realized that every creative person I came across had the same sort of problem. In fact, most everyone with a mind did too. So if the voice is in every head and yet those heads manage to do incredible things like invent the iPhone, learn Italian, and have retrospectives at the Guggenheim, it is possible to fight this voice and win. Many people have.

So I did a lot of thinking and reading and talking to experts and I came to understand this voice and what it wanted. And I also learned how to avoid its influence . . . well, most of the time.

Important confession: I will admit to you now, at the beginning of this book, while you still have time to find your receipt and return it to the bookstore, that I still occasionally fall victim to this voice. Even while I was writing these very pages, the voice intruded, stuck out a foot, distracted and almost sabotaged me several times. But, despite these setbacks, I do know, after all this searching, how to get past this powerful force and get on with my life. And I will share all I learned with you.

Together we’ll unravel the causes of this pesky demon and the many ways it can affect you. Along the way, I will tell you about my own struggles with my inner critic. I’ll also share some examples from the many, many people who have told me tales of their struggles.

And finally we’ll get to the solutions—strategies that won’t just shut down the voice in your head; they’ll also help you to do great work, achieve your ambitions, and ultimately help make the world a better place.

The voice in your head is not evil, but it does evil.

It is powerful, but its power can be broken.

And now more than ever in the history of our brainy species, we need to take it on and prevent it from preventing us from addressing the many challenges our world faces today. I hope when we’re done, you’ll find these ideas and strategies useful. And if you don’t, I hope you will write your own book and tell me where I can buy a copy.


PSSST!

Here you are, minding your own business.

Maybe you’re gazing out the window, daydreaming about your future.

Or you’re wandering through a bookstore, looking for inspiration to refocus your life.

Maybe you just got off the phone with your old school mate who told you he quit his job to start his own business.

Or you just got briefed on a new project at work and you’re staring at the blank screen of your computer.

Or maybe it’s 3 A.M. and you are just staring at the ceiling, much too wide awake.

Your attention shifts inward, to a spot behind your eyeballs.

A little voice starts up back there and it’s murmuring, just to you.
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The voice is here to warn you that what you are doing—or thinking of doing, or just thinking about thinking about doing—is a terrible idea that will destroy your life. It tells you the dire consequences that are about to fall on you. How your life will unravel—maybe even end—if you take the step you are contemplating. It is here to worry you, to scare you, to stop you.

The voice makes you second-guess yourself. You can go from the verge of making a decision to backing away, to asking others’ opinions, to questioning your judgment, to trashing everything you have ever accomplished, dismissing every bit of praise or encouragement you have ever received, doubting yourself to the core.

This voice uses more than just words. It messes with your body, your nerves, your sweat glands. It makes you physically anxious. It squirts adrenaline into your bloodstream, ties your guts in knots, releases butterflies to flop around your tummy, and gushes cold sweats down your pits and brow.

It knows you well. In fact, it sounds like a caring friend, concerned and just here to protect you from a horrible decision. It’s a familiar old voice, one that’s been whispering in your ear as far back as you can remember.

It’s the voice of the inner critic, the opposition, the prosecutor, the worry wart. It’s the voice of doom.

If you hear this voice, and I know you do, you’re not crazy. You’re not a loser. You’re not alone. You’re just human.

But despite how common this predicament is, it’s also very damaging. The voice has the ability to limit your potential, crush your happiness and derail your dreams.

And we’re going to stop it.


THE VOICE AND THE MAKER

More than anything, the voice messes with creative people. And in one way or another these days, most of us are involved with creativity. New ideas, new directions: these are the situations that make the voice jabber loudest. Why? Because the voice hates change and risk and whenever we rearrange the mental furniture of our lives, it freaks out. The voice fears the unknown and the different because they can’t be controlled.

This is an important thing to remember: When the voice starts up, it’s because you are trying to change something. And if you are going to be a functioning person on this ever-turning planet, you will have to eventually make change too. So to be happy (or even functional), you are going to have to learn to shut that voice down.


WHO AM I AND WHAT DO I KNOW?

Throughout this book, I am going to share stories from my own life and career to show how the voice can limit you—and how to shut it down.

I have been a creative person my whole life and people have been paying me to make things for over thirty years. I’ve been a copywriter, an author, an illustrator, a creative director, an advertising executive, and an entrepreneur. I have created many, many new ideas with millions of dollars at stake. I have had many briefings, deadlines, presentations, reviews, awards, and failures. I have spent lots of times staring at blank pages and empty screens, wrestling with that voice inside me. I’ve made some poor decisions, mismanaged relationships, limited and tortured myself—all because I listened to the voice when I should have known better.

I have also worked with lots of other people who have this same little voice ringing in their ears. I’ve collaborated with and managed hundreds of people who are paid to be creative too—art directors, copywriters, designers, producers, photographers, illustrators, directors, and editors. Every single one of them has faced this same problem, with varying degrees of success. I’ve seen it drive some people to limit or even sabotage their careers. I’ve seen it turn great potential into mediocrity. I’ve seen the voice make people misbehave, waste time and money, and lose clients. And I’ve worked with some people who used the voice to their advantage, spurring themselves on to new and greater creativity, solving big, important problems.

I’ve also been a teacher, helping people learn to discover and express their creativity. I have written books, led workshops and classes. And time and again, I’ve seen people beat themselves up before they even begin, muttering harsh judgments, ripping up work, cursing and threatening to quit. I’ve seen people leave art school, quit jobs, stop making their own art, and crush their dreams. And I’ve helped them to face those fears and turn them into positive, creative habits that have changed their lives.

Over the years, I have figured out how to overcome all the many damaging effects of this voice in our heads. I did it by studying the enemy, by dissecting the voice, its origins and causes. I have studied its behavior and strategies for monkeying with my mind. I have researched different techniques and discussed them with experts—artists, teachers, and psychologists. And I have discussed these ideas with lots of frustrated creative people—and have seen how these techniques can bring them relief and new direction.

Helping win this struggle is particularly important to me because I feel creative people have the power to save the world. The human race faces so many challenges these days, but we also have so many new tools to solve them. The idea that some stupid, nattering voice in our heads might stop us from creating solutions is scary. So let’s silence that voice and get to work!
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THE INCESSANT NARRATOR

First, we need to spend some time understanding the voice in our heads. After all, it plays a big role in our lives, narrating every minute of every day. Most of the time we aren’t paying it much attention, but it’s still in there, narrating the story of our lives, giving play-by-play commentary on every move we make. So we need to isolate it and pin a mic on it to understand what it is saying and why.
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ANGIE’S MONKEY TALE: Angie is the mother of three young boys. She recently took an art class and started creating for the first time since she was a kid herself. As soon as her kids took a nap, she sat down to draw and the voice woke up: “But you should be cleaning. When the kids are awake, you need to be spending time with them. You only have a year off, and then you go back to work. Don’t waste this year making drawings no one will ever care about. You should start supper. You should organize the toy room. You should go pay bills. You should wash the sticky floors.” She told me, “There are always a million ‘shoulds’ that the voice can throw at me. And sure, I hear all the people that say I need to take time for myself. That I should take some time to do what makes me happy. That I will be a better mother. The problem is, this voice, the one yelling at me, is so much louder.”




LISTEN TO THE VOICE

So what does it sound like? Listen to it for a minute and pay attention just to the quality of its voice. It shouldn’t be hard to hear. I’m sure that as you read this book, the voice is very noisy and complaining. It doesn’t like to be discussed and scrutinized and much prefers that the focus stay on you and your many flaws. But let’s ignore the protests for now and concentrate instead on the style of the voice.

Does it whisper? Does it have an accent? Does it sing? Does it echo? How old does it sound? Is it high-pitched or low-? Does it sit right against your ear or is it deep in your head?

Now, try to put a body and a face to that voice. Make it a creature.

How big is it? What does it smell like? How does it move? Is it an animal? Is it a demon? Is it a bank of fog or a chorus of mice?
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I imagine it looks a bit like Gollum.

It’s whiny and creepy and lives back in the dark cave of my skull. It never rests and has big, glowing eyes that constantly dart around in fear. It has a mouthful of sharp little teeth to nip at the edges of my mind and it smells musty, of cold sweat and old fish. So, like Gollum . . . but meatier and covered in grey-brown fur that’s fairly oily, like an unwashed mutt.

I call this lovely thing “the Monkey.” It jabbers and hoots like a monkey and it smells like one too. Only worse.

Maybe my picture fits your creature too. If not, just substitute your species in for the rest of the descriptions I’ll give you. I’m pretty sure they’ll still fit whether you imagine you’re carrying around a snake or a gargoyle, a gremlin or a gopher with a chainsaw.
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ONLY PSYCHOS NEVER WONDER IF THEY’RE NUTS

The only people who don’t have monkeys camping out in their heads are sociopaths. Literally, they are the people who were somehow raised with no guilt, no risk aversion, no brakes . . . no monkey. The rest of us—Bill Gates, Lady Gaga, Gandhi—we all live with the monkey glowering at the back of the cave, driving us crazy now and then. So don’t worry, there are six billion of us hosting the monkey; you’re in good company.

Every successful creative person goes through periods when they fear they are frauds. That they have somehow conned the world into thinking that they are any good. And that any minute, the knock is going to come on the door. They can’t imagine that the truly great people struggle as much as they do. Or they worry it’s all too easy, that this success must be some sort of devil’s bargain which will be stripped from them at any moment. It’s normal to fear success. When you stop worrying, you become a pompous windbag with an over-inflated ego. Then your standards slip, and you slide down the slick slope to suckdom.
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