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Dedication 

For Kurt Vonnegut, 
Who keeps us laughing 
all the way to the gallows
 and back.

. . . and for Denise Levertov, 
who so elegantly 
granted me 
permission 
to write.

. . . and for Steven A. Carreras, 
who has helped me 
see clearly
 now.


Is there something that will go unsaid if you don’t write?

—Denise Levertov, personal communication, 1987 

The plot is just a bribe to keep them reading.

—Kurt Vonnegut, Case Western Reserve University, 1985 
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Author’s Note 

And why do I know so much about writer’s block? Because I’ve had it—in both senses of this phrase.

I’ve also “had it” across genres (fiction, nonfiction, poetry), and across careers (English teacher, psychologist, and workshop facilitator).

Now, it’s not that I never get blocked—I just know what to do about it. Finally.

Over the past twenty years, with clients as well as program participants, I’ve developed the bi-vocal approach to conquering writer’s block. It’s really this simple: We need to fight writer’s block with both sides of the brain, but most of us use only one side. As Dr. R. Joseph says in his groundbreaking book, The Right Brain and the Unconscious: Discovering the Stranger Within:

Although the right brain appears to be the more creative aspect of the mind, for example, in the form of artistic expression, creativity is possibly a product of having two brains and two minds. Indeed, the creative process is perhaps made possible, at least in part, by the interpretation and guesswork that occur when the two different brains and regions of the mind tackle the same problem and then try to communicate with each other. (pp. 201–202) 

Along with the work of Dr. Joseph, I would like to express my appreciation for the work of so many other researchers and clinicians who—unbeknownst to them—contributed to the origins of the bi-vocal approach, which has a strong foundation in research and clinical practice. For example, psychologists such as Dr. James Pennebaker (Opening Up and Writing to Heal ) have conducted extensive research on the therapeutic effects of writing about stress, and the American Psychological Association has recently published a book comprised of research articles on the therapeutic power of writing (The Writing Cure). These research results have provided the basis for the bi-vocal approach’s use of writing as a form of stress management and self-knowledge.

Additionally, over the last few decades, some clinicians began to use writing to access the right side of the brain (albeit without asking the same questions of the left side of the brain). For example, as a form of what Gestalt therapists call “dialoguing,” in an attempt to access the “disowned parts of the self,” some practitioners asked clients to write with their nondominant hand, and this approach was then popularized in self-help books by therapists such as Dr. Lucia Capacchione (The Power of Your Other Hand ) and John Bradshaw (Homecoming). Additionally, Dr. Capacchione also encouraged readers to write back and forth with both hands; however, she has focused primarily on issues such as childhood trauma rather than writer’s block, and she has erroneously assumed that the nondominant hand will by definition express the voice of an encouraging, creative self. Nevertheless, I am thankful for her groundbreaking work in this area, which helped provide the impetus for my work with writers.

Other researchers and therapists have focused on alternately stimulating the right and left sides of the brain, although they have not specifically used writing as a modality. For example, Dr. Fredric Schiffer (Of Two Minds) has conducted research and provided treatment through what he calls “dual brain psychology,” in which he asks clients to cover one eye while thinking about a problem for a few minutes, then switch and cover the other eye while thinking about the same problem—often with strikingly different results, as displayed in simultaneous brain scans. Similarly, positive research results have also been reported by practitioners of EMDR (see Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing by Francine Shapiro), who employ bilateral stimulation of the brain—providing rapidly alternating sensory stimulation (through lights, sounds, or tactile pulsars) to the right and left brain hemispheres—in order to help clients in psychotherapy change. These clinicians and researchers have provided the basis for the bi-vocal approach’s use of activating the “voices” of both sides of the brain.

In building upon—and with much appreciation of—the earlier work of these researchers and practitioners, I have designed the bi-vocal approach as a specific technique for overcoming writer’s block. The two main components of the bi-vocal approach are the parallel monologue (in which, for comparative purposes, each side of the brain answers the same question or responds to the same checklist) and the interior dialogue (in which the two sides of the brain “converse” by responding to questions that are specifically designed to help writers).

The bi-vocal approach may be used for self-help or in conjunction with psychotherapy conducted by a licensed mental health professional. However, please note that the bi-vocal approach is not intended as a substitute for psychotherapy.


PART I

shaping your life as a writer
 the bi-vocal way 


CHAPTER 1 

permission to write:
 how to find both your voices 
(and ditch theirs) 


Wake up!

For God’s sake, wake up, wake up!

Free will, free will!

—Kurt Vonnegut 

I have heard mothers tell of the long night with their firstborn when they were afraid that they and the baby might die. And I have heard my grandmother speak of her first ball when she was seventeen. And they were all, when their souls grew warm, poets.

—Ray Bradbury 


Picture this:

You, with a Big Block of time; a serene, aesthetically pleasing hotel suite with free daily massages, a pool, and a delightful café; a privacy agreement signed by encouraging family members, friends, and coworkers (though you may of course call them); breakfast in bed from room service with abundant choices from bacon and espresso to granola and green tea; pads of paper and a box of pens in your favorite colors; and an absolutely perfect laptop.

Sound about right?

“Oh, yes,” says the right side of your brain. “Nothing less will do.”

“Not going to happen,” says the left side of your brain. “So just write!”

While these two voices bicker away, the wraith of writer’s block arises like gossamer smoke to swath your Muse in such a fog that the possibility of writing—albeit your first love—truly becomes Mission Impossible.

For example, let’s take the case of Robert, a newly minted accountant who had just taken over the family business—even though he yearned to be a writer. His main complaint was that he never had time to write. He was too busy managing accounts, checking e-mails, attending to his family, and worrying about finances to sit down and write the Great Un-American Novel. Although scenes from his novel had flashed through his mind for years, he either didn’t take the time to jot them down, or, even if he did jot them on slips of paper, the backs of magazines, or restaurant napkins, he’d lose track of these snippets of creativity scattered throughout his car, home, office, pockets, and briefcase. He never had time to organize these jigsaw pieces, and he wasn’t sure about the plot. He didn’t know where or how to start, so . . . he just didn’t.

Sound familiar?

Of course, my first suggestion for Robert was that he honor his creative work by giving it a home. I asked him to go to his favorite office supply store and purchase a portable receptacle for his bursts of creativity: a clear vinyl pouch, a plastic pocket folder, a vinyl index card holder (with blank index cards), even a pencil case—anything he could carry with him at all times. I have offered this suggestion to many others over the years, just as I am offering it to you now: Buy a container for your Muse’s musings, as a first step in learning to respect your work as a writer.

This is just one of many approaches I’ve used to help writers claim their right to write. I have written this book because, as a writer of fiction and nonfiction, I, too, have struggled with writer’s block, forever craving that Big Block of time that never seemed to materialize. As a psychologist, I’ve spent twenty years helping writers search for the Muse who’s gone AWOL once again, and as a university writing instructor, I’ve watched while my students frantically tried to find their voices.

All too often, the writer’s world is viewed as mysterious—and reserved for the chosen few: the blockbuster novelist, the literary elite, the slammer journalist. The rest of us feel like impostors. But the world of writing is open to anyone, anytime, anyplace.

You are one of those anyones.

And so am I. This I discovered when I first met poet Denise Levertov. I had already overheard Kurt Vonnegut say, when pressed for a formula for his convoluted plot lines, that “the plot is just a bribe to keep them reading.” Could I come up with a decent bribe? Probably—I have all the books on plot that are still in print. I certainly knew I had a lot to say, and I even knew I had some talent for writing, but I still couldn’t answer—let alone ask—the quintessential writer’s question.

But that day, not long after I had defected from teaching college English to attend a doctoral program in psychology, I crawled out from my ten-year volcanic pit of writer’s block, planted one foot on solid ground, and posed to Ms. Levertov the unnerving question that had haunted me for years.

“What,” I asked with some trepidation, “gives one the right to write?”

She knew exactly what I meant. Without skipping a beat, she said, “Well, is there something that will go unsaid if you don’t write?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Well, then, you simply must write,” she said. “It’s like breathing.”

Accompanied by the echo of her footsteps as she walked up the stairs and I sauntered down, I realized she had somehow given me permission to write—which is exactly what happens every time I tell this story to a budding writer. Although it takes a certain amount of ego to be a writer in the first place, many of us have a hard time claiming this right to write. It’s as if behind all those brilliant ideas scribbled on countless scraps of paper, there lurks an impostor within.

The majority of writers who consult with me say, “I just don’t know where to begin.” What they really mean is: “I don’t know how to dare to begin.” They have stacks of unread books on writing novels, creativity, and becoming a freelance writer. But even if they dare to read these books, they are still thwarted by a voice that says, “Who am I to think I can write? Sooner or later, they’ll all find out I’m just an impostor.”

This impostor within resides in the right side of the brain— about two doors down from the Muse. Most books on writing focus on left-brain “just-do-it” methods or right-brain creativity exercises, but the impostor within may still resist all attempts at self-expression. What makes this book different? You will learn how to conquer this impostor within by using new methods derived from the findings of recent brain research.

Brain research? Sounds fishy to me, too. But the reality is that there’s plenty of room for both art and science when it comes to the creative process. Imagine my surprise when I woke up one day and realized I’ve got one foot in each world. I’m a psychologist and a novelist, a shrink and a poet, a therapist and an essayist—you name it, I’ll either analyze it or write about it, or both. And that is precisely my point.

As writers, most of us are terrified that seeing a shrink will kill the Muse. We are convinced that our art grows out of our suffering, and if we let some Freudians take away the suffering, then they’ll take away our writing voices, too. Perhaps this is true for a few writers, but in my twenty-seven years of experience with writers—seven as English teacher, twenty as shrink—the opposite has been true.

Usually, when writers consult with me, it’s because their art is not growing out of their suffering. They’re just suffering: feelings of inadequacy, a second divorce, one last chance at tenure, brilliant ideas but no follow-through, fear of the editor’s red pen, stagnating in a dead-end job with no time to write, stuck in the too-many-letters-of-rejection rut, lost in the plot-isn’t-going-anywhere quagmire, riddled with publication anxiety—you name it, but none of it adds up to the notion of sculpting art out of suffering. Not even an ashtray out of this.

That’s why I wrote this book: If we have suffered—and who among us hasn’t—and we can summon the will to write, then the next step may be to write about that suffering. It doesn’t necessarily mean that we’ll publish what we say about our angst, but it may be necessary to write about it before we can publish what we want to put out there.

In other words, write for yourself. In the days of James Joyce, writers wrote in order to say something—not to hit the bestseller list. In the days of Shakespeare, writers wrote to express their hopes and dreams about the universal themes of humanity—not to get on Oprah’s book list. As W. H. Auden so aptly states:

Someone says, “Whom do you write for?”

I reply: “Do you read me?”

If they say, “Yes,” I say, “Do you like it?”

If they say, “No,” then I say, “I don’t write for you.”

Sounds good to me—but tell that to any writer who wants those fifteen minutes of fame in Publishers Weekly. In today’s world, the focus appears to be on what happens after we write: Send out those queries, get an agent, get a publisher, get media exposure—get your work out there! Sadly, these are the realities of today’s publishing arena. But if these are the main focus while we’re trying to write, they’re likely to ignite what Ray Bradbury calls those “live mines” in our brains.

To illustrate, let me offer you one of my favorite top ten lists—I call it the Top Ten Reasons to Avoid Writing. Check off any statements that resonate with you, and feel free to fill in the blanks at the end.

Top Ten Reasons to Avoid Writing 

__10. I might not get published.

__ 9. I might get published.

__ 8. Nobody will read my book.

__ 7. Somebody will read my book.

__ 6. It won’t make the bestseller list.

__ 5. It will make the bestseller list.

__ 4. The critics will hate it.

__ 3. The critics will love it.

__ 2. If I’m a bestselling author, I’ll have to give up____.

__ 1. If I’m a bestselling author, I’ll have to accept____.

As you can see, it’s easy to have some ambivalence about how our work will be received by the world. If you want to see what ambivalence really looks like, do this next exercise below.

Try to respond to this list again, but this time check off your responses and fill in the blanks by writing with your other (nondominant) hand. Don’t just copy your previous answers. Instead, switch to the other hand, let your pen linger there for a moment, close your eyes, then open them, and see what pops out. You’ll probably have to print in block letters, but this is no time to worry about handwriting. Just see what happens.

Top Ten Reasons to Avoid Writing 

__10. I might not get published.

__ 9. I might get published.

__ 8. Nobody will read my book.

__ 7. Somebody will read my book.

__ 6. It won’t make the bestseller list.

__ 5. It will make the bestseller list.

__ 4. The critics will hate it.

__ 3. The critics will love it.

__ 2. If I’m a bestselling author, I’ll have to give up____.

__ 1. If I’m a bestselling author, I’ll have to accept____.

Now, that’s what I call ambivalence. When I responded to this two-part exercise, which I call parallel monologue, I could tell that one hand clearly did not know what the other was doing. For example, my dominant hand checked off number 10 (I might not get published) and number 7 (Somebody will read my book). Then, my dominant hand wrote (in number 2) that I’d have to give up “my practice,” and (in number 1) that I’d have to accept “I’m a good writer.”

On the other hand—pun intended—my nondominant hand checked off number 9 (I might get published), number 7 (Somebody will read my book), number 6 (It won’t make the bestseller list), and number 5 (It will make the bestseller list). My nondominant hand then added (in number 2) that I’d have to give up “being a victim,” and (in number 1) that I’d have to accept “all the time I wasted.” Talk about conflict! It’s amazing I’m even bothering to finish this chapter.

Most people get different responses when they switch hands— because they are accessing the other side of the brain. If you notice that your answers are exactly the same, and I mean exactly, then try both exercises again when no one else is around. Sometimes the presence or possible intrusion of others can be inhibiting.

Left Brain Versus Right Brain 

So what’s all this have to do with brain research? Researchers such as Dr. R. Joseph have documented that the right side of the brain controls the left side of the body, and vice versa. The majority of people (85 percent) are right-handed, and are therefore left-brain dominant. However, even left-handed individuals (who are split fifty-fifty between being truly right-brain dominant versus of mixed brain dominance) must contend with the two radically different sides of the brain—which tend to disagree about when, where, and how we should write.
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The “just-do-it” left side of the brain is logical, language-based, and adultlike. On the other hand, the “just-say-no” right side of the brain is dominant for emotion, negative memories, and sensory input (e.g., visual stimulation). This means that, even though the logical left brain may exhort us to write, the right brain remembers every hypercritical voice we’ve ever heard, and is more than happy to replay them, en masse, every time we try to write.

And, just to make sure we get really blocked, the right brain, being more in tune with emotion, is also more closely connected to the command center for the classic fight-or-flight anxiety response, which can be triggered automatically by the sight of a desk filled with unfinished writing projects—or no projects at all. According to Dr. Joseph, although both sides of the brain are connected to the limbic system—our brain’s most primitive and reactive emotional center—the right side of the brain, being dominant for the recognition and expression of emotion, is more likely to pick up the fight-or-flight signal. Meanwhile, researcher Dr. Allan Schore has also pointed out that the right brain is dominant for the release of our favorite stress hormone, cortisol, which makes us sometimes just too edgy to write.

Not only are the two sides of the brain at odds with each other in terms of their different functions—they also don’t get along very well. This is because the gnarly cord that connects the two sides of the brain, the corpus callosum, serves more as a barrier than a bridge. However, if we want to activate our writing selves, we need to tap into both sides of the brain. In using what I call the bi-vocal approach, we can listen to the voices of both sides of the brain—and it then becomes clear that, when it comes to writing, two heads really are better than one.

Take another look at your responses to the top ten lists above. Do you notice any trends that indicate conflict between the voices of the left and right sides of the brain? Is one side more like an adult, the other perhaps more childlike in diction, tone, or syntax? Is one side more logical, the other more emotional? Are there differences in the amount of self-judgment allowed by the two voices? In other words, which side kicks you more while you’re already down—or are they both fairly adept at pummeling your self-image as a writer?

Remember, it doesn’t matter which side of your brain is the more positive, or outspoken, or childlike. When I say “the right brain,” I am speaking of the nondominant side of the brain for most people. For example, recent research indicates that functions of the left and right brain may be partially reversed in people who experienced early neglect or chronic trauma. Researchers have also found that people who experience chronic, severe stress during early childhood may have less integration (and therefore less cooperation) between the two sides of the brain. However, regardless of the way our brains developed—whether we were raised by wolves or Mother Teresa—we still have to contend with the two voices in our brains, and get them to agree about our writing.

For most writers, here’s how it works: One side of us decides to write, so we actually sit down at the computer, but then some unseen force—aka, anxiety—takes over, and suddenly we’re either whirling through cyberspace, glued to HBO with a box of doughnuts, or carving out last week’s fossilized spaghetti lodged between the leaves of the dining room table. The write-or-flight challenge has begun—and guess which option we’ve chosen?

But wait—I’m getting ahead of the game here. What I’ve just said pertains to the fact that you have already tried to start writing. What if you can’t even bring yourself to sit down and face the blank page or the blinking cursor? What if both feel more like intimidation than invitations?

This brings me to another top ten list. Since we can honestly rename the previous list “Top Ten Reasons to Avoid Publishing,” this next one explores how the two sides of the brain react to the actual process of writing. Again, respond instinctively without pausing, first with your dominant hand, then with your other hand.

Dominant Hand 

Top Ten Reasons to Avoid the Process of Writing 

__10. I never get time alone to write.

__ 9. I hate being alone.

__ 8. I squander my time alone on meaningless activity.

__ 7. I feel like I have nothing to say.

__ 6. I have so much to say, but I don’t know how to say it.

__ 5. I don’t know where to start.

__ 4. I don’t know where the novel/chapter/story/essay/poem goes next.

__ 3. I shouldn’t have to revise.

__ 2. I hate the process of revising.

__ 1. I don’t know when to stop revising.

Nondominant Hand 

Top Ten Reasons to Avoid the Process of Writing 

__10. I never get time alone to write.

__ 9. I hate being alone.

__ 8. I squander my time alone on meaningless activity.

__ 7. I feel like I have nothing to say.

__ 6. I have so much to say, but I don’t know how to say it.

__ 5. I don’t know where to start.

__ 4. I don’t know where the novel/chapter/story/essay/ poem goes next.
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