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THE UNHAPPY WRITER

by Robert Shea

Is anxiety a distinct cause of writer's block, apart from
rebellion against self-regulation, or are anxiety and rebellion
somehow linked? Working daily at writing can be painful when one
is anxious about how good the work is or how well it will be
received. The more painful it is to work, the more effort it
takes to get oneself to work. My libertarian approach to
self-regulation is meant to show how to get oneself to do what
one wants to do despite the discomfort involved. But, of course,
reducing the discomfort makes self-regulation a lot easier.
Anxiety, depression and pessimism are all sources of discomfort
to a writer.

I maintain that writing is enjoyable in itself; you don't
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have to make yourself enjoy writing; you have to eliminate what
prevents you from enjoying it. The less one is able to enjoy
writing, the more one is likely to succumb to writer's block.

The basic guideline for self-regulation is to try to do in
any situation what we think we need to do to take care of
ourselves. Libertarians believe that people should only act in
their own best interest. I believe that we don't simply do what
we think we should do, because living in an authoritarian society
in which we have to take orders--and in which we are expected to
be willing to sacrifice our interests for the sake of some entity
bigger and more important than ourselves--has led to our
developing psychological mechanisms that thwart the direct
expression of our thoughts and feelings. As a libertarian, I
believe that freedom is the natural human state, and that growing
up in an authoritarian society therefore distorts character and
is the cause of much inner conflict.

We are used to having our faculty of self-control work in
the service of the authorities--parents, politicians, clergy,
teachers, bosses. If we try to take charge of our own lives, we
sometimes act like a newly independent nation that collapses into
disorder because it doesn't know how to govern itself. There's
nobody to tell us to clean the house, so we let the house turn
into a garbage dump. We tend to forget that we are in control of
our own lives, and we rebel against our efforts at
To become a free-lance writer for instance is

self-government.

to take charge of our own work. But if we haven't yet learned
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how to get the different parts of our psyche to work together the
experiment in self-employment may have disappointing results.

However, people don't refuse to do things they think they
ought to do just to be ornery, although a sense that what one is
doing is obligatory can dim the enjoyment of even the most
pleasing activities. Usually there has to be some other reason
for not wanting to do the desired activity, such as that it's
uncomfortable or inconvenient. If an activity is accompanied by
a lot of anxiety, that makes it uncomfortable and therefore a
likely focal point for an inner rebellion.

What is the anxious writer anxious about? Just doing a bad
job, or doing a job that is scorned and rejected by the

. authorities? For most writers, I think, the two concerns are
mixed, in that the writers are trying to do a good job by their
own lights but also trying to produce something that will pass
muster with important others. But I don't think the writer's own
criticism of his or her work is the main culprit in writer's
block. I believe that the conviction that one must achieve
extrinsic goals is what has a paralyzing effect.

In an authoritarian society, we learn that the only
important thing about any task is whether it pleases the bosses.
We learn that what's worthwhile about our own ability to judge
our work is the degree to which we can foresee what the bosses
want and win their approval. We learn to do things for extrinsic

reasons like approval and money rather than for qualities

. intrinsic to the work that please us.







