Shitty First Draft
I still encourage anyone who feels at all compelled to write to do so. I just try to
warn people who hope to get published that publication is not all that it is cracked up to
be. But writing is. Writing has so much to give, so much to teach, so many surprises.
That thing you had to force yourself to do — the actual act of writing — turns out to be
the best part. It’s like discovering that while you thought you needed the tea ceremony
for the caffeine, what you really needed was the tea ceremony. The act of writing turns
out to be its own reward.
I tell my students that the odds of their getting published and of it bringing them
financial security, peace of mind, and even joy are probably not that great. Ruin,
hysteria, bad skin, unsightly tics, ugly financial problems, maybe; but probably not
peace of mind. I tell them that I think they ought to write anyway.
...
My writer friends, and they are legion, do not go around beaming with quiet
feelings of contentment. Most of them go around with haunted, abused, surprised looks
on their faces, like lab dogs on whom very personal deodorant sprays have been tested.
But I also tell [my students] that sometimes when my writer friends are working,
they feel better and more alive than they do at any other time. And sometimes when
they are writing well, they feel that they are living up to something. It is as if the right
words, the true words, are already inside them, and they just want to help them get out.
Writing this way is a little like milking a cow: the milk is so rich and delicious, and the
cow is so glad you did it.
...
Perfectionism is the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the people. It will keep
you cramped and insane your whole life, and it is the main obstacle between you and a
shitty first draft.
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