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NOTE: The Business of Being a Writer was originally published in 1982, before the widespread use of personal computers, the Internet, and electronic publishing. While this excerpt has been updated, it is still largely oriented toward publishing in the print media. I hope you’ll find it useful anyway.
The general public has two conflicting images of what a “writer” is like. The first is Writer-as-Celebrity. This is the writer who wears expensive clothes, appears on TV talk shows, is invited to all those fabulous society parties, is the soul of urbanity, smokes either a pipe or a cigarette in a long holder—and who works perhaps an hour or two a week, genteelly turning out a best-seller once every two or three years.
The second image is Writer-as-Artist. This is the writer who wears faded jeans and old sweat shirts, who sits hunched in a one-room apartment day after day behind an outdated computer surrounded by books and stacks of paper, who drinks, smokes, or takes drugs to keep going and is totally oblivious to the material comforts of the outside world—and who works in artistic spurts, slave to the Muse and unconcerned with popular approval.
There may be some people who fit approximately into one or the other of these stereotypes. If you’re one of them, you shouldn’t bother reading any further. The writers at those extremes have no need for practical advice—the first because they’re “above” it and the second because they scorn it. The people who think Art should not be tainted by commercial considerations are beyond anyone’s help but their own.
The majority of writers I know, however, are ordinary people with ordinary needs. They have to provide shelter, food, clothing, and other material benefits for themselves and their families. At the same time, they have ideas and thoughts they want to share with other people, and their method of sharing is to write and publish their concepts. Doing this takes time and effort; if their audience benefits from sharing these ideas, it seems only fair that the authors should benefit materially from creating them.
Writers who want to be paid for their work become business people. They are providing a product to the general public—in this case, the unique expression of their ideas—and they hope to interest enough people in buying their product to earn themselves some money. In this respect, writers are no different from shoemakers or tailors. There’s no conflict between one’s art and earning a living. A good shoemaker or tailor takes pride in his craftsmanship, but there’s no reason why he shouldn’t earn a satisfactory living at the same time.
Too often, I’ve seen writers of extraordinary talent just struggling along, while others of far inferior ability thrive. A large part of the explanation is business acumen. Without knowing how to deal with the business world, even the greatest writer of our day will earn but a moderate income; at best, all he’ll do is make his publisher rich.
As a writer, what are the essentials of your business? You have a product to sell—your words. You must first sell your work to a publisher and then, ultimately, to the readers. (In this regard, you are like a shoe manufacturer, who must get a store to stock the finished shoes en route to the shoe-buying public.) In order to sell your product, you must learn effective marketing techniques. Like any business, you will also have expenses involved in creating your product, and you must learn to keep those within manageable limits. Even when you are selling regularly, there will be problems of cash flow that you must compensate for. You must learn the art of making successful deals and negotiating contracts with the purchasers of your merchandise. You must learn your legal rights and liabilities. Like any business person, you must learn to keep adequate records of costs and income and know how to deal with the income-tax people to best advantage. Finally, you must know how to promote your product, bring it to the attention of the public so they’ll want to buy it.
Writer/director Joshua Logan once remarked, “If anything can dissuade you from a career in the theater, let it.” I’d like to apply that maxim to a career in writing as well. Writing is not for the faint of heart, the sensitive, the people who can’t stand the thought of being rejected. It’s a business very much guided by the principle of Survival Of The Fittest; only those with tough hides and determined minds can hope to stick it out. As for the weaker ones, doomed to fall by the wayside, it’s kinder to discourage them at the very beginning, rather than let them waste their hopes and efforts on a futile endeavor.
A sobering statistic: Of all the people in the United States who try to become writers, only about 10 percent will ever sell anything in their lives. Of that 10 percent, only a minute fraction will ever be successful enough to make a reasonable living exclusively from writing. Thus, starting from scratch, the odds are at least 99 to 1 against your making it.
More sobering statistics: Less than half of people considered professional writers—ones who’ve actually sold something—make more than $10,000 from their writing in a year; in fact, 25 percent of professional authors make less than $1,000 a year. For most people, freelance writing is no ticket to easy riches.
The life of a full-time freelance writer can be fraught with hazards. For one thing, you don’t earn a steady paycheck; you have no assurance that every other Friday you can deposit a predictable sum in your bank account. Weeks or months may pass without any income at all. You are paid, instead, at the whim of your publisher—and despite anything to the contrary, even a written agreement with payment dates explicitly set, publishers pay when they’re damned good and ready, and not a moment before. When the check does come, it may be for a very large sum indeed—thousands of dollars, perhaps, in the case of a book—but because it is usually later than you expected it, you have a stack of back bills waiting to be paid, as well as the knowledge that this check will have to last you for a number of months, until the next one comes in.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15371 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!