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So, you wrote a character who isn’t you and someone’s not a fan. It happens. In fact, it
happens to all of us, even with characters who are very much like us. It’s part and parcel of

being a writer. 
 

But how do you deal with it when someone calls you out over a character you wrote? 
 

The Calm the F*ck Down Checklist
 

You just shared one of your stories with an audience—maybe your writing circle or perhaps
you published a novel—and there it is. A review. Or a comment. Saying something negative

about this character you wrote, this character who is not like the norm, and not like you.
Saying you did it wrong.

 
You might feel like locking yourself up in your bedroom, underneath the covers, or maybe you

want to run straight to your laptop to make sure no one else reads it. Perhaps you feel like
leaving your writing circle, changing your name, or moving to another city. 

 
Whatever your initial reaction, go through this checklist first. OK, maybe go and have that cry in
the shower, but when you’re done and dry and dressed and you’ve screamed into your pillow

enough times, take this checklist and go through it before you do anything else. 
 

Your desire only has to be a bit bigger than your fear.Your desire only has to be a bit bigger than your fear.
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Do not defend yourself. Not in person, not on social media, not anywhere.

Do walk away. Whether in person or from your computer or phone.

Do take a deep breath. In fact, take a couple of rounds of breaths. Four counts on
the inhale, eight on the exhale, for example, or five on the inhale, five on the exhale.
Another good one is four on the inhale, hold the breath for four seconds, exhale for
four seconds, and then hold the breath for another four seconds.

Do not unpublish your story. Or, if it’s a story you’ve been sharing in critique
groups or with a critique partner, don’t try to get it back. 

Do vent. Find the right person to vent to, someone who will keep your conversation
private and won’t go online immediately to fight on your behalf. Do not
underestimate the importance of that last part. 

Do remember that communities are not homogenous. Whoever called you
out is not speaking for their entire community. Not everyone belonging to the same
community shares the same opinions, tastes, beliefs, and so on. Your character might
aggravate one individual from a community, but it might be exactly the representation
someone else from that same community has been waiting for. 

Do let others read your work. Ask a few people you trust to be honest with you
to read the story. Preferably, ask people who share identity markers with the character
you are called out on. All the while, keep Stephen King’s advice in mind: 

When you give out six or eight copies of a book, you get back six or eight highly subjective opinions
about what’s good and what’s bad in it. If all your readers think you did a pretty good job, you probably

did. This sort of unanimity does happen, but it’s rare, even with friends. More likely, they’ll think that
some parts are good and some parts are . . . well, not so good. Some will feel Character A works but

Character B is far-fetched. If others feel that Character B is believable but Character A is overdrawn, it’s a
wash. (On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, 2000, 216)
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Do the research. Did you miss anything important while researching and creating
this character? Be entirely honest with yourself here. If you did make a mistake, that’s
OK. We all do. It’s whether we learn from it or not that defines us. 

Do rewrite, if necessary and possible. If you did make a mistake and it’s bad
enough, rewrite the story if you can. If you self-published, you can upload an updated
manuscript. You can circulate a new draft in your writing circle. 

Do issue a statement, if necessary, and only after you went through
the checklist. If you can’t rewrite because the story was traditionally published, but
you feel the mistake you made was serious enough to make some sort of public
statement about it, go ahead. Try not to defend yourself. Instead, own your mistake
like the responsible human you are.

Do remember that you’re not alone. If this is the first time this has happened
in your writing career, congratulations. This happens all the time, both with characters
who are and who aren’t like us. The only difference is that we feel much less defensive
when someone has a strong opinion about a character who is more or less like us. The
more charge an identity marker carries, the higher the stakes are, and the more
defensive we will feel when we end up being called out. 

Do keep writing. Don’t let this stop you. Step away for a moment if you must, but
make sure you come back. 

Do go over the checklist again if you need to. Being called out is hard and it
might take you a few rounds before you can shake it off and move on. 

Check out representationmatters.art for more resources.
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