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Rejection 
 
 

Marcus Chown 
 

 
A few years ago, a friend of mine sent the manuscript of a book he had been working 
on for several years to a publisher. It was rejected. He promptly put it away in the 
deepest, darkest corner of a drawer, and, despite my very best efforts, I have not 
managed to persuade him to dig it out and re-submit it. It makes me wonder whether 
my friend’s behaviour isn’t a common response to rejection, and how many other 
manuscripts are buried away in dark drawers around the country? 
 
Rejection hurts because it is so personal. Your writing is you. You are naked and 
exposed. But the truth is that rejection is something writers have to get used to and 
deal with.  
 
Every bestselling author has been rejected multiple times. Harry Potter was rejected 
by 15 publishers before J. K. Rowling got her break at Bloomsbury. John Kennedy 
Toole was rejected so many times that he committed suicide. Famously, his mother 
kept going after his death and, when A Confederacy of Dunces was finally 
published, it won the Pulitzer Prize. Don’t be John Kennedy Toole! 
 
What all this tells us is that publishers are very bad judges of what are good books 
and what will sell. I was told by one publisher that my book Quantum Theory Cannot 
Hurt You was unmarketable. It has sold more than all of my other books put 
together. Another of my books was rejected by one publisher because they said “it 
contains too many ideas” and by another publisher because “it contains too few 
ideas”. When the reasons for rejection contradict each other like this, you begin to 
realise that the experts are not actually experts. It could be they have been 
overwhelmed with submissions or they have used up this year’s budget or your book 
is too similar to something else they are publishing – who knows? - so they have 
concocted a reason to reject you. 
 
Obviously, you need to be self-critical and take on board positive and legitimate 
criticism. However, to succeed as a writer, you will need an ability to deal with 
rejection. In fact, arguably, this will need to be one of your most important traits - 
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after having a modicum of talent and a lot of luck. Developing a thick skin and being 
able to pick yourself up, dust yourself down and start all over again is one of the 
most important attributes of being a successful writer. In fact, it is one of the most 
important skills in life because lots of things will not go your way.  
 
So how do you deal with rejection? Well, when it happens to me, I give myself 24 
hours to feel down and depressed. Then I pull myself together and think: “F**k them! 
I’ll show them!” And contact the next publisher. 
 
Finally, when your book is out, hopefully getting good reviews and selling well, those 
editors who rejected you may sit up and notice. Actually, by that time, you won’t care 
about them. In fact, you will have entirely forgotten their names! 


