Using Your Subconscious Mind

Many speechmakers rely upon their subconscious mind to help them prepare speeches. The subconscious is the part of the mind that simmers beneath the surface of awareness. It is especially active at night, when it creates dreams, but it is also active during the day, when it occasionally floats an idea up to the surface of our minds. You probably have had the experience of wrestling with a problem, then later, while you were taking a walk or driving your car and not consciously thinking of the matter, a good solution suddenly appeared in your mind like a flash of light. Your subconscious mind had continued to work until it found a solution.

The subconscious mind can provide you with topics, support materials, and organizational patterns, but unfortunately it cannot be ordered to perform like a trained dog. It is unpredictable, often mysterious, and usually requires a lot of time. Nevertheless, there are four things you can do to take advantage of this creative process.

1. Supply raw materials. The subconscious cannot spin cloth out of thin air. You must fill your mind with information. Read, do research, conduct interviews.

2. Allow time to elapse. Sometimes you must allow a few days—or even a few weeks or months—to give the subconscious ample time to incubate your ideas. This is where the subconscious is most unpredictable—it's hard to forecast how long the process will take. (Note: In order for the subconscious to work for classroom speeches, you must choose your topic and carry out your research far in advance of your speech date.)

3. Get away from deliberate mental activity. For some reason the subconscious transmits its ideas when your mind is disengaged from rational, conscious work. So there is no point in sitting at your desk and racking your brain for ideas. Go for a walk or a drive. Forget about whatever you've been working on. Once you “let go,” you will often be happily surprised to have an idea suddenly well up from your subconscious. Relaxation seems to unlock the subconscious. Thornton Wilder, a Pulitzer Prize winning playwright, reported that his best ideas came to him on hikes or in the shower, but never at his desk. Joe W. Boyd, a professional speaker from Bellingham, Washington, says, “I get my best topics when I'm exercising (running) or driving long distances. The topics just seem to flow into my mind.”

4. Be prepared to record ideas. Because ideas from the subconscious often come at odd times (when you are climbing out of bed, driving to work, or walking across campus between classes), keep paper and pen with you at all times to get these ideas down. If you don't seize an idea at once, it might slip away and be gone forever.

Margaret McFadden, a business executive, uses her subconscious in a process she calls “living with” a speech. “As soon as I receive an invitation to speak,” she says, “I choose my topic and do whatever research I need to do. Then I ‘live’ with my speech for a few weeks. Wherever I go—to work, to the store, to the beach—I find myself thinking about the speech. Not fretting or brooding, just playing with ideas. I carry a pad with me and jot down the ideas as they come to me. At the end of each day, I drop the notes into a manila folder. After a few weeks, I sit down at my desk, pull out the folder of notes, and organize my material into an outline. Usually everything just falls into place.”

Everything falls into place because her subconscious mind has been busy for weeks, sorting and editing the materials.
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