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			Karen, this one’s for you.
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		Throughout this book, I have drawn heavily on examples from the clients in my Life Design program and workshops. However, to protect their privacy and ensure confidentiality, I have changed their names, descriptions, and other identifying characteristics. I am profoundly grateful to them for their example and trust in me; in helping them find their own North Stars, they have helped me find mine.

		I have not disguised the names of any members of my family, my friends, or my sainted beagle, Cookie.

	
		
			
				[image: ]
				[image: ]
			

		

		

		This book owes a great deal to my students at the American Graduate School of International Management (Thunderbird), who put up with my unorthodox teaching style, forgave me for my mistakes, shared their life and career histories, and urged me to explore my interest in “life design.” In particular, I’d like to thank Jessica Walters and Susan Bagdadhi for their insight, energy, and sensitivity. I’d also like to thank the individuals who allowed me to interview them, in an undisguised attempt to steal the secrets of their success.

		The ideas for this book began to take shape while I was working as a research assistant for Dr. John Kotter, of Harvard Business School. I thank him for hiring me despite my total lack of experience or ability, and for being patient while I developed a little of each.

		I’m also deeply grateful to Dr. John Beck, of Andersen Consulting’s Institute for Strategic Change (no, the name is not a coincidence). Many of the ideas in this book came from John, and all of them were run through his brain at least three or four times as we debated over our morning lattes.

		Aristotle believed that a physician had to experience a disease before trying to cure it. I’ve definitely been through the process of losing and regaining my own North Star, and without certain people as guides, I would never have found my way back. It’s impossible to name all these people, but some of them are (in the order they showed up) Rebecca Nibley, Robert Bennion, Will Reimann, Sibyl Johnston, Ruth Killpack and the gang at Aspen, Lydia and Sylvia Nibley, Dawn Swanson, Annette Rogers, and all my brave, wonderful clients.

		My incredible editor, Betsy Rapoport, has been not only a friend and North Star guide, but a midwife to this book and my writing in general. I can’t thank her enough for her brilliance, kindness, wit, and sheer endurance. My agent Beth Vesel and her assistant Emilie Stewart have also been stalwart supporters. My magazine editors, including Jeanie Pyun, Lisa Benenson, Marcia Menter, Carol Kramer (and all the other folks at Real Simple), encouraged me to push “life design” ideas further and put them in readable form. It has been a privilege having them as teachers.

		Finally my love and thanks to the population of my Stella Polaris: John, Kevin, Kat, Adam, Liz, Cookie the Intrepid, and especially Karen. Their presence in my life is daily proof that even impossible dreams come true.
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		“Right in the middle of my life, I realized that I wasn’t where I wanted to be. It was like I’d wandered off the right path into a very, very bad neighborhood. I don’t even want to remember how scary that space was—makes me feel like I’m gonna die or something. I’m only telling you about it because a lot of good came of it in the long run. So anyway, I don’t even know how I ended up so far off course. I felt like I’d been sleepwalking.”—Dan, age 41

		This story could have come from any one of the hundreds of people I’ve met in my office, classes, and seminars, but it didn’t. As a matter of fact, “Dan” is short for Dante, as in Dante Alighieri. The paragraph above is my own exceedingly loose rendition of the first twelve lines of The Divine Comedy, written in 1307. Sometimes I tell clients about it, because it helps them believe they aren’t the first people who’ve ever snapped awake at midlife, only to find themselves dazed, unhappy, and way off course. It’s been happening at least since the Middle Ages, and not only to the middle-aged.

		I see a lot of folks like Dan in my line of work. I offer a service called “life design.” It isn’t therapy, although I do tend to talk a lot with my clients about their feelings and personal histories. It isn’t career counseling, although I’ve helped many people spiff up their résumés, prep for job interviews, and refine business plans. Life design, at least the way I practice it, is the process of helping people find what Dante called “la verace via,” the true path. Not that there’s only one true path, you understand. There are as many paths as there are people, and the only one I can chart is my own. I have no idea, for example, where your true path may lie. But you do.

		In The Divine Comedy, the poet Virgil shows up out of nowhere—poof!—to guide Dante out of the Dark Wood of Error. I certainly hope this happens for you, too, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. And God knows, I’m no Virgil. What I am is a coach who can help you recognize your true path, find your way back to it, and stay on course. After reading thousands of helpful books, getting lost in my own Dark Wood of Error several million times, and helping hundreds of people create lives where their souls can thrive, I’ve developed concepts and tools for facilitating the process. This book contains the best advice I can give.

		Though each person’s life path is different, I believe that the human journey, writ large, has some universal aspects. All cultures, in every geographic region and historical period, have idealized the qualities of truth, love, and joy. I’ve never had a client who wasn’t in search of these things, who didn’t feel that a blend of these components is both our real home and the best version of our inner nature. When Dante went off looking for a situation where he could experience the ultimate realization of these qualities, he called the goal Paradise. You can call it Heaven, Nirvana, the Garden of Allah, Enlightenment, a condition resulting from high levels of serotonin in the brain, or Disneyland—I don’t really care, so long as we have some shorthand label for the ultimate manifestation of our potential for good and happiness. I think of this condition as the North Star.

		According to my dictionary, the North Star, known to its friends as Stella Polaris, is “situated close to the north pole of the heavens.” Because of its location, the North Star doesn’t appear to move around in the sky as the other stars do; it is a “fixed point” that can always be used to figure out which way you’re headed. Explorers and mariners can depend on Polaris when there are no other landmarks in sight. The same relationship exists between you and your right life, the ultimate realization of your potential for happiness. I believe that a knowledge of that perfect life sits inside you just as the North Star sits in its unalterable spot. You may think you’re utterly lost, that you’re going to die a bewildered death in the Dark Wood of Error. But brush away the leaves, wait for the clouds to clear, and you’ll see your destiny shining as brightly as ever: the fixed point in the constantly changing constellations of your life.

		I’ve been privileged to watch many people discover their own North Stars—and it always is a discovery, an “uncovering,” rather than a creation ex nihilo. Even people who have never experienced much happiness, who have been plagued since birth by confusion, injustice, and pain, know exactly what set of conditions will allow them to fulfill their potential while creating the greatest positive impact on the world. I guarantee that you have a similar image inside you.

		Once you’ve found your own North Star, keeping it in view is a fine way to stay on course—as long as the sky remains clear. But what about the cloudy nights, the dark tunnels, the moments when you realize that your soul is acutely nearsighted and you’ve lost your glasses? In situations where you feel utterly befogged, you may need some help figuring out where your North Star lies. This is what compasses are for. Whichever direction you turn, the needle of a compass remains pointed at Polaris.

		In moments when you can’t see your destiny, or can’t believe that it’s really guiding you, it helps to know that you have several different “compasses” built into your brain and body. In Chapters 1 through 8, you’ll learn how to read your internal “compasses” to guide you in the search for your true path. If your life is cloudy and you’re far, far off course, you may have to go on faith for a while, but eventually you’ll learn that every time you trust your internal navigation system, you end up closer to your right life. By reading these compasses, you can continue the journey toward your own North Star even during the times (and there will be many) when you feel blind and lost.

		Knowing what your own North Star looks like and understanding the built-in compasses that guide you toward it are necessary but insufficient conditions for actually reaching the life you were meant to live. You also need vehicles to carry you forward. Fortunately, you have them. Your energy, ingenuity, relationships, and resources are all vehicles that move you through your life. Most people, however, don’t drive all that well. Their lives often feel out of control, as if they’re being steered by some hostile power whose single-minded goal is to keep them away from their right lives. If this is how you feel, you’ll find some helpful driver’s education tips in Chapters 9 through 11. They will help you regain control and steer your life in the direction of your North Star.

		The last thing this book will do is draw you a map of the terrain you’ll have to cover once your life starts to change—because, if you follow the advice in the first two sections, it will. If you’ve lost your true path, you’ll have to make changes in order to find your way back to it. Once you’re on course, you’ll discover that change, in the form of growth and forward progress, is an intrinsic and unalterable component of a fulfilling existence. As any good Buddhist will tell you, the only way to find permanent joy is by embracing the fact that nothing is permanent. Chapters 12 through 15 will discuss the “patterned disorder” that organizes the chaos of change, so that even on a road no one has traveled before, you’ll have some idea what dangers you face, and how to conquer them.

		I’m not going to tell you that all this is going to be painless, but I can assure you that it will be wonderful. Take it from Dan. You may recall that in his case, the way back to la verace via lay directly through Hell. Dante’s journey took him as low as a human being could sink, through his worst fears and most bitter truths, down to the very center of the earth. And then, by continuing straight “downward” through the center and beyond, he was suddenly headed up. Before him he could see “the beautiful things that Heaven bears,” things like purpose, fulfillment, excitement, compassion, and delight. He was still tired and scared, but he wasn’t sleepwalking, and he wasn’t lost. There was still a long road ahead of him, but it was the right road. And so, Dante wrote, “we came forth, and once more saw the stars.” Once you get that far, you’re on your way to Paradise.
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		Melvin worked as a middle manager at IBM, and a miserable middle manager Melvin made. If clinical depression had a phone voice, it would sound just like Melvin’s did the morning he called me to see if I could take him on as a client. He’d been feeling sort of flat and listless for a while, he said—no big deal, just the past couple of decades. Lately, things had reached the point where Melvin’s work performance and marriage were both showing signs of strain. He thought the problem might be his job, and for the past month or two he’d been surreptitiously checking upscale want ads and sending his résumé to friends at other companies. He’d gotten a few nibbles, but nothing that really interested him. Melvin said all this in dull but fluent Executese, rich in words like incentivize and satisfice.

		I decided to give Melvin the little verbal phone quiz I sometimes use to evaluate potential clients before they spend time and money in my office. I asked him his age (forty-five), his marital status (separated, no children), and job history (a Big Blue man since the day he left college). Then we got to the questions that really interest me.

		“So, Melvin,” I said. “When you were a little kid, did you have an imaginary friend?”

		“Excuse me?” said Melvin.

		I repeated the question.

		“I really don’t remember,” said Melvin, stiffly.

		“Okay,” I said. “Is there anything you do regularly that makes you forget what time it is?”

		“Time?” Melvin echoed.

		“Yes,” I said, “do you ever look up from something you’re doing to find that hours and hours have gone by without your noticing?”

		“Wait,” said Melvin. “I have to write this down.”

		“No, no,” I said, “you really don’t. Do you laugh more in some situations than in others?”

		“Listen,” said Melvin tensely, “I didn’t know I was going to have to answer these kinds of questions. I thought you could tell me a little about midcareer job changes, that’s all. I’ve had no time to prepare.”

		I had a mental picture of Melvin calling in the marketing department to measure his laughter rates and interview family members about his favorite childhood fantasies. “Melvin,” I said, “relax. I don’t grade on a curve. Just tell me everything you can remember about the best meal you ever had in your life.”

		There was a very long silence. Then he said, “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to put together some data and get back to you on these questions. Will next week be soon enough?”

		I never heard from Melvin again.

		—

		Actually, I never heard from Melvin in the first place—at least not all of him. As a matter of fact, I don’t think Melvin had ever heard from all of Melvin. The conversation I had was with Melvin’s “social self,” the part of him that had learned to value the things that were valued by the people around him. This “social self” couldn’t tell me what Melvin loved, enjoyed, or wanted, because it literally didn’t know. Those facts did not fall in its area of experience, let alone expertise. It didn’t remember Melvin’s preferences or his childhood, because it had spent years telling him to ignore what he preferred and stop acting like a child.

		There was, of course, a part of Melvin that knew the answer to every question I’d asked him. I call this the “essential self.” Melvin’s essential self was born a curious, fascinated, playful little creature, like every healthy baby. After forty-five years, it still contained powerful urges toward individuality, exploration, spontaneity, and joy. But by repressing these urges for years and years, Melvin’s social self had lost access to them. It was inevitable that Melvin would also lose his true path, because while his social self was the vehicle carrying him through life, it was cut off from his essential self, which had all the navigational equipment that pointed toward his North Star.

		Melvin was like a ship that had lost its compass or charts. It wasn’t just the wrong job that made him feel so aimless and uninspired; it was the loss of his life’s purpose. If Melvin had become a client, I would have advised him to stay put at IBM until he had learned to consciously reconnect with his essential self. Then he would have regained the capacity to steer his own course toward happiness, whether that lay in his present job and marriage or in a completely different life.

		NAVIGATIONAL BREAKDOWN

		I base all my counseling on the premise that each of us has these two sides: the essential self and the social self. The essential self contains several sophisticated compasses that continuously point toward your North Star. The social self is the set of skills that actually carry you toward this goal. Your essential self wants passionately to become a doctor; the social self struggles through organic chemistry and applies to medical school. Your essential self yearns for the freedom of nature; your social self buys the right backpacking equipment. Your essential self falls in love; your social self watches to make sure the feeling is reciprocal before allowing you to stand underneath your beloved’s window singing serenades.

		This system functions beautifully as long as the social and essential selves are communicating freely with each other and working in perfect synchrony. However, not many people are lucky enough to experience such inner harmony. For reasons we’ll discuss in a moment, the vast majority of us put other people in charge of charting our course through life. We never even consult our own navigational equipment; instead, we steer our lives according to the instructions of people who have no idea how to find our North Stars. Naturally, they end up sending us off course.

		If your feelings about life in general are fraught with discontent, anxiety, frustration, anger, boredom, numbness, or despair, your social and essential selves are not in sync. Life design is the process of reconnecting them. We’ll start this process by clearly articulating the differences between the two selves, and understanding how communication between them broke down.

		GETTING TO KNOW YOUR SELVES

		Your essential self formed before you were born, and it will remain until you’ve shuffled off your mortal coil. It’s the personality you got from your genes: your characteristic desires, preferences, emotional reactions, and involuntary physiological responses, bound together by an overall sense of identity. It would be the same whether you’d been raised in France, China, or Brazil, by beggars or millionaires. It’s the basic you, stripped of options and special features. It is “essential” in two ways: first, it is the essence of your personality, and second, you absolutely need it to find your North Star.

		The social self, on the other hand, is the part of you that developed in response to pressures from the people around you, including everyone from your family to your first love to the pope. As the most socially dependent of mammals, human babies are born knowing that their very survival depends on the goodwill of the grown-ups around them. Because of this, we’re all literally designed to please others. Your essential self was the part of you that cracked your first baby smile; your social self noticed how much Mommy loved that smile, and later reproduced it at exactly the right moment to convince her to lend you the down payment on a condo. You still have both responses. Sometimes you smile involuntarily, out of amusement or silliness or joy, but many of your smiles are based purely on social convention.

		Between birth and this moment, your social self has picked up a huge variety of skills. It learned to talk, read, dress, dance, drive, juggle, merge, acquire, cook, yodel, wait in line, share bananas, restrain the urge to bite—anything that won social approval. Unlike your essential self, which is the same regardless of culture, your social self was shaped by cultural norms and expectations. If you happen to have been born into a mafioso family, your social self is probably wary, street-smart, and ruthless. If you were raised by nuns in the local orphanage, it may be saintly and self-sacrificing. Whatever you learned to be, you’re still learning. Your social self is hard at work, right this minute, struggling to make sure you’re honest and loyal, or sweet and sexy, or tough and macho, or any other combination of things you believe makes you socially acceptable.

		The social self is based on principles that often run contrary to our core desires. Its job is to know when those desires will upset other people, and to help us override natural inclinations that aren’t socially acceptable. Here are some of the contradictory operational features that, mixed together, comprise the You we know and love:

		
			
					
					YOUR TWO SELVES: BASIS OF OPERATIONS
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		As you can see, you are definitely an odd couple. Only in very lucky or wise people do the social and essential selves always agree that they’re playing for the same team. For the rest of us, internal conflict is a way of life. Our two selves do battle against each other, in ways small and large, every single day.

		Let’s make up some details about the life of Melvin the Middle Manager, to serve as a hypothetical example. When his alarm clock rings at six A.M., Melvin’s essential self tells him that he needs at least two more hours of sleep; he’s been getting less than his body requires each night for the last several years, and he’s chronically exhausted. His social self, however, reminds him that he’s been late to work three times this month, and that the boss is starting to notice. Melvin gets up.

		He eats breakfast alone. This floods his essential self with loneliness for his wife, who moved out last week. For just a minute, Melvin thinks about calling her, but his social self immediately nixes that idea. For one thing, it’s six-thirty in the morning. For another thing, Melvin’s wife is sleeping at her boyfriend’s apartment. Melvin barely even notices his essential self’s suggestion that he go after the boyfriend with a baseball bat, because his social self knows how wrong and futile that would be. Instead, Melvin goes to work.

		At the office, Melvin’s social self sits quietly through a meeting that bores his essential self almost to death. The guy next to him is a smarmy twenty-eight-year-old with an MBA from MIT who was recently promoted right past Melvin. Just looking at this guy makes Melvin’s teeth clench. His essential self wants to squirt ink from his fountain pen onto the little twerp’s oxford shirt, but his social self bars the way yet again. Instead, Melvin’s essential self writes a nasty limerick about the MIT MBA in the margin of his notebook. Then his social self scribbles it out, lest it fall into the Hands of the Enemy.

		And so it goes, hour after hour, day after day, week after week. After mediating this constant struggle for decades, Melvin’s inner life is hollow and numb. If you ask him what he’s feeling, he won’t have an answer; his social self doesn’t know, and it is the only part of Melvin that is allowed to speak to others. Melvin’s social self has kept him in his job, his marriage, and his life—but only by sending him off his true path. Now everything is falling apart. His sacrifices seem to have been for nothing. The problem isn’t that Melvin’s social self is a bad person—in fact, it’s a very good person. It has the horsepower to get Melvin all the way to his North Star. But only his essential self can tell him where that is.

		THE DISCONNECTED SELF

		Most of my clients are like Melvin: responsible citizens who have muzzled their essential selves in order to do what they believe is the “right thing.” There are, of course, people who fail—or refuse—to develop a social self. They live completely in essential-self world, never accommodating society in any way that runs contrary to their desires. But I very rarely see anyone like this in my practice. You, for example, are not one of them.

		How do I know? Because if you were totally dominated by your essential self, you wouldn’t be reading this. You’d avoid taking advice from any book, even if it happened to be the only thing available in the prison library. That’s where you’d probably have to read it, because people without social selves generally end up in cages. If we all ignored our social selves, every neck of the human woods would be another variation on Lord of the Flies; people would be stabbing each other with forks, looting rest homes, having sexual relations with twenty-one-year-old interns in the Oval Office, and God knows what else.

		So I’d lay heavy odds that you, personally, are heavily identified with your social self. You’re reading this because you’re the kind of person who seeks input from other people, people like life-design counselors and book authors. You’re trying to make yourself a better person, and you’re pretty darn good at it. Congratulations. Having a strong social self is a terrific asset. It’s allowed you to sustain relationships, finish school, hold down jobs, and meet a lot of other goals. But if, in spite of all these achievements, you’re feeling like Melvin—discontented and unfulfilled—I can tell you with a fair degree of certainty that your internal wiring is disconnected. You need to re-establish contact with your essential self.

		Paradoxically, if you want to do a really good job at this, you’re going to have to stop thinking about doing a really good job. To find your North Star, you must teach your social self to relax and back off.

		LEARNING TO NOT-DO

		I say these things from hard experience. For many years, I was so over-identified with my social self that I had to be practically beaten to death before I’d let it relax. Like anyone else, I based my social self on the values I’d learned from the people who raised me. In some ways, this was wonderful; in others, a bit frightening. My father, a university professor, was deeply committed to the culture of intellectual achievement. He and my mother raised their eight children without access to television, popular music, or any of the other brain candy of modern culture. Instead, we listened while my father read Homer to us in the original Greek, translating line by line. He taught me to read English at age four, French at eight. My parents would wake us up on especially clear summer nights to go outside and memorize the constellations. I remember lying in bed the night before my fifth birthday, paralyzed with anxiety because I hadn’t accomplished nearly enough for a person of my advancing years.

		The results of this enriched environment became obvious as soon as I started school: I got beat up more than any other girl in the history of Joaquin Elementary. Years later, I would spend hundreds of hours watching reruns of Gilligan’s Island and Star Trek in a last-ditch effort to overcome terminal geekiness. But that was after I reached adulthood. Through adolescence, my social self remained obsessively committed to intellectual achievement. In college, I became a Chinese major, not because I liked it but because I’d heard it was really, really hard. My social self was convinced that if I could conquer this subject, I would win the Intellectual Olympics.

		My essential self, which had been locked in a very cold, very small dungeon near the basement of my soul, hated being a Chinese major. I had to work like a maniac just to become a mediocre student, memorizing thousands of those impossibly intricate little characters, forgetting them with almost magical rapidity. I still think that the Chinese have a secret phonetic alphabet, one my professors spitefully decided to keep hidden from me. I pictured them assigning another couple of hundred characters for me to memorize, then locking their office doors and shrieking with laughter until they got the hiccups and had to lie down.

		All of this is just to say that if you push far enough toward any extreme, you eventually reach its opposite. As I struggled my way through the foothills of Oriental scholarship, I began to stumble across bits and pieces of Asian philosophy. Right in the middle of my fourteen wretched daily study hours, I’d read something like this passage:

		
			In the pursuit of knowledge,

			every day something is added.

			In the practice of the Way,

			every day something is dropped.

			Less and less do you need to force things,

			until finally you arrive at non-action.

			When nothing is done,

			nothing is left undone.

		

		The first time I read these lines, from the Chinese philosopher Lao-tzu, they hit me like an explosion. I had no idea what they meant, but I found myself crying like a baby. In retrospect, I can see that it was one of the first times my essential self felt welcome in my own mind. My social self, on the other hand, was deeply unnerved. Every day something is dropped, until you arrive at non-action? What kind of pinko heresy was this?

		I’m sure this knee-jerk skepticism was exactly what Melvin the Middle Manager felt when I started asking him about his favorite meal. A lot of my clients react this way during our first few sessions. They come dressed for success, sit at attention, and write down everything I say. When I tell them to put away their notebooks, take off their shoes, and stop doing anything, they look as though they’ve just discovered I’m on the wrong medication entirely. Whether they say it out loud or not, I know what they’re thinking: You don’t get ahead in this life by “non-action.” You get ahead working, by pushing, by making a gosh-darned effort.

		What these people haven’t yet experienced—what I had not yet experienced during my college years—is the feeling of “doing without doing.” There’s an old Taoist story about a group of Confucian intellectuals who, while strolling past a huge waterfall, glimpse a human body in the churning, roaring froth. Horrified, they gather by the banks, trying to figure out how to fish out the body and give it a decent funeral. The discussion comes to an abrupt end when an old man pops out of the water at their feet, dries himself off, and walks away.

		Once the scholars have stopped gaping in astonishment, they run after the old man. “How did you do that?” they demand. “No one could swim in that water without being killed.”

		“Oh, no, it’s really very easy,” the old man tells them. “You just go up when the water goes up, and down when the water goes down.”

		The idea here is that when you relax the thinking mind, the rule-bound, anxiety-ridden social self, you are not simply stopping everything. Taoists believe that there is an immense benevolent force flowing through all reality, and that each of us—at least our essences—are a part of that force. Once you’re aligned with this force (the Tao, or “Way”), you’re like a surfer on the perfect wave; you move forward with tremendous power, but the only thing you have to do is go up when the water goes up, and down when the water goes down.

		The way to do this is to turn off the rules you’ve learned from culture, and allow your essential self to come out and run the show. While the social self is rigid and fixed, the essential self is relaxed and responsive. In any situation, it can give you instructions about how to “not-do” in a way that carries you closer to your North Star.

		I learned a lot about this while recovering from minor surgery. I’d been given a phone number I could call to contact a kindly nurse, who would answer any post-op questions I might have. A few days after the operation I found myself feeling rotten. I was in a lot of pain and very frustrated that I was required to rest until the pain went away. I finally picked up the phone and dialed the hotline, hoping the nurse would write me a prescription for a potent drug, one with both anesthetic and recreational properties. Instead, she gave me some of the best advice I’ve ever heard. “Listen,” she said, “you’re supposed to avoid stress and get lots of rest. But if your soul wants to dance, staying in bed is stressful, and dancing is restful.” I got up and went for a walk, and I started feeling better immediately. For me, that day, “non-action” meant getting up, not lying down.

		Over years of personal experience and helping clients find their North Stars, I’ve come to believe very deeply in “doing without doing.” I have a framed copy of the phrase, written in Chinese characters, hanging on my office wall. I’ve spent whole hours looking at it. However, I could no more write the characters from memory than I could remove my own appendix. Why not? Because, although Chinese is a great and majestic language, being a Chinese scholar is not part of my North Star. I truly believe that if it were, I’d have picked up the writing system without much effort. That’s the wonderful thing about heading toward your North Star—compared to a strictly social-self existence, it’s fun and easy. It’s like falling in love or breathing. Not-doing can involve intense activity, but that activity will feel better by far than doing nothing.

		MAKING BEAUCOUP BUCKS THROUGH NON-ACTION

		“Fine,” your social self might be saying right now. “This is all very sweet, this stuff about essences and reconnection and the Force. Thanks for sharing, Yoda, but I have a real life. I have to pay my rent. I have a cat to feed.” Well, let me assure you, I started recommending that people resort to non-action only when I realized that in today’s economic climate, your essential self is a much more reliable moneymaker than your social self.

		I began to suspect this when I was a research assistant at Harvard Business School. I became firmly convinced of it while teaching at the American Graduate School of International Management, the top-ranked international business school in the United States. The more I focused on the realities of economic life, the more I came to see that the obedient, conformist behavior of the social self is no longer the key to high income and job security. The best way to make your fortune in today’s economic climate is to master the spontaneous, creative “not-doing” of the essential self.

		This wasn’t always true. The generations that preceded us learned that the most dependable path to financial security was to do what Melvin did: earn a business degree, put on a gray wool suit, get a job with a big firm, and march in step all the way to the corner office. The better you followed the social rules, the greater your success. Listening to the beat of a different drummer was career suicide. Thoreau was thinking of the modern workplace when he wrote, “The majority of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”

		Now, however, business is undergoing a great sea change. (When I say “business,” I mean the way you make your living, whether you’re a banker or a street musician. As Robert Louis Stevenson pointed out, “everybody lives by selling something,” and in this broad sense, we are all businesspeople.) There are thousands of books about this change, which I encourage you to read only if your essential self finds them interesting. Mine does, so I’ll tell you what they say.

		For one thing, a job with a large organization is no longer the bastion of stability it once was. Today, plodding methodically through bureaucratic structures and routines doesn’t equal economic competitiveness—not for companies, not for you as an individual. Technological development, globalization, trends toward downsizing and outsourcing, the whole massive switch from an industrial to an information economy—all of these things mean that you need a whole new set of skills to be successful in business. Here’s how the most marketable skills of yesteryear compare with those that will bring you success today.

		
			
					
					MAKING MONEY: THEN AND NOW

				
			

			
					
					What Used to Succeed in Business

				
					
					What Succeeds in Business These Days

				
			

			
					
					Consistency

				
					
					Flexibility

				
			

			
					
					Routinization

				
					
					Innovation

				
			

			
					
					Enormous size

				
					
					Lean structure

				
			

			
					
					Hierarchically controlled information

				
					
					Open communication

				
			

			
					
					Insistence on rational logic

				
					
					Tolerance for incongruity

				
			

			
					
					Reliance on tried-and-true methods

				
					
					Openness to new ideas

				
			

			
					
					Cultural conformity

				
					
					Cultural diversity

				
			

		

		Compare this chart with the one on this page, the one that shows the qualities of the social and essential selves. As you can see, we are in the process of moving from a social-self environment to one where the essential self is much better equipped to succeed. This transformation is not yet complete, but it’s accelerating all the time.

		I’ve worked with many Melvins, guys who made the “responsible” choice by burying their essential selves and becoming Company Men, only to have quiet desperation overtake them at midlife. (These clients are almost always male, by the way. God knows we women face our own problems and injustices when it comes to getting ahead in business, but at least we’re not under the illusion that we can match the perfect image of the Company Man, so we rarely try.) Today, the Melvins of the world are being downsized out of the very careers for which they sacrificed their essential selves.

		By finding what you love best, by taking your true path to your own North Star, you put yourself in harmony with today’s increasingly changeable economic environment and add value to every job in ways that are absolutely unique. Your skills and passions will stay with you when corporate loyalty fades, or technology makes your job obsolete, or an opportunity that never existed before suddenly crosses your path. The stolid, predictable social self doesn’t have a clue about what to do in situations like these—but the creative and unorthodox essential self does. In an economy where it’s getting harder and harder to find organizations that will chart a lifetime course for your career, finding your inner navigational system is not only personally gratifying—it’s the best chance you have of achieving financial security.

		EXERCISE: CONNECTION QUESTIONS

		Whether you picked up this book hoping for an antidote to your existential angst or whether you just want to make a lot of money, I hope you’ve begun to see that establishing a clear connection with your essential self is a good idea. If you’re not sure whether your two selves are working in tandem, grab a pencil and take the quiz below.

		
			QUESTIONS FOR TESTING YOUR SOCIAL-ESSENTIAL SELF CONNECTION

			Please circle the most accurate response to each statement.
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		SCORING

		The scoring for the Connection Questions test is very simple: If you didn’t answer “often” to every one of the questions, you could stand to be in closer contact with your essential self.

		My new clients usually find this scoring system insulting, even dangerous. Solidly ensconced in their social selves, they judge many of the experiences listed above to be silly, selfish, unrealistic, and morally suspect. Bob, for example, was shocked and angry when I told him how to score his quiz. “Don’t put that in your book,” he told me. “It’s wrong. You’ll just get people’s hopes up—they’re not supposed to feel all those things often.” Andrea concurred. “I think anyone who felt all these things often would be a pretty irresponsible person,” she told me primly.

		When I ask people like Bob and Andrea to pick out the items that are particularly wicked and destructive, the ones that we shouldn’t experience “often,” they never do it. They just get furious and stomp off in a huff, the way Melvin did when he ended our sadly brief acquaintanceship. Just thinking about the questions was enough to make his social self run for the hills—directly away from his North Star.

		Of course, not everyone responds this way. I have encountered a total of one client (I’ll call her Lori) who answered “often” to every one of the Connection Questions during her very first appointment. After five minutes, I shook Lori’s hand, told her there was nothing I could do for her that she wasn’t already doing for herself, and wished her luck in the future—not that she needed it. I was not at all surprised when I started seeing articles in business magazines about Lori’s wildly successful career. I’ll bet her personal life is going beautifully, too.

		If you happen to be a Lori, someone who’s already homed in on your North Star, you might as well stop reading this book and get on with your fabulous life. The rest of us—we who spend whole weekends alternately checking for new gray hairs and wondering what we want to be when we grow up—are very happy for you. Really. The occasional surges of rage and despair we experience as we watch you sail by are just hormonal aberrations. But if you can’t imagine feeling like Lori—if answering the Connection Questions quiz merely stirred up frustrations, disappointments, and regrets that have bedeviled you for years—read on. Things are going to get a whole lot better.
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		Anne’s job search was not going well. When I met her, she’d just blown big corporate interviews, not with one company but with several. It was same thing every time: Anne would go into the interview process smiling and gracious, like a Miss America contestant, and pass the first screening with flying colors. As she moved on to the next round of interviews, Anne would start feeling a bit irritable. This grumpiness got worse and worse until, in each of her top-level interviews, Anne found herself barking inappropriate answers to the simplest questions.

		“In my last interview,” she told me, “this vice president asked me why I wanted to be in banking, and I said, ‘I don’t.’ Just like that—‘I don’t!’ It sort of popped out, like a burp. Have you ever heard anything so stupid in your entire life?”

		“Depends,” I said. “Do you want to work for a bank?”

		Anne recoiled visibly, as though I’d tossed her a snake. “Of course not,” she said. “But it’s good money.”

		In other words, Anne’s social self (with lots of input from the “three P’s”: peers, parents, and professors) had decided that she should go into a field her essential self loathed. She told me she was “sabotaging” herself, and indeed she was—not by flunking her interviews, but by trying to get a job in a bank. Every time she came close to sealing this pact with Satan, her essential self managed to struggle out of its restraints and save the day. It was sabotaging her interviews, but it wasn’t sabotaging Anne.

		This is the dynamic at work in most of the people who tell me they’re chronic self-saboteurs. James said he was ruining his life by “flaking out” every time he got his career on track and straightened out his relationship with his parents. His pattern was to start showing up late—or worse, forgetting to show up at all—for office meetings or social events with his family. Dorrie’s problem was that her mind “froze” whenever she had to give presentations, an important part of her job. Kurt had a little anger-management problem: He’d ruined any number of personal and professional relationships by starting shouting matches over trivial issues.

		As these people examined their lives, they all found that their “self-sabotage” was actually in harmony with their essential desires. James’s parents were extremely controlling and had persuaded him to pursue a career that didn’t interest him much. Dorrie didn’t want the position she’d occupied since her most recent promotion; she preferred more solitary, analytical work. Kurt’s anger had its roots in the prejudice he’d encountered growing up Turkish in Germany. The path to his North Star was to step back from his daily life, follow the anger until he could identify its source, embrace his ethnic identity, and learn to feel like a worthy person.

		As they set out on paths chosen by their social selves, these clients’ essential selves set up barriers, closed down operations, blew up bridges, and generally made it as difficult as possible to proceed down those errant roads. In this chapter, you’ll learn the most basic navigational tool that will help you find your own North Star: the ability to recognize warning messages from your own essential self. By itself, this skill can’t get you on your true path. What it will do, however, is help you change course before you end up in a catastrophically “self-sabotaging” situation.

		THE LANGUAGE OF THE ESSENTIAL SELF

		One of the reasons the essential self has to resort to such extreme measures in order to communicate is that it can’t talk. Not in the usual way, at any rate. The language center of your brain, the part that processes, analyzes, and communicates verbally, is overwhelmingly dominated by the social self.

		This is not to say that the essential self never uses words. It does. But when it speaks, you—that is, your social self—are usually surprised by what it says. Creative writers and others who express their essential selves through language often describe the process as occurring in a kind of dream state, during which they’re not fully conscious of the words they’re about to use. The social self does its best to interfere with this process. It peers over the poet’s shoulder, making comments like “Not exactly Shakespeare, are we?” or “What will your mother think?” or “ ‘Darkness visible’? What the hell does that mean, ‘darkness visible’?” This is why so many writers drink.

		Even for nonpoets, the essential self will occasionally verbalize its opinions. The classic Freudian slip is a good example: The speaker says what he means without even realizing it. (A friend of mine recently bought an antique at an Internet auction, only to find it was a fake. She complained to the seller, who wrote her an unctuous apology, urging her to return the object “at your earliest connivance.”) Other verbal cues are more direct, like the comment that “popped out like a burp” during Anne’s interview. Something similar happened to Joe, with much happier results. After a comfortable but unspectacular first date, Joe gave his companion a chaste peck on the cheek, then heard himself say, “Good-bye, Clare. I love you.” He was absolutely horrified. “I thought I would explode like the Hindenburg from sheer embarrassment,” he told me. “I barely knew her!” Apparently, Joe’s essential self was on the right track, because at this writing, he and Clare have been happily married for five years.

		The fascinating thing about these incidents is that although the conscious, verbal self is completely blindsided, the words that come out of nowhere are true in the deepest sense. Pay attention if your own words begin to surprise you. You probably don’t have brain damage or multiple-personality disorder; on the contrary, you’re getting crucial information to take you toward your North Star.

		Most essential-self guidance, however, isn’t so obvious. Because it takes enormous energy to shove the social self out of its command center in the rational, verbal part of your brain, the essential self usually “speaks” through parts of your being that aren’t under conscious control. These are commanded by the deeper, more primitive layers of the brain, the parts that manage your emotional responses and basic body-maintenance functions like respiration, sleep and waking, and sexual desire.

		When you leave your true path and start heading away from your North Star, your essential self will use any or all of its skills and tools to stop you. If your social self won’t pay attention to mild warnings, the essential self has to get more and more dramatic. As a last resort, your core self will simply hijack the controls you use to direct your own behavior. You may be blithely oblivious to your own discontent until the very moment you find yourself weeping at a business luncheon, or punching your son’s first-grade teacher. Fortunately, you can avoid such unpleasant situations if you learn just one “word” in your essential self’s nonverbal lexicon: NO.

		THE WAY YOU SAY “NO”

		You probably don’t remember it, but “no” was one of the most fabulous discoveries of your childhood. Two-year-olds go absolutely crazy over this word. They use it constantly, loudly, fervently. We call this behavioral stage the “terrible twos” because our job is to socialize children, and socialization does not work well when individuals run around screaming “no” all the time. In fact, socialization basically consists of learning to say “yes” to all cultural demands, whether you want to or not. The more conformist the culture, the more taboo “no” becomes. (For example, the Japanese word for “no” is iie, but the sensei who taught me this told me very firmly that I must never use it. She seemed to feel about iie the way my mother felt about the f-word.)

		Speaking of mothers, every family and organization has its own unwritten rules about whether and when its members can say “no.” Generally speaking, men are allowed to say it much more often than women, except in situations involving the risk of physical injury or death, where males must always say “yes.” From the social self’s perspective, letting yourself be used as cannon fodder is infinitely preferable to being ostracized by those around you.

		Take your age and subtract two. That’s the number of years you’ve spent forcing yourself to say “yes” when your essential self wanted to say “no.” If you grew up in a social environment that met your real needs, with people who cared what you were feeling and wanted to facilitate your happiness, this occurred relatively rarely (but it still happened). However, if your environment was hostile to your true desires, you were forced to say “yes” when you meant “no” time after time after time, until you stopped even feeling your inner resistance. Your social self no longer knows what you want; it’s fully focused on forcing you to fit in. But your essential self cannot be corrupted. It knows from “no,” honey, and it will fight you like a trapped tiger—or a trapped two-year-old—every time you make a decision that takes you farther from your North Star.

		Teaching your social self to pay attention when your essential self says “no” is the most basic way to reconnect the two sides of your personality. By doing this, you begin to rewire the navigational devices that lead you toward your right life. Without putting too fine a point on it, you’ll know when you’re headed “not north.” Below are some of the most common ways I’ve noticed people’s essential selves signaling “no.” As you read through them, I ask that you remember times when you had these “symptoms,” and write them down. Grab a pencil and give it a try—we’ll be using this very valuable information throughout the book.

		1. Energy Crisis

		Over and over again, my clients tell me that they feel drained and exhausted on their way to jobs, classes, medical appointments, or social functions they think they must attend. The nearer they get to the dreaded event, in both time and space, the more they feel their strength ebbing away. If your whole life is dominated by rigid social-self requirements, you may feel enervated and listless all the time. If the negative activity is more limited (you hate your job, but you really, truly leave it at the office), you may notice that your energy level varies wildly, depending on what you’re doing at the moment.

		There was a time in my life when I was pretty sure I was dying from an unknown disease, probably related to bipolar disorder, which caused my energy to rise and fall like some berserk form of tidal surge. One day I’d feel great, full of vigor and enthusiasm. The next day I’d wake up so exhausted that my only ambition was to find a nice sepulchre, lie down in it, and wait for the end.

		Just when I was getting ready to sign the psychiatric commitment documents, I noticed that my exhausted days were always the ones I spent doing academic work at the university where I was teaching, while my zippy times correlated perfectly with staying off-campus. Shortly after making this discovery, I quit my job. My social self was filled with trepidation—after all, I was now unemployed—but the effect on my energy level was incredible. I had a physical sensation of unburdening, as though I had just shed a suit of heavy metal armor. My posture straightened up, I walked faster, I felt more clearheaded and alert. I’ve seen the same kind of thing happen to dozens of clients. When your essential self knows you’re headed away from your North Star, it can make itself very heavy.

		
			EXERCISE

			Try to remember three different events or types of events (dental appointments, jobs, classes, social functions, etc.) where you had to show up but felt reluctant and low-energy.

			Event No. 1: __________________________________________

			Event No. 2: __________________________________________

			Event No. 3: __________________________________________

			Now please circle the response that has the most negative associations for you.
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		2. Sick, Sick, Sick

		A doctor for a university health clinic once told me that his staff prepared for minor epidemics during every exam period. “I’m not talking about faking illness to get out of a test,” he said. “These students are really sick.” The abundant medical evidence on the relationship between stress and immune response includes plenty of studies showing this “exam effect” on college students. Bottom line: Stress decreases your immune response, leaving you vulnerable to all sorts of interesting diseases.

		A lot of people with overly developed social selves experience this kind of stress, sometimes for years, without even realizing it. They never consciously articulate the thought that they hate their lives—or at least parts of their lives—but the essential self is very clear about it, and the effect on the immune system is disastrous. You may remember a time in your own life when you picked up every little flu bug within a twenty-mile radius, or couldn’t shake a virus that everyone else kicked within a few hours. If so, you were probably headed away from your North Star.

		I’ve had a handful of clients who made dramatic life changes after they were diagnosed with cancer. Although there are many causes for cancer, most of them strictly biological, all of these clients seemed to feel that their disease was abetted by the stress of trying to force themselves to be happy in a life that didn’t really fit them. Carol told me she was certain her cancer would return if she didn’t get out of a difficult relationship. “It may sound crazy,” Carol said, “but I know how I felt the first time I got sick, and that’s how I feel now.” Given this conviction, it was amazing to see how difficult it was for Carol to make life changes. Like most social-self types, she was incredibly conscientious and reluctant to hurt her boyfriend’s feelings. Her essential self had to bring out some huge guns to make change more attractive than tenacious persistence.

		
			EXERCISE

			Try to remember three times when your health was below par. What was going on in your life during each of these three time periods? Please list each situation, along with the physical symptoms you suffered. Don’t worry if these situations are the same ones that came up in the last section, or if all three caused the same symptoms. Repetition is welcome in this game.

			Situation No. 1: _______________ Symptoms: ______________________

			________________________________________________________________

			Situation No. 2: _______________ Symptoms: ______________________

			________________________________________________________________

			Situation No. 3: _______________ Symptoms: ______________________

			________________________________________________________________

			Circle the worst symptom.
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		3. Forgetting

		When my daughter Katie was three, she came home from visiting a neighbor, whom she called “the nice old fat lady across the street.” I tried to tell her that I knew the person she meant but that, thenceforth, she should always refer to the nice old fat lady as “Mrs. Stephens.”

		Katie looked pensive. “What if I forget?” she asked.

		“Well, honey, I’ll remind you.”

		She nodded slowly, then said, “What if I refuse?”

		The answer, of course, was that there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to make Katie use polite forms of address if she simply balked. The essential self operates on this principle all the time. You can drag it away from your North Star, but you can’t make it think. It will conveniently forget things that help you go in a direction it doesn’t like, and when your social self tries to remember what you’re doing, your brain will simply refuse to recall the information.

		This is what happened to me when I was learning—or trying to learn—Chinese characters. You’ve probably had similar experiences. At some point in your education, you may have spent hours in fierce concentration, memorizing the stylistic quirks of French novelists, the details of the Magna Carta, or any number of useful calculus formulas. You probably remember a lot of things you learned in the courses you enjoyed. But do you remember anything from your least favorite high school class? Of course you do. You remember that the teacher, Mr. Spackle, had three long black hairs growing straight out of the bridge of his nose. And that’s all.

		It isn’t just that you have a lousy memory. You remember the entire plot of Star Wars—including the weird alien names, ’droid model numbers, and several verbatim quotations, even if you saw the movie twenty long years ago and made no attempt to memorize anything. Of course, this is true only if your essential self liked Star Wars. If it didn’t, you don’t know what the hell I’m talking about.

		Your essential self doesn’t limit its control to long-term memory. For example, if you’re headed for an appointment you dread, one that is antithetical to your North Star, you may reach a truly spectacular level of forgetfulness. You’ll forget when the appointment is supposed to take place, where you put the car keys, how to drive, the person you’re supposed to meet, and your own name.

		My friend Mark, a workaholic business consultant, fell apart when he was assigned to a large corporate client. Every time he set out to meet with this client, he’d forget his airplane tickets, his passport, his briefcase, the presentations he’d spent hours preparing. It got so bad that Mark finally resigned from the case—something he’d never done in twenty years of consulting. A few months later, that corporation became the target of an FBI investigation. Most of the people Mark had encountered during his time with the company were indicted for ethical violations and fraud. Once again, an apparent “sabotage” by the essential self turned out to be a smart move.

		
			EXERCISE

			Write down three types of information that you find difficult to remember (for example, “people’s names,” “my kids’ school schedules,” “where I put important papers”).

			Info-type No. 1: __________________________________________

			Info-type No. 2: __________________________________________

			Info-type No. 3: __________________________________________

			Circle the type of information that you forget most often.
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		4. Bundles o’ Blunders

		Here in Wild West Phoenix, where real men still have obscene tattoos and keep rattlesnakes as pets, we recently experienced a rash of brazen burglaries. The thieves entered empty houses to steal any jewelry, silverware, and electronic equipment they could find. In one home, their loot included an expensive camera. The thieves sold the goods at a swap meet later the same week, leaving no clues to their identity—except that they’d taken several pictures of one another burglarizing the house, then left the film in the camera when they fenced it. The police had lots of nice photographic evidence to help them find and convict the whole gang.

		Many criminals do incredibly stupid things like this, because they’re actually very conflicted about breaking the law. It’s a rare thing to find a burglar who thinks it’s dandy if other people steal his stuff; when it comes right down to it, his deepest self believes that stealing is immoral. Your essential self will fight you by committing “stupid” blunders whenever you violate your own values. It’s as likely to happen when you try to be too virtuous as when you break the law. Do you think it’s an accident that every time your mother-in-law arrives to take you to her Bible study group, she finds you naked in your backyard hot tub, singing the blues and drinking Kahlúa through a straw? I think not. What looks to you like inordinate stupidity is probably your essential self trying to steer you toward your North Star.

		
			EXERCISE

			Write down three stupid mistakes you remember making.

			Mistake No. 1: __________________________________________

			Mistake No. 2: __________________________________________

			Mistake No. 3: __________________________________________

			Circle the most disastrous mistake.
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		5. Social Suicide

		Have you ever met someone around whom you regularly behave like a lobotomized chimpanzee? Have you noticed that in certain situations, you just can’t pull off the suave, clever, graceful image to which you so desperately aspire? Don’t blame fate; blame your essential self. When you’re in circumstances that poison your core, all the subtle mechanisms that make for smooth social behavior get gummed up. You stutter, trip, and tell ill-timed jokes that make you look like a narcissistic half-wit. Then you try to talk yourself to a safe haven and end up so deeply embarrassed that certain people will cross the street to avoid you for the rest of your life.

		I had a client I’ll call Gretta who, for reasons I could never pin down, made me feel incredibly uneasy. I routinely forgot Gretta’s appointments, and when she showed up I was usually painting my office or hosting an impromptu party, just so it would be absolutely clear to her how badly I’d screwed up. Gretta was extremely European, and she always wanted to kiss me on both cheeks when she entered or left the office. I wasn’t comfortable with this, and I should have told her so, but I didn’t. Instead, Gretta and I would go into a strange greeting-and-departure dance, which consisted of her lunging at my head while I tried to simultaneously pull back and deliver a polite air kiss. My hands, which usually seem to take care of themselves, would start flapping around awkwardly, like a deranged waterfowl doing a courtship display. Once I even fell down. God, how I wish I was kidding.

		From the perspective of the social self, this kind of thing is the Torment of the Damned. But the essential self creates it quite deliberately. It doesn’t want you to be equally comfortable around just anybody. Life is short, and far too many people in it would like a chunk of your time. If certain situations or people routinely trigger spasms of hideously awkward social behavior, you can be sure that your essential self is not happy with them. Human social dynamics are far
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