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Unknotted

Name the problem

See the systems

Find the entanglements

Embrace the constraints

Acknowledge a situation

Tell the truth

Share your theory of change

Design with intention and practical empathy

Organize the others

Ship the work

Persist



The easiest thing to do with our freedom is pretend it doesn’t exist.

Name the baggage, drop the baggage, and ship the work.

Foreword

Hey, I’m Mel Robbins. Welcome to The Knot by Seth Godin.

I am so honored to be here with you right now. The fact that Seth asked me to welcome you into his book—I gotta tell you, I have been a fan of Seth’s work for over two decades.

In addition to devouring his twenty-one bestsellers, which together are like a master class in everything, my husband and many members of my team have also earned their alternative MBAs from Seth’s legendary altMBA program. Seth is the person who has taught me more about marketing, decision-making, leadership, and being influential than anyone else on this planet.

In fact, the reason why the Mel Robbins Podcast is one of the largest podcasts in the world is because Seth’s wisdom is woven through every single decision that we make. It’s almost impossible for me to quantify the impact that his work has had on me personally and professionally. It’s infused into everything that I do—the way that I think, how I create art, how I show up to the world, and the impact that I want to make.

And The Knot, which you’re about to read right now—holy cow, is this going to have an impact on you! It will transform you into a better version of yourself. The fact that you’re here with this book tells me something about you. You’re the kind of person who wants to create a better life, who wants to make a difference, who has something to say.

And you know that learning how to make better decisions is an important part of that, because your life is the result of the decisions that you make. So if you struggle with overwhelm or indecision, or you constantly question your choices or have a lot of doubts, this book is going to give you the frameworks that liberate you to do more incredible work.

I know what it feels like to be stuck—to want something so badly and still not move toward it. It’s so frustrating when you’re trying to create something and you can’t get out of your own way. It feels like a knot, a knot that’s inside you, that’s binding you up and keeping you stuck.

That’s why you’re in the right place, right now. As you read, Seth will name the thing that I’ve watched trip up thousands of people. See, you’re not stuck because you lack talent or resources. You’re stuck because you’re trying to hold on to two things that can’t coexist. And he’s going to tell you what these two things are. You need to know them, because they create this invisible tug-of-war that you don’t even realize. But once Seth reveals them, everything will shift for you.

This book will give you language for something you felt your whole life but couldn’t quite articulate. So pat yourself on the back for making a really good decision to be here. As you read, I want you to really take in and consider the truth of what Seth is teaching you.

And then, sit back and watch the magic that happens when you finally let go of the rope.


Part I

The Knot

Two thousand five hundred years ago, a young man named Alexander rode into a small city in central Turkey. On the outskirts of town, he encountered an ox cart, tied to a post with an intricate knot.

The legend was that anyone who could untie the knot would become great, the ruler of many lands. The twenty-two-year-old looked at a puzzle that had stumped everyone for decades, ignored the knot entirely, and asked, “What’s this pin doing here?”

Once he removed the pin at the center, the entanglements of the knot were instantly apparent. He could see both ends of the rope and easily untie it.

He didn’t cut the rope or resort to violence. Instead, he removed the complexity that concealed the problem. The pin wasn’t part of the knot, but for as long as the pin was at the center, it couldn’t possibly be untied.

Problems can be solved.

Wanting Two Things at Once

We’ve all felt stuck. Stuck with competing options, stuck with difficult choices, and most of all, stuck in impossible situations.

Every day, smart, dedicated people find themselves stuck between two things they want, unable to move toward either.

There’s a philosophical riddle about a donkey, standing exactly halfway between a pile of carrots and a pail of water. The donkey is hungry and thirsty. But the carrots are in one direction, and the water is in another. He can’t move toward the water because the carrots are over there. And he can’t move to the carrots because the water is in the other direction.

Unable to choose, the donkey stands still. And stands still. And eventually starves to death while dying of thirst.

No actual donkey would be this foolish.

But we are. All the time.

We want to innovate without really changing anything. We want to move fast and still be certain we’ll get it right. We want to finish the marathon without getting tired. We want to launch a business without risking our savings.

We hold on to the job we’ve invested years in while dreaming about the career we actually want.

We can’t do both. So we succeed at neither.

[image: Donkey stands between a pile of carrots and a water bucket in a vintage illustration of Buridan’s Donkey, symbolizing indecision.]
The donkey doesn’t starve because he can’t choose. He starves because he won’t.

That’s what this book is about: the hidden forces that keep us paralyzed. Stuck with things we say we want but that don’t make us happy.

We are like all the people who looked at the knot before Alexander came along. Trapped in their frames of reference, unable to see where the entanglements were, they gave up. We do this all the time—not with ox carts but with our projects, our organizations, and our lives. We tangle ourselves in problems that feel unsolvable. We pull at the visible loops. We work harder at the part we can see.

Meanwhile, there’s a pin at the center. Something we added, or inherited, or simply failed to notice. It’s not actually part of the problem itself. But as long as the pin is there, we can’t possibly find our way past it.

Problems Worth Solving

Problems are uncomfortable. They demand our attention and drain our energy. They involve risk and stress. It would be easier to accept things as they are.

Except that problems are also how we create value. Every service, every organization, every meaningful contribution began as someone’s problem. The doctor solves the problem of illness. The architect solves the problem of shelter. The teacher solves the problem of ignorance.

Each time we solve a problem for someone, we earn the chance to solve more of them. That’s not just true for businesses—it’s true for families, for communities, for careers. The people who matter most in our lives are usually the ones who helped us with our problems.

This is a book about finding the problems worth our time and then actually solving them.

But here’s what makes this difficult: Persistent problems—the ones that have been around for a while—aren’t waiting around because nobody has worked on them. They persist because something is holding them in place. A system. A hidden constraint. An entanglement we haven’t named.

Consider a problem like allocating and paying for health care in the US. People agree there’s a problem. Many of the brightest minds with the purest hearts have tried to solve it. But the useful solutions require agreement on changing not just a single system but a network of entanglements. Until we grapple successfully with those entanglements, the knot will persist.

Some obstacles are structural. Systems and institutions and incentives that push back against change. The powerful trick is to learn to see them.

Many other obstacles are internal. They’re the pins we’ve driven through the center of our own knots.

They look like good judgment. They feel like responsibility. They sound like “I can’t do that because …” followed by something that seems reasonable. A commitment we made. A role we’ve adopted. A fear we haven’t examined.

“I can’t leave this job that’s making me miserable because people are counting on me to stay and protect them. And my family’s security depends on my salary.”

The stickiest entanglements don’t feel like traps. They feel like facts.

The entanglements borrow authority from external circumstances. They push us to be reasonable and take the easy path. And so we do. And then we wonder why the problem won’t budge.

It turns out that the difficult route might be the right one. Not because it’s noble to suffer but because the difficult route is often where the answer is hiding—past the pin that everyone else neglected to touch.

Avoiding the Donkey Trap

We’ve heard the clues, but we rarely notice them:

This organization is committed to innovation within our established best practices.

We need to move fast on this rebrand, but the stakes are high and we need to get it right.

I want to finish the marathon, so I need to train enough to avoid getting tired.

I want to refocus our project, but my boss isn’t ready for that conversation.

Customer service is our number-one priority, as long as we keep the stock price up.

I want to cook like a chef, but I don’t have time to do something inconvenient.

I want to have a job I love, but I’ve invested so much in my education that I can’t stop being a lawyer.

We’re waiting until we have the right person before we move forward.

I just need to get through this busy season, and then I’ll have time to focus on what matters.

Each of these is a donkey trap. A person or an organization torn between apparently incompatible goals. The donkey can’t drink, he says, because the carrots are over there. I can’t be over there because I also need to be over here.

Incompatible goals and a lack of clarity seduce us into the knot. We tell ourselves that we’re being reasonable. Responsible. Careful.

But we’re not stuck because we can’t move. We’re stuck because we won’t.

The good news is that once we see the trap, we can get out of it. Not by finding a clever way to have both things—that’s the fantasy that keeps us stuck—but by naming the entanglement clearly enough to make a choice.

Name the baggage, drop the baggage, ship the work.

The art of solving problems is mostly the art of seeing what’s in the way.

The Three-Letter Breakthrough

There are two words that reveal everything about whether we’re ready to move forward or stuck in place: The first is “and,” the second is “but.”

“And” reinforces. It moves in the same direction. “I want to run the marathon, and I’m ready to get tired.” The second half supports the first. It says, “I see the cost, and I’m in.”

“But” undermines. It pulls against itself. “I want to run the marathon, but I don’t want to get tired.” Now you’re stuck. The second half cancels the first. You haven’t made a commitment—you’ve described a wish and its obstacle in the same breath.

When someone says they want this and that, listen for whether they mean but. Because “but” is where the entanglement lives. It’s the word that marks the spot where fear has gotten tangled up with desire.

If we want to get the things that really matter done, we must discard every “but” and embrace every “and.”

The Soul of Entanglement

Most of our stuck comes from wanting incompatible things at the same time. We want to be at peace with our choices while also wishing we’d chosen differently. We want to accept our mortality while also living as if we’re exempt from it. We want to matter while also wanting the relief of insignificance.

When we name these entanglements, we get a step closer to solving our problems.

Untangling requires deciding which thread to pull. You can’t simultaneously honor every element of your experience and maintain the fantasy that some elements shouldn’t have happened. You can’t accept your squandered resources while also demanding a refund from the universe.

The knot tightens every time we insist on both. We want the peace of acceptance and the validation of our grievance. We want to move forward and to relitigate what’s behind us.

What makes untangling hard isn’t the complexity—it’s that each of the threads feels essential. Letting go of the wish for a better past can feel like agreeing that what happened was OK. It wasn’t. But “It wasn’t OK” and “I accept that it happened” aren’t contradictory. They only feel that way when we’ve knotted them together.

The path forward isn’t simply about being more honest with yourself. It’s about being more precise.

What’s the purpose? Which of these things do you want? Because you can’t have both. Pretending you can is the source of the tightness.

The tightness isn’t the problem. The tightness is the clue that you already know where to look.

At the Same Time / Over Time

Entanglement tricks us into wanting contradictory things. Two things at the same time. Stay and go. Ship and hide. Lead and expect compliance.

But avoiding doing two things at the same time is very different from doing two things over time.

Solving the right problems doesn’t require a life out of balance. We don’t have to choose to compete with greedy megalomania or succeed by giving up every moment to outwork the competition. If these are the problems you’ve chosen, it might make sense to pick other problems, problems that respond to the work you’re able to do sustainably and with passion.

When you’re home, being a parent … be a parent. And when you’re at work, be at work. You don’t have to give up your life to undo a knot. In fact, we sometimes intentionally confuse the elements of our life and create that knot—a safe place to be stuck.

So yes, you can freelance on the weekends without quitting your day job. You can be the brawn on the intramural hockey team and a gentle giant with your friends. Constraints are a gift.

One thing at a time. And lots of things over time.

Two Kinds of Compromises

When we work with others, compromise is often on the agenda. Customers, committees, and people with power demand them. But there are two kinds, and they’re easy to confuse.

The first kind is powerful: the compromise that comes with commitment. This happens when we focus on our core audience and find a way to solve a problem that they’re as concerned about as we are. This empathy-based compromise embraces the reason we
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