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As a Man Thinketh

1902


“Of all the beautiful truths pertaining to the soul that have been restored and brought to light in this age, none is more gladdening or fruitful of divine promise and confidence than this—that you are the master of your thought, the molder of your character, and the maker and shaper of your condition, environment and destiny.”

“Good thoughts and actions can never produce bad results; bad thoughts and actions can never produce good results … We understand this law  in the natural world, and work with it; but few understand it in the   mental and moral world—although its operation there is just as simple and undeviating—and they, therefore, do not cooperate with it.”

“Law, not confusion, is the dominating principle in the universe; justice, not injustice, is the soul and substance of life; and righteousness, not corruption, is the molding and moving force in the spiritual government of the world. This being so, we have to but right ourselves to find that the universe is right.”



 
 


In a nutshell

We don’t attract what we want, but what we are. Only by changing your thoughts will you change your life.

In a similar vein

Joseph Murphy, The Power of Your Subconscious Mind (p248)

Florence Scovell Shinn, The Game of Life and How to Play It (p272)




CHAPTER 1

James Allen

With its theme that “mind is the master weaver,” creating our inner character and outer circumstances, As a Man Thinketh is an in-depth exploration of the central idea of self-help writing. James Allen’s contribution was to take an assumption we all share—that because we are not robots we therefore control our thoughts—and reveal its fallacy. Because most of us believe that mind is separate from matter, we think that thoughts can be hidden and made powerless; this allows us to think one way and act another. However, Allen believed that the unconscious mind generates as much action as the conscious mind, and while we may be able to sustain the illusion of control through the conscious mind alone, in reality we are continually faced with a question: “Why cannot I make myself do this or achieve that?”

In noting that desire and will are sabotaged by the presence of thoughts that do not accord with desire, Allen was led to the startling conclusion: “We do not attract what we want, but what we are.” Achievement happens because you as a person embody the external achievement; you don’t “get” success but become it. There is no gap between mind and matter.

We are the sum of our thoughts

The logic of the book is unassailable: Noble thoughts make a noble person, negative thoughts hammer out a miserable one. To a person mired in negativity, the world looks as if it is made of confusion and fear. On the other hand, Allen noted, when we curtail our negative and destructive thoughts, “All the world softens towards us, and is ready to help us.”

We attract not only what we love, but also what we fear. His explanation for why this happens is simple: Those thoughts that receive our attention, good or bad, go into the unconscious to become the fuel for later events in the real world. As Emerson commented, “A person is what he thinks about all day long.”

Our circumstances are us

Part of the fame of Allen’s book is its contention that “Circumstances do not make a person, they reveal him.” This seems an exceedingly heartless comment, a justification for neglect of those in need, and a rationalization of exploitation and abuse, of the superiority of those at the top of the pile and the inferiority of those at the bottom.

This, however, would be a knee-jerk reaction to a subtle argument. Each set of circumstances, however bad, offers a unique opportunity  for growth. If circumstances always determined the life and prospects  of people, then humanity would never have progressed. In fact, circumstances seem to be designed to bring out the best in us, and if we make the decision that we have been “wronged” then we are unlikely to  begin a conscious effort to escape from our situation. Nevertheless, as any biographer knows, a person’s early life and its conditions are often the greatest gift to an individual.

The sobering aspect of Allen’s book is that we have no one else to blame for our present condition except ourselves. The upside is the possibilities contained in knowing that everything is up to us; where before we were experts in the array and fearsomeness of limitations, now we become connoisseurs of what is possible.

Change your world by changing your mind

While Allen did not deny that poverty can happen to a person or a people, what he tried to make clear is that defensive actions such as blaming the perpetrator will only run the wheels further into the rut. What measures us, what reveals us, is how we use those circumstances as an aid or spur to progress. A successful person or community, in short, is one who is most efficient at processing failure.

Allen observed, “Most of us are anxious to improve our circumstances, but are unwilling to improve ourselves—and we therefore remain bound.” Prosperity and happiness cannot happen when the old self is still stuck in its old ways. People are nearly always the unconscious cause of their own lack of prosperity.

Tranquillity = success

The influence of Buddhism on Allen’s thought is obvious in his emphasis on “right thinking,” but it is also apparent in his suggestion that the best path to success is calmness of mind. People who are calm, relaxed, and purposeful appear as if that is their natural state, but nearly always it is the fruit of self-control.

These people have advanced knowledge of how thought works, coming from years of literally “thinking about thought.” According to Allen, they have a magnet-like attraction because they are not swept up by every little wind of happenstance. We turn to them because they are masters of themselves. “Tempest-tossed” souls battle to gain success,  but success avoids the unstable.

Final comments

Some 100 years after its first publication, As a Man Thinketh continues to get rave reviews from readers. The plain prose and absence of hype are appealing within a genre that contains sensational claims and personalities, and the fact that we know so little about the author makes the work somehow more intriguing.

To bring its message to a wider audience, two updated versions of the work that correct the gender specificity of the original have been published: As You Think, edited by Marc Allen (no relation), and As a Woman Thinketh, edited by Dorothy Hulst.


 

James Allen

Allen was born in Leicester, England, in 1864. At 15 he was forced to leave school and go out to work; his father, who had left for the United States following the failure of the family business, had been robbed and murdered. Allen was employed with several British manufacturing firms until 1902, when he began to write full time. Moving to Ilfracombe on the south-west coast of England, he settled down to a quiet life of reading, writing, gardening, and meditation.

As a Man Thinketh was the second of 19 books that Allen wrote in a decade. Although considered his best work, it was only published at his wife’s urging. Other books include From Poverty to Power, Byways of Blessedness, The Life Triumphant and Eight Pillars of Prosperity. Allen died in 1912.


Meditations

2nd century


“Begin each day by telling yourself: Today I shall be meeting with interference, ingratitude, insolence, disloyalty, ill-will and selfishness—all of them due to the offenders’ ignorance of what is good or evil. But for my part I have long perceived the nature of good and its nobility, the nature  of evil and its meanness, and also the nature of the culprit himself, who is my brother (not in the physical sense, but as a fellow-creature similarly endowed with reason and a share of the divine); therefore none of those things can injure me, for nobody can implicate me in what is degrading.”

“Love nothing but that which comes to you woven in the pattern of your destiny. For what could more aptly fit your needs?”

“Everything—a horse, a vine—is created for some duty. This is nothing to wonder at: even the sun-god himself will tell you, ‘This is a work I am here to do,’ and so will all the other sky-dwellers. For what task, then, were you yourself created? For pleasure? Can such a thought be tolerated?”



 
 


In a nutshell

Don’t get caught up in trivia or pettiness; appreciate your life within a larger context.

In a similar vein

Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy (p34)

Richard Carlson, Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff (p78)




CHAPTER 2

Marcus Aurelius

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus was emperor of Rome from 161AD until his death 19 years later. By the time he came to power, Rome was under threat: constant warring with “barbarians” on the frontier, disease brought back by soldiers, pestilence, and even earthquakes. Try to imagine the President of the United States being so philosophical in the midst of such crises. Yet despite the circumstances, after his death Marcus Aurelius would come to be idealized by the Romans as the perfect emperor, a genuine philosopher-king who provided the last real nobility of rule before the savagery of his son Commodus’ reign and the anarchy of the third century.

A student of Stoic philosophy, Marcus Aurelius refused to be made miserable by the difficulties of life. Stoicism was a Greek school of thought originating around 300BC. In simple terms, it taught that submission to the law of the universe was how human beings should live, and emphasized duty, avoidance of pleasure, reason, and fearlessness of death. Stoics would also have full responsibility for their actions, independence of mind, and pursue the greater good over their own. The emperor would have been comfortable with today’s United Nations and other world bodies that stand for cooperative effort: Stoics had an international outlook and believed in universal brotherhood.

As well as the world, the thoughts of the Stoics spanned time, as this excerpt from the Meditations demonstrates:


“All things fade into the storied past, and in a little while are shrouded in oblivion. Even to men whose lives were a blaze of glory this comes to pass; as to the rest, the breath is hardly out of them before, in Homer’s words, they are ‘lost to sight alike and hearsay’. What, after all, is immortal fame? An empty, hollow thing. To what, then, must we aspire? This,  and this alone: the just thought, the unselfish act, the tongue that utters   no falsehood, the temper that greets each passing event as something predestined, expected, and emanating from the One source and origin.”



This was written over 19 centuries ago, yet it is somehow even more relevant when we know how ancient it is. Marcus Aurelius’ life itself bears the statement out; not many now will have cause to remember his skill or otherwise as a leader, but his Meditations, quiet thoughts written by firelight in the midst of campaigns, live on in hearts and minds.

The Meditations are alive with perceptiveness about the basic unity of all things in the universe, including its people. They tell us that the effort to see through another’s eyes is nothing less than an expansion of one’s world—and a unifying of it. To despise, avoid, or judge a person  is simply an obstruction of Nature’s law. The realization that to move human relations to a higher level we must do the opposite of these things formed the basis of the emperor’s thought.

On every page of the Meditations is this theme of accepting things and people how they are, not how we would like them to be. There is sadness in this view, as the following brief comment suggests: “You may break your heart, but men still go on as before.” One does get the impression   of reading the thoughts of a lonely man, but then Marcus Aurelius’ ability to see life objectively saved him from any real disillusionment:


“Be like the headland against which the waves break and break: it stands firm, until presently the watery tumult around it subsides once more to rest. ‘How unlucky I am, that this should have happened to me!’ By no means; say, rather, ‘How lucky I am that this has left me with no bitterness; unshaken by the present, and undismayed by the future.’”



The great worth of Stoic philosophy is its ability to help put things into perspective so you can remember the things that matter; the Meditations is, if you like, an ancient and noble Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff. The person who can see the world as it really is also carries the ability to see beyond that world. We are here and we have a job to do, but there is a feeling that we came from another place, and will eventually go back to it. Life can be sad and lonely, seemingly one thing after another, but this should never dull our basic wonder at our existence in the universe:


“Survey the circling stars, as though you yourself were mid-course with them. Often picture the changing and rechanging dance of the elements. Visions of this kind purge away the dross of our earth-bound life.”



Final comments

What can we make of the fact that Marcus Aurelius was the father of Commodus, whose accession and brutal reign broke the tradition of non-hereditary kingship? If the philosopher was such a great man, how could he have fathered such a brute?

The Meditations is not just another self-help book with easy answers—its very theme is imperfection. We can never know exactly why things happen, why people act the way they do, but it is not up to us to judge anyway; there is a larger meaning to events and lives that escapes us. This knowledge itself is a comfort.

This is a short book that is a source of sanity in a mad world, and today’s reader will also love the beautiful prose that makes it stand out against modern philosophical and self-help writings (Maxwell Staniforth’s translation is particularly good). Buy a copy and you will make use of it for life.


 

Marcus Aurelius

When Hadrian, one of Rome’s most successful emperors, died in  138AD, he appointed as his successor Antoninus Pius, who in turn, on Hadrian’s instructions, adopted the 17-year-old Marcus Aurelius as his successor. The young man’s future was confirmed when he was married to Faustina, a daughter of Antoninus Pius. As well as carrying out courtly duties, he devoted himself to the study of law and philosophy. Taking power at age 40, Aurelius voluntarily divided rule with his brother Lucius Verus, who was to die eight years later.

Though peaceful by nature, Aurelius was forced continually to defend the Empire’s territories against the Germanic tribes, including  the Marcomanni and the Quadi. A single manuscript, now lost, is the source of the Meditations. Marcus Aurelius had never intended that it be published. The year 1559 saw its first printing, almost 14 centuries after the emperor’s death in 180. While Ridley Scott’s film Gladiator portrays the emperor being murdered by Commodus, there is no historical evidence for this.


The Bhagavad-Gita


“We are born into the world of nature; our
 second birth is into the world of spirit.”

“But he who, with strong body serving mind,
 Gives up his power to worthy work,
 Not seeking gain, Arjuna! Such an one
 Is honourable. Do thine alloted task!”

“He whose peace is not shaken by others, and before
 whom other people find peace, beyond excitement and
 anger and fear—he is dear to me.”

“If thou wilt not fight thy battle of life because in
 selfishness thou art afraid of the battle, thy resolution
 is in vain: nature will compel thee.”

“I have given thee words of vision and wisdom more secret
 than hidden mysteries. Ponder them in the silence of thy
 soul, and then in freedom do thy will.”



 
 


In a nutshell

Seek peace inside yourself, do the work that is yours, and wonder at the mysteries of the universe.

In a similar vein

Deepak Chopra, The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success (p90) 
The Dhammapada (p128)




CHAPTER 3

The Bhagavad-Gita is the record of a conversation between a young man and God (in the form of Krishna). The young warrior Arjuna, from the royal Pandava family, is in a state of panic on the morning of a battle. The “enemies” he is expected to fight are cousins whom he knows well.

In this desperate predicament, Arjuna turns to his charioteer Krishna for help. The answers he gets are not exactly what he wants to hear,  but it is Krishna’s opportunity to tell a mortal about how the universe operates and the best approach to life.

The Gita is a small but much-loved part of the vast Hindu epic the Mahabarata, a poetic chronicle about two warring groups of cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas. The title means Celestial Song or Song of the Lord, and Juan Mascaró (whose translation is used here) has described it as a “symphony” that represents a peak of Indian spirituality.

The beauty of this work is that it operates on various levels—poetry, scripture, philosophy, self-help guide—and here we will focus on the  last of these.

The meaning of Arjuna’s predicament

Arjuna does not want to get involved in this battle, and why would he? The reader cannot but agree that it is madness to wage war against one’s own relatives. The story is allegorical, however; it is about action and non-action, and introduces us to the concepts of karma and dharma.

Arjuna wonders, quite reasonably, why he should bother to do anything good, or to do anything at all, in a world that is so bad. Joseph Campbell says in The Power of Myth that part of maturity is saying “yes” to the abominable or the evil, to recognize its existence in your world. What he calls “the affirmation of all things” does not mean that you can’t fight a situation, only that you can’t say that something does not have the right to exist. What exists does so for some reason, even if that reason is for you to fight it. It would be nice to withdraw from life, to be above it all, but you can’t. Because we are alive, we can’t avoid action or its effects—this is karma.

If we must throw ourselves into life, what should be our guide? There is action motivated by desire, and action undertaken out of a sense of purpose.

The first type seems easier, because it allows you to live without questioning and requires little self-knowledge. In fact it goes against the grain of universal law, usually leading to the departure of spirit from our lives. Purposeful action seems more complicated and obscure, but   is in fact the most natural way; it is the salvation of our existence and even the source of joy. The word for this is dharma.

Reason

The Bhagavad-Gita is a great book because it embodies the reasoning mind, capable of choosing the way of purpose over the automaticity of a life led by desire. If Arjuna simply follows his desire not to fight, he learns nothing. Instead, Krishna tells him to “fight the good fight”—this is his duty, his purpose, his dharma.

Freed from indecision, Arjuna is subsequently told that his opponents “have it coming to them” anyway; Arjuna is merely the instrument of divine karma.

The reader should not dwell too long on why God is recommending war. The point of the story is that the young warrior, in questioning his own action and existence, displays reason. Nowadays we tend to  equate reason with intelligence. This is lazy thinking, because it means that a mouse or a computer, displaying the ability to “work something out,” is at our level.

Reason is actually the process by which we discover our place in the larger scheme of things, specifically the work or actions by which our existence is justified and fulfilled. It is what makes us human beings.

The Gita is no flight into the mystical; in showing the path to reason, it reveals our highest faculty and greatest asset.

Work

The Bhagavad-Gita draws attention to the three “constituents of nature,” Tamas (darkness), Rajas (fire), and Sattva (light). A Rajas style of life is full of action and endless business, with fingers in too many pies, hunger for more, lack of rest, and lust for things and people. It is about gaining and attaining, a life focused on “what is mine and what  is not yet mine.”

Sound familiar? This is living according to “outcome,” and while it may be of a higher order than Tamas (inertia, dullness, lack of care, ignorance), it is still one of mediocrity. And the life of light, Sattva? You will know you are living it when your intentions are noble and you feel peace in your actions. Your work is your sanctuary and you would do it even for no reward at all.

This holy book’s key point about work is that unless you are doing the work you love, you are darkening your soul. If this seems impossible, love what you are doing. Freedom—from fear and anxious worry over “results”—will follow. The wise always have an outcome or result in mind, yet their detachment from it makes them all the more effective.

The Gita says that higher even than the peace of meditation is the peace that comes from surrender of the fruit of one’s actions; in this state we are free from the rigidity of set expectations, allowing the unexpected and remarkable to emerge.

The steady self

You may be relaxing in front of the television when a report comes on about the year’s Academy Awards, telling of the glitter and glory of the Oscars and exclusive post-ceremony parties. Someone remarks, “This is where the rest of the world would like to be.” Beneath the superficial enjoyment of the report, suddenly you get a sense of inferiority. “Who cares if people say it’s shallow, I want to be there! What have I done with my life that I am not on the list for that party? Am I really going back to my job on Monday morning?”

There is a phrase in psychology for this thinking: “object referral.” This means having a focus on others and seeking their approval. Hollywood is famously a shrine to external valuations of worth, where you are always wondering what people will think of your next audition, performance, or deal. This is basically a life of fear and, when things don’t turn out as you had hoped, of desperation. The Gita teaches that you can achieve a state where you don’t need any external commendation to make you feel right; you know you are of real worth.

One of the main routes to this level of being is meditation, which brings detachment from emotions like fear and greed. Through it we discover a self that is not subject to change, that is, in Deepak Chopra’s words, “immune to criticism … unfearful of any challenge, and feels beneath no-one.” This surely is real power, compared to what we can acquire in the world of action.

In your baser conscious desires you are just like everyone else; in the meditative state you grasp your uniqueness. What we do following meditation does not normally generate negative karma, because we are emerging from a zone of purity and perfect knowledge. “With perfect meditation comes perfect act,” says The Bhagavad-Gita.

The book repeatedly comments that the enlightened person is the same in success or

Final comments











CHAPTER 37

Lao Tzu

The Tao Te Ching is one of the world’s great philosophical and spiritual classics, revered by millions. The oldest scripture of Taoism and a meditational text, it is also a timeless philosophy of power based on harmony with nature. It has been adopted as a modern leadership manual and is well suited to contemporary life.

The title means “The Way of Power” or “The Classic (Ching) of the Way (Tao) and Virtue (Te).” The tao determines the te, or the manner  in which a person might act who is attuned to the tao. Whatever can   be defined is not tao—it is the timeless spirit that runs through all life, creating the essential oneness of the universe. The tao is not even “god,” god being an entity that has sprung from the tao.

The Tao Te Ching paints a picture of a person in full attunement with the tao, and therefore with the universe. Martin Palmer, in his introduction to Timothy Freke’s excellent translation, says that it represents “a world of order that we must work with, not a world where we must just fend for ourselves.” In this world we no longer struggle, finding that it is attunement, rather than mindless striving, that delivers us what we need.

The idea of the tao is that as you get in harmony with it, your actions cease to seem like “action.” Csikszentmihalyi has documented this feeling as “flow” and the physicist Bohm talks of it as being part of “the unfolding.” In contrast, regular action involves an effort of will to accomplish something, usually involving manipulation or even exploitation. While tao action makes whole, its alternative fragments.

Tao leadership

Lao Tzu saw two types of leader: the conventional one, a warrior who uses force to achieve his ends, symbolized by the yang or masculine aspect; and the healer-leader, symbolized by the feminine yin. The latter is the concept of “servant leadership,” in which the leader blends into the background so that their people can star.

Some in the business world say that the more power a boss has, the less they should use. This is borne out by the teamwork, synergy, and flat hierarchies of today’s best-run companies, which aim to increase effectiveness by sharing power; these organizations have a better chance of creating ideas or products that genuinely improve life.

By 2020 the ideal leader may be very hard to spot, position or wealth no longer being good guides to impact or influence. In Lao Tzu’s words:


“The wise stand out, 
because they see themselves as part of the Whole.
 They shine,
 because they don’t want to impress.
 They achieve great things,
 because they don’t look for recognition.
 Their wisdom is contained in what they are,
 not their opinions. 
They refuse to argue,
 so no-one argues with them.”



Listening, yielding, cooperating, being open, seeking the best possible outcomes—these yin aspects must balance the go-getting yang force  that has given us civilization as we know it. The integration of the two will be a mark of the new leader, whose credibility rests not on what they say or even what they have so far achieved: “Their wisdom is contained in what they are.”

Tao success

For a book essentially about leading a successful life, the Tao Te Ching offers what seems to be very strange advice. Consider: “Give up, and you will succeed.”

How can we reconcile such a statement with so many other messages in self-help about the active steps one must take for success? Take Robbins’ Awaken the Giant Within, the archetypal modern personal development book. Subtitled “How to take control of your mental, emotional, physical, and financial destiny!” it encapsulates the ethic of total self-creation, based on the belief that we know what we want, what will make us happy, and our limitless potential.

The Tao Te Ching, on the other hand, is about how to lead a very simple life, not seeking power, fame, or riches. There is a quiet ecstasy to living in the moment, not trying to force anything to happen or get others to do things our way. This is a book about the power of timing:


“Be still, and allow the mud to settle.
 Remain still, until it is the time to act.”



Which way is better? Using focus and never-give-up intensity to achieve something, or going with the flow and “allowing” something to manifest itself? Ultimately, it boils down to where one’s faith lies: either in ourselves (reasonable enough), or in the intelligence governing the universe (tao). In Lao Tzu’s mind, the tao that created everything is capable of giving us peace, joy, and personal power. The compulsion to strive surely arises out of a perception that we must gain mastery of the world, or a little section of it, in order to feel whole. It is therefore  more probable that striving, while a natural way to express our identity through creating something, is not actually the best path to success. Instead, the goal for which we strive should be readily admitted to be only a symbol of the greater unity that the Tao Te Ching suggests. This unity is described as “the way of heaven.”

Final comments

At first the Tao Te Ching seems a strange voice, but it will change and probably enlarge your current ideas of life and success. You may find yourself needing to incorporate your world view into its, rather than the other way around.

Don’t read it from start to finish. There is no narrative, just meditations broken up into short chapters of a few lines, which don’t seem to relate to each other. Its hypnotic power is summed up in one of its own stanzas:


“A traveler may stop for nice food and good music, 
but a description of Tao seems bland and tasteless.
 It looks like nothing special.
  It sounds like nothing special. 
But live by it, and you will never tire of it.”




50 More Classics

1	Alfred Adler, What Life Could Mean to You (1931)

Adler formed an entire new branch of psychology (individual) but with this book brought his insights to a popular audience. It covers adolescence, feelings of superiority and inferiority, the importance of cooperation, work, friendship, love, and marriage.

2	Horatio Alger, Ragged Dick (1867)

Probably the most famous of Alger’s poor-boy-makes-good stories that made the American dream come alive for millions. Set in the cityscapes of nineteenth-century America, they carry an earnest message of ethical striving for success, but are still great fun to read.

3	Muhummad Al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness (11th century) 

Al-Ghazali was an esteemed philosopher in medieval Persia who became a wandering Sufi mystic. The Alchemy of Happiness is a superb expression of the self-help ethic in Islam, and an abridgment of his masterwork The Revival of Religious Sciences, in which readers have delighted for centuries. Its basic premise is   that that self-knowledge comes from knowledge of God.

4	Roberto Assagioli, Psychosynthesis (1965)

Assagioli, an Italian humanistic psychologist, believed that Freud’s focus on the libido, complexes, and instincts was incomplete. In Psychosynthesis he set about integrating the soul and imagination into psychology. Somewhat of a heavy read but influential.

5	Eric Berne, Games People Play (1964)

This was written for an academic audience but became a bestseller. The major influence on Harris’s I’m OK–You’re OK, it presented the idea that we all have “life scripts” that determine our actions. The good news is that we can change them.

6	Frank Bettger, How I Raised Myself from Failure to Success in Selling (1950)

Bettger was a salesman in the America of the 1920s and 1930s and a friend of Dale Carnegie. His book has remained popular because everyone needs selling skills—and it tells a good story.

7	John Bradshaw, Homecoming: Reclaiming and Championing Your Inner Child (1992)

The “inner child” concept has been ridiculed as a feeble expression of a victim culture. Bradshaw’s bestseller is in fact a serious work showing why knowledge and acceptance of the past are crucial in making us responsible adults.

8	Nathaniel Branden, The Power of Self-Esteem (1969)

An apostle and lover of Ayn Rand, Branden helped kick off the self-esteem movement with this book.

9	Claude M. Bristol, The Magic of Believing (1948)

Its references are dated, it may be repetitive, and its ideas on visualization and affirmation may seem old hat today, but many in  the last 50 years have attested to this book’s power to change.

10	Leo Buscaglia, Love (1972)

Buscaglia is a popular self-help figure. This is one of his earlier works on a subject that we take for granted and is probably his most appreciated.

11	Jack Canfield & Mark Victor Hansen, Chicken Soup for the Soul (1993)

Not a self-help philosophy but a collection of heart-warming inspirational stories that has enjoyed vast sales, the formula endlessly repeated in Chicken Soup books for the teen soul, pet soul, global soul, etc.

12	Chin-ning Chu, Thick Face, Black Heart (1994)

Promoting a warrior philosophy with eastern overtones, this has been a success with both business and personal development readers who see regular self-help as “wimpish.”

13	Confucius, Analects (6th century BC)

This collection of 2,500 aphorisms, anecdotes, and dialogs came from one of the most influential sages in history. Published after the author’s death, the Analects guided Chinese civilization for 2,000 years and can still have a profound impact on readers.

14	Russell H. Conwell, Acres of Diamonds (1921)

Originally an inspirational lecture, this book was so much in demand that the proceeds funded a university. Stories and anecdotes illustrate the idea that people go looking for their fortunes elsewhere when “acres of diamonds” are to be found in their own backyard (literally and metaphorically).

15	Emile Coué, Self-Mastery through Conscious Autosuggestion (1922) Contains the famous autosuggestion mantra, “Every day in every way I am becoming better and better,” which started the ball rolling for personal success affirmations. Influential but not widely read now.

16	Edward De Bono, The Use of Lateral Thinking (1967)

De Bono did not invent lateral thinking, but the term only entered the public vocabulary with this book. In offering an alternative to the starched logic of conventional “vertical” thinking, this and De Bono’s later books have taught us to think about thinking itself.

17	Stephanie Dowrick, Intimacy and Solitude (1996)

A work showing how the abilities to be intimate and happily alone are related. Dowrick is an Australian-based psychotherapist whose Forgiveness has also been popular.

18	Albert Ellis, A Guide to Rational Living (1975)

Ellis’s “rational emotive” approach showed how to control our emotional life through altering our beliefs. This book continues to find devoted new readers who appreciate its transformative effect on relationships.

19	Marsilio Ficino, The Book of Life (15th century)

A Renaissance life guide applying spiritual ideas to everyday matters. Harder to read than a modern classic, but strongly influenced Care of the Soul’s Thomas Moore.

20	Eric Fromm, To Have or to Be (1976)

A great social philosopher, Fromm made the distinction between the “having” approach to life (materialistic, ironically fostering scarcity and misery) and “being” (the basis of satisfaction and peace). Still gets rave reviews as societal commentary and self-help.

21	Les Giblin, How to Have Confidence and Power in Dealing with People (1956)

An enduring people skills manual from a former top salesman. In focusing on how people actually respond and why, its aim is friction reduction and the creation of goodwill.

22	Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet (1923)

Gibran was a Syrian who emigrated to the US. Though an artist in several media, it was this 20-million-copy seller that made him famous. Beautiful and profound verses on love, loss, marriage, etc.

23	William Glasser, Reality Therapy (1965)

This surprising bestseller put forward the idea that mental illness comes from a person’s unwillingness to face reality and make commitments. Based on clinical work.

24	Thomas A. Harris, I’m OK—You’re OK (1967)

Many people’s idea of a self-help classic. Popularized the transactional analysis model of seeing our actions and words as expressing either a Parent, Adult, or Child mentality.

25	Tom Hopkins, Official Guide to Success (1982)

A modest but powerful work by one of America’s most respected personal development speakers and authors.

26	Elbert Hubbard, Message to Garcia (1899)

In 1895 Hubbard founded a community based on self-sufficiency and positive thinking in New York State. Its press published A Message to Garcia, a pamphlet (estimated printing 40 million copies) recounting a tale of heroism during the Spanish-American war. Still popular with army officers and employers for its message of “getting the job done” no matter what.

27	The I-Ching

The Chinese “Book of Changes” has been around for 3,000 years but is still a compelling tool of self-understanding. Its ability to make the reader aware of other possibilities in times of great change makes it relevant in the twenty-first century.

28	Harold Kushner, When Bad Things Happen to Good People (1984) 

Kushner, a rabbi, wrote this as a response to his child’s fatal illness. About the things you can’t control and how to deal with them, it is intellectually sound and practical, and has remained popular.

29	Muriel James and Dorothy Jongeward, Born to Win (1971) 

Transactional analysis bestseller (four million copies), analyzing communication styles and providing Gestalt exercises in order to reveal ego states standing in the way of full mental health.

30	William James, The Will to Believe (1907)

James may be the “father of American psychology,” but as a practical philosopher he has been very influential in self-help. The Will to Believe gets to the heart of personal questions about motivation and belief, and essays such as “Is Life Worth Living?” provide some of his finest and most life-expanding thoughts.

31	Orison Swett Marden, Pushing to the Front (1894)

Considered the founder of the success movement in America, Marden (1850–1924) published numerous books inspired by the character and hard work ethic of Samuel Smiles. This was his huge bestseller.

32	Rollo May, Freedom and Destiny (1981)

May argues that attaching ourselves to a particular end (destiny), instead of tying us down, provides the right amount of freedom to create and prosper. The theme of personal responsibility has influenced Stephen Covey and others.

33	Og Mandino, The Greatest Success in the World (1981) 

Familiar self-help themes of goal setting and self-realization put into the form of a story set in New Testament times. Mandino was a friend of Norman Vincent Peale and delivers a similar have-faith-in-yourself  message.

34	Earl Nightingale, The Strangest Secret (1955)

The late Earl Nightingale was known as the “Dean of SelfDevelopment.” This is his classic inspirational recording that sold over a million copies and made the audiotape central to the motivational industry.

35	Robin Norwood, Women Who Love Too Much (1988)

Talk-show bestseller that still enjoys readership with its useful distinctions about self-love and dependency, and the traps into which people fall when choosing partners.

36	Fritz Perls, Gestalt Therapy: Excitement and Growth in the Human  Personality  (1951)

Perls was a key figure in the Human Potential movement of the 1960s and this was his key work. Influenced by psychoanalysis and existentialism, Gestalt therapy emphasized the need for people to see “outside the box,” focusing on the present moment.

37	Robert J. Ringer, Looking Out for No. 1 (1977)

A 1970s bestseller. Not as bad as it sounds, it shows readers how to avoid needless sacrifice and pursue what they want without guilt.

38	Carl Rogers, On Becoming a Person (1961)

Rogers helped revolutionize psychotherapy by replacing psychoanalytic “interpretation” with empathic listening by the therapist. Though an emblematic work of the self-discovery ethic of the 1960s, On Becoming a Person is still popular.

39	Bertrand Russell, The Conquest of Happiness (1930)

This famous Oxford philosopher’s venture into self-help territory. While dated, Russell’s wit and insights still make it an enjoyable read. The first part discusses what makes people miserable, the second what makes them happy.

40	Robert H. Schuller, Tough Times Never Last, But Tough People Do! (1984)

Tool for creating a rock-hard self-image from the Minister of the Crystal Cathedral, California. Schuller coined the phrase “possibility thinking.”

41	Gail Sheehy, Passages (1976)

Garish 1970s bestseller that navigates the reader through the stages of adult life. Translated into 28 languages, it has featured on Library of Congress lists as one of the most influential books of all time.

42	José Silva and Joseph Miele, The Silva Mind Control Method (1977) 

Former audio repairman Silva became interested in mind-control techniques and developed a famous course involving theta brainwaves. This was the bestselling book on the method.

43	W. Clement Stone and Napoleon Hill, Success Through a Positive Mental  Attitude  (1960)

Stone was Hill’s mentor and business partner, and this book was a combination of Hill’s Science of Success and Stone’s Horatio Alger-style American optimism. Selling well even after 40 years.

44	Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand (1991)

An examination of men’s and women’s communication styles that came out of Tannen’s work as a linguist. An alternative to John Gray.

45	Brian Tracy, Maximum Achievement (1995)

Many connoisseurs of self-help put Tracy at the top of their list.  A good synthesis of the genre’s ideas and techniques but in Tracy’s own style.

46	Kevin Trudeau, Mega Memory (1995)

Simple steps for impressing friends and yourself through memory power. Trudeau is one of the original infomercial kings, but his techniques actually go back to the seventeenth century.

47	Theodore Zeldin, An Intimate History of Humanity (1994) 

Panoramic view of the human condition by an Oxford historian, spliced with fascinating profiles of contemporary women. Its theme is  that the quality of your life is vastly improved by appreciating it  within the context of all of human history.

48	Zig Ziglar, See You at the Top (1975)

Old-school motivational work based on the belief that “You can get everything you want if you help others to get what they want.” Enjoyable, but its Christian values won’t appeal to everyone.

49	Danah Zohar, The Quantum Self (1990)

An application of quantum physics to how we see ourselves and our connection with the universe. Ahead of its time and will remain influential.

50	Gary Zukav, The Seat of the Soul (1990)

Perhaps more New Age than self-help, this presents a schema for understanding human evolution in terms of the shift from sensual awareness to soul awareness. Millions attest to its life-changing ideas.
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