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Procrastination is the thief of time; 

Year after year it steals.

Edward Young, Night Thoughts

I have wasted time, and now doth time waste me. 

Shakespeare, Richard II

Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet. 

Augustine, Confessions
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PART I

Swerving Our Life




1

Putting Off Our Most Cherished Priorities


Do you repeatedly defer life to later, convinced there will come a time when you’ll be optimally prepared to seize its opportunities? Do you spend your best hours on chores or trivia before allowing yourself to get to what most matters to you? Do you avoid pursuing a treasured goal for the sake of an easier or more immediately pleasurable activity – although you believe that doing so will harm you?

Many of us procrastinators will unhesitatingly answer yes to these questions. We might recall, too, how we knowingly embarked on romantic relationships or even marriages with the wrong people all the while assuring ourselves that we’d eventually choose someone we genuinely love. Or how we postponed the vocation we craved and instead spent years in occupations alien to who we are. Or how we put off living more healthily, aware of the harm we’d likely inflict on ourselves by going on as we were. 

As a result, we spend too much of our life mourning the time we’ve lost, the energy we’ve misspent, the chances we’ve missed out on that might never return. Perhaps the worst part of it is that we were sure of what we wanted all along, and yet we kept wilfully dodging it, consigning its pursuit to a nebulous future and submitting to the urge to do something else less arduous. Or to sabotage our own success and fulfilment. Or to avoid testing our abilities and finding them wanting. 

All this can feel irrational. We’re knowingly inflicting harm on ourselves, but we do it nonetheless – often under cover of the illusion, with which I’m all too familiar, that there’s always more time in life to get around to our priorities; or that, after further delay, progress on them will somehow come more easily to us; or that another bout of relaxing distractions will boost our motivation to pursue them.

But there’s one reassuring reality here: we’re not lazy. The fact that we’re so tortured by our stuckness and wasted time; that we turn again and again to the goals we most care about; that when we procrastinate over them we cast around for some productive or at least enjoyable displacement activity – all this is evidence that our problem isn’t indolence. Rather, it’s self-sabotaged motivation. It’s that we avoid what we most value – what we most want to go after.

For indolence and laziness are states of inactivity in which action and intention are suspended, surrendered, or simply absent – states of ‘Tumid apathy with no concentration’, in T. S. Eliot’s marvellous words.1 By contrast, procrastinators can be stubbornly ambitious – knots of fierce intent.

And there’s another key difference between indolence and procrastination. Indolence is often a lifestyle choice – and in some cultures, such as the ancient Roman, a proudly displayed privilege of an aristocratic elite, a mark of the leisure peculiar to a noble way of life. But I doubt anyone would regard procrastination as a lifestyle choice – as the prescription for the best life to lead; a symbol of status to which the less fortunate can only aspire. 

Nor are we likely to find anything beautiful, or elegant, in procrastination in the way that we might in leisure or dolce far niente – the exquisite pleasure of lingering in the present; freely, indifferent to goals and their achievement, and with no care for our future well-being. On the contrary: we procrastinators are painfully aware of our goals and their non-achievement. And we care very much about our future well-being. We plan for it; we’re anxious for how it might turn out; we pamper it with open-ended and often extravagant promises of getting around to doing what we need to flourish.

In the meantime, we won’t do nothing. Rather we’ll likely devote ourselves to a succession of substitute tasks that we might never have been motivated to pursue were they not in the service of escape from our priorities. I’m not referring only to binge online surfing, watching multiple news reports of the same event, cleaning the kitchen, or other activities that would otherwise be uninteresting or even oppressive. Although we usually think of displacement activities as trivial, they can be anything but. They can include the most demanding jobs and professions, serious romantic relationships, and long-term marriages. Yet for all the delight, fascination, and security they afford us, we find that we never love them – and even resent them, eventually saying to ourselves, with the apostle Paul, ‘I do the very thing I hate’.2 

In fact, some procrastinators pursue a substitute activity with such alacrity and brilliance and diligence that neither the people who applaud them nor even they themselves (for some of the time) are conscious that they’re motivated by a deep urge to escape what they most care about. Their achievements in this activity might be the lifetime ambition of others, commanding the widest admiration. 

Such triumphant procrastination can take over our life, so that we spend years swerving priorities that are key to who we take ourselves to be and want to become. The romance for which we’ve been yearning but repeatedly failed to pursue when we had the chance. The vocation on which we’ve set our heart, but set to one side ‘for the time being’ while we take a series of jobs that we know in advance won’t truly fulfil us. The move to another city or country that we long to make but endlessly put off. The bucolic life of which we dream, but avoid by frenetic activity. A successful substitute life can also be a form of procrastination – indeed one of its most powerful forms, hiding itself in plain sight. We become trapped in it precisely by our effectiveness at it.

My mother had a friend who studied pottery, her first and deepest calling, but then became a plastic surgeon, tempted by the money, the glamour, and a well-established professional ladder, each rung of which would guarantee further status – sources of robust security almost unknown to the lone potter. The plan was to do this for twenty years, as a preparatory life to her real one, after which, she promised herself, she would return to pottery, hopefully fortified by success. 

The plan worked superbly. She became a top authority in her field, director of one of her country’s university hospitals, and a recipient of high honours – all the while taking herself to be temporarily deferring her true vocation. 

Loyal to her commitment, she didn’t defer it for ever. Upon her retirement, half a century after first studying pottery, she returned to it, sitting once more in a classroom with eighteen-year-olds, and went on to have a deeply fulfilled old age – yet one suffused by regret that she would no longer have time to develop her full potential as a potter.

A highly remunerated lawyer I once met – who’d hankered to become an artist since early youth and knew exactly what kind of art he wanted to make – finally gave up his partnership in a prestigious law firm in his forties, shocked into action by the onset of middle age and the accelerating passage of time. Guided by a meticulous strategy that he applied to everything he cared about, each step mapped out together with the time he would devote to it, he spent four years at art school during which time his own style became excitingly apparent to him; he rented the perfect studio; he determined what works he would start on after he’d fitted out his studio with the best lighting, materials, and equipment that money could buy; and he forged wide contacts in the art world among critics, gallerists, and fellow artists. Yet, he never took the step all this activity was preparing him for; he never began to make art. That was always around the corner.

What do the surgeon and the lawyer, who both reached the summit of their temporary profession, show? They remind us that displacement activities can be so rewarding in terms of fulfilment, prestige, and financial security that, despite leaving us with the gnawing pain of living estranged from who we take ourselves to really be, we might persist with them for decades, long after they’ve yielded their plentiful rewards. They show us that procrastination can have style.

Not that it always involves displacement activity. When, in his Confessions, the great Christian philosopher Augustine (354–430 CE) recalls his youthful prayer asking God to grant him ‘chastity and continence [i.e. self-control], but not yet’,3 the weakness of will that he rues isn’t that he pursued sensual pleasures merely as a diversion from the demanding self-rule needed for a life of devotion to God. The whole point was that he had indulged in ‘lust’ for its own sake, on account of the intense delight it afforded him. As he candidly admits, he ‘preferred to satisfy rather than suppress’ it – and certainly ‘preferred it to the alternatives’, above all to following God. Indeed, addressing God, he acknowledges that he was ‘afraid you might hear my prayer quickly, and that you might too rapidly heal me of the disease of lust’. 

Here’s one of procrastination’s devilish tricks, one of its crucial enablers: it makes us believe that the deferral is always temporary; that, in the long term, we’ll lose nothing decisive by it. The road not travelled is still open, we tell ourselves; whatever we’re postponing remains for the taking. Just as for Augustine there was always another tomorrow to which he could postpone the life change that he yearned to make at some point and for which he repeatedly prayed: to abandon sexual indulgence for chastity and self-control. Which was hardly any life change since it was central to achieving what he took to be his supreme goal: to lead a genuinely Christian life. But, he appears to have convinced himself, the cost of deferment, though real, was affordable. Whether he pursued it tomorrow or the day after would make no appreciable difference. 

None of these procrastinators – the surgeon belatedly turned potter, the wannabe artist, Augustine with his ‘not yet’ – would have been helped by the familiar recommendations to be found in so many works on overcoming procrastination. They wouldn’t have pursued their real callings by focusing on a single big project at any one time and deciding in advance ‘what to fail at’, as Oliver Burkeman proposes in a fascinating book subtitled Time Management for Mortals.4 Nor would they have found the solution in Cal Newport’s advice in Slow Productivity,5 which boils down to ‘doing fewer things, working at a natural pace, and obsessing over quality’. Nor, too, in all probability, in breaking up the task of achieving each priority into bite-sized steps, imposing a deadline on every step, working on it for no more than twenty-five minutes at a time followed by short relaxation breaks (the so-called Pomodoro® Technique), keeping to-do lists updated daily, carving out enough leisure time – and then just doing it!

For all three of my procrastinators did know what their top life priorities were – in fact, they had crystal-clear priorities to which they never ceased to be devoted. (That’s the whole point of the kind of procrastination that sabotages a flourishing life: it swerves what the procrastinator craves, steering a wide berth around precisely the person they want to be – often when they’re convinced that doing so will prevent them leading their best life.) Moreover, the hugely successful plastic surgeon and the high-flying lawyer explicitly focused on one big project or priority at a time. They were quite obviously obsessive when it came to quality, without, it seems, being paralysed by perfectionism. And they had a strategy to eventually pursue their dreams, comprising discrete tasks backed up by to-do lists, deadlines, and exemplary time management. Yet they still deferred those dreams.

By contrast, conventional solutions to procrastination work best for tasks we’ve got to do but which aren’t already cherished priorities – and where the problem is low motivation, not sabotaged motivation. In particular, they’re good for inspiring progress in a dull or alienating job; for chores like filing taxes, getting that gas safety check, or cleaning up the office. These are tasks that make us feel like we’re administering life rather than living it, and for which we have little or no enthusiasm in the first place. We often lack impetus to pursue them until their neglect begins to seriously endanger us, or – ironically – they can be pressed into service as displacement activity from our real priorities. In such cases setting limited priorities and improving time management – working ‘smarter not harder’ in the jargon – will succeed best.

There are, however, many other reasons why we procrastinate, some of them more fundamental than a lack of well-ordered priorities or inadequate time management. Their sheer number can be baffling, and each of us will need to decide which are at work in our own case. Sometimes the reason is precisely the importance to us of a treasured priority – its intimidatingly high stakes and demanding nature – as with the aspiring artist and potter. Or, because it’s crucial to us, we set such exalted standards for achieving it that we fear or know in advance we won’t be able to meet them, and so we procrastinate to avoid the letdown and the humiliation. Or we overburden our priority with securing self-esteem and the esteem of others. Or we pursue it at the wrong time in life – before we’re emotionally ready or have the necessary skills and clarity of purpose. Or we fear that our priority might prove empty in the end, failing to provide the deep satisfaction we hope to find in it – so that it’s best left unattained, shrouded in alluring mystery.6 Or perhaps we fear that all demanding goals will fail to provide stable fulfilment; that however much we achieve we’ll always end up feeling somehow empty. Or, more mysteriously, we flee it to avoid the joy and fulfilment in pursuing what we really want to do. Or, equally mysteriously, we dread that choosing and pursuing a deeply loved priority – a choice that necessarily also closes off other choices – will, bizarre though it might seem, somehow bring to heightened awareness the reality that we, like everyone, are set on an irreversible trajectory towards death, the ultimate signature of life’s transience. Or, more generally, we are fatally demotivated by the thought that death will render all our striving pointless. Or we somehow dread self-definition – retreating before the strange terror of becoming real to ourselves – and so we flee from becoming who we really are. Or, finally, we lack the attentiveness that’s needed to persist with any demanding task.

In Part II, I’ll explore these reasons to procrastinate and propose how they can each be overcome. Suffice it to say now that any solution to them must tackle head on the fear by which they’re fuelled, so as to rescue our innate motivation to pursue what we most care about. For nothing decapitates the will like fear. Whether it’s fear of failure or fear of success. Indeed, one reason why a displacement activity can be so compelling is precisely because it’s relatively free of such sources of fear and perceived risk – and because it might also offer the quickest path to self-esteem, social status, power, and a life of comfort – as was the case for the lawyer and the surgeon.

To sum up, the key question on which I’m focusing is how to overcome procrastination over our top life priorities. Over those goals that we take to define who we are and want to become: goals that promise to fill our lives with purpose and meaning and joy. Goals that seem built into us by all the force that nature and life experience can muster. Goals that we’re often brimming with desire to achieve. 

For this most distressing procrastination – avoiding, resisting, even sabotaging what we passionately crave to do and the life we ardently hope to live – I’ll argue that we need a very different approach than those of conventional solutions, one that releases motivation from the clutches of fear, of dull routine, and of perspectives that paralyse action. In doing so, I will turn for occasional insights to the long history of alarm about why we knowingly swerve what we take to be in our best interests. It’s a history that goes back to the earliest recorded times: ‘Friend, stop putting off work and allow us to go home in good time’, reads an Egyptian hieroglyphic dating from 1400 BCE. ‘Do not put off your work till tomorrow and the day after; for a sluggish worker does not fill his barn’, the Greek poet Hesiod warns in his epic poem Works and Days, written around 800 BCE.7 Most of my historical examples will, though, be drawn from later thinkers: from Plato and Aristotle in ancient Greece of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE to the desert monks of fourth century CE Egypt; from the thirteenth-century medieval Christian theologian Thomas Aquinas to the sixteenth-century religious reformer Martin Luther and the eighteenth-century wit and polymath Samuel Johnson. Although the English word ‘procrastination’ is of relatively recent coinage – dating from the sixteenth century – the question of why we might defer our supreme ends, despite believing this will be bad for us, has puzzled people for millennia, evoking very different explanations of what causes it and how it can be overcome. 

Very broadly, such historical explanations fall into two distinct camps, or at least camps with distinct emphases. They diagnose what we today call procrastination as predominantly an ethical failing or else as predominantly a medical/organic problem. On the ethical diagnosis, which will be my principal focus, procrastination centrally occasions














PART II

Seven Ways to Unleash Motivation
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