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Time passes and everything changes but you will always be yourself.
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It’s been five years since the first Korean publication of I Decided to Live as Me. One of the questions I’ve received most is “What made you write this book?” Well, I used to have a kind of checklist for life: go to college, get a good job, get married, buy an apartment, have children, and become an adult of refined taste with a comfortable lifestyle. To live like everybody else, in other words, or like everybody was watching.

But oddly enough (for reasons I understand all too well now), this never came to fruition. Without being able to check off the first few boxes, I couldn’t move on to the later ones. My failure to complete my life’s checklist made me feel so ashamed of myself.

What had I done wrong? Should I have listened to the world more, concentrated more, forced myself to work harder? Or should I have been a different kind of person altogether?

But as I kept questioning myself, I suddenly had a thought: What if that’s not it?

The moment I thought, What if it’s not my fault?, I began to notice the problems in our society. The moment I thought, What if my ideal life isn’t the only answer?, I began searching for other answers. The moment I thought, What if the majority is wrong?, I gained the courage to live the writer’s life.

This book started with the idea What if that’s not it? and with all the questions and answers that followed.

From that one question I learned many answers and found the strength to let go of the lies surrounding my life and accept myself for who I was. It was such a liberating experience that I wanted to share it with readers.

Still, I hope this book doesn’t make you feel as if I’m trying to force something on you. All I ask is that you question things like I started to do, and take a step away from our societal conventions and try to find your own answers.

On the days I’d work on the book, I’d walk home in the evening with a feeling of lightness, a feeling so refreshing that I still think about it from time to time.

I hope this book helps you achieve that feeling. Five years on, I am still cheering for all of you on your life’s journey. Good luck, everyone, and keep on living well.

Kim Suhyun
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Looking back, I always wanted to know the “why.” Whenever my teachers at school asked me to do something, I would respond, “Why?” They thought I was being difficult, but I was asking out of genuine curiosity. I couldn’t help but ask questions and seek answers.

Then I became an adult, and I began to feel small and pathetic. A shadow of a person, with nothing to call my own and no real accomplishments to my name. How on Earth did I end up like this?

I wondered where I had gone wrong. Did I choose the wrong major? Should I have studied harder? Should I have stuck with certain jobs instead of quitting them? No matter how hard I thought, I couldn’t really point to anything I’d done wrong.

I’d made a few mistakes and lacked direction, but wasn’t all that just part of growing up? Just as I had always wanted to know why, as a student, I wanted to figure out why I felt pathetic despite not having done anything wrong.

I turned to books, not because reading was a hobby but because I wanted answers. Why did I feel so insignificant? Why wasn’t I enough? Why was I such a nothing?

At the end of the day, I came to the conclusion that even if the world doesn’t value me, I have to have self-respect and live confidently as me. This book delves into the reasons why I felt pathetic and my reactions to all the things that made me feel that way.

Throughout my career, the things I’ve written may have helped a reader or two, even if for only a moment. But what I’ve really wanted to do is create a source of healing and support that can stay with them for longer.

I want to tell those of you who, like me, keep blaming yourselves when you are not at fault: it’s not your fault.

It is all right to live as you.





GOAL
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For an ordinary person

to let go of what they are not,

to endure the judgment of others,

and to still live exactly as they are.





[image: DO NOT BE POLITE TO THOSE WHO ARE NOT POLITE TO YOU]
Right out of college I did an internship. That first boss I had, in my first job ever, treated me like … a servant? She bullied me, basically. Asking me to move by four inches the monitor that was right in front of her, cursing me out for the smallest mistake. It was my first corporate job, and with an offer of full-time employment on the line, I was torn over whether to stay or go. Every day on that job hammered home the fact that Homo internus was the lowest being on the corporate food chain.

Several years after I finished the internship, I was lying in bed when I was suddenly consumed with rage by that memory.

It was less her behavior that I couldn’t stand and more the fact that I just put up with it. It wasn’t like she was all-powerful, but I didn’t say a word to her in my defense, and that just encouraged her to act worse.

This isn’t the same thing, but it is said that those tortured for their involvement in South Korea’s democracy movement are hurt most not by the physical pain they suffered but by their degrading attempts to assuage their torturers.

This may not be our fault, but the truly fatal blow to our dignity isn’t the mistreatment we endure but how humiliatingly we respond to it.

To those who are not kind to you, who do not respect you—don’t bother being polite to them in return. Even in demeaning situations, you can at least hold on to some of your dignity.
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EVEN IF WE CAN’T CHANGE THE SITUATION, WE NEED TO PUSH BACK A LITTLE TO PROTECT OUR DIGNITY FROM THE WORST KIND OF PEOPLE.
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What gives bullies strength isn’t their position, but the helpless politeness of the bullied.
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[image: Don’t Go out of Your Way to Be Miserable]
When I first entered the new world that was Instagram, my feed randomly showed me a woman whose breasts were so large that they practically covered her torso. Her posts oozed luxury. She was pretty, thin, expensively dressed, and always traveling. But what came as a shock wasn’t her lavish lifestyle but her number of followers.

Why were so many people obsessed with her? Looking through her photos made me feel sad about the tasty convenience-store kimbab I had that morning and the cute, spangled bag I “scored” for only 8,900 won.

Social media makes it too easy to snoop on others and their perfect lives.

But is such voyeurism truly free? In his book Shake It Off! Build Emotional Strength for Daily Happiness, Rafael Santandreu argues that snooping on others’ lives and comparing them to our own is the easiest way to make ourselves miserable.

We might look at someone’s social media profile out of curiosity and pay the price for it with misery. There is nothing to be gained from this. Your energy and curiosity are better spent on taking care of yourself.

So be someone’s friend, not a member of their audience.

Compared to the shallow summary of their lives through photos, the reality of our own experiences is surely more precious.


[image: ]
DON’T GO OUT OF YOUR WAY TO MAKE YOURSELF MISERABLE.
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[image: A man and a woman are sitting at a table. The woman says, ‘Envy doesn’t make you unhappy; forgetting what you already have does.’]
Envy is destructive because it makes what you already have seem worthless.




[image: Afterword]
As an adult, I’ve realized that the world is a cold and cruel place. Its mores are completely absurd, and its people so judgmental that even the mediocre among us enjoy looking down on others. For a long time, I felt constant anxiety about my lack of a strong safety net and so I ignored my true desires for the sake of making a living.

But eventually I realized that I didn’t want to become another cynical shadow slinking about in this cruel world.

So I thought about how I should live my life, and I asked myself lots of questions. What did I really need to feel shame about, and what was it absurd to be ashamed of? What were my deepest insecurities? What could possibly be gained from humiliation and discrimination? And why were so many people so unhappy?

In my search for answers, I realized that unhappiness and anxiety can come from social relationships, not just neurochemical imbalances in our minds. Aside from the anxiety related to survival, the distrust, hate, and sense of rivalry we feel toward others have infected the very air we breathe and made us feel shame about things we shouldn’t be ashamed of, cowed by things we should not feel cowed by, and neurotically competitive in order to not be looked down upon.

In this state of constant tension, we become exhausted by blaming ourselves for things we haven’t really been given a chance to think about. With this book, I wanted to say that all the anxiety and blame are unnecessary. I wanted to extend support to those trapped in the lonely isolation of distrust, to signal to them that there are still people who yearn for a more human life.

In our cynical world, we have to learn to pay more attention to ourselves and those who are important to us. But we also have to fight injustice and cruelty if we are to hold on to our humanity and, for our own sake and that of others, do our part to build a better world.

For each of you, as you learn not to envy who you are not, to endure the cold gaze of the outside world, and to live as you are—I hope this book has made you feel a little more free to be yourself.

I wish us all good luck.
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I set out intending to write an easy-to-read social psychology book. Because I myself found sociology and social psychology books immensely consoling and illuminating, I figured others might find them helpful as well.

Of course, I was in a little over my head when I wrote it. There were days when all I did was pull my hair out, and sometimes I went hiking on the hill behind my house and screamed my head off.

There were so many other things I found difficult at the time, and for that I want to thank the me of 2016 for getting through them while still managing to write this book. I’d also like to reassure her that her talents seem just about enough for her not to completely ruin her life, so she should stop worrying about it.

To me this book is a manifesto and a promise to myself. I feel like I’ve managed to live up to it, and that I’ve internalized most of its principles. And I’m happy to report that I do feel healthier psychologically.

It is my modest yet sincere hope that I shall continue to give advice from a place of happiness, not as an unhappy writer telling others how to become happy or perpetuating a “cure” that ends up doing more harm than good.

I would like to thank the writers whose work became the seeds of my own. I would also like to thank my family, my friends, and my publishers for helping me to share my work with others.

Most of all, thank you to everyone who has read my book, especially those who are reading even these acknowledgments. I shall try to live as myself as much as possible. This seems to be the best way to repay my readers for all the love and support they have given me.

No matter where you are, and no matter what kind of life you live, I send you love and acceptance. Thank you for welcoming my work into your hands.

I wrote this book for you. Let’s live as ourselves, together. See you again soon.

Your friend,

Kim Suhyun
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