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How to Get Over Yourself

There’s a saying of unknown origin: If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together. I have never minded going alone. Both my wife and I have what the poet Dana Gioia calls “a capacity for solitude.” And it’s a capacity worth cultivating in today’s world of attention-grabbing apps and screens. But for longer journeys, my wife and I both prefer each other’s company. The principle extends well beyond marriage—so much of what we do as workers, as volunteers, as joyful players of the games that delight us, we do with others. Cooperation is underappreciated.

Playing well with others—being a good friend or spouse or colleague—is a wild problem we confront every day, trying to balance our work or our desire to be by ourselves with the desires of the people around us to spend time together. How does a focus on flourishing help us deal with this tension? How can we be better friends, better spouses, better colleagues?

Getting over yourself is a good place to start—being aware that you’re not the center of the universe. That requires some level of self-awareness—being aware of how your actions and words affect others and how you’re perceived. Self-awareness can come from therapy, meditation, religion, or reading philosophy or literature.

Religion and meditation at their best put us in touch with not just ourselves but what is larger than ourselves; they let us experience the transcendent as well as a feeling of belonging. At their worst, these practices can devolve into a form of self-absorption and narcissism, a form of navel-gazing and self-centeredness. I’m talking about something different here. I’m talking about being aware that what we say and think is often subconscious. Our buttons get pushed by what happened earlier in the day or by a habitual form of interaction with others that becomes a rut that is hard to escape.

In a marriage, for example, one partner might react viscerally to something said by the other, a reaction that has been honed over time to be totally subconscious. At its best, what meditation or therapy or religion can do is to allow a pause before the response. That pause can help you realize that what is really going on is not always captured by the words. The pause can remind you that you can step out of the script that you might otherwise be stuck in. The pause can remind you that your natural response is mediated by your own fears, desires, and needs. The pause can remind you that you can step out of your habitual response and be more considerate or thoughtful. With practice, you can change your habitual response to a better one.

One of the challenges of cultivating this kind of self-awareness is that it doesn’t seem to come naturally. And the narrow utilitarian approach to life makes self-awareness harder. If I’m always asking, What’s in it for me?—What benefit will I enjoy, and is it greater than the cost?—it’s harder to notice how I interact with others and how the way I’m behaving may not be considerate of what they might need from me.

How can we break free of the scripts we repeat over and over as if on autopilot, the scripts that deaden or poison our relationships? How might we rewrite our personal narrative, what we might call the story of our life, in a way that can help us get over ourselves? We get used to the narratives we have of ourselves—victim, hero, superstar, loser, and everything in between.

Inevitably, we see ourselves as the main character of our own reality show. As the main character, you face those big life decisions— where to live, what job to take, who to marry, and so on—the wild problems of your life. Along the way, as in any good drama, life intervenes in all kinds of typical and unexpected ways, the plot twists that make a story interesting. You get sick; a job offer you’re expecting doesn’t come through; a romantic opportunity ends in rejection. Or you receive an unexpected honor; a friend starts a business and makes you an offer you never expected; that trip with a friend turns into love.

Through all of this, you persevere and give up, smile and cry, dance and sit on the sidelines, plan and plot, hope and dream. You daydream about the successes of the past and the ones you can imagine in the future. You congratulate yourself on the plot twists that turned out well, and often, but not always, you remember darker episodes or even a whole season of not‑so‑cheerful episodes, where things hadn’t gone so well despite your best efforts. The past is an ever-increasing archive of stories—the memories you take with you into the future—and the future holds all the stories you hope to craft.

Because we’re hardwired to think about ourselves more than we think about others, we have this internal drama called “the story of my life” going 24/7 on our inner video screens. So it’s normal to think of yourself as the main character of the drama that is your life and everyone else around you as the supporting cast.

This narrative fills our headspace and in turn affects how we experience our day‑to‑day lives. It is the way we make sense of what happens to us and what we hope will happen in the future. These narratives are inevitably incomplete. As the scriptwriters, we tend to fashion our inner narratives in ways that focus on ourselves, and in ways that are not necessarily accurate.

Adam Smith was aware that how we see ourselves doesn’t always correspond to how we really are.

He is a bold surgeon, they say, whose hand does not tremble when he performs an operation upon his own person; and he is often equally bold who does not hesitate to pull off the mysterious veil of self-delusion, which covers from his view the deformities of his own conduct.

As the authors of our own narratives, we often struggle to see the truth about the main character. The “mysterious veil of self-delusion” is hard to lift.

In the old days people presumably saw themselves as the authors of their own novels. We moderns are more cinematic. So from my perspective, my life story is something like The Truman Show with me in the role of Truman. With a lot fewer viewers. Well, actually, just one viewer. Me. I’m the main character and I’m pretty much the only one who sees the story that way, but most of the time I never notice. I’m too busy thinking about the script and the episodes that have come before and those that are still to come if the series gets renewed.

There’s a different way to think about our lives. Not the storytelling part, which is pretty much hard-wired alongside the self-centered part, but the main character part. Inevitably, if you see yourself as the main character of your own reality show and people around you as part of the supporting cast, you miss a big part of life and who you can be as you experience it.

Our natural impulse to see ourselves as the main character inevitably assigns less important roles to those around us. Imagine a middle-school production of My Fair Lady. The director of the musical went to high school with Benedict Cumberbatch and somehow convinces him to play Eliza Doolittle’s father, Alfred, the dustman.

Alfred isn’t the star of the musical. But he does get two great songs — ”With a Little Bit of Luck” and “Get Me to the Church on Time”—and some wonderful dialogue. Put Benedict Cumberbatch in that role with a bunch of middle-school students and it would be unforgettable for most of the students. And Benedict would get some good stories out of it for his own script: “Let me tell you about the time I did this favor for an old friend of mine from Harrow . . .”

How would you describe the relationship between Benedict Cumberbatch and a bunch of kids inevitably overwhelmed and in awe of having a real actor and celebrity in the show? Distant, is the simple answer. They’re just not comparable. And because they’re not comparable, they can’t really have a relationship. They relate to one another in some dimension, of course. They’re in the same show, after all, and share scenes together. And there’s even some conversation offstage. But they don’t really interact in a meaningful way. There’s just too big a gulf between the star and the rest of the cast. Can Cumberbatch really share anything of his essential self when he’s onstage or even offstage? That’s hard to imagine. How authentic can he really be among a bunch of middle-schoolers?

I think to some extent this is the reductio ad absurdum of what we do when we cast ourselves as the main character in the story of our lives. We relate to other people, but not on an exactly equal footing. If I’m not careful, it’s about how I feel more than about what you feel. If I’m not careful, it’s about how your actions affect me and not the other way around. And even when my role is just someone in the chorus, I inevitably make it seem bigger than it really is. I inevitably take myself a little too seriously. I inevitably underestimate your role and find it hard to remember that you, too, have emotions and drama in your own life apart from mine. It’s hard not to pose and preen and say my handful of lines a little louder than I should.

Seeing yourself as the main character doesn’t make you a narcissist. If you’re humble and shy, you’re still usually the main character in an unfolding miniseries. It’s just a miniseries about the challenges facing a humble, shy person. Even the most humble among us, the shyest among us, tend to focus inward on the inevitable centrality of our own experiences and our distorted, imperfect memories of our past.

Here’s a different way to go through life.

To get at the alternative, think about an ensemble cast for a sitcom or a series. In a show like Friends, there’s no star, no main character. There’s just a bunch of people weaving in and out of one another’s lives. The show may be called Seinfeld, but he’s not the main character. There are four main characters. The show is about their relationships, not just the narrative arc of Jerry’s life. Or think of the movie Love Actually. A star-studded cast but no one’s the star of the movie. It’s a story about love and connection, not the adventures of a central protagonist.

Or imagine going out on a dance floor with your partner. What is your attitude toward the dance? Perhaps it’s to get as much as possible out of the experience for your own satisfaction. Your goal might be to attract attention to yourself and to impress people with your skills, to earn their applause and respect. You might think of the dance floor as primarily a place of competition where your goal is to outshine the other dancers and move up in the rankings. A lot of people dance through life like this, and it’s not the worst attitude, as long as you don’t try to trip up the other competitors.

Alternatively, you might choose to sublimate your own status or the ability to express yourself in hopes of making your partner shine, or to enhance the experience of all of the dancers out on the floor. You might focus on being part of something larger than yourself, weaving near and around the other dancers in unexpected and delightful ways.

When you act tactfully on the dance floor and behave properly, keeping others — your partner and the other couples — in mind, you have a choice in how to think of the experience before, during, and after. You can pride yourself on your selfless behavior or you can see yourself in a more holistic way, as part of something larger than yourself, a fuller, more connected experience.

We have a choice in how we perceive and frame our daily experiences. One choice is to see ourselves as fundamentally atomistic, heroic, and existentially lonely. The other is to see ourselves as connected and belonging to something, with that belonging at the center of the experience. How we frame the before, during, and after of our experiences changes how our daily experiences become part of us.

How would you live differently if you saw yourself as part of an ensemble rather than the main character? How would this ensemble idea work in practice?

Suppose I’m meeting someone for coffee, someone I haven’t seen in a while. Looking ahead to the conversation, I catalog a few stories I hope to share—maybe a funny experience I had or a recent success. During the conversation, I spend a lot of time thinking about what I’m going to say next and to make sure I make my points. This is particularly likely to be my focus if it’s a professional conversation rather than a chat with a friend. How can I make a good impression? What can I get this person to do for me?

But even when I’m with a friend, I can use my friend in direct and indirect ways for my own goals. After the conversation is over, I can savor having told the stories I wanted to tell and congratulate myself on how funny I was or how eloquent. This perspective is self-centered even if I am gracious enough to split the airtime in half and let my conversational partner talk as much as I do.

A different way to experience that conversation is to think of it not as alternating monologues but as an actual conversation, an emergent experience that goes in unexpected, unplanned directions. I can think of it as more of an improvisation, which is an organic art, than a scripted, prefab conversation.

Sure, when talking to a friend, I may have something to share that has happened to me recently and is important. But I don’t want to focus on that to the exclusion of the rest of the experience. Don’t go into the conversation with an itinerary. It’s better to discover what you want to say through the process of conversation and not a preplanned script.

Instead of savoring your conversational brilliance, savor the experience of interacting with another human being. See what happens without expectation during that encounter and without a plan to steer it in particular directions. Give your conversational partner your fullest attention without thinking of what you’re going to say next.

Rather than see your friends and family as objects to serve your goals and increase your utility, see them as partners you commit to with no agenda as to what might emerge from interacting with them. View the chance to interact with them as more of an exploration and adventure than a scripted drama. Allow another human being the chance to open their heart. That can turn out to be a much more meaningful drama than the one where you’re the main character, even if it means giving up control of the process.

In a way, all of this is just an obvious cliché — friends and family make life meaningful. So treat them well. We all know that. But if we know that, why do we glance down at our phone in the middle of a conversation with one of our children because we’ve received a notification or an alert? Why do we look over the shoulder of the person we’re talking to at a party to see if there is someone more interesting, or worse, someone more useful to us in achieving some goal? Why do we often fail to make sufficient time to do things with our friends that offer no immediate benefit to us? Why do we let friends drift away and miss a chance to stay connected? Why do we check the caller ID and decide to ignore the call? We tell ourselves, They’re family! They’ll understand!

But most of all, why do we give in to our natural impulse and see ourselves as the main character? If we can see our life alongside friends and family and colleagues as more of an ensemble we are fortunate to be part of, we’ll treat them better and even treat ourselves better. “Better” isn’t really the right word. Daily life will have a different texture — one that is richer and more satisfying.

In The Master and His Emissary, psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist argues that the left side of the brain and the right side of the brain pay attention and process experience in different ways. Here is the way he describes the difference in his interview on my EconTalk podcast.

The left hemisphere is good at helping us manipulate the world, but not good at helping us to understand it. To just use this bit, and then that bit, and then that bit. But the right hemisphere has a kind of sustained, broad, vigilant attention instead of this narrow, focused, piecemeal attention. And it sustains a sense of being, a continuous being, in the world. So, these are very different kinds of attention.

He goes on to say that the right side of the brain is about connecting, and betweenness — the relationship between things that interact together. It sees the whole picture rather than the narrowest part. Of course we need both parts of the brain. But work on strengthening the part that feels connected, the part that yearns for connection. That’s the part that’s in the shadows, the part that’s hard to remember.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks wrote often about the difference between a contract and a covenant. With a contract, it’s all about what’s in it for me. In a contractual relationship, you keep score. You worry about being exploited. That makes for a bad marriage and a bad friendship.

A covenant, on the other hand, is a promise. A covenant says: we’re together. Because of the commitment behind a covenant, you can afford to let your interactions with another person be free of making sure you get your “fair share.” You can enjoy the ride. You keep commitments not out of fear that the other person will exploit you but because you want to be the kind of person whose commitments can be counted on. Sacks said that marriage turns love into loyalty. That commitment takes both parties beyond what’s in it for me.

With a contract, it’s easy to feel the other people aren’t living up to their commitments at the level you expected. With a contract, you can easily imagine not renewing when the contract expires. It’s just a transaction and maybe you can find a better deal somewhere else. But with a covenant, your friends and family aren’t objects for you to exploit for more gain. They’re partners on your journey through life.

Instead of wondering and worrying whether you are getting enough out of the relationship, you enjoy the shared experience. And if you are really lucky or work at it very hard, you privilege the principle of the covenant sufficiently so that sacrifices are no longer sacrifices. They may feel that way at first. But you can build a habit of partnership and turn a sacrifice into a satisfying habit. By reframing how we see our own lives—less as the story of a heroic figure and more of an ensemble—we can be better friends, better spouses, and more fully human.

It’s surprisingly hard to do. But working at it liberates you from the pull of self. I suggest some ways to get better at it in the next chapter. Part of what the ensemble mindset does is help you get over yourself. It makes you smaller, in a good way. Your ego shrinks to scale. You’re not the center of the universe or the hero of some outsize set of stories you tell about yourself or even the star of the show. When you see yourself as part of an ensemble, you feel less outrage at things that once seemed unjust but that you now recognize as unimportant.

In the choir of life, don’t be a diva. Lower your voice and revel in the harmony. On the dance floor of life, make room for the other dancers and let your partner shine. Try to be aware of your natural impulse to ask, what’s in it for me, and make room instead for what the people around you need for the journey we’re all in together.

A nontrivial part of this book is about the danger of focusing too narrowly on your personal satisfaction. Is that really so dangerous? Surely, you do have to look out for yourself. I’m just suggesting that what you really want is a little more complicated than it appears at first glance. If all you do is focus on yourself in the narrowest sense, you might miss something important in the shadows.

This is particularly true when we encounter the wild problem of an ethical dilemma that forces us to confront who we really are—what principles or values do we want to honor? What principles or values should we aspire to and how might we come to keep them rather than betray them? Facing an ethical dilemma forces us to think about what kind of person we truly are and who we might become. In the next chapter, I look at how an ethical dilemma can help us find a way to fight our narrowest utilitarian desires when they are in tension with our highest selves.
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Privilege Your Principles

Ethical dilemmas are wild problems where the tension between the pig and the philosopher is front and center. What feels good in the moment has consequences that can compromise our sense of self and cost us in ways that persist over time. Narrow utilitarianism is often in tension with some higher principle related to flourishing.

For example, suppose you find a wallet lying on the ground. You pick it up and inside you find two hundred dollars in cash, along with a variety of credit cards and a driver’s license. You look around. The street is deserted. You’re alone. What should you do?

I posed the lost-wallet question during a Zoom seminar to about one hundred high school seniors studying economics at an elite private school. The response was nearly unanimous: the students thought that according to economics, it’s rational to keep the wallet as long as no one saw you pick it up. They explained you could use the cash to buy whatever you liked and therefore you’d be better off. Because no one saw you, the students saw no cost in loss of reputation from pocketing the money or fear of being accosted for failing to try to find the owner. In their eyes, keeping the wallet and spending the money were desirable and feasible and so completely rational in the economist’s calculus.

The economist Ariel Rubinstein defines a rational decision:

1. The person asks, What is desirable?

2. The person asks, What is feasible?

3. The person chooses the most desirable from among the feasible alternatives.

This seems beyond reproach. What could be more obvious? The students certainly agreed.

The standard critique of this model of human behavior is that we are flawed calculators—we act inconsistently; we are fooled by uncertainty; we have biases. This is the world of behavioral economics. But the deeper problem is that if we’re not careful, when we think of what is desirable, we will think about the pool and the margarita and not so much about flourishing.

This is surely the narrowest form of utilitarianism and unfortunately some economists encourage such thinking in the teaching of economics and in their research. They confuse what we want to do in our narrow self-interest with what we ought to do. They are not the same thing.

The students ignored the possibility that if helping someone else gives you pleasure (and clearly many people do in fact enjoy helping others), then returning the wallet might be rational by the economist’s definition. The pleasure you get from pleasing the owner of the wallet can be larger than the pleasure you receive from spending the money.

And there is a third kind of person—a person who wants to keep the wallet but returns it anyway, because it’s the right thing to do. This person believes that the goal of life isn’t simply to milk our experience for the maximum amount of pleasure over pain. Sometimes
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