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Introduction

This book is about the most important lessons I have learned in my life – the lessons that have shaped, and continue to shape, who I am as a person. Inevitably, it draws on the relationships, events and experiences that have influenced me, particularly those that acted as turning points in my development. The lessons cover times when I was happy and flourishing and times when I was not – because reckoning with both experiences is important. In fact, one of the most important lessons I have learned is that developing and wellbeing are a two-way street. When you are happy and well in yourself, you are better at meeting and dealing with a challenge or setback. Conversely, overcoming a challenge or setback increases your wellbeing. It deepens your understanding of yourself, often revealing a talent or strength that you didn’t think you possessed.

Like most people, day to day, sometimes minute to minute, I am mostly thinking about the practical things that need to be done or making some plan for the immediate or medium-term future. But at another level, I’m also trying to process what is happening in the present moment – what’s just happened or what I’m expecting or hoping might or might not happen in the future. So past, present and future are continually chasing and influencing each other and the future is always full of provisos.

But once the practical tasks are done or in train, from time to time the brain takes a rest from its heavy-duty activities so I can reflect on life in a deeper way. I ask, or have asked, myself some of these questions: How am I in myself? How am I feeling? Am I happy with the way my life is going? Is this what I expected or hoped for? Or is it better or worse? Am I achieving what I set out to do in my life more generally or at this particular stage? Am I living my life in the way I’d like to or need to so that I can be happy and satisfied, or at least to stop feeling as miserable as I am? And if my life is not going well, who or what is stopping me making it better and happier? And, perhaps most importantly, What does living well actually mean?

At various times in life, I would ask these questions and try to make whatever adjustments were necessary if I didn’t like the answers. Nearly two decades ago, I found that my questioning coincided with a radical change in the focus of psychology. Instead of the traditional focus on disorders and dysfunctions, problems and inadequacies, there was a new interest in the positive aspects of human functioning and in happiness. This new approach was deeply rooted in the science of how the brain works, in the intricate feedback loop between feelings, thoughts and behaviour and how that influences how we react, act and interact with each other. In short, the age-old search for happiness just got a new boost, a new grounding.

As I trawled through the research literature on happiness and wellbeing, I was particularly struck by evidence that emotions are not just psychological accessories. To the contrary, how we feel significantly affects how we think and reason, what we remember and how we act and interact. Depending on its intensity and duration, a particular feeling, positive or negative, can trigger a matching mood, and this mood lasts on average for about two hours or sometimes longer, and in a similar way to feelings your mood can significantly affect most of what you think and do during those two hours.

Two hours is a long time and may constitute the whole of the time you spend with your partner, your children, your close friends, or on an important work or community project. So, we can’t leave our feelings or mood at the door of our lives and go on as if they are safely parked there. Whatever you do during those two hours is significantly enhanced when you are in a good mood and diminished when you are not. Moreover, in comparing the effects of a positive or negative mood, the impact of a negative mood is stronger. My book Flourishing was a response to those insights.

As my understanding of human psychology deepened and my own life continued to change, I became aware that questions about our lives assume a new importance and intensity at certain points – when things have taken an unexpected turn in our own lives or in the lives of those we care most about; or when we face an unexpected challenge or recover from a setback. They arise at some ‘Big 0’ birthdays, and especially at midlife. As we reach the midway mark in life, we take stock, looking back and looking forward, clocking up what we have achieved and not achieved, and whatever the outcome, noting whether we still think what was once important to us still is or has to be replaced by something else. Midlife is full of Rs: reflections, reviews, reassessment, renewal. We look back and reflect on our lives, we review how we spent our time to get this far, we reassess our goals, and as we become more conscious of the time left to us in life, we are presented with opportunity for renewal. It struck me that these transition points can be significant turning points in our lives, and it was that insight that formed the basis of my next book, Your One Wild and Precious Life.

There is no simple formula that can capture or account for the whole of who we are or what we may yet become. But as I reflect on my life to date, I find the most useful and durable lessons rest on a few things. The first is what I call ‘The Rule of Three’ – closeness, autonomy and competence are basic human needs, and meeting those needs is foundational to happiness. So, the first requirement is to invest time and attention to managing your relationships with other people – your attachment to your partner, your bond with your children, your extended family and your close friends, and to a lesser but still important extent your relationships with colleagues and neighbours. I have found that there is a minimum quota of time and attention needed to keep any relationships viable and satisfying, and life has a way of exacting that price. If someone’s basic needs are not met, there is a high probability that they will develop other, more problematic, ways of getting the attention they need.

The second requirement is to pay attention to the sturdiness of your own desire for autonomy and what you need to do to be an active agent in your own life, to govern yourself and to exercise what control you can to shape the direction and organization of your own life.

The third requirement is to try hard to master the things that you must do in order to manage your life well and, most important, to keep on learning from your experience.

Your investment of attention and time in these basic needs reaps big dividends and fundamentally shapes how you think and feel about yourself and the quality and worth of your own unique life.

Will you occasionally fail?

Yes, you will, because life can be hard and you are not perfect – you are human, like all the rest of us.

But is it still worth it?

Yes, it is.

In the course of my work, I’ve often asked people to look back over their lives and identify what they thought was most worthwhile. I’ve also asked them how they hope to feel when they near the end of their lives. The people I’ve asked have been different ages, at different stages of their lives and in different life circumstances. Yet the answers are strikingly similar. Virtually all say that they hope that they will judge their lives were happy and successful in a way that means something to them, and they hope the same for those they most care about in the world. For some, that means doing well and improving their own and their family’s material circumstances. For others, the hope is that they prove to be good people who have helped others or devoted their energy to a cause that proved worthy. Nearly all hope to leave some mark on the world, however small, that will move things on in a positive way. In sum, they want to be a person who is good, who did good, and played the cards that life dealt them as well as they could.

To make the best of your life it’s important to take stock: How are you in yourself? How are your most important relationships going? What, if anything, needs to change in the way you think about and deal with your life? What kept you going in the past when you had to deal with pressure, stress and uncertainty? And what has held you back from taking new opportunities? These questions are not always comfortable, but they are necessary and worthwhile, and the answers may create the possibility of changing direction in a positive way.

Taking stock is not a one-off exercise. To the very end of life, you are a work in progress, continually shaped and reshaped by your experiences, your relationships, your choices and the circumstances in which you find yourself. Becoming yourself is not a smooth or linear process, and knowing yourself is the work of a lifetime. That is not a failure of insight; it is the nature of being human. It’s good to act like an amateur scientist, to develop a theory about yourself, your relationships and how to live. Then conduct little experiments to test the theory and, if it works, keep going; if not, try doing it again. I find this keeps a freshness and openness in my approach to life, and there is no better way to learn.

This book is written at a time of profound and often unsettling change. The pace of life has accelerated, and everything now feels more uncertain. Many of the structures that once provided stability – social, economic and personal, have changed. The rise in individualism has brought greater freedom and more choice about how you want to live, and also more understanding and compassion when things go wrong. But these changes also put more pressure on the quality of your decisions. If something goes wrong, the full weight of responsibility now rests on your shoulders.

We live in a time of greater global instability. The long peace and the international institutions of cooperation that began at the end of the Second World War are under sustained pressure. Living during such periods of rapid change places new psychological demands on us. It’s not just the practical challenge, the hard change, that we must manage in our lives, but also the soft change – how we think, how we feel, how we respond internally to what is happening around us. So, the need for resilience, the capacity to deal with and recover from the inevitable losses and setbacks of life, moves centre stage.

Resilience undergirds our capacity to respond to life as it unfolds – to absorb shocks, to adapt, to recover, to learn, to grow through adversity. It’s what keeps us going, especially during periods of stress and uncertainty, what picks us up when we fall and fuels our attempts to keep developing and changing. When I was reviewing my life to write this book, over and over I was struck by the importance of resilience in my own life and in my parents’ lives. That is why I believe it to be the cardinal emotional competency, and it runs like a thread through this book.

About Life is organized into six parts. Part One explains how we make sense of who we are and the early stories we tell ourselves to plot a course through the world around us. Part Two goes under the bonnet of the mind, so to speak, explaining the basic psychological mechanisms that shape our behaviour and our lives. Part Three explores what happens when we encounter obstacles, stresses and challenges. Part Four outlines the kinds of experiences that strengthen and comfort us. Part Five is about living in a way that is purposeful and allows us to make the very best of our lives and realize their fullest potential. And Part Six is about the centrality of human connection.

No matter how well we think we know ourselves, there is always some uncharted part of us, good or bad, waiting to surface. These sudden moments of revelation may surprise, delight or dismay you. I have often heard someone register with surprise and pleasure, ‘I never thought I could do that – and there you go, I did it!’ I have also heard someone say ruefully, ‘I didn’t think I had that in me,’ as they reflect on some sudden outburst of feeling. Such moments can feel disorienting. They can leave you feeling happier or unhappier, and also become potential turning points in your development.

I’ve come to appreciate that the questions that occur to us and the answers we find open us up to life in all its complexity, its inherent uncertainty, its threats, opportunities – and its wonder. The lessons I have learned in my life may or may not be relevant to yours. But I hope you find them illuminating in some way and, more importantly, that they motivate you to think about and identify the most important lessons you have learned in your own life. When you discover your own life lessons, they will find a place in your day-to-day working memory to help guide your choices and decisions, remind you of your resilience in getting this far and encourage and fortify you for the journey ahead.




Part One



ABOUT … MAKING SENSE OF WHO YOU ARE




1

‘I’m me!’

As a young child, in the unlikely event that someone had asked me what kind of person I was, I would have said, ‘I’m me!’ It would have seemed a silly question, utterly self-explanatory. Pressed some more, I might have recited the facts of my life – my name, who my family members were and where I lived.

One of my earliest memories is standing on the bottom rung of the railings outside my house when I was about five years old. We lived at the edge of Midleton, in County Cork, on a sloping, elevated terrace, and the railings overlooked the road. I was leaning out as far as I could, keeping a weather eye out for my mother, who regularly warned me not to do that because there was a steep drop to the road below. On one side the road led to the town, on the other towards the rolling countryside, a patchwork of fields climbing towards a grove of tall Scots pines crowning a hillside.

The road towards the town was familiar to me as my mother often brought me along with her when she was doing her daily shop, the well-trodden pilgrimage from the grocer’s, for the fruit and vegetables, to the butcher’s, the occasional visit to the hardware store and a look in to the drapery. The high point was the bakery, where we selected a box of small, perfect cakes, including my favourite, which was a special treat: trifle cake nestled in a paper case with a scalloped top and a tiny spoon. At the adjoining counter were the big cakes, including thick slabs of fruitcake and seed cake, my grandmother’s absolute favourite, which were cut to your desired size. The countryside near our house was also familiar because my mother often brought me on walks, pushing my baby brother in his pram, me holding on to the side of the push bar, impatient to run ahead.

That was the boundary of my known world. But it wasn’t the boundary of my imaginary world. I had little idea of what the wider world was like but conjured it up as best I could from photos in newspapers and illustrations in books. My uncle, cousins and neighbours had emigrated to England. When they came home for a visit in the summer or at Christmas in their shiny navy or blue suits, flashing pound notes, I listened to the stories they told. Most were deeply ambivalent, feeling that their homeland had let their generation down by failing to offer them jobs or prospects, and yet they did not really belong to their adopted country. It was rumoured that some married men whose wives and children had remained in Ireland had second families back in England where they now lived. Others emigrated to America, enticed by letters home from relatives who lived there and often did well. They rarely came home. Although on one memorable occasion, a neighbour who had emigrated there came home for the first time in fifty years. The day he was returning to America, knowing we would probably never see him again, the whole terrace came out to bid him goodbye, leaning over the railings for a last wave.

My world widened a little more when I started primary school aged five. When I arrived at the school gate, holding my mother’s hand, there was a group of tearful children clutching on to their mothers. But I couldn’t wait to start school. I had already learned to read and do simple sums, so the prospect of learning more brought me nothing but delight. On that first day I found myself in a very large classroom, the windows set so high on the wall that we couldn’t look out, the desks lined up in rows, one behind the other. My English and Irish Seán agus Síle books for the year had been neatly covered with brown paper by my mother. My jotters were empty and pristine, waiting to be filled.

By the end of that first day I had read all of my books from cover to cover. But we were in a large class, the pace of learning was variable, at times slow and tedious. I was often bored and always glad when the teacher asked me to help a classmate who was struggling to read. And yet my enthusiasm for school was undimmed. When my mother came to collect me, I told her that I would rather stay, and only very reluctantly agreed to go home.

So, a lot had happened by the time I was five. I knew the physical boundaries of my own life, but I had also imagined what might lie beyond them in the future. And I had learned something about my first life lessons: that being loved was at the heart of happiness; that charting your own course, even in your imagination, gave you energy and hope; and that ideas and learning were not just interesting and showed you how to do things in the right way, but the feeling of competence they bestowed could make you feel good and help you make sense of your life. These were powerful things to know as my life opened up before me.

My knowledge of myself and the wider world kept expanding as I got older. Sometimes in the evenings, when I was supposed to be in bed, I would creep half-ways down the stairs that led to the kitchen and listen to the adults talking. They talked about what was happening in the town, what the neighbours were up to, and mainly what they had heard on the news on Radio Éireann. Listening to the news in the morning, at lunchtime, at teatime and in the evening was a near-sacred ritual in our house, and everybody had to shush as if their lives depended on what they heard.

I was generally interested in what adults talked about, even if I did not fully understand it all. But I really perked up at any mention of myself. I discovered that my mother was distinctly ambivalent about what she saw as my wilfulness. On the one hand, she was impressed that during Lent, when I gave up sweets, I would stick fast to my resolution, something she struggled to do herself. But when I deployed the self-same wilfulness – or willpower – to argue against something she told me to do, she became really annoyed. My father, on the other hand, described me as determined rather than wilful and, of course, I preferred that version of myself. That was the first inkling that I could be interpreted in different ways by different people, including myself.

Later in childhood, and especially in adolescence, I began to understand that when I said, ‘I am me,’ it was not quite as simple as I had once thought and that I had, in fact, many selves. The self I was with my mother was not quite the same as the self I was with my father, or with my brother, or my grandmother, or my grandfather, or each of my uncles, or my teachers, classmates and friends. Each person experienced a version of me that then influenced how they reacted to me and what they expected of me. It would take some more time for me to come to understand that how others saw me wasn’t necessarily a true reflection or an accurate prediction of how I might turn out.

I had a painful experience of that when I was about twelve years old and in sixth class. In those dog days when we had covered the curriculum but not yet broken up for the summer holidays, a particular nun was overseeing the class. She was a former reverend mother – I will call her Mother Clare. She was a large, rotund figure who moved slowly like a ship. She was snobbish, frequently boasting about being related to the proprietors of a then well-known baking company, and she had little time for students from more modest backgrounds.

We were already thinking about our future lives and at one point somebody asked her how she thought we might all turn out. She looked around the class and singled out a quiet, studious girl and pronounced that she would go far. Throughout primary school, that girl and I had usually come first and second in class.

‘But what about Maureen Gaffney?’ somebody asked.

She looked at me coldly, her lips pursed, and then said, ‘No, I don’t think Maureen Gaffney will make much of herself.’

I was stricken. Her words were like a blow to my chest. When I went home at the lunchbreak I immediately told my mother.

‘Don’t mind her,’ she said furiously. ‘Who does that one think she is?’

Then, to my dismay, she pulled on her coat and marched up to the school and demanded to see the offending nun. But by then the word must have spread because the nun who met her had come from our town and my family would have known her family, and it was she who was dispatched to deal with my mother. She listened briefly to my mother, then reassured her that she would have a word with Mother Clare, and it was left at that. Even so, my mother’s intervention had boosted my morale. My future beckoned, and I soldiered on.

I loved secondary school. The classes were smaller and the curriculum was more varied. I liked history, even though most of what we learned of Irish history was the endless six hundred years of heroic but doomed resistance to English colonial rule and ended before the aftermath of the Easter Rising and the Civil War. But I enjoyed my subjects and did very well in my state exams. My parents and my grandmother were thrilled.

Their excitement was even greater, however, when I won an essay competition run by the Cork Examiner, the prize for which would be presented to me by the Lord Mayor of Cork. My mother and grandmother took one of their rare trips to Cork to buy me a coat for the occasion, and we made one of their even rarer visits to The Moderne, Cork’s premier ladies’ clothes shop. (Perhaps you have to come from a town next to a city that thinks very highly of itself to understand how big a moment this was for us.) They put their usual thrift aside and bought me a pale cream fine-wool coat with a deep revere collar and a belt that could be casually knotted. Well, as I swirled around in front of the free-standing full-length mirror, I hardly knew myself. I was still wearing that coat by the time I got to college, and I was wearing it still in my second year when I met someone who would later become my husband. The coat is now long gone, but he and I still remember it with great fondness.

Throughout my teenage years, as I grew and developed, so, too, did my awareness that I was changing, sharpening that sense about my ‘self’: that my present self was different in some ways from my past self, and different again from the self that I imagined I would be in the future. I had some glimmer of understanding that the way I viewed myself was not always the way other people saw me. I learned this through experience and reflecting on experience, but in the way of youth I often didn’t fully grasp what I was learning. It was only well into adulthood that I came to understand that I had stumbled on to another life lesson and an important truth: I was changing and developing all the time, continually, and so was everyone around me; that we are all complex people, always in the process of changing and becoming. This meant that no one could point at me and say, ‘This is what you are and will always be, this is your present self and future self.’ I came to understand that such a notion simply did not make sense. It could not be true. That, too, was a powerful thing to know as I left school and home and embarked on my own chosen life.

Each life is unique. You come into this world with a particular background and heritage stretching all the way back to your parents, your grandparents and the multiple generations that came before. Over the course of your life, you have also accumulated your own particular experiences, and your memory is packed full of things that you noticed and thought about in your own way. Understanding yourself is a critical starting point to developing a healthy sense of wellbeing – how you came to be the person you are and what that can teach you about how you navigate the world.

After a lifetime of work as a psychologist, I know that psychological development is never simple and linear. You live, you learn, you review and then you recalibrate the strategies you use to get your basic needs met. For this reason, understanding yourself can be a challenge, but it is worth making that challenge your own project: to explore who you are and why you act and react as you do. The key lesson here is that you are in flux, never finished and static. But this is exactly how you build resilience – by continually adapting to change in a way that helps you to grow and develop. It is very useful to understand change, both external and internal, in this way – not as a threatening, destabilizing force but, on the contrary, as a constant that grounds you in who you are and leads you to become ever more yourself.




2

Finding your self

As I grew into adulthood, and began to study psychology, I became more aware that my conscious self, or whatever version I was operating from, might be driven by unconscious motives. I would find myself acting in a particular way, doing or not doing something, and not be altogether sure why. I also noticed that I configured myself differently in particular contexts, sometimes able to summon my feelings, abilities and particular talents into some best version of myself, while at other times all my weaknesses were on show. It was hard to fit these differing selves together, to figure out what was going on at any one time.

One day I happened to bump into Fr Michael O’Regan, a Dominican priest who had been a year or so ahead of me in college. We chatted for a while, and he told me about an institute he and some Dominican colleagues had established.

‘You should come along some time,’ he said.

‘Ah, Michael,’ I said, ‘I don’t have a spiritual bone in my body.’

A case of famous last words, because some time later I did go along to Eckhart House and derived such personal benefit from it that for many years after I attended virtually every course offered. What I learned and experienced there gave me a new understanding of myself – of the way I felt and thought about things, the way I related to other people – and helped me to explore the hopes and expectations I had about my own life and about life more generally.

Eckhart House itself was a handsome Victorian house, with high windows overlooking a garden to the rear. The walls were painted in muted colours of ivory and grey, with tall vases of foliage from the garden, and small, scattered vases of flowers, the whole effect creating a calm, light-filled space. The room we mainly worked in overlooked the lovely back garden and adjoining park, where we walked at lunchtime.

It was called Eckhart House because the model of development was based on an amalgam of the work of Meister Eckhart, a medieval Dominican monk and philosopher, and insights from spiritual traditions and from modern psychology. Michael founded Eckhart House (1980–2008) as a centre of education and guidance where spiritual traditions and self-development could be explored in tandem. At its core was the premise that each individual is engaged in a continual process of exploring themselves and their potential for growth and development. In this, people differed in their level of awareness, the strength of that need, how open or closed their thinking was, what information they based their thinking on and whether it was well grounded, misunderstood or distorted.

In the courses I attended there, I became familiar with the holistic Model of the Self used by Michael and his colleagues and which I found invaluable. In this model, the complex landscape of the self was depicted as an oval, divided into three parts. The upper part of the oval is the Higher Self; the middle part represents the Conscious Self; and the bottom part the Unconscious Self.


[image: The Model of Self is depicted as an oval diagram divided into three sections. The upper section is labeled Higher Self, the lower section Unconscious Self, and the central section Conscious Self, comprising Bodily Sensations, Thoughts, and Feelings, which are interconnected.]

The Higher Self is what you might call your best self or, if you hold a religious belief, your soul. This is the site of your desire for meaning, your need to make sense of yourself, of your own life and of life in general. It is where you feel the need for a sense of connection to something bigger than yourself, to be creative and to leave some mark in the world. Some people may find this meaning in religious faith or in a broader spirituality, and the desire for some sense of wholeness and authenticity.

The Conscious Self is the part of ourselves that is most familiar to us – the constant stream of thoughts and feelings that course through your mind about what is happening in you and around you. You are also thinking about what has just happened and what you think is going to happen next or in the future. You are conscious of the reactions you are getting from other people and the impression you are creating or trying to create.

This is the area of the self that is devoted to managing your life and achieving what you are setting out to do, and it plays out in the many roles you occupy in your family, your work and in your social and community life. But your conscious awareness is variable. Sometimes you are so busy, under such pressure, so lost in action, that it’s only when you stop or try to sleep at night that you become aware of how emotionally wound up or exhausted you are as you try to process what you remember or half remember of the day, and what lies at the edge of your consciousness.

The Unconscious Self is where what might be called the raw ingredients of the self are located, a set of interlocking instincts or drives with preprogrammed reactions and emotions designed to help you survive by avoiding threats and taking advantage of opportunities that arise. These are: the instinct to survive, the instinct to bond, the instinct to compete and achieve, and the instinct to learn. These instincts operate below conscious level, but they are powerful drivers of your thinking and behaviour.

The instinct to survive pushes you to fight for yourself, for the people you love, for what you own, what you believe in and what you value. So, when you are faced with a threat, real or imagined, your instinctive response is to get ready for fight or flight, or you freeze until it becomes clearer what to do. That tendency – to immediately go on high alert, to stop what you are doing and pay full attention to the possible threat – is linked to your negative emotions. You feel fearful or angry, guilty, jealous or ashamed. These can be uncomfortable and unwelcome feelings, but they are there to help you survive.

In the absence of threats, you feel much better – you feel cared for, or you want to care for others, you feel enjoyment, contentment, interest, confident, in good form, hopeful, inspired by something beautiful or courageous. When you feel like that, your instinct is to move forward, to take advantage of these feelings. When you witness or hear about an act that is touching or inspiring, it serves as an opportunity for you to support it or to try to do something similar. When I read a book or see a piece of art that I love, I want to explore more books or art like that. Unlike negative emotions, which close things down, positive emotions open things up.

These unconscious instincts find expression in three basic psychological drives: for closeness; for autonomy; and for competence. You seek intimate closeness in your personal relationships and a different kind of closeness in social groups – company, enjoyment, camaraderie – and a different form of closeness again in larger social networks where you get together and cooperate to get things done. In all relationships, you want mutuality, reciprocity and fair play.

The drive for autonomy finds expression in the desire to be an active agent in your own life, to govern yourself, to exercise what control you can over the direction and organization of your life and, most fundamentally, to be your true self and not somebody else’s version of you.

The drive to be competent finds expression in your desire to master things, to be good
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