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Foreword The Courage to Be Ordinary

You may have heard the saying ‘There’s no cure for stupidity.’ But is there a cure for being ordinary?

This book grew out of a conversation I had with a young man not too long ago. ‘I’m starting to think I’m more ordinary than I believed,’ he told me. ‘I don’t know if I can come to terms with not being special.’ The restless unease behind his words was the same anxiety that quietly gnaws at so many of us.

You thought you were one of the capable ones in school or at work, and then suddenly, you’re not so sure.

Maybe you’ll never be number one. Maybe you won’t even be another person’s one and only.

This book, The Courage to Be Ordinary, is written for anyone who has ever felt that fear.

What I want to show you here is how to live happily without having to compete with anyone.

At the root of the fear of not being special lies endless comparison. For so many of us, life turns into constant competition, where we can’t truly relax unless we feel undefeated. But chasing victory like this – the pursuit of the elusive feeling of being special – keeps us living with our shoulders permanently tensed.

How do we free ourselves from comparison? How do we reclaim our confidence and start living a genuinely happy life?

In these pages, we’ll explore a way of living best summed up as not trying to be special, yet not becoming a copy of everyone else.

Let’s begin the journey of letting go of tension, of comparison and of fear.






Introduction Letting Go of the Need to Be Special

Maybe you were the kid with top grades, or the young professional who always produced results and earned the respect of everyone around you. Yet even you might suddenly wonder, ‘Can I really keep performing like this for the rest of my career?’

Perhaps you already know the sting of losing confidence – the realisation that you might not be as exceptional as you once believed. Maybe you still think of yourself as talented, but worry that one day a more capable rival will appear and shake your throne.

If you’ve spent your life believing you’re special, then the idea of being ordinary can feel unbearable. But why do we feel like we have to be special? Why isn’t it okay just to be ordinary? This book is for those who feel they must constantly be exceptional.

By the time you finish reading, I hope you’ll no longer feel the need to think, I have to be special, or I refuse to be ordinary, and that you’ll start to release the pent-up strain that’s been running your life.

I should tell you, though, that there’s no quick fix. It takes courage to decide to live a different kind of life than you have until now.

* * *

If you’ve been competing with others for years, it may feel impossible to imagine a future where you’re not driven by the fear of losing your edge.

But if you can decide, swiftly and wholeheartedly, to stop striving for specialness, you may find yourself living more peacefully than ever, as if a weight has simply fallen off your shoulders. You’ll wonder why you’ve struggled so much all this time, and you’ll be able to relax, breathe and perform better at work.

To help you reach that point, this book encourages you to step away from all competition. ‘But that’s impossible!’ you may object. ‘Even if I stop, everyone else will keep competing!’

Perhaps. But no one stays undefeated forever. Even those who have long trusted in their ability to claim victory will face moments that shake their confidence.

For someone who has always excelled, it’s extremely difficult to admit that they might be ordinary. It can feel like confessing to mediocrity.

But that’s not what it means.

When people resist the idea of being ordinary, it’s because the word carries a range of different meanings. The ordinary you reject – meaning the same as everyone else – isn’t the same ordinary I’m talking about.

As we’ll see, you absolutely shouldn’t live your life as a copy of others. But you also don’t need to be special to live differently.

* * *

Let’s start with a simple but slippery question: what does it mean to be special – and why do so many of us feel we have to be?

The truth is, you don’t need to be special at all. In practice, chasing distinction often makes life heavier, harsher and much more difficult to enjoy.

Even someone who has always been top of the class, has never lost a competition and feels destined for success can suddenly face a moment that rattles their confidence. And that moment – unwelcome as it is – can become the turning point of a lifetime.

If you’ve never doubted your own brilliance, then maybe you’ve also never felt that quiet dread: ‘What if I’m actually ordinary?’ However, accepting your own ordinariness is the first step towards putting down the emotional backpack you’ve been dragging around for years.

This book won’t help you get your specialness back. So long as you’re clinging to the idea that you have to be unique, real confidence will always slip through your fingers.

To be ordinary simply means accepting that you don’t need to be special.

It means living as you are – different by nature, not by force. It’s freedom from trying to look impressive, from competing non-stop, from grinding yourself down. It’s the space where your real strengths are finally allowed to breathe.

My hope is that by the time you finish reading this book, you’ll feel lighter – relaxed enough to go about your life with at least a little less friction.






Chapter 1 Why Do I Believe I Have to Be Special?








Why Comparisons Are a Trap

If you’ve ever had the sinking thought that maybe you’re rather ordinary, then before that moment, you probably believed you were somehow different – maybe even exceptional. For people who grew up with great grades and constant praise, that realisation often comes later in life, which means it hits all the harder.

None of us wants to face experiences that knock our confidence off balance. But they happen – a disappointing exam score, or rejection from a university you were sure you would get into, for instance. In today’s world, this can happen even earlier – failing to get into a school you worked hard for, or getting in and realising everyone around you is just as smart as you are, making you unexceptional by comparison. Anyone would lose their confidence in such a situation.

I saw this firsthand during my time teaching Ancient Greek at a university – the language Plato and Aristotle spoke in fourth- and fifth-century BCE Athens. My students were outstanding; they could read English, German, French and even some Latin with ease.

But once, a student who had probably never struggled with anything found themselves unable to translate a basic Greek exercise. They lowered their head, and flat-out refused to try. That may well have been their first time thinking, Maybe I’m not special, after all.

I understood them well. I started teaching Greek after majoring in the history of Western philosophy during my own student days. I thought my Greek was pretty good when I joined my research lab – until I met older students who could read it like a modern language. Then, newer students arrived, and they quickly caught up, too. Watching them handle texts I struggled with made me think, Perhaps I’m not actually so exceptional.

Some of my own students, too, looked shaken when they discovered they couldn’t translate Greek while others could.

There’s nowhere to hide when you’re studying a foreign language. Your mistakes show instantly. It’s humbling – and sometimes, it’s crushing. But of course, it takes time to read original texts, which means there’s nothing to do but study.

It surprised me to see students who had always believed they were good at languages fall silent in frustration at the realisation that they were just like everyone else, but still, I understood them. I, too, had gone through the trial of learning that I might not be as gifted as I had thought.

Gaining confidence as a capable scholar is extremely difficult, as is true in any discipline, and only the highly exceptional stand out. If you only look within your own country, you end up like the proverbial frog in a well that knows nothing of the ocean. My own field of study is filled with researchers from all over the world. Unlike when I was a student, the internet today opens us up with instant access to the work of researchers worldwide. Faced with such a vast pool of peers, it’s easy for even those who consider themselves talented to lose confidence.

Work shows results in numbers, too. For instance, when I write books, and I worry about sales after publication. No matter how much time and energy I put into a book, if it doesn’t sell immediately, I end up doubting my own ability.

Confidence built on being special is surprisingly fragile.

But numbers alone don’t reveal the real value of a book, of course. There are a great many kinds of work that can’t be measured quantitatively. Most people would agree that you can’t judge the value of an artwork with points, for example, and the same goes for literature. Even in academics, poor exam results don’t prove someone lacks ability.

When I was in middle school, I once glanced at a classmate’s drawing and, thinking mine was terrible in comparison, started over from scratch. I can’t remember if I ever finished that drawing. Today, I no longer believe one quick glimpse is enough to judge the quality of someone’s art. And even if I had produced something similar to my classmate, it would no longer have been truly my own work.

Be it a book or a painting, you can’t immediately discern its value. As such, it makes no sense to judge your own worth by casually comparing your work with someone else’s.

People who believe that high sales equal high value will think their book or product is worthless if it doesn’t sell. But such people fail to recognise the unique value in their own work – or in anyone else’s, for that matter; they fail to see that true worth can’t be measured by quantitative standards.

The simple fact of the matter is that comparing your work to someone else’s is pointless.






The Day I Stopped Trying to Be Special

The realisation that I wasn’t special didn’t dawn on me all at once. For me, the first hint at my own ordinariness came early, though it wouldn’t come to a head until much later.

‘You’re smart – you should go to Kyoto University,’ my grandfather would often say to me. Because of that, I believed I was smart.

This was before I even entered primary school, so my understanding was vague – I simply thought that going to Kyoto University was something adults would praise me for. I doubt I understood the real meaning behind my grandfather’s words.

I didn’t know what being smart actually meant, nor did I know what he saw in me that made him say it. Since this was before school, he obviously wasn’t judging my ability based on test scores. Sometimes, adults say a child is smart merely because they develop language early – perhaps that was all he meant.

Nevertheless, I grew up believing I was smart. But when I received my first school report, my result in maths was a three out of five. I looked at that grade and thought, Well, so much for Kyoto University.

It was the day before summer break. On the way home, I kept taking the report out of my backpack, unable to stop staring at it. That day, looking at that card, I thought, I’m not special. I’m just average.

Yet even then, I still couldn’t stop trying to be special.

As an adult, I originally studied philosophy, but later, I discovered the field of individual psychology, founded by the Austrian psychiatrist Alfred Adler. In many regions, including Japan, it’s also known as Adlerian psychology. The day I first attended a lecture on Adlerian psychology was a major turning point in my life. I’ve been studying it ever since.

When Oscar Christensen – a pupil of Rudolf Dreikurs, Adler’s disciple – came to Japan to give a lecture in Osaka, I was eager to attend. The fee, however, was too high for a student of my means. When I told the organisers I couldn’t afford it, they said I could get in for free if I interpreted. That was my way in, though, in the end, my mentor handled all the interpreting during the lecture.

Feeling awkward, I sat and listened. When the Q&A session began, I asked a question. Since I hadn’t been able to interpret, I at least wanted to ask it in English. But instead of answering, Christensen began telling a story:

‘I remember one day, we were assigned a paper asking us to compare Adlerian psychology with another form of psychology in two pages. I wrote ten. The day after I submitted my report, my professor called me in.’

Who writes ten pages when two will do? I wondered.

Christensen continued: ‘My professor asked me, “Why did you write so much?” “Because I was interested in the comparison,” I answered. “No,” he said. “That’s not it. You wanted to impress me. But you’re already good enough as you are. You don’t need to do that.” Until then, I had always tried to stand out. But after that incident, I learned to live like the youngest sibling.’

Living like the youngest sibling means you don’t have to accomplish everything alone – you’re allowed to ask for help when you need it.

At first, I thought his story was unrelated to my question. But it wasn’t long before I realised his anecdote was directed at me.

I hadn’t asked my question in English because my English was strong. I had done so to impress Christensen and everyone else in the room – to show them that I was capable. Christensen wasn’t saying my English was good enough. He was saying I didn’t need to try to set myself apart from everyone else. I didn’t need to be unique. It was okay to be ordinary.

That was the day I stopped trying to be special.






How Birth Order Shapes Our Lifestyle Choices

I was short as a child, and not very good at sports. I never stood out in class. Convinced that my height kept me from being recognised, I decided that at least academically, I would never lose to anyone. Kids who were good academically weren’t necessarily popular, but studying was all I had.

There’s no doubt that studying to avoid losing to others, or to gain approval, is an impure motive. But back then, I really did believe that I had to be special.

Not everyone starts out with this belief. But one early moment that makes you feel different can send you chasing that feeling for the rest of your life. More precisely, it becomes the moment you decide to strive for specialness.

Once you’ve set that goal, you choose a character to help you pursue it. One meaning of the word character is how you view the world, others and yourself. If you see the world as dangerous and other people as threats ready to harm you, that’s one aspect of a character. If you see yourself as incompetent, that, too, becomes part of your character. Others take more positive views of the world and themselves.

How you deal with problems is also part of your character. And people typically respond to problems in the same way every time.

Adler used the term lifestyle. The word character can sound innate and unchangeable, but Adler believed we each choose our lifestyle. Why? Because children born to the same parents and raised in the same environment can develop wildly different personalities. The only explanation is that they make different choices.

But I don’t remember choosing my character, you might think. And that’s fair. But if you did choose it, then you can change it – even as an adult. If character were innate and fixed, neither education nor rehabilitation would be possible.

That said, a lifestyle isn’t chosen in a single moment or triggered by just one experience. Small children choose again and again, and at around age ten, they finally decide: ‘This is the lifestyle I’ll live by’. From then on, it rarely undergoes any dramatic changes.

Even though we say a lifestyle is something we choose ourselves, it’s not as if we pick it freely out of thin air. Certain forces shape that choice. Parents’ values and the culture a child grows up in matter, of course – but an even stronger influence is the child’s relationship with their siblings. Birth order – whether you grow up as the firstborn, second-born, middle child, youngest or an only child – plays a major role in shaping your lifestyle.

* * *

Central to how childhood shapes us is what Adler called dethronement.

Before a younger sibling is born, the firstborn enjoys their parents’ complete attention, interest and affection. But once a new baby arrives, the parents must inevitably devote time and energy to them – even if they want to treat the older child exactly the same as before. Parents may not intend to spoil the newborn, but the shift in focus can feel unacceptable to the firstborn – especially if they grew up receiving excessive attention simply because they were the only child.

Parents ask the firstborn to understand that things have changed, but if the child can’t grasp why their world is suddenly different, they feel that the time, focus and warmth they once monopolised have been stolen by the new baby. That is dethronement. To the firstborn, the younger sibling becomes a rival. And second-born children may face the same experience when another baby arrives after them.

Still, it’s worth noting that not every child in the same situation feels dethroned. A stone dropped from your hand will always fall, but in his work The Education of Children, Adler described dethronement as a psychological fall, meaning it doesn’t happen automatically. Some children believe they’ve fallen from the throne: others don’t. It’s not uncommon for a child to delight in the arrival of a sibling and try to help their parents. Many firstborns, however, feel displaced by a younger sibling, and try to reclaim the throne. To do that, they seek attention by trying to stand out.

They begin by trying to be good. When a parent says, ‘You’re the older brother/sister now,’ and urges them to do things on their own, the firstborn tries to live up to those expectations. A child who once couldn’t fall asleep without a parent might suddenly go to bed alone, or start helping with chores. They try to be exceptionally good – because they believe that unless they excel, their parents won’t pay attention to them.

When they successfully complete a task their parents ask of them, they are praised. But children who are praised start striving to be good – not just good, but special – in order to get more praise, though praise isn’t guaranteed. Worse, if they fail at a task, or try to help with the baby and accidentally make them cry, the parent may scold them.

They want to make their parents happy, yet they get chewed out. When this repeats, they may stop trying to be good and begin doing things that trouble their parents – having toilet accidents, crying at night or wetting the bed. Skills they used to manage easily become things they can’t do anymore.

Some even develop more disruptive behaviours – often called regression. These behaviours exist for one purpose: to get attention. Children don’t want to be scolded, but they deliberately create trouble at the moment their parents least want it to ensure they’ll be noticed.

It isn’t that the parents love the firstborn any less – they’re simply overwhelmed caring for the new baby. But the firstborn can’t grasp this. And when they get scolded, it only reinforces the belief that they aren’t loved anymore – that they are no longer special.

* * *

The push to be special isn’t limited to firstborns, of course. Second-born children also try to be special, though perhaps in a different way.

Everything is new for the firstborn. Entering primary school, then secondary school – every experience is a first for both child and parents. However, younger siblings grow up watching the firstborn, so they learn more efficiently and make fewer missteps. In this way, the firstborn acts like the pacemaker at the front of the race; if you run right behind the leader, you don’t have to take the wind straight on. But brothers and sisters constantly compete with the firstborn, trying to catch up and overtake. The moment the firstborn shows the slightest weakness, the younger sibling seizes the chance to sprint ahead.

A second-born child may refuse to accept anyone else taking the lead. They believe that no authority is unbeatable and resist yielding to anyone’s control. And especially when facing the firstborn, who sees themselves as an extension of parental authority, the second-born feels they must never lose to them.

When a younger child is born after the second-born, the second-born becomes the middle child, squeezed between siblings. Because an older sibling already existed when they were born, middle children never receive the full, undivided attention that firstborns enjoy. And when a younger sibling arrives, parental attention shifts once more, causing the middle child to feel, just as the firstborn did, that their parents’ attention and affection have been taken away. It’s less often the case that this actually happens than that the child believes it to be true.

Middle children often receive the least attention, and they may act out to get it. On the other hand, they sometimes become the most independent of all siblings. They learn early not to rely on their parents, and thus they may be the first to leave home for further education or work.

The youngest child never experiences dethronement. They’re often the most indulged – the family’s eternal baby. Even if the youngest can’t do things their older siblings could at the same age, parents don’t tend to worry too much.

As a result, youngest children can become dependent, asking their parents to do things they should handle themselves. Yet constant stimulation from older siblings can also push the youngest to develop quickly and even surpass them. Because they don’t want to admit lagging behind older, more experienced siblings, the youngest may come to believe they have to be talented – that they have to find a way to be special – and that brings its own problems.

* * *

No matter where a child falls in the birth order, each one often tries to be special to win a parent’s attention. They tell themselves, ‘If I’m not special, no one will notice me.’

Yet not all children respond this way. Some don’t care about standing out at all, and even as adults, plenty of people work hard without craving recognition. They simply don
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