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A genius is the one most like himself.


—THELONIOUS MONK


What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.


—HENRY STANLEY HASKINS


Originality consists of returning to the origin.


—ATTRIBUTED TO ANTONI GAUDÍ


















Introduction



It’s Time to Wake Up


There’s a worm addicted to eating grape leaves. Suddenly he wakes up… and he’s no longer a worm. He is the entire vineyard, and the orchard too, the fruit, the trunks, a growing wisdom and joy that doesn’t need to devour.


—RUMI, “THE WORM’S WAKING”


Dreams feel real when you’re dreaming.


You find yourself in the middle of the action, unaware of how you got to where you are. You don’t wonder how you regressed to your childhood or how you managed to grow wings and fly. It’s only when you wake up that you realize you were dreaming.


Our lives work much the same way. It’s hard to remember how we got to where we are, why we do what we do, and why we believe what we believe.


Think about it: How did you end up with the route you take to work every day? The way you brush your teeth? The side of the bed you sleep on? The way you take your coffee?


How did you adopt the beliefs you hold dear and the opinions that are so tightly woven into your identity? When was the precise moment in your life that you declared yourself to be a liberal, a conservative, or a fill-in-the-blank?


Which of these beliefs were truly your own choice? And which ones were implanted by your community, your schools, and your family?


It’s hard to say.


We have little idea how we ended up here. We just know we’re here, so we keep going. We sleepwalk through life. We get stuck in our rehearsed way of operating in the world. We choose things out of habit, not desire. We reaffirm the same beliefs, think the same thoughts, and make the same choices that lead to the same outcomes.


In a very real sense, our past becomes our future. What we chose earlier dictates what we do today. We drag ourselves into the same predictable tomorrow by reliving yesterday.


We say that some people march to the beat of a different drummer. But implicit in this cliché is that the rest of us march to the same beat. This is true to a disturbing extent. We’re told from an early age not to cause a ruckus, to do what it takes to fit in without looking like we’re trying.


We become defined by beliefs that aren’t our own. We find ourselves on well-worn paths that were never ours to walk. We follow directions from other people who don’t know us and who have no idea where we want to go. We color between the lines of sketches drawn by someone else.


As a result, we become a supporting actor in our own life.


We’re conditioned to look for external patches to internal holes—to trust strangers more than we trust ourselves. This conditioning works well for the self-help industry: The “three principles of this” or the “five secrets to that” are just a credit-card swipe away. Corporations and governments, empowered by increasingly sophisticated algorithms, know us better than we know ourselves—leaving us vulnerable to control and manipulation.


Deep down we know we’re destined for more—that we weren’t put on Earth to do what we often do—but we feel imprisoned by our unnatural indoctrination and programming. We become addicted to the reality we want to escape.




The price we pay for living in this world is betraying who we are—and disconnecting from the genius within.


Inside you is a vast reservoir of untapped wisdom. You are made up of every experience you’ve had, every story you’ve heard, every person you’ve been, every book you’ve read, every mistake you’ve made, every piece of your beautifully messy human existence. Everything that makes you you—a huge treasure waiting to be explored.


All that wisdom is concealed under the masks you wear, the roles you play, and the decades of social conditioning that have taught you to think like your teachers, to think like your parents, to think like your tribe, to think like influencers and thought leaders—to think like anyone but yourself.


As a result, we become strangers to ourselves. Many of us go from birth to death without knowing what we really think and who we really are.


Here’s the thing: No one can compete with you at being you. You’re the first and the last time that you’ll ever happen. If your thinking is an extension of you—if what you’re building is a product of your own genius—you’ll be in a league of your own. But if you suppress yourself, if you don’t claim the wisdom within, no one else can. That wisdom will be lost, both to you and to the world.


Think of humans as individual puzzle pieces that combine to build a beautiful collective. Each piece is important. Each piece is idiosyncratic. The puzzle cannot be completed with a billion corner pieces all of the same shape and color. What makes each piece different is also what makes it valuable to the collective. If you copy or conform to the other pieces, the world loses its full shape and color.


The puzzle pieces among us who embody their true shape and color are extraordinary. They stand out from the crowd—because they don’t copy the crowd. They’re not at the mercy of outside forces—because they sculpt those forces. They can’t be misdirected by others—because they self-author their life.




They also embody the magic of Teflon. They operate unconstrained by the opinions of others—and their own past opinions and identities. They think and act with genuine independence, offering up insights direct from their own depths.


These extraordinary thinkers are geniuses. By genius I don’t mean great talent or intelligence. A genius, in the words of Thelonious Monk, “is the one most like himself.” Genius, in its Latin origin, refers to the attendant spirit present at birth in every person. Each of us is like Aladdin, and our genie—or our genius—is bottled up inside of us waiting to be awakened.


Once they awaken their genius, extraordinary thinkers share it with the world around them. They channel the energy that brought them into existence and turn it into the art only they can create. They don’t just resist or disrupt the status quo—they reimagine the status quo and change the foundations of what’s possible. In the words of Apple’s “Think Different” campaign, they’re misfits, rebels, troublemakers—round pegs in square holes.


But the goal isn’t just to think differently. Someone who walks left simply because others are walking right is a conformist of a different kind. They’re still living in reaction to others, not on their own terms. The same is true for people who reject scientific facts and instead embrace conspiracy theories about flat Earths and lizard governments. They think these theories are the product of their own thinking when in fact they’ve been captured by a tribal narrative. Rebels without a cause, they’ve let their thinking become even more conformist. Strong convictions are a sign of the conventional-minded, not of the independent-minded.


We’ve been conditioned to fear independent thinkers. Once you get people to think for themselves, there’s no telling where they’ll go. Independent thinkers are a constant danger to the status quo and the people who benefit from it. Kings tremble, and their rule tumbles, when independent thought stirs.




Thinking for yourself doesn’t mean thinking by yourself. It also doesn’t mean you’re better than other people or that you should fall in love with your own thoughts the way Narcissus fell in love with his own reflection in a pond. The myth of the lone genius is just that—a myth. As I’ll explain later, a diverse community of thinkers who don’t think alike can be a mirror for you and help you see depths you’d otherwise miss. An orchestra of the un-like-minded, with every member playing their own best internal melodies, produces a whole symphony that is more than the sum of its parts.


In this era of mass manipulation, when so many otherwise intelligent people have been seduced by lazy thinking, what must it feel like to act instead of react? To be confident that your beliefs are your own? To stop operating on autopilot? To carve your own path as a leader and creator? To act from your imagination instead of your programming? To show up as the extraordinary puzzle piece that you are instead of contorting yourself into the shapes you’re told to be? To make your own dent in the universe?


This book is for aspiring universe denters. It’s a practical book for impractical people. It will give you the tools you need to wake up and find yourself—and to discover the melodies that only you can play in the symphony of life.


The book is organized into five parts.


The first part, The Death, is about eliminating who you are not, so you can begin to discover who you are. Here you’ll enroll in a school of unlearning. I’ll reveal how we lose ourselves when we tie ourselves to an identity, a belief, a tribe, a job, another person, or our old self. You’ll discover how to declutter your mind so you can find the genius within and focus on what matters. You’ll learn how to uninstall your unnatural programming, discard what no longer serves you, and abandon what is so you can figure out what could be.




The second part, The Birth, is about finding your way back to the real you. You’ll learn how to discover your first principles, your fingerprints, and your shape and color—the qualities that make up your genius. I’ll reveal how you can diversify yourself and embrace your multitudes—instead of falling into the trap of defining yourself as a single, static, unevolving person. You’ll learn how to create your own doors in life, instead of contorting yourself to fit through the doors that happen to be open.


The third part, The Inner Journey, is about igniting your creativity. In this part, I’ll explain how to think for yourself, create original ideas, and make something out of nothing by tapping into your inner wisdom and mining yourself for insights. You’ll learn why creativity is less about forcing ideas to come and more about unblocking obstacles that prevent their natural flow. I’ll reveal practical ways to discover the big fish swimming in the depths of your own oceans. By the end of this part, you’ll be equipped with practical strategies for creating art that matters—whether it’s a book, a business, or a breakthrough idea.


The fourth part, The Outer Journey, is about exploring the outer world and finding the balance between what’s inside and what’s outside. I’ll reveal my approach to filtering information and detecting bullshit. I’ll explain why we become intellectually imprisoned so easily and how to escape the tyranny of the new, the convenient, and the popular. You’ll discover how to look where others don’t look, to see what others don’t see, and to find the extraordinary in the ordinary. You’ll learn why success stories fool us, how well-meaning advice often misleads us, and what you can do to stop comparing yourself to others.


The fifth part, The Transformation, is about your future. I’ll reveal why life is a jungle gym, not a ladder, how planning can blind you to better possibilities, and how to start walking before you see a clear path. You’ll learn why your safety net might be a straitjacket, how letting go can be an act of love, and why a life lived carefully is a half-dead life.




When you wake up from the slumber of your past, the illusion of the Matrix will drop away and, like Neo, you’ll begin to see all the 1s and 0s. Waking up will be jarring. The new self that emerges may seem foreign to you because it’s been suppressed for so long. Side effects include headaches, existential crises, and really confused friends.


There will always be a reason to keep coloring inside the lines drawn for you by others—or the ones you’ve drawn for yourself. It will be agonizing to leave behind what feels comfortable to pursue what’s uncomfortable—and to step into the unknown, where all things that never existed are created.


But as Zora Neale Hurston wrote, “There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.”1 This book is here to help you uncover that story, tap into your inner wisdom, and give birth to your genius, your true self—the person you were meant to be.


You don’t need a red pill or ruby red slippers to start this journey.


You’re already home.


Turn the page and start to walk back to yourself.






To help you put the principles in the book into action, I’ve created several free resources on my website, which is an important extension of this book.


Visit ozanvarol.com/genius to find:




• A summary of key points from each chapter


• Worksheets, challenges, and other exercises to help you implement the strategies discussed in the book


• A place to sign up for my weekly newsletter, where I share one big idea that you can read in three minutes or less (readers call it “the one email I look forward to each week”)
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A Note to You from This Book



I’ve been waiting so long


for you


to pick me up.


I reach out to you across time and space.


I see all your chapters.


Magic in your madness.


Light within your eyes.


Unfulfilled desire in your veins.


Unspoken words on your underlip.


A ray within your DNA.


I’m here to be your mirror,


reflecting the best and the worst of you.


I’m here to be your shovel,


helping you unearth what’s already within.


I’m here to give you paper cuts,


telling you things you don’t want to hear.


But I won’t change my words just so you’ll love me.


I won’t offer you a sugared soda or a bland tea.


I’ll serve you my truth—nothing but my big, beautiful, messy truth.


Remember: I am not your truth.


Your truth is within.


I won’t tell you how to live.


(That would stop you from living.)


I’m not a lecture or a sermon.


There’s no test at the end.


You can skip parts of me.


Take what works and leave the rest.


Disagree with me and tell me what I missed.


Ask your own questions and find your own answers.


I believe in words


(I am a book after all!)


But what I most believe lies beyond them.


My words will unlock your words.


My wisdom will unlock your wisdom.


My story will unlock your story.


I’ll sit with you in the dark,


as you return to your light.


I can’t wait


to delight


in the


extraordinary you.















PART I



The Death
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Part I has three chapters:


1. Uneducate: On repairing the damage caused by the education system


2. Discard: On letting go of who you are not so you can discover who you are


3. Detox: On decluttering your mind so you can see the wisdom within and focus on what matters


Along the way, I’ll reveal:




• One of the worst pieces of advice (that’s frequently repeated)


• Why persistence can backfire


• A counterintuitive way to generate original ideas


• Your most scarce resource (hint: it’s not your time or money) 


• What the snake can teach you about living on your own terms


• The dark underbelly of meditation


• The three tactics I use to keep an open mind and avoid confirmation bias


• Why you’ll never feel “on top of everything” (and what to do about it)


• The biggest lie we’ve been told about productivity


• The one emotion we’re starving for—and how it can help you see yourself more clearly
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Uneducate


Re-examine all you have been told in school or church or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul.


—WALT WHITMAN, PREFACE TO
 LEAVES OF GRASS


“There’s no trouble with this child”


Gillian Lynne was considered a problem child.1 She did terribly in school. She couldn’t sit still, let alone focus. She was so hyperactive that people would call her Wriggle Bottom.


This was the 1930s in Britain, and the acronym ADHD didn’t even exist. Concerned that her child had a disorder, Lynne’s mother took her to see a doctor.


That doctor’s visit would radically change the course of Lynne’s life.


What’s important is what the doctor did not do. He did not label Lynne as “difficult.” He did not tell her to calm down. He did not automatically medicate her.


Instead, he decided to follow a hunch. He turned on the radio and asked Lynne’s mother to leave the room with him.


The minute the adults left, Lynne’s body began to move. As the music filled the air, she couldn’t contain herself and started dancing all around the room, even leaping up on the doctor’s desk. “What I hadn’t noticed,” Lynne writes in her autobiography, “was that his door was one of those beautiful old glass ones with etched designs, through which the doctor and my mother were watching.”2


As he watched Lynne dance, the doctor smiled and turned to her mother.


“There’s no trouble with this child,” he said. “She is a natural dancer—you must take her immediately to dance class.”


(Can we pause the story here for just a second? How amazing was this doctor?)


That prescription—Take her to dance class—changed Lynne’s life. When she arrived at dance school, Lynne found a whole room of people just like her—“people who had to move to think,” as she put it.


What followed was a lifetime of dance. Lynne danced in the Royal Ballet and choreographed Cats and Phantom of the Opera, two of the longest-running shows in Broadway history. Looking back at that moment in the doctor’s office, Lynne says, “I really owe my whole career… and I suppose my life to this man.”


Most schools treat students the way airlines treat economy-class passengers. The same bag of pretzels is served at every cramped seat. Regardless of their unique perceptions and curiosities, every student is served the same curriculum, the same lessons, and the same formulas.


Efficient? Yes. Effective? No.


It’s hard to make people interested in a subject they don’t care about. When he was a student, the astronomer Carl Sagan hated calculus.3 He believed that calculus was invented by ill-meaning educators for “intimidation purposes.” His attitude changed only after he picked up the book Interplanetary Flight by Arthur C. Clarke. In the book, Clarke used calculus to calculate interplanetary trajectories. Instead of being told “calculus is good for you,” Sagan could now see for himself why calculus was helpful to know. He could use it to solve problems that he thought were worth solving.


In their early years, children are moved by genuine curiosity. They stare at the world, wrapped in awe, and take nothing for granted. They approach life, not with the assumption that they know (or should know) the answers, but with the desire to experiment and absorb.


They may ask questions like: If the world is spinning, how are we able to stand still? Why does the ground feel cold if the Earth’s core is so hot? How do the clouds float without falling? These terrific questions annoy adults who believe they aren’t even worth asking. (Take a moment and try to answer them.)


“Children enter school as question marks and leave as periods,” writes Neil Postman.4 Too often, schools cure students of curiosity, dispelling any desire they have to pursue what they’re interested in. Instead of asking their own questions and figuring out their own answers, students are compelled to memorize someone else’s answers to someone else’s questions.


When students enjoy what they learn, doing schoolwork doesn’t feel like work. It feels more like play. Enjoyment of school also boosts academic performance. In a study of over 12,000 students in the United Kingdom, those who reported enjoying school at age six performed much better on standardized tests at age 16, regardless of IQ or socioeconomic background.5


When I was five years old, my parents enrolled me in kindergarten. Instead of picking a kindergarten for their child, as most parents do, they told me that I would get to pick where I went to school. Unbeknownst to me, they had already vetted nearby kindergartens and found three suitable and affordable ones that they presented to me as a choice.


We visited each kindergarten, and I got to ask the questions that were important to me (“What kind of toys do you have?”). This was a formative moment—one that has stayed with me to this day. For the first time in my life, I felt empowered to make my own choices within the guardrails my parents had set. I could think for myself rather than depend on anyone else to do my thinking for me.


Telling children to “attend this” or “do that” isn’t good enough—in the same way that the instruction “learn calculus” wasn’t good enough for Sagan. But if you allow people to follow their own interests—and commit to a destination they care about—they come alive.


Spend less time on the “what,” as in Here’s what we’re doing, and more time on the “why,” as in Here’s why we’re doing it. Show your child how geometry and fractions will help them fix their bike. Explain to your employees how the new marketing strategy they need to execute will help land a worthy moonshot. Rally your customers by embedding a purpose into the heart of what you do.


If you do this, the student will become a learner. The employee will become a team member. And the customer will become a passionate advocate.


Because the trouble isn’t with them.


They just need to go to dance class.


And once they are moved, they will move the world.


“What did you learn in school today?”


Osmosis is the process by which molecules pass through a semipermeable membrane in order to balance concentrations.


I was pacing back and forth, memorizing material for my high school biology exam. Pacing put me in a trance of sorts, allowing the semipermeable membrane that is my brain to absorb the molecules of information that I was supposed to learn.


But I wasn’t learning anything. I was regurgitating a string of meaningless words that defined osmosis, and I had no idea what those words actually meant. I didn’t know what made a membrane semipermeable (as opposed to completely permeable) and how in the world molecules knew to balance concentrations. (Did they have little brains that told them what to do?)


My other classes were no different. In the chemistry lab, there was one right outcome that our “experiment” was supposed to produce. If we didn’t get that outcome—if the experiment produced something unexpected—there was no room for curiosity. It meant we had performed the experiment incorrectly and had to repeat it until we got it “right” while our classmates trekked off to the movies.


The word educate is related to the Latin word eductus. And eductus means to “educe” or to “draw out” of a “person something potential or latent.”6 In other words, education is supposed to help students develop and ripen what’s already within them.


Most education systems do the opposite.


There’s no drawing out. There’s only stuffing in—of knowledge and facts. The teacher fills the empty tanks of young minds with the “content” of the course. The student absorbs knowledge by osmosis and regurgitates it on the exam. Education is all about the passive accumulation of yesterday’s answers to yesterday’s questions. Students aren’t taught how to overhaul old facts, generate tomorrow’s knowledge, and answer questions that haven’t even been asked.


To memorize isn’t to understand.


You can’t learn yoga by memorizing yoga poses. You can’t learn to ride a bike by reading a book about it. And you can’t learn science by memorizing the definition of osmosis. There’s a difference, as Richard Feynman says, “between knowing the name of something and knowing something.”7


This teaching-by-telling approach puts the focus on the person in front of the class. Many schools thrive on students outsourcing their thinking to someone else and depending on the teacher for the right answer. Well-meaning teachers are crushed under the constraints of required outcomes that push them to standardize and teach to the test. Independent thought is sacrificed for simple and scalable compliance, and compliance is rewarded with a good grade and a piece of paper called a diploma.


What’s worse, all the “learning” takes place in an environment that resembles a dictatorship. Strict hierarchy is maintained. Any unauthorized movement is subject to discipline. Essential bodily functions require a hall pass. Rules are imposed arbitrarily: Even though chewing gum doesn’t impede learning, the behavior is still punished.


Although educators pay lip service to valuing creativity, many end up discouraging it in practice. Research shows that teachers rate highly creative students as less desirable in the classroom.8 This finding has been replicated in numerous studies: Creative students are unconventional students, and unconventional students are often disfavored by their teachers.9


As a result, schools end up unteaching creativity. Kids unlearn how to make art, they unlearn how to speak up, and they unlearn how to take initiative and ask critical questions. They are rewarded for thinking like the teacher, thinking like the school board, or thinking like the textbook author—not for thinking for themselves or questioning what they learn.


I excelled in this system. I graduated first in my law-school class, earning the highest grade point average in the law school’s history. That doesn’t mean I was smarter than other students or that I would be the best lawyer my law school ever produced. (In fact, I left the practice of law after just two years.) My GPA indicated one thing and one thing only: I was good at taking exams and figuring out what my professors were looking for. After I took each final exam, I would promptly forget just about everything I had learned for it, and what little I remembered quickly became outdated.


Most exam booklets should have the words LET’S PRETEND inscribed in big block letters on the cover, just so everyone is aware of what’s about to take place.10


Let’s pretend that the questions on this exam are important.


Let’s pretend that there’s a single, absolutely right answer to every question.


Let’s pretend that the answer has been determined by someone far smarter than you.


Let’s pretend that the answer is fixed for all time.


A typical question in this game of “Let’s pretend” might be “Who discovered America?” A question like this closes off all inquiry by demanding a one-dimensional, Eurocentric answer like “Christopher Columbus.”


Yet a far more interesting question is, “How do you discover who discovered America?”11 That question leads to even more questions: “What does ‘discover’ mean?” “Weren’t there millions of people already living in America when the Europeans arrived?” “Were the native people always here?” “If not, how did they arrive? By foot? By boat? From where?” “Where would you look to find out?”


These questions—which defy simple answers—are the types of questions that students will encounter in real life. Students leave school perfectly equipped to thrive in a world that doesn’t exist outside the classroom. They feel lost because, in life, there are no clearly defined problems with a single, clearly defined solution.


Later on in life the authority figure might change—say, from a teacher to a manager—but the underlying approach remains the same. The manager demands compliance, and the worker conforms. The business then gets bogged down by dogma and resistance to change.


So let’s stop asking, “What did you learn in school today?” That question perpetuates the outdated conception of education as an endeavor whose only purpose is to teach students the right answers.


Instead, let’s ask, “What made you curious today?” or “What questions are you interested in exploring?” or “How would you figure out the answers?” or any other question designed to get students to think for themselves and to put a question mark at the end of conventional wisdom.


If a child asks you, “How did the dinosaurs die?,” resist the impulse to launch into a lesson about an asteroid hitting the earth. Instead ask, “What do you think could have killed them? How would you figure it out?” When they give you an answer, ask them for more answers. Let them see that there’s often more than one way of framing the question and more than one possible answer to it.


If an employee comes to you and says, “What should I do about this problem?,” don’t immediately deliver a quick and efficient fix. Let them suggest solutions on their own. When you spoon-feed right answers to others, you’re acting like a personal trainer who “helps” clients by lifting their weights for them.


In the end, the ability to reimagine conventional wisdom is far more important than the ability to regurgitate it.


Where have all the artists gone?


“How many artists are there in the room?”


This is the question that Gordon MacKenzie, a longtime artist at Hallmark Cards, would ask while visiting schools.12


The response was always the same.


In the first grade, all the kids would leap from their seats and raise their hands.


In the third grade, roughly 10 out of 30 kids would raise their hands.


By the sixth grade, only one or two would reluctantly raise their hands—while others in the class looked around to see who would admit to such deviance.


“Every child is an artist,” Pablo Picasso purportedly said. “The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up.”13 As student loans and mortgages begin to mount, we get stuck in old patterns and lose sight of the artist within.


Our vocabulary reflects this shift. We don’t even call it “art” anymore. We call it “content.” A part of me dies inside when someone calls themselves a “content creator.”


Content is something you stuff inside a bag. It’s something you produce on an assembly line. No one wants to get up in the morning and read content over coffee. And no truly self-respecting creator wants to generate content either.


Because content is normal. Content is fungible. Content creators can be replaced. Artists can’t.


Art isn’t just something that poorly compensated artists do inside a studio. Art isn’t just related to objects. As long as you’re reimagining the status quo—as long as you’re disturbing the peace, in James Baldwin’s memorable phrase—anything you do in your life can be art.


The new strategy you design at work is art.


The way you raise your children is art.


The way you decorate your home is art.


The way you talk, the way you smile, the way you live your life—it’s all art.


If you call your creations “content,” or if you refuse to think of yourself as an artist, the results will reflect that mindset. What you create will be ordinary. You’ll reinforce the status quo. You’ll bore people to tears. And you’ll be wildly out of touch with a rapidly evolving world that requires all of us to be artists.


The seven-year-old daughter of the artist Howard Ikemoto once asked him, “What do you do at work?”14 He replied: “I work at a college, where my job is to teach people how to draw.” She replied, bewildered, “You mean they forget?”


Yes, they do. Ever look at yourself in the mirror and wonder what happened? You probably don’t feel nearly as old as you look. It’s because there’s an ageless center within you that has remained young, even as your body has physically aged. And there’s an artist with a permanent studio in that ageless center—that inner first-grader leaping from their seat to tell the world they are an artist. The more we can reconnect with that inner artist and recapture our youthful wonder, the better off we will be.


So take out your metaphorical crayons and finger-paint.


Your blank canvas is waiting for you.


What will you create?
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Discard


Every act of creation is first an act of destruction.


—ATTRIBUTED TO PABLO PICASSO


The skin you live in


The snake is the ancient symbol of transition.1


Unlike human skin, the skin on a snake doesn’t grow as the animal grows.2 During its lifetime, the snake’s insides outgrow its outsides, and the animal reaches a point where it must discard the older skin in favor of the new.


This process is uncomfortable. The snake rubs and scratches until it’s able to literally crawl out of its old skin. When the snake succeeds in completing the process, a new vibrant skin emerges in place of the old. But when the snake fails to shed its skin, it can grow blind and die.


Over the course of my life, I’ve worn and shed many skins: Rocket scientist. Lawyer. Law professor. Author and speaker.


Each transformation was preceded by an uncomfortable feeling that something wasn’t quite right. I’d make some adjustments here and there, but there came a point where my old skin couldn’t sustain my inner growth. What once made sense no longer did.


Take, for example, my transition from rocket science to law. I majored in astrophysics in college and worked on the operations team for the Mars Exploration Rovers mission. I loved working on the mission and navigating the practical challenges of putting a rover on the Martian surface. But I didn’t love the substance of the theoretical math and physics classes I had to take. Over time my enthusiasm for astrophysics began to wane and I became more interested in the physics of society. Although it meant walking away from the four years I had poured into rocket science, I honored my curiosity as it flowed in a different direction and decided to go to law school.


To discard was to temporarily lose my balance. But not discarding would have meant losing myself.


We often mistake ourselves for our skin, but our skin isn’t us. Our skin is just what we happen to be wearing right now. It’s what suited us yesterday. Yet we often find ourselves unable to leave what we’ve outgrown. We stick to a job that’s great on paper but soul-sucking in practice. We remain in a dysfunctional relationship, refusing to recognize that it’s not working out. We sacrifice the possibility of what could be for the self-constructed prison of what is.


When you’re not changing who you are, you’re choosing who you are. The decision to remain the same is a choice—and it’s not the natural one. Our physical skin changes every month or two.3 But the skins made up of our beliefs, relationships, and careers are far more sticky.


Discarding runs counter to conventional wisdom. We’ve all heard that well-intentioned advice: Don’t ever give up. We prize grit and perseverance and attach a huge stigma to quitting. Quitting is undignified. Quitting means you failed. “Winners never quit, and quitters never win,” as the popular saying goes.


Yes, many people quit when they should persist. You shouldn’t give up on your goal simply because things got hard or because you fell down a few times.


Yet many people persist when they should quit. Grit is important—but not if it blinds you to other possibilities. Determination is meaningless if you’re repeatedly doing what’s not working or clinging to something long after it has outlived its purpose. The 37-year-old you has little in common with the 27-year-old you. If you have any doubts about that, check out the social-media posts you wrote 10 years ago. Once you’re done cringing over what your past self decided to share with the world, consider why you should stick to the decisions that person made. What you did yesterday doesn’t have to control what you do today.


Even positive things can eventually become a burden. In a Buddhist parable, a man builds a raft to cross a raging river and safely reaches the other side. He picks up the raft and starts walking into a forest. The raft begins to snag in the trees, impeding the man’s forward progress. Yet he refuses to let go of the raft. This is my raft! he objects. I built it! It saved my life! But to survive in the forest he must let go of the raft that saved his life on the river.


Make no mistake: Peeling back your old skin is painful and jarring. There’s a certainty to it. You’ve worn it for years, if not decades. It makes you feel safe and comfortable. Over time it has become your identity, so cultivating a new skin requires changing who you are.


Adding is easy, but subtracting is hard—really hard. When we’ve invested time and resources in building something, the sunk-cost fallacy kicks in and prompts us to stay the course. (I’ve spent two years on this project, so I can’t quit now!) We behave like a snake that stubbornly clings to its old, dead skin even as the new skin urgently tries to emerge.


We crave what we don’t have, but we fear losing what we do.


If you’ve been successful on a path you’ve outgrown, you’re up against another formidable foe: your ego. The part of you that gets off on titles, pay raises, and accolades will not go down without a serious fight. It will kick, it will scream, it will do everything in its power to convince you that you’re making the biggest mistake of your life. Your ego will ask, If I stop doing this thing that I’ve been doing for years—if I abandon the title of lawyer or senior director—what will I lose? More importantly, who will I be?


But there’s another, more important question you should be asking:


What will I gain if I let this go?


Many of the positive impacts in my life have come from subtractions, not from additions. I’m more proud of what I have stopped doing than of what I have done.


When you don’t act—when you cling to the skin you’ve outgrown—you risk leaving a canvas unpainted, a book unwritten, a song unsung, and a life unlived. If you keep that dead-end job that sucks your soul, you won’t find the career that allows you to shine and light up the world. If you keep reading a terrible book because you’ve already read the first few chapters, you won’t find that quake book that shakes you to your core. If you remain in a dysfunctional relationship because, despite all its failures, you’re still convinced you can “fix” the other person, you won’t find a relationship that feeds your soul.


Keep in mind the cost of failing to act, the pain of stagnancy, and the death of your potential. As the saying goes, many a false step is made by standing still.


What’s more, discarding is often impermanent for humans. You can do what a snake can’t do: If you miss your old skin, you can put it back on. You can start over. For example, if founding a start-up doesn’t work out for you, you can go back to the corporate world. You’ll still have all the skills that made you successful to begin with, and now you’ll also have the benefit of a founder’s perspective. Returning to where you once were isn’t the same as never leaving. You’ll know you’ve found your place—even if that place is back where you began.


If life feels heavy, you might be choosing to carry a raft that no longer serves you. If it feels hard to fit into old patterns, old relationships, or old thoughts—if you’re tired of participating in business as usual—it might be time for you to do some shedding. Even if the new skin doesn’t perfectly fit you, discarding the old skin will give you a much-needed sense of agency over your life. Proving to yourself that you’re in charge and that you can create your future is a priceless gift.


To keep growing and stay healthy, plants must be pruned. Humans work the same way. Once you prune what’s no longer serving you—once you stand naked before the wind with layers of old skin shed—you’ll begin to see yourself.


As you eliminate who you are not, you will discover who you are.


You are not your identity


I have already lost touch with a couple of people I used to be.


—JOAN DIDION, SLOUCHING TOWARDS BETHLEHEM


We inherit an initial identity from our parents: American. Scottish-German. Catholic. Jewish.


Later on, the expectations, ideals, and roles implanted in us by others become part of our identity: Jock. Nerd. Troublemaker.


Our choice of career adds another layer: Marketer. Accountant. Lawyer.


Our self-perceived traits add still more layers: “I’m a perfectionist.” “I don’t display my emotions.” “I’m awkward in social settings.”


Brick by brick, we build an identity for ourselves that defines what we can do, what we can believe, and what we can achieve in our lives. We then expend an extraordinary amount of energy defending and maintaining these identities.


“What hurts a lot of people, particularly famous people,” Kobe Bryant once said, “is they start valuing themselves for ‘what’ they are, the way the world sees them: writer, speaker, basketball player. And you start believing that what you are is who you are.”4


Our identity is a construct. It’s a story we tell ourselves, a narrative we craft to make sense of our selves and our place in the world. We then become a prisoner to this narrative, constricting our thinking and adjusting our behavior to fit our identity. Our language often reflects this inflexible posture. I’m a Democrat. I’m a Republican. I’m vegan. I’m Paleo.


We confuse identity with self, but identity obscures the self. Identity tricks you into believing that it is you when identity prevents you from becoming you. You are not your diet. You are not your political party. You are not your résumé or your LinkedIn profile. You are not the house you own or the car you drive. To describe yourself with a single, fixed identity is to insult your vastness and conceal and suppress the multitudes within you.


We end up serving our identity rather than changing our identity to serve us. Our narratives become self-fulfilling prophecies. If you tell yourself you’re awkward in social settings, you’ll avoid social settings, which will weaken your socialization muscles and make you even more awkward. If you tell yourself you don’t display your emotions, you’ll choose to live a guarded life and build even higher walls. If you call yourself a perfectionist, you’ll change your reality to live up to that label by constantly aiming for some unachievable mirage of perfect.


Identity also makes it easier for the powers that be to slice and dice us into categories and subcategories. If you have a fixed identity, it’s easier for an algorithm to show you the gadget you’re guaranteed to buy, for a politician to craft messaging to get you riled up, and for a media company to narrowcast ideas that will appeal to you. To refuse to be typecast in this way shifts the power of choice back to you.


The fewer labels that follow “I am…,” the more freedom you have to step into who you are. This is what Buddhists call unbeing—dropping the veil of identity so that your true self can emerge. “To become no one and anyone, to shake off shackles that remind you who you are, who others think you are,” as Rebecca Solnit writes.5 If you can confuse the algorithm or the market researcher—if there’s no checkbox that captures your multitudes—you’ll know you’re on the right path.


To give birth to yourself—to the person you were meant to be—you must forget who you are.


The rest of this chapter will share suggestions on how to untether yourself from your identity so you can be free.


You are not your beliefs


You’re going to find that many of the truths we cling to depend greatly on our own point of view.


—OBI-WAN KENOBI, IN STAR WARS: EPISODE VI—RETURN OF THE JEDI


There’s an old saying in academia: Academic politics are so vicious because the stakes are so small.


I experienced the truth of this saying firsthand. In my early years as a professor, I upset several prominent scholars by writing a series of articles that bucked conventional wisdom in my field.


During one particularly memorable conference dinner, a senior scholar was so offended by my work that he hurled a series of insults in my direction across the dinner table while bits of spaghetti alfredo flew out of his mouth. (I will exercise the good taste not to share what he said, though it’s tempting.)


It was hard not to take attacks like these personally. My heart rate would increase, my blood pressure would skyrocket, and I would get defensive, clinging to my arguments as if they were a life raft protecting me from impending doom.


My academic beliefs got wrapped up in my identity—and became my biggest weakness. This was my article, my argument, my idea. This was me.


Once we form an opinion—our own very clever idea—we tend to fall in love with it. Doctors fall in love with their diagnoses, politicians religiously toe the party line, and scientists ignore competing hypotheses. What we think becomes who we are. Our beliefs, expressed consistently over time, rigidify. It becomes impossible to determine where our beliefs end and where we begin.


Facts don’t drive our beliefs. Our beliefs drive the facts we choose to accept—and the facts we choose to ignore. We assume that facts and logic are on our side and that our opponents have blinded themselves to the truth—even though we’re in the same position more often than we realize.


When our beliefs and our identity merge, we embrace a belief system simply to preserve our identity. Any attempt to change our minds—whether by ourselves or, worse, someone else—strikes us as a threat. When someone says, “I don’t like your idea,” we hear, “I don’t like you.” Criticism turns into verbal violence, and simple disagreements become existential death matches.


My experience at the academic conference reminded me of a parable. A group of blind men come across an elephant for the very first time in their lives.6 Each man inspects this strange animal by touching a different part of its body. One man touches the trunk and says that the animal is like a thick snake. Another feels its side and describes it as a wall. Another touches its tail and says it’s like a rope. In one version of the parable, the disagreements reach a fever pitch. The men accuse each other of lying and come to blows. “It’s a snake, you idiot!” “No, moron, it’s a wall!”


The moral of the story is simple: Perception shapes reality. We don’t see things as they are. We see things as we are.


Although our experience might be accurate, it’s limited and subjective. It’s not the whole truth. We’re not seeing the elephant in the room. We’re feeling only one piece of it.


The senior scholar and I were acting like the blind men in the parable. We were too blinded by our beliefs to see each other’s perspective.


Now when I disagree with someone, I try to take a different approach. Instead of immediately assuming they’re wrong and I’m right, I ask, What would have to be true for their perspective to be accurate? What are they seeing that I’m not seeing? What part of the elephant am I missing?


When you engage with others, the goal isn’t to judge them or berate them—not even in your own mind. The goal isn’t to persuade them or to win the argument either. Research shows that the more we try to convince others, the more we convince ourselves—and the more rigid our beliefs become.7 Instead, the goal should be to understand and get curious about the other person’s view of the elephant—to try to figure out what they are seeing and why. “Tell me more” instead of “You’re wrong and here’s why.”


Here’s an unusual way to implement this curiosity-over-victory mindset. When you’re about to disagree with someone, don’t say anything until after you’ve restated what the other person has said to that person’s satisfaction.8 And that person, in turn, can’t respond to you until they restate what you said to your satisfaction. This rule disrupts the typical social dynamic where you’re so focused on crafting your own clever retort that you stop paying attention to the other person. Try it out in your next work meeting or contentious conversation. And remember Haruki Murakami’s advice: “To argue, and win, is to break down the reality of the person you are arguing against. It is painful to lose your reality, so be kind, even if you are right.”


Every time you spot a new perspective, you change how you see the world. The world itself hasn’t changed. But your perception of it has. If I’m stuck over here only able to touch the elephant’s ear, the only way for me to understand the tusk is through another human being.


This doesn’t require you to change your own mind. It simply requires you to see someone else’s point of view. “It is the mark of an educated mind,” Aristotle once said, “to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.”9


The trick is to separate your identity from your beliefs to see them clearly, evaluate them honestly, and discard them if necessary. Once you take off the blinders composed of your beliefs, you can see the world—and yourself—more clearly.


Here are three ways you can put this mindset into practice:


1. Don’t blend ideas into your identity.


Write your opinions in temporary ink so they can be revised. Instead of saying, “This is what I believe,” say, “This is how I currently understand this issue.” This wording makes it clear that our ideas and opinions—just like ourselves—are works in progress, continually changing and improving. “‘What I believe’ is a process rather than a finality,” as Emma Goldman put it.10


2. Ease the blow on your ego.


The hardest part about thinking differently is admitting that what you once believed is now wrong. That’s an admission that most egos are unwilling to make.


So tell your ego it wasn’t wrong. To ease the blow, tell yourself that you were right given what you knew—given your partial view of the elephant. But now that new information has come to light about other parts of the elephant you couldn’t see before, your beliefs should change. This way, you’re not canceling your past self. You’re simply updating it.


3. Ask yourself a simple question.


Take one of your firmly held beliefs. Ask yourself, What fact would change my opinion on this subject?


If the answer is, No fact would change my opinion, you don’t have an opinion.


You are the opinion.


The beauty in complexity


Out beyond ideas of


wrongdoing and rightdoing,


There is a field.


I’ll meet you there.


—RUMI, “A GREAT WAGON”


“I love you, I love you, I love you,” Megan told her mother on the phone. “I’ll talk to you in ten days.”


Megan then went off to a silent meditation retreat. This symbolized the turning of a new leaf after a breakup. Ten days of inward focus would help restore her. The retreat center she had chosen promoted meditation as a “universal remedy for universal ills” that provides “total liberation” from “all suffering.”


During the retreat, Megan would have to give up her cell phone and maintain a mandatory “noble silence.” Every day, she’d meditate for nearly 11 hours, sitting cross-legged on a rug and focusing on her breath.


On the seventh day of the retreat, things took a dark turn for Megan.


During meditation, she began to feel heavy, and an “immense fear” gripped her. She began to lose hold of reality—and of herself. She kept thinking: Is it the end of the world? Am I dying? Is Jesus punishing me?


When Megan’s mom and her younger sister went to pick her up from the meditation center, Megan resisted. “You’re not really here,” she told her sister. “I’m creating you. You’re just a projection.”


After she returned home, Megan’s troubles did not relent. A few months after the retreat, she took her own life.


When I first read Megan’s tragic story in an article by David Kortava, I was tempted to treat it as an extreme outlier.11 I’ve been meditating regularly for nearly a decade and have been an evangelist for its benefits.


Conventional wisdom paints meditation as a universal remedy. Ariana Huffington captured the prevailing sentiment in an interview: “The list of all the conditions that [meditation] impact[s] for the better—depression, anxiety, heart disease, memory, aging, creativity—sounds like a label on snake oil from the 19th century! Except this cure-all is real, and there are no toxic side effects.”


But reality, as is often the case, is more nuanced. For many people, meditation restores well-being. For others, it does the opposite.


One study conducted a systematic review of 83 research studies on meditation that included over 6,700 participants. Sixty-five percent of the studies reported at least one type of adverse effect resulting from meditation. “We found that the occurrence of [adverse effects] during or after meditation practices is not uncommon,” the researchers concluded, “and may occur in individuals with no previous history of mental health problems.”12


I shared this research with readers on my email list to meditate on the dangers of thinking in rigid categories of black-white, good-bad, right-wrong, yes-no. It was one of my most popular posts, and most readers appreciated the central point: There’s no such thing as a universal remedy. Even a “good” thing isn’t good for all people under all circumstances.


Interestingly, I also received more hate mail for that article than anything else I’ve written in recent memory. Here’s a sample:


“You’re scaring people away from meditation. What is wrong with you?”


“This article is beyond irresponsible. I’m unsubscribing.”


“You’re a fraud. Do better.”


Ironic, isn’t it? Some of the most ardent practitioners of meditation were quick to respond with anger to an article that merely introduced nuance and ambiguity.


Very un-zen.


I think their reaction was all too human. We have a hard time tolerating ambiguity. We find it much easier to sort things into simple, rigid categories and to keep them there. Meditation is good. Meditation is useless. College is essential. College is pointless. Elon Musk is a hero. Elon Musk is a villain.
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