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Introduction



How can I be of help to you?”


“What do you think should be your treatment goals?”


These are usually the first questions I ask when I sit down with a new patient. Most people do not have answers to these questions at the outset, which is expected. I’m not looking to get an answer but rather to emphasize that the patient is in charge of what happens next because what we are dealing with is their own life. I often say, “You are the captain, and this is your ship. I am a navigator you’ve hired to assist you in charting a course through a sea unfamiliar to you but familiar to me since I’ve crossed it numerous times.” No matter how that journey unfolds, my desired goal for my patients is always the same. At the end of our work together, I want them to be happy that they are who they are.


On the surface, that might seem like a modest goal. But we humans know how difficult it is. So many of us live our lives yearning to look like someone else, to have what another has, or even to be someone else. Aspiring for something is not a problem in itself. However, since we usually aspire for something we consider better than what we have, many of us are left with a poor opinion of who we already are and the lives we already live.


Sometimes, the yearning to be less like ourselves and more like someone else is rooted in envy, or ambition, or the genuine desire to better ourselves. But often, when a patient comes to me seeking transformation, further inspection reveals that what they truly want is to be a person who is liked and accepted: someone who fits in. They have learned that belonging is both a virtue and a goal that should be shared by all human beings, when in fact, belonging is neither: belonging is merely a feeling; it does not exist in reality as a tangible thing.


Therein unfolds one of humanity’s great difficulties: how to manage the fact that each of us is a unique individual constantly chasing a feeling that is directly at odds with their individuality.


In my forty-plus years as a practicing physician and psychiatrist, my interests have taken me from a remote area in the Sinai desert, where I worked as the sole physician treating nomadic Bedouin tribes, to running the schizophrenia unit at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City (from one Sinai to the other), to being appointed the medical director for operations in the New York agency that runs all aspects of mental health care in the state. I’ve taught students and residents, treated patients in the community and in academic medical centers (Mount Sinai and then Columbia Presbyterian), conducted clinical and pharmacological research, and always maintained an active private practice. All the while, I have continued to develop my original therapeutic philosophy.


In my private practice in Manhattan I have worked with numerous people from all walks of life. Among them are world leaders, renowned performing artists, and professionals at the top of their fields. Many of them come to me seeking to understand why they feel so disconnected from the people closest and most familiar to them—friends, colleagues, and even family. Over the course of our sessions, it often emerges that they have gone through life feeling incapable of fitting in. When around others, they are always an observer but never an actual participant, and regardless of the group of people they are with, they never feel like they truly belong. While most people forge a sense of self in their relation to others—they identify first and foremost as a husband or a mother, a teacher or a leader—these patients experience life outside the communal hive.


The vast majority of these people have no psychiatric diagnosis. They are not neurodivergent or on the autism spectrum. They aren’t socially maladjusted or even socially anxious. So why do they struggle so much with fitting in? In rare cases, their social difficulties stem from shyness or introversion. Occasionally, they are a result of having been marginalized or “othered” based on race, gender expression, or disability. But for most of them, there is another entirely different explanation. After many years spent observing and researching these characteristics, I’ve discovered that they are rooted in a particular and previously unrecognized trait that is present in people of every ethnicity, race, and gender from all parts of the world: one hallmarked by the lack of a communal impulse or, in other words, an innate inability to feel like they belong. It’s a way of being I understand viscerally.


I, too, spent the early part of my life wondering why I always felt so different from those around me. I was not shunned or rejected. I had friends, I was funny, and by all accounts, I was a popular kid. I liked school. I wasn’t shy, introverted, or socially anxious, and I enjoyed running through the endless maze of backyards and buildings in the city where I grew up. On the outside, I seemed like a happy, well-adjusted kid. But on the inside, I felt like an ugly duckling. I was part of several different friend groups throughout my childhood, yet I never felt like I truly belonged in any of them. Whatever wall separated me from the others was invisible. No matter how popular I was, I always felt like an outsider.


Group activities that all my friends happily participated in—sports teams, day camps, and camping, what most kids looked forward to—were very unpleasant for me for no apparent reason. But I feared that voicing these feelings would make me seem strange or abnormal, so I pretended to look forward to them just as much as all the other kids. Paradoxically, I was a popular loner who learned to fashion a cool, outgoing facade. To others, my jovial personality seemed effortless. It was anything but.


This charade became increasingly hard to sustain with the onset of puberty. On top of the typical adolescent emotional tsunami, I was besieged by confusion and frustration about my inability to care about what everyone else did. I desperately wanted to enjoy the affinity my social group displayed; I wanted to share the feeling of “togetherness,” the gossip, the tales of sexual conquest, the obsession with sports teams, the encyclopedic knowledge of every Rolling Stones song ever written, and everything else that my peers—both male and female—seemed to desire. But I could not muster any genuine excitement or interest in any of it. I preferred authentic conversation—the exchange of confidences and truths, rather than superficial small talk and bravado—but as teenagers do, I faked what seemed required of me. I learned the names of soccer players, went to parties, dressed like all the cool guys, and let my hair grow long. When the conversation turned to anything even mildly controversial, from politics to which girl in the class was prettiest to what we all thought of the latest blockbuster movie, I would wait to see what the group consensus was and go along with it, even though I almost always disagreed.


Outwardly, I was no different from the other kids in the progressive school I attended. My discomfort was internal. I did not dare share it with anyone. My around-the-clock performance may have been Oscar worthy, but it left me feeling empty and exhausted.


Then, when I was in my twenties, something changed. My labored efforts to demonstrate easygoing kinship with my peers grew unsustainable. As an undergraduate and then a medical student, I had a rigorous course load, and spending my limited free time on activities I did not enjoy became less and less appealing. I craved opportunities to speak my mind and nurture close one-on-one friendships, unencumbered by group dynamics. I no longer felt I needed the group’s approval to validate my existence, and I no longer cared to let the majority opinion influence my views or decision-making. I decided it was time to stop performing.


Around this time, I also realized that my lifelong lack of connection to what moves and motivates groups of people made me an exceptionally keen observer, always seeking to decipher behaviors that I found perplexing. Unencumbered by any authentic desire to follow the flock, I learned to connect powerfully to individual people rather than abide by tribal norms that suppress deep, empathic connections and isolate us from those deemed outsiders. Because I always felt an arm’s length away from the collective, I could see its members as individuals, each with their unique emotional responses, patterns, and personalities. I now understood that in constantly (if silently) questioning the group consensus, I had become an outside-the-box thinker who approached problems from new angles that others couldn’t or didn’t want to see. In addition, my disinterest in most popular activities, trends, and hobbies allowed me to throw myself fully, and with laser-like focus, into my interests and studies.


In other words, this aspect of my personality—this “non-belonging”—that had so baffled my younger self was the very thing that enabled me to forge a successful and deeply fulfilling career in psychiatry. I was not an ugly duckling, nor was I a swan. I was another kind of bird altogether. After a bruising passage through adolescence, this discovery exposed a thrilling possibility: instead of following the flock, I could chart my own trajectory.


The more I observed and studied these personality characteristics—in myself, in others like me whom I encountered, and in those patients for whom no known diagnosis could explain the sense of otherness they felt—the more I was able to isolate a distinct set of traits that we all shared. As I started writing about what I discovered, I searched for a word to describe people like this—which, of course, included myself.


Most people are familiar with Carl Jung’s concepts of extrovert (“one who faces outward”) and introvert (“one who faces inward”): terms that have earned a recognizable place in the language of popular psychology. But people like me face neither inward nor outward: our fundamental orientation is defined by the fact that it is rarely the same direction that everyone else is facing. That is how I came up with the term “otrovert.” In Spanish (etymologically inherited from Latin), “otro” means “other” and “vert” means “direction.” Quite literally, otrovert means “one who is facing a different direction.”


Our society puts a tremendous amount of emphasis on the benefits of community and belonging. This is logical, especially at a time when more people are reporting suffering the profound effects of loneliness, alienation, and disconnection than ever before.


That social connection confers a variety of health and mental health benefits is well documented. But connection is not the same as belonging, despite the fact that the two are often equated in our society. When we say that we “belong,” we are saying that we feel at one with a group, be it a circle of friends, a network of colleagues, or a collection of far-flung individuals united by a shared identity such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and so on. While it is true that we must experience some sense of kinship with members of a group in order to feel that we truly belong there, we do not need to belong to a group in order to feel a connection with any individuals within it. After all, if the intensity of our connection with any one person was predicated on shared group membership, we wouldn’t experience genuine closeness with people outside these identity-based groupings.


In the modern world, tribalism (another way of referring to the communal impulse that evolution has supposedly equipped us with) does not make us feel safer, less alienated, or more content with our lives. One has only to look at our polarized politics to realize that, in fact, it does the opposite. And yet, in a world where joining and conforming are highly valued, being an otrovert is often perceived as a problem. Otroverts are frequently exhorted to “go with the flow” or “be a team player”: in other words, put their true non-belonger nature to the side in order to fit into the social puzzle. Because otroverts can be quite gregarious and social when interacting one-on-one, people are often confused by their disinterest in joining group activities or reluctance to attend events where they will be forced to socialize with many people all at once.


If you fit in, others will let you be. This is why many otroverts spend their time trying to belong. Yet, for them, attempts to conform, be an insider, and experience togetherness is futile. They are not communal people and therefore cannot truly feel like a member of a group even if invited and encouraged. Nor do they want to.


And therein lies one of the greatest benefits of being an otrovert: once you accept and understand who you are, you become free from the tremendous social pressures that group membership imposes. When you have no affinity for any particular group, your sense of self-worth is not conditioned on the group’s approval. You are not obligated to endorse the collective position, opinion, or point of view. You get to enjoy closeness and connection in individual relationships, while being exempt from the social contract that requires you to prioritize “the good of the group” and fulfill social needs over personal ones. You learn how to separate what you inherently know to be true from what you were indoctrinated to accept as true. And, best of all, you know no other way to think other than to think for yourself.


That’s what this book is all about. It aims to describe and explain the great freedom and fulfillment that come from living life off the communal grid, while also highlighting the outsize value that the otrovert perspective contributes to the world. Although conventional wisdom is necessary for stability, revolutionary ideas are crucial to progress, so we must learn to tolerate them rather than shut them away. As Freud said, “It remains a fact, indeed, that great decisions in the realm of thought and momentous discoveries and solutions of problems are possible only to an individual working in solitude.”


Over the years of my work with my patients, I’ve become increasingly aware of how being an otrovert myself has shaped my therapeutic philosophy and, in turn, my ability to help my patients. I value what most seem to ignore—the right we all have to define ourselves. When you discover your own self again after years of defining yourself by the group to which you believe you should belong, you get to appreciate your primacy in your own life and your duty to take care of yourself. There is nothing more freeing than to realize that since you cannot be anything other than yourself, it makes very good sense to like and value that person.


As you learn about the qualities of otroverts and their unique way of being in the world, you may realize that you are an otrovert, or that people in your life, perhaps very close ones, are otroverts.


But whether or not you recognize yourself or someone you know in these pages, I hope it will help you see how the otrovert experience can enrich the collective conventional wisdom about how to exist in the world. Whether or not you are an otrovert, your most enduring relationship is that between you and yourself. By strengthening that relationship, you can also access the mental space and energy to know and connect with others more deeply, and on your own terms.


Submitting your life to the group for review inevitably leads to the relinquishing of control over your own happiness. As philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, “Freedom is the will to be responsible for ourselves.” It is my hope that this book will help you claim your inner freedom.













PART I


THE FOUNDATIONS OF NON-BELONGING
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What Is an Otrovert?


Otrovert


[noun, adjective ot-truh-vert; verb ot-truh-vert] An “otrovert” embodies the personality trait of non-belonging: remaining an eternal outsider in a communal world. Unlike those with relational disorders, otroverts are empathetic and friendly, yet struggle to truly belong in social groups, despite no apparent behavioral distinctions from well-adjusted individuals.


“I can’t explain it. He is a sweetheart. A beautiful boy inside and out, and so brilliant.” This was how a session with N, a longtime patient of mine, began some years ago. Instead of talking about herself, she wanted to talk about her son, A. He was a freshman in high school, and in spite of coming from a warm, loving family with attentive parents, he’d started having social difficulties during the last year of middle school. But his issues were of a kind his mother had never really heard of or seen. He wasn’t being bullied or left out or made uncomfortable by peer pressure—the usual issues at that age. In fact, she said, “he’s happy going to school and gets straight As. Everyone loves him, and he gets invited to all the parties but mostly doesn’t go.”


He wasn’t depressed or anxious and had several close friends, if not a big social group. But he turned down almost every invitation for social gatherings and trips and she couldn’t understand why. “For a teenager, he’s not moody or angry,” she reflected. “But he is so closed off. I never know what he thinks, and he won’t discuss why he doesn’t want to go away to camp with his friends, who keep inviting him. The fact that he doesn’t seem to care that he might be being left behind socially makes me worried the most. How can it be that at the age of fourteen, he has no interest in joining in with the other boys?”


I had seen this before. No parent likes to watch their child struggle socially—a concern that becomes even more pronounced in puberty, when being excluded has severe effects on mood, sense of well-being, and even ability to function. But N added a twist to that. She was not worried that A was unpopular. She was worried that he was somehow fundamentally different from the rest, in spite of the fact that he was an intelligent and in many ways precocious kid: “I recall when he was four, his pediatrician’s nurse confessed that she found herself wanting to share her life’s difficulties with him, only to catch herself at the last moment,” she told me. And this nurse wasn’t the only one; other adults—relatives, family friends, and even teachers—also found themselves wanting to confide in him, forgetting he was so young. “My mother is convinced he’s an empath—whatever that means. But I don’t want him to be special. I want him to be a regular teenager.” N’s voice broke as she spoke. “And not caring about your social life at this age is not normal,” she said.


I agreed that his indifferent attitude to what his peers considered great fun was unusual but reassured her that it didn’t sound like a psychiatric condition to me. I asked if A had a therapist and whether he’d done neuropsychological testing. Yes, to both, she said. “His testing showed high intelligence, emotional maturity, and no cognitive issues. The therapist said that he is an enigma to her, which does not give me great confidence.”


Three weeks later, I sat with A in my office. He entered shyly, as would be expected from a fourteen-year-old. He was handsome, casually dressed, charming, and calm. I said, “Your mother is worried that you have no FOMO,” and we both chuckled before he said earnestly, “You have FOMO when you fear missing out. But if you know you are not missing out, there is no fear.” I wanted to better understand his way of seeing things and asked him to describe his experience of attending parties and other social events. “I just feel weird,” he said, “like I’m not part of it, which is odd as these are all my friends. I know they like me and are happy I’m there, but I still don’t feel connected. I feel lonely or bored only when I am with many people, and not when I’m with one or two close friends or when I’m alone.” Then he added, clearly frustrated, “I don’t like to say those things because it makes me sound like an alien. Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”


I certainly didn’t think anything was wrong with him, but I wondered if he did and asked him. “Yes,” he said, echoing his mother’s words. “I think I am not normal. Why don’t I like whatever my friends like? It can’t be that they are all wrong and only I am right.”


It wasn’t hard to see why he felt this way. Crossing all cultures and traditions, one force rules teenage groups: pressure to fit in. So how do we understand someone like A, who does not care about fitting in? The answer is simple: A was an otrovert.


A was very relieved by my explanation. I invited him to come and speak with me again after he had given some thought to this way of thinking about himself, and when he did, he said that our conversation had provided a flash of clarity, making him realize that a sense of not belonging was the common thread of most of his social difficulties.


He asked me to explain this to his parents, which I did, urging them not to pressure him to be “like all the other kids.” At first, this was not easy on them. People around them were always insisting that they should force their son to attend parties and go to summer camp and participate in all the things that fourteen-year-old boys typically do. “He will thank you for that later,” everyone insisted. “Children don’t know what they need. You have to teach them.” These people were wrong.


Today, to the delight of his parents, A has truly blossomed. Now twenty-four, he’s getting a PhD in psychology, recently got engaged to his college girlfriend, and remains close with his best childhood friends. In some ways, he’ll always remain an observer of the group and never a true participant. But he is a full participant in his own life: deeply satisfied with the things he chooses to do and the people he chooses to be with. This is the ideal path for an otrovert.


THE OTROVERT VIEW OF THE WORLD


In every group, there are beliefs and rules (spoken and unspoken) that members of the group must share in order to be included. Communal people—a category that includes introverts, extroverts, and outsiders who have been marginalized—want to be invited into the group, and they validate the beliefs and rules of that group by doing exactly what it prescribes. The hive mind is another name for this highly prevalent form of collective thinking


Otroverts, on the other hand, think outside the hive. They don’t partake in the shared vision that group members have, and the group’s center of gravity does not exert any pull on them the way it does on everyone else.


Here is a visual representation of the distinguishing factor between communal people and otroverts, and the perspective through which each views the world. Communal people look to the center of the circle, where everyone else’s opinions converge. For otroverts it is the opposite. Even when they stand inside the group, they face outward.


Communal people are always oriented around the group’s center, but each for a different set of reasons.






[image: image]







Introverts find it extremely difficult to forge deep one-on-one relationships with others and shy away from opportunities for emotional intimacy, so they seek communal relationships instead, understanding that in a circle containing many people, it is easier to keep their distance from anyone who wants to get too close. For this reason, belonging to a group—sometimes quite passionately—is important to them, even if they tend to be quiet and shy in the way they interact with it. Because social interactions quickly drain their energy, they may spend time with the group only in small doses; the shared identity and knowledge of their belonging provide a sense of security and comfort.


Extroverts love an audience and participating in a shared identity in ways that allow them to shine socially, so they need the group in order to act out those tendencies. They derive energy from being around other people and crave a degree of activity and sociability that one-on-one relationships often cannot satisfy. They thrive on the rewards of social inclusion and the high status that comes with being charismatic enough to reap them.


Outsiders are shunned by the group, often even ostracized by their peers, starting with the loosening of adult supervision in the middle school years. But because they’re always yearning to be included, they are that much more oriented toward social circles that reject them.


Each of these orientations is focused on creating a shared identity that supersedes the individual one. Whether they are an introvert, an extrovert, or an outsider, the communal person is willing to sacrifice their unique but lonely journey for a common experience that offers them the impression that they are not alone.


Otroverts, by contrast, are always facing outside, even when they are standing on the inside. They are welcomed into the circle, but they never feel part of the shared experience taking place inside it. While outsiders and, to some degree, introverts are social loners, otroverts are emotional loners—they feel the most alone when surrounded by others. Many might be described as “popular loners,” a contradiction the otrovert sometimes finds almost unbearable. Facing outward makes the otrovert’s perspective increasingly separate from that of the collective, including other otroverts; it’s as though there is an invisible yet impenetrable boundary between them and all the others. The otrovert’s journey is solitary, as every human journey essentially is. The difference is that otroverts cannot ignore that truth, as most people either try or are able to do.


Each of these ways of being has its benefits and drawbacks, but regardless, none of us can choose which one we are. Much like left-handedness, being an otrovert is a cognitive feature, deeply embedded in our brain’s wiring. In the same way that we now consider efforts to force left-handed children to “switch hands” (as was the common practice of parents and teachers until the early 1900s) misguided, so are attempts to “fix” otroverts by insisting that they try to fit in or belong.


Left-handed people can live comfortably in a right-handed world as long as they are left alone to be who they are; forcing them to use their right hand merely creates unnecessary discomfort and difficulty. Similarly, giving otroverts the space to be who they are will allow them to feel increasingly comfortable, especially in adulthood, when the pressure to belong lessens. Once otroverts are free from the pressures of well-meaning individuals urging them to join activities in which they have no interest, solitude becomes an opportunity for freedom, for embracing a sense of self independent of others, for allowing self-acceptance to blossom. No matter what this time alone is spent on, all that matters is that it be attuned to the needs and desires of each otrovert. This liberation from dependency on others’ opinions opens up the possibility of a bespoke, self-determined life trajectory that brings contentment.



THE CORE QUALITIES OF OTROVERTS


There are many nuances to the otrovert personality, which I’ll get into more in the upcoming chapters, but the following are the fundamental qualities that all otroverts share—and how they manifest in daily life.


Lack of a communal impulse.


Otroverts are not natural joiners.




	They always prefer to get together with a friend one-on-one rather than in a group. When they have to attend communal gatherings, they are the person standing off to the side, deep in conversation with another person; they never “work the room.”


	They are not likely to throw themselves birthday parties and generally avoid group celebrations of any kind.


	They would rather do school projects or work assignments individually than in a group (even if that means taking on more work).


	They despise organized activities and would much rather vacation solo, even in a remote, unfamiliar destination, than go on a group trip.


	They prefer sports and activities where they can compete individually (tennis, golf, running, hiking, etc.) rather than sports where they have to play on a team (soccer, baseball, etc.).


	
They have trouble being relaxed and themselves in public, no matter how common the situation. They can engage in small talk without awkwardness but are easily bored by it and find even banal interactions (like talking to a grocery store clerk or exchanging pleasantries with a neighbor) secretly irritating.


	They are uncomfortable in groups and in crowded places such as elevators or lines where small talk tends to break out to pass the time.





Otroverts are soloists who cannot play in an orchestra. They are fiercely independent, happy to sit on the sidelines, and neither need nor tolerate codependency. The writer Rudyard Kipling encapsulated this way of thinking when he wrote, “The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. If you try it, you will be lonely often and sometimes frightened. But no price is too high to pay for the privilege of owning yourself.”


Always an observer, never a true participant.


Otroverts secretly feel like outsiders in any group, regardless of its members.




	They never truly feel a connection to the group itself or its shared identity, even if they connect individually with everyone in it.


	They don’t like mixing people from different realms of life, even if those people know each other. For example, they would be uncomfortable bringing a spouse to the office holiday party, where they would be responsible for integrating their spouse into the group experience.


	They don’t feel an affinity with a particular sports team, an alma mater, or a company they work for. These things aren’t part of their identity in the way they are for most people.





Otroverts are forever nonparticipants; they are mere observers, watching the social dance. A communal person will go on a cruise and form new bonds with strangers who become friends by the time the ship has docked again. But an otrovert will return feeling more alone than ever.


The great writer and existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre was well acquainted with this feeling, which he articulated perfectly in his first novel, Nausea: “I am alone in the midst of these happy, reasonable voices.”


Nonconforming.


Otroverts don’t just march to the beat of their own drum; they march to the beat of another instrument altogether.




	They prefer to stand out than to fit in.


	They like what they like and are not interested in popular culture. They have no interest in seeing that movie that everyone is raving about or dying to see, or dressing the way everyone else dresses (unless those things are aligned with their existing personal style or interests).


	
They can be confident and charming in large gatherings when they have an assigned role or task—such as host, keynote speaker, or DJ—that visibly sets them apart from the crowd.





David Foster Wallace, another one of my favorite otrovert writers, perfectly expressed the otrovert’s disdain for activities others seem to enjoy in his first novel, The Broom of the System, when he observed, “Modern party-dance is simply writhing to suggestive music. It is ridiculous, silly to watch and excruciatingly embarrassing to perform. It is ridiculous, and yet absolutely everyone does it, so that it is the person who does not want to do the ridiculous thing who feels out of place and uncomfortable and self-conscious… in a word, ridiculous. Right out of Kafka: the person who does not want to do the ridiculous thing is the person who is ridiculous.”


Independent, original thinking.


Otroverts reject the hive mind. They don’t think in the way the group collectively thinks and don’t care about what the group collectively cares about. They are in touch with who they are.
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