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Introduction



The Power of a Single Focus




“Man’s clarified desires are seeds containing the power and plans of self-expression.”


—NEVILLE GODDARD




I have spent more than twenty years as an author, publisher, and personal seeker in the world of positive-mind metaphysics and motivational philosophy. Experience has taught me this: No single factor under human control is of greater consequence than one passionately felt and clearly formed aim. And no modern writer has been more persuasive on this point than Napoleon Hill.


As Hill described it, beginning in 1908, at the urging of industrialist Andrew Carnegie, he began an intensive study of the traits that produce personal greatness in any field, from finance and science to art and politics. He codified these traits into his 1937 classic Think and Grow Rich, as well as in many other books, articles, and lectures. Although Hill identified (depending on the book) sixteen habits of high achievers, he emphasized one principle above all others: The necessity of a Definite Chief Aim.


Hill placed so much stock in this one core principle that he often capitalized Definite Chief Aim, which I refer to in this book as your DCA.


A definite aim is not a vague wish or desire to “be rich” or to “be successful.” These kinds of random thoughts, Hill taught, often lead to apathy, unfulfilled dreams, and failure.


Rather, an authentic Definite Chief Aim means a specific, concrete goal on which, outside of the requisites of health and family, you base your entire existence. Although your DCA can, and should, be bold and even audacious, it must also be reasonable. Hill did not believe in chimeras or undirected daydreams. He believed in action. And effective action can be undertaken only by people who possess, or are ready to acquire, the training needed for scaling life’s heights. The starting point of all action, and of all greatness, Hill insisted, is this one passionately felt and cherished aim. It is the closest thing life grants us to a magic formula.


Does that claim sound fanciful to you? Do you doubt that a clear, focused aim can radically change your life? Let me tell you a short personal story—you’ll hear many others in this book, but this one is my own.


Like Hill, I began my career as a journalist. But I was unhappy. I didn’t want to write about other people’s trials and accomplishments. I wanted to forge my own, and in my own way. Leaving journalism, I felt directionless. I sought and attained a successful career in publishing. For a decade or so I thrived in the field—but something was missing. I didn’t feel that I squarely stood for anything. I was still working on other people’s dreams. As the new millennium dawned, and I entered my mid-thirties, I found that I missed writing—but that seemed like a path long left behind.


In the summer of 2003, a few months before my 38th birthday, a special opportunity arrived. The editors of Science of Mind magazine—a positive-thinking monthly founded in 1927 by minister and writer Ernest Holmes—asked me to interview All-Star pitcher Barry Zito. Barry made positive-mind metaphysics a central part of his training program. Interviewing him and writing the piece, “Barry’s Way,” helped me rediscover my passion and direction as a writer. I didn’t fully know it at the time but I had found my DCA: To be a historian of alternative spirituality and self-help movements. (I am also, as you’ll see from this book, a “believing historian.”) Although I might not have gotten the message then, Barry’s father, Joe Zito, apparently did. Two weeks after the article appeared, Joe, who I had never met, called me and, in his drill-sergeant voice, commanded: “Mitch, you stick with this thing!” Within three years—coinciding with the birth of our second son—I had my first book contract with Random House. Much else followed.


People asked how I could possibly find time to write as a father, husband, and publishing executive at Penguin. (Being a writer doesn’t mean quitting your day job.) All I could reply was: “I want to write more than I want to sleep.” That remains true today. And that’s the hallmark of a Definite Chief Aim: something that is clear, action-oriented, doable, and evokes uncompromising passion.


I firmly believe that if you really want to find your aim in life, this book, and others in the Napoleon Hill Success Course series, will lead you to identify and act on it.


The Miracle of a Definite Chief Aim is my first of ten volumes that take a deep dive into Hill’s ideas. All of these books help you better apply Hill’s principles, in whatever circumstances you find yourself. This book is based closely and faithfully on the principles, terms, and concepts of Napoleon Hill. Most of the book’s anecdotes, reportage, and exercises are my own, and, as you will see, many sections (particularly those dealing with the arts and sciences) are contemporary. But all are inspired by the work of Napoleon Hill. In certain cases I emphasize an idea of Hill’s that is especially relevant to 21st century readers, such as starting over after setbacks, or altering a Definite Chief Aim if conditions demand it. Each chapter contains one or more boxed “Action Steps”—additional exercises that work out your mental and emotional muscles, and give you fuller use of the ideas we explore. You can return to the Action Steps, as well as the Takeaway Points at the end of each chapter, as refreshers.


I pledge this to you: I do not sell fantasies or propagate ideas that I have not personally and effectively used myself. Neither did Napoleon Hill. This book is for practical dreamers—and actual doers. It is not for people who fantasize while drifting to sleep at night in front of a flickering television with a bag of chips lying on their chest. It is for people who hunger, above all else, to pursue their business, art, profession, invention, or special calling in life. Those are the people who almost always succeed, one way or another.


A miracle, in the classical sense, is a bending of natural laws by Divine intercession. For our purposes here, I define a miracle as a favorable deviation from all reasonable expectancy, such as the realization of a cherished but remote goal. This kind of a miracle, which is very possible, begins with the formulation of one clear, passionately felt aim, backed with intelligent action.


Let me put it another way. I once described Think and Grow Rich in a single sentence: “Emotionalized thought directed toward one passionately held aim—aided by organized planning and the Master Mind—is the root of all accomplishment.” (If any of my terms are unfamiliar jump ahead to the appendix where I define Hill’s “Sixteen Laws of Success.”)


A definite aim is the foundation of any form of achievement. I have experienced this in my own life and witnessed it in the lives of others I know and admire, some of whom you will meet in the pages ahead. I have also watched capable people indecisively stumble from mediocrity to mediocrity—until the importance of having a DCA seeped in, and changed everything. In writing this book, it is my fondest hope that you witness the power of a definite aim in your own experience.


The Miracle of a Definite Chief Aim shows you, step by step, how to understand and apply Hill’s principle, whatever your goal or values. Without a firm grasp of this idea, none of Hill’s other lessons (or any motivational lessons for that matter) will work for you. As you will discover, having a definite chief aim will serve you whether you want to make money, express yourself in the arts, become a leader in your field, or defeat injustice and evil. Some of us want all these things. But the door of greatness cracks open only to those who approach their dreams with one special, overarching focus—a Definite Chief Aim. Let’s find your aim together.















1



The Miracle of Your Definite Chief Aim


What do you want out of life?


Be very careful how you respond to that question. It will make the difference between success and failure. Those who answer in a hasty or lazy way, or with bland generalities—like “I want lots of money”—are destined to go nowhere. The same is true of those who reply in a scattershot way, naming a plethora of wants and desires, many of which are self-contradictory, such as being a great leader and also having lots of leisure time, or traveling to exotic locales while also raising a young family.


But the person who can respond to the question of what he wants from life with one clear, definite, and passionately felt aim—that individual is going to succeed.


Did you notice the emphasis I gave to the word passionately? Your aim must be not only focused and specific—it must be so deeply held that, next to health and home, you desire it more than anything else. It must be something that you are willing to stake your life on. I don’t mean that in a figurative or colorful way. I mean it with complete seriousness. Your Definite Chief Aim, or DCA, must be more than a mere want or desire, something that is likely to change as circumstances change. No. It must be an obsession: overwhelming, persistent, and single-minded.


The Power of a Single Wish


Does this criterion sound extreme? It is not. Let me tell you a story about someone you may have heard of: Bill Wilson. Bill went from being a street drunk to founding the worldwide fellowship Alcoholics Anonymous. He was one of the originators of the twelve-step method of recovery, which has rescued millions of people from addictions ranging from substance abuse to compulsive gambling to chronic debt spending. By the time of Bill’s death in 1971, he was loved and admired by people around the world.


But in the early 1930s, when Bill was nearing forty, he was a wasted, rundown, and destitute drunk. His alcohol abuse had grown so unremitting that his existence became little more than a cycle of on-and-off stays in New York hospitals to dry out, while his wife, Lois, held down odd jobs to keep the couple clothed and fed. Bill was a failure in every sense. He was headed for a life of indigence and early death, either from an alcohol-related disease or a fatal accident while drunk.


Hitting bottom helped Bill formulate his Definite Chief Aim. It was to stay sober and help others to do the same. These were not two separate goals. Bill discovered that remaining sober and helping others to do so are one and the same. He built Alcoholics Anonymous on the principle of mutual service. Counseling and lifting up another addict are central to one’s own recovery.


Bill arrived at his earliest insights for overcoming addiction during what he described as a spiritual awakening in December 1934. At the time, Bill was laid up in Towns Hospital in Manhattan, a place where he frequently retreated to recover from benders. “Lying there in conflict,” Bill wrote, “I dropped into the blackest depression I had ever known. Momentarily my prideful obstinacy was crushed. I cried out, ‘Now I’m ready to do anything…’”


What happened next upended his life: Bill said he had an experience of total freedom, euphoria, and absolute focus. “Blazing, there came the tremendous thought ‘You are a free man.’” Bill felt that a Higher Power, as he phrased it, could help him and others recover from the crippling need to drink. In the years immediately following, Bill codified his experience into the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous, and wrote a book of the same name.


But there is more to Bill’s story. One of his closest collaborators and sources of inspiration in the 1930s was an old friend and ex-drinking buddy named Ebby Thatcher. But Ebby, the man who inspired Bill’s interest in spiritual self-help, soon relapsed into drunkenness. Ebby spent much of his life struggling with alcohol, often ill and destitute. When he died in 1966, Ebby was sober but living as a dependent at a recovery center in upstate New York. Bill regularly sent him checks to keep him going.


Why did one man remain sober and another fall down? The difference pivots on Bill’s Definite Chief Aim. Lois Wilson, Bill’s wife, explained, in her typically understated manner, the difference she saw between the two men. In so doing, Lois illuminated the power behind having a single, paramount aim:




After those first two years… why did Ebby get drunk? It was he who gave Bill the philosophy that kept him sober. Why didn’t it keep Ebby sober? He was sincere, I’m sure. Perhaps it was a difference in the degree of wanting sobriety. Bill wanted it with his whole soul. Ebby may have wanted it simply to keep out of trouble.





Bill wanted it with his whole soul. Remember that sentence. It contains an extraordinary truth. Within the parameters of physical possibility, you receive what you “want with your whole soul”—whether inner truth, career success, riches, relationships, whatever it is. Excluding some great countervailing force—and for either good or ill—the single thing that you want above all else is what you get. That is the bargain life gives us.


Transcendentalist philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that the key to power and achievement is found in “concentration”—he did not mean mental concentration, although that is an obvious virtue; but rather the philosopher meant focusing all of your thoughts and efforts on one specific, well-defined aim. Here is how Emerson put it in his essay Powers and Laws of Thought. I recommend that you write down this passage, place it somewhere you can regularly see it, and refer back to it frequently:




The secret of power, intellectual or physical, is concentration, and all concentration involves of necessity a certain narrowness. It is a law of Nature that he who looks at one thing must turn his eyes from every other thing in the universe. The horse goes better with blinders, and the man for dedication to his task. If you ask what compensation is made for inevitable narrowness, why, this, that in learning one thing you will learn all things.





People make excuses why they cannot act on the one thing that they long to do. They say they cannot possibly make a living at it, or they don’t know where to begin. Money concerns are important—and we deal with them in the chapters ahead, particularly chapter four. But the foregoing statements are often alibis for inertia. You can always begin something.


In 1964, the spiritual teacher Jiddu Krishnamurti conducted a series of dialogues with young students in India. The teacher spoke of the dulling effect of conformity, and the need to live by your own inner light. A boy asked him: “How can we put into practice what you are telling us?” Krishnamurti replied that if we want something badly enough, we know exactly what to do. “When you meet a cobra on the road,” the teacher said, “you don’t ask ‘What am I do to?’ You understand very well the danger of a cobra and you stay away from it.” Krishnamurti noted:




You hear something which you think is right and you want to carry it out in your everyday life; so there is a gap between what you think and what you do, is there not? You think one thing, and you are doing something else. But you want to put into practice what you think, so there is this gap between action and thought; and then you ask how to bridge the gap, how to link your thinking to your action.


Now, when you want to do something very much, you do it, don’t you? When you want to go and play cricket, or do some other thing in which you are really interested, you find ways and means of doing it; you never ask how to put it into practice. You do it because you are eager, because your whole being, your mind and heart are in it.





We have no claim on any aim save the one that we want with everything in us. But what if someone doesn’t possess a single soul truth? This may be the meaning behind Revelation 3:16, which condemns those who are lukewarm: “So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spit thee out of my mouth.” The hesitators, the undecided, those who commit to no path—they receive nothing. Life permits no halfway measures.


In that sense, the search for a DCA places a demand on you, one that you may think you’ve risen to but have never really tried. It is simply: To come to terms with precisely what you want. But within this simple instruction lies a danger. We are conditioned by habit and culture to think that we already know what we want, without really examining our assumptions. Yet when you organize your thoughts in a certain way—with a fearless maturity and honesty—you may be surprised to discover what your desires really are. A person who thinks of himself as “spiritual” may uncover a deep wish for worldly attainment; someone who has labored to support the work of others, or of family members, may find that she has her own deeply unsettled yearnings for self-expression; a person who is very public and extroverted may discover that he really wants solitude.


Does any of this mean that you, like Bill, must have a “spiritual experience” in order to arrive at your DCA? No, it does not. I don’t care whether you’re a believer, an agnostic, or an atheist. I am not here to sell you on religion (though I happen to believe that contemplative religion is the greatest force for good the world has ever known). I am here strictly to sell you on your own self-potential. What you need is an experience of absolute clarity—call it an epiphany, if you like—where you come to realize the nature of your truest aims. The capitalist philosopher Ayn Rand was a resolute atheist. But Rand, rejecting all theistic language and ideas, insisted that a person must reach a point of absolute self-clarity in which he knows, rationally and without any question, his true purpose in life.


Once that purpose, you can also call it your Higher Purpose, is realized, the energies of your existence begin to organize around it. Time becomes more productive. Relationships become richer (because you treasure contacts that are authentic and productive, and discard those that merely mark off time). Your moods improve. Your intellectual powers broaden and quicken. You detect connections among people and topics where you hadn’t previously seen any. It takes a great deal of work and self-scrutiny to reach this stage of purposeful self-awareness. It is worth it. This book is focused on methods that will get you there.


The Power of a Positive Obsession


Do you want to make lots of money? Most of you coming to this book probably do. That is a fine and noble aim. You can do far more good with money than without it. You can help people you love. You can support schools, philanthropies, hospitals, houses of worship, and foreign-aid organizations. You can rescue people in trouble. You can also experience some of the finer things in life, such as travel, culture, and beauty. These are all sound pursuits. But “earning lots of money” is, in itself, insufficient as a DCA. The desire to “get rich” will not win you riches.


Here is a great and valuable secret, and I want you to pay close attention to it: Your aim must provide a definite and self-evident service to the world. You must then execute this aim with persistence, determination, and organized planning. Do this, and you will likely become rich. Or, depending on the nature of your desire, perhaps you will not become rich, but you will be fulfilled and useful—and be at least materially comfortable. Above all, you must not be general. Generality fritters away your energies. You must have a specific and constructive goal that dominates your hands, heart, and intellect, and fills a human need. (We will explore this last point in detail in chapter three, But Is It Good?)


Napoleon Hill went as far to say that your aim must assume the form of an obsession. In today’s terms we think of an obsession as a harmful distraction, something that negates healthy pursuits in life and must be treated like a symptom and relieved. But the fact is, if you look at the lives of exceptional figures, whether artists, scientists, or business people, their achievements often grew out of one all-consuming, obsessive desire. It is not just any desire, but one that can be translated into its physical equivalent and that provides a constructive end product.


Hill often reflected on the case of Gilded Age steel magnate Andrew Carnegie. Carnegie told Hill in an interview that the most important principle of achievement on which he forged his career was singularity of purpose. Hill paraphrased him:




Study any person who is known to be a permanent success and you will find that he has a Definite Major Goal; he has a plan for the attainment of this goal; he devotes the major portion of his thoughts and his efforts to the attainment of this purpose. My own major purpose is that of making and marketing steel. I conceived that purpose while working as a laborer. It became an obsession with me. I took it to bed with me at night, and I took it to work with me in the morning. My Definite Purpose became more than a mere wish; it became my Burning Desire! That is the only sort of definite purpose that seems to bring desired results. Emphasize, through every means at your command, the vast difference between a mere wish and a burning desire that has assumed the proportions of an obsession. Everyone wishes for the better things of life, such as money, a good position, fame, and recognition; but most people never go far beyond the “wishing” stage. Men who know exactly what they want of life, and are determined to get it, do not stop with wishing. They intensify their wishes into a burning desire, and back that desire with continuous effort based on a sound plan.





Now, the desire to make steel may not sound terribly romantic to you. Maybe you want to correct injustice in the world; cure a disease; become a Wall Street wizard; or pursue a career in teaching or the arts. No matter. What Carnegie is saying provides the necessary mindset for all achievement. Again it must be stressed: the only person who gets anywhere in his or her chosen field is the one who pursues it as a matter of passion and obsession. This is also why you must select a DCA that inspires you with love, yearning, and drive; your aim must have powerful emotions at the back of it.


Rolling Stones guitarist Keith Richards said that he realized his life’s aim when, as a budding musician in the mid-1950s, he heard the playing style of Elvis Presley’s first guitarist, Scotty Moore. “All I wanted to do in the world was to be able to play and sound like that,” Richards said. “Everyone else wanted to be Elvis. I wanted to be Scotty.” That is what a passionate aim sounds like: It must be simple in conception, emotional to the core, and, like any worthy aim, requires immense work, training, and sweat equity, as well as a natural proclivity, topics to which we will return.


The Magic of Focus


Joseph Murphy was one of the greatest writers of popular metaphysics of the past century. A native of Ireland, Murphy relocated to New York in the early 1930s to seek a career as a chemist. Although he had a background in the sciences, the immigrant took a deep interest in the “new metaphysics” then sweeping the Western world. Murphy was fascinated with the philosophies of New Thought, Christian Science, and the “power of positive thinking”—all of which teach, in varying ways, that there exists a Divine Intelligence in the universe, and the developed person can use this power, or rather be used by it, through the medium of his thoughts.


After working as a druggist at a pharmacy counter at New York’s Algonquin Hotel, Murphy came to realize that he possessed a talent for cogently and persuasively communicating spiritual and mental formulas, which he believed could produce success in the individual, in the same way that a chemical compound could produce a repeatable physical reaction. Murphy came to see the subconscious mind as a kind of homing device, and once impressed with an idea or conviction, the subconscious finds ways and means, sometimes beyond all expectation, to bring that concept into action.


Murphy soon left his career as a chemist to become a writer and metaphysical minister. In his most influential book, The Power of Your Subconscious Mind, published in 1963, he described three steps to success: 1) loving your work; 2) specializing within your field; and 3) providing service through your work. We will briefly examine each of Murphy’s principles, and how they lead to your DCA.


The first step, Murphy wrote, is to discover the thing that you love to do and find some way, however rudimentary and nascent, of putting it into action. The greatest guarantee of success, he taught, comes from loving your work. If you love what you do you not only gain intrinsic pleasure from it, at least most of the time, but your enthusiasm bolsters the quality of your output and, hence, your capacity for success.


Some people complain that they have no sense of what they would love to do. I hear this problem often, and we will revisit it at several points. In such a case, Murphy advised meditating on the following passage: The Infinite Intelligence of my subconscious mind reveals to me my true place in life. Repeat this mediation to yourself quietly, positively, and lovingly to impress it upon your subconscious mind.


Two ingredients are vital in the effective use of meditations or affirmations: 1) feeling and 2) timing. Meditations must not be idle repetitions. The words themselves have no magic. To summon your creative energies you must say the words with deep and sincere emotional conviction. Do not force yourself. If you are not “in the mood” then return to the practice when you are. We all experience the coming and going of emotional states, like the ebb and flow of tides. Use these emotional states: When you are at ease, confident, rested, and hopefully expectant—that is the prime moment to work with your meditations. Be persistent and steady in your practice.


Regarding timing, it is best to whisper meditations to yourself in the moments just before falling asleep at night and just upon waking in the morning. This period of time, during which you hover been a state of sleep and wakefulness (and during which your body is exquisitely relaxed), is sometimes called the hypnagogic state. It is a time in which your subconscious mind is most impressionable, a topic to which we will return.


As you persist in this with ease and confidence, the nature of your aim, and of the work you most love, may arrive as a feeling, a hunch, or a tendency in a certain direction. It will probably come to you clearly and with a gentle surge of enthusiasm and inner awareness.


Murphy’s second step to devising a promising aim is to specialize in some particular branch of work—and to strive to know more about it than anyone else. For example, Murphy said, if a student chooses chemistry as his profession, he should concentrate on one of the many branches or sub-branches of the field. He should give all of his time and attention to his chosen specialty. He should become sufficiently enthusiastic to know all there is about it and all the developments in the field. Being a generalist is overrated. Specificity and depth are what gives rise to greatness. No surgeon describes himself in general terms—each specializes in a particular organ or operation. This is the formula for distinction in every field: Let your knowledge run narrow and deep.


The third step is the one that Murphy considered the most important. You must be certain that the thing you want to do does not build your success only. Your desire must not be characterized by mere money-getting or greed; it must benefit other individuals. The path of a complete circuit must be formed. Every transaction must help fulfill the needs of others, as well as your own. If it is to benefit you alone, the circle or circuit is not formed, and happiness, productivity, and usefulness will not be lasting. In a key passage from Think and Grow Rich, Napoleon Hill prescribed repeating the following statement at least once daily:




I fully realize that no wealth or position can long endure unless built upon truth and justice. Therefore, I will engage in no transaction that does not benefit all whom it affects. I will succeed by attracting to myself the forces I wish to use, and the cooperation of other people. I will induce others to serve me, because of my willingness to serve others. I will eliminate hatred, envy, jealousy, selfishness, and cynicism, by developing love for all humanity, because I know that a negative attitude toward others can never bring me success. I will cause others to believe in me because I will believe in them, and in myself.





This pledge does a good job of capturing what Murphy was after. Hang it above your desk or tape it to your desktop computer. As will be explored, our thoughts not only about ourselves but also about others have the same effect in our lives: What you believe—whether about yourself or a colleague—distinctly colors your day-to-day experience. There is greater truth in this than may first appear. We will revisit this point in chapter three.


In sum: The combination of 1) love for a project; 2) specialization and determination to know all there is about it; and 3) certainty that your project or transaction is of clear benefit to others, not just to you alone, forms an incredibly effective triad of focus. This kind of focus keeps you on track, sets you up to meet people and encounter opportunities that are pertinent to your aim, gives you and those around you the confidence that you are rightly progressing in your work, and, most importantly, places emotion at the back of your desire. Murphy’s formula is, in essence, a three-step process to devising and beginning your Definite Chief Aim.


Directed Mental Force


The way that you think about your goal, and yourself, makes a concrete difference. Contemporary neuroscience has validated the point of view that persistent thoughts, backed by emotion, possess a special power. This is seen in the field of brain science called neuroplasticity, which has gained prominence in the early twenty-first century. In short, researchers at UCLA and elsewhere have discovered that people suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) can literally alter their neural pathways through a sustained program of redirected thought. Brain scans show that the nature of your thoughts can actually “rewire” your brain biology.


One of the most active and practical experimenters in neuroplasticity is research psychiatrist Jeffrey M. Schwartz. Schwartz has designed a program that teaches people with OCD to divert their thoughts away from intrusive or ritualistic impulses. His regimen—and this is vital to our concern here—specifies that the redirected, healthy thought must be focused on something that is enjoyable, whether music, physical activity, eating, and so on. You are not built to control your mind through an act of will alone. Trying to control your thoughts or emotions is often frustratingly evasive and depleting. But you are built to gravitate toward passionately felt desires, which is the lynchpin to Schwartz’s treatment. Again, the subject must redirect his thoughts away from obsessive or ritualistic drives toward something that is pleasurable. This “directed mental force” eventually results in a rewiring of the brain’s neural pathways, through which electrical impulses travel.


Neuroplasticity underscores why you must select a DCA that taps into your deepest yearnings. Doing so is a form of insurance against distraction, wandering thoughts, apathy, and—the all-time progress killer—procrastination. “Do what you love” is not just some pretty slogan. It is the very thing that will get you working, and deliver you from mental diversions. This is true in more than just a figurative way. “I propose,” Schwartz says, “that the time has come for science to confront serious implications of the fact that directed, willed mental activity can clearly and systematically alter brain function; that the exertion of willful effort generates a physical force that has the power to change how the brain works and even its physical structure.”



Stronger Every Day


Another reason why a passionately felt DCA gets you where you’re going is that it sets in motion the principle of autosuggestion. Autosuggestion is a term coined in the early twentieth century by French hypnotherapist Emile Coué. You may know of Coué’s confidence-building mantra: “Day by day, in every way, I am getting better and better.” The mind-pioneer recommended gently repeating the formula twenty times just before drifting to sleep at night and twenty times upon awakening in the morning.


During these “in between” states you are conscious of sensory information. Your mind is flooded with stream-of-consciousness ideas and mental pictures. But your rational defenses are down. Your logical functioning is at low point. This is why people who are grieving or suffering from depression often describe the dawning hours of the morning as the most painful time of day. These periods are most definitely not the time to problem-solve or think about challenges. Our capacites for perspective and proportion are at their weakest, and the gremlins of our subconscious and our emotions are in the driver’s seat, so to speak.


There is, however, a way to make this hypnagogic state work for your aims. Because your rational defenses are lowered, it is an excellent time to impress ideas on your psyche through meditations and affirmations, like those of Joseph Murphy and Emile Coué. One of the biggest problems with repeating affirmations is that the logical mind may reject them: If you don’t feel prosperous, well, or strong, for example, your rational mind may mount a resistance that leaves you feeling worse than before. But when the gates of rationality are down, Coué and others have theorized that affirmations can more easily penetrate the subconscious and form emotional memories, in the same way that you vividly recall, and sometimes relive, childhood episodes, both happy and sad.


Researchers at Cambridge University and elsewhere are paying new attention to the hypnagogic state, trying to gain a better understanding how our minds function during these fragmentary periods when perceptions are more easily accepted and our sense of reality is pliable. Hypnagogia is one of several areas where French mind pioneer Coué demonstrated early insights, which twenty-first century researchers are now validating.


Placebo researchers at Harvard Medical School recently, though inadvertently, followed one of Coué’s threads. In January 2014, a medical school study reported that migraine sufferers responded better to medication when given “positive information” about a drug. Coué made that exact observation in the early 1900s while working as a pharmacist in northwestern France. He found that patients benefited more fully from medication when he spoke in praise of a formula. This insight led to his “day by day” affirmation. Coué believed that anyone, with almost any need, could stimulate the same positive mental forces he encouraged among patients by routinely whispering the famous mantra.


The Harvard researchers, while echoing Coué’s century-old insight, arrived independently at their conclusions. Their paper made no mention of the therapist. But Coue’s work was known to one of the study’s architects, Ted Kaptchuk, who directs Harvard’s program in placebo research. “Of course I know about Coué,” Kaptchuk told me. “‘I’m getting better day by day…’” He agreed the migraine study could coalesce with Coué’s observations.


Frontiers of Thought


Have you noticed that when something is impressed upon your mind—such as a deeply held conviction, an intense yearning, or a sense of forward-looking confidence (or the opposites of any of these things)—you tend to discover connections, examples, and possibilities that seem to draw you closer to what you are focused on?


It is theoretically possible that one of the reasons a focused thought brings you in proximity to related conditions and people is not simply that you are more aware of relevant circumstances, or are willfully seizing upon confirmations of a pre-determined idea (a phenomenon called “confirmation bias”). Rather, you may be communicating your attitudes in a not yet understood extra-physical fashion to people who may be able to offer assistance, meet you halfway, or provide a necessary piece of information.


Beginning in the early 1930s, Duke University researcher JB Rhine conducted hundreds of thousands of trials, eventually spanning decades, in which subjects attempted to “guess” which card was overturned on a five-suit deck consisting of images such as a circle, square, or cross. These were called Zener cards. Certain individuals made small but statistically relevant “hits” at a higher than average rate. Rhine labored intensively, and under the scrutiny of critics, to safeguard against every form of corruption in his data, so much so that his card experiments far exceeded the controls of most clinical trails. These few percentage points of deviation, tracked across years of trials, indicated some form of anomalous transfer of information in a laboratory setting—either that, or the manner in which we compile clinical statistics is flawed in some way that we do not yet understand.


Rhine’s lab work has attracted decades of controversy, but his data and research have never been overturned. Napoleon Hill and his key collaborator and benefactor, insurance executive W. Clement Stone, took this topic very seriously, as do I. Warren Weaver, a former president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, who directed the allocation of hundreds of millions of dollars in medical research grants for the Rockefeller Foundation and Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, examined Rhine’s methodology and concluded: “I cannot reject the evidence and I cannot accept the conclusions.” Weaver did not share Rhine’s views, but as an authentic scientist he refused to close the door on the matter.


I don’t want any reader of this book to take my word or Rhine’s word that this research is valid. Don’t take W. Clement Stone’s word—though he thought highly enough of Rhine’s work to fund his lab at Duke. Research the topic yourself if it is of interest to you. It would surpass the scope of this book to consider the various implications of Rhine’s experiments. For our purposes here, suffice to say: Many thoughtful, seasoned people report remarkable hunches, deeply meaningful coincidences, and fortuitous “accidents,” some of which occur in ways that cannot always be defined by ordinary experience or statistical probability.


The mind is an extraordinary frontier. When you are enthusiastically and diligently focused on a desired goal, your mental apparatus sets into motion a remarkable, and not always evident, array of forces.




ACTION STEP:


The Right Way to Use Affirmations


A persistent and, I think, misdirected debate runs through the culture of self-help and positive thinking: Should affirmations be rendered in the present tense (“I am”) or future tense (“I will”)? Some argue that the future tense pushes off your aims to an unrealized point in time, and perpetuates current circumstances.


Is there a “right” way to affirm?


The truth is: You should use whatever language feels most authentic and natural, and helps sustain your emotive passion. When your mind is charged with an idea or image, you tend to seek circumstances that will bring it about. The key issue is focus. If you have difficulty believing that you possess something right now, and it feels more persuasive to locate it in the future, then do so. May traditionalists forgive me: There is no wrong way of affirming a goal.


The life of bestselling science-fiction novelist Octavia Butler (1947-2006) is a case in point. Butler grew up in a working-class, African-American household in Pasadena, California, in the 1950s and 60s. Awkward, shy, and unusually tall for her age, Butler felt isolated from other kids. In her solitude, she developed voracious reading habits, and a burning desire to write. Butler went on to become Sci-Fi’s first widely recognized African-American woman writer, winning popularity and acclaim.


Archivists at the Huntington Library in Los Angeles discovered among the novelist’s papers an extraordinary and prescient rendering of her personal vision, which Butler handwrote in 1988 in the classic tones of positive-mind metaphysics: “I shall be a bestselling writer… This is my life. I write bestselling novels… I will find the way to do this. So be it! See to it!” Butler freely used both future and present tenses in her vision. She wrote her feelings without getting distracted by form.


Butler’s manifesto expressed another positive-mind principle: purposeful success. “I will send poor black youngsters to… writer’s workshops. I will help poor black youngsters broaden their horizons… I will get the best of health care for my mother and myself.”


You can examine Butler’s handwritten affirmation for yourself online, including at Verso, the blog of the Huntington Library. Butler crafted the perfect declaration of an artist or entrepreneur expressing the language of desire.






TAKEAWAY POINTS:




• Do not assume that you already know what your aim is. We often repeat things to ourselves that do not capture our most deep-seated attitudes. Scrutinize yourself.


• Life does not bargain with us: We are given the opportunity to attain one definitely focused and passionately felt aim—not a plethora of conflicting aims or vague desires.


• An aim is much more than a mere preference or a generalized wish. It is a specific, definite, and passionately felt drive.


• A Definite Chief Aim (DCA) must have intense emotions at the back of it.


• Your aim must be specific. The more specialized it is, the more likely you are to achieve it.


• Your aim should be generative—it should provide something of concrete value to other individuals.


• Affirmations charge the mind with a distinct keenness and awareness that directs you toward opportunities to act on your goal.


• You can alter your attitudes and the actual neural activity of your brain through autosuggestion and the insights of neuroplasticity.


• Practice affirmations in the moments just before drifting to sleep at night and just as you’re coming to wakefulness in the morning. Your mind is especially impressionable at such times.


• Affirmations or meditations work best at influencing the subconscious when they are sincere and emotive. Don’t get hung up on language. There is no wrong way to affirm.


• We are only at the threshold of understanding the potentials of the mind. Take seriously the power and implications of thought.
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