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“Drawing on philosophy, aesthetics, and esotericism, Millar deciphers the rising paradoxes of our era: authority in an age of strangeness, identity in a time of impermanence, and the place of character and consciousness in the unfolding AI epoch. Transcend the Chaos is an indispensable and captivating guide for the last Stoics: those who dare to face society’s chaos and expectations without losing hope and without losing themselves.”

LUA VALENTIA, BRAZILIAN-BORN CHAOS SORCERESS,
METAPHYSICAL SCHOLAR, AND VISIONARY AUTHOR

“Let’s face it—uncertainty is only going to increase in the future. In this book, Angel tells us how to go beyond the chaos and lead rather than be resigned to change. He shows us how to use a holistic approach that includes personal growth, persuasion, presence, and leadership. I found it fascinating!”
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For John, my teacher in the art of hypnosis.



This Book and Your Health

In this book, we speak about diet, exercise, hypnosis, and meditation. You should consult your doctor and seek the advice of a qualified dietician, nutritionist, and/or similar qualified medical professional before significantly changing your diet. Consult your doctor before beginning any strenuous course of exercise or beginning any new type of physical training if you have any preexisting conditions. And get regular medical check-ups. Hypnotic techniques should also only be practiced under the supervision and guidance of a qualified hypnotist or instructor.
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WE ARE LIVING THROUGH A TIME of unprecedented change. And the speed of change is accelerating. Less than a century ago, it was not uncommon for someone to work for the same corporation their entire adult life and to retire in relative comfort. Over the last few decades alone, however, corporations (and with them entire industries) have collapsed and disappeared. Others, especially in tech, have emerged seemingly out of nowhere, and with them have come new professions, often highly competitive and sometimes quickly oversaturated. Consequently, hard-earned qualifications are at risk of becoming outdated in a surprisingly short amount of time and must be continually updated.

Whether we like it or not, uncertainty and unexpected change are the future. And uncertainty and change affect—and will continue to affect—every area of our lives: relationships, family, how we present ourselves, how we feel about ourselves, the time we have for what is meaningful to us, and even where we will live (or need to live in order to further our career). In numerous ways, the border between work and private life is increasingly eroded. Leaving aside the long hours that some corporations demand, a potential employer might scrutinize your social media accounts before seriously thinking of interviewing you, or you might be expected to act as an unofficial brand ambassador for the company that hires you. Conversely, you need more than qualifications and skills to get on professionally and, increasingly, you will need to cultivate skills of stress management, mindfulness, relationship building, risk-taking, and so on.

Uncertainty. Change. And the Unexpected. These add up to chaos. Yet as we have become more and more specialized in our education and vocation, less able to manage (or thrive under) stress and pressure, less willing to think outside the box, and less capable of exerting influence, we are more vulnerable to chaos than we have probably ever been. Although we will explore how to get on professionally and how to exert influence, this is not a book about the economy or professions. It is a blueprint for transforming and transcending chaos.

As you work through its pages, you will learn the secrets of every aspect of personal growth from mindset (chapters 3 and 6) to stress-management, self-development, self-care (chapter 4), persuasion (chapters 5 and 8), presence (chapter 7), and creative thinking and leadership (chapter 9).

To establish a firm foundation for taking action, in the first two chapters we will focus our attention on the nature of society—not as we would like it to be but how it really is. We will look at the role of chaos, chance, and randomness in opportunity. We will see how an advantage can be a disadvantage, and as such, why you should not feel disadvantaged if you have had to struggle. And we will explore the forces that have shaped societies across the globe and that will continue to shape our society and others, noting what we can learn from each. The final chapter constitutes a survival guide for the coming decades. Through it, you will explore what I call “the Six Cs”: Connection, Creativity, Craft, Culture, Character, and Consciousness.

At a deep level, things often connect and overlap in interesting and unexpected ways. The lessons of this book draw from a wide range of fields, from marketing to meditation, from hypnotism to the mental aspects of the martial arts, from sales to the creative secrets and business acumen of haute couture fashion. Yet you will find that there are connections between them. And you will discover that the lessons of each are mutually reinforcing. Our approach is holistic, taking into account the whole person.

The path laid out in this book is one of both internal self-development and external application. Feeling more confident, being able to manage and lessen your stress response, and thinking in new and more creative ways are all invaluable in themselves. But in an unpredictable world vulnerable to extreme change, you must take control of yourself and your life and become a leader within it. Leadership does not mean telling other people what to do. It means self-awareness, adaptability, curiosity, creativity, empathy, resilience, and the ability to assess your situation and make a decision about the best way forward. Let’s begin by looking at our fast-changing world.
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PHILOSOPHER ZYGMUNT BAUMAN (1925–2017) described our own time as “liquid modernity.” Fluids cannot be stopped. They “pass around some obstacles,” he said. They spill, drip, flow, and flood. “Fluids do not keep to any shape for long and are constantly ready (and prone) to change it,” Bauman also noted.1 Today, we “go with the flow,” are concerned with “market liquidity,” and make sure that we have “liquid assets.” Even gender is “fluid.” Money, identity; everything seems to be in a state of flux. Everything is changing.

Bauman was not the first philosopher to take an interest in liquid. Indeed, we find a similar observation at the very beginning of philosophy. For Thales of Miletus (born ca. 624–620 BCE, died ca. 548–545 BCE), everything was made of water. This seems like a strange idea but Thales might have seen water as the primal substance of life since it can exist in the form of a gas (steam), liquid (water), and solid (ice) depending on temperature.2 This, in turn, Thales might well have related to the transformation of metal through the metallurgical process of heating, melting, shaping, and cooling, and to the eruption of volcanoes in which molten rock appears as a fiery liquid.3

Thales lived roughly a century and a half before Socrates (469–399 BCE), who is often regarded as the father of Western philosophy. Though Socrates wrote nothing himself, through the writings of Plato and Xenophon—who were his disciples in his final years—he has given us the Socratic method of probing a subject through dialogue, or questions and answers, in order to arrive at the truth, or at least as close to the truth as we can get with limited information. This method became a part of classical education and lies at the foundations of such fields as psychoanalysis, therapy, and life coaching.

We must, of course, be able to reason. But rational thinking has definite limits. And believing that the world conforms to rational thought is absurd. Life is chaos. Or as Thales or Bauman might have said, life is liquid. It is always in a state of change: flowing, evaporating, freezing, breaking apart, then flowing again. There are times of calm, but there are also storms. And there are waves, whirlpools, and strong and weak currents.

There is something in Thales’s concept of water and Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity that is reminiscent of medieval and Renaissance alchemy. Notably, although alchemists attempted to turn base metals into gold through processes of heating, liquefying, and evaporating, alchemy has also sometimes involved the creation of medicines from plants through processes of boiling, simmering, and evaporation. Alchemy has also served as a metaphor for spiritual and psychological awakening. During the twentieth century, early psychoanalyst Carl Jung explored the process of alchemy as a reflection of the psychological process of individuation.

Unsurprisingly perhaps, alchemy is often regarded as the forerunner of modern science. Yet conceptually they opposed each other until very recently. In Europe, the alchemist began with Chaos—or the “watery chaos,” as alchemist Simon Forman (1552–1611) described it.4 Sir Isaac Newton, who practiced alchemy himself, said that “just as all things were created from one Chaos by the design of one God, so in our art [of alchemy] all things . . . are born from this one thing, which is our Chaos.”5 Chaos, if Newton is to be believed, is part of the divine plan. Or to put it another way, it is an inescapable aspect of reality, and as such, acts of discovery, of creativity, and of transformation necessarily involve chaos in some way. In contrast, from its beginning, science rejected the very idea of chaos, or the nonlinear, and assumed instead that natural processes were essentially orderly, or linear.

It was not until the 1960s that the modern study of chaos began. And it began in physics, with the creeping realization that relatively simple mathematical equations, with tiny differences in input, could model systems that appeared disorganized. Described as “sensitive dependence on initial conditions” in relation to weather, this phenomenon became known as the butterfly effect. Accordingly, a minor stirring of the air in one part of the world (e.g., by a butterfly) might lead to changes that ultimately create a storm in another part of the world some time later on.6

Over the following decade, a small number of scientists working in different fields (physics, mathematics, biology, and chemistry) began to take chaos seriously.7 Then in 1976, Nature published a “messianic” paper by the theoretical-physicist-turned-biologist Robert M. May in which he observed that the mathematics of “linear systems” (which had been successfully applied to linear problems) had come to dominate the mathematics and physics at the university level.8 Yet, he observed outside the sciences, nonlinear systems were “surely the rule, not the exception.”9 Chaos needed to be taught if scientists were going to truly be able to understand our “overwhelmingly nonlinear world.”10

Not only has chaos made a return to the sciences, but the name of Thales has begun to echo in our own time, being used in the names of a number of prominent corporations in the financial, defense, and technology sectors. Perhaps this is not surprising. Aristotle tells us that Thales was once scolded for being poor and told that his philosophy was of no practical use. Thales’s philosophy required observing the night sky and the motions of the planets. Through this practice, he had come to believe that the next olive crop would be unusually abundant; it was still winter at the time. Thales paid deposits on all of the olive presses in Miletus, where he lived, and in Chios, which was some distance away. Since they were not in demand and no one else bid on them, he was able to hire them cheaply. When it came time to harvest the olives, there was, as Thales had predicted, an abundant crop. The olive presses were now in high demand and he was able to hire them out, making a substantial profit. He did this not because he wanted the money but to show that, through their knowledge, philosophers can become wealthy.11

Yet, Thales’s ability to predict harvests is not the only point of connection to the financial world today. In Trading Thalesians: What the Ancient World Can Teach Us about Trading Today, Saeed Amen tells us that “Thales’ notion of water . . . can actually be closely related to the concept of risk [in today’s financial markets].”12 While Western societies tend to conceive of the wealthiest 1 percent (and therefore the other 99 percent) as essentially fixed, even here there is constant flux: a staggering 70 percent of wealthy families lose their wealth by the second generation and 90 percent lose it by the third generation.13 As some people move out of this demographic, others of course move in, though their families will be no more immune to the cycle of familial financial boom-and-bust than those they replaced.

Of course, you might feel that those born into wealth are still at an advantage, but 70 percent of the children of wealthy parents are not. Two-thirds of the remaining families will lose their wealth with their grandchildren. If the grandparents could make themselves wealthy, it is plausible that most of their offspring could at least have increased their wealth if they had been born into equally humble circumstances, rather than lose it during their lifetime. The children of wealthy parents do, of course, sometimes make more wealth. But adverse circumstances often instill outsiders with the drive and ambition to succeed despite the odds.

Although a small percentage of families will keep their money generationally or lose it far more slowly over many more generations, for most, in a world of chaos and constant change and new challenges, being born into wealth is a disadvantage. The children of the self-made wealthy learn to spend rather than to create. And what comes easily, goes easily. Still, you might envy their easy ride through life and their ability to buy whatever they want. You might think of them as free of the worries you have experienced. They will not know what it means to struggle to pay the rent. But spoiled and entitled, such people often feel—and perhaps are—inadequate and unloved.

We have friends to the degree that we have character and gravitas. These qualities are carved out in facing challenges, in aspiring, pushing through discomfort, cultivating endurance and fortitude, and in overcoming our struggles and accomplishing goals in our lives. Of course, we all have acquaintances as well. These are people that we like but that do not know our struggles and accomplishments and we do not know theirs. The grown-up children of the self-made wealthy usually attract only acquaintances—mere hangers-on who want to help them spend their inheritance. Of course, the children of the wealthy will often use their money to get what they want, including sexual or romantic partners. But deep down, they know that their attractiveness and power is entirely derived from the character, gravitas, and work of others. They, themselves, are empty.

Let’s return to chaos. Psychologist Albert Bandura observed that most models of human development regard childhood experiences as laying the foundation for the course of the individual’s life. And while an individual’s character, interests, and abilities are likely to strongly influence their life in certain regards such as career, the “branching power” of random, impactful encounters makes an individual’s life difficult to predict.14

Sometimes, the branching power (or we might say “the butterfly effect”) of a random encounter can be entirely negative. Bandura mentions the case of Diana Oughton, a sensitive, sheltered individual from an affluent family who, by a chance encounter, was set on a course that would lead her to join the terrorist Weathermen organization. She was killed when a Weathermen bomb went off accidentally.15 Nevertheless, unexpected encounters can also lead to enormous changes in life trajectory that are overwhelmingly positive and that can ultimately shape society to a large degree. Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, the founders of Apple, met when Jobs was out walking with a friend, Bill Fernandez; Wozniak was also a friend of Fernandez. And Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the founders of Google, first met when Brin was giving a tour of Stanford University to new students. Page happened to be one of them.16

As Bandura notes, influence in human society operates—or at least tends to operate—reciprocally rather than unidirectionally. The degree to which you will be able to capitalize on chaos in the form of “fortuitous opportunities” and resist entanglements that might lead to disastrous consequences is dependent on the development of your “personal resources” and “personal agency.” These include the acquisition of competencies (knowledge and skill in particular fields), self-agency, and self-direction.17 Or to put it more simply, it is our competence and our character that determines our ability to navigate, defend ourselves against, and capitalize on the chaos inherent in life. We will explore these throughout this book.
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IN THEIR LESSONS OF HISTORY, Will and Ariel Durant tell us that there are six traits of the human being, each of which has its opposite.1 These traits, which the Durants say are significant factors in the shaping of history, are (1) action/sleep, (2) fight/flight, (3) acquisition/avoidance, (4) association/privacy, (5) mating/refusal, and (6) parental care/filial dependence.

It is peculiar, perhaps, that the Durants did not include religious belief in their list of characteristics. Human beings have relinquished sex and sworn themselves to chastity because of their religious convictions. They have flogged themselves until bloody. They have seen visions and created great works of art to commemorate saints or to express the sacred. And they have fought wars and conquered “unbelievers” in the name of religion.

We might make another adjustment to their list, subsuming parental care/filial dependency under the greater category of association/privacy. The family unit has been indispensable to society but the nuclear family is relatively new. Previously, the extended family was the norm and often these functioned almost as small tribes. Again, families with many children whose parents could not, as such, give much time to any one of them were typical and younger children were often partially raised by older siblings. Among the upper classes, children were often sent to boarding school and saw their parents infrequently. In ancient Sparta, boys were removed from their families at twelve years of age.

We must add another category: migration/settlement. Human beings have found themselves called—almost religiously—to scale the tallest and most forbidding mountains and to go to the Arctic, even though, inhospitable to human life, neither of these could be made into permanent settlements. Armies have traveled halfway across the world to conquer territories. Human beings tamed horses and camels and turned them into modes of transport. Then we invented other means to transport us farther and faster across the land and still others to take us across the oceans, through the air, and into space. On the individual level though, the migration/domesticity dichotomy may determine much about our future in a fast-changing world in which travel and migration are integral to it. As an individual, we might perhaps move abroad to study, immigrate for work, marry, or join family members. Or we might spend our entire lives in the same town that we were born into. But even so, the community around us will likely change and we might find ourselves in a place that feels as strange as if we had left.

Lastly, we should take note of both the recognition and the denial of our mortality and how these shape individuals and cultures alike.

With these adjustments and minor changes in verbiage to suit our purposes, we might settle on the following nine characteristics:

1. Group Loyalty / Individualism

2. Innovation / Tradition

3. Aggression / Receptivity

4. Religious Faith / Secularism

5. Epicureanism / Asceticism

6. Sex / Abstinence

7. Work / Leisure

8. Migration / Settlement

9. Recognition / Denial of Impermanence

Let’s consider each of these in turn.

GROUP LOYALTY / INDIVIDUALISM

There is an Arabic proverb: “My brother and I against my cousin and my cousin and I against the stranger.”2 Traditionally, a person owed their loyalty to their family, tribe, and—later—their nation-state. The Arabic term for “loyalty,” “group consciousness,” or “social cohesion” is asabiyyah and North African historian Ibn Khaldun* (1332–1406, born in Tunis) tells us that it is asabiyyah that provides the incentive for a community to develop from primitive conditions to civilization—or from a family to a tribe and eventually to a nation-state.

Unifying the community, asabiyyah prevents internal strife and external attacks, enabling it to grow and develop. According to Ibn Khaldun, while blood ties are enough to unite the tribe in its earlier stages, after statehood has been achieved the asabiyyah of lineage will be replaced by an asabiyyah of reason, and instead of blood ties there will be a collective commitment to the dynasty and its religion.3

However, in the West, both Christianity—the dominant religion in the West over the last millennia—and belief in the nation-state have radically declined. Instead, we have come to believe in a global society, a “global village,” or multicultural societies composed of different nationalities and cultures. Along with these have emerged the belief in international law, open borders, and mass migration. Consequently, within the borders of Western nation-states, group loyalty is actively opposed if that loyalty is based on traditional “in-group” ties, such as the nation-state itself, or on the nation’s traditional customs, religion, or familial structure.

Group loyalty, or prejudice, has not disappeared of course. Instead, pushed down in one area of life or society, it reemerges full force elsewhere with new divisions and with “out-groups” being transformed into “in-groups” and vice versa. Today in the United States, discrimination against people of a different political party affiliation is more common and far more acceptable than discrimination on the basis of religion.4 Such is the unceasing churn of history.

As social psychologist Henri Tajfel (1919–1982) showed during the 1970s, whether we like it or not, human beings always categorize themselves into groups and discriminate in favor of those in their group (the in-group). Conducting a series of studies during the early 1970s, Tajfel and his colleagues assigned participants to categories that were as meaningless and arbitrary as possible. Yet the participants still exhibited group loyalty to members of their own arbitrary and meaningless group; for example, awarding higher points to members of the in-group than those outside of it.5

Those who believe that they are not prejudiced and that they are open-minded and do not discriminate, in fact, discriminate against other groups as much as everyone else.6 Simply, their prejudices might be rationalized away or regarded as moral and might even be applauded by influential segments of society such as the media or politicians. Especially in a cosmopolitan city such as London or New York, someone who would be shocked and appalled by the sentiment encapsulated in “my cousin and I against the stranger” might nevertheless embrace its inversion—the stranger and I against my cousin—creating a new group loyalty.

Increasingly in our time, group loyalty is leveled against the most creative, innovative, and dynamic members of society. To create, quite simply, is to court condemnation. Perhaps this is inevitable. Creators, innovators, and disruptors of all types upset the status quo, not only at the very top of society but perhaps, more problematically, in the middle, among the ordinary people—or what we might call the new “moral majority.” This group has played by the rules and now finds that those rules are under threat by new innovations, new technology, and ways of doing things. Yet creative thinking and the ability to think differently and to innovate is precisely what enables a civilization to survive. Ironically, group identity is integral to individual identity.

Takeaway



An individual’s sense of self is largely based on who they identify with regardless of whether this is their closest neighbor or a complete stranger. Of course, you must endeavor to cultivate friendships with people you respect and where there is the opportunity for mutual respect and support.

However, also think carefully about who you identify with outside of friendships and family, and identify yourself with those who mold circumstances to their advantage rather than being molded, and disadvantaged, by them.

In relation to other people, to motivate the individual to act in the way you want, invoke the values and signifiers of the group that they identify with and remind them of their membership in that group.

INNOVATION/TRADITION

Let’s draw from the five-factor model of personality used in the realm of psychology, which describes the traits of extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience. Innovation suggests high openness to experience (i.e., to new experiences) and tradition suggests low openness to experience. Societies tend to value one or other of these, of course. The West tends to value innovation, change, novelty, excitement, gimmicks, and so on. Even though they may be innovative in such areas as technology, at the present time countries such as Russia and Iran tend to value tradition, especially their religious traditions.

An extremely innovative society and an extremely traditional society will both have their advantages and disadvantages as well as social benefits and problems. In traditional societies, families tend to be larger and family members lend support to each other. In innovative societies, families are small (and in the West, ever decreasing in size), which creates greater financial insecurity and greater reliance on the government for help. In traditional societies, too, work is typically more stable, with people remaining in a single job for many years or even for their entire lives. In innovative societies, as we have mentioned, entire industries can collapse, jobs are unstable, and an individual might need to change professions over the course of a lifetime.

As with too much tradition, too much innovation can be boring, producing endless novelty that is a mere spectacle and that lacks any sense of depth, meaning, or purpose. Extremely innovative societies can also be hostile to those who want to live more traditional lives, whether inside or outside of their borders.

At its most extreme, as “progress” becomes a belief verging on a religious faith rather than a creative act, the innovative society becomes as intolerant as—if not more intolerant than—the traditional society. It will spend its energy on making sure everyone conforms to the political beliefs du jour and will unleash modern-day witch hunts on nonbelievers.

Since it can be interpreted in different ways, eventually creativity itself may fall under suspicion. There is always the possibility of interpreting a creative product or work of art as being out of step with or opposed to the current ideology or latest cause. The “free love,” free speech, and freedom of conscience that enthused the creative elite and that was inseparable from their society’s most innovative stage is replaced by an emphasis on morals and rule following. Creators and thinkers begin to censor themselves. No ideas and no facts can be debated and those that contradict the narrative are regarded as unspeakable. The uncreative become the loudest voices. Posing a threat to its long-term survival, the innovative society starts to become anti-creative and even begins to mirror the most dogmatic of traditional societies.

While there will be those who resist and go against the demands of their society, whether it is innovative or traditional, the individual is often a microcosm of their society. The traditional society generally produces individuals who are closed off to the world, to ideas, and to other possibilities. The innovative society produces atomized individuals whose opinions change with the latest media reports, whose family ties and friendships are tenuous, whose knowledge of history is virtually nonexistent (so that they are not able to learn its lessons) and whose lifestyle is based on consumption, pleasure, and the avoidance of pain and unpleasantness.

The mean between the extremes of innovation and tradition is creativity. And over the last few decades, creativity has declined in the United States and doubtlessly elsewhere in the Western world. We tend to associate creativity with the arts. And certainly, it is integral to art, design, music, and similar pursuits, but an individual who is highly creative is more likely to become an inventor, entrepreneur, diplomat, doctor, author, or college president.7 Creativity is fundamentally about problem-solving and, as such, is the engine of civilization. Creative individuals adopt the spirit and attitude of past creators and build upon tradition while pushing into new creative territory.

On a societal level, creativity requires that the populace is enthused by the best of history and tradition while being willing to entertain new ideas and possibilities. On an individual level, especially in our unstable and fast-changing world, we must choose some skills or arts (business, technology, fine art, medicine, literature, martial arts, etc.) and master them to the best of our ability. Being highly knowledgeable or skilled in at least one area enables us to understand other skills or areas of knowledge with greater ease. Indeed, innovation often comes from combining seemingly separate areas of expertise.

Innovators must also be willing to take manageable risks. First then, you must know what you can and cannot afford to lose if the gamble does not pay off. Things rarely work out the first time and so some loss is almost certainly unavoidable. But in defeat there are invaluable lessons to learn. Reaching any significant, long-term goal in life will require treading a path of trial and error, and this will mean determining manageable risks from unmanageable ones.

Understanding your limits right now, and how far beyond them you can push, will require honest self-reflection and a little humility. Here, then, we should think briefly about confidence and arrogance. There may be different ways to define these but we can think about them this way: Confident people ask questions. Arrogant people have an answer for everything.

Confident people are interested in things that they do not know about. They are curious and inquisitive. They are able to ask questions and show that they do not know anything about a particular subject because they are confident that they know a lot about some other area. Thus they ask questions not as an inferior, but in the spirit of exchange. If you have a question for them, they will answer to the best of their ability.

Confident people are able to exchange ideas, knowledge, and perspectives with others. In contrast, an arrogant person will always steer any conversation away from things they do not know about to something that they do know about. Or they will talk over other people to prevent the conversation being taken where they do not want it to go. Quite simply, they want to be seen as clever or knowledgeable, even though their knowledge is limited, one-sided, and unbalanced at best.

Creativity requires curiosity and inquisitiveness. And it requires the willingness to take manageable risks, the ability to assess our strengths and weaknesses, confidence in what we know, and willingness to learn more.

On a societal level, however, if innovation gives way to dogmatism and confidence turns into arrogance that society will not be able to survive major shocks or challenges. To survive, societies often depend on outliers—creative individuals who can withstand scrutiny and condemnation, or high-IQ immigrants (see the “Migration/Settlement” section below) who are either unofficially exempted from some of the cultural norms of society or who do not care about the criticism of a society that is not theirs.

Takeaway



(1) Cultivate curiosity. The world is complex and sometimes contradictory. Ask questions so that you can understand the world a little better. (2) Appreciate the best of traditional culture but learn to think and act in original ways. (3) Reflect honestly on your skills and your weaknesses, and understand what risks you can and cannot afford to take in pursuit of your goals. (4) Exchange knowledge and information with people at a similar level in your field and in other fields.
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