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PRAISE FOR WHY SMART,
CREATIVE AND HIGHLY SENSITIVE
PEOPLE HURT

“Who are you and how are you so amazing? I bought the book Why Smart People Hurt for my husband for Christmas. But I think I really bought it for myself. It’s like you are inside my head. I’m in tears right now after reading, because what you write about has been the struggle of my life. I don’t know what to say other than thank you for writing this book. This book is changing my life.”

—Melissa Ann, in email to the author

“What a master psychotherapist and creativity maven Eric Maisel is. Not only a fluid and marvelously concise yet witty writer, he brings such insights into the dark world of people burdened with ‘smartness’ who cannot keep their minds from working. There are so many chapters that were so germane to my life and work that I felt he had been inside my overactive brain to listen to the ‘monkey mind’ that inhabits it. This book and all his others dealing with this broad field are like a refreshing shower of understanding and knowledge. It’s good to know that one is not alone and that there are ways to bring meaning into life; however dire it may look at times. Thank you, Eric!”

—Harbin Creative, five-star Amazon review

“If you’re so smart, why are you in so much pain? Dr. Maisel gets to the root of the special mental challenges of bright people, provides a new system for deriving meaning and joy from life, and helps you conquer the special challenges of being smart with compassionate and invaluable advice! This book will make a smart person even smarter!”

—Dr. Katharine Brooks, author of You Majored in What? Mapping Your Path from Chaos to Career

“I just have to write to tell you how grateful I am to you for what you are giving to people and the world. Because of your writings, I think there might be some hope for me to eventually get clear of a lot of pain I’ve been in for a long time. Thank you so much! You have a gift. Much wisdom. Readable writing skills. I’m sure much more. Thank you for your courage and love to share it!”

—Lianne, in an email to the author

“You don’t have to be smart to benefit from (and LOVE) this book! Each chapter explains in simple, often humorous words why people feel unhappy or uncomfortable with their lives or each other. Eric Maisel SEES us. He understands why humans are the way we are, and he has a gentle and compassionate way of explaining us to ourselves and giving us easy tips for making life easier and happier. I’ve bought copies for my young adult friends. This is like a guidebook for navigating adulthood! What a joy.”

—Lynne Spreen, five-star Amazon review

“Wow. You are a savior to me…and I haven’t even finished Why Smart People Hurt yet! But I felt compelled to wipe the tears from my face just now, put it down, and let you know that your book is quite literally the first thing to make me not feel alone. I AM SO THANKFUL. My biggest struggle with my depression is not how ‘no one understands my depression’ but rather that ‘no one understands how my mind thinks.’ I’ve always ‘ticked’ differently. I’m not religious, but I still want to say BLESS YOU! Consider this email a giant, loving hug from a stranger. I can’t even stop grinning as I write you this message. Thank you, thank you, thank you. From the bottom of my heart.”

—Zachary, in an email to the author

“A must-read for parents of gifted children and the 1.5 billion people who find themselves in the top 20 percent of the world’s population, Why Smart People Hurt powerfully explains the struggles of our best and our brightest and provides answers with the potential to change the lives of millions of readers.”

—Gail McMeekin, author of The 12 Secrets of Highly Creative Women

“No other book I’ve read has addressed so clearly the number of struggles smart and creative people face on a daily basis. Maisel’s approach is simple and straightforward and focuses on the coherent philosophy of life that he’s created, a philosophy of life that is new to me and that has had some noticeable results already.”

—LFP, five-star Amazon review

“I wanted to write to you to let you know how grateful I am that you wrote Why Smart People Hurt. I feel as though it has saved my life. I am the epitome of the ‘smart’ person you describe in the book and have NEVER EVER felt understood by anyone until reading your book. I was reading five or six self-help books a week to try and figure out what was ‘wrong’ with me and why I felt so discontented and hopeless. Then I found your book. Every message in your book was as though you were directly speaking to me. I no longer feel so alone and have the hope that I am going to be able to create meaning in my life, one action at a time. From the bottom of my heart, thank you. You have saved my life and given me hope. Thank you for your wonderful gift to the world.”

—Tricia, in an email to the author

“In this insightful examination of the challenges bright individuals face, Eric Maisel explores how to reclaim your passion and to live a richer and more productive life. It would be a smart move to read this wise book.”

—John Moir, author of Return of the Condor

“I read this book and it was like someone was writing all of the things that happen in my brain. It is an excellent book for all those people who don’t know that there is a relationship between being smart and depression. So many instances described here matched my thoughts almost exactly. I read it in a short time. It’s super interesting. I like Eric Maisel. He writes well and makes psychology easy to understand.”

—Ale, five-star Amazon review

“I read your book in one short afternoon sitting in a coffee shop, and can I just say how lucky I am to have come across it? For it answered the main question I’ve been struggling with all my adult life, of ‘Why?’ Before your book, I was constantly asking myself why I was going through so much pain in my life when I am educated, intelligent, sensible, sound-minded, reasonable, and fair. Never had it occurred to me that this could in fact be the problem. Your explanations were so spot on, I caught myself saying several OMGs out loud, much to the bewilderment of fellow coffee-drinkers nearby. After reading your book, I feel that my days are easier to make sense of and difficult situations are more palatable. Kind regards to you!”

—Sonya, in an email to the author

“Eric Maisel’s Why Smart People Hurt is original, provocative, and also reassuring. He presents ideas that, to my knowledge, have never been presented before. I’ve taken several courses from Eric, and I know personally how powerful his methods are. His principles are, as he describes, simple and yet immensely practical and effective.”

—Dr. Laurie Jo Moore, MD, ABPN, FRANZCP

“I have read your new book and the result has been transformative. Just writing that makes me feel anxious, as if it might break the spell! I am now on a second, slower reading and feel as if I am gaining even more than the first time around. Thanks for everything!”

—William, in an email to the author

“Reading this book has been very valuable to me. I felt that the author really understood a great number of my most difficult challenges. He discussed healthy responses to these challenges in a way that was encouraging and that resonated with many of my own ideas, giving me some much-needed encouragement in my efforts to live more happily. I will be recommending this book to many of my friends.”

—Kent Heiner, five-star Amazon review

“I just started reading your latest book. It has been a long while since I have read something and related to it so much. I’ve only just finished the first chapter, but my mind was racing and so full of positivity that I decided to write this now. Every time you said something, it felt like a brick was taken away from the weight of the sadness I carry. I feel amazing right now and I know that I’ll finish this book in a few hours. I am hooked! I am very glad I came across this.”

—Harsh, in an email to the author

“A truly excellent piece of work. Thought-provoking and original. In fact, this is an important book, one that deserves to go mainstream. I’m recommending it to all my friends.”

—Mark Rowden, five-star Amazon review

“Like no other book, this made me realize how truly and absolutely brilliant I am at AVOIDING the most important things in my life. Fortunately, Maisel’s wisdom is there to guide me back to meaning. Maisel does NOT deliver a miraculous solution to my problems. That’s a relief, because I’ve wasted too much money on those kinds of books. This is the truth, delivered with compassion and, more importantly, a strategy for me to rebuild my life. This towers over all self-help books.”

—Gregory A. Barker, PhD, author & lecturer
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Publisher’s Preface

BOOKS CAN SAVE LIVES

Marginalization takes all forms, and so much of it starts on the grounds of grade schools and the hallways of middle and high schools. Smart kids are often different and, whether it is subtle or pronounced, other kids zero in on it and will poke fun, unfortunately often in a bullying way. This can be one of the many ways highly intelligent and very sensitive people experience hurt for the first time. It can also happen at home. This can be the beginning of a pattern that is replicated in various ways through life in myriad settings, including work, clubs and friendships, social media, and romantic relationships, to name but a few.

The impacts of insensitive treatment of a highly sensitive individual are profound and can also be devastating. Mental wellness, self-esteem, socialization, and navigating life in this noisy and often mean-spirited world is made much more challenging. All of this makes the work of Eric Maisel all the more important. Maisel is a retired psychotherapist and author of many books, all aimed at abetting the lives of the creative, quirky, sensitive smart ones among us. Maisel’s book Why Smart People Hurt debuted ten years ago and was immediately embraced by this very constituency, who recognize one of their own on the page. I found solace there myself and was the recipient of pretty severe bullying in elementary school. I used books as my shield from the comments and the loudness of the world around me. I learned that the power of books is enormous and even can save lives, as Eric Maisel’s have done. Thus, I am sincerely pleased and proud to present this expanded new edition titled Why Smart, Creative and Extremely Sensitive People Hurt.

Eric Maisel has received countless letters from readers expressing their appreciation and gratitude for the guidance and wisdom in this book. Several wrote that their pain ran so deeply, that they had considered taking their lives. Thank goodness that Eric’s book was a shield and also a light, showing the way to brighter and happier days.

Life does “come at you fast,” exactly as is said in the common parlance. Just checking the daily news can make you want to hide under the covers; it can all seem like way too much. If you find yourself feeling hopeless and overwhelmed, to you I say, hold fast. In the back of this book are as many mental wellness resources as we could find, and we at Mango strongly believe that mental health matters enormously.

We would love to hear from you too, and I invite you to contact me directly at my email below. I hope this book helps you as much as it did me, and I wish you all the best and a life filled with awesomeness.

Be well,
Brenda Knight
Publisher, Conari Press &
Mango Publishing Group

Brenda@MangoPublishingGroup.com




Foreword

BY ANNA YUSIM, MD

In the vast landscape of human experience, there are books that possess the power to transform lives. They reach deep into the souls of readers, resonating with their innermost struggles and offering guidance and solace on their unique journeys. Eric Maisel’s Why Smart, Creative and Highly Sensitive People Hurt is undeniably one such book—a poignant exploration of the challenges faced by those who bear the weight of brilliance, sensitivity, and creativity.

I first met Eric when I took his writing workshop at Kripalu. Seeking inspiration to complete the manuscript for my book Fulfilled, I thought that some timely and practical writing guidance from a seasoned author might be just what the doctor ordered to propel my own writing process forward. Indeed, Eric’s wise counsel helped me to complete my manuscript quickly and efficiently. But, more importantly, a beautiful friendship developed from that point forward. So when Eric recently asked me to write the foreword for Why Smart, Creative and Highly Sensitive People Hurt, I was thrilled to support a fellow writer, healer, and friend with a shared mission—to guide individuals towards a life infused with meaning, purpose, authenticity, and well-being.

A gifted writer with a brilliant mind, Eric seeks to understand and alleviate the profound discontent that plagues our modern world. Fearlessly confronting the harsh realities faced by those endowed with exceptional intelligence and creativity, he reminds us that this remarkable tribe is not exempt from the anguish that shadows the human experience. In fact, the very traits that make them extraordinary can become sources of torment, trauma, and isolation. Eric’s words resonate deeply, affirming the challenges that accompany intellectual pursuits, creative endeavors, and the road less traveled.

Within these pages, Eric examines the world around us with a discerning eye. He illuminates the rise of authoritarian regimes and their insidious threat to intellectuals—a truth that history has taught us time and again. He candidly addresses the decline in mental well-being, the overpowering influence of artificial intelligence, and the disheartening inequities that pervade our society. Through his incisive observations, Eric masterfully weaves a tapestry of understanding, inviting us to examine the perils that lie beneath the surface of our lives.

Yet Eric’s exploration of the unique challenges faced by smart and sensitive individuals goes beyond societal forces. He delves into the very essence of their being, unmasking the burdens they carry within. The relentless pace of their racing minds, the heightened susceptibility to addiction, and the thirst for solitude and purpose all serve as formidable obstacles on their path to fulfillment. Through his compassionate lens, Eric sheds light on the inner turmoil that often eclipses their extraordinary potential.

Amidst these tribulations, Eric implores us to recognize the inherent responsibility that accompanies the gifts of intelligence, creativity, and sensitivity. He reminds us that smart people are not inherently virtuous and that the pursuit of personal gain must never lead them to collude with evil. Instead, he calls upon us to embrace our obligation to wield our brilliance in service of a greater good—to use our unique talents to expose the truth, challenge the status quo, and pave the way for a more just and compassionate world.

As I ponder Eric’s insights, I am reminded of the words of poet Rumi: “Don’t be satisfied with stories, how things have gone with others. Unfold your own myth.” In Why Smart, Creative and Highly Sensitive People Hurt, Eric encourages us to embark on an inner journey of self-discovery, to embrace the challenges and complexities that come with our intelligence and sensitivity. He invites us to confront our fears, acknowledge our vulnerabilities, and cultivate the resilience necessary to navigate the turbulent seas of brilliance.

In conclusion, Why Smart, Creative and Highly Sensitive People Hurt is a beacon of light for those who find themselves traversing the intricate path of intellect, creativity, and sensitivity. Eric’s words have the power to ignite a transformative spark within us, urging us to embrace our uniqueness and channel our gifts towards a life of purpose and fulfillment. This book serves as a compassionate guide, offering solace, understanding, and the assurance that we are not alone in our struggles.

May this book resonate deeply within you, empowering you to navigate the tumultuous waters with authenticity, courage, and a profound reverence for the brilliance that resides within.
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Introduction to the
New Edition

On balance, the situation is far worse now for smart, sensitive, and creative individuals than it was when I first wrote Why Smart People Hurt a decade ago.

For one thing, fascism is on the rise, and fascists always target intellectuals first. Intellectuals can see tyrants for who they are, and tyrants know that. So, the book-banning and book-burnings and anti-teacher rhetoric commence. Second, individual “mental health” is on the decline generally, meaning, to use plain language, more people than ever are anxious and despairing. A smart person may find himself spending more time dealing with his several antidepressants than with his ideas. And then there is artificial intelligence. And then there is the cynical, ever-increasing inequitable distribution of wealth. And then there is…

Let us look at two quotes side-by-side. Donald Trump famously exclaimed, “I love the poorly educated!” Joseph Stalin equally famously announced, “It doesn’t matter who votes, it only matters who counts the votes.” Taken together, we have a beautiful short history of the species. You can just about count on many people not knowing that they are being duped, or worse, to positively embrace being duped. Even worse, to hate those who see through the authoritarian’s game plan. Worst of all, many people, some unsuspectingly and some knowingly, will side with tyrants whose mission it is to retain power by tearing down those institutions that the smart, the creative, and the ethical have given their blood, sweat, and brains to fashion.

The culture wars and the tension between town and gown has existed everywhere and for all time, because envy is built into the species and little produces greater hatred—and all the mischief that follows—than feeling inferior to people who appear to be successful, talented, or in some way specially gifted. Let us take another Donald Trump quote as further evidence of this amazing divide: “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn’t lose any voters.” Who were his loyal followers gleefully envisioning him shooting? Someone they themselves hated. Trump knew with the clarity that fascists possess that mowing down someone his followers despised would have sent his ratings soaring.

Who knows if our great institutions can stand up to this simple, deep, amazing, and appalling inferiority complex? What I do know is that many smart, sensitive, creative people are victims of this dynamic, along with the many other profound challenges that I describe in this book. The riot that occurred in Oxford in 1355, when townies and students clashed over, ostensibly, a student complaint about the quality of a certain pub’s wine, resulting in clerics being scalped and scores killed on both sides, is one of the countless reminders that, under the thin veneer that remains of civilization, the earth’s molten center is boiling.

Let me be clear about the following. It is not that smart people or creative people are ipso facto good people. Not at all. Just read Noam Chomsky’s scathing essay, “The Responsibility of Intellectuals,” penned at the height of the Vietnam War to get a sense of how the majority of smart people, like the majority of all people, will trade the truth for a second car, ethics for status, and decency for comfort and ease. If the concentration camp commandant is smarter than the average guard under his command, that only makes his malfeasance worse. Smart people come with no built-in moral superiority. And—to put it simply—they should know better than to collude with evil.

Some of the challenges I’m describing have to do with the way a smart person is built. For instance, she is burdened with a brain that wants to race and that threatens its host with afflictions that nowadays have been misguidedly and illegitimately labeled with easy-to-grasp, for-profit labels like ADHD and bipolar disorder. She is burdened with a heightened susceptibility to addiction, as her appetites, roiling brain, and very life force cause her to obsess less about the symphony she is composing and more about her insatiable hunger. She needs her quiet; she needs her separation; she needs her reasons for being; she needs many things that may not prove all that easy to acquire or sustain.

Some of these challenges have to do with the messages she may have received and is likely still receiving. Who needs another novel no one will read? What’s the point of studying philosophy? What good is theoretical physics? Sing in the shower, if you like, but professionally? Who are you to think you have any talent? Who are you to think that you’re so special? Who are you to make so little money and contribute so little to the family? Who are you to have your moods and tics and idiosyncrasies? Who are you to think your ideas matter? And where are these messages coming from now? As likely as not, from her own brain.

Some of these challenges have to do with the amazing hardness of doing really smart and creative work, work that requires everything from disciple to devotion, from inspiration to pure brain power. It is on the one hand easy to do physics, in the sense of creating imaginative ideas about string theory or multiverses that no one can verify or dispute. On the other hand, it is beyond difficult to demand up a brilliant idea, as if from room service. You could amuse yourself with string theory—but will that prove satisfying? You could write a formulaic book and skip the really hard one—but will that prove satisfying? You could continue to paint those radish paintings that everyone loves—but what if you need the challenge of carrots and cabbages? What then?

Some of these challenges have to do with the structure of the marketplace, where you will do better if your research serves the ends of pharmaceutical companies rather than the truth and if your movie deviates not one inch from the hero’s journey formula around which almost all blockbuster movies are built. The marketplace did not reward Tchaikovsky for the brilliant innovativeness of his violin concerto—it booed it off the stage. The marketplace did not reward van Gogh in his lifetime—it studiously ignored him. There is so much about the marketplace that will disturb, upset, and even cripple a smart person that she may want to avoid it entirely—in which case, how will the rent get paid?

Some of these challenges have to do with the culture clash at the heart of every society, as I mentioned at the outset. Smart people are likely to clash with the group into which they had no choice but to be born, flat-out not liking that their group-shared wisdom has it that adulterers must to be stoned to death or that their loving God will hate them if they fail to wear a hat or a wig. They are likely to clash with their parents who, coming from that bullying place that so many parents come from, assert that the only proper ideas are their ideas. They may clash with teachers, with peers, with just about everyone as they struggle to fight for their right to have and express their own opinions.

This book, then, has two objectives: to help explain why being smart isn’t easy, and to remind smart, creative, sensitive people of their obligation to be ethical, even as they attempt to meet their personal and very private challenges. If, say, you have applied your smartness and creativity to the writing of a novel and you discover that you do not like it or that it is blazingly hard to sell, well, that is bound to make you feel sad. But, even as you sit there morosely, I beg you to stand up for us all, as a public intellectual and as a public creative. By all means, address your private misery. But do not let your private misery blind you to your greater duty.

And, as challenged as smart people may be, many smart people find themselves in a privileged position in society. They may find themselves among the top lawyers, the top software engineers, the top surgeons, the top entrepreneurs, or in some other financially lovely place of status, privilege, access, and ease. They may well laugh at the contention that they hurt, because they don’t—and, one might say, good for them. But if they are there, at the top of the mountain, looking down on others, I would remind them of Chomsky’s admonition:


Intellectuals are in a position to expose the lies of governments, to analyze actions according to their causes and motives and often hidden intentions. In the Western world, at least, they have the power that comes from political liberty, from access to information and freedom of expression. For a privileged minority, Western democracy provides the leisure, the facilities, and the training to seek the truth lying hidden behind the veil of distortion and misrepresentation, ideology and class interest, through which the events of current history are presented to us. The responsibilities of intellectuals, then, are much deeper than what Dwight Macdonald calls the “responsibility of people,” given the unique privileges that intellectuals enjoy.



Being smart, sensitive, and creative comes with many predictable pains and, for a sizeable minority, many special privileges. I think that you will recognize many of the challenges that I describe in this book, and I hope that encountering them all together in one place will provide you with a good picture of what you are in for and up against.

Many of these challenges do not come with great answers. But they may come with better answers than you may imagine. Maybe just seeing them in print will prove helpful. In conclusion: by all means save your own life. That is one imperative. And then, remember that there are others in the lifeboat with you. Isn’t that our high-bar mission, after all, to do what we can, for ourselves, for others, and for the very idea of civilization?





1

Smartness Disparaged


Countless infants are born into a social class, ethnic group, religious group, family of origin, or other set of circumstances or environmental factors in which their native intelligence either counts for little or is held as a negative.

Only a few theories of personality, primarily those influenced by Marxist economic ideas, have taken into account the challenges to personality development and expression created by these environmental circumstances. Yet that disparagement and negativity are hugely significant. If you have a good brain and the world you grow up in demands that you shut it down, you are bound to suffer.

Imagine the following sort of day in the life of a young girl with lots of native intelligence. Her household is in chaos, the kind of chaos that poverty, acrimony, addictions, and unfulfilled lives produce. Surrounded by threats, impulsivity, and zero tolerance for free thought, she somehow manages to get to school—and into another anti-thinking environment.

At school, more chaos prevails and, despite the idea that school advocates for thinking, she is confronted with a shrink-wrapped, fact-based, topic-based, and test-driven curriculum that no adult with the freedom to leave would tolerate for an instant.

After school, she goes off to parochial instruction and gets a narrow religious education that demands obedience, allegiance, and more thoughtlessness. Her evening involves her in more chaos, and to escape it she shuts her door, if she is lucky enough to have a room and a door, and finds some stress relief and some self-soothing by watching hours of ready-made, low-level television programming that further numbs her and dumbs her down. Finally she sleeps, only to awaken to another day just like this one.

What will happen to her brain potential in these circumstances? We can imagine. Likely, the best that she can do is bury herself in her books and become a good student, a grade seeker, a dreamer, or a mini-expert in some niche area of thought like spelling or puzzle solving, all of which is a far cry from becoming the deep, free, satisfied thinker she might have become in other circumstances.

That’s probably a best-case scenario. More likely, she will not think much, even though she has the ability to think, and when confronted by tasks that require her to think, she will find herself too anxious and too unprepared to meet the rigors of thinking. As a result, she will fail, disappoint herself, dream small, and begin to form an identity that includes a huge doubt about whether she is as smart as she thought she was.

This child is bound to grow sad, bound to act out or to sabotage herself, bound to show the symptoms of one mental disorder or another, from childhood depression to attention deficit disorder to obsessive-compulsive disorder. We may see her try to gain some control of her life through anorexia; we may see her run away, get pregnant early, marry early, try college and drop out, and throughout these years maintain a love-hate relationship with thinking, at once craving it and avoiding it.

A child can’t really meet these challenges herself. No six-year-old or nine-year-old or eleven-year-old can change this situation for herself—even if in a corner of her awareness she knows something is seriously wrong, even if she recognizes that there is a better way just out of reach, and even if she tries to stubbornly ignore her environment and entertain dreams and goals for her future.

These negative outcomes are lamentable, but they are also natural. They are exactly what you would expect to see if at every turn you prevented a child from thinking freely and deeply. If you put a good brain in a brain-unfriendly environment, it should not surprise you to see that brain get sad (a state that will eventually be labeled chronic depression), respond impulsively and carelessly rather than thoughtfully, doubt its abilities and its options, and choose a station in life a notch or two below the one it might otherwise have chosen.

Let’s follow this child and give her a new lease on life, say, when she is twenty-seven, has had to survive the consequences of these environmental challenges and her own spotty past, and comes into contact with ideas like those I’ve been suggesting that alert her to the fact that the place that she has arrived is rather to be expected.

These ideas—where we talk about original personality, formed personality, and available personality, about meaning investments and meaning opportunities, about the unfortunate but completely normal (as opposed to so-called abnormal or disordered) consequences of environmental challenges, and about distress relief rather than the diagnosis and treatment of mental disorders—can help her think about what has transpired and about what is now required of her if she is to reduce her distress.

She has an original personality that came with a good brain, a desire to think, and a propensity to think; a formed personality that has had to deal with all the impediments to thinking put in her way and which has dealt with those impediments relatively unsuccessfully; and considerable available personality that possesses an intuitive memory of her original personality and enough awareness of the contours of her formed personality to make real, significant changes.

She can use her available personality to learn how to tolerate the anxiety that now accompanies her efforts at thinking; she can seize thinking as a meaning opportunity and make conscious meaning investments in some thinking domain, whether it’s a profession that she thought was out of her reach or a body of knowledge that she would love to study but didn’t dare begin for fear of failing herself again. These are the sorts of efforts and changes that she can commence to make.

In addition to learning to deal with the deficits that are part of her formed personality, she can also learn to deal with environmental factors that have not gone away. If she goes back to spend a day with her family, she will again have to deal with that anti-thinking environment. If she has not left her church, she will have to deal with that anti-thinking environment. If her friends sneer at thinking, she will have to deal with them. If she turns on the television to relax, she will have to deal with the anti-thinking programming filling every channel. That she heroically works on herself doesn’t prevent environmental factors from continuing their mischief and mayhem.

It is natural and predictable that our environment may pressure us to not think. This pressure will produce pain as we intuit that we are missing out on a native opportunity and will negatively affect our personality, producing everything from math anxiety to depression. If you were born to think and got pushed off that path, then one of your chief jobs, if you want to experience less distress, will be making use of your available personality to craft a new, friendlier relationship with your brain.

A child who grows up in an environment that disparages thinking, that actively works to shut it down at every turn, and that begins to track them and tell them what they are good for and what is beyond their reach, will then find themself in the jaws of their society’s work machinery. They will be fit for one sort of job and not another, they will be aimed into one social class and not another, and they will find themself with limited, disappointing options. Here is how Jonathan in England explained it:


I don’t know how it works in other countries, but where I live, there is a life-tracking effect in place, where if you happen to be somehow put on the wrong track, as regards your intelligence, it can be a nightmare trying to put it straight later in life.

One of my fellow Mensans complained that she encountered resistance from potential employers because she had been forced to take CSE exams at school instead of the more prestigious O-Level, even though she had later gone on to acquire the professional certifications necessary for her chosen career.

It cannot simply be left up to a young school dropout who has been mistracked and educationally disserviced, and who has been let loose on the world of industry, to now suddenly redevelop the self-esteem that has been robbed from her, to expect her to solve her finances (probably by now on an entry-level job in the service industry) so she can go to college and make it through a degree program as if everything had all been fine and dandy.

It can take years to recover from such a mauling, and even when the emotional and personal side of things is resolved, there is still the matter of no degree and no proper career. Unfortunately, industry and academia both act as if the highest level of educational attainment that was available to a person when young represents the maximum worth of their mind. That’s kind of tough when it wasn’t your fault.

There needs to be more help for adults in such situations, perhaps via fast-track apprenticeship programs, so that they can get into suitable careers. Many of us in this situation actually read and study a great deal independently and so don’t want to sit through classes just for certification. The unresolved situation in my case is a lack of a suitable career that taps in to my interests and aptitudes. I am getting older and remain a highly gifted autodidact unsuccessfully searching for a job in the neurosciences.



A smart person has a desire to think, a need to think, and an ability to think. But the nature of family, school, and work; the structure of society; and the proclivities of the people around him often conspire to put out his intellectual fire.

His family is unlikely to inspire him or flame his desire to think; school is unlikely to inspire him; his job is unlikely to inspire him; his pastor is unlikely to inspire him; mass entertainment and his other relaxations are unlikely to inspire him; the uninteresting conversations around him are unlikely to inspire him.

He can’t help but recognize the headline truth about his life and his environment: “Little thinking allowed here.” Yet he may be surprised to learn just how deep this antipathy runs. In fact, in most societies thought is not just disparaged; the thinking person is targeted as an enemy of the people. He is mocked as elitist and effete, his progressive views are hated, and if he lives in a society run by tyrants, he will be silenced and may be imprisoned or murdered.

Tyrants hate intellectuals, for intellectuals as a class see tyranny for what it is and can articulate what they see. They know when freedom is being violated and stolen. They are better attuned to knowing that they are being fed lies. They recognize to what extent the majority opinion is an anti-intellectual one.

Attacks on thinking and attacks on smart people occur all the time. Here is one report from contemporary Iraq, as reported by the watchdog group A Face and a Name: Civilian Victims of Insurgent Groups in Iraq:


Some Iraqi academics see the current attacks as a way to destroy Iraq’s intellectual elite. Precise figures are difficult to obtain, but studies suggest that doctors and academics are particularly at risk. A study by the Iraqi Ministry of Health concluded that armed groups have abducted between 160 and 300 Iraqi doctors since April 2003, and killed more than twenty-five. Nearly 1,000 doctors have fled the country, the study said, with an average of thirty more following each month. To stem the outflow, the ministry broadcast a public service announcement on television in spring 2005, with a message that said: ‘Dear Citizens, please do not kill doctors—you may need them one day.’

Professors at Iraq’s once prestigious universities are also under attack. According to an April 2005 United Nations University report, assassins have killed forty-eight academics since 2003, and many more teachers and professors brave daily threats. Hundreds of academics and professionals have been threatened with death and told to leave Iraq. According to the Association of University Teachers, 2,000 professors have left Iraq since 2003, joining the 10,000 professors the association says left the country in the twelve years after the Gulf War.



Attacks on people who can think occur in every culture and in every epoch. Rebellious feminists in Russia are labeled with mental disorders made up on the spot for the purposes of incarcerating them. Scientists who point out the environmental dangers caused by business are ridiculed as fear mongers. Every age and every culture has its versions of cultural revolutions, inquisitions, and Scopes trials.

It is impossible for a child who is born smart to have any inkling that her abilities are likely to be disparaged, that thinking itself will be envied and hated by some in her society, or that she may be targeted by her government because she has chosen a thinking profession. What smart child building with blocks or surfing the Net could possibly suspect how unfriendly her species is to thinking and to the fruits of thinking like science, culture, and freedom? Such a notion would make no sense to her. Yet those are the abiding truths about our species that perennially contribute to the distress that smart people experience.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Was your smartness disparaged as you were growing up?

2.What messages did you receive about your capabilities and talents?

3.What messages did you receive about whether it was admirable or unseemly to be smart?

4.If you received mixed messages about your smartness, what was the bottom line or ultimate message?

5.Given that those messages and that upbringing necessarily influenced your formed personality, what do you need to do now to recover your rightful smartness?
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Smart Work as
Oxymoron


We can imagine a situation far back in time in which nothing in a person’s life could be singled out as one’s profession or line of work. If you had to grow or catch your own food, make your own clothes, dream up your own metaphors for the night sky, heal your own injuries, make your own love matches, concoct your own stimulants and sedatives, and in every way imaginable take care of yourself and amuse yourself, you had no profession or line of work. You were simply living; you were simply a human being.

You weren’t a baker or a homebuilder or a utensil maker or a natural philosopher; you were all those things. Now such a life is virtually impossible. While you can be several things—a lawyer during the day and a painter on Sunday; a grocer during the day, a cabinet maker in the evening, and a fisherman on the weekend; and so on—there is an undeniable sense in which our species has sorted itself into jobs, professions, and lines of work.

Smart people, if they get the chance or make the chance, will find themselves needing to choose from among a standard menu of work opportunities with names like doctor, lawyer, teacher, scientist, novelist, entrepreneur, and so on. Each job on this list may hold some cachet in society, but each may also hold no meaning for a given smart individual. The sorting out of society’s needs creates jobs and professions—some of which putatively allow for thinking, many of which do not—but that very sorting reduces the chances that a given smart individual can find a line of work that feels genuinely meaningful.

There is no necessary connection between the value that society puts on a line of work and its meaningfulness to a given individual. Society may hold the profession of doctor in high esteem, but if you do not find medicine a meaningful line of work, it is not meaningful to you. Society may not hold the profession of elementary school teacher in high esteem (whatever lip service it may pay to the value and importance of that work), but if you find that a meaningful line of work, then it is meaningful to you. To repeat a central fact about meaning, meaning is a subjective psychological experience. If certain work isn’t meaningful to you, it simply isn’t.

This problem is compounded by the following additional reality. People do not become lawyers, doctors, or scientists. They become corporate lawyers or litigators, pediatricians or brain surgeons, geologists or physicists. That is, people are forced to specialize—and that specializing typically further reduces the meaningfulness of that line of work. Maybe practicing law might have proven meaningful if you had not also wanted to make money and had chosen poverty law instead of corporate law. Maybe science might have proven meaningful if you could have stepped back to look at the biggest issues rather than having to drill down into a niche where you work with one organism, one atomic particle, or one geological formation. But the way that professional work is constituted nowadays, you are bound to have to specialize.

There is no contemporary category of general thinker that matches the ancient job title of natural philosopher, in which people could do science, philosophy, art, and anything else that caught their fancy. Smart people today must become clear somethings—college professors specializing in the early works of Melville, engineers specializing in bridges, lawyers who know tax law, and so on—and, having become that something, must stay right there, trapped with the duty of preparing another journal article, pondering another bend in the river, or familiarizing themselves with another tax code change.

Marilyn, a biological researcher, explained:


The journey to get where I am today as a biological researcher at a prestigious university was long and hard, and because it was so hard, with so many hurdles to jump over and hoops to jump through, I never noticed exactly what was happening. I never noticed that in some of my undergraduate classes, I was actually excited by the material and actually enjoyed thinking about the big questions but that as each year progressed and as I had to narrow my focus, find my niche, and choose my life form, as it were (I’ve ended up an expert on a certain worm), I stopped thinking and spent my days in pretty dreary fashion trying to find some enthusiasm for my own research. Biology is amazing—I am a biologist—and yet it has all come together in a very disappointing way.



Martin, a professor of philosophy, described his situation:


I’ve spent the last two months defending a journal article I wrote about praise and blame in Kantian ethics from the three peer reviewers who nitpicked my article to death. In order to have a chance to get it published, I need to address every one of their concerns—and the problem for me isn’t so much that I’m spending all of my time on what feels like a silly and mind-numbing task but rather that this is the box I’ve put myself in, this exact box, where I make some fine logical or linguistic distinctions and then have to act like that matters, like I am increasing human knowledge or something.

The academy is a comfortable place to be, and I suppose I could turn myself into someone who does think bigger than I currently think. Maybe I can’t really blame the system. But if I don’t blame the system, then I would have to look in the mirror—which, by the way, Kant would have called a praiseworthy act, as for him, it was important that we praise that which we find difficult to do. You see that I could write about Kant all day….

I don’t know what the problem is: if it is the system, if it is philosophy itself that I don’t believe in, if it’s a lack of genuine interest in thinking, if it’s a lack of confidence, if it’s a lack of necessary arrogance, if it’s a fear of biting off more than I can chew, or what. Can I really do this for twenty or thirty more years? That seems completely unbearable.



Professions and lines of work as they are currently constituted come with countless challenges. Most do not actually make much room for thinking. They look like thinking professions, but day in and day out, they may amount to something considerably duller instead. Maybe you find yourself in what you consider a really interesting corner of evolutionary biology working on enriching the concept of fitness. But what are you actually doing on a daily basis? Moving cultures from one controlled environment to another controlled environment and taking measurements. That is the nature of the beast, but can it provoke the psychological experience of meaning?

Genetic drift is one of the mechanisms of evolution. It is an important aspect of human existence and an interesting subject to study. But as important and interesting as it is, if you find yourself researching in a corner of genetic drift, perhaps researching some group analogous to the Bounty sailors and their Pitcairn Island experience to see if the group you’ve chosen also manifests the reduction of genetic diversity you would expect to find in such situations, you may find yourself quite bored. The concept is powerful, the subject is interesting, and your research is logical—yet it may amount to a yawn.

Can you know this growing up as you look out at the world of jobs and professions? How could you? You are probably going to do your best to shy away from jobs that allow for little or no thinking. Except under dire circumstances or as a day job to support creative endeavors, a smart person is not so likely to want to wait tables, file forms, work on an assembly line, or sell shoes. It isn’t that he disparages these lines of work as beneath his dignity; rather, it is that he can see clearly how his days would be experienced as meaningless if he had to spend his time not thinking. But as well as you may know what you don’t want to do, how clearly will you be able to gauge what you do want to do?

As a smart person growing up, you’re likely to consider many of the traditional smart professions or be told that you ought to consider them. Casually mention that you might like a microscope for Christmas and you may be on your way to a job in the sciences whether or not you actually find scientific research meaningful. Get an A on a short story and that may mark you forever as someone who ought to write, even if your genuine loves are music and cooking. We’ve already discussed how your intelligence may be disparaged as you grow up. On top of that, the apparatus of society and the natural progression of life from childhood to adulthood will force you to pick some work—work that you can’t really visualize and that may prove much less interesting and meaningful than you expected.

Let’s tie some of these threads together. The themes of our first three chapters—that how a smart person construes meaning matters, that a smart person’s smartness is often disparaged, and that a smart person comes into the world with an original personality that then collides with that world—come together in the following report. Jack, a lawyer-turned-actor, explained:


In my own case, I must admit that I was blessed with two very intelligent parents. My mother chose to remain at home while my father was the sole breadwinner. I have four older brothers who are considerably older than me (I think I was an “oops” baby). My parents were younger and I believe more hands-on with my older brothers, and with that attention came great expectations. By the time I reached school age, my parents were either too tired to care or perhaps they had mellowed as far as expectations went.

Consequently, my oldest brother had to bring home straight-A report cards, but when I brought my own report cards home, my parents would ask me, “Are you happy with this result?” I’d shrug and they’d reply, “Well, as long as you’re happy.” Oddly enough, this reaction didn’t make me happy. Actually, it left me rather confused and uncertain since I knew my grades didn’t come close to what my older brothers achieved, but it gave me permission to do what I wanted to do, which was to complete all my schoolwork during school hours and then spend all of my free time playing outside or watching television.

My brothers were all encouraged to develop their own musical talents in a classic school band setting. When I was old enough to play an instrument, someone decided that I should learn how to play the drums since my older brothers played brass instruments. The thing I couldn’t seem to make my family realize was that I hated the drums. I didn’t have any sense of rhythm. So, I endured years of this torture before I was mercifully allowed to drop music altogether.

The thing was, I never knew that I actually had choices in life. My older brothers all went to university. I thought everyone went to university. I was so surprised when my father informed me that I didn’t have to go into sciences if I didn’t want to. I then suddenly switched from sciences to arts, but I had no idea what I was to do with my life. And then two of my older brothers went through law school and became lawyers. It became assumed by my family that I would naturally follow their path. I took the LSAT but didn’t come close to what my brothers scored when they took it. Consequently, though I submitted the expected application to law school, I was fairly certain I would not be accepted.

When I started considering my options, I finally admitted that I felt incredibly drawn to acting. I was also attracted to writing, but a few choice comments made innocently by my father had squelched any confidence I might have had about my writing. But acting … it was something I thoroughly enjoyed and even proved to have some talent for. I applied and was accepted to a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Acting program at my university. One month later, I received a call from the admissions secretary for the law school that I’d applied to, saying I’d been accepted.

Naturally, thinking only of how happy it would make my father and brothers (my mother had died by this point), I dropped out of the theater program and took my seat in law school. I made it through and got my law degree but was then convinced by my older brothers to take the next step, namely take the bar exams. “Once you’re a lawyer, they can never take that away from you,” they said. My father impressed upon me that at least I would have something to fall back on. When I completed my training, passed the bar exams, and became a lawyer, I still felt that I was meant to take a different path.

I was all set to audition for the acting program again, but then I was set up on a blind date by one of my older lawyer brothers. Rather rashly, I became infatuated with my date and then allowed myself to be convinced by my new girlfriend that she would not be willing to wait for me to establish myself as an actor. She loved material things, and that need had to be fed. I abandoned my dream and accepted a life as a lawyer.

Though my heart wasn’t in it, I would have to say I was a fairly decent lawyer. I rationalized my choice to work in small law firms as opposed to the huge wealthy law firms my brothers worked in. I even set up my own law practice. All the while, I started to die inside. It got to where I knew I had only a few short months left to live, so I discovered I had a backbone and that I could choose what I wanted out of life. I got divorced, closed my law practice, and embarked on a path to become a professional actor.

Do I feel that I have failed to meet expectations, or that I have met them (just), or that I exceeded expectations? Quite frankly, I don’t care. I feel I am in the right place, doing what feels right for me. My lawyer older brothers make as much in one billable hour as I do in a typical month. I don’t own a house anymore, I paid a huge financial penalty for closing my practice, and I now live in a subsidized apartment just getting by. But if I had remained a lawyer making lots of money, I would have been dead a decade ago. I don’t feel I need to prove anything to anyone at this point.



The challenges that smart people face when it comes to finding meaningful employment, surviving dull, routine work, avoiding a lifetime in a claustrophobic corner of a profession, choosing between work that pays and work that interests them, and generally adapting their smarts to the contours of society’s configurations are worth a book in themselves. You may prove one of the lucky ones and make a beautiful match. More likely, however, you will find yourself among the majority of smart people who perennially find the world of work to be a problem.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Can work ever feel meaningful? If so, what do you suspect are the necessary conditions for work to provoke the psychological experience of meaning?

2.What work have you found meaningful?

3.Since much work in the service of meaning, like licking envelopes for a good cause, does not itself feel meaningful, how do you intend to treat boring work accomplished in the service of meaning?

4.What new work might constitute a meaning opportunity?

5.What loves from your childhood might be turned into contemporary meaningful work?
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Original, Formed, and
Available Personalities


Each of us comes into the world with a unique mix of aptitudes, characteristics, inclinations, genetic information, aspects of temperament, and other qualities and capacities that I’m calling “original personality.” You are not born a blank slate; no parent believes that nor does anyone who has seen a litter of kittens. Your original personality includes everything from your native intelligence to your basic mood structure and all those aspects of temperament (like adaptability, sensitivity, and distractibility) that developmental psychologists study.

There was a time when people thought that fully a quarter of the human race was born melancholic. It is not unreasonable to suppose that people are born happier or sadder, just as they are born smarter or less smart. Likewise, it is reasonable to suppose that each individual is already born with a certain worldview—or primed for a certain worldview. Probably we are born with sets of both qualities and capacities and also with a unique blueprint—one that may haunt us as a ghostly memory if and when life deflects us from who we might have been or who we ought to have been.

There is nothing surprising about the idea that we are born with an original personality. What is surprising is that, except for a very limited exploration of that cluster of traits known in psychology as temperament—an exploration that, by the way, the helping side of psychology makes almost no use of—all psychologies have avoided thinking about original personality. Psychology does not credit human beings with an original personality or take it into account when psychologists diagnose and treat their clients or patients. Doesn’t it matter whether or not the person across from you came into the world already naturally sad if you are going to pin on him the label of clinically depressed? Of course it does.

Picture a litter of kittens. One is more curious than the next. One is more aggressive than the next. One is a leader, and another is a follower. The first is not potentially curious; she is already curious. The second is not potentially aggressive; he is already aggressive. The third and the fourth are not potentially leaders and followers; they are already that. In exactly the same way, a human infant is not potentially smart; he is already smart. True, he doesn’t have language yet; true, his environment can dumb him down; true, he can’t write War and Peace or solve quadratic equations. But he is already built a certain way and already looks out at life with a particular mind-set and apparatus.

A smart person is smart right from the beginning.

Then comes the environment. The child looks out at the world with his original personality, interacts with the world according to his original personality, and has his developmental blueprint altered by the world, producing his formed personality. He forms or doesn’t form secure attachments, his world is safer or more dangerous, he sees an array of options or few options, and so on. To take a simple analogy, our curious kitten in a loving household becomes a gentle cat but if thrown out into the world, becomes feral. Her curiosity manifests one way in that loving home and another way if she must fend for herself in back alleys. In one environment, it keeps her amused; in another, it helps her kill.

To say this simply, a person’s original personality is altered into their formed personality through the circumstances of living. This complex alteration may produce a weakened or a strengthened person, a smarter or a less smart person, an open or a defended person, and so on. Your formed personality may be more than as well as less than your original personality, or more in some regards and less in others. Maybe you were born selfish—not so unusual for a creature with selfish genes—and nevertheless learned generosity. Or maybe your selfishness grew into everyday narcissism. Either is possible, although it is rather the rule that for most people their formed personality will be less than their original personality, since living is a hard game that tends not to bring out the best in us.

All the while, some free personality remains available to us. We are born with an original personality, grow into our formed personality through living, and retain available personality—that amount of awareness that allows us to make changes, see our formed personality for what it is, make guesses about our original personality, and, most importantly, set a meaning-making agenda. It is with our available personality that we say, “I am not a slave to my upbringing, and I can make myself proud through my efforts.”

You may have been born sad, and life may have made you sadder: it is with your available personality that you deal with that reality.

You may have been born anxious, and life may have made you more anxious: it is with your available personality that you deal with that reality.

You may have been born smart and forced into dumb work: it is with your available personality that you deal with that reality.

The more defensive you are, the less your available personality. The more addicted you are, the less your available personality. The less you think for yourself, the less your available personality. The more the engine of your brain has gone off racing on its own, the less your available personality. The more you’ve succumbed to one lure or another—we’ll examine four lures later on: the lures of language, logic, fantasy, and mysticism—the less your available personality. The more you are being fooled or ruled, the less your available personality.

In short, we may possess much less available personality than we wish we had—and we may know that and experience that as pain.

The following report from Maxine does a lovely job of tying some of these themes together. Maxine explained:


I’ve done animal rescue for years. Currently I have a feral cat and her litter of three kitties in my attic. It took almost three months for me to see the kitties because she’s taught them that the sight and sound of humans is a dangerous thing. I know that I have only their available personality to work with, which even after just a few months is a very fixed and reduced amount. I bet if I could’ve handled them within days of their being born and played with them in the early weeks, they would’ve expressed their original personality to me. But as it is, their mama did what she considers a mighty fine job at forming their personalities; and she has very limited skills herself. So, every day I just show up, I work with what’s available, and original and formed don’t really matter. I meet them where they are. There’s a beauty in that simplicity and a real honoring of these cats.

But it’s all very different when it comes to me. When it comes to dealing with rescue animals with behavior problems, I accept that they have only what’s available. It’s the sanest approach, because thinking about their lost innocence or what they might have been is devastating to me, and I don’t need to be devastated. But if I think about me—or about a friend or a family member—I can’t maintain that same neutrality. I grieve for what’s been lost. I rebel at the idea that this is all that’s left or that this is all that’s available. I see and feel the diminishment.

Why do I lose the beauty and simplicity of saying, “Hey, here’s what’s available today?” Why do I feel paralyzed when I begin thinking about what I should have been or about what life should have been? The idea of available personality goes from feeling useful, simple, and beautiful when it comes to working with rescue animals to feeling like a prison sentence when I apply it to me. I bet I’m not the only one who feels this way. It may be true that we only have so much available personality left to us, but I don’t really find that truth acceptable.



A child is born; he is already somebody. To pick one set of circumstances, let’s say that he is a bright boy born into a middle-class family that demands good grades and promotes a worldview that includes playing musical instruments, playing sports, admiring nature, going to college, and getting a good job.

The parents pay lip service to the idea that thinking is a good thing but do not do much thinking themselves and do not really like it when their son thinks. They pay lip service to the idea that family members should love one another but don’t love much and aren’t very warm or friendly. They likewise pay lip service to the ideals of freedom but present their son with the clear message that he is not free to get mediocre grades, not free to dispute their core beliefs, and not free to really be himself.

Of course, this all confuses him. In this environment, he becomes sadder than he was born to be, saddened by having to perform at piano recitals that don’t interest him and that make him woefully anxious, saddened by having to take his boring classes seriously, saddened by his parents’ inability to love him or take an interest in him, saddened by what he learns in school about how human beings treat one another, and saddened most of all by his inability to make sense of this picture of life—a picture that everyone seems to be holding as the way to live but that to him feels odd, contradictory, empty, and meaningless.

His anxiety at piano recitals is noticed, and he is put on antianxiety medication. His restlessness in class is noticed, and he is put on anti-ADHD medication. His sadness is noticed, and he is put on antidepressants. Now, to go along with his sense that this can’t really be the way that life is supposed to feel or be lived, he has three mental disorder labels and three sets of medications that make him a perpetual patient and that produce all sorts of side effects. Everyone in his family seems to think that it is normal that he has three mental disorders—they, of course, all have theirs as well.

Then come his teenage years. Teenagers in first-world countries are underutilized by their society and strangled by the nothingness of school. No amount of tennis lessons, spring vacations, camping trips, or extracurricular activities—including sex, drugs, and rock and roll—can fill the void created by having nothing asked of them. There are only two solutions to this epidemic problem that causes the havoc of Columbine High tragedies, anorexia, teenage suicide, careless sex, video game addiction, social media frenzy, brand name fixation, and deep sadness—that society ask something of its teenagers or that teenagers ask something of themselves. But nothing is asked of this young man except that he do what he is told to do and that he get ready for college.

Somewhere along the line, he begins to have feelings about what work he might like to do and what work he doesn’t want to do. His parents—troubled themselves, anxious themselves, with their own opinions and agendas—add their input and try to influence his decision. Since he seems to like biology, why shouldn’t he become a doctor? He shrugs, not wanting to think about the future; what he really wants to do is listen to music, watch movies, spend time with his friends, and find a girlfriend.

College comes, and he is obliged to act like he is deciding about his future. His classes are not meaningful to him, and he has trouble not wallowing in sadness. He manages to graduate, and the part-time job he takes one summer as an intern in a large corporation leads oddly and inexorably to a full-time, entry-level job in the corporate world. His early twenties pass in a characteristic haze of happy hour drinking, escapades and infatuations, office politics, and relentless sadness.

In his mid-twenties, he gets lucky. At that point, having had to survive the consequences of his environmental challenges and his own spotty past, he comes into contact with a philosophy of the sort that I’ve been describing that alerts him to the fact that the place he has arrived is rather to be expected. Now he has a pivotal choice to make: whether or not to make use of his available personality to reduce his distress and begin making meaning.

He begins to see that this language—in which we talk about original personality, formed personality, and available personality; about meaning investments and meaning opportunities; about the unfortunate but completely normal (as opposed to abnormal or disordered) consequences of environmental challenges, and about distress relief rather than diagnosis and treatment for mental disorders—can help him think about what is now required of him if he is to reduce his distress and right his ship.

He readies himself to deal with all of this. But there is still the problem of his meaningless work. It is one thing to accept the challenge of making meaning, but how exactly does that relate to the world of work? A serious challenge that loomed early on and grew more pressing as he moved from high school through college and into his young adult years was the necessity of choosing a line of work. What young person understands that jobs and professions do not exist to serve his meaning needs and that whatever choice he makes is unlikely to really satisfy? Now he is beginning to understand that.

Challenged to feel less sad, challenged to deal with what is at once an inflated and deflated sense of himself, challenged to actually manifest his smartness, and in pain on many fronts despite his new understanding of life, he must still pay the rent and buy groceries. As much as he might like to, he can’t put the matter of work on a back burner. He is forced to grapple with that tedious, slippery, unrelenting challenge that we look at next: the world of work.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Do you have the sense that you can intuit your original personality? If so, what were its contours? Who do you feel you were supposed to be?

2.What are the major characteristics of your formed personality?

3.Which of those are strengths, and which of those are more like liabilities?

4.If you would like a personality upgrade, describe that upgrade.

5.What do you see as the relationships among your original, formed, and available personalities?
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Our Experimental Model


Human beings are products of nature, and nature neither does nor can aim for perfection. Perfection is not a word that makes sense in the context of evolution. Nature merely tries things out—that is all it can do. It allows life to evolve, which is a lovely, process-oriented way to produce not perfection but endless variety. It tries out this fly and that fly, this virus and that virus. Some endure, some vanish, and each in its own way is merely yet another of nature’s experiments.

We are not designed.

Nature creates a creature like us, gives us a super-sized, experimental brain, and tries out thinking. What a fascinating capacity with which to aid or burden a creature! Since the goal of nature is not to create perfection but rather to create functionality within a context, you would naturally expect an immense, wild, and flawed capacity like thinking to come with a set of profound repercussions and challenges. That is indeed what we see—and it’s a sort of proof that we are not designed but rather have evolved into existence.

If you suppose that you are created by design and created well, then, like any good machine, each of your parts would have a clear design purpose and would function admirably. If, by contrast, you believe that you are a member of a species that has evolved and that you have been made by the forces of nature and not by a designer’s hand, then you have much less reason to be sanguine about the excellent functionality of your brain. It is simply another experiment among nature’s billions—and how many experiments actually pan out?

Complicated experiments like us are bound to produce countless unintended consequences and functional shortfalls. It is one thing to evolve a spoon—you will likely do a pretty good job of it and might even succeed on the first try. It is another thing to evolve a blender/mixer that can turn fruit into smoothies and also knead bread dough. Experimentation will naturally produce many excellent spoons and also produce many blenders that don’t mix well as well as many mixers that don’t blend well. In one, the motor will prove powerful enough to blend but not powerful enough to knead; in another, the bread hook will prove the wrong shape to create a dough ball; and so on.

This is likewise true of the experiment that is our species. Our apposite thumb perhaps works nicely, like any good spoon might, but our brain? As fancy and complicated as it is, does it work that well? We have the brainpower and the brain style that we have, running across a spectrum of capacities and embedded in a spectrum of personalities. For each individual, his or her experimental brain may work beautifully in some circumstances and in some applications and less well in other circumstances and in other applications. This is exactly what we see.

Because it is maybe the most complicated component of the most complicated experiment nature has yet tried, our brain will naturally produce many artifacts and inadvertent consequences. It may, for example, produce a desire to do certain intellectual work that in fact it isn’t capable of doing. That is, it may produce a smart gap. It may, for the sake of ease and survival, reduce its understanding of the world to slogans that do not match up with the complexity of reality. It may spin out of control or find itself held hostage to some unimportant worry that can’t be shaken.

Perhaps the next model will do better.

But perhaps no model can effectively do what a brain is supposed to do. Once you let a brain think and allow it to try to predict its future and its place in the universe, once you give it meaning needs and identity needs and relational needs and ego needs—once, that is, you put it in what may be an untenable relationship to the facts of existence, what bit of organic matter can really do much with such implausible demands? It is not just that our brain is an experimental model. It has also been given impossible tasks. To take just one example, predicting the future is a necessary part of its game, and the best model imaginable still wouldn’t be equal to that impossible challenge.

We have gotten it into our heads that our species is both the final model and equal to its tasks. Neither is necessarily or logically true, and the evidence of our eyes suggests the opposite. Of course, we can’t wait for the next model; nor in many important senses can we change our tasks. But we can take a kinder view of our species, as one not built well enough to handle what it has been tasked to handle, and also a tougher view, demanding of our species that it look at its shortfalls and do what it can to rise above them.

Can we do this? Can we take this tougher view and actually do a better job? How good a job should we expect our experimental brain to do as it tries to distinguish between genuine appetites and psychological cravings or between concern and over-concern? Maybe we can expect it to master basic literacy, if it is given a chance at learning, but should we expect it to see through a sophisticated advertising campaign designed to send it to war? Why do we suppose that our brain can look into the future and pick a profession that it will actually love and enjoy for decades—or, perhaps more poignantly, even know what to do with itself for the next fifteen minutes? How well can brains do these things?

We have taken for granted the idea that our brain is equal to life’s challenges. But on the one hand the challenges may be too great, and on the other hand our brain may not have evolved adequately. As it presently stands, nature has created a brain that thinks it can perform frankly impossible tasks. We have evolved with the ability to tax our brain with questions and challenges that it can’t be expected to handle—and then to stand surprised when we see phenomena like, to name two that we’ll investigate shortly, mania and insomnia.

What might we like to see in the next model?

Maybe that we come built with an off switch? That would be useful.

Maybe more brain capacity across the board? That might be nice.

Maybe that we think best under pressure—as opposed to what is currently true, namely the exact opposite? That would certainly help at test time.

Maybe that intelligence is not distributed so widely, so that we might all be in it together, thinking the same way?

There is no harm at playing imaginary evolutionary futurist. But if we had the job for real, we would have to ask and try to answer some very hard questions. We’d start with: What goals do we have in mind? Are we thinking of what would improve the life of a given individual (whatever we might mean by improve), or are we contemplating what would be most likely to ensure that our species survives? For example, a worldwide tyranny might guarantee that the species would never wipe itself out through nuclear war, since all the weapons would be in the hands of one tyrant. So, you might have limited freedom and tremendous terror but also a very robust, vibrant species from an evolutionary point of view. The species might be happy even if none of its members were.

And how might we plan for or predict net gain? Any change has the potential to produce both positive and negative consequences for a species. When a mosquito infestation in the south of France caused the French government to launch a massive campaign of insecticide spraying, the mosquito population shrank dramatically until those mosquitoes resistant to the insecticide had the chance to grow in numbers. But those resistant mosquitoes turned out to be easier prey for spiders than their forebears were. They were more resistant to insecticide and also less adept at avoiding spiders. This is the way of nature, and how could anyone predict such things?

So, we must pity our imaginary evolutionary futurist his job. But our job is simpler. It is to look at this exact brain in a naturalistic context with an understanding that it is not the best it can be but simply an evolved, imperfect contraption. It does not come with an off switch that might allow it to get a good night’s sleep every single night. It does not come equipped to solve math problems beyond its capabilities. It does not come equipped to prophesize and know for certain that this love will last or that this enthusiasm will prove a meaning opportunity, even though it is supposed to say—and mean—exactly such things at the altar and on job applications.

We must understand that we are evolved and not designed. With that understanding comes a huge sigh of relief as we suddenly realize that we are bound to manifest shortfalls and that we will regularly dismay and disappoint ourselves. It also brings an equally huge warning sign as we recognize that neither we nor the rest of our species are adequately equipped to handle personal, communal, or species-wide challenges.

This warning is twofold. We remind ourselves that we must be alert to the many challenges that we will have to meet with respect to this experimental brain. We also remind ourselves that our fellow human beings are not who we would like them to be but who they are, and that we are going to be challenged by their brains. To take just one example that repeats itself throughout the history of our species—and that will continue to repeat itself until we are different creatures—we will have to deal with those of our fellow creatures who have become either authoritarian leaders or authoritarian followers.

Theodor Adorno, the German-born sociologist associated with the phrase the authoritarian personality; Else Frenkel-Brunswik, a psychoanalyst and German émigré; and the UC Berkeley social psychologists Daniel Levinson and Nevitt Sanford championed investigations of the authoritarian personality back in the early 1950s. They took as their starting point the Freudian model of the psyche and argued that a certain sort of punitive, rigid, and conventional upbringing produced a child, and then an adult, forced to control his roiling id with a punitive and rigid superego. They argued that certain traits arose from this particular and precise dynamism, traits that coalesced into the authoritarian personality.

They concluded that the authoritarian personality comprised nine qualities or psychological orientations including anti-intellectualism, cynical destructiveness, a superstitious nature, and exaggerated concerns about sexual activity. Whether or not their model is accurate, the phenomenon can’t be missed unless you close your eyes to it. We may not genuinely understand why authoritarian leaders and authoritarian followers come to be, but we are obliged not to act like we don’t see them. They too are the fruit of this experimental model and are one of the ways that our brain is taxed as we try to fathom how to live in a world full of brains dreaming up ways to dumb us down, rule us in bed, and restrict our freedom.

We are the sort of creature who not only needs to put up firewood and food for the winter but who must also predict the distant future, make decisions about who or what created the universe and what sort of principles and path we should follow, deal with our fellow difficult and dangerous creatures, and in other ways make sense of things that would overtax any creature. It is easy to see how we might have evolved into exactly this situation—and then be stuck here. This amounts to a really terrible stuck place: imagine a machine that, grinding away at jobs too hard for it, progressively wears itself down and, possessing no off switch, never gets a moment’s peace off the line.

If it is by thinking that we weave our picture of the world, speak to ourselves about what we need and what we want, and try to solve our personal problems, then it follows that we will turn to our brain and to the thing that it does—think—to meet these and every other pressing life challenge. We ask that it answer everything from whether we should buy this or that car to whether life is worth living. We ask it to solve problems, lift our spirits, and understand our life purposes. Naturally this taxes and stresses a brain that is only the experimental model and that, like everything else in the natural world, comes without a crystal ball.

Stress causes the greatest number of doctors’ visits annually. Yet we haven’t noticed well enough that the issue is not just what is stressing us but also how poorly we are built to deal with that stress. We ask our experimental brain to work overtime to decide what line will sell next season, whether our son is drinking just a lot or has become an alcoholic, whether this passing feeling means that the universe has a purpose or that our medication is kicking in, where we should look to heal the hole in our heart and make life feel worthwhile … and everything else.

Not knowing what else to do, we set our brain racing off, whether or not it has good brakes, whether or not it is equal to the task, and whether or not the task is reasonable. The smarter we are, the more likely we will use our brain in these ways, and the more painful pressure we are likely to produce. Just as you would expect a bull to have difficulty in a china shop should it get it into its head to purchase a nice dinner service for eight, so you would expect a human being to have trouble solving his problems with this precise brain—or with any brain that also generates awareness and consciousness.

It is a certain profound misunderstanding that causes part of the pain that a smart person experiences and one that can be rectified in an instant. You do not have a brain that was designed to work well in all circumstances and in all regards. It was not designed to be equal to its tasks or to magically have the power to predict the future. How much less guilty and upset you might feel if you understood this and accepted this!

A smart person ought to be smart enough to see clearly the limitations of his species. At the same time, he ought to roll up his sleeves and do whatever he can to deal with the peculiarities and shortfalls of this particular brain model. As charming as it is to speculate about what sort of brain we might have had or might one day have, for now our species has this one. Accept that and deal with the consequences as smartly as you can.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Given that we do not come with an on/off switch, what do you want to do when your brain races?

2.Given that our poorly calibrated early warning system produces a lot of unnecessary anxiety and even treats thinking as dangerous, what do you want to do when thinking makes you anxious?

3.If you picture yourself evolved rather than designed, what does that suggest about your species-specific strengths and weaknesses?

4.To what extent do you see above-average intelligence as a threat to a creature like you, and to what extent do you see it as a benefit?

5.Just for the fun of it, describe an upgraded or updated version of our species.
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The Logic of Mania


This species that we currently are, this particular experimental model, has a brain of a certain sort with its particular capacities and tendencies. Countless metaphors have been created to capture aspects or qualities of this brain, from brain as spider web (delicate, minimal, and hypersensitive) to brain as lens (magnifying and intensifying energy to a profound point), from brain as lamp to brain as map, from brain as cookbook to brain as toolbox, and of course brain as computer, calculator, and so on.

For the purposes of this chapter, let’s consider it as a high-performance engine in some of its aspects, capacities, and tendencies. It is an unusual and unique engine that we rev up but that also revs itself up and functions on its own, perpetually and for its own reasons. We can send it racing after a calculation and make it do math or balance our checkbook. But it can also send itself racing to create a dream or a nightmare, an obsession or a mania. In this regard, it is also something like a high-strung stallion that we can ride if we are masterful and careful but that can also gallop off on its own.

What are the features of this high-performance engine or high-strung stallion that cause smart people so much distress? One is that mysterious and potentially dangerous state known as mania. Mania can hit anyone—it can be induced by street drugs and by other causes, including the dynamics of one’s own racing, needy brain. But here we’ll focus on how mania arises from a person’s reliance on brain activity to solve her problems, including her existential ones, and the special way that such reliance afflicts smart people.

People who think a lot are more prone to mania than people who do not think a lot. That intelligent, creative, and thoughtful people are the ones more regularly afflicted by mania is beyond question. Research shows a clear linkage between achieving top grades or scoring high on tests and suffering from bipolar disorder (that is, that so-called disorder in which depression and mania cyclically appear), and between other similar measures of mental accomplishment and a racing mind.

There is plenty of evidence to support the contention that mania disproportionately affects smart, creative, thoughtful people. One study involving seven hundred thousand adults and reported in the British Journal of Psychiatry indicated that former straight-A students were four times more likely to be diagnosed bipolar (or manic-depressive) than those who had achieved lower grades.

In another study, individuals who scored the highest on tests for mathematical reasoning were twelve times more prone to bipolar disorder. Similar studies underline the linkage between creativity and mania, and we have hundreds of years of anecdotal evidence to support the contention that smart and creative people often get manic.

The current naming system used to describe so-called mental disorders like manic-depression and bipolar disorder is weak and highly suspect, however. I’ve discussed this matter of the arbitrary, whole-cloth creation of mental disorders through certain ruses of definition, including the spurious defining of the term mental disorder itself, in Rethinking Depression, The Future of Mental Health, and the books I’ve edited for the Ethics International Press Critical Psychology and Critical Psychiatry series. Here, let me just repeat a warning to be wary of employing or taking seriously the current mental-disorder naming system. We ought to completely eschew it.

The current naming system leads to odd and wrong-headed hypotheses, for example, that “because you are bipolar, you are creative” or that “perhaps mania accounts for the higher test scores.” What is true is that the greater the reliance on thinking and the more brain capacity for thinking a person manifests, the greater his or her susceptibility toward a racing brain. If you are inclined to think, why would those thoughts not be inclined to race in certain circumstances?

If, for example, something threatened you or challenged you, why would your brain not race in its quest to deal with that threat or challenge?

What is called mania, in this regard, is simply a racing brain driven by a certain powerful pressure, need, or impulse. Anything that gets in the way of this seemingly forward motion—a physical obstacle, another person’s viewpoint, even a delay in the bus arriving—is viewed as a tremendous irritation. Hence the irritability so often associated with mania. This irritation makes perfect sense: if you must get on with whatever your racing brain is proposing—get every wall painted red, capture that song, solve that theorem—then nothing must get in the way.

It is this must that is at the heart of the matter. The must is the foot on the pedal that is driving your racing brain. There is an emergency here, most often an existential emergency as the individual stares at nothingness and is petrified by the view. She must get away from that horrible feeling and, with a kind of strangled laugh that mimics mirth but isn’t mirth, she turns to her brain for help. She is frightened and in anguish, and to deal with that, she shouts to her brain, “Get me out of here!” Her brain then takes off, dreaming up every manner of scheme, activity, or desire.

All of the characteristic symptoms that we see in mania—including seemingly high spirits, heightened sexual appetite, high arousal levels, high energy levels, sweating, pacing, sleeplessness and, at its severest, when the train has run off the rails, hallucinations, delusions of grandeur, suspiciousness, aggression, and wild, self-defeating plans and schemes—make perfect sense when viewed from the perspective that a powerful need has supercharged a brain already inclined to generate thoughts. This thought machine has been revved up in the service of nothing less than the direst existential hunger, lack, or fear imaginable. All the rest follows.

To switch metaphors, the stallion has been spooked and will crash through even the sturdiest fence in his wild, panicked flight.

The driving impulse may not be limited to pain; it may not be pain at all. You may be working on a novel or a scientific theory that excites you and you can’t wait to get on with it. Still, that excited pursuit, even though in pursuit of something positive and valuable, has caused your mind to move from a lower gear to a higher gear, dramatically revving up the engine that is your brain, and now that engine is whining and straining. A dangerous dynamic is now at play: are you driving the engine, or is the engine driving you?

Yes, you are still in the saddle and clutching the reins, but the powerful stallion may throw you at any second.

What can be done about this racing? There are many answers having to do with the art and practice of making meaning. However, the short answer is increased self-awareness and the courage to see one’s nature. It is the individual exposing this situation to himself and for himself, announcing that he must wrest control of his mind and his life, and practicing the techniques conventionally called mindfulness techniques, that amount to the short answer.

What we are actually talking about as a prospective solution or possible aid is not only conventional mindfulness, in which a person learns how to better deal with the contents of his or her mind, but a new awareness of the limits of thinking, the pressures of thinking on the organism, and the many other built-in challenges that come with having an experimental brain faced with outsized challenges. Let’s call this new awareness brain awareness to distinguish it from mindfulness. The main tactic a person can use to deal with the problems flowing from having this particular experimental brain is brain awareness.

If a given individual won’t do this work or at this split second can’t do this work because her mania just can’t be mediated by her own efforts in the state in which she finds herself, then she may indeed be forced to resort to the unfortunate conventional solution of psychiatric chemicals. She may need to rely on some chemical used to supposedly treat mania and with the power (though only sometimes, and always with a physical and emotional cost) to do that work for her.

In the end, it is the brain-aware manic individual herself who ultimately must accomplish the odd and seemingly impossible task of saying, if only in a whisper, “I know that I’ve set my own brain racing, but that racing isn’t really a very good answer; no, creating mania isn’t the answer.” Perhaps our next brain model will come with an off switch and we will be able to shut the machine down as wanted, but for now, the only off switch we have is smart inner conversation.

In this view of what is going on, where it is completely understandable and plausible how this wild ride came to be, we ask the individual—demand of him if we love him—that he examine his reasons for racing and not feel so free to race. It is not a race that can be won, a truth the brain-aware manic knows somewhere in his being and a truth that brings with it additional sadness even at the height of the racing, as the manic races but knows that he can’t outrace existential distress.

Indeed, it is that very sadness that the manic is fleeing as fast as she can, even as she is racing right toward it. It is like the Sufi tale of the disciple who flees his town because he believes that Death is coming for him there, and he races right to the place where Death is waiting. That is exactly where the manic also arrives—at depression.

Mania is completely understandable as a natural result of setting a brain racing in support of the huge tasks, like making meaning, that human beings face. If, for example, a creative person experiences creating as a meaning opportunity and is pressured to race in the service of her creative efforts, she may usually be able to mediate that mania. But sometimes that pressure may overwhelm her. There is no simple off switch that she can throw—which makes this risk all the more real and dangerous.

There is, however, an off switch that people do try to throw. They try to white-knuckle calmness. They don’t really feel calm, but they do everything in their power to act calm and be calm—maybe using alcohol to help, maybe using mindfulness to help, maybe using constant activity to help. This is why we don’t see more frankly manic people. Smart people everywhere are doing their best not to be manic, hanging on to the reins of their racing brain as one might hang on to the reins of a wild stallion.

This is exhausting work, and sometimes people are unequal to it, just as one might be able to hold on to the reins of a wild stallion for a while but for only so long. At some point, that powerful animal rips the reins right out of a wrangler’s hands. Nevertheless, smart people are for the most part built pretty well to hang on to calmness and to avoid full-blown mania—at the cost, however, of a tremendous amount of energy expended to maintain their white-knuckled calmness.

Even as they hang on, they are enticed by that mania. Consider the following analogy. If you live in a castle and pillagers periodically roar through your kingdom, bandits roam the countryside, and wild animals lurk in the underbrush, you know that you are safer inside the walls than outside. But what if you know or suspect that somewhere out there are psychedelic parties, wild river rides, strange never-before-seen sights, and all the excitement and meaning that is so patently lacking here in the castle?

The pressure is bound to mount and you may start to rationalize that it is probably safe to go outside given how serene the countryside looks, how rarely bandit sightings and wild animal attacks are reported, and how wondrous the sights and sounds to be found out there are. The dangers aren’t apparent and the payoffs feel enormous. Sooner or later, a person is going to get castle fever as he stands on the ramparts and gazes over that lovely landscape that looks so serene. He is bound to stare so hard that he will begin to see mirages of meaning out there.

Smart people tend not to realize the extent to which both their forced calmness and their mini-manic activities are more ways of defending themselves against letting their mind roar away in mania than affirmative lifestyle choices. They are unnaturally calm or constantly busy not so much because they love calmness or love keeping busy but because they do not want to permit the indulgence of mania. They are making an honorable effort to keep their racing mind in their own control—at the expense of what may prove to be unhappy lifestyle choices and huge expenditures of energy.

As a result, most smart people prevent themselves from launching into full-blown mania. They do something else instead: they so assiduously guard against this wild ride that they live becalmed, in a forced state of calm that is very much like a straightjacket. Many smart people are living a forced calm life so as to help themselves deal with what would prove a manic way of life if they dared to let themselves go. They intuitively know just how dangerous and powerful the engine of their mind is, and for safety reasons, they tread very carefully through life.

You would think that a person would need to experience full-blown mania at least once in their life in order to recognize it as something that they do not want to experience ever again. Nor is it that children watch cautionary videos about mania in school, as soldiers are made to watch cautionary videos about venereal disease, and are taught to avoid it. Nor does anyone around them warn them about it. So why is this threat perceived as so very dangerous when it is neither taught, talked about in casual conversation, or personally experienced?

The likely answer is that intimations of the dangers of mania come with the original endowment that makes a smart person who he is. He is probably built right from the start to be one of those people who recognizes himself in that “crazy” manic man on the street, who sees as part of his future the manic episodes of a Beethoven or a Byron, the one brushing aside waiting piano students because music is dying to come out, the other racing across Britain on a rampage of sexual encounters with married women and young boys. Somehow, he knows that he has that in him—that knowledge is a feature of his original personality.

If you have been endowed by nature with a brain that can race, it makes sense to suppose that you have also been born with intimations of the dangers of allowing that brain to race. And, of course, it may perhaps also be the case that some number of smart people are born without this built-in understanding of how dangerous mania can be—and therefore are less effective in protecting themselves against its onslaughts; or they may actually invite it into their life. Just as a given person can look down at the edge of a thousand-foot drop and experience no vertigo when, one might guess, nature should have built her to back away, so a given smart person may be built without a sufficient sense of the dangers of full-blown mania.

A smart person therefore faces two different but related threats, the threat of painful, white-knuckled calmness that feels like self-created boredom and a prison sentence, and the threat of uncontrolled mania that is painful in the experiencing and that is likely to culminate in despair as she realizes that her manic efforts did not change the facts of her existence. Forced calmness or uncontrolled mania? Of course, neither is the right answer—and we will provide a better answer when, in our final chapters, we paint a picture of what can help.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Do you experience mania?

2.How does it express itself?

3.Do you feel that you keep yourself artificially calm as a way of dealing with incipient mania?

4.To what extent can you let your brain race but still remain in control of it?

5.To what extent are you at once attracted to mania and frightened of mania?
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Features of a Racing
Brain


According to a Princeton National Health and Wellness Survey, 37 percent of US adults reported insomnia or sleep difficulties during a recent twelve-month period. Between 40 and 60 percent of people over the age of sixty suffer from insomnia. Two million children suffer from sleep disorders. More than 10 million people in America use sleep aid medication to deal with their insomnia. Fifty-five percent of all adults report having problems with insomnia in their lifetime. More than 70 million Americans suffer from various sleeping disorders, and 60 percent of those 70 million report severe sleeping disorders.

What’s going on here?

Exactly what we chatted about in the last chapter.

In large measure, what is going on is a simple, straightforward thing: our experimental brain has trouble quieting itself, even at the cost of a good night’s sleep. It races on—even though we are in bed—broods about what went on today, and worries about tomorrow. Built without an off switch, it can’t completely shut itself off, and one manifestation of that difficulty is insomnia.

Our brain has a job to do, to protect us, to serve us, to solve our problems and to make sense of life, and often it will continue to do that job irrespective of our wish to sleep. Our ability to think, the quality that distinguishes us from other creatures, may have evolved to protect us and to serve us, but as an unintended consequence, one that doesn’t threaten our species but that plagues each smart individual, that very ability to think can keep us awake as we try to fall asleep, or it can force us awake once we’ve fallen asleep.

This is true for everyone, but it is especially true for smart people who possess a brain with more racing power than average. Every problem associated with a racing brain covered in the previous chapter and in this chapter is more of a problem for a smart person than for the next person for the simple reason that her brain is more powerful. If you put your foot down on the pedal of a car with a horsepower of 90, you won’t produce the same speed and drama as you will if you floor a racecar. A smart person employs her brain to solve her problems and to keep her safe, and by putting it into gear in her service, she starts a powerful engine racing.

Consider the following analogy. If you knew that a campfire would keep away a pack of nearby wolves, you would learn how to keep your campfire burning throughout the night so that you could get some sleep while keeping the wolves at bay. And what if in your sleep you heard wolves approaching or the campfire sputtering? You would wake up abruptly and check to make sure that the fire was still burning. If it were nearly out, you would rebuild it. You would pay attention to that campfire because your life depended on it. That is natural, sensible, and straightforward.

What if the threat isn’t wolves but a risky investment, a chronic illness, an alcoholic child, an infuriating job, a difficult choice, a vexing problem, a treacherous mate, a depleted bank account, an edict against your group, a threat to your identity, a blow to your ego, or a meaning crisis? What then? Well, your brain will feel threatened and will deal with that threat in the only way it knows how: by thinking. It can’t rebuild a fire or take a shot, for there is no physical action to engage in as you try to sleep. All your brain can do is keep working—that is, race.

Our brain broods, problem solves, calculates, obsesses, stews, and races in our service. It will do that day or night; it is indifferent to the fact that we might need our sleep. It is odd that we have failed to realize the extent to which our need to rely on our thinking in order to survive naturally produces insomnia. Your brain stews, it hatches plans, it rehashes its grievances, and all that stewing, hatching, and rehashing is likely to keep you awake, just as keeping an ear peeled for danger will disturb a camper’s sleep.

We have reached a point as a culture when our first inclination is to label insomnia as a disorder in need of treatment and head in the direction of doctors, sleep clinics, medication, therapists, space-age technology, and similar help. Let us suggest that you look in the mirror first and see what sort of creature you are, what sorts of perils a creature like you regularly encounters, and the extent to which you are bound to employ your brain to deal with those perils.

Insomnia may prove a terrible affliction, but it is not strange. It is exactly the sort of thing that you’d expect to afflict a creature with a brain that races. If you are indeed being kept awake by your own racing brain, it should be clear that you are obliged to learn how to reduce your brain’s racing if you are to get a good night’s sleep. Applying brain awareness to the situation—that is, understanding that you are this kind of creature and learning tactics and techniques that can quiet a racing mind—is the closest you can come to possessing the off switch that nature has failed to provide.

There are organic, biological, and medical reasons for some cases of insomnia, and you want the appropriate medical treatment if the root cause of your insomnia demands that sort of attention. But before you seek medication, which may be prescribed to you irrespective of the actual cause of your insomnia, it makes sense to wonder if perhaps you are having trouble sleeping because your brain is racing. In most cases, that will prove the source of your troubles and suggest in which direction you should look for relief—that is, toward some form of mindfulness.

Techniques like mindfulness designed to quiet the mind ought to help with insomnia and may well help more than medication can. Yet in our medicate-first culture, this contention needs saying and proving. It is therefore excellent that studies like those run by Cynthia Gross and her colleagues at the University of Minnesota, which showed that after eight weeks of mindfulness training, participants who learned mindfulness fell asleep more quickly than the medication group—and had the benefits last over time—are run and reported.

You will sleep better if there are no wolves prowling your wilderness; that is, you will sleep better if you are not actually threatened. Would you expect to sleep better during a bombing raid or once the war has ended? Would you expect to sleep better during a financial crisis or after the crisis has passed? Would you expect to sleep better if your mate is abusive and a threat to you or if he no longer lives under the same roof? Threats matter, they are real, they are dangerous, and they set our mind racing.

Mindfulness techniques are extremely valuable, but equally important is threat reduction. You can meditate for an hour every morning, but if when your husband comes home, he criticizes you and then ignores you, your meditation practice probably won’t prove enough to get you a good night’s sleep. A divorce may be needed. If you experience your profession as meaningless, your meditation practice will probably prove insufficient. You will also need to change your life so that you feel less threatened, less sad, less anxious, less rageful, less upset with life, less self-reproachful, and so on. Then you will sleep better.

We have evolved with a brain that is supposed to handle difficult tasks—everything from fathoming family secrets to mastering calculus to maintaining meaning to counteracting shortfalls in our own formed personality—as well as outright impossible tasks, like predicting whether a profession is appropriate based on zero real knowledge of that profession and only a current enthusiasm. A smart person is even more likely to suppose that his brain is equal to the challenges he faces, even such frankly impossible ones. What a setup to send your brain racing! And what will it do when, racing, it realizes the magnitude of its challenges and the extent to which they can’t be solved just by thinking? It will worry.

Rather than actually think about anything, it will start worrying.

Given that this brain of ours is confronted by difficult and frankly impossible tasks that it presumes it should be able to handle, having not gotten the message that it is evolved and not designed and that it is only an experimental model, at some point it will start to think less and worry more. It will worry in ways that produce sacrifices to the gods, runs on banks, and unfinished novels. It will worry in ways that produce superstitions, mental confusion, and cognitive distortions. Sensing the dangerousness of the world and its own limitations, it will spin like a top with worry.

It will worry—and have a Scotch, and then another.

It will worry, not being able to picture how ten tons of steel can fly, and refuse to ever take to the air.

It will worry, fearing that it is already hapless and ruined, and sink into sadness.

It will worry, certain that it can control nothing, and spend all day controlling its environment by organizing socks.

When such a brain tries to think, its worries will interrupt its thinking, just as a wild stallion will stop its galloping to sniff the air for danger. It tries to think clearly about its current situation, and after a minute, worries intrude. As a result, it thinks poorly, which convinces it all over again that it can’t think well enough to handle its challenges. Might the next version of our brain worry less? Or would that make it too vulnerable to dangers? This model, at any rate, is wonderful at worrying.

How does this worrying manifest itself in a smart person’s life? Here is one among countless examples, as reported by Claudia:


One of my challenges is rooted in two simple words: what if? I pester myself with those words constantly. A couple of decades ago, a therapist, visiting me at my home because agoraphobia kept me from going to her, told me to try to stop asking, What if?, all the time. I wasn’t even aware I was doing it! Once she warned me to stop, I saw that I was doing it all the time.

This is how it works. Let’s say I get an invitation to go somewhere fun (for work or pleasure). Instead of just saying yes and moving on, I enter into a barrage of thoughts like: Is there parking close to the entrance? I hope it’s on the first floor. Can I figure out how to go alone in case I change my mind? Is there a way to go other than that road with the cattle chute lanes? It better be air-conditioned.

After much online searching about every aspect of the experience, should I say yes to the invitation, I go through a period of confidence that I can successfully go. Then, as the event nears, although I look like I am present in the real world, I am actually living half in another place where I am what if-ing in my head all the threats to my agoraphobic limitations and scheming myriad ways to get out of the commitment.

I don’t share this with anyone; I internalize it and basically drive myself nuts. The only time I can get the thoughts to stop is when I get lost in something very creative and puzzle-like—and then I only get lost briefly. This way of life is exhausting and keeps me from living and from reaching my full potential. I wish I weren’t still in this place, but I can’t get my brain to stop its self-pestering.



The results of this predictable dynamic, that a racing brain sent off in pursuit of answers that aren’t available will start attacking itself instead—results like pestering obsessions, soothing compulsions, addictions and quasi-addictions, phobias, reckless counter-phobias (like skydiving to deal with a fear of heights), anxieties, and so on—are distressing and natural, not a disease or abnormal. That as a smart person, whose brain races faster and harder than the next person’s, you can’t accomplish something like stopping your racing mind from worrying doesn’t mean that you have a disorder or that you are a failure. Rather, it means that you are a product of imperfect nature and that nature has sent you a special challenge that may prove extremely difficult to meet.

It may require remedies and interventions that you would prefer not to contemplate. It may require that you spend real time every day using available techniques to reduce your experience of worry. In some cases, it may require chemical interventions, not because you have an illness but because chemicals produce effects and you may desperately want those effects. What it absolutely requires is that you practice brain awareness: that you understand what this particular brain model can and can’t do and how it characteristically runs amok.

One unfortunate answer that smart people often employ is to settle on some rigid way of being that seems to serve them and that simplifies their thinking tasks. In effect, they let their formed personality trump their available personality. This way of being is natural and biologically economical but shrinks them and prevents them from making value-based meaning, since the activity of making meaning requires daily flexibility and daily intention. They become something—the steely prosecutor, the cynical reporter, the spiritual artist, the busy mother, the lifelong predator—and respond in rote and repetitive ways to save themselves the hard work of actually living.

What if the way you use your brain as a prosecutor isn’t the appropriate way to use it when you sit down to have a chat with your son or when you go out on a first date? If it has become second nature for you to always prosecute, if that is the way your brain works when it is on autopilot, and if you are unaware or unconcerned that this pattern makes everyone you meet feel threatened and uncomfortable, you’re likely to find yourself without friends, family, or loved ones. That is a high price to pay for not realizing—or not caring—that your way of handling this experimental model of a brain is to lock it into one gear.

A smart person is likely half-aware of all of this—and finds it rather humiliating. They started out with a good feeling about their brain; they likely felt smart from the beginning. For those first few moments at least, the world was their oyster. Then they experienced life and learned about life, including the life of their own brain. Out of the box, its cracks, blemishes, and shortfalls became obvious. How sad! And how humiliating.

Slavoj Zizek explained in How to Read Lacan:


Freud developed the idea of three successive humiliations of man, the three ‘narcissistic illnesses,’ as he called them. First, Copernicus demonstrated that the Earth turns around the Sun and thus deprived us, humans, of the central place in the universe. Then, Darwin demonstrated our origin from blind evolution, thereby depriving us of the privileged place among living beings. Finally, when Freud himself rendered visible the predominant role of the unconscious in psychic processes, it became clear that our ego is not even a master in his own house. Today, a hundred years later, a more extreme picture is emerging. The latest scientific breakthroughs seem to add a whole series of further humiliations to the narcissistic image of man. Our mind itself is merely a computing machine for data-processing, our sense of freedom and autonomy is merely the user’s illusion of this machine.



This is a lovely summary of our current situation. These further humiliations are rooted not so much in the fact that our brain is merely a computing machine but rather that, as splendid and intricate as it may be, we are exactly what we are: this current model of human being. We are not who we might have been or who we would like to be. We are exactly who we are. This truth leads to a further painful humiliation, one that I’ve dubbed “the smart gap,” and that is the subject of our next chapter.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.What do you see as the challenges associated with a racing brain?

2.Given that as a species we do not possess an off switch to turn our racing brain off, what tactics and strategies might you employ to keep your brain from racing when you don’t want it to race?

3.If you are troubled by insomnia and see it as a racing-brain problem, what might you try to do to quiet or control your brain so that you can sleep more peacefully?

4.What will you do when answers to the problems you are trying to solve aren’t currently available to you and your brain starts racing in search of those unavailable answers?

5.What ineffective tactics have you used to deal with racing-brain problems? What might prove more effective?
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The Smart Gap


It is a poignant feature of our species that we can contemplate intellectual work that we can’t quite accomplish. Forgetting for a second all of the difficulties associated with the construct of IQ, a person in possession of an IQ of 160 is not a better person than someone who possesses an IQ of 120, but she is better equipped to do abstract math. However, she herself is less equipped than someone with an IQ of 180, and that person is less equipped than a person with an IQ of 200. That is all natural.

It is also natural that we will experience emotional pain when we recognize that the work we would love to do—whether it is physics at the highest level, constitutional law at the highest level, psychological fiction at the highest level, or biological research at the highest level—is, if not completely unavailable to us, just unavailable enough to make it doubtful that we can proceed and just unavailable enough to make our efforts feel like torture.

In such circumstances, not only may you not be able to proceed with the work you deem most meaningful to you, but you will also know that you are not moving forward because your brain needs just this much more horsepower. As a result of this knowledge, you may decide that life is a cheat, blame your upbringing for robbing you of some measure of your native intelligence, and in other powerful ways experience sadness and frustration—all because of a naturally occurring gap between what you want or need and what you have.

This is an emotional pain that psychology hasn’t examined: the pain of wanting to do certain intellectual work but not being equipped enough to do it. It’s easy to empathize with the pain of a minor league ballplayer who is just not quite good enough to make it to the big leagues. Indeed, excellent documentaries have been made following the plight of exactly such players. We watch such documentaries, and we understand.

We’ve seen documentaries about dancers who aren’t quite able to rise to the top because they lack some physical endowment. We’ve seen similar documentaries about pianists, about violinists, about singers—that is, about professionals in fields where we can see this natural diversity. But what would there be to see if we followed five mathematicians? Since there would be nothing to see, this problem has no public face and little power to provoke a public discussion.

In part because these challenges are invisible, we tend not to think about them or talk about them. But they remain painfully real for the people who suffer. It is in the American psyche to act as if there is an answer to every problem, but what happy face can we put on this particular problem? That short, stout man, while he may make the occasional beautiful shot from mid-court, really can’t play center for the Celtics. That singer with an ordinary voice really can’t compete for the lead in Tosca. Some things are genuinely a matter of endowment.

You may not be fast enough for your ambitions, tall enough for your ambitions, beautiful enough for your ambitions … or smart enough for your ambitions. There is no good answer to this problem. But there are tactics available to reduce the emotional pain produced by this problem as well as tactics to make meaning despite the meaning crisis that a problem of this sort produces. We’ll look at those in a moment.

This smart gap is experienced in all sorts of poignant ways. Janet, a writer, explained:


When working on fiction, particularly when writing narrative in the third person, I can “hear” quite clearly the tone of the prose that I’m trying to capture. I hear this tone in my head much as one hears a piece of music in a silent room. But all too often, the prose that I write falls far short of what I’m hearing. It’s like I’m playing a sonata on a long-neglected piano. The text doesn’t ring true to my ear—it comes out in the extremes of sounding either glib or overdrawn.

Despite my years of experience as a professional editor, I can have great difficulty getting the words on the page into the same key as what I hear in my head. Applying the usual technical improvements doesn’t help; in whatever way the writing falls short, it’s far more mysterious and ephemeral than anything addressed in Strunk and White or The Chicago Manual of Style. When I’m not able to get it right, I end up feeling that I don’t have the chops to live up to my own artistic vision as a writer.



Is this precisely a smart gap or something else? It could certainly be something else. Maybe this author simply needs to write more and worry less. Maybe her problem is a lack of experience and a lack of that accumulated wisdom that comes from putting in tens of thousands of hours at something. Maybe her environment is too noisy; maybe her mind is too noisy. Maybe she is burdened by too many responsibilities and cares. But it may also be a smart gap problem—and if it is, that will hurt.

Consider the following plaintive report from a teenager I’ll call Fernando and two friendly responses to Fernando’s commentary. Fernando wrote:


This is exactly where I have found myself over the past twelve months or so. I am seventeen years old. I graduated one and a half years early from high school and was expected to enter college as soon as possible (I have assumed that I would go to college for as long as I can remember). But I became obsessed with the fact that we have innate abilities and that I would never be able to reach any greatly significant level in the field of biology where I hoped to study.

So instead I don’t do anything and find myself loaded with antidepressants. If you look at any given field as a tower, there are those who are content on the lower stories or content simply to methodically climb as high as they can climb; and then there are those few people who will get to the top. I fall into a third category: those who may make it very high but are destined to look up sorrowfully at the top that they will never reach because they simply don’t have the abilities. I have always been prone to depression and obsessive-compulsive disorder, but there is such logic in my sorrow that I can’t seem to pull myself out of this hole.



Emily responded:


Fernando, you are very self-aware. I suspect that very awareness is relevant to your depression and your obsessive-compulsive disorder. But I also think that you’ve turned up the heat with a fear of failure and kicked away the ladder of possibilities, killing off any escape from your frustrating dilemma. Success in any field is the result of multiple factors. Intrinsic talent is a bonus to any pursuit, lessening the struggle to competency or mastery, but it doesn’t necessarily predict success.

Individual motivation can be a powerful force behind hard work, persistence, and other variables and can compensate for lagging talent and natural disadvantages. Maybe there will always be some individuals who surpass your accomplishments, your talent, or your intelligence, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t pursue your interests, your dreams, and your life. Your contributions could be unique and highly valued, and your participation could put your life onto a path to something amazing.

Don’t give up on yourself. Living with mediocrity may be abhorrent to you, but with the help and support of friends and family, with professional advice and guidance, and with more life experiences, you’ll learn to cope. Trying is better than living with regrets. It’s easy for me to say, but don’t be afraid of failure or mediocrity—they can be sage teachers and can help you overcome adversity.



Roberta offered the following:


Fernando, I agree that a smart gap can sometimes exist, but I can’t ignore my internal revulsion at the fatalistic overtones of such an idea. I also agree that people should be somehow well matched to their endeavors, but if that were always obvious at the beginning, many greats would not have pursued their paths and many current celebrities would certainly not be famous!

Why not think about the following steps that may help you achieve what you’re after?

1.Choose your life’s work according to your interests, passions, and ability.

2.Learn the history of your field and current trends in your field.

3.Practice, practice, practice.

4.Work with masters in your field.

5.Surround yourself with others who share your interests.

6.Learn the written and unwritten rules of your profession and follow them.

7.Accept that mastery takes a long time to achieve.

8.Experiment, innovate, and find your personal style.

9.Understand what your audience, your customers, or your employers want and supply it.

10.Monitor the results of your efforts and make changes as necessary.

I agree we are not all Einstein, but Einstein is an icon to be admired, not a blueprint for individual success. IQ and talent are two pieces of the puzzle, but they are separate from achievement, which requires a high amount of effort, adaptation, and strategizing to produce the external rewards we seek. Manifesting worldly success through innate ability is a complex combination of efforts.



Emily’s and Roberta’s responses to Fernando’s predicament are very reasonable. They are practical, optimistic, and clear-eyed in their understanding that accomplishment and success do not necessarily or even usually relate to a person’s pure brainpower. Intellectuals and intellectual lightweights have become president. Intellectuals and intellectual lightweights have written bestselling books. Therefore it is certainly the case that you do not want to write yourself off too quickly! If you sense that a given thinking line of work is a potential meaning opportunity, you don’t want to dismiss it—especially because any given individual’s menu of meaning opportunities may prove short rather than long.

At the same time, smart gaps do exist. They exist for all of us. To some extent, we can narrow the gap; to some extent, we can ignore the gap; to some extent, we can work around the gap; to some extent, we can reconcile ourselves to the gap. Making meaning entails exactly such efforts! But if on a daily basis you want to make meaning in a certain way and you can’t because of some shortfall in your native capacity, that is going to hurt, and that is going to matter.

If such a gap exists for you, it is good to be honest and clear about its existence and to then think through what you want to try to do to bridge it, if that is possible, or to otherwise deal with it if bridging it isn’t possible. It is a worse policy to deny the existence of a gap you are experiencing, even as it causes you distress and even as it affects your ability to do the work you’ve set out to do, than to forthrightly acknowledge the gap—and then strategize.

What can you do?

First, you can help your brain be its best. This means many things, from not drinking alcoholically to silencing negative self-talk that robs you of confidence to tackling your chosen intellectual subject in a regular, disciplined way. It means deciding to get a grip on your mind, think fewer small thoughts for the sake of your big thoughts, distract yourself less, flee from the work less, and make fewer excuses about why you don’t have the time, patience, or ability to think.

Second, you can contemplate what intellectual work matches your native ability. It is entirely possible that devising the most complicated plot in the history of plotting serves you considerably less well than choosing a simple plot that allows you to write a deep, lovely, but also straightforward novel. Maybe there is a puzzle in your field that suits your brainpower, a corner of your field that is delicious and also not too hard, a way to do the work you want to do that makes use of your other strengths. You will only know if any of this is possible if you admit that there is a problem, step back, and consider your options.

Third, you will want to be kinder to yourself. How many smart people torture themselves to the point of institutionalization over the fact that they can’t turn out poetry as brilliant as the poetry produced by their idols, can’t solve a mathematical problem that has thwarted all the biggest brains, or can’t create summations like Clarence Darrow? You can torture yourself and threaten your mental health, or you can decide that such self-torture hardly serves you and strive to stop it.

Fourth, you might make your primary intellectual work matter a little less by making multiple meaning investments and seizing multiple meaning opportunities. That is, rather than putting all your identity investments, intellectual investments, ego investments, and meaning investments in, say, your biological research, you might invest in it and also in activism, in service, in relationships, in enjoyment, in just being, or in other areas likely to provoke the psychological experience of meaning.

Fifth, you might surrender to the possibility that you don’t really know one way or the other whether the smart gap you sense is a real biological impediment or a function of something that might change with time and effort. You might in a sense dismiss its reality, act as if it didn’t exist, and see if it narrows or vanishes as you work hard at your chosen discipline. You acknowledge the gap, thumb your nose at it, go about your meaning-making work, and monitor if the gap was perhaps a chimera all along, if it’s perhaps narrowing, if it remains wide but no longer seems that important, or if it remains a pressing issue.

In this last instance, if the gap remains real and significant, if it continues to matter to you, and if it feels unbridgeable, you can redouble your efforts by working to update your personality, quiet your mind, increase your knowledge base, or with some other tactic. Intelligence is not fixed. We are smarter on some days and duller on other days. We sometimes get excellent ideas several steps above our intellectual pay grade. You can certainly build a little optimism into your considerations about whether you are smart enough for the work you want to do. Tempered by that optimism, however, must be the clear-eyed understanding that we have not been built for the purpose of solving puzzles that are too puzzling for us.

These gaps amount to real problems in the lives of smart people. Whether the gaps are bridgeable or unbridgeable, more real or more imagined—whatever their exact nature or their exact reality in a given situation—when you sense a smart gap in an area of life that matters to you, it is bound to produce the experience of pain. Reducing that pain is essential. You might try different tactics of the sort outlined in this chapter and others I’ll chat about at length in future chapters. But it is imperative that you do something. Living in pain while trying nothing is not the answer.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.To what extent have you experienced the smart gap described in this chapter?

2.Does it affect you only in certain areas of thinking and not in others? Are there areas of thinking where you are perfectly smart enough and other areas where you are poignantly not quite smart enough?

3.What tactics might you employ to see if this smart gap is real or alternately a function of some problem, like acute anxiety, that might be solved or corrected?

4.In what sense, if any, might you make yourself smarter?

5.If this smart gap turns out to prove an intractable problem, how might you work around it?
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Thinking Anxiety


People who perform tasks known to provoke anxiety are obliged to deal effectively with that anxiety if they want to perform that task well. Dancers, singers, actors, and other performers have to deal with performance anxiety. People who must fly for a living—including pilots and flight crews—have to deal with their fear of flying if that fear afflicts them. And people who think for a living or who regularly employ their brain must deal with the real, undeniable, and often severe anxiety of thinking.

Even if we are essentially equal to a given thinking task and even if there is no disturbing smart gap to contend with, smart people will still have to deal with thinking anxiety—that is, with the anxiety that arises in us as we try to think. Just imagine getting caught in an elevator trapped between floors. Thinking often feels exactly like that. Trapped in the confined space of our own brain with a test question, a work-related issue, a personal problem, a research challenge, or an artistic conundrum that’s pressuring us into an answer, our anxiety mounts.

Every manner of thinking, from calculating to imagining to predicting, produces a certain amount of natural anxiety that might be handled relatively easily once we acquire some simple anxiety management techniques to deal with it. Our usual way, however, is to not see the anxiety coming and to have no good plan for dealing with it, to be surprised anew each time, and to employ one of the following seven unfortunate anxiety reduction methods. Therefore, smart people, who have to deal with this anxiety more than the next person, need to be especially alert about moderating their use of, or not employing, the following common but unfortunate tactics.

WE FLEE THE ENCOUNTER

To avoid the anxiety that we half-know is coming, we do not go near thinking, we veer off in another direction as we approach a thinking task, we begin to think and almost immediately get up and do something else, or we stay put but send our mind somewhere, somewhere easier on the system. Very often, we just shy away from thinking altogether. Like the person who is afraid of flying and steers clear of airports, a person made anxious by thinking may simply steer clear of it.

Maybe we manage to begin to think but experience the anxiety mount as the answer to the test question or the direction to take with our research continues to elude us. At some point, we stop thinking about the problem itself and only notice our distress and our desire to end the distress. Our mental confusion caused by the anxiety worsens, we are less able to think than when we first sat down, and we know it. Maybe we jump up; maybe we distract ourselves and forgive ourselves with thoughts like: I can do this tomorrow, or I need to do more research, or Nobody gets every question right. Maybe we stay put, tortured and not thinking at all, until our workday ends or the test examiner tells us to put our pen down.

How rarely do we actually make it to the end of a chain of thought in good order? We flee before we start thinking, we flee it as soon as we start thinking, we flee some tortured minutes or quarter-hours into the thinking, we flee via fantasy, we flee via distraction, or we check our email or play “just one” game of computer solitaire—we find fifty ways to leave our anxiety. Perhaps worst of all, we may talk ourselves right out of our belief in the project we’ve been tackling. To ease the anxiety that comes with thinking, we announce that the novel we’re writing isn’t working or that our scientific theory doesn’t hold water. We drain meaning right out of the enterprise so then we can leave—righteously but despairingly.

WE USE DANGEROUS CANALIZING TACTICS

In order to make ourselves stay put as thinking anxiety wells up in us, we scratch at our head, maybe until it bleeds, we bite our fingernails, maybe until they are bitten down, we keep a Scotch bottle handy, or in some other way soothe ourselves as we struggle to think.

Picture a canal filled with rushing water. You are in charge of this water but not in control of it. It is your precious charge, but you can’t control how fast it rushes through the canal and, unless you take measures, you are threatened with losing some portion of this precious water sloshing up over banks. This is important, tension-producing, and even exhausting work, and while you are engaged in this momentous struggle, you may not notice that you’ve been clenching your jaw, chain-smoking cigarettes, or scratching your head raw.

This image of a canal filled with turbulently rushing water may help you better understand the phenomenon of canalization of energy—that is, the efforts we make and the habits we adopt to keep our thoughts on track and in the canal as they rush along. Many of these tactics produce no large negative consequences—our finger-tapping may do little more than annoy our neighbors in the café. But if your method is smoking cigarettes, you risk lung cancer. If your method is scratching at your scalp, you risk bleeding sores. If your method is clenching your jaw, you risk jaw injury.

How difficult will it be to quit smoking if you are using smoking to canalize energy and reduce anxiety as you think? It is one thing to deal with the addictive power of nicotine and another, maybe even harder task, to try to quit when smoking has become your number-one anxiety management technique. And what if your repertoire of canalizing techniques includes cigarettes, alcohol, and another drug or two? Can you see a poly-addictive problem looming on the horizon?

WE THINK SMALL

We may have a certain novel in mind that we want to write. We sit down to begin it, anxiety quickly wells up in us, and we decide to write a blog post instead. Writing the blog post allows us to congratulate ourselves on having gotten something done—but inevitably those congratulations will be mixed with feelings of disappointment and chagrin since we know exactly what our real intention was when we sat down.

A given architect may dream of really thinking about his next steps as an architect but feel anxious each time he entertains the thought only to discover that he has spent two decades profitably but boringly engaged with remodels. Each day he goes through the motions, working hard, solving countless practical and tactical challenges, making money, feeding his family, and taking care of his obligations. No one could fault this picture—except, as is so often the case, the architect himself, who wanted more from a life in architecture and who recognizes that some large thinking about architecture never occurred just because of anxiety.

Small may be beautiful, but it is less beautiful if we meant to do something larger and especially if we know that it is only the larger projects and the larger challenges that provoke in us the psychological experience of meaning. In that case, small is not beautiful but an incipient meaning crisis. Thinking anxiety can cause what at first glance seems like an unthinkable outcome: preventing us from experiencing life as meaningful. If we meant to work large but we shrink from that task because of anxiety and work small, we may find the consequences of that self-soothing maneuver dramatically negative.

WE THINK SAFE

It is much easier on the brain for it to be asked to repeat a memorized message than to think. Most people who regularly communicate with others do not think on their feet, as that is hard and anxiety-provoking work, but instead craft a message and then repeat it. Those repeated messages are woven into their stump speech or become the tapes that they run. We sound more intelligent and more confident and do a better job of staying on point when we just repeat our messages.

When our boss stands up, he speaks automatically. When the principal at our daughter’s school stands up, she speaks automatically. When an author is interviewed about his latest book, he speaks automatically. Indeed, this is expected and demanded, since folks who are engaged in public performance have almost zero permission to gather their thoughts, take their time, and think on their feet. Our modern world has eliminated pauses.

It is natural that we will do the same sort of thing internally to reduce or eliminate the experience of thinking anxiety. Instead of actually thinking, we run a tape, tell ourselves a story, dredge up an old thought, return to a comfy place in our mind, and play it safe. Folks run their tapes in public, and they also run their tapes internally. They will find ways of rationalizing why they seem not to be having any good new ideas and may even create a rationale for the benefits of avoiding good new ideas. That rationale then becomes the tape they run, further soothing them.

WE FANTASIZE

As soon as thinking anxiety begins to mount, a smart person—someone who naturally loves story, metaphor, narrative, and fantasy—may, for example, stop working on his novel and instead fantasize about winning the Nobel Prize for Literature. He purposefully lets his mind wander and fantasize success, conquests, revenge, or anything else that might prove soothing and distracting. Some of the time, the daydreaming quality of the thinking person is a state of working reverie in which his mind wanders in the service of his thinking tasks; more often it is simply, soothing daydreaming.

Because the brain of a smart person is so agile with narrative, it can spin itself lovely fantasies all day long, winning a battle with ferocious creatures in the morning, winning at love at midday, and winning a Pulitzer in the evening. Good brains regularly do this. But fantasizing doesn’t get diseases cured, novels written, children bathed, or homes built. Those vicarious exploits are not real exploits, and in the end, a person fails to make himself proud by succeeding only in his daydreams.

You garner the psychological experience of meaning—and make yourself proud in the bargain—by making value-based meaning investments and actively seizing meaning opportunities that present themselves, not by spinning fairy tales. Overindulging in fantasy is a regular risk for people endowed with the ability to create beautiful narrative who know that if they were to stop fantasizing and turn to their thinking work, along would come anxiety.

WE OVERPREPARE OURSELVES

There are countless prethinking activities—from researching to list making to brainstorming to brain quieting to informational interviewing to workshop attending to file organizing—that may serve our thinking needs but may also be dodges that we use to avoid our actual thinking tasks and their attendant anxiety. Often these are variations on the theme of “I can’t begin until I am absolutely ready.” Is a person who says that a lot typically ever ready?

It is certainly the case that we may not be able to solve the problem in theoretical physics that we’ve undertaken to solve unless we attend a certain conference where we stumble upon a missing piece of the puzzle or read a journal article that provokes an insight that leads us to a solution. But it is also the case that if we are not actually working on our problem, if we are only saying that we are working on it when in fact we rarely think about it, then it is altogether likely that we will sit in on that lecture or read that journal article and gain nothing.

The activities meant to help our thinking only help our thinking if we are thinking. If, because thinking makes us so anxious that we secretly avoid it, we engage in potentially useful activities only for the sake of making a good appearance, maintaining our identity, and soothing our nerves, those activities are unlikely to prove particularly useful. In a corner of awareness, we probably know exactly the game we are playing—which further distresses us and disappoints us.

WE TRY TO CIRCUMVENT THE PROCESS

Thinking is a process that, like all genuine processes, comes with unavoidable mistakes and unpleasant messes. Because these mistakes and messes are quite real and produce negative consequences—like sending our novel off in the wrong direction and taking two years to recover from our misadventure—the thinking process naturally produces pain. Who wouldn’t want to circumvent or skip all that?

It is part of the process of thinking to add two plus two plus two plus two and, because we are tired, distracted, or momentarily dumb, get ten, which error perhaps only causes us to misunderstand how many people are showing up for dinner and buy a little too much salmon or which error causes us to incorrectly set our gunsights and fire on our own troops. Thinking is a process that comes with errors. That very thought provokes anxiety! To repeat, who wouldn’t want to circumvent or skip all that?

But you can’t. Thinking is that sort of process. You will be led down false paths and drawn along by false scents. Your best guesses will sometimes prove completely in error. The facts at your disposal may be wrong. You may have a good hour and undo all that good thinking with a bad minute. That is what is. We may wish that it were different, we may find ourselves attracted to seminars called things like “The Ten Tricks for Mistake-Free Thinking” or “The Secret to Perfect Thinking,” but what we are actually doing is avoiding the process, avoiding the anxiety, and avoiding doing the thinking.

John, a biological researcher, explained:


I use all these methods! I had no idea I was doing any such thing until I encountered this list. I had no idea that my cigarette smoking, my procrastinating, my fantasizing, my reading yet another journal article, and my opting for a tiny corner of my field when in fact my heart is interested in much larger questions are all connected at this base level as ways to avoid the anxiety of thinking or to deal with it when it commences. Now I see exactly how they connect! I have to face the fact that aiming my brain at a difficult research question and tackling that question is going to make me anxious—period. I have to embrace that truth … and deal with it!



Imagine that you run marathons. That is a hard thing in and of itself, yet most marathoners stick it out and manage to cross the finish line. The essential hardness of the enterprise doesn’t prevent them from completing their task. But imagine that running a marathon was more like thinking. Now you would face the added challenges of not being certain which turn to take, not understanding the route markings, not being able to see the road in the intermittent fog—and, as a result of these new difficulties, growing anxious. This makes for a much harder marathon! At some point, these added difficulties might even make you throw in the towel.

Thinking is like running a marathon in a thick fog with our anxiety mounting. One of our jobs, if we are to cross the finish line, is to deal effectively with that mounting anxiety. We do this by actually learning how to effectively manage anxiety. There are scores of techniques to try—breathing techniques, cognitive techniques, relaxation techniques, stress discharge techniques, reorienting techniques, disidentification and detachment techniques, and more—all of which amount to nothing if an anxious thinker won’t try them. We’ll return to this theme when, in a later chapter, we examine the smart practices you’ll want to adopt to deal with the many challenges we’ve been discussing.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Does the act of thinking provoke anxiety in you? If so, how does that anxiety manifest itself (that is, what are its symptoms)?

2.What tactics (like fleeing the encounter, smoking cigarettes, keeping your thinking small, etc.) do you use to soothe yourself and reduce your experience of thinking anxiety?

3.What would you like to try instead in order to reduce your experience of thinking anxiety?

4.Describe your plan for staying put with your thinking, even if thinking makes you anxious.

5.If this is a serious problem for you, what additional steps do you want to take in order to deal with the anxiety of thinking?
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The Lure of Language
and Logic


Abstract words do not have simple meanings or straightforward uses. From their complex and confusing richness arise all sorts of demands, seductions, lures, and traps.

Philosophers, social scientists, cultural observers, linguists, politicians, advertisers, and anyone else with an interest in what influences people know that nothing, not even so-to-speak real events, has as much power over people as does the language that human beings contrive to use.

George Orwell wrote in “Politics and the English Language”:


Political language has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness. Defenseless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants driven out into the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is called pacification. Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no more than they can carry: this is called transfer of population or rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned for years without trial, or shot in the back of the neck or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic lumber camps: this is called elimination of unreliable elements. Such phraseology is needed if one wants to name things without calling up mental pictures of them.



Smart people are likely to harbor the sense that they routinely see through the common tricks played on them by those who use language to tyrannize, persuade, or sell. They know to smile wryly at another “new and improved” or “buy two, get one free.” They shake their heads when clerics, politicians, and economists speak. They understand the game being played by television talking heads, where fiery debate is just another ratings ploy. Smart people are likely to feel far above the ubiquitous fray of language manipulation … but of course they aren’t.

Not only are smart people not immune to this power, but they are doubly influenced by it. Just as everyone else does, they find themselves ensnared by the metaphors produced by their society, by their media, and by their ruling classes. Even though in a corner of awareness they may know better, they end up as manipulated and coerced as anyone else. On top of that, they create their own ensnaring metaphors with the power to hold them in sway even for a lifetime.

Their very smartness, which causes them to love language, to find language pregnant with meaning, and to use it as their primary organizing tool, inclines them in the direction of turning language into existential handcuffs. How does this work? It works in extremely simple and straightforward ways. A young boy reads a book about the missing link and ends up with a PhD in archaeology and a lifelong attraction to Africa. Even if at some point he finds the idea of a missing link passé, unnecessary, or wrongheaded, and even if he no longer sees himself on that particular quest, he has nevertheless organized his whole life around a pregnant phrase that somehow meant so much to him when he first encountered it.

For a budding Einstein, the ensnaring phrase might be unified field theory. For a budding writer, the seductive string of words might be great American novel. The snare need not be a phrase—it can be a single word. For one smart person it might be painting; for another it might be cosmology; for a third it might be justice. Words and phrases of this sort are like magnets that organize the iron filings of our feelings, beliefs, needs, and values into powerful demands and elusive holy grails.

These words and phrases are experienced as powerful meaning opportunities, as the place to make meaning, and as such can trump all other considerations, including those that really ought to be considered. Yes, accounting may not possess the meaning charge of performance artist but when, because of the power of language to ensnare, we lose our chance to even think about whether some profession or way of life might actually serve us, we severely limit our real possibilities.

Words like novel or spirit are bundles of meaning that, like bundled kindling, ignite into blazing fires in the imagination. How beautiful, brilliant, and dangerous they are! To what extreme places can a word like novel or spirit take a person! The novelist may remain poor forever, the monk may remain silent and celibate forever, all for the sake of what a word is signifying in her imagination. It is time that we understood the tremendous extent to which all people, and smart people in their special ways, find their lives both illuminated and constrained by the power of language to create the psychological experience of meaning.

What should a smart person do about the power of language to affect him like this? There is no simple answer and worse, no really good answer. If you stick a pin in every word and consciously drain it of its power to affect you and of its ability to hold meaning, you have effectively reduced your chances of experiencing meaning and dwindled your actual experiences of meaning. You are wiser, yes, but also sadder. To take the magic, mystery, and potency out of words like painting, cosmology, and justice is to make life smaller and duller. Is that what’s wanted?

On the other hand, if you never deflate the puffed-up words and phrases that you are using as your life’s organizing metaphors, then you will find yourself caught in their snares, led around by the nose by them. You will experience powerful negative consequences if, as so often happens, their reality is not equal to their resonance. If, in pursuit of the truth, beauty, and goodness generated by the word justice, you become a death penalty lawyer and in thirty years of practice grow exhausted as you save not one single person from execution, how well has the power of the word justice served you?

Because we identify meaning first as a subjective psychological experience, second as a certain sort of idea, and third as a certain sort of evaluation, we have a way to think about this profound dilemma. Using these ideas and language, the death penalty lawyer in question might say to herself: “I am getting no psychological experience of meaning from my death penalty work, even though I still love the word justice. I don’t want to pull the plug on that word, but I must completely reevaluate to what extent I want to organize my life around that metaphoric word as opposed to organizing my life in some other way. What should I do next in the realm of meaning, and how should I hold the word justice next?”

It isn’t that a painter must stop being a painter or that a cosmologist must stop being a cosmologist just because she sees to what extent the words painting or cosmology have lured her and ensnared her. Rather, she must step out of the snare and examine her situation with fresh eyes to see whether she wants to reinvest meaning in painting or cosmology or whether she wants to seize some other meaning opportunity, realizing that her next meaning opportunity, rooted as it is in language, may itself mesmerize her, mislead her, and ensnare her.

You are obliged to see through language, so as not to be fooled by its seductive power too badly or too often. You are also obliged to embrace language’s magnetic resonance, or else life will feel gray and listless. However language came to be, it came with these two properties built right into it: that with it we create meaning and that with it we create lures and traps. One word can provide us with meaning for a lifetime; one word can enslave us for a lifetime. And yes, it might be the very same word.

The exact same issues stand when it comes to logic. Smart people love logic, but logic, and especially the semblance of logic, can also prove to be a lure and a trap. Logic and semblances of logic can create justifications for any position—including positions that a smart person himself does not support or believe in. It is tremendously easy to spin out a string of logical-sounding premises and conclude that it is immoral to eat meat or that it is essential to eat meat, that it is necessary to travel to Mars or that it is ridiculous to travel to Mars, that it is imperative to sign this peace treaty or that it is vital to wage this war, and so on. Smart people know exactly how to do this.

It is very easy to learn how to use semblances of logic to justify yourself. You begin a sentence with “I was taught that …” and end with an argument from authority. You counter a request with “You want me to take out the garbage, but you won’t have sex?” using the logic of symmetry to disguise your refusal and your complaint. You use causality to make your points: “The school shooting wouldn’t have happened if (guns weren’t so easy to obtain) (they didn’t teach evolution in the schools) (teachers were better paid) (parents did a better job of disciplining their children).” A smart person can get good at this and win arguments by ending them as soon as they begin.

Certainly, some smart people have the patience or the desire to examine arguments to see if they are sound and solid—to see, for example, if the argument’s premises already include its conclusions or whether terms and phrases have been used clearly and consistently. However, not many people, smart or otherwise, have the time or the energy needed to analyze the arguments foisted on them wherever they turn. Consequently, in a world of light logic and talking points, no smart person has all that much trouble arguing his case—irrespective of the truth of the matter and irrespective of his own beliefs.

Why is this important? Let’s consider just one example. Freud was brilliant at moving from a thought, for instance that some dreams are perhaps interesting in revealing what a person is thinking and feeling, to grand conclusions like the dictum that “dreams are the royal road to the unconscious.” He used language and semblances of logic to create a profession where none existed and did such a beautiful job of sounding right that, a hundred years later, people are still recounting their dreams to paid professionals and engaging in what they presume is a helpful process that will reduce their emotional distress.

It is very alluring to use language and logic in such ways, to feed our ego and our everyday narcissism by creating whole fields or even gods out of whole cloth, and to stand preening alongside our creations. The ease of this and its alluring nature leads to, among other serious problems, whole generations of bullies, some as smart as the original thinker and some not so smart, who from their master’s hand possess resonant metaphors and serviceable scripts that allow them to look professional and earn a living.

If, for example, you are a client in therapy with a certain sort of analyst and have the audacity to want to chat about something that did not appear to you in a dream, the analyst simply will not allow it. This may strike you as farfetched, and yet it occurs all the time. Here, for instance, is a report from one such client, as reported by the analyst Louis Breger in Psychotherapy: Lives Intersecting. The client reported:


In my first session, this psychologist prompted, ‘Did you have a dream?’ I did. She listened attentively and then offered some interpretation. When I told her that the interpretation didn’t really resonate, she explained that this was due to my resistance. This irritated me. She indicated that my irritation was an indication that her interpretation had touched a nerve, and that we were, therefore, on the right track. The sessions were always the same—I would begin by talking about events in my life—she would listen impatiently and eventually interrupt me with, “Did you have a dream?”



It is terribly easy for a smart person to use language and light logic to leap to conclusions that serve her—emotionally, egoistically, professionally, or in some other way—and to then stand behind them in an authoritarian, unrelenting, bullying way. It is terribly easy, for example, to take constructs from science, romanticize them, and turn them into spiritual and occult metaphors that their theoretical reality doesn’t support. The special combination of alluring language and light logic can come together and, without any justification, can turn scientific speculation into proof of the existence of gods.

As a smart person, you can make believe that you have landed on an incontrovertible truth just by stringing words together in a certain way. If, for example, you say that this partakes of that, then you have created two things just by saying so. By snapping your fingers, you’ve simultaneously created and proven dualism. All you have to say, for example, is that chocolate ice cream, in order to be chocolate ice cream, in order to have that real ontological chocolate ice cream-ness, must necessarily partake of an essence of chocolate ice cream-ness, which means that essence of chocolate ice cream-ness really must exist, which in turn must mean that there are other dimensions in which the platonic idea of chocolate ice cream and vanilla ice cream and strawberry ice cream hover without melting.

There is nothing easier than creating a permanently refrigerated ice cream heaven.

You may be smiling while reading this, but in the history of human affairs, this is no smiling matter. These machinations and manipulations become the intellectual structure upon which everything from totalitarian governments to the psychiatric labeling and then imprisoning of dissidents to witch hunts and inquisitions hang. It is one thing to create an astral plane for ice cream flavors and another to create gods to whom you must swear allegiance. Here, for example, is Bishop Berkeley’s proof of the existence of God as described in his Principles, #29:


Whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas actually perceived by Sense have not a like dependence on my will. When in broad daylight I open my eyes, it is not in my power to choose whether I shall see or no, or to determine what particular objects shall present themselves to my view; and so likewise as to the hearing and other senses; the ideas imprinted on them are not creatures of my will. There is therefore some other Will or Spirit that produces them.



Ipso facto: God. No actual gods existed at the beginning of that paragraph and no actual gods existed at the end of that paragraph, and yet somewhere in those words, the existence of a god got proven. Any smart person can do this. Any smart person can use alluring language and light logic to explain why he should be paid more than someone else, about why his theory is more correct than another person’s, and so on. I can do this; you can do this; all smart people can do this.

Maybe you understand this and are careful not to use alluring language and light logic inauthentically. The following challenge and its attendant pain will still remain. If you are aware of this dynamic, then you will see evidence of it all around you, and that is bound to make you angry. What if you see right through the latest, hottest pedagogical tool brought to your school by a well-known speaker? You can’t begin booing and also keep your job. What if you get only mishandled logic from your fellow jurors? You can’t run to the judge. What if the talking points of your town fathers are such thinly disguised power grabs that they make you want to scream? Will you embark on the heavy lifting of multiple recall petitions?

There may be virtually nothing you can do or literally nothing you can do in such situations. There you will stand, enraged, mocked by circumstance, and in pain. At the same time, you will be sorely tempted to use language and logic in exactly these same ways. Like every smart person, you will feel moved to use language and logic to defend yourself, make your points, and serve your interests. Therefore, you will have your own hypocrisy to deal with. These are the multiple horns of the dilemma that arises because our brain runs imperfectly on language and logic.

We’ll continue this discussion in the next chapter as we examine the lures of fantasy and mysticism. For now, let me summarize. Our brain works in a certain way. It employs that fantastic and amazing thing: language—and language is a multi-edged sword. It comprehends logic—and can torture it and manipulate it. Many brain seductions and traumas occur by virtue of these twin talents. We may be seduced into a lifetime of work that barely interests us. We may be seduced into creating theories that rest on air—and then feel obliged to defend them. For a smart person, language and logic are miracles—and monsters.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.In what important and perhaps even life-altering ways have you been lured by language?

2.What pieces of language still have the power to grab you in ways that you wish they wouldn’t?

3.What pieces of language still have the power to grab you in ways that you are perfectly happy to live with?

4.Describe in your own words how logic can prove a problem.

5.Have you experienced such problems with logic and, if you have, what would you like to do if they arise again?
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The Lure of Mysticism


Asmart person, one who perhaps had her mind filled with religious ideas as a child but who recognizes that genuine mysteries exist with respect to the origins of the universe, can experience real pain if she opts for an easy mysticism. By the same token, if she refuses to opt for that easy mysticism and announces that she doesn’t know ultimate answers and can’t know ultimate answers, then she falls prey to the coldness and sadness that come with suspecting that the universe is taking no interest in her.

Pain is waiting for her in either case, whether she tries to maintain a mysticism that she can see right through or if she sheds that easy mysticism but then doesn’t know how to handle the resultant meaninglessness. As it happens, the point of view I’ve been describing provides a complete, satisfying, and uplifting response to this conundrum, one based on the idea of living the paradigm shift from seeking meaning to making meaning.

If, however, she happens not to land on this good idea, she can spend a lifetime mired simultaneously in both unhappy camps, drawn to one mystical or spiritual enthusiasm after another—one year a Catholic, then a Buddhist, then a pagan, then a Taoist, then something with no name but with New Age trappings, and so on—while at the same time paralyzed by the thought that the universe has no meaning. She is at once an unhappy seeker who is burdened by an uncomfortable truth—a truth that could be transformed into something motivational and comforting if only she knew the conversion process.

Here is a beautiful report that will stand as our single example of the arduous journey from an easy mysticism to an acceptance of genuine mystery and the tasks a smart person faces in making value-based meaning. Jennifer explained:


My husband and I were both raised in fundamentalist Christian homes and communities. We attended a private bible college, where I was the full-ride presidential scholar for my class and we both held leadership positions. My husband became a youth pastor after his graduation, and we were married as soon as I graduated. I was barely twenty-one and a pastor’s wife. The church was a fairly large one, and the youth group numbered around three hundred senior high students. We took these kids on trips and retreats nationally and internationally. For a Christian couple, we were everything respectable, attractive, and vibrant.

Last August around this time, we began researching some of those questions Christians often seek to avoid. After about six months of wrestling with the tar baby of doubt, we had to admit that we were atheists. This was quite a shock to us, and we did seriously consider living a lie and continuing with the ministry. Leaving was just so daunting. However, our sense of integrity simply couldn’t handle such a life. So, in January we came out as atheists and sacrificed everything. Our entire lives were based on Christianity—family, friends, financial security, and worldview. We were shunned and berated, slandered and condescendingly pitied, all by people who had claimed to love and support us only weeks before. It was more agonizing than we had anticipated. I suppose our ignorance gave us courage, and I now appreciate our naïveté.

At the time, it was relatively easy to go on with our imaginations full of our epic martyrdom. We had a solid sense of the strength and veracity we possessed, even when most of those we had known and loved became spiteful and cold. Yet, the months wore on, the excitement died down, and loneliness grew up in its place. By spring, we were exhausted. My husband was listless and empty, and I was filled with a directionless anger. With the loss of our worldview, we had sacrificed the only way we knew of creating meaning. Our immediate families and a few friends had chosen to stick by us, but there was still a gaping void.

This would have been a perfect time for us to discover your ideas on meaning and purpose. Instead, we muddled along for a while in near despair. At some point, we decided that enough was enough and that we needed to regain our internal locus of control by actively participating in our own story. We had been attending a local atheist meet-up group, and I began to lead a secondary discussion group for them. While reading on the Internet, I came across a woman who had recently escaped the cult-like movement, and I reached out to her and began helping her with the writing process of a book. We didn’t yet possess the vocabulary you provide, but what was beginning to happen was that my husband and I had started making new meaning investments.

At this point in the story, my husband began a conversation with a man attending our atheist group for the first time. He was comfortable in his atheism but still attended church and was an active member of the community there. He invited us to meet his wife so that the two of them could hear our story in greater depth. We gladly went and learned that his wife was paralyzed with fear at the idea of losing the internal and external comforts of Christianity. Because of this anxiety, she balked at the prospect of seeking answers to questions that she didn’t want to ask. This cognitive dissonance was agonizing to watch and seemed unbearable for her.

It was at this point, looking for resources that might help her find some peace and comfort, that I encountered your writings. Before giving them to her, I read them myself. It was a great encouragement to me and inspired me to keep doing what I had already begun and more. I still fall victim to the idea that an action must have lasting, broad significance to be meaningful—likely a remnant of my theistic perspective.

One of the new ways that I help remind myself that I can invest meaning right here, right now is by painting. For example, I painted a canvas I dubbed January Waning in honor of the waning moon that presided over the first phase of our public apostasy. I made meaning by creating that painting, and the painting maintains meaning in what it says to me in an ongoing way about the end of our old lives and the beginning of our new lives of promise.

In this new life, I create meaning through acts of encouragement and support for others who are leaving their religion or struggling with the social issues of atheism. When my new friend was feeling guilty about “forcing” us to sit with her as she cried on a Friday night rather than going out and having fun, I told her that there was no place I would rather be. It was true. I explained to her that part of our ability to stabilize and thrive was exactly what we were doing at their house—creating meaning through the support and encouragement of others who are experiencing what we went through. And I again explained the idea of a meaning investment.

I can still taste the lingering shadows of meaninglessness, anger, and sadness that hang about the edges of my mind. Yet, they are no longer dominant. I hadn’t even realized the progress I had made until this new friend, tearful and terrified, cried, “I wish I was more like you!” To be envied rather than pitied is quite a unique thing to hear from a Christian these days. She is right, though: I don’t want her double life and her internal struggles. There is great freedom in choosing integrity over the veneer of acquiescence. I could have been a pastor’s wife still, with abundant praise and respect from friends, family, and community as well as with the financial security it provided. I would sacrifice it all again. My husband and I have nominated ourselves as the heroes of our lives, and I am content.



If you believe in a religion or if you enjoy spiritual enthusiasms, then Jennifer’s journey may not strike you as worth emulating. You may well disagree with my contention that human beings are not privy to ultimate answers. What I hope you’ll consider, however, is the following: the extent to which the ideas I’m describing actually honor mystery. Your choice isn’t between mysticism and nothingness. Rather, it is the choice between mysticism and genuine mystery.

It’s a common prejudice that a naturalistic worldview, one based on the ideas of science and empiricism and a rejection of the lures of language and fantasy, ruins life’s mysteriousness. The following is one typical expression of how a naturalistic worldview is bound to rob life of mystery. Sam Keen, writing about the contributions to philosophy of the theologian Gabriel Marcel, explained in Gabriel Marcel: Makers of Contemporary Theology:


For Marcel, the results of a naturalistic way of thinking are disastrous for human dignity. As the capacity to love, to admire, and to hope dries up, the functional man loses the ability, and even the desire, to transcend his situation of alienation and captivity. His world loses its mysterious character, it becomes “purely natural,” and all things are explained by reference to the categories of cause and effect. With the eclipse of mystery goes the atrophy of the sense of wonder. One may perhaps question and investigate a purely natural and functionalized world, but one may not stand in admiring awe with a sense of gratitude before a mechanism that will one day be completely understood.



Well, but it will never be understood, nor can it be understood. That is a completely ungrounded fear—if, in fact, that is the fear …

Man, in this view, is incapable of looking around him and acknowledging without wincing or worse, without falling down in despair, that he doesn’t know anything about ultimate reality. In this view, man is simply too small for such acknowledgments. He fears that he might stop hoping or caring if he learned that the universe was perhaps indifferent to him. Could he feel gratitude for his existence or awe in the face of a starry sky if he suspected that he was neither designed nor loved? He thinks not. Therefore he opts for mysticism.

Built into this rationale for mysticism is the idea that man would fall apart if he acknowledged that life was just this: just this translating as “empty, cold, impersonal, and purposeless.” But that isn’t the right acknowledgment. The choices aren’t between a false but soothing mysticism and an acceptance of an indifferent universe. Rather, the choice is between an easy mysticism and genuine mystery. This is a very different choice! It is one that a smart person can embrace and applaud—and even grow excited about. He never again has to bang his head against the brick wall of mystery. He can just let it be mysterious.

The mystic has made a poor choice, one that a smart person with a mystical bent will never really feel completely comfortable embracing. The mystic, instead of acknowledging that she has absolutely no clue as to what created the universe or how the universe operates, prefers to act like she understands—and, more than that, that the answer is simple and straightforward. If she has a scientific bent, she turns metaphors from physics into proofs of the existence of gods or of a cosmic consciousness. If she has no scientific bent, she simply opts for whatever occult system or language she is born into or that speaks to her.

A naturalistic worldview, on the other hand, lets mystery be genuinely mysterious and not transparent, simple, or obvious. It never says, “It’s all a great mystery, but really it isn’t. Here’s the answer in my latest DVD.” It never anthropomorphizes the universe and says, “The universe wants this,” or “The universe demands that.” When it calls a mystery unsolvable, it means it. We’re sure to learn more about the material universe. We’ll learn more about how the brain operates, how matter works, and what fills up empty space. But even if we evolve into a smarter, wiser species in possession of a truckload of new scientific knowledge, we will still have no access to ultimate answers.

When a smart person finally admits that some mysteries can’t be solved, she can relax and rejoice. When you honor what you know to be true, that nobody knows the ultimate answers, that there is a difference between what is not yet known and what can’t be known, that guesses don’t really count, and that easy answers like sitting on a mat or walking in nature may soothe you but answer nothing, then you can leave mysticism behind. Then you are ready for the answer: that you are obliged to take charge of the project of your life.

If she could tolerate the truth that the mysteries of the universe are unsolvable, the chronic mystic could get on with her life. A smart person can opt to accept that truth, sleep better, and rest easier, and feel no diminishment in her sense of dignity. Why should she lose her sense of dignity because certain questions can’t be answered? What else does dignity mean but actively living by your principles and your purposes whatever life throws at you? A smart person can say, “I accept the reality of mystery; now, let me decide how I will live.”

I’m arguing that you will experience less emotional distress and twist yourself into fewer knots if you engage in value-based meaning-making and stand up in a dignified way for your values and your principles, come what the universe may. Human dignity has always been about, and will always be about, trying to do the next right thing in the real world that we inhabit. This is hard and confusing work, but it is no mystery why we undertake it. If we don’t, we create our own distress and we fail ourselves.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Do you simultaneously hold a naturalistic worldview and a mystical worldview? To what extent are they compatible?

2.If mysticism has created problems for you, how have those problems manifested themselves?

3.If you want to retain a mystical worldview, might you also simultaneously adopt the idea of value-based meaning-making?

4.Describe in your own words how mysticism can prove to be a lure (if you think it can).

5.If you would like to embrace mysticism less, how will you go about doing that?
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A Firm but Not Proud
Conviction


Even if they happen to have succumbed to the lures of language, logic, or mysticism (and maybe because they’ve succumbed), a great many smart people entertain enthusiasms, hobbies, and interests; pursue an education and then a career; and so on and yet never land on anything—a subject, a line of work, a life—that they feel passionate about. Even their enthusiasms, hobbies, and interests bore them in short order. Here is how Sandra described her situation:


At forty-nine, I find that I have not been able to sustain interest in anything really. Art in the broadest sense is the closest thing. I’m not even sure if I prefer making it or looking at it. At home, I have a collection of artwork that I have done over my lifetime including sculpture, prints, drawings, etc., and nothing looks like anything else. It seems like such a chore to try to discipline myself to investigate a subject or style more than once.

The problem is, something in me wants to have that discipline, wants to explore a subject from different perspectives and in different contexts. But I battle with myself, saying I’ve already done it and there are a million other things to take on. My habit is to buy all the supplies needed to do an activity, let’s say for beading bracelets, make one or two pieces—and I’m done. It’s out of my system. And then? Well, I’m currently enrolled in classes on culinary basics, the history of the blues, the philosophy of film, and creative writing—and I want to take photography classes, sewing lessons, and singing lessons. That says it all.

I recently did a one-year volunteer stint assisting a recreational therapist at an adult day care facility, and I enjoyed that quite a bit. But I don’t care to pursue that. It’s like I’m always searching for something that will stick. I enjoy doing things like wrapping presents, inventing logo designs and critiquing movies on Netflix. Over the last few years, I explored ceramics, leather crafting, embossing greeting cards, cake decorating, art restoration, and acting (I auditioned and got a call asking what my schedule was, but I didn’t have enough time available to rehearse!).

I like it all, but nothing sticks. There’s nothing that I’m specifically passionate about. But I wish there was. I can’t help but feel that if I concentrate on one activity, I will be missing out on another. Am I just greedy? Do I have the passion but not the focus? I envy artists who can explore their subjects in depth and over time. It feels like I will live my whole life trying to decide what I want to be when I grow up.



Sometimes it is primarily a person’s job that he takes no interest in while the rest of his life retains at least some luster. Gina, for example, explained:


All my life I’ve been looking for meaningful work. I am fifty-three years old with college degrees and a broad work experience. Every time I work somewhere, after a short period, I am bored. The “work” I really love to do is raising my children, writing, painting, and other creative things. But my paid work has never held any interest for me.



Gina is lucky because, often enough, it is all of life that a person experiences as boring and lusterless. Nothing excites; nothing holds much meaning. This can be switched for that, and that for the next thing, all with a half-stifled yawn.

This state of affairs should remind you of Kafka’s “hunger artist,” that sad figure from existential literature who could fast so well that, as a circus attraction, he spent his time wasting away in front of amused customers willing to pay to see his slow demise. From his point of view, he had no skill; it was simply that no food interested him. When asked by his supervisor how he’d acquired the “admirable talent” for fasting, the following interchange occurred:


“But you shouldn’t admire it,” said the hunger artist. “Well then, we don’t admire it,” said the supervisor, “but why shouldn’t we admire it?” “Because I had to fast. I can’t do anything else,” said the hunger artist. “Just look at you,” said the supervisor, “why can’t you do anything else?” “Because,” said the hunger artist, lifting his head a little and, with his lips pursed as if for a kiss, speaking right into the supervisor’s ear so that he wouldn’t miss anything, “because I couldn’t find a food which I enjoyed. If I had found that, believe me, I would not have made a spectacle of myself and would have eaten to my heart’s content, like you and everyone else.” Those were his last words, but in his failing eyes there was the firm, if no longer proud, conviction that he was continuing to fast.



Many smart people find themselves in this odd situation, firm but not proud in their conviction that there is nothing in life that genuinely interests them or that can genuinely interest them. They claim that they would dearly love it if something did passionately interest them, and yet their claim sounds just a little hollow, as hollow as the hunger artist’s. Is it really the case that a person in decent health and in decent spirits wouldn’t find ice cream, pizza, barbecued ribs, or something tasty—or is it rather that he is indeed in poor spirits and down on life in a special way such that his appetite has been ruined?

Whatever the precise reasons for this malaise, countless smart people find themselves in the position of Kafka’s hunger artist, wasting away, in love with nothing, and convinced that at second glance all pursuits turn empty. Nothing seems able to provoke the psychological experience of meaning in them or for them. They read a novel—that was okay; now what? They plant roses—that was okay; now what? They learn carpentry—they make a few objects; now what? They take a class—that was interesting enough; now what? They start a business—the stress outweighs the rewards; on to the next thing.

A person who stands as a hobbyist in life, bereft of meaning, despairs. Yet there is some odd stubbornness to her plight, as if she is determined not to give up her worldview even if another one might come with meaning, just as addicts fiercely hold on to their addictions and will only pay lip service—or no service at all—to the idea of recovery and a life without their cigarettes, cocaine, or alcohol. Indeed, many smart people become attached to both—to a life empty of meaning and to an addiction. The stubbornness soothing the pain produced by a stubborn refusal to take a genuine stab at making meaning.

Consider the following report from Frank that ties several of these themes together. Frank explained:


After years of fruitless effort, I don’t know if I am even capable of feeling truly passionate about a particular subject, work, or life. Maybe I’m just not one of those people. This is actually one of my greatest fears: a long life of making due with enthusiasms. I suspect that one of the main hurdles for me is that I don’t believe in absolutes. So, while I will probably never believe otherwise, I need to figure out if I am using this perfectly reasonable core belief of mine as a defense mechanism to do nothing but pursue enthusiasms.

When I was a young man, athletics interested me deeply. In college, when I began studying existentialism and reading the Russians, Camus, Sartre, and Heidegger and then Derrida, Lacan, Hegel, and Foucault, well, it was all heady stuff, and I got lost in meaning and meaninglessness and my own intelligence. I worked extremely hard to push my mind and my consciousness and writing papers for me became the most difficult and the most important thing in my life.

For the ten years after college graduation, my life was consumed by my alcoholism and drug abuse. I was either hopelessly sad, or I was ecstatic. I was either jobless or, having convinced someone of my “genius,” in charge of something I knew nothing about nor cared anything about. Did I reach out to others out of genuine interest in their lives and selves? Did I allow them to define their own meaning in my life and accept them or reject them based on my own self-awareness and self-acceptance? Rarely. More often than not, I used the people in my life to prove to myself I wasn’t a monster.

I haven’t had a drink in a dozen years. Without question, if I were to die today, my last contribution to the misty vapors of shared consciousness would be my pride in this, the greatest accomplishment of my life. The rewards of a committed, hard-fought effort in a twelve-step program are huge and real. Some of my decisions in sobriety have been just as stupid as those in addiction, and some of my mistakes just as egregious. But I also know myself better—although the core problem remains.

Where does that leave me? I am a husband and a father of two. I am a writer and a graphic designer, gainfully employed by an insurance company to create brochures for its clients on the subject of employee benefits. I have changed jobs eight times in thirteen years. I am overweight and on two medications for high blood pressure and two medications for either a major depressive disorder or bipolar II, since I haven’t seemed to respond to all of the medications or talk therapy.

Over the years, I have taken hundreds of tests to find out what I already know about my emotions, intelligence, aptitudes, interests, strengths, grit, outlook, etc. What I already know is that I have hundreds of enthusiasms, and I could make a very successful life around many of them. Teach math? Of course! Create and build a foundation supporting the arts in elder care settings? Why not? Study spiders? What could be better? Write and design employee benefits brochures? It’s a living! And so on.

Lately, I am trying something new. I am lowering the dosages on my brain meds with the goal of getting off them altogether to see if my non-medicated brain is really all that bad. I am trying to implement your ideas in my life. Yes, I have had the experience of nothing really interesting me deeply. This is my reality, and it is terrible. But my hope is that one of the real rewards of the twelve-step program and your ideas taken together is the knowledge that the answer isn’t “out there somewhere.” The key is that I have the courage and the resources to change things for myself and to try to live life in a more meaningful way.



How might a person who has not found anything to love or any place to invest meaning change his life so as to increase his chances of falling in love with something and really investing in something? The point of view I’m describing has many tools and practices for making these changes, and I’ll describe several of them in chapter 18. For now, let’s take a preliminary look at what our smart hunger artist might try.

First, he might make a new or renewed effort to acknowledge the problem. It is one thing to act as if you have identified a problem—say, with alcohol—and a very different thing to really acknowledge the breadth and depth of a problem. This acknowledgment is a mixture of surrender, acceptance, and honesty well-known in recovery circles as a necessary component of the process. In this case, he might finally acknowledge that his approach to meaning has not worked and that a new approach deserves scrutiny. I’m calling this new approach value-based meaning-making, and our hunger artist might actively investigate it.

Second, he might learn some new language and the implications of that new language. He might learn to talk about meaning investments and meaning opportunities and begin to grasp what those phrases signify about the exact nature and location of meaning. He would sit down and try to articulate his life purposes, name efforts that would make him proud, describe how he wants to represent himself in the world and how he wants to be, and in similar ways paint a picture for himself of himself as the hero of his own story and the only arbiter of meaning in the universe. As a result, to take one example of what this change would signify, he would never just take a class again. Rather, he would carefully think through to what extent that class might or might not serve his life purposes and might or might not amount to a meaning opportunity.

Third, he might recognize and acknowledge that there must be elements of his formed personality, and perhaps of his original personality as well, that have made meaning a real problem for him—and that therefore he is going to have to pay real attention to his own personality and make his available personality really available to him so as to retrain and upgrade himself. Like someone who has felt occasional joy but who has difficulty being roused to joy, he is obliged to realize that he has a constitutional difficulty in being roused to meaning and that it is directly on his shoulders to do that rousing.

In short, he will need to stand up. This standing up, whether conceptualized as an act of courage, a commitment, an acceptance of effort, or in some other way, is the key gesture in the process. As he nominates himself as the hero of his own story and as the only arbiter of his meaning in the universe, he slowly stands up. At the end of the process, he finds himself standing. This is a completely different gesture from kneeling, meditating, sinking into the sofa, or fasting in front of amused spectators. He may not know what precisely to do now that he is standing—but he knows for sure that he has risen.

Next, he might draw up a list of the values and principles that he suspects or believes he cares about, not so as to rank them, since values and principles can’t be ranked, but rather to reawaken in him the sense that values and principles matter and that these are the ones that likely matter to him. To see words like truth, beauty, goodness, and justice in front of him on a list that he himself has generated may help remind him why he has gotten to his feet and what he intends to do next. Creating such a list is a significant step in the meaning-making process.

There are more practices to look at and much more to say about this meaning-recovery process. No doubt each hunger artist became a hunger artist in his own way. There is almost certainly no single path to a lifetime of acute meaninglessness. There are so many ways to kill off meaning: by not caring, by not committing, by not finding the courage, by not choosing, by not besting demons, by not standing up. But the recovery process for each hunger artist can look identical. It involves a powerful, plausible shift in paradigm, mental model, and attitude in the direction of personal meaning-making—and with that shift, an end to fasting.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Have you been plagued by the problem of nothing really interesting you?

2.Do things stop interesting you almost as soon as you begin them, even if you begin them with enthusiasm?

3.There might be many reasons for this. To what do you attribute this problem?

4.How might you change your vision of life or your relationship to life so its potential meaning opportunities often, or at least sometimes, deliver the experience of meaning?

5.If you have a stubborn conviction that nothing will ever really interest you, can you loosen your grip on that conviction?
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Unreasonable
Self-Pestering


In the previous chapter, we looked at that sad state of affairs, so common among so many, of a life lived without sufficient meaning. There are many reasons why this happens, the primary reason being that people do not know that they have to make meaning in order to have meaning. A secondary but profoundly important reason is that many people, and smart people first among them, mentally pester themselves all day long and as a result allow little room for meaning.

This pestering is not just of the negative self-talk variety. It is equally what at first glance can seem like a completely reasonable pestering, in which you pose one reasonable question after another and then feel obliged to answer each of your questions. Take the following fanciful example, which is over the top but really not very different from the way that many smart people operate.

You’re shopping at the deli and happen upon a nice-looking package of pastrami. Your mouth starts to water. Your brain goes, Oh, pastrami! Yummy! Then your brain starts pestering you by supposedly reasonably evaluating the situation: Is the pastrami fairly priced? Is it right to eat another creature? Is the meat overly processed? Is it healthy to eat pastrami? Are those the smartest calories to ingest, or should I spend them on fruits and nuts? Do I like corned beef better? How much protein have I already eaten today? Does this supermarket pay its workers a living wage? And so on.

You might retort, “Those are all reasonable questions.” Indeed, they are. In fact, a given person might have even more questions. And still, all this over pastrami! Wait until you get to the cheese aisle, where cholesterol pops into your head, or the candy aisle, where diabetes pops into your head. Each of these questions may be reasonable in its own right—indeed, each is—but is so much appraising really necessary with respect to each of life’s choices?

If those are all reasonable questions to ask with respect to that package of pastrami, then wasn’t that appraisal process, even if it felt like mad self-pestering and too much questioning by half, exactly reasonable? The question then becomes, Is a point reached, maybe very early on in the appraising process, when such a bevy of reasonable questions amounts to unreasonable living?

That appraisal process, so reasonable when looked at from one vantage point, may also amount to too much attention paid by half. What this means is that a reasonable thought is not exactly the same thing as a thought that serves you. In fact, there may be a world of difference between any given reasonable thought and a thought that serves you. Isn’t it possible that it is the latter that we must get better at countenancing and supporting?

Of course, the goal isn’t to become unreasonable. Nor is it to become impulsive: Let me just grab that pastrami, darn it all! Nor is it to act like such matters are small stuff that should not be sweated, since they may in fact be significantly large: it may really matter to you how a deli meat is processed or whether a supermarket’s employees are paid fairly. Where does that leave you? If these are reasonable thoughts and also not insignificant thoughts and also thoughts that do not serve you, how should you proceed?

Before we answer that, let’s look at a more self-attacking example, an instance of a characteristic blend of negative self-talk and very reasonable appraising. Say that what you encounter is not a nice-looking package of pastrami but your own reflection in the mirror. You could just say, “Hi, there!” and be done with it. You could wave and smile. But you could also wonder if your hairline is receding; if your jowls are growing; if you’ve passed your prime and it’s all downhill from here; if you’ve lost your last chance at love, as old and ugly as you’ve grown; if, in short, this reflection isn’t a warning, an indictment, and more. Some of those thoughts are perhaps quite reasonable: maybe it is good to be reminded that if you want love, you’d better get right on finding it. Or should a person just rush by all mirrors?

What criteria can a smart person use to judge if a thought is both reasonable and also in her own service? The starting point of such an upgraded appraisal process is the following: that she remind herself that a thought’s reasonableness is not reason enough to countenance it. Its reasonableness is only one criterion. We want a Dwight Eisenhower to quickly grab the pastrami or quickly not grab the pastrami but in either case get on with planning D-Day. In those circumstances, we do not want him torturing himself or slowing himself down with perfectly reasonable thoughts about his relationship to pastrami. We want him to get on with his most significant meaning ventures.

And so, this follows: that a reasonable thought is not worth countenancing (and, if possible, not worth generating) if thinking it fails to serve your meaning intentions. You make value-based meaning by thinking thoughts and countenancing thoughts that serve your meaning-making efforts, not by thinking thoughts that are merely reasonable. When you see your reflection in the mirror, you can scrutinize that reflection and interrogate it with poignant and intense questions that are each reasonable, or you can move right on to your meaning-making efforts. The latter is the way you create more meaning and less distress.

People tend to half-realize this. They tend to half-realize that there is something about thinking many of their quite reasonable thoughts that isn’t ultimately reasonable. All that reasonable questioning feels like self-pestering and a personal inquisition because, in a corner of their mind, they realize they’re slowing themselves down and deflecting themselves from pursuing their most important intentions. They can sense that this self-torture, rooted in reasonableness, is not useful, not in their best interests, and not really necessary.

Still, it can prove very hard for a smart person to break with the idea that a reasonable thought need not—and frequently ought not—be countenanced, or better yet, not even generated. Even if you can convince him that he will experience less anxiety, less distress, and less wasted time and motion, and even if he agrees that his meaning-making efforts are impeded by thinking and dealing with all those putatively reasonable thoughts, he is likely to find it wildly difficult not to examine and take the temperature of every reasonable thought that his brain generates.

It can feel downright dangerous not to know if the pastrami has additives and downright immoral not to know if the supermarket is underpaying its employees. As our reasonable thoughts are so often connected to these two profound concerns, our safety and our ethics, it is hard to tell yourself, “Those quite reasonable thoughts aren’t serving me.” Maybe the picture to keep in mind is that of Dwight Eisenhower poring over a food label or performing an Internet search on supermarket practices instead of planning D-Day. If we have meaning to make—and we do—and if those meaning-making efforts are rooted in our values and principles, as our mantra of making value-based meaning suggests, then we need to get on with those efforts.

There is room for a great deal of misunderstanding with regard to this point. You may still be thinking, But a reasonable thought is, well, reasonable. How can it be wrong to think reasonable thoughts? And what would happen if people stopped thinking reasonable thoughts? Aren’t people unreasonable enough already? Isn’t this a slippery slope to stupidity and incivility? No, this just doesn’t sound like a good idea! Somehow that sounds, well, undeniably reasonable.

It will prove easy to misunderstand this point if you think that the choice is between thinking reasonable thoughts and mistrusting or denying reasonableness. Those aren’t the choices. Rather the choice is between thinking a given reasonable thought and continuing to think scores of its brothers and sisters, so many of them that it amounts to self-pestering and even self-torture, versus getting on with the more reasonable task of making meaning. Every thought is a cost, and the cost of many of our reasonable thoughts may prove just too high.

It is actually a more reasonable reasonableness that you are opting for when you decide to think fewer reasonable thoughts about that pastrami, your reflection in the mirror, your painful past, or your chances for success—unless, of course, those precise thoughts are necessary to your meaning-making efforts—versus getting on with the more reasonable work of attending to your meaning-making efforts. There is a higher reasonableness to consider than the mere reasonableness of a given thought: the higher reasonableness of living life as you intend to live it.

Is there any evolutionary value to this particular reasonable self-pestering? Does it provide some sort of mating advantage because, to make a joke of it, a miserable demeanor is so sexy? No. Self-torture of this sort is not an evolutionary advantage but rather is an accident of evolution, an artifact of consciousness.

When you evolve a thinking creature, you evolve a creature that will think about all sorts of things, including its place in the universe (too low), its path (too hard), its accomplishments (too few), its hopes (too dashed), and its day (both too busy and too empty at the same time). It will think all sorts of things—including a bevy of unreasonable, reasonable thoughts.

A thinking creature that is not provided with an off switch or with a simple cognitive regulator will just think on, turning itself into more of a brooding machine than a thinking machine. If you want proof that we are not intelligently designed, just imagine designing a creature like us that keeps nipping at its own heels and tripping itself up by its own thoughts! If we are designed, it is by someone with much too much fondness for burlesque. In the end, all of that reasonable appraising becomes a kind of deep self-unfriendliness as we intermittently realize that we are spending too much of our life countenancing thousands of reasonable but unnecessary thoughts.

This species-wide self-unfriendly thinking is exacerbated in a smart person by her very ability to think better than average. Because she’s smart, she’s likely not only to chastise and sabotage herself but also to dream up clever self-assaults. She’s likely to attack herself mercilessly and at the same time provide superb reasons why the attacks are justified. She can think; she can evaluate; she can debate; she can access her values and principles; she can turn a fleeting thought into a brilliant closing argument. What excellent tools to use against the self! And, because she is smart, she is the very person likely to believe that the reasonableness of her reasonable thoughts is why she should entertain them.

It is wonderful if a smart person can begin to see through the putative reasonableness of her many reasonable thoughts. If you have two hours at your disposal and it is important to you that you have a certain difficult conversation with your adolescent son, then it is not reasonable to spend that period doing some other pestering reasonable thing like weeding your garden, planning your menus for the week, catching up on the world news, or making sure that the storm windows are in good working order. You could make a case for any of those activities, but only abstractly and out of context. In context, they are of secondary importance and hence not really reasonable.

Nor is it reasonable in this context to think about weeding your garden, planning your menus for the week, catching up on the world news, or examining your storm windows. In this precise set of circumstances, those thoughts are all deflections, distractions, and elements of denial. You would be making meaning if you rehearsed what you wanted to say to your son and rehearsed your responses to his denials, explanations, and justifications. You would be making meaning if you researched some information on the Internet relevant to your son’s situation. You would be making meaning if you practiced your anxiety management technique in anticipation of this stressful conversation. To think about the storm windows or the garden, no matter how reasonable your concerns about their state of repair are, is a contextual travesty.

A smart person’s self-pestering can seem so reasonable and therefore somehow necessary and even inviolate. At the same time, he knows that he’s pestering himself unnecessarily. It is amazingly beneficial to see this dynamic for what it is and to try to respond to even quite reasonable thoughts in a new way, with the following question in mind: does this thought serve my meaning intentions? If you do not set all thoughts, whether reasonable or unreasonable, true or false, negative or positive, against this core question, then you will provoke distress on two fronts. First, you will have to deal with the anxiety that you’ve managed to provoke by “reasonably” worrying about the storm windows, the garden, the pastrami, the news, and so on. Second, you will feel guilty knowing that you’ve secretly used these reasonable thoughts to soothe yourself and to avoid your more important meaning-making tasks.

If knowing where to invest meaning is a problem for you, if you don’t really know what’s important, valuable, or significant for you to pursue, then it will be that much harder for you to shelve these pestering reasonable thoughts. In an important sense, you don’t really know how to answer the question, does this thought serve my meaning-making efforts? You are stuck not having a way to judge if a thought is worth your time if you haven’t quite figured out what is worth your time.

Previously, we looked at tactics for determining how and where to make meaning, and we’ll look at more tactics further on. Here, let me repeat the headline: getting a grip on your own mind is part of the process of stopping unreasonable self-pestering, but just as important is getting a grip on what is actually important to you. If you don’t know what the big stuff is, it will naturally be that much more difficult not to sweat the small stuff. Small stuff looms large when the big stuff is unknown. If you currently don’t know what’s important to you, please decide.

The task is deciding.

A smart person has a brain that is likely to unreasonably pester them with one reasonable thought after another and continue to pester them at the expense of meaningful living. Hopefully, it will dawn on them that reasonableness is the not the only criterion for countenancing a thought. More important is whether or not the thought serves their meaning intentions. To ascertain that, they will need to decide what their meaning intentions are, at which point that woeful pestering may suddenly diminish. Can it miraculously cease altogether? No—reasonable thoughts are reasonable, and we must let some number of them pester us. But we can dramatically reduce their number if we keep our eye on meaning.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.To make a small joke of it, do you spend a lot of time pestering yourself about the pastrami?

2.Explain in your own words how countenancing completely reasonable concerns can amount to unreasonable self-pestering.

3.If you were to create criteria by which to judge whether a given reasonable concern warrants your attention at a given moment and in given circumstances, how would you approach that task?

4.What does your characteristic negative self-talk sound like?

5.What would you like to try to do to eliminate much or all of your current self-pestering?
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The Pain of Appraising


We’ve looked at some of the disparate ways that a smart person, despite being smart, fails to notice that his brain has been lured away, that it’s pestering him mercilessly, and that in other regards it seems not to see clearly what’s going on. However, a smart person is also able to think clearly, at least some of the time. One of the results of thinking clearly, seeing clearly, and using his brain’s available power is to see through the illogic and falsities around him—which produces a grave new set of problems.

First, it is alienating and upsetting to realize that the majority of people hold—and can be manipulated into holding—false and dangerous beliefs. If you know that the Earth revolves around the sun and if the authorities are putting people to death for holding that true belief, that is a calamity. If you can see through jingoist slogans and hack political arguments that are hijacking elections, that is likewise a calamity. Seeing clearly puts a given smart person at odds with his society; or, if he is another sort of smart person, it provides him with the means to cynically exploit the suckers around him.

That hundreds of millions of people believe that a man named Noah built an ark and put all of the world’s species onto it two-by-two, that those species included dinosaurs—even though dinosaurs and man are separated by millions of years—that these people want this taught as science, that they want to get onto every school board and into every legislature to ensure that their view prevails, and that the mainstream media of a modern society continues to take this seriously, may only mildly annoy one smart person, perhaps one who grew up in religion and is tempted to give religion a pass. But it will seriously outrage—and almost derange—another smart person who is convinced that these views always come with an authoritarian edge and a coercive public agenda.

It will likewise strike a smart person as a ludicrous claim that the collectivist farms in her country are working beautifully when there is no food to be found on the shelves of any grocery store anywhere or to claim that a certain corporation is a mighty source for good and innovation when it is paying its employees peanuts and freely polluting. Misrepresentations of this sort affect our brain and our nervous system. They are an assault on our senses as well as our sense of right and wrong, and they bring pain and distress.

Of course, a given smart person may be participating in these falsehoods, invested in these falsehoods, and even the author of these falsehoods. We’ll examine this matter in chapter 17 when we discuss the unfortunate truth that smart people do not form a community of virtue simply because they are smart. Smart people will distribute all along the spectrum of good and evil and can manifest as much blind self-interest as the next person. Here, in this chapter, I am picturing a smart person with progressive values who sees clearly at what great odds he finds himself with large segments of his society—whether the religious, the political, or the corporate—and who experiences pain as a result.

Second, his ability to see clearly will force him to see his own errors and shortfalls as well as the truth of his circumstances. He may simultaneously deny what he sees, as that defensiveness is entirely human also, but even as he works to deny what he is seeing, he is bound to be troubled by the fact that, for example, his beliefs do not hang together, that the house he is building is over budget, that the novel he is writing sags in the middle, that his son’s explanations as to how he’s been spending his time sound suspicious, and so on. If only in a corner of consciousness, these matters will plague him. He may try to get his blinders on as quickly as he can, but what he has seen has already registered.

Say, for example, that you decide to work for a company that makes lovely, inoffensive, harmless doodads that nobody really needs. You become their marketing manager and spend a million dollars a month promoting their doodad line. You can easily tally up the pluses of your choice: you have a lot of autonomy; you get to think about how to best market the doodad line, which makes use of your smarts; you rather like your coworkers; there is a nice lunch provided every day; and your boss isn’t mean to you. All in all, the situation is just fine—except that you can’t help noticing that it is completely meaningless to spend your time in support of these doodads.

You simultaneously understand why you are doing what you are doing as you see through what you are doing.

Then you go home and try to relax. Say you like action movies. Think of one of those action movies in which the hero, with whom we are manipulated into identifying, is getting away from the bad guys in a classic movie chase. Our hero is running for his life as cars crash all around him. Sometimes scores of people are injured or killed for no reason other than that our hero has the self-interested notion to save himself. In the context of movie reality, we root for him and ignore the carnage. In real life, if our son or daughter were killed in that melee, we would be much less willing to identify with that action hero and his needs. We might well want to say to him, “Give yourself up and spare those innocent people!”

In the context of movie reality, we are completely on his side—but in a corner of awareness, we see right through to the manipulation underneath. Not only may we suddenly stop enjoying the movie, but we may also get down on ourselves for our lapse in ethics and for wasting our time in the land of easy manipulation. And we may feel sad that we just lost one of our pleasures. Our ability to see through and to rightly appraise soured us on much of our day at work; now we are soured on our innocent evening pleasure.

Every time you step back and appraise, you are in danger of stepping into a self-pestering hole. The hole you’ve stepped into may amount to only a loss of what felt like an innocent pleasure, as in our action movie example. But every loss of joy makes us a bit sadder and a bit bleaker. You find a certain television personality charming, but you see right through to the fact that his show is a paean to gluttony. You enjoy taking a televised peek at beautiful houses, expensive yachts, and mega-vacations, but you see right through to the greed and the inequitable distribution of wealth that allow for such luxuries. There goes another simple pleasure and another idle entertainment!

One of the important consequences of this natural ability to appraise and to deconstruct is that you breed doubt in yourself. As a result of your ability to see through anything and everything, from your job choices to your entertainment choices to your views about the universe, you can end up mistrusting your own thoughts, your choices, your decisions, and even your values and principles. This vexing ability helps explain why smart people often seem indecisive and uncertain and, like Hamlet, have trouble knowing whether to be or not to be and whether to do or not to do. When you are good at deconstructing, you open the door to doubt.

The act of stepping back and appraising, which a good brain feels obliged to do as a moral imperative, reduces your ability to stand wholeheartedly behind anything. In war, if you step back and see your enemy as a person, that dramatically reduces your ability to shoot him without, however, contradicting what may be excellent reasons for shooting him. If he is trying to shoot you, it is not brilliant to construct a pacifist argument, to internally argue that privates are never responsible for their actions, or to feel some simple human kinship for him and his dilemma. That is a lot of pestering appraising to deal with when you have a split second to defend yourself.

You can see why appraising causes meaning drains. We were perhaps able to experience work as meaningful until we got to thinking about the senselessness of the doodads. We were perhaps able to experience our idle amusements as lovely vacations from meaning until we deconstructed them and experienced them not as vacations but as errors. We were perhaps able to experience our military service as meaningful until we thought too clearly about the other side’s equally tenable positions. What we see when we step back and appraise is a purer vision of nature’s ways, which can feel like a vision of the void. We become wiser, sadder, and more doubtful.

What can we do about what amounts to an inevitable, righteous, and sometimes useful ability to deconstruct that is simultaneously a self-pestering talent for pulling the rug out from under ourselves? What we can do is really learn the art of making value-based meaning. Unless we are very practiced at returning to our value-based meaning-making efforts at times of meaning crises, when even our values and our understanding of the world are called into question, we can doubt ourselves right into paralysis and despair. If, however, we are practiced at making value-based meaning, then we know this is coming and we know what to do: reconstruct the meaning that we just deconstructed.

If you just saw clearly that the novel you are writing is not good, you remind yourself that in your estimation, writing is one of your prime meaning opportunities and that you are obliged to make this novel better or else start a new novel. What you will not do is doubt writing, your writing intentions, or the universe. If you see through the action movie you are watching, you decide to close your eyes and enjoy it anyway, or you decide to move on with your day without recriminations or large doubts about meaning. What you do not do is turn your sensible desire to relax and your unfortunate vulnerability to manipulation into an indictment of you, your path, or the universe.

If you see through to the pointlessness of the doodads you sell, you smile that ironic smile that the situation warrants and decide to look for a new career, or else you enjoy the lovely lunch that’s been provided while considering what meaning opportunities might supplement your not-too-meaningful day job. What you do not do is call life ridiculous and hate yourself, your bosses, and your choice or take your despair out on your children when you get home.

You look around you and you decide where and how to reinvest meaning or where and how to create new meaning. Side-by-side with your ability to appraise and deconstruct must sit an equally vibrant ability to reconstruct and repair meaning. Doubts come with the territory of being a smart human being and shouldn’t surprise us, terrify us, or derail us. We simply make our next best guess—about, for example, whether we can spend another year selling doodads or not. And if we think yes, then we organize our attitude, our available personality, our idea of meaning, our additional meaning opportunities, and whatever else we need to organize into a team effort to make meaning in a world that includes doodads.

You may feel certain about your meaning choices and fiercely invested in your meaning choices. Or, just as likely, because you can appraise, deconstruct, and doubt, you may feel uncertain about your meaning choices and not particularly invested in your meaning choices. In that case, you must be doubly alert to the fact that you are responsible for the meaning in your life, that your doubts amount to meaning leaks, drains, and even crises, and that you must use your smarts to shore up meaning using the many principles and practices that are available to you.

For example, a useful practice is the morning meaning check-in. The idea is to spend a little time, as little as a few seconds, identifying for yourself what meaning investments you want to make on that day, what meaning opportunities you want to seize, and which parts of the day you want to designate as meaning neutral periods—that is, as periods that do not need to produce the psychological experience of meaning.

As part of your morning meaning check-in on a given day, you could, for example, make a decision about whether or not this is a day to countenance any deep appraising about your doodad job. If you decide that it isn’t, you relax, accept your decision, look forward to some pleasant interactions with your coworkers and a good lunch, and commit to not pestering yourself about whether doodads hold meaning for you. If you decide that it is—if you decide that you really must tackle the meaninglessness of your doodad job—you articulate to yourself as clearly as you can what you intend to do: research a new job or a new career, talk to your boss about whether something of value can be added to the doodad, and so on.

On any given day, you have three choices with respect to your doodad job: you can be easy with it; you can name the concrete steps you intend to take to shore up meaning or make new meaning; or you can feel uncertain about it and start the day gloomy, unmotivated, and a little existentially nauseous. The last of these three is obviously the worst choice. It is much better to opt to reinvest in your current choice or to opt to make a new choice than to live upset and doubting.

In the first case, you shut off your appraising for the day (with that off switch that we wish we had but that we are endeavoring to cultivate through awareness training) and enjoy the day. If you opt for choice number one, you actually stop pestering yourself about your current choice: you use your awareness training and your cognitive skills to stop your brain from continuing its assault and from saddening you on what is otherwise a perfectly fine day. Nor do you want to let some small event serve as a trigger for renewed appraising and doubting. If, for example, you prefer French fries to coleslaw but lunch comes with coleslaw, that isn’t reason enough to open up the debate about whether your job is meaningful enough. You’ve already decided that, for today, you will not engage in all that appraising, deconstructing, and doubting; therefore, you must not let coleslaw undo your hard-won decision.

In the second case, you decide to enjoy your day and to make some new meaning efforts, maybe by spending your lunch hour considering your next options (while enjoying that lovely lunch your work has provided).

A smart person, even if she can’t help but see through, appraise, and deconstruct—even if her clear thinking puts her at odds with large segments of her society, and even if she has her doubts—can still energetically proceed in life. She can leave Hamlet to pace alone on the ramparts of Elsinore. Her ability to appraise both serves her and pesters her, and that is the hand she has been dealt. She can see clearly; she can see too clearly; she can see too clearly too often. But she can also maintain a proud, unwavering commitment to making value-based meaning even as her values shift in the earthquakes of living.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Is it your experience to see through life a lot?

2.What are the positive and negative consequences of regular (or even constant) appraising and deconstructing?

3.Can you dream up a way to reduce the negative consequences while retaining the positive ones?

4.Does your penchant for appraising produce a great deal of doubt and, if it does, what can you do to doubt less or to better deal with the doubt generated?

5.Does your seeing through, appraising, and deconstructing put you at odds with large segments of your society and, if it does, how do you want to deal with the resultant alienation, real-world difficulties, and perhaps outrage?
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The God-Bug Syndrome


We have arrived at an interesting moment in the evolution of our species when a smart person in a first-world culture is pestered by two contradictory feelings: first that he is as special a creature as nature has yet produced and second that he’s not very special at all, just excited matter here for a while and off again into universal dark matter.

This first feeling inflates him and makes him want to puff out his chest and preen a bit. This second feeling makes him want to crawl in a hole, act carelessly, or sit inert on the sofa. How unfortunate for a creature to be buffeted in such contradictory ways!

These twin feelings lead a person to the following pair of conclusions: that while he is perhaps quite smart, he is nevertheless rather like a cockroach, trapped with a brain that really isn’t big enough for his purposes, perhaps trapped in a corner of an academic discipline, a research field, a literary genre, or in some other small place, trapped by his creatureliness, and trapped by life’s very smallness.

I would like to dub this the god-bug syndrome: the prevalent and perhaps epidemic feeling of greatness walking hand-in-hand with smallness that plagues so many people today.

This is not, to use old-fashioned language, some sort of neurosis or neurotic belief. This is the quite sensible apprehension that there are two ways to look at life, as poignantly special and as pitiably worthless; that both views, while they clash, are entirely real and appropriate; and that a person can cycle between these two views almost minute by minute, feeling equal to life and up to life’s challenges one second and pathetically inept and unequal to even thinking about making dinner the next.

This mix of reasonable self-pride and reasonable self-pity, in which what may be a completely healthy narcissistic attachment to one’s own specialness collides with existential reality, produces people who look confident one moment and ineffectual the next, motivated one moment and apathetic the next, sober and hard-working one moment and self-indulgent and addicted the next. How can a person brim over with life energy and big plans one moment and feel suicidal the next? She can cycle exactly that way because of the god-bug syndrome.

It is startling that the same person can feel so grand and also so very small. Yet we see that picture all the time, as evidenced by the chronic sadness, mood swings, cycles of effort and lethargy, and secret self-soothing vices that so many smart people manifest. This college professor is famous for his theories and his addictions; this painter is exhibited everywhere and is a chronic hoarder at home; this physicist is brilliant by day and an insomniac night crawler; this lawyer can’t be out-argued but has ballooned to three hundred pounds. This is the god-bug syndrome in action.

Traditional psychologies have considered this tension a disorder and have coined phrases like delusions of grandeur and inferiority complex to try to capture something of this so-called pathological dynamic. But at heart what we are talking about is not pathology but an intense conflictual knowing, a knowing that we are worthy smacking up against a knowing that we are just passing through: a knowing, that is, that we matter and that we do not matter. This is a true and not a pathological understanding. Every smart person possesses this understanding and can’t help but feel distressed by this understanding.

In the past, this syndrome has indeed been pathologized. In the language of Adler, a disciple of Freud’s, what we are looking at is a superiority complex driven by a hidden inferiority complex—or an inferiority complex driven by a hidden superiority complex. Adler put it this way: “We should not be astonished if in the cases where we see an inferiority complex we find a superiority complex more or less hidden. On the other hand, if we inquire into a superiority complex and study its continuity, we can always find a more or less hidden inferiority complex.” Adler’s god-bug is made up of two complexes. This phenomenon is unfortunate and, in the existential sense, absurd—but we do not see it as a mental illness.

We expect to see this. The self-inflation that Adler dubs a superiority complex and that the psychoanalytic thinker Karen Horney calls the idealization of the self, and the self-deflation that Adler names an inferiority complex and that Horney identifies as the despised self—each in their estimation located in a walled-off unconscious place that puts the person out of touch with his self-inflations and his self-deflations—we see instead as the quite reasonable outgrowth of the experience of singularity and uniqueness, on the one hand, and contingency and shortfalls, on the other.

We are god-bugs. That is the nature of this current experimental model of our species.

Let us also propose a way out of this dilemma—or, if not a way out of it, a way to deal with it as effectively as it can be dealt with. If you construct an idea of meaning that takes these very matters into account, so that both your next accomplishment and your next disappointment are accounted for in your personal picture of value-based meaning-making, you can get off your high horse and you can also get up from the dirt. By taking charge of your construction of meaning, you can maintain a steady identity, one characterized by a new modesty and a new strength.

Your brain can conceptualize ideas as abstract as the relationship between energy and matter; it can produce strings of words and strings of musical notes that evoke tremendous feeling; it can place itself in the vast universe and see itself living and dying. It can imagine, calculate, remember, and more. It has to feel special. At the same time, it knows perfectly well all about its limitations and its fleeting nature. This god-bug syndrome is completely natural and exactly what you would expect a creature like us to experience. Now we must deal with it.

Here are two reports that illustrate this distressing natural phenomenon. Sandra explained:


My parents always told me that I was very bright—that everyone in our family was very bright but that I shined the brightest. Maybe this ought to have pleased me, but I didn’t really feel all that bright, not compared to the kids at school who were super-quick at math or super-quick at memorizing and especially not compared to the geniuses I would read about both in school and in my spare time. I got a little obsessed with reading about all those geniuses because I had this powerful doubt that I was anything like them, and I guess I wanted to confirm that to myself.

So I thought to myself, Where can you be smart but you don’t have to be really super-smart? I decided that I would become a concert pianist. That sounded so cultured and, even if it wasn’t the doctor or lawyer my parents wanted me to become, it was at least in a category of jobs where I’d associate with doctors and lawyers. I knew even then as a little girl that I was making a very odd decision, one that had to do with feeling somewhat special but also not feeling special enough to try something amazing. So I ended up choosing something that was perhaps the very hardest thing I could have chosen, because I didn’t love practicing and I had performance anxiety.

I played pretty well, people praised me, I ended up going to a good music school, and part of me started to feel a bit grand—I even remember how I would put down other instruments and music that wasn’t classical and all sorts of things—and I think that most people probably found me a little bit arrogant. At the same time, I didn’t really feel like anything special at all. I felt more like an awkward, unfocused, lonely person on some pretty meaningless path.

Finally—and fortunately—I began to see that I would never become a great solo concert performer, and I had a breakdown of sorts. But I would have to say that I almost needed that breakdown, that I had been living an odd lie, and that all of those questions about whether I was great or nothing really had to get answered in some sensible way if I was to continue to have some sort of life. I had a bad year and even had to go back home to live, where of course I kept hearing about how it wasn’t at all too late for me to become a lawyer and how easy it would be for me, since I was so smart.

During the course of that hard time I began to see what had been going on. I wasn’t either a diva or a failure. I was simply a person, one who didn’t know herself very well and who needed to deeply change her relationship to life. I started thinking not just about the things I could do but also about the ways I could be. I concerned myself not so much with my next job but with the idea of me being the best me I could be. At the same time, I made the adamant decision that I wouldn’t get too enthusiastic or too dismissive about my prospective choices. I wanted to just think calmly about how my future might look. This took many months of thinking—fortunately, I had my parents’ home and resources to support me during this period of reflection.

What I realized was that I wanted love and a life and to be of a little help in the world. That sounds so simple, but its modesty was very new to me. I found myself smiling. I didn’t need to be super-great, and I also didn’t need to be nothing. I decided to start a small business playing the piano (actually a keyboard that I could take with me places) and talking about women composers to any group that wanted to hear me. I’d go to elementary schools, retirement homes, even big conferences. And what happened was, I actually fell in love with the music.

There was little money to be made from this beautiful work, and I really couldn’t have continued it without the independent income I have from a trust fund set up by my parents. I understand exactly how privileged that makes me, but that truth doesn’t send me either to the diva place in me or to the failure place in me. My path makes sense to me—it is a useful, authentic, and good-feeling way to live a life. I have additional things that I want to try to be the human being that I want to be, but I’m also convinced that I’ve made a decent start.



Jared, a computer engineer, explained:


I grew up knowing that I could really do math. I had that kind of mind. That was clear to me from a very early age. I could do any sort of computational problem in my mind faster and better than anyone else. I was proud of that ability and pretty puffed up about it. At the same time, I had zero common sense or attunement to what was going on around me. My parents could keep any secret from me they wanted—I was just completely unaware. You could easily have sold me the Brooklyn Bridge. And I knew that about myself exactly as well as I knew that I could compute. So both powerful feelings built up in me, that I was singular and great and that I was also wretched, embarrassingly naïve, and somehow unlovable because of my awkwardness and unmanliness.

I remember making lists of how I could be more like a man or acquire more common sense or be more aware of my surroundings. It was pathetic. I was pathetic. My clothes were ridiculous. The way I wore my hair was ridiculous. But I was a whiz in school, won everything that could be won, and was on my way to some high-paying computer job or, even loftier, some start-up idea that might make me billions. The kids around me sort of intuited that about me, that I was a pathetic loser who might also become a billionaire—and their employer. It was weird. I was both a pariah and put on a pedestal.

I had a miserable college time, but life started to get better when I got out into the real world—where my thinking skills were actually valued. But although things got better because I was valued and because I could spread my wings, I was still pretty miserable with respect to anything that wasn’t related to computers or start-ups. I drank too much, even though I had no desire to drink, and I ate too much—that was my real place of self-soothing. I had no girlfriends, no real friends, and no connection to anything going on in the world.

Worst of all, I started collecting comic books. That felt pathetic and ridiculous, and I knew that I was becoming a kind of crazy hoarder. Then one day I had a realization. I realized that I had taken the path of least resistance by focusing on my mind and not my heart. A light went on. I sold all my comic books—no single act in my life has ever felt better. I joined a dating service and, although I felt like an idiot every time I went out, I did go out. Slowly, over time, I felt myself becoming a person. Well, to tell the honest truth, it was even more than that—I began to feel like a man. Making money was never the issue; living was. Now I am on the tougher path of actually living.



There are countless opportunities for a smart person to puff up a bit and begin to incline in the direction of arrogance, grandiosity, and unhealthy narcissism. At the same time, there are an equal or greater number of opportunities for a smart person to feel minimized, inferior, helpless, and completely unimportant. That ironic smirk or sarcastic smile that a smart person sometimes can’t help but turn toward the world can turn in an instant into a grimace of pain as she plummets from a grand sense of self to a much lowlier feeling.

What might help alleviate this pain would be smart people supporting one another. But smart people do not make a village. The 1.5 billion people who constitute the top smartest 15 percent of the world’s population do not amount to an affinity group. They are diverse and, while perhaps quick at addition or imaginative or good at abstraction, they are not brothers and sisters, not by a long shot.

One smart person will devote himself to radical selfishness, and another smart person will feel compassion for her fellow human beings. One smart person will find himself tied in knots by anxiety, and another smart person will feel little anxiety and wonder if the anxiety their friends complain about is even real. One smart person will experience no particular meaning problems and fall right into a life that brings him the psychological experience of meaning with such regularity that he has no idea why there’s so much fuss about meaning—while another smart person will experience chronic, severe problems with meaning. Smart people are all over the map.

They find themselves on the right and on the left and everywhere in between, in every profession and manifesting every personality trait. As Mensa, the organization for bright people, puts it: “There is simply no one prevailing characteristic of Mensa members other than high IQ…. As far as occupations, the range is staggering. Mensa has professors and truck drivers, scientists and firefighters, computer programmers and farmers, artists, military people, musicians, laborers, police officers, glassblowers—the diverse list goes on and on.” It goes on to include every sort of human being imaginable.

Nothing in particular ties this 1.5 billion–person conglomerate together except a certain endowment. Just as tall people do not form an affinity group just by virtue of being tall, smart people do not form an affinity group just by virtue of being smart. Like tall people, who may share certain challenges—they need to watch out for the blades of fans and for low doorjambs and have to tolerate the question, “Do you play basketball?”—smart people also share certain challenges. That, after all, is the premise of this book. But that they share certain challenges doesn’t make them a village.

This fact, that the next smart person you meet is not only not automatically a friend or a compatriot but may hold beliefs diametrically opposed to yours and may even prove to be your enemy, produces additional pain. Many smart people pine for community, even as they recognize that they themselves do not necessarily make good villagers and even as they realize with some chagrin that while they support humane institutions, they do not particularly enjoy people. They suppose that other smart people might constitute that community they seek—and that they don’t is at once another inflation and another deflation. Without that village, you are once again singular and small.

What is the short answer as to what to do? Countenance neither feeling and neither state. Just as you want meaning to trump mood as you spend more time making meaning than monitoring your moods, you want meaning to trump identity. You want to spend more time making meaning than locating yourself on some scale of importance. You are not at one end or the other end of that scale: you are simply (and quite importantly enough) a human being. That is the short answer—we will look at the longer answer shortly.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Have you experienced this god-bug dynamic?

2.What are your thoughts about what you might try to heal it or change it?

3.Do you incline more toward the god side or the bug side of this dynamic?

4.If you do incline more toward one side or the other, what are your thoughts on the reasons for this inclination?

5.If you would prefer not to be a god-bug, what sort of human being would you prefer to be?
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Coming to Grips
with Meaning


If you are smart, you are likely to have more problems with meaning than the next person because of your ability to form abstract ideas, appreciate the existential nature of reality, appraise the workings of the universe, and so on. If, however, you come to understand the exact nature of meaning, meaning can become that much less of a problem for you.

You can finally stop pining for meaning to be something different from what it actually is, settle in to making value-based meaning on a daily basis, and let go of the need to seek meaning or impatiently wait for meaning to arrive. As a result, you become the arbiter of meaning in your life and, by so doing, reduce your distress and begin to solve many of the problems we’ve discussed so far.

We hold the following views on meaning. Meaning is first of all and primarily a mere psychological experience. When our running subjective experience has a certain resonant quality to it—maybe it’s a feeling of rightness, maybe it’s an oceanic quality, maybe it’s some integrative quality, maybe it’s an experience of significance, maybe it’s an experience of joy or pleasure—we have the sensation that life possesses meaning. This is the psychological experience of meaning. At such times, life feels like it matters, makes sense, is all right, and so on.

Because human beings aren’t trained to notice these as experiences of meaning and because we don’t possess a robust vocabulary of meaning, we often don’t notice that we’ve just had the psychological experience of meaning. We might spend an afternoon walking the back streets of a French town wearing a smile because something has been stirred in us by the experience and nevertheless not credit that afternoon as a psychological experience of meaning. We had the experience, but we didn’t quite know to label it as such or to credit it as such. For this reason, the majority of our psychological experiences of meaning pass by unnoticed and in a certain sense discredited.

This is a vital point to remember because when you engage in the process of evaluating life as meaningful enough or not meaningful enough, an idea that we’ll get to in a moment, it is easy to evaluate life as a cheat and not meaningful enough because you haven’t been noticing or crediting all those passing psychological experiences of meaning. Life is likely more meaningful than you thought it was—but you may not have noticed.

These psychological experiences of meaning can arise unbidden, or they may arise because we actively invited them. You might have business in that French town and have that psychological experience of meaning come to you unbidden, by virtue of you being there accidentally. Or you might enjoy that afternoon of meaning because you actively made the decision to travel there and because you had the suspicion, which proved accurate, that your time there would provoke the experience of meaning. That is, without any guarantees in place and strictly on a hunch, you booked that trip to France as a meaning-making effort and you were rewarded with the experience of meaning. In the first case, you had meaning arise unbidden; in the second case, you arrived there on purpose and, by having taken the necessary action to turn your intention into reality, you made meaning.

Next, we come to the idea of meaning as evaluation. Why might we not credit a given psychological experience as meaningful, even if it was? We might not credit the experience as meaningful because we may have already evaluated life itself as meaningless, as a cheat, a fraud, and so on. Measuring all of our experiences against that background negative evaluation, we may have gotten in the unfortunate habit of dismissing all our experiences as meaningless. To put it aphoristically, no experience can feel meaningful to a nihilist—that is, to someone who has already decided that life is meaningless.

Consider as an analogy the following. If, because you’ve experienced too much pain or been disappointed too many times, you decide that nothing in life can ever feel genuinely enjoyable, then you will instantly sour experiences that might have had the chance of being experienced as joyful. You will continually pour rain on your own parade. How we evaluate life matters because we experience life against the backdrop of our evaluation of life. If that evaluation is negative, nothing has much of a chance of feeling positive. Indeed, a lot of what gets labeled as the mental disorder of depression is in fact a persistent negative evaluation of life.

Why might you evaluate life that harshly? Maybe because you went unloved as a child, maybe because you have to spend a stupendous amount of your time just earning a living, maybe because you never met your soul mate, maybe because you see immorality rewarded and good deeds punished, maybe because you had dreams that never materialized and goals that you never met, maybe because you had just expected more out of life—more from it, more from others, more from yourself. Add on all the smart challenges we’ve discussed so far and I think you can see how easy and natural it is to evaluate life as a cheat—maybe easier and more natural than evaluating it as something worth the candle.

A great many people have evaluated life this way, without, however, realizing that they have made that decision and without realizing how many unfortunate consequences flow from that decision. One of the ways that we make meaning is by refusing to evaluate life negatively even though we have ample reasons to do so. Even though you have ample reasons to feel that life is a cheat, you must, for the sake of experiencing meaning, evaluate life as worth living. You must decide that life matters, that your efforts matter, and that you matter. Can you manage to evaluate life in a positive way even though you’ve been badly disappointed in the past and even though you find life taxing and unrewarding? That is a conversation that you must have with yourself. You must air this question and with luck come down on the side of deciding that life matters despite everything.

The psychological experience of meaning will not want to arise in you if you’ve made certain negative calculations about life or if you’ve decided that unless life looks like x—say, fair—or provides you with y—say, success—you will consider it a cheat. How charming will a sweet little cottage feel if you have in mind that you were supposed to live in a castle? How much meaning can you extract from a solid paragraph of writing if you had in mind that you were supposed to write great novels? Your own experiences of meaning may not amount to enough or serve you well enough if you evaluate life as requiring more than it has so far offered you or more than it can offer.

This is not the same as saying that someone incorporating these ideas must learn to settle. Rather, he tries to think this all through, recognizing that he is dealing with his own personality, his own desires, his own habits of mind, and his own fears as he tries to thoughtfully make these calculations and evaluations. Because he knows that how he evaluates life colors how he perceives his experiences, that his evaluation provides him or fails to provide him with moment-by-moment motivation, and that his evaluation determines whether or not he will bother to live according to his principles, he attempts the odd work of thoughtfully deciding if he can possibly evaluate life more positively. Maybe, just maybe, he can find the way to do that—maybe, that is, he can come down on the side of affirming that life matters.

Because we human beings wall off knowledge that upsets us, we may well not know that we have evaluated life as pointless, a cheat, and a fraud. We may diligently farm our small farm or show up at the office every day and refuse to notice that we find our life absurd. It might be expected that we would get some clues from our behaviors—that we drink a lot, that we take antidepressants, that we fantasize about taking our revenge—but rather than drawing any logical conclusions from our behaviors, we continue going through the motions. A great many people, and especially our smartest, have come to negative conclusions and evaluations about life but, supposing that it can do them no good to notice or because they are too embarrassed to notice, deny that they have given life a thumbs-down.

We believe that it does a person good to notice—great good—even if that noticing brings pain. She knows that if she has evaluated life as a cheat, as a fraud, as pointless and ridiculous, then she is bound to dismiss out-of-hand her psychological experiences of meaning as even less than mere experiences—she will dismiss them as the merest of experiences. She will even use them as evidence that life is a cheat, providing, as they do, proof that nothing but occasional experiences of a certain sort exist in what is otherwise a vast sea of meaninglessness.

If, on the other hand, you paint a different sort of picture for yourself, one in which you conceptualize life not as a cheat and a fraud but as a project, an obligation, an opportunity to make yourself proud, and even as an adventure, you will discover that you experience meaning more often and that those experiences of meaning begin to count. Furthermore, holding to this new, positive view, you realize that meaning can even begin to recede as an issue—that in order to make yourself proud, you are obliged to focus on manifesting your values and your principles and, when you do that, the problem of meaning begins to vanish.

Next is the matter of meaning as an idea. Human beings, but smart people especially, are able to think and to form abstract ideas. They not only can feel joy, but they can also conceptualize the idea of joy. Likewise, they not only can experience meaning, but they can also conceptualize the idea of meaning.

How you conceptualize meaning matters. If you hold that it is outside of yourself and must be tracked down, you have one idea of meaning. If, however, you conceive of it as I’ve been describing it—that it is a subjective experience, that it sometimes comes unbidden and that it can also be coaxed into existence, that when it is absent we must try to create it rather than search for it, and so on—then you are holding a very different idea of meaning. It should go without saying that what sort of idea you hold about meaning matters a great deal—in fact, it completely dictates how you will live your life. How you construe meaning dictates how you will live your life.

The way you construe meaning affects everything, from how much pleasure you get from ordinary things to how sincere an effort you make in manifesting your values and your principles. I think that the idea of meaning that I’m promoting, by being true-to-life and by returning meaning to your hands, will help you live more intentionally, more richly, and more happily. Be that as it may, you get to form your idea of meaning—and whatever you decide about meaning dictates how you will live.

Remember that life is not set up to meet our meaning needs. It only sporadically provides us with the experience of meaning. Yes, we can endeavor to make our meaning—and we should make that effort. But those efforts come with no guarantees, and it may happen that we may not be able to produce the experience of meaning often enough. Consider the following situation: You find yourself in a job that bores you, and sixty hours of your week are taken up with experiences that do not provide the experience of meaning. You also find yourself in a relationship that isn’t working, and those hours with your mate also fail to provide the experience of meaning. A person in this situation is going to experience meaning as a tremendous challenge, since virtually all of her hours are taken up with experiences that do not provide much or any meaning.

Meaning is a challenge in a second sense as well. As soon as you so-to-speak burden an experience with the need that it feel meaningful, you likely reduce its ability to provide that psychological experience. Let’s say that you begin writing a novel because it wells up in you to write that novel. You don’t think about whether or not writing your novel is going to prove meaningful—you just start writing. That experience is entirely likely to provide you with the psychological experience of meaning. Say, however, that you are hungry for meaning and make the conscious decision that writing a novel will be one of your meaning-making activities and that you expect that working on it will provide you with the psychological experience of meaning. In this case, and ironically enough, you may be less likely to experience meaning. A self-conscious demand on an activity that it feel meaningful is likely to reduce its chances of actually feeling meaningful.

You want to make meaning, but you also do not want to burden your efforts with the demand that they feel meaningful. This is not a paradox but rather a matter of outlook. You can hope that something will provide you with the experience of joy without attaching to it the need that it provide you with that experience. You can hope that the vacation you take will prove enjoyable, maybe by virtue of all of the sunbathing you intend to do, without needing the vacation to prove enjoyable. Then if it happens to rain every day while you are there, you may still be able to enjoy the vacation because you weren’t attached to all that sunbathing. Similarly, you can hope that a given meaning opportunity will produce the experience of meaning without attaching to needing it to produce that experience.

You can’t force life to have meaning, and you don’t want to try to force life to have meaning. Rather, you want to make conscious decisions about what efforts you think amount to value-based meaning-making efforts, and then you want to relax. This deep relaxation is a philosophical stance that translates as the following: “I choose to do this next thing because I see it as a thing of value; and who knows what will happen.” The meaning-making is in the choosing, the valuing, and the doing—and whatever happens, happens. By remembering that this is what making meaning involves, you will experience a sense of pride at having chosen, valued, and done something even if you don’t happen to experience meaning from the activity itself.

Meaning is a tremendous challenge in precisely this sense—that while we use phrases like making meaning and creating meaning, what we are really advocating for is a certain sort of effort because we can’t guarantee a certain sort of result. Someone embracing our ideas, calculating what she values and what matters to her, points herself in the direction of meaning, makes the requisite effort, and then relaxes. We start from the premise that human beings are built to experience virtually anything as meaningful but that we respect ourselves more when the meaning we experience arises because we have followed our values and principles rather than because meaning arose unbidden in us. That is, the principled meaning that we mindfully make is our most valuable meaning. There is a great deal in this view of meaning for a smart person to apply to help meet the challenges we’ve discussed so far.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.We are viewing meaning as primarily a subjective psychological experience. If you agree with this view, what do you see as its implications for living?

2.If you disagree with this view, what is your view?

3.What implications for living flow from your view?

4.If you agree that it makes sense to create a robust idea of meaning, what would yours be?

5.If you sense that you are currently evaluating life negatively, to what extent would you like to reevaluate life as mattering more?
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Making Daily Meaning


If you agree with the idea that meaning is primarily a subjective psychological experience (powerfully affected by a person’s idea of meaning and her evaluation of life as meaningful or not), if you further agree that what follows from this observation is the realization that you can make meaning (or at least significantly influence its arrival), and if you also agree that nothing is really more important than making and maintaining that meaning, then it follows that you will want to make meaning on a daily basis. What follows are fifteen tips for doing exactly that.

ORIENT YOURSELF

First thing each day, orient yourself in the direction of meaning. Rather than starting your day by worrying about your daily tasks and everything looming ahead of you, rather than orienting yourself toward your day job and your everyday pursuits, spend a minute or two quietly and calmly asking yourself, “Where do I intend to make meaning today?”

You look at your day and you thoughtfully make decisions about where you want to invest meaning. This process sounds like: “I’m investing an hour first thing on building my home business, then I’m adopting a calm attitude as I commute to work, then at work I’m staying in meaning neutral for most of the day except for my morning meeting with Bill, where I want to invest myself and aim for a certain outcome. Then more calmness as I commute home, and then a nice vacation from meaning and a little enjoyment as I cook and listen to music, and then an hour investment in my business and a ten-minute investment in a quick call to my sister. Then a final meaning investment in peaceful sleep as I go to bed calmly and sleep like a baby!” As long as it took you to read all that, it would take you hardly a second or two to think it—after which, you would be nicely oriented toward the meanings of your day.

MAINTAIN ONE MAIN MORNING PRACTICE

Maintain one ongoing meaning investment of the doing sort or of the being sort, which you attend to first thing each morning, before your so-to-speak real day begins. In this way, you make meaning first thing each day, and that effort builds up meaning capital over time, significantly inoculating you against meaning crises.

Although the distinction between being and doing is artificial, the following will give you a sense of what I mean. Being practices might include sitting meditation, walking meditation, tai chi, or yoga, even though all of them also have a doing component. Doing practices might include writing your novel, building your home business, working your recovery program, working your anxiety management program, and so on, even though each of them also has a being component.

You can choose any prospective meaning opportunity and practice it first thing each morning. Over time, this becomes the place where you make an ongoing meaning investment in a regular, routine, daily way.

TAKE DIRECT AIM AT YOUR GREATEST MEANING CHALLENGE

You may hold writing your novel, building your home business, or nurturing your relationships as your greatest meaning opportunity but simultaneously hold staying sober, dealing with your meaningless job, or handling some aspect of your formed personality as your greatest meaning challenge. Take daily aim at these meaning challenges.

If, for example, your greatest meaning challenge is that you manage to form rich intentions but then fail to align your thoughts and behaviors with those intentions, then you would mindfully take aim at aligning your thoughts and behaviors with your intentions. You would announce to yourself every day how you were going to do exactly that. This might sound like: “I want to create that nonprofit I’ve been dreaming about for fifteen years, and so today I am going to create a couple of thoughts that support my intention and think them every hour on the hour. I’m also going to take the first baby steps in the direction of starting my nonprofit by buying some nonprofit guides and by chatting with Jill about how she started her nonprofit.”

In addition to seizing meaning opportunities on a daily basis, you also take direct aim at your greatest meaning challenges on a daily basis. You name your greatest meaning challenge, rather than ignoring it and refusing to think about it, and then you announce what you are going to do to meet that challenge today.

MAKE MEANING IN CONTEXT

Each day is its own context, each hour is its own context, and each minute is its own context. That’s why now is at once so rich and so difficult! It is a particular now that must be lived on its own terms and as its own situation.

It may not prove meaningful for you to sit for two hours on a bench in front of your supermarket. But it may prove wonderfully meaningful for you to sit for two hours on a bench in front of a small grocery store while you’re traveling the back roads of Italy. Those are quite different contexts. The same activity might provoke the psychological experience of meaning in one context and not in another. Working on your novel might be the thing to do, come hell or high water—but if your child falls down and skins her knee, then attending to her and not working on your novel is clearly the thing to do.

Three p.m. today when your boss says something rude to you in a slightly more injurious way than usual, speaking up may be the thing to do—or keeping silent may be the thing to do. That will be its own situation with its own particularities and you will get to make meaning right then and there, on the spot, in that situation. Life is a series of unique situations, and we make meaning not by adhering to abstract principles about how we should live but according to the reality of each moment.

LOOK AHEAD

Take notice throughout your day of the time looming up ahead of you and announce to yourself how you want to be with it—how you want to be with that meeting that’s coming up in five minutes, how you want to be with your lunch hour, how you want to be as you settle in to return a difficult email. You surveyed the day first thing that morning and made certain decisions, which was a great practice; now the living day is transpiring in real time, and you need to make new decisions as new situations present themselves.

Like many of the other practices I’ve been describing, this activity of noticing and announcing takes only a second. It isn’t a burdensome practice that takes a lot of time but rather is a practiced instantaneous check-in with yourself in which, for example, you remind yourself that you want to be calm or assertive or a little extra attentive or meaning neutral. In a microsecond, you make meaning by adding a bit of mindful attention to the current situation or an upcoming situation.

DEFINE FREE TIME

Remember that free time is not necessarily easy time. Those two hours in the evening when you have “nothing to do” and can do “whatever you want” need to be treated as mindfully, carefully, and seriously as any other two hours of your life.

You can spend them calmly in meaning neutral, if you like, but on some evenings, that will not be the way you actually want to spend those two hours. Trying to spend them that way will leave you bored and upset and in a mini-meaning crisis. Free time is time that must be treated with as much consideration as all other time.

ALLOW EASINESS

All of this consideration, thoughtfulness, and effort in no way preclude the possibility of spontaneity, relaxation, just being, and other easier ways of being. In fact, life may get easier if you are living according to the ideas I’ve been describing because, on the one hand, you have a good idea of how you want to represent yourself and make yourself proud, and on the other hand, you know that you have permission not to struggle all the time with meaning. In this way, you get the best of both possible worlds: a clear picture of what you’re intending and a clear picture that you need not struggle to make every moment feel meaningful.

On a given day, this can play itself out as an hour of intentional meaning-making, followed by a complete opening to whatever wants to happen, followed by some more hours of intentional meaning-making, followed by great and sublime ease. By not feeling like you’re on some endless quest, as a seeker of meaning does, you can take it easy any time you like. Indeed, you may want to devote a portion of every day to this deep ease.

INVEST IN BEING

You do not need to invest meaning only in activities like building your business, writing your novel, being of service, or relating. You can also invest meaning in a particular way of being. That is, you can choose a way of being—say, being calm, being open, being compassionate, and so on—and invest meaning in being that way.

On a given day, this might mean the following: You might decide that your only goal for the afternoon is to remain calm. You see an array of stressors on the horizon for the afternoon, and you decide that what will serve you the most is dealing with them calmly—that being calm is the work. Maybe this means doing something like practicing an anxiety management technique or aligning your thoughts with your intention. But as the afternoon unfolds, it is all about being and not doing—it is about actually being calm. Remember that mindfully adopting an attitude is as much a feature of making meaning as is mindfully choosing an activity.

THINK THOUGHTS THAT SERVE YOU

You have ongoing cognitive work to do to keep your thoughts aligned with your intentions. This work has a daily face to it as, today and every day, you make sure that you are thinking thoughts that serve you and disputing thoughts that do not serve you.

If, for example, you intend to make meaning by starting your home business and you hear yourself saying, “Wow, there’s just too much to do,” right then and there, stop and remind yourself to what extent that thought fails to serve you. Right then and there, substitute a thought that does serve you and that aligns with your meaning-making intentions, a thought like, for example, Okay, what am I tackling first?

This is daily work and in-the-moment work, as it is in the moment that the thoughts that don’t serve us appear. Again, this tip takes many words to say, but in actuality it will take you hardly a second to notice a thought that isn’t serving you, dispute it, and substitute one that does serve you—hardly a second, that is, if you get in the habit of doing it.

BEHAVE IN WAYS THAT SERVE YOU

You have ongoing behavioral work to do to keep your actions aligned with your intentions. This work also has a daily face to it as, today and every day, you behave in ways aligned with your intentions and as you refuse to behave in ways not aligned with your intentions.

Say you’re building your home business and need a quote from someone regarding a web-building service. In your possession are three names to contact. The obvious behavior that aligns with your intention is to prepare your questions for these three people and then to contact them. As straightforward as that sounds, many if not most people will do other things so as to avoid the anxiety that naturally arises in such situations.

They’ll tell themselves that they need five names rather than only three. They’ll tell themselves that they need to become a kind of mini-expert on the subject and order three books before calling anyone. They’ll tell themselves that although they’ve already figured out that they can’t perform the service themselves, they will take a class to see if maybe they can learn to perform it. Instead of doing the thing that they know they ought to do, namely contacting those three people, they decide to do something else instead.

Every day, we must watch out that we aren’t tricking ourselves into performing actions that aren’t aligned with our intentions.

MAKE DAILY USE OF YOUR AVAILABLE PERSONALITY

Remember that we have an original personality that we can never discern clearly, a formed personality that tends to restrict our freedom, and a certain amount of personality left, our available personality, with which we maintain self-awareness, calculate our meaning intentions, and manifest our freedom.

Every day, you call on your available personality to provide you with the means to realize your intentions. If you fall back on your formed personality and live life in a rote, mechanical way, you will repeat what failed to work in the past and you will stay as anxious, sad, and ineffective as you’re accustomed to staying.

If you remind yourself each day that you want to lead with your strongest self, your smartest self, and your freest self, you give yourself the chance to realize the meaning intentions you form. Whether you call your available personality your best self, your highest self, or something else—or whether you give it no name at all—it alone provides you with the means to your ends. You can’t be the value-based meaning-maker you would like to be unless you manifest your available personality in a daily way.

CHECK IN ON MEANING OPPORTUNITIES

Once you’ve created a menu of meaning opportunities—that is, a menu of those things that matter to you or that match your idea of what constitutes value-based meaning-making—double-check that list, either daily or at least regularly. Try something on that list that you haven’t tried recently or something high on that list that you keep avoiding. By checking your list, you remind yourself of all the meaning opportunities available to you—a reminder that amounts to its own sort of meaning boost. First, of course, you will need to create your list of meaning opportunities.

Human beings experience any and all of the following fifteen as meaning opportunities: love, good works, creativity, excellence, relationships, stewardship, experimentation, pleasure, self-actualization, service, career, contentment, ethical action, achievement, and appreciation. But of course your list must be your list. Parenting might be high on your list; parenting might appear nowhere on your list. Achieving might matter more to you than loving; loving might matter more to you than achieving. Check in with yourself regularly to see if you want to seize a meaning opportunity that you’ve been forgetting or avoiding.

STOP UP MEANING LEAKS

Take quick action when a meaning leak occurs. Say that you run into your brother, who reminds you that you don’t make much money at your career and will probably always be financially stressed. This may amount to an emotional blow, but it is also a meaning blow, and the meaning can leak out of your chosen profession if you take his words to heart.

On the one hand, you will need to deal with having just been emotionally battered. But you will also need to deal with the meaning part, maybe by mindfully reinvesting meaning in your profession right there on the spot. This might sound like, “Yes, poetry doesn’t pay, but I’m a poet and that’s how I make my meaning.” Or, “Yes, corporate law would certainly pay more than the legal aid work I do, but I make my meaning by serving.” As often as every day, a meaning drain or a meaning leak can occur. Therefore it is our daily work to deal with them instantly and on the spot.

DEAL WITH SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Not only do you want to take quick action when a meaning leak or a meaning drain occurs, but you also want to remain alert to any special blows or circumstances that may affect your relationship to meaning.

Maybe, for example, you’ve been able to tolerate your day job because you like your boss. When a new, crueler boss takes over, that may amount to a special blow and may kill off the possibility of your job ever providing you with the psychological experience of meaning. These special circumstances must be dealt with as and when they occur.

Weeks and months may pass during which nothing dramatic occurs. But on a day when something dramatic does occur, it is your job to give your undivided attention to its reality and decide what you want to do to remedy or repair the situation. Maybe there’s cognitive work to do, or maybe you’ll need to take action. The idea of making meaning includes taking necessary action to deal with meaning crises and meaning challenges as soon as they occur.

PRACTICE

Consider all of life as your practice and each day as a day to practice. Since your goal, if you agree that it is your goal, is to engage in value-based meaning-making, then the shorthand for your entire practice might be something like: doing the next right thing. Right in the phrase doing the next right thing doesn’t precisely mean “ethical” or “moral” but something more complicated. It translates roughly as doing the next appropriate thing in the context of your life as your project.

This might sound like: “I see life as a complicated project in which sometimes I enjoy myself, sometimes I exhaust myself in the service of my work, sometimes I take vacations from meaning, sometimes I strive to satisfy my ambitions, sometimes I stop everything and seize an unexpected meaning opportunity, and so on. My daily practice is to mindfully manage this complicated thing that is the project of my life.” Every single day is the next day in the project that is your life.

If there is one steady, regular, overarching thing that you can do to deal with the challenges of being smart, it is making meaning on a daily basis. You do this arduous, important work even as meaning shifts—which is our next subject.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.What do you see as the relationship between making meaning on a daily basis and handling the challenges of being smart?

2.Can you identify one challenge from the many that we’ve discussed—the anxiety of thinking, the difficulties of finding smart enough work, the self-pestering nature of our inner talk, an inability to land on anything of genuine interest, and so on—that you think might be ameliorated by making meaning on a daily basis?

3.What do you think you might choose as your morning practice?

4.I’ve described starting the day with a morning meaning check-in. What are your thoughts about ending the day in the same way?

5.What do you suppose might stand in the way of you making meaning on a daily basis?
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Embracing Shifting
Meanings


There are many ways of dealing with the challenges that come with being smart, and each challenge requires a different sort of response. One overarching response, however, is taking better care of meaning and engaging in value-based meaning-making. In the previous chapter, I provided several tips for making daily meaning. In this chapter, I want to continue our chat and describe how you can deal with meaning shifting on you.

We begin with a splash of cold water by identifying meaning as primarily a subjective psychological experience. But it follows that icy start with the assertion that meaning is a regularly available psychological experience, as available as any other. And it continues with the notion that you can form a potent idea about meaning—your own definition of meaning, as it were, one that helps you make powerful decisions about life, including the decision to live life with pride. Meaning arises because it is natural for it to arise, and we do not need to pine for some other supposedly better or bigger meaning connected to wishful thinking about a more purposeful universe.

You might begin to think in the following way: I sense that many things have the ability to provoke the psychological experience of meaning in me. One is pleasure. Another is achievement. Another is ego gratification. Another is just being. Another is acting in accordance with my values. And so on. As I think about this, I see that while I want and need the psychological experience of meaning, it also matters how I acquire it. I would prefer not to acquire it in ways that run counter to my values and that make me feel disappointed in myself. I am in the position of making the bold decision to create value-based goals and to chase value-based dreams—while at the same time allowing myself pleasure, ego gratification, and anything and everything else that produces the psychological experience of meaning.

This is a considerably more complicated self-chat than concluding, “I want a dance career,” “I believe in God,” or “I can attract whatever I want.” But it is a tremendously profitable chat that points a person in the direction of experiencing life as meaningful on his own terms. By speaking this way, a person can make smart predictions about what might feel meaningful to undertake, make sense of the tension between meaning and value, factor in idle pleasures and respites from meaning-making, calculate how much meaning he actually needs, and respond to the unremarkable truth that life has no single meaning with a robust “Yes, life is full of meanings!”

A person can act to change her circumstances if her circumstances provide her with too few opportunities for meaning and too few experiences of meaning. She can make sense of how her day feels and how her life feels and she can communicate with herself about meaning. She can reduce her reliance on big meanings by asserting that a mosaic of meaningful experiences that flow from her chosen idea of meaning and from her evaluation of life as worth something is meaning enough. She can reduce her defensiveness, increase her self-awareness, and change her habits of mind. Understanding that life is exactly and precisely this complicated, she can approach living intelligently rather than by dumbing it down.

By speaking honestly and clearly, he can translate his value-driven impulses into concrete actions without second-guessing himself as to whether those actions have any ultimate value or whether they will make a real difference. Say, for example, that on a Tuesday it wells up in them to help feed certain hungry children. They do not have to make that the meaning of life because they understand that there is no such thing as the meaning of life. There are a multitude of life meanings—a multitude of psychological experiences of meaning—and they can invest a little of their human capital in their desire to help hungry children without having to invest everything.

In most traditional views, you need to know if what you are doing is considered higher than something else, in line with something else, or connects to some sort of mandate, principle, or necessity. But such worries are completely unnecessary. Someone who agrees with the ideas I’m presenting knows that values compete, that values are contextual, that sometimes it is right to tell the truth and sometimes it is right to lie, that sometimes it is appropriate to sunbathe, and that sometimes it is appropriate to bear arms—that, in short, life is a puzzle made up of pieces that do not fit together perfectly and that can’t fit together perfectly. He does not bother himself about some unreal ideal of perfection but rather asserts that he will put his personal puzzle together as sensibly, mindfully, and honorably as he can.

His self-chat about investing a little of personal capital in helping feed hungry children might sound like: “I understand that I can’t be certain what effects my efforts will have. By the same token, I am convinced that if I feed those children over there, they will be less hungry. Now, I recognize that by feeding them and helping them survive, I may in fact be adding to the world’s misery, because who knows if they will be good people, whether they will act in ways that increase or reduce goodness for others, and so on. That is, I understand that my feeding them is not a guarantee of anything with respect to increasing the amount of good in the world.

“I nevertheless feel like deciding that feeding hungry children, in the absence of powerful reasons not to do so, is a value I want to support. I do this with my eyes wide open with respect to life’s absurdities and ambiguities. Because the argument I just presented to myself makes good sense to me, I believe that helping feed those children will provide me with the psychological experience of meaning. Even if it doesn’t, however, I know that feeding those children aligns with my idea of what makes for a meaningful life. I’m predicting that it’s going to feel meaningful, but even if it doesn’t feel meaningful, I believe it is the right thing to do.”

Yes, this self-chat is full of ironies and doubts. But he smiles at those doubts and ironies, knowing that they come with the territory. He is well aware that the psychological experience of meaning is never guaranteed. In the end, he may find himself mildly or even gravely disappointed that his efforts to feed those hungry children did not provide the experience he had hoped they would provide. But he isn’t surprised at such an outcome, and that result doesn’t make him second-guess his approach to life. He knows that he only made a guess; he opted for a value he wanted to support and played a hunch about how it would feel to support that value. If it turns out that he guessed wrong, so be it.

He also recognizes that the meaningfulness of feeding starving children can change in the blink of an eye, meaning it is primarily a psychological experience. He might learn that he has an incurable cancer and not have the psychological space to think about anything but his own demise. He might learn that those children are the offspring of people he despises and discover that the thought of feeding them no longer interests him. He may learn that the food he is trying to provide them with is being diverted and now find the very idea of being of help losing a lot of its luster. That isn’t to say that he might not still want to help, but it is also the case that he might indeed stop wanting to help.

He also recognizes that he is a tricky creature who must double-check his motives to make sure that he is telling himself the truth. Is he operating according to a value in wanting to feed those hungry children, or is he attracted to their mother? We are such wily, defensive creatures that we rarely put our cards face up on the table or make ourselves vulnerable by exposing our actual thoughts and desires, even to ourselves. By embracing the ideas I’m presenting, he becomes aware of this human penchant for rationalization and self-delusion, and he includes among his menu of values the value of self-honesty.

Might he sometimes fool himself into believing that something he merely desires secretly has value? Of course he might. Say he really wants a lot of sparkly lights all over the outside of his house for exactly the sorts of reasons that a child might, because they would be pretty. Might he concoct a value to justify his desire and assert that the neighborhood would be safer with more illumination or that the beauty of light is its own justification? Of course, he might. But he knows to wonder about his motives even as he strings up those thousand lights. In the end, we might see him do the sort of thing that a self-aware person regularly does: he might string up those lights, stand back, smile a wry grin of comprehension, and take many of those lights down.

People come to realize that the psychological experience of meaning is provoked in all sorts of ways and by all sorts of small moments: by the look of a ruined wall they pass, by the interplay of light and shadow on the sidewalk, by passing sights as they drive, by snatches of music coming from an open window, by the taste of something, by the feel of something, by the look of something. They are moved to the experience of meaning by winning, by flirting, by fantasizing, by feeling that they are liked and appreciated. They are moved to the experience of meaning when a meaning drain ends: when they find employment after a long layoff, when they opt for recovery rather than addiction, when they stand up to a bully and watch him back down. Many experiences provoke the psychological experience of meaning.

Someone attuned to these ideas recognizes that there are large meaning opportunities, meaning adventures, and meaning events like choosing a career, falling in love, manifesting potential, being of lifelong service, and so on. But she also understands that there are an infinite number of small meaning opportunities, meaning adventures, and meaning events as well, from making a personalized birthday card to seeing the sun reappear after a cloud passes by. Both small stimuli and big stimuli affect her experience of meaning. She fashions her idea of meaning from her experiences of meaning, she remembers to include the reality of this infinity of small events in her calculations, knowing that a given lost day may still be saved by virtue of nothing more dramatic than her catching sight of the last rays of sunlight.

Someone living these ideas knows that many challenges in the realm of meaning are coming. He understands that even though the sky is clear, a storm may be brewing. Therefore, he monitors his relationship to meaning in a daily way, not to find problems where none exist or to make trouble for himself but because he doesn’t want to be blindsided by a meaning crisis. He learns how to be proactive in the realm of meaning. He learns how to think about, identify, and seize meaning opportunities and plug up meaning leaks. He monitors the idea of meaning that he has created and checks to make sure that he is not evaluating the meaningfulness of his life too harshly or too negatively. He does all of this in part to avoid the quiet growth of incipient meaning crises.

As he makes these calculations, evaluations, and decisions, he realizes that how he talks to himself makes a tremendous, even crucial, difference as to whether his efforts will bear fruit. Say he decides he might enjoy writing a novel that he’s been contemplating writing. He guesses that writing it would feel meaningful, reasonable shorthand for “would evoke the psychological experience of meaning.” But what if as he writes his novel, he badgers himself every day with self-talk that undermines his efforts? What will that badgering do to his experience of meaning and his ability to continue making meaning?

Say that at the end of every writing stint, he reads what he’s written and observes, as is likely there on the page in front of him, a very mixed bag of goodness and badness. He could choose to say, “Some excellent bits there!” or he could choose to say, “Wow, what a load of crap!” By saying the latter, he is draining meaning from the enterprise of writing and aiming himself in the direction of quitting. Quite likely, his novel will no longer feel meaningful to him after some weeks of such self-bashing. Accordingly, we consider choosing self-talk that serves our meaning needs to be a pivotal choice that we are obliged to make.

Just as he chooses to employ language that supports his meaning efforts, he chooses to employ language that aligns with his life evaluations. Say he evaluates life as worth living and feels reasonably sanguine that his current path is value driven and replete with excellent meaning opportunities. He should then likewise know that on a dull, dreary day, one of those days that everyone must endure, it will not pay him to say to himself, “Wow, I must be entirely mistaken about meaning—life looks to be pretty darn empty and meaningless!” When meaning is absent for a bit, it makes no sense to overthrow your positive evaluations about life. That is too dramatic a reaction to an ordinary, completely predictable meaning occurrence.

What if you can’t help but judge life negatively? What if yesterday felt awful, today feels awful, and tomorrow is likely to feel awful too? What if you are poverty stricken, coughing up blood, incarcerated, alone, under siege, helpless, and hopeless? How absurd is it to ask you to make meaning and choose the meanings of your life? Don’t you need medicine, money, and a friend more than some hard-nosed philosophy? Aren’t you better off with a romantic movie, a pitcher of beer, and a dream of heaven rather than a demanding, soul-searching regimen? Don’t our ideas make little or no sense in your circumstances?

Actually, it may still make perfect sense. These ideas may in fact serve a person in these dire circumstances as well as or better than any other philosophy or religion does, given that it provides concrete strategies for increasing the experience of meaning and advocates actions of the sort that might make life more pleasant and more meaningful. It may be the case that someone who has a hard life is exactly the sort of person who would benefit from a philosophy that respects the hardness of reality and that proposes solutions, especially if that person is smart enough to understand the alternatives.

That isn’t to say that there won’t be days when all of us need meaning to amount to more than this, to something more profound and important, to something that better soothes us and helps us forget that we are bound to suffer and that we will cease to be. Our view does not controvert the facts of existence, and there will be days—many days—when even the staunchest heart wishes that it could. We boldly stare at the facts of existence—and on some days, each of us will blink. We know that days like that are coming.

Rather than conceptualizing meaning as a lost object or as a reward for aligning with the universe, we see that it is something evoked in us by all manner of stimuli and that providing ourselves with those stimuli is a way—not a sure way but a good way—to experience life as meaningful. We choose those stimuli: dating, if intimacy provokes meaning; a slow walk across town, if the look of our town provokes meaning; a day of effort, if effort provokes meaning; watching a documentary film, if its subject provokes meaning; embarking on a bold adventure, if bold adventures provoke meaning; engaging in a value-based action, if value-based action provokes meaning. We do this even as the actual meaningfulness of a given belief, action, or activity shifts: we dance on, dealing with those inevitable shifts in meaning.

Someone living these ideas arrives at her conclusions about meaning: she articulates what sort of thing she thinks meaning is, how it’s influenced, how it’s acquired, and what it isn’t. She knows that she might experience meaning by spending the day in nature, but she also knows that she might not, since neither the idea of nature nor a given glen are meaningful in and of themselves. She knows this about meaning, and she isn’t floored when a day in nature that she hoped would prove meaningful leaves her cold. He accepts that there are no unfiltered human experiences, no absolute meanings, and no guarantees.

First and foremost, she recognizes that life has no single or ultimate meaning. Life only has human meanings of the following sort: psychological experiences of meaning, fleeting moments of meaning, best guesses about meaning, constructed ideas about meaning, personal evaluations about the meaningfulness of life, and so on. This may strike her as terrible news or as wonderful news, but in either case, she is smart enough to know that it is the truth. She accepts this truth, embraces it, and makes considered choices in the realm of meaning—so as to give herself the best possible chance of crafting a life that feels authentic.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Describe in your own words why it is inevitable that meaning will shift.

2.How would you like to prepare yourself for these inevitable shifts?

3.What will be your first course of action when one of these shifts occurs?

4.If authentic is a word that appeals to you, how would you define it?

5.How might the practice of value-based meaning-making serve you in your efforts to meet the challenges we’ve been discussing?
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Exercising Your Brain


In this chapter, I’d like you to do some thinking and some writing. You can do the following exercises in your mind’s eye, if you like, and making just that effort will prove beneficial. It would be even better, however, if you engaged with these exercises and wrote out your answers. My goal is to have you experience how the principles and practices I’ve been describing can help you deal with the smart challenges we’ve been discussing. I hope you find your own answers enlightening!

PARADIGM SHIFT

To begin with, please describe what you see as the differences among the following three ideas:

•Seeking meaning

•Waiting for meaning to arrive

•Making meaning

•Value-Based Meaning-Making

Your goal, if you would like to live authentically, is to make sufficient meaning and also to have that meaning align with your values. A sunny day, a bit of tomfoolery—anything might provoke the experience of meaning. That unbidden meaning is of secondary importance to the meaning that you make your way, in alignment with your values and your life purposes. The phrase value-based meaning-making stands for your thoughtful judgments about how you want to provoke the psychological experience of meaning, not as an imperative to provoke those experiences at any cost.

Ah, but the effort to make value-based meaning is such a serious and challenging one! It is not at all simple or straightforward to choose to do the right thing when you want to do the impulsive thing. It is ever so hard to honor your values when your liberty or your ease is at stake. It is seriously challenging to escape from or transcend your formed personality, with its habitual demands and its repetitive thoughts. It’s quite a project even to know what values to support in the real-life situations that tumble before us one after another without pause.

Explain in your own words what the concept of making value-based meaning represents and what it would take to implement this concept in your life.

WHAT ARE YOUR LIFE PURPOSES, VALUES, AND PRINCIPLES?

What are you valuing? An ongoing practice is articulating your life purposes, your values, and your principles so you know what you intend to stand for and how you intend to live. By adopting the practice of regularly checking in on these three, you help point yourself in the direction of activities that you think will provoke value-based meaning.

Because of our ability to think, to form ideas, to evaluate, and so on, we find ourselves in the position of being able to come to conclusions about how we want to live our life and what actions we want to take in the service of those conclusions. We can decide that we want to uphold certain values, that we will endeavor to provoke meaning by upholding those values and not in other ways, that we can articulate and also alter and update our life purposes, and so on.

Take a little time to articulate your life purposes, your values, and your principles. Then consider (and write a bit) about the following: what actions have you taken in the service of your purposes, values, and principles?

MAINTAINING YOUR LIFE PURPOSE VISION

Let’s say you have a picture in mind of exactly how you want to live your life. Where could you keep that picture so you could refer to it and have it remind you of your intentions? You might begin by creating a small life purpose statement that you use to help remind you of your life purpose vision. But let’s say that you lose touch with, or lose track of, your life purpose vision. What might you do to regain touch and get back on track?

PSYCHOLOGICAL SUBJECTIVITY

We take as our starting point the reality of the human experience, the reality that we are not just acted upon, that we are not mechanical creatures who are programmed in a certain way and then play out our instructions. Rather, we are complicated creatures who experience life in a dynamic, interactive way. The best way to name this dynamism and this interactivity is psychological subjectivity.

Human life is a series of psychological experiences; a human being is a creature completely caught up in her own idiosyncratic, subjective, ever-changing personal reality. Given that this is our reality, how do you want to hold the fact that everything that is must be filtered through your psychological experience of life?

DEFENSIVENESS

Limiting our self-awareness is our defensiveness. Self-awareness gives us a chance at apprehending what we are up to, but our defensiveness limits that self-awareness. Our self-awareness is limited, sometimes severely, by our need to protect ourselves from confusing, unpleasant, or painful realities. That defensiveness is a human need for self-protection.

That term doesn’t mean something completely negative. You might have a defensive need to discount the risks involved in doing something that you believe is valuable to do—you defensively discount those risks so as to allow yourself to take those risks. Like self-awareness and psychological subjectivity, defensiveness is a rich, rounded concept full of the same complexity that we see everywhere in the human condition.

Take a few minutes to describe the nature of your defensiveness—how does defensiveness manifest itself in you?

HABITS OF MIND

A concept to add to the ideas of psychological subjectivity, self-awareness, and defensiveness is the concept of habits of mind. Since it is just too difficult to reinvent ourselves every split second, we human beings are built to repeat ourselves without giving our current situation a lot of thought.

Through some combination of inheritance and living that we call our formed personality, we arrive pretty early on at our particular ways of saying things and doing things, our reflexive reactions to situations, our sets of beliefs and opinions, our prejudices and biases, our anxiety levels and thresholds, and our ways of looking at the world.

Once we are formed, we are hard-pressed to make changes to those habits of mind. Part of an individual’s work is to begin to update his habits of mind so that they serve the person he currently intends to be. Because we settle early on in life into hardened habits of mind that, along with our defensiveness, limit our self-awareness, our experience of life is more mechanical than it might be if we were less defensive and more open in our thinking.

Please describe as best you can how you would like to update your habits of mind.

YOUR IDEA OF MEANING

The view I’ve been describing helps us understand that we can let go of our debilitating talk about the meaning of life and the purpose of life and can concentrate instead on creating a life that matches our vision of principled living.

We craft a smart, functional idea of meaning to deal with the fact that meaning is primarily a mere psychological experience, and we rally around our idea of meaning rather than pining for the experience of meaning. This is an amazing step forward for each individual and also a tremendous step forward for our civilization, since it is the value-based meaning-makers who do civilization’s good work.

See if you can put into words your idea of meaning based on the concepts we’ve been chatting about. How do you want to hold the idea of meaning?

THE PRIMACY OF AVAILABLE PERSONALITY

You have an original personality about which you will never really know enough, a formed personality that limits your freedom and increases your defensiveness, and an amount of available personality that is your current measure of freedom and self-awareness.

Discuss the idea of using your available personality in the service of value-based meaning-making in the context of this three-part personality model: unknowable original personality, limiting formed personality, and current available personality.

INVESTING MEANING

Feel in your body the difference between doing something versus investing meaning in something—that is, versus making a commitment because you believe that your choice is a value-based choice with the potential to make you feel proud of your efforts, that matches your idea of how life should be lived, and that may even provoke the psychological experience of meaning.

Describe in your own words what making a meaning investment signifies.

MEANING OPPORTUNITIES

There is a difference between needing something to feel meaningful (or needing something to provoke the psychological experience of meaning) versus viewing something as a meaning opportunity because you have the hunch that it matches your vision of life and your idea of meaning.

Please describe what you see as the difference between needing something to feel meaningful versus looking at something as a meaning opportunity.

BORING OR DIFFICULT WORK

Let’s say that something you are doing is in the service of meaning but doesn’t feel all that meaningful (that is, doesn’t manage to provoke the psychological experience of meaning). Describe how you want to be with this situation so you are able to do this necessary work even though you aren’t getting the payoff of the psychological experience of meaning.

MEANING NEUTRAL

We use the phrase meaning neutral to stand for the idea that we do not need the psychological experience of meaning at all times, that some portion of the time we can operate in meaning neutral, and that the amount of meaning time and meaning neutral time each of us requires is for each of us to determine.

For one person, two hours of creating followed by eight hours of meaning neutral time followed by two hours of relating and intimacy may amount to a day that feels completely meaningful. Another person may have very different needs and very different requirements. Consider, and write about, the following questions:

1.How would you describe the idea of meaning neutral in your own words?

2.How many minutes or hours of active meaning-making do you think you need in a day for that day to feel satisfactory? Does that depend on how successful your meaning-making efforts were? What else might it depend on?

3.How would you describe the difference between spending some of your day in meaning neutral versus taking a vacation from meaning?

CHOOSING MEANING OVER MOOD

An awful lot of people check in with themselves about what mood they’re in but spend much less time checking in with themselves about doing something that matters to them. Can you see some advantages to focusing more on doing the things that matter to you rather than on keeping track of what mood you’re in? We’ve chatted about the idea of allowing yourself to remain in meaning neutral for portions of the day. What do you think of the idea of remaining in mood neutral? Can you see mood neutrality as something you might want to cultivate?

REPAIRING MEANING

Meaning is infinite, and meaning is also fragile. This is no paradox, since we are talking about a phenomenon that only exists because of the peculiarities of human consciousness. A chair is a chair even if the human race disappears. But meaning, since it is an artifact of consciousness and only exists as a subjective experience and a human idea, vanishes with the species. Because of this truth, meaning repair is a pivotal practice. Not only would meaning vanish with the extinction of the species—it can also vanish for an individual. This happens all the time. You do not want to let this happen!

Naturally it would be nice to be able to meet a meaning crisis in a split second rather than having to do the heavy lifting of actual repair. And sometimes you can. Sometimes you can bring yourself back just with a sigh, a laugh, or a tiny reminder. But there will be other times when the crisis is powerful and profound, when it feels less like a button popping off your shirt and more like the whole fabric ripping. Then you will need to pull out your meaning repair kit and carefully chat with yourself about what just transpired and how you intend to realign with your life purpose vision. To think about: what might you include in your personal metaphorical meaning repair kit?

APPROPRIATE DISTRESS

Someone with meaning needs will feel emotionally healthiest if she focuses on two areas, namely on making value-based meaning and on reducing her distress, insofar as that is possible. To use a simple analogy, she climbs the mountain but also tends to her blisters. As she climbs that mountain and as she tends to those blisters, she smiles a small knowing smile because she understands that she is living her life exactly as it ought to be lived.

However, she also understands perfectly well that she will sometimes create distress for herself because of the meaning investments she makes and the meaning opportunities she seizes. While she tries to minimize that distress, she nevertheless reminds herself that she has done this to herself and that she must live with some distress if she is to make herself proud. At the same time, she strives to reduce that distress as much as possible. This naturally leads to the idea of appropriate distress relief.

Think through this idea: that you want to reduce your distress but that you are also creating distress by virtue of the fact that you are actively making meaning.

DEALING WITH THE FACTS OF EXISTENCE

It matters to a given human being whether he is born into this socioeconomic class or that one, whether his parents treated him well or poorly, whether his community lives peacefully or is continually at war, whether he is regularly healthy or regularly ill, whether the profession he would love to pursue is open to him or closed to him, and so on. Human life is nothing but psychological experiencing, and anything that affects our psychology—from growing up in a cult to growing up with a gold spoon in our mouth—matters.

All of that must be taken into account as we thoughtfully consider the sort of person we are, how we want to live, what we would like to change, and what about life we must accept. For example, which do you think would have the greatest impact on forming your personality: growing up poor, having mean parents, or being a minority member of your society? To consider: what are the current facts of your existence as they relate to the smart challenges we’ve been discussing?

APPLYING OUR PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES TO SMART CHALLENGES

If you think it would prove valuable and if you have the time and the energy, you might want to reread the previous chapters with an eye to seeing how you might personally apply the ideas we’ve been discussing to each of the challenges we’ve examined. How, for example, might the idea of meaning neutral help you better deal with a boring job? How might the idea of making a new meaning investment prove a valuable technique for handling a smart gap? How might a morning meaning check-in serve to deal with incipient mania or other racing brain issues? And so on. If you feel up to it, this might prove to be the most valuable exercise of all.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.Which of these exercises intrigued you the most and provided you with the most learning?

2.What exactly did you learn?

3.How will you implement what you learned?

4.To what extent do you need to update your personality in order to make those changes?

5.To what extent do you need to change the facts of your existence in order to make those changes?
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A Blueprint for Smart


Say you are born into the smartest 15 percent of the population and face many of the challenges that I’ve described—along with all of the other challenges of living. How might you proceed? That will depend in part on whether or not you agree with the vision of life I’ve been describing. If you agree with that vision, there’s a reasonable (though, of course, imperfect) path to follow. Here is that vision reduced to its essentials. See if it makes sense to you.

You are born because nature makes creatures. You are one of nature’s experimental models, like all creatures, and must deal with the peculiarities that come with being evolved rather than designed. This means that:

•You do not come with an on/off switch that allows you to quiet your mind at will. (You will have to deal with that.)

•You do not come with an immunity to mania, insomnia, or other racing brain ailments. (You will have to deal with that.)

•You do not come with a foolproof way of dealing with both the unreasonable and the reasonable thoughts that pester you. (You will have to deal with that.)

•You are not impervious to harsh treatment, cruel messages, ego bruises, false steps, disappointments, and the other blows that incline your formed personality in the direction of sadness and existential emptiness. (You will have to deal with that.)

•You come with a poorly calibrated danger warning system that produces too much anxiety far too often. (You will have to deal with that.)

In short, you are not immune to being human. You will have to deal with the idiosyncrasies of our species, idiosyncrasies that are often experienced as pain and distress. That pain and distress are regularly so severe that chemicals with powerful effects are used to mask and ameliorate them: this is the way of psychiatry and the current “mental disorder” paradigm. At the same time, reasonable ways of dealing with that pain and distress, ways rooted in the idea of making personal meaning, are too often ignored.

To begin with, you are born with an original personality made up of genetic messages, capacities, instincts, drives, awareness, and everything that you, a new human being, brings squirming into the rough and tumble of existence. This endowment may include a good mind, a touch of melancholia, a huge appetite, a clear sense of self, an innate stubbornness, a weakness for sweets, an easy smile, an ego that can be bruised, and so on. Your original personality includes aspects of your self that are hardwired and aspects of your self that are open—often too open by half—to the facts of existence. All of this, you come with into the world.

It would perhaps be nice to know the person you were meant to be—that is, the exact dimensions and qualities of your original personality—but that information is not available to you, which produces an odd lifelong sore spot. You come into this world not as a blank slate but as a living, breathing human being who perhaps already has doubts and who perhaps already suspects the worse. The contours of that unknowable original personality matter; however, it is far more important that at some point you decide how you intend to live rather than remain pining for the person you might have been or ought to have been.

You are born, and then the world grabs you. You learn about doors slamming and neatly folding your hands and eating your peas and hiding out behind the hedge. You become the formed you, the child who daydreams or runs wild, the scared child, the helpful child, the beaten child looking for revenge, the child who associates with saints because her family is Catholic, the child whose natural intelligence makes her curious but whose schools dull her down. You become the child who, without giving it any thought, starts to dream of weddings or fast cars, great adventures or great sacrifices, novels to write or money to make. You start growing up.

You remain you and you become you—someone reminiscent of the original you but now a formed you. You become sexually active or sexually stifled, inclined to conform or inclined to rebel, with a focused love of physics or poetry or a diffuse interest in many things or no real passion for anything. You are driven in simple ways—aching for your friends’ approval, hungry for a hamburger, craving victory on the basketball court—and driven in complex ways that are fueled by simmering doubts, failed undertakings, and the huge tension between what is and what you wish there was. You make it through your perhaps very dark teenage years and start to make predictions about your future, predictions called career choices and relationship choices.

It turns out that everything you do produces consequences. You ditch a test and end up changing majors. You meet a boy or a girl and end up in Bolivia. You have children early. You are completely embedded in reality, harboring dreams and feeling surprising distress, and no unseen friendly sprite exempts you from life. You have bills to pay. You need glasses. And throughout these years, a certain powerful self-interrogation commences: Have I done the right thing? Why doesn’t this feel more meaningful? What do I really believe? Is this all there is? How could I have been so stupid? What am I missing? And so on.

Some of these pestering self-interrogations sound to your ear like therapy questions and some sound like spiritual questions. They are certainly not weird questions or neurotic questions, but it is hard for a person not schooled in the ideas I’ve been describing to accurately identify what sort of questions they are. They are the existential questions that arise before we understand our natural predicament and how to respond to life by making value-based meaning. Once we come to understand the nature of that response, we know how to matter, how to negotiate our days, how to meet meaning crises, how to reduce our distress, and how to make ourselves proud. Those questions quiet themselves or vanish entirely. Until then, however, we look very much like the next person, doing work that doesn’t quite satisfy, dashing off for a spiritual quest or an affair, and convinced that meaning is hiding somewhere, maybe in the Himalayas, maybe just behind that door over there that we can’t get open.

When we learn that meaning is not lost and that meaning can’t be found and that meaning is exactly and precisely a subjective psychological experience that we can influence and even create, we suddenly stand in a new relationship to life. We stand up. And an odd thing happens. We become the beauty in life. We become beautiful to ourselves. To a smart person, this can sound like a soft, strange, flowery answer to the problem of existence, but it is our actual experience. Your loving heart was a beautiful thing while you loved. Your fierceness in defense of the defenseless was gorgeous. Your willingness to smile amounted to a small miracle. Reality has no mercy, but while you were the beauty in life, you were the beauty in life—all that merciless reality notwithstanding.

You may have come into this world already sad, already too knowing, already upset with reality. You may have arrived into a cold or careless home. You may find yourself indoctrinated in those first few seconds, belittled thereafter, and attacked by life. How can anyone be beautiful who begins by being attacked? Only a human being who, after a long journey down the usual broken and misleading paths, says, “Oh, I see how to be that beauty!” You stand up, you update your personality, you mindfully decide on your next meaning investment, you stand open to meaning opportunities, and you feel a glow that I dare not write too much about without sounding ridiculous. But that glow is true; you are being true to yourself and, as a result, you feel beautiful.

You don’t have to be beautiful. There is no one to tell you that you can’t bellyache, whine, collapse, hate, hoard, criticize, or sneer instead—there are no arbiters of such matters. You can be as cruel and as miserable a person as you want to be. No fires of hell await you. There will be no retribution. You may even become president or chairman of the board by virtue of your cruelties. So be it. The universe allows you to be your worst self. Is that what you want? You can be meek and not like that; you can be rude and not like that; you can squander your intelligence on trifles and not like that; you can proceed through life by not doing what you should and not being who you should and not liking that. Or you can stand up and be the beauty in life, using your available personality and the freedom you possess in the service of your efforts to live life intentionally.

Over the past 150 years, we have taken the 19th-century ideal of truth, beauty, and goodness to the woodshed and given it a necessary postmodern thumping. Truth got deconstructed. Beauty got ripped and shredded. Even second-rate relativistic arguments pounded goodness into submission. All this battering was completely necessary and absolutely right in its own way because we needed to look language in the eye and refuse to be seduced by its lure. But now, having done that appropriate analysis, we can refresh the ideal of truth, beauty, and goodness in a lovely reconstructive postmodern way that puts you and your meaning-making efforts front and center. You struggle to assert your truth based on your principles and your values—based, that is, on your goodness—and you become the beauty in life. Truth, beauty, and goodness return in the shape of a single human being.

What about tremendously taxing problems like a meaningless career, chronic sadness, a dissonant formed personality, daily money problems, cruel self-talk, and all the rest? What sort of answer is value-based meaning-making? What sort of answer is the exhortation to be the beauty in life? Isn’t a better answer a comforting mysticism that predicts an idyllic future? Isn’t a better answer chemicals that soothe you and alter your experience? Isn’t a better answer fantasizing revenge, sleeping the pain away, or keeping frantic? What do you think? You get to decide.

You are not beautiful because there is some unseen force that made you in its image and holds you as an object of beauty. You are not an object of beauty. You are a subject of beauty. You know the difference between trying and not trying, and you know that it is beautiful to try. You feel that: you feel beautiful as you try, even if you are sweating buckets. This is a fierce beauty. This isn’t the beauty of flower arrangements and classical columns. This is the beauty of pride and responsibility. This is the beauty of starting each day oriented in the direction of your life purposes. This is you mattering.

You’ve written five novels and none have been published. You’ve failed the bar exam six times. You teach in a school where no one listens or learns. Your mate belittles you. You have no one to love, and you doubt that love is in your future. Your father beat you. You have a chronic illness. You can’t make ends meet. How can you possibly be the beauty in life in these circumstances? Why would you even want to be? Why bother? Shouldn’t you hate life? Shouldn’t you get what pleasure you can from cookies, from movies, from sleep? Isn’t it asking too much of you to endure all this and make value-based meaning? Isn’t that preposterous, ridiculous? You will have to decide.

If you agree with this vision of life, then you would proceed in the following pretty obvious way. You would engage in value-based meaning-making because you understand that such a way of life will do the very best job possible of upholding your values and principles, identifying your particular smart problems, making you proud, and reducing your distress. You accept that you can’t do things that aren’t available to you—you can’t literally design and execute D-Day, reduce our species’ way of expressing its self-interest as cruelty, repaint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, or have a good meal with your deceased loved ones—but that you can create a menu of meaning opportunities that actually matter to you and as a result stand in a different, better relationship to life, as one of the few people who wake up each day and can honestly say, “I have a decent sense of what matters to me, and today I get to live intentionally.”

Likewise, by recognizing that we are an experimental model with many built-in challenges—from the way our anxiety early warning system overdoes it and gives us outlandish symptoms in the face of minimal danger to the way our racing brain feels so dangerous to us that we hold ourselves hostage to a forced calmness that feels like going through the motions—we can better surrender to and accept the fact that we are human, that we are not super-creatures, that we are bound to the facts of existence in simple ways that, however, do not need to cause us to badmouth ourselves and self-identify as bugs. We are neither gods nor bugs but members of a species that has evolved exactly as it has evolved and that is built to allow each member who cares to stand up to matter exactly as much as a human being can matter.

If your particular smart problem is that you were told you were brilliant too often and you got it into your head that you could do brilliant work without actually having to work, then now you make a meaning investment in actually working. If your particular smart problem is that your smartness (and all smartness) was disparaged by your society, your group, your parents, or your teachers, then you make a meaning investment in releasing old messages, healing old wounds, and standing up as a smart person. If your particular smart problem is that, being smart, you see reality a little too clearly and get chronically sad, you make a meaning investment in not adopting the customary label of depression but rather investigating your own case of sadness and what you intend to do to relieve that distress—say, by deciding that you will have meaning trump mood in your life and that you will pester yourself less about your mood and spend your days mattering.

If your day exhausts you without, however, providing you with much satisfaction, you use your smarts and make a meaning investment in discerning what must change. You discern what must change, and then you use your available personality to make those changes. If the challenge you identify is the super-large, super-powerful, super-painful one that nothing really can be made to matter—that you can’t take your own menu of meaning investments and meaning opportunities seriously and you see through them instantly as merely created by you and not some universal imperative—then you stop everything and think through my adamant request that you flip an inner switch and move from holding life as essentially meaningless to realizing that meaning is an infinite wellspring of a poignant humankind. You stop everything and reevaluate life as meaningful, in human terms and in human ways.

If people, including loved ones who have left you because of it, tell you that you are too arrogant, too inconsiderate, too full of yourself, and so on—and you can’t help but agree, even if it irritates you to admit it—then you use your smarts and your available personality to make a meaning investment in updating your personality. If people, including you when you stare in the mirror, tell you that you have all this potential that you have never really manifested, then you use your smarts and your available personality to manifest that potential in ways that matter to you. You patiently face each challenge that I’ve identified and any other challenges that I haven’t named but that you know exist.

It goes without saying that the challenges we’ve discussed do not vanish because you are able to keep your life purposes in mind, because you orient your life around making value-based meaning, or because you decide to make yourself proud by your efforts. Your mind will still race; incipient mania may still threaten you; the poignant distance between the smart work you would like to do and the work you are currently doing will still get you down. Life will still prove troubling. But side-by-side with these troubles is a picture of you as the beauty in life. I hope that you can see and feel this picture.

In the ways I’ve described, you become the beauty in life—the beauty in your own life. The 1.5 billion people in the smartest 15 percent of the world’s population do not constitute an army for good, do not agree, and will never march together. In the aggregate, they do not amount to a beautiful thing. They are simply the smartest 15 percent of our species. But you can reduce your distress, meet your challenges as best as they can be met, and turn beautiful yourself by virtue of making the effort that you have always known to make—the effort to make yourself proud on a daily basis. Be smart, stand up, and live intentionally. We are members of a species who can do exactly that.

CHAPTER QUESTIONS    

1.What special challenges do you experience by virtue of being smart?

2.How would you like to deal with them?

3.Which of those challenges appear to be in your power to handle, and which seem like they have to be lived with?

4.For those that must be lived with, what will you do to help yourself deal with their chronic and intractable nature?

5.What have I failed to cover that you know is an issue for you? How will you deal with it?




Conclusion

Thank you for engaging with this new edition of Why Smart, Creative and Highly Sensitive People Hurt. I’d like to leave you with a headline that may sound innocently unexceptional but that is, in fact, a gigantic life secret. Here it is:


Meaning is a feeling and purpose is a choice.



Once you understand that meaning is just a feeling—a special one, an important one, but just a feeling—you immediately come to understand the following: that it is on your shoulders to identify your specific menu of meaning opportunities, that is, those activities or states of being that you think are likely to give you the feeling you crave.

A meaning opportunity is anything that you guess might generate that certain feeling. You are making a guess; you aren’t presuming that a given opportunity is going to come with a guarantee. It must only be a guess, because what gave us that feeling once before may not give it to us again. Maybe you love novels set in Edwardian England—reading them gives you that feeling. But that doesn’t mean that reading the next one will still give you that feeling. It may, it may even be likely; but who knows?

We regularly experience all of the following as rich meaning opportunities: love and relationships; service and stewardship; good works and ethical action; excellence, achievement, and career; experimentation, excitement, and adventure; creativity and self-actualization; sensory stimulation and pleasure; states of being like contentment and appreciation; and more. If we’ve gotten that feeling of meaning from these activities or states before, there is a good chance we might get it again. These are genuine opportunities. To repeat, they are not guarantees; but they are real opportunities.

Think about it. What’s worked for you in the past to generate or provoke that feeling of meaning? You may be surprised to learn what your investigations reveal. You may be surprised to learn that you rarely experienced your year at that ashram as meaningful, but those visits with your feisty aunt, visits that you thought of as a chore and a duty, were always potently meaningful. The ashram did not speak to you; your aunt’s reminiscences about life on the Lower East Side did. Isn’t that good to know?

Once you engage in this sort of analysis, you can begin to have new, breathtaking conversations with yourself, conversations that put meaning in its place, inoculate you against meaning crises, and paint you a picture of the range and pecking order of your meaning opportunities. Such a personal analysis might sound like the following:

“Okay, I’m most likely to experience meaning by writing the books I want to write, spending time with Jane, romping with the kids, and responding to the growing fascist threats all around me by supporting that democratic veterans’ group that I belong to. I also get a pretty sizeable hit of meaning just from keeping to a regular schedule—taking a daily walk, planning smart meals, things like that. I don’t know why those routine, unexciting things feel meaningful, but they do. Maybe it’s because all of these different things align with my values and my principles—that may be the key or the secret. But whatever the secret, I’m aware that these are all meaning opportunities and worth repeating!”

You create this menu; at the same time, you stand ready to seize new meaning opportunities that arise over the course of living. Say that you work for a nonprofit and you’ve been craving more meaningful duties. You are wanting different tasks that you hope might provide you with that feeling you crave. Today you learn that a new office is opening in Peru and that it needs to be staffed. Your first thoughts might be, “What would that experience really be like? Let me not romanticize it,” “Does going there align with my values, principles, and life purposes, given that I have my family to consider?” and finally, “Might that prove a meaning opportunity?”

You might decide to seize it or you might decide to decline it. But recognizing it as a possible meaning opportunity—recognizing all such out-of-the-blue occurrences as potential meaning opportunities—gives you the chance to add experiences of meaning to your life. In this way, you do not let anxiety, doubt, or some other interferer stop you from giving an opportunity the attention that it deserves. Because you’ve now trained yourself to seize meaning opportunities on the fly, you give yourself the chance to think through whether a move to Peru makes sense or not, rather than either impulsively grabbing it or anxiously rejecting it.

Take the following example. Say that you regularly get the feeling of meaning from having adventures. But those adventures have always come with significant risks. Right at this moment, you don’t feel like taking a big risk, but you’re experiencing life as deadly dull and you really want some thrills and that certain feeling. Well, this might be a moment to entertain the idea of a “calculated meaning opportunity”: an adventure that is not too risky but that is adventurous enough to get you that feeling. This might sound like: “I know that adventure is a meaning opportunity for me—now, what is the right adventure for this particular moment? Maybe not skydiving or rock climbing, but what about…a pilgrimage? I’ve always wanted to do that famous Spanish pilgrimage…”

If you decide to do so, you can view your life as a series of meaning opportunities. You know that these opportunities do not come with guarantees. You might write a novel and get it published and nevertheless not experience that certain feeling, maybe because the completed novel failed to match your vision for it, maybe because it sold poorly, maybe because you had counted on it too much, or for all sorts of reasons—or for no reason that you can name. It was simply one of those meaning opportunities that, sad to say, didn’t quite pan out. But you can nevertheless shout it to the rooftops that you lived one of your life purposes, that you showed up to life, that you seized what you thought might prove a meaning opportunity, and that all is well. Maybe you didn’t “get that feeling”—but you lived on purpose, exactly as you had intended.

Meaning is a feeling. Purpose is a choice. Choose and live your life purposes while creating and seizing meaning opportunities. That is a way to live. That doesn’t answer every question a smart person might want answered, and that doesn’t provide the means for meeting every challenge a smart person might encounter. But if you were to live that way, you would make yourself proud and come as close as you can to that high-bar existential ideal of authentic living.




Resource Guide

Introduction

Welcome to the resource guide for Why Smart, Creative, and Highly Sensitive People Hurt. This guide provides additional support as you navigate your journey toward understanding, managing, and celebrating your unique abilities and sensitivities. It is designed to assist you in finding solutions. We hope these resources will further empower you to create your meaningful path.

In the following sections, you will find carefully curated resources on various topics, including understanding giftedness, finding specialized mental health professionals, joining supportive communities, exploring multiple therapeutic approaches, and engaging with self-help materials. We’ve also included information about online courses, workshops, and innovative digital tools designed to aid mental health and mindfulness practices.

You’ll also discover resources with the latest research and academic resources on giftedness, creativity, and sensitivity, including lifestyle guidance that offers practical ways to manage anxiety, depression, and overthinking, along with resources to practice mindfulness and meditation.

Moreover, we’ve included a section dedicated to finding meaningful career options and links to inspiring psychology and creativity-focused podcasts and blogs. While medication isn’t the book’s focus, we’ve added a segment offering guidance on medication options for managing symptoms.

Each resource comes with a brief description to give you an idea of what to expect and how it might benefit you. Finding meaning and maintaining mental health is deeply personal and unique for everyone. Not every resource will resonate or be helpful. Choose what aligns best with your needs and interests, and feel free to explore at your own pace.

Thank you for your commitment to creating a meaningful, balanced life. We hope these resources provide additional support on your journey.

Understanding Giftedness

The organizations, groups, and academic resources listed here serve to advocate for the rights and needs of gifted individuals, provide resources, enrich knowledge, and offer community support. Whether you are a gifted individual, a parent, an educator, or a mental health professional, these resources are tailored to guide you in understanding and nurturing giftedness, high sensitivity, and creativity.

From the American Association for Gifted Children (AAGC) at Duke University to the World Council for Gifted and Talented Children (WCGTC), these advocacy groups offer a variety of resources designed to support the unique needs and potentials of gifted individuals. Additionally, you will find academic links to research journals and scholarly articles that delve deeper into the science and research behind these fields.

Please navigate this resource list to gain a broader understanding and appreciation of giftedness, high sensitivity, and creativity. As you delve into these resources, may you find the answers, inspiration, and support you need to thrive or help someone else succeed in their gifted journey.

EDUCATION AND ADVOCACY GROUPS

•American Association for Gifted Children (AAGC): The AAGC at Duke University provides resources and advocacy for gifted children and their families.
sites.duke.edu/aagc

•American Psychological Association—Giftedness: The APA provides resources and articles on understanding giftedness and the unique psychological aspects of gifted individuals.
www.apa.org

•Creativity Post: This website offers articles and discussions on creativity, including the intersection of creativity and giftedness.
www.creativitypost.com

•Davidson Institute for Talent Development: This institute provides resources for profoundly gifted students and their families, including an informative guide on understanding giftedness.
www.davidsongifted.org

•Hoagies’ Gifted Education Page: This resource guide for the education of gifted children offers links to resources on almost every aspect of giftedness.
www.hoagiesgifted.org

•The Gifted Development Center: This center provides resources for understanding and nurturing giftedness, including articles, books, and assessment services.
gifteddevelopment.org

•Gifted Homeschoolers Forum (GHF): This inclusive, nonprofit community supports gifted homeschoolers in the United States and worldwide.
ghflearners.org

•The Institute for Research and Policy on Acceleration (IRPA): This institute is dedicated to studying curriculum acceleration for gifted students, offering numerous resources on the topic.
www.accelerationinstitute.org

•Mensa for Kids: A part of the largest and oldest high IQ society, Mensa for Kids provides free educational resources for gifted children, parents, and educators.
www.mensaforkids.org

•National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC): This organization provides a plethora of information for understanding and supporting giftedness in children.
nagc.org

•SENG (Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted): SENG focuses on the emotional needs of gifted individuals and provides resources for understanding and supporting this unique group of people.
www.sengifted.org

•World Council for Gifted and Talented Children (WCGTC): A global nonprofit organization that advocates for gifted children, the WCGTC offers resources and organizes a biennial conference.
world-gifted.org

These organizations can provide information and support for gifted individuals and their families, educators, and counselors.

ACADEMIC LINKS

Academic resources provide valuable in-depth and empirically based information. Here are a few sources:

•American Educational Research Journal: Publishes original empirical and theoretical studies and educational analyses that contribute significantly to the understanding and/or improvement of educational processes and outcomes.
journals.sagepub.com/home/aer

•Creativity Research Journal: Provides a platform for communication among varied branches of creative endeavor, including psychology, arts, business, and education.
www.tandfonline.com/toc/hcrj20/current

•ERIC—Education Resources Information Center: This online library of education research and information is sponsored by the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) of the U.S. Department of Education.
eric.ed.gov

•Google Scholar: This search engine provides a simple way to broadly search for scholarly literature, including articles on giftedness, creativity, and sensitivity.
scholar.google.com

•High Ability Studies: This scholarly journal publishes original research papers on giftedness, talent, and creativity.
www.tandfonline.com/toc/chas20/current

•The Journal of Creative Behavior: An interdisciplinary, international quarterly that publishes original research papers on how the creative process works and how it can be fostered.
creativityjournal.net

•JSTOR: A digital library of academic journals, books, and primary sources. Many schools provide free access.
www.jstor.org

•Roeper Review: An international, quarterly refereed journal publishing scholarly articles that pertain to practice, policy, applied research, and theory in all dimensions of gifted education.
www.tandfonline.com/toc/uror20/current

•SAGE Journals: A platform for SAGE Publishing’s journal content. They publish several journals about gifted education.
journals.sagepub.com

•Taylor & Francis Online: Access to numerous academic articles, including those in Education and Special and Inclusive Education.
www.taylorandfrancis.com

Please note that access to some of these resources may require a subscription or purchase. Many are also available through university library systems.

Anxiety & Depression

The mental health organizations listed here are pioneers in research, education, and advocacy related to anxiety and depression. They aim to improve the quality of life for those suffering from these conditions and work tirelessly to advance our understanding and treatment of mental health issues.

We also understand that mental health care can sometimes be a financial burden. Therefore, we’ve provided resources that offer financial assistance, helping those uninsured or struggling to access necessary medication and healthcare.

Further, to recognize the importance of community support and advocacy, we’ve included a list of organizations dedicated to raising awareness about mental health and supporting those affected by mental health issues, including anxiety and depression.

In times of crisis, immediate help is crucial. We’ve included a list of phone hotlines and text/chat services that offer direct support in moments of distress.

Additionally, you’ll find sources for facts and statistics on anxiety and depression, online screening tools, patient blogs for personal insights, and details on ongoing clinical trials to help you stay informed about the latest research.

This collection of resources provides a comprehensive guide to navigating the complexities of anxiety and depression. However, remember that these resources do not substitute for medical advice. Always consult with a healthcare provider for your specific needs.

MENTAL HEALTH ORGANIZATIONS

This subsection delves into the various organizations leading the charge in mental health research, education, advocacy, and support. These nonprofit and government entities work tirelessly to improve the lives of those living with anxiety and depression, advance our understanding of these conditions, and provide resources for individuals, families, and healthcare providers. Explore these organizations to gain insights into their work and discover the wealth of information and resources they offer.

•Anxiety and Depression Association of America: A nonprofit organization focused on improving the quality of life for people with anxiety disorders and depression through research, education, and resources.
adaa.org

•American Psychiatric Association: The world’s leading psychiatric organization, with members in over a hundred countries, is dedicated to advancing psychiatry and providing high-quality care to people with mental illness.
www.psychiatry.org

•American Psychological Association: A diverse organization of over 115,000 members dedicated to advancing the science of psychology across various disciplines, including children’s mental health and support for armed forces personnel.
www.apa.org

•Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—Division of Mental Health: The US health protection agency, which conducts research and provides education on mental health, takes a public health approach to study and prevent mental illness.
www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/index.htm

•Hope For Depression Research Foundation: A nonprofit organization dedicated to neuroscience research on depression and related mood disorders, aiming to understand its causes, develop new treatments and prevention methods, and eliminate the stigma surrounding depression.
www.hopefordepression.org

•National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI): The largest grassroots mental health organization in the US, NAMI educates the population about mental illness, advocates for mental health, and runs the NAMI HelpLine.
www.nami.org

•National Institute of Mental Health: A federal agency that researches mental disorders to understand mental illnesses better, thereby facilitating their prevention, recovery, and cure.
www.nimh.nih.gov

•World Health Organization: An international health organization with offices in 150 countries dedicated to creating a healthier future by fighting all illnesses—including mental health disorders—and securing necessities like food and clean water for those in need.
www.who.int

FINANCIAL SUPPORT

Navigating the world of mental health treatment can often bring financial challenges. However, several organizations are dedicated to offering monetary assistance for medication, treatment costs, and healthcare needs. These entities strive to ensure everyone, regardless of their financial situation, has access to the necessary support and treatment for anxiety and depression. They provide various services, from information on patient assistance programs to aid with prescription costs, helping alleviate mental health care’s financial burden.

•Mental Health America: An organization dedicated to addressing the needs of those with mental illness and promoting mental health for all.
www.mhanational.org

•NeedyMeds: A nonprofit information source assisting people who cannot afford medication or healthcare costs.
www.needymeds.org

•Partnership for Prescription Assistance: A service helping uninsured and financially struggling patients access information on over 475 public and private patient assistance programs.
www.pparx.org

•Pfizer Rx Pathway: A program offering assistance to patients prescribed Pfizer medications based on their financial and insurance circumstances.
www.pfizerrxpathways.com

•Social Security Administration: This government agency provides social security benefits, including prescription drug assistance through its Extra Help program.
www.ssa.gov

•Together Rx Access: This organization offers savings on brand-name and generic prescription products at participating pharmacies.
www.togetherrxaccess.com

ADVOCACY & SUPPORT

Advocacy and support organizations play a pivotal role in mental health care by promoting awareness, providing education, fighting stigmas, and offering supportive environments for those dealing with anxiety and depression. They aim to uplift individuals and families affected by mental health issues, ensuring they feel understood, accepted, and empowered. From suicide prevention to addressing specific disorders, these entities cater to a broad spectrum of mental health needs. Whether you are directly affected or seeking to support a loved one, these resources can help navigate the challenges of mental health disorders.

•American Foundation for Suicide Prevention: An organization dedicated to saving lives and bringing hope to those affected by suicide.
afsp.org

•The Anxiety Network: Provides information and resources on panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and social anxiety disorder.
www.anxietynetwork.com

•Born This Way Foundation: This organization is committed to supporting the wellness of young people and empowering them to create a kinder and braver world.
bornthisway.foundation

•Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance: An organization offering peer-based services to individuals and their families living with depression or bipolar disorder.
www.dbsalliance.org

•Families for Depression Awareness: This organization helps families recognize and cope with depression and bipolar disorder.
familyaware.org

•International OCD Foundation: This foundation helps those affected by OCD to live full and productive lives by promoting awareness, treatment, and research.
iocdf.org

•To Write Love On Her Arms: A nonprofit movement dedicated to presenting hope and finding help for people struggling with depression, addiction, self-injury, and suicide.
twloha.com

CRISIS HOTLINES

Crisis hotlines provide immediate, accessible, and confidential support to individuals experiencing severe emotional distress or suicidal thoughts. These services, available 24/7, can be accessed via phone call, text, or chat. Trained professionals on the other end of the line offer compassionate listening and guidance and, if necessary, direct individuals to appropriate local resources. In times of acute crisis, these hotlines can make a significant difference, providing life-saving support and ensuring that no one feels alone in their struggle.

PHONE HOTLINES

•National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: A 24/7, free, and confidential support service for individuals in suicidal crisis or distress.
suicidepreventionlifeline.org

•National Hopeline Network: A crisis hotline that supports individuals in emotional distress or suicidal crisis.
hopeline.com

•The Trevor Project: A crisis intervention and suicide prevention service focused on LGBTQ youth.
www.thetrevorproject.org

SUPPORT BY TEXT OR CHAT

•Crisis Chat: An online service of the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, providing live, secure, anonymous crisis counseling to people in emotional distress.
suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat

•Crisis Text Line: Offers free, 24/7 support via text message to those in crisis.
www.crisistextline.org

FACTS AND STATISTICS

Facts and statistics are critical in understanding the prevalence, impact, and societal dimensions of anxiety and depression. This data can help shed light on the commonality of these conditions, debunking misconceptions and reinforcing the importance of mental health awareness and treatment. Data from reliable sources can also guide research, policy-making, and interventions to address these significant mental health issues. Please note that the statistics may change over time as new research emerges.

•Anxiety and Depression Association of America: Provides facts and statistics about anxiety and depression.
adaa.org

•Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Provides overviews and statistics about anxiety and depression.
www.cdc.gov/tobacco/campaign/tips/diseases/depression-anxiety.html

•Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance: Provides statistics about depression.
www.dbsalliance.org

•National Institute of Mental Health: Provides statistics and information about anxiety and depression.
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/major-depression
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/anxiety-disorders

DEPRESSION & ANXIETY SCREENING

Screening tools play an essential role in the early identification of anxiety and depression. Some of these resources offer self-assessment instruments that can provide insights into one’s mental health status. However, they are not meant to replace professional evaluation. If the screening results suggest a possibility of anxiety or depression, it is crucial to seek further assessment and support from a healthcare professional. Remember, it’s okay to ask for help, and taking the first step toward understanding your mental health is a commendable act of self-care.

•Anxiety and Depression Association of America: Offers a Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) screening tool.
adaa.org

•Center for Epidemiologic Studies: Offers a revised depression scale to assess depressive symptoms.
www.chcr.brown.edu/pcoc/cesdscale.pdf

•Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance: Provides screening for depression.
www.dbsalliance.org

•Mental Health America: Provides screening tools for anxiety and depression.
www.mhanational.org

•Psychology Today: Provides an anxiety and depression test and a vast directory of mental health professionals and treatment facilities.
www.psychologytoday.com

•Social Anxiety Institute: Specializes in social anxiety disorder and offers a self-assessment tool for social anxiety disorder.
socialanxietyinstitute.org

PATIENT BLOGS

Patient blogs provide a first-hand perspective on dealing with anxiety and depression. These blogs serve as platforms for individuals to share their experiences, struggles, victories, and advice. They create a sense of community, provide practical coping strategies, and remind you that you are not alone in your journey. As you explore these blogs, remember that everyone’s experiences are unique, and what works for one person may not work for another. Always consult with a healthcare provider for professional advice.

•Anxiety Guru: Paul Dooley, a licensed therapist, started this blog to provide relatable content for people with anxiety. This includes self-help tips, coping methods, and a podcast.
www.anxietyguru.net

•Anxiety-Schmanxiety: This blog covers a variety of anxiety disorders, phobias, and PTSD. Its contributors, who have personal experiences with anxiety, provide tips on handling panic attacks, impostor syndrome, and more.
www.healthyplace.com/blogs/anxiety-schmanxiety

•Depression Marathon: A runner with depression shares updates about her health, fitness, and mental illness. Readers can follow her journey dating back to 2008.
depressionmarathon.blogspot.com

•Diary of a Social Phobic: Run by a university student, this blog chronicles her struggles with social anxiety disorder and depression, sharing personal stories.
diaryofasocialphobic.wordpress.com

•Lawyers with Depression: This blog targets law students, lawyers, and judges; it aims to make individuals in these professions feel less alone in their struggles with depression.
www.lawyerswithdepression.com

•Postpartum Progress: Offering help and support to new mothers dealing with mental illnesses like postpartum depression, this blog shares stories of many mothers’ struggles.
postpartumprogress.com

•Time to Change: Based in the UK, this blog shares stories aiming to break the stigma around mental illness, asserting that mental illness is as critical as physical illness.
www.time-to-change.org.uk

CLINICAL TRIALS

Clinical trials play a vital role in advancing the understanding and treatment of anxiety and depression. They provide a platform for researchers to test new interventions, medications, therapies, and procedures to determine their effectiveness and safety. Participating in a clinical trial can offer access to novel treatment options while contributing to the scientific community’s overall understanding of these mental health conditions. This section includes resources to find ongoing clinical trials for anxiety and depression. Always consult with your healthcare provider before participating in any clinical trials.

•Anxiety and Depression Association of America—Clinical Trials: This site lists current clinical trials on anxiety and depression.
adaa.org/finding-help/clinical-trials

•CenterWatch: Provides clinical trial information for both researchers and patients and a search feature for open clinical trials by condition and location.
www.centerwatch.com

•ClinicalTrials.gov: Provided by the US National Library of Medicine, this site lists studies in all fifty states and other countries.
clinicaltrials.gov

•Columbia Psychiatry—Clinical Trials: Columbia University’s Department of Psychiatry conducts innovative studies and research on mental illnesses.
www.columbiapsychiatry.org/research/clinical-trials

•Mayo Clinic—Depression Clinical Studies: The nonprofit Mayo Clinic conducts clinical studies at its four US campuses.
www.mayoclinic.org/departments-centers/psychiatryservices/clinical-studies

•National Institute of Mental Health—Featured Studies: This site provides information about featured clinical studies on anxiety disorders and depression.
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/trials

It’s essential to verify these resources as they may have been updated or changed since the writing of this book. Always consult with a healthcare provider for professional advice.

Mental Health Professionals

Finding the right mental health professional is crucial to managing and understanding one’s mental health. This can be even more nuanced when seeking care for gifted or highly sensitive individuals. These individuals often face unique emotional and mental challenges that require specialized understanding and approaches. This section provides a comprehensive list of resources to help you find professionals who specialize in working with gifted or highly sensitive individuals. These range from therapist locators to online platforms, directories, and specialized associations that can guide you toward the appropriate support. Remember, the right professional makes you feel comfortable, understands your needs, and has the required expertise to assist you. It’s always advised to contact multiple professionals, ask questions, and discuss your concerns before deciding on the right fit.

•American Psychological Association Psychologist Locator: This locator can help you find psychologists in your area. Contact them directly to discuss their experience with gifted or highly sensitive individuals.
locator.apa.org

•BetterHelp: An online platform connecting individuals with licensed therapists. You can request a therapist with experience in giftedness or high sensitivity.
www.betterhelp.com

•The Davidson Institute: This institute provides guidance on finding a therapist for your gifted child. It suggests requesting recommendations from trusted family members and friends, local or state gifted associations, or other gifted groups.
www.davidsongifted.org

•The Gifted Development Center Professionals Directory: This directory offers resources to find professionals knowledgeable about giftedness.
gifteddevelopment.org

•International Therapist Directory: This directory helps find therapists worldwide who work with expatriate and international clients, some of whom specialize in giftedness and high sensitivity.
internationaltherapistdirectory.com

•National Career Development Association (NCDA) Career Counselor Directory: The NCDA offers a directory of career counselors. Be sure to ask about their experience with gifted or highly sensitive individuals.
www.ncda.org/aws/NCDA/pt/sp/consumer_find

•Psychology Today Therapist Directory: Use the filters to search for therapists who specialize in giftedness and/or high sensitivity.
www.psychologytoday.com/intl/counsellors

•SENG (Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted) Mental Health Provider Directory: This directory includes providers with experience working with gifted individuals.
www.sengifted.org/providers

•Talkspace: Another online therapy platform where you can specify your need for a therapist with experience with gifted or highly sensitive individuals.
www.talkspace.com

•Therapy Route: A global directory to find therapists that can be sorted by specialization.
www.therapyroute.com

•You can also search the listings on state licensing boards or contact one of the following gifted services for more information: Gifted Testers and Therapists Map, Summit Center, Hoagies, The Child Mind Institute, and High Ability.

Please note, when choosing a mental health professional, you must find someone you feel comfortable with and who understands your specific needs. Don’t hesitate to contact multiple professionals, ask questions, and discuss your concerns before deciding on the right one.

Support Groups

Navigating the world as a gifted or highly sensitive individual can often feel isolating. However, remember that you’re not alone. Support groups offer a safe space for individuals with similar experiences to share their stories, lend an empathetic ear, and provide comfort, guidance, and advice. In this section, we list several resources to find support groups, both online and offline, for gifted and highly sensitive individuals. These groups vary in focus and approach, ranging from social media platforms like Facebook to community-oriented websites such as Meetup and specific organizations dedicated to the gifted community. Please respect group rules and the privacy of fellow members when participating in these support groups. After all, these spaces thrive on mutual trust, respect, and understanding.

FACEBOOK

•“Intellectually Gifted Adults” Facebook Group: This private group provides a space for gifted, creative, and highly sensitive adults to share experiences, ideas, and advice.
www.facebook.com/groups/giftedadults

MEETUP

•The “Gifted Adults” group: This group allows gifted adults to share experiences and advice. It also lists similar groups worldwide.
Meetup.com

•“The Highly Sensitive Person” group: Another meetup group, this one is a collection of meetups for highly sensitive people to unite and support each other.
Meetup.com

OTHER

•GoodTherapy: This organization provides a directory of therapists who specialize in working with gifted individuals.
www.goodtherapy.org

•Gifted Homeschoolers Forum (GHF) Online Community: While initially designed for parents who homeschool gifted children, the GHF online community has many support groups for different aspects of giftedness.
ghflearners.org/home/about-ghf

•InterGifted’s Online Community: A community for gifted adults offering peer support, courses, and workshops.
intergifted.com

•SENG (Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted) Model Parent Groups: SENG offers in-person and online parent groups specifically designed for families of gifted children.
www.sengifted.org/smpg

•Uniquely Gifted Internet Resources: This site offers a list of online support groups for gifted children and adults, including those who are twice-exceptional or have other special needs.
uniquelygifted.org

Therapeutic Approaches

Understanding different therapeutic approaches and their benefits can be crucial when dealing with mental health. Every individual is unique, with distinct experiences, emotions, and perspectives. Consequently, no single therapeutic approach suits everyone. This section provides resources for various therapeutic methods, including Art/Creative/Expressive Therapy, Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), Existential Therapy, Experiential Therapy, and Mindfulness-Based Therapy.

These therapeutic approaches can be particularly beneficial for highly intelligent or creative individuals. From utilizing creativity as a form of expression and healing to learning how to manage emotions and stress, the techniques these therapies offer can be life-changing. Furthermore, resources are provided for understanding and practicing mindfulness and meditation—powerful tools for managing stress, anxiety, and depression. For those who find exploring the depths of their unconscious mind beneficial, resources for psychoanalysis are also provided.

This section aims to offer a diverse range of options, enabling you to find an approach to therapy that best suit your needs. It’s essential to remember that finding the right fit can take time and patience, so feel free to explore different options until you discover what works best for you.

ART/CREATIVE/EXPRESSIVE THERAPY

This creative approach to therapy uses art-based activities, such as music and dance, to help treat emotional and mental health conditions.

ORGANIZATIONS

•American Art Therapy Association (AATA): The AATA is a professional organization for art therapists. Learn about art therapy and find a registered art therapist in your area. Art therapy can be particularly effective for creative individuals.
arttherapy.org

•Art Therapy Credentials Board (ATCB): The ATCB maintains a list of board-certified art therapists.
atcb.org

•Art Therapy Without Borders (ATWB): ATWB offers a collection of international resources related to art therapy.
arttherapywithoutborders.wordpress.com

•International Expressive Arts Therapy Association (IEATA): The IEATA provides a global directory of professionals and organizations who offer expressive arts therapy, which includes not just visual arts, but also dance, drama, music, and writing.
www.ieata.org

•The National Coalition of Creative Arts Therapies Associations (NCCATA): NCCATA offers resources about various creative arts therapies, including art, dance/movement, drama, music, poetry, and psychodrama.
www.nccata.org

BOOKS & CLASSES

•Art Therapy Sourcebook by Cathy Malchiodi. This book provides information on the tools and practices of art therapy, with exercises that readers can do on their own.

•The Art Therapy Colouring Book by Richard Merritt, Hannah Davies, and Cindy Wilde. A coloring book specifically designed to promote relaxation and mindfulness.

•Expressive Art Inspirations: Free online expressive art prompts for emotional healing.
www.expressiveartworkshops.com/expressive-art-resources

•Online Art Therapy Courses on Udemy: For those interested in more structured self-guided learning, Udemy offers several online courses related to art therapy.
www.udemy.com/topic/art-therapy

Art and expressive therapy can be powerful tools for self-discovery, understanding emotions, and managing mental health, particularly for highly creative individuals. However, as with any therapeutic practice, it can bring up difficult emotions, so it’s essential to have appropriate professional support when delving into this work.

COGNITIVE-BEHAVIORAL THERAPY (CBT)

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is a common type of talk therapy (psychotherapy) that helps individuals become aware of inaccurate or negative thinking to view challenging situations more clearly and respond to them more effectively.

•Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (ABCT) Therapist Directory: You can find therapists specializing in CBT through this directory.
services.abct.org/i4a/memberDirectory

•Psychology Today Guide to CBT: This guide provides a comprehensive overview of CBT, how it works, and what to expect.
www.psychologytoday.com/intl/therapy-types/cognitive-behavioral-therapy

DIALECTICAL BEHAVIOR THERAPY (DBT)

Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT) is a type of talk therapy for people who experience emotions intensely. It’s a modified type of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) that teaches people how to live in the moment, develop healthy ways to cope with stress, regulate their emotions, and improve their relationships with others.

•Behavioral Tech: Behavioral Tech is a training organization founded by Marsha Linehan, the creator of DBT. They maintain a list of trained DBT therapists.
behavioraltech.org/resources/find-a-therapist

•Psychology Today Guide to DBT: This guide overviews DBT, its uses, and what to expect.
www.psychologytoday.com/intl/therapy-types/dialectical-behavior-therapy

EXISTENTIAL THERAPY

Existential therapy is a style of therapy that emphasizes the human condition as a whole. It uses a positive approach that applauds human capacities and aspirations while simultaneously acknowledging human limitations.

•Psychology Today Guide to Existential Therapy: This guide offers an overview of existential therapy. This therapeutic approach can be significant for gifted and highly sensitive individuals grappling with issues of life purpose and meaning.
www.psychologytoday.com/intl/therapy-types/existential-therapy

EXPERIENTIAL THERAPY

Experiential therapy is a therapeutic approach that uses expressive tools and activities, such as role-playing or guided imagery, to help individuals process and resolve emotional issues.

•The American Society of Experiential Therapists: This organization provides information about experiential therapy and a directory of experiential therapists.
isep.co

MINDFULNESS-BASED THERAPY

Mindfulness-based therapy incorporates mindfulness practices into traditional therapy. Mindfulness and meditation can be very beneficial in managing stress, anxiety, and depression. Here are some resources for learning more about these practices:

•Institute for Meditation and Psychotherapy (IMP) Therapist Directory: IMP maintains a directory of therapists who integrate mindfulness into their practice.
meditationandpsychotherapy.org/find-a-therapist

•Mindful.org Introduction to Mindfulness: Mindful.org provides various resources to understand and practice mindfulness, including mindfulness-based therapy.
www.mindful.org/meditation/mindfulness-getting-started

CLASSES, WORKSHOPS, AND PROGRAMS

•Local Meditation Centers: Many cities have local meditation centers that offer classes, workshops, and group meditation sessions. Check local listings to see what’s available in your area.

•Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) Programs: Many hospitals and clinics offer MBSR programs, which teach mindfulness as a tool for managing stress and improving well-being.

•Coursera—“Mindfulness and Meditation” by the University of Leiden: This online course explores the science behind mindfulness and offers practical tips for cultivating a mindfulness practice.

APPS

•10% Happier: This app offers guided meditations and videos that teach mindfulness in a straightforward, practical way. It’s mainly geared toward skeptics and people who think they can’t meditate.

•Calm: A popular meditation app that offers sleep stories, breathing exercises, and other tools for relaxation.

•Headspace: An app that offers guided meditations and mindfulness exercises.

•Insight Timer: This free app has thousands of guided meditations and a large community of users.

•UCLA Mindful App: Created by the UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center, this app offers free guided meditations in English and Spanish.

BOOKS

•The Mind Illuminated: A Complete Meditation Guide Integrating Buddhist Wisdom and Brain Science for Greater Mindfulness by John Yates: This book provides a comprehensive guide to mindfulness and meditation, incorporating Buddhist teachings and neuroscience insights.

•The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation by Thich Nhat Hanh: This book by renowned Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh offers practical advice on integrating mindfulness into daily life.

•Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness Meditation in Everyday Life by Jon Kabat-Zinn: This book is a classic introduction to mindfulness and meditation.

Remember, while mindfulness and meditation can benefit many people, they’re not a substitute for professional help when dealing with severe anxiety or depression. Always consult a healthcare provider for serious mental health concerns.

PSYCHOANALYSIS

Psychoanalysis is a set of theories and therapeutic techniques that deal in part with the unconscious mind and form a method of treatment that is sometimes described as “depth psychology.”

•American Psychoanalytic Association (APsaA): APsaA offers information about psychoanalysis and a directory of psychoanalytic therapists.
apsa.org

•International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA): IPA provides information about psychoanalysis and maintains a directory of psychoanalysts worldwide.
www.ipa.world

Remember, finding the right therapeutic approach is a highly personal process. Finding the therapy style and the therapist that best fit your needs may take time. Don’t hesitate to explore different options and ask questions until you find what suits you.

Medication

Taking the path to better mental health may involve considering medication as part of your treatment plan. This decision should be made in consultation with a trusted healthcare provider. However, understanding the different medication options can empower you to have more informed discussions with your healthcare team.

The resources in this section are designed to help you understand the different types of mental health medications available, their potential side effects, interactions, and more. The list includes resources from respected healthcare organizations, such as the Mayo Clinic and the National Institute of Mental Health, and databases on prescription and over-the-counter medications.

You’ll also find resources to help you compare the efficacy, safety, and cost of different medications and stay updated with the latest research on mental health medications. Furthermore, the section includes resources explaining how different mental health medications work.

Remember, these resources are intended to supplement the advice of a healthcare provider, not to replace it. Always consult with your healthcare team before starting or changing any medication regimen.

•Consumer Reports—Best Buy Drugs: This resource can help compare the efficacy, safety, and price of different medications, including some mental health drugs.
www.consumerreports.org/health/consumer-reports-best-buy-drugs

•Drugs.com—Drug Information Online: A comprehensive resource with a database of prescription and over-the-counter medications, including those used for mental health conditions.
www.drugs.com

•Mayo Clinic—Mental Illness: The Mayo Clinic provides detailed, reliable information about various types of mental illnesses, including discussions of possible medication treatments.
www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mental-illness/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20374974

•MedicationAccess.com: An independent resource that helps patients understand and access their medications. They offer a comprehensive database on psychiatric drugs and their use.
medicationaccess.com

•MedlinePlus—Mental Health Medicines: This comprehensive resource from the US National Library of Medicine explains how different mental health medications work.
medlineplus.gov/mentalhealthmedicines.html

•National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH)—Mental Health Medications: This resource provides detailed information about mental health medications, including those used to treat anxiety disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), bipolar disorder, depression, and more.
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/mental-health-medications/index.shtml

•Pharmacy Times: Provides the latest news and medication research, including mental health medications.
www.pharmacytimes.com

•US Food & Drug Administration (FDA)—Information on Specific Drugs: The FDA provides detailed information about specific drugs, including indications, side effects, warnings, and more.
www.fda.gov/drugs/drug-safety-and-availability/information-specific-drugs

•WebMD—Mental Health and Medication: WebMD offers user-friendly overviews of many mental health medications, including possible side effects and drug interactions.
www.webmd.com/mental-health/mental-health-medications

Self-Help Books

Books can serve as mirrors reflecting our own experiences or windows into the lives of others. They can provide guidance, validation, inspiration, and much-needed perspective, especially for those navigating the often-complex terrain of being highly intelligent, creative, or sensitive.

The following list includes a variety of self-help books that may prove particularly insightful for individuals who identify with these characteristics. These books delve into topics such as understanding and managing intense emotions, harnessing creativity, thriving as a highly sensitive person, and navigating the world as an introvert. They also provide practical techniques for overcoming mood swings, anxiety, guilt, and other negative emotions. Some books specifically address the parents of gifted or highly sensitive children, offering strategies to help these children thrive.

From exploring the psychology of creativity and giftedness to delving into cognitive-behavioral therapy principles, these books cover a wide array of subjects tailored to the needs of the highly intelligent, creative, and sensitive.

However, it is essential to remember that giftedness and high sensitivity can manifest differently in each individual, and these differences should be considered when exploring these resources. Everyone’s journey is unique, and different books will resonate with different people. Feel free to pick and choose what resonates with you and disregard what doesn’t.

While these books can be an excellent resource, they do not replace the need for professional help when dealing with significant mental health struggles. If you are in such a situation, please seek assistance from a mental health professional.

•Brain Training for the Highly Sensitive Person: Techniques to Reduce Anxiety and Overwhelming Emotions: An 8-Week Program by Julie A. Bjelland. This book provides an eight-week program to help highly sensitive individuals reduce anxiety and overwhelming emotions.

•Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. A seminal work on understanding and fostering creativity.

•Creativity and Giftedness (Essential Readings in Gifted Education Series) by Donald J. Treffinger and Sally M. Reis. This book is a collection of seminal articles on creativity and giftedness that offers over twenty years of research, insight, and practical applications designed to pique the interest of gifted students.

•The Drama of the Gifted Child: The Search for the True Self by Alice Miller. A classic book about the experiences and emotional challenges of gifted individuals.

•Emotional Intensity in Gifted Students: Helping Kids Cope with Explosive Feelings by Christine Fonseca. This book offers strategies for gifted individuals to better understand and manage their intense emotions.

•The Empowered Highly Sensitive Person: How to Harness Sensitivity into Strength in a Chaotic World by Julie A. Bjelland. This book explores strategies to empower highly sensitive individuals to reach their goals, live their best life, and help them access their gifts and strengths.

•Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy by David D. Burns. This book offers practical techniques for overcoming mood swings, anxiety, guilt, and other negative emotions. It’s a good primer on cognitive-behavioral therapy principles that anyone can apply to their lives.

•The Gifted Highly Sensitive Introvert: Wisdom for Emotional Healing and Expressing Your Radiant Authentic Self by Benita A. Esposito. This book provides insights and tools for gifted, highly sensitive introverts to heal emotional wounds and express their authentic selves.

•Giftedness 101 by Linda Silverman. This book helps readers understand giftedness in depth, from the unique mental processes of gifted individuals to the particular challenges they often face.

•The Highly Sensitive Child: Helping Our Children Thrive When the World Overwhelms Them by Elaine N. Aron. This book guides parents of highly sensitive children and offers strategies for helping them thrive in an overwhelming world.

•The Highly Sensitive Person: How to Thrive When the World Overwhelms You by Elaine N. Aron. This book offers insight into high sensitivity and provides strategies for managing and thriving as a highly sensitive person.

•The Highly Sensitive Person’s Survival Guide: Essential Skills for Living Well in an Overstimulating World by Ted Zeff. This book offers practical tips and techniques for managing the challenges of being a highly sensitive person.

•Living with Intensity: Understanding the Sensitivity, Excitability, and the Emotional Development of Gifted Children, Adolescents, and Adults by Susan Daniels and Michael M. Piechowski. This book describes overexcitabilities and strategies for dealing with children and adults experiencing them and provides essential information about Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration.

•The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment by Eckhart Tolle. This book helps readers focus on the present moment and find peace, an approach that can be particularly helpful for individuals who tend toward overthinking or anxiety.

•Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking by Susan Cain. This book discusses the strengths and challenges of introverts, who are often overrepresented among highly intelligent and sensitive individuals.

•Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself by Kristin Neff. This book provides exercises and action plans for dealing with every emotionally debilitating struggle, be it parenting, weight loss, or any of the numerous trials of everyday living.

Remember, giftedness and high sensitivity can manifest differently in each individual. It’s essential to consider this diversity when exploring these resources. Everyone’s journey is unique, and different books will resonate with different people. It’s okay to pick and choose what resonates with you and leave what doesn’t. Self-help books can be an excellent resource, but they don’t replace the need for professional help when dealing with significant mental health struggles.

Online Courses/Workshops

The internet has made it easier than ever to access educational content to help us navigate personal challenges, develop new skills, and gain insights into ourselves and the world. This can be particularly beneficial for those grappling with the issues discussed in the book, such as giftedness, sensitivity, emotional intensity, and their associated challenges.

The list includes online courses and workshops from reputable platforms like Coursera, Udemy, FutureLearn, edX, Davidson Gifted, Gifted Homeschoolers Forum, SENG, and UC Berkeley. These resources delve into topics like mindfulness, well-being, emotional intelligence, neuroscience for personal development, understanding anxiety and depression, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), happiness science, understanding and addressing the unique needs of gifted children, and supporting the emotional needs of gifted individuals and their families.

From learning about the science of mindfulness to mastering your brain for personal development, and from understanding the needs of gifted children to learning mindfulness techniques for well-being and peak performance—these online resources offer a broad spectrum of learning opportunities.

However, it’s important to remember that while these courses and workshops can provide valuable insights and tools, they are not substitutes for professional help. If you’re struggling with serious mental health issues, seeking assistance from a qualified professional is crucial. These resources supplement your understanding and provide new perspectives, but professional help remains vital when needed.

COURSERA

•“De-Mystifying Mindfulness” by Leiden University: This course offers a deep dive into the science of mindfulness and its application.

•“The Science of Well-Being” by Yale University: This popular course discusses research-backed principles of happiness and well-being.

UDEMY

•“Emotional Intelligence: A Path to Sustainable Performance”: This course teaches techniques to understand, use, and appreciate the role of emotional intelligence in the workplace and beyond.

•“Master Your Brain: Neuroscience for Personal Development”: In this course, you’ll explore how the brain works in terms of development, habits, and errors and how to make it work for your benefit.

FUTURELEARN

•“Understanding Anxiety, Depression, and CBT” by the University of Reading: This course can help those struggling with these conditions understand them better.

•“Mindfulness for Well-Being and Peak Performance” by Monash University: This course teaches mindfulness techniques that can increase well-being and productivity.

EDX:

•“The Science of Happiness” by the University of California, Berkeley: This course provides scientifically validated strategies for living a more satisfying life.

DAVIDSON GIFTED

•“Seminar for Parents of the Gifted and Talented”: An online course focusing on understanding and addressing the unique needs of gifted children.

GIFTED HOMESCHOOLERS FORUM

•“Gifted 101”: This online course is designed to help parents understand their gifted children better and provide them with the support they need.

SENG

•Mini-Conferences and Webinars: SENG (Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted) offers a variety of online mini-conferences and webinars aimed at helping gifted individuals and their families navigate their unique challenges.

UC BERKELEY

•The Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley: This center offers online courses on happiness, positive psychology, and emotional well-being.

Apps and Online Tools

In the era of digital technology, many online tools can support your mental health and stimulate your creativity. This includes a variety of apps, podcasts, and blogs.

The apps we’ve listed here are designed with mental health and mindfulness in mind. They offer a range of features, from stress management tools and sleep aids to mood tracking, guided meditations, resilience-building games, online therapy, and even an AI “emotionally intelligent” bot. Some of these tools use well-established therapeutic techniques like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance Commitment Therapy (ACT) to help users cope with stress, anxiety, depression, and other mental health challenges.

We’ve also listed some noteworthy podcasts and blogs on psychology and creativity. These resources delve into topics such as innovation, the attributes of highly sensitive people, the science of well-being, mental health advice, and strategies for coping with emotions, empathy, and sensitivity. Whether you’re interested in understanding the human potential, exploring your creative passions, or learning more about holistic and alternative approaches to psychotherapy, these podcasts and blogs provide a wealth of information and insights.

Remember, these digital resources supplement your journey to better mental health and enhanced creativity. They provide self-guided tools and expert insights, but they are not a replacement for professional mental health services when you need them. Always contact a healthcare provider if you struggle with serious mental health issues.

MENTAL HEALTH AND MINDFULNESS APPS

•Breathe2Relax: A stress management tool that provides detailed information on the effects of stress on the body.

•Calm: An app for sleep, meditation, and relaxation.

•Daylio: A micro-diary app that lets you easily track your mood and activities.

•Happify: An app promoting emotional well-being through games and activities designed by leading scientists.

•Headspace: A mindfulness app that offers guided meditations, sleep sounds, and more.

•Insight Timer: A meditation app with an extensive library of free meditations.

•MindShift CBT: An app designed to help users deal with anxiety. It employs strategies based on Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT).

•Moodfit: A mental health app designed to help people improve their mood and mental health.

•MoodMission: An app that provides evidence-based interventions in the form of missions to help manage feelings of depression and anxiety.

•Pacifica: Offers daily psychology-based audio lessons and tools to help users with stress, anxiety, and depression.

•Sanvello: An app offering clinically validated techniques and support to help manage symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression.

•Stop, Breathe & Think: An app offering short mindfulness and meditation exercises. It allows users to check in with their emotions and recommends short guided meditations.

•Stress & Anxiety Companion: Helps users handle stress and anxiety on the go. The app contains breathing exercises, relaxing music, and games to calm the mind.

•SuperBetter: An app designed to boost resilience and help individuals overcome depression, anxiety, and stress, and achieve personal growth.

•Talkspace: An online therapy platform that connects users with licensed therapists.

•What’s Up?: A free app utilizing Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Acceptance Commitment Therapy (ACT) methods to help users cope with depression, anxiety, stress, and more.

•Wysa: An AI-based “emotionally intelligent” bot that employs research-backed, widely used techniques such as CBT, DBT, Yoga, and meditation to support users with stress, anxiety, sleep, loss, and a whole range of other mental health and wellness needs.

PSYCHOLOGY AND CREATIVITY PODCASTS/BLOGS:

•The Creative Brain with David Eagleman: A podcast that explores how humans innovate and what we can learn from this.

•Creativity Post: High-quality content on creativity, innovation, and imagination.

•The Highly Sensitive Person Podcast: A podcast discussing highly sensitive people’s unique attributes.

•The HSP Experience: A podcast where life coach and highly sensitive person Steve Friedman explores the HSP experience.

•Psych Central Blog: An online resource providing numerous articles and posts on various mental health aspects.

•The Emotionally Sensitive Person: A podcast about coping with emotions, empathy, and sensitivity.

•The Psychology Podcast with Dr. Scott Barry Kaufman: A podcast that explores the depths of human potential and the science of well-being with leading researchers and thought leaders.

•Psychology Today Blogs: Top therapists and professors share insights and advice on mental health and psychology.

•The Savvy Psychologist’s Quick and Dirty Tips for Better Mental Health: Dr. Jade Wu takes the science of psychology and makes it both entertaining and relatable.

•Therapy Chat Podcast: Laura Reagan, LCSW-C, psychotherapist, burnout prevention consultant, and certified Daring Way™ facilitator, interviews guests to discuss holistic and alternative approaches in psychotherapy, counseling, coaching, and healing sessions.

•Unleash Your Inner Creative with Lauren LoGrasso: A podcast aimed at helping listeners better understand, pursue, and amplify their creative passions.

Lifestyle and Career Guidance for Navigating Your Unique Path

Embarking on the journey of understanding and harnessing one’s unique intellectual and emotional capacities is a deeply personal and often intricate process. This is particularly the case for highly sensitive and gifted individuals whose complex inner worlds may sometimes feel overwhelming or difficult to navigate. As highly intelligent, creative, or sensitive individuals, you might perceive the world differently, experience emotions more deeply, and have an exceptional capacity for intellectual processing. These attributes, while marking your uniqueness, can also lead to distinctive challenges that require particular understanding and care.

This resource guide has been crafted with these considerations, offering a supportive compass as you undertake this journey of self-discovery and self-mastery. It seeks to address gifted and highly sensitive individuals’ unique challenges, providing a comprehensive repository of resources geared toward your needs. From books that delve into the psychology of the gifted and highly sensitive, to online courses that can help sharpen your emotional intelligence or guide you towards mindfulness, each tool has been handpicked to support you at various stages and aspects of your journey.

However, this guide recognizes that your journey extends beyond managing mental health. It’s also about fostering personal growth and harnessing your unique abilities and sensitivities to enrich your life experiences. As such, the resources here aim to help you cope and thrive, turning potential vulnerabilities into strengths. They provide avenues for exploring your creative and intellectual potential, understanding your emotional intensity, and fostering authentic self-expression that aligns with your inherent nature.

LIFESTYLE GUIDANCE

Maintaining healthy lifestyle habits is a key cornerstone in managing mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression and mitigating tendencies towards overthinking. This is particularly true for highly sensitive and gifted individuals, who often experience emotions more intensely and may be more prone to the mental fatigue accompanying overthinking.

Regular physical activities can play a transformative role in managing these challenges. Activities such as walking, running, swimming, yoga, or any form of exercise that you enjoy can have substantial benefits. The benefits are twofold: firstly, they serve as a productive distraction, providing an outlet that can help shift focus away from harmful or racing thoughts. Secondly, these activities stimulate the release of endorphins, chemicals in the brain that act as natural mood lifters, often called the “feel-good” hormones. Regular physical activity can thus help foster a more positive mood, reduce feelings of anxiety, and increase overall mental well-being.

Nutritional choices are another fundamental element in this equation. Adopting a balanced diet rich in various fruits, vegetables, lean proteins, and whole grains can help support physical and mental health. These nutrient-dense foods provide the body and brain with the essential vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants for optimal function. Conversely, minimizing the intake of processed foods, caffeine, and alcohol is advisable, as these can exacerbate anxiety and mood disorders. Processed foods often contain additives and high sugar levels, leading to energy crashes and mood swings. At the same time, excessive caffeine and alcohol can interfere with sleep patterns and heighten anxiety.

Sleep is an often underestimated but critical factor in emotional health and cognitive functioning. Maintaining a regular sleep schedule and ensuring adequate, quality rest each night can significantly improve mental clarity, emotional regulation, and overall mood. On the other hand, lack of sleep can exacerbate feelings of anxiety and depression and amplify tendencies towards overthinking. For highly sensitive and gifted individuals, who often process information more deeply, quality sleep can provide the necessary rest and recovery time for the brain.

Furthermore, integrating mindfulness practices into your routine can profoundly impact mental health. Meditation, deep breathing, and yoga promote calm and present-moment awareness. This state of mindfulness can help counterbalance the mental whirlwind of overthinking, offering a sense of peace and grounding in the current moment. These practices also train the mind to become more resilient to stress and can enhance emotional regulation abilities.

Adopting these lifestyle modifications may not always be easy and requires commitment, but their rewards in managing anxiety, depression, and overthinking can be immense. Remember, small, consistent changes often lead to sustainable habits and substantial long-term improvements in mental health and overall well-being.

CAREER GUIDANCE

Embarking on the journey to finding meaningful work involves much more than evaluating your abilities and skill sets. It requires an introspective look into your passions, values, lifestyle preferences, and even your unique sensitivities and emotional needs. In the age of digital technology, numerous online platforms such as LinkedIn, Indeed, and Glassdoor can serve as valuable starting points in this endeavor. These websites offer extensive job listings and company reviews, providing insights into potential roles and work environments that can aid your search.

However, for gifted and highly sensitive individuals, finding an optimal career fit can be complex. It’s not just about finding a job that you can do well; it’s about finding a job where you can thrive—intellectually, emotionally, and creatively. This is where career counseling services can be highly beneficial. They offer an in-depth exploration of your unique strengths, interests, and values, guiding you toward career paths that align with your attributes and aspirations.

Organizations like the National Career Development Association (NCDA) offer resources and directories to find certified career counselors who can provide personalized guidance in your career journey. These counselors can assist in identifying careers that not only suit your skills but also cater to your emotional needs and intellectual curiosity, facilitating a more fulfilling professional life.

Moreover, some resources and organizations specialize in providing support for gifted and highly sensitive individuals. For instance, SENG’s Career Counseling services and the Gifted Adults Foundation offer career guidance tailored to these populations’ unique needs and challenges. These services recognize gifted and highly sensitive individuals’ distinct cognitive and emotional characteristics and provide support and guidance tuned to these nuances.

Never hesitate to reach out for professional assistance if you feel the need, whether in mental health support or career guidance. There exists a community of professionals who understand the unique experiences and challenges of highly intelligent, creative, and sensitive individuals. They’re equipped to provide the support and understanding you need on this journey. Always remember you’re not alone in this process. This journey is about overcoming challenges and celebrating your unique abilities, cultivating your potential, and finding fulfillment in all spheres of life.
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