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 Foreword 
 
    I am obsessed with the nature of knowledge – what it is, where it comes from, how it’s created, and how to help people use it more effectively. 
 
    Years ago I set off on an intellectual pursuit to answer these questions. I studied the inner workings of the human brain, lessons from psychology and neuroscience, and the principles of information technology to try and understand what it means to “know” something. I documented that journey in my book Extend Your Mind. 
 
    But as I went deeper and deeper, I began to see that there was a completely different way of understanding knowledge, as I shared in The Heart is the Bottleneck. As embodied instead of dissociated, as intuitive instead of analytical, as somatic instead of cerebral. 
 
    I was slowly drawn to aspects of human experience that I was much less familiar with – personal growth, emotional intelligence, and the relationship between mind and body. I discovered that so much of our most precious knowledge isn’t stored in the form of facts and figures. It is stored inside the body and the heart as memories, instincts, traumas, and dreams. 
 
    Ways of Knowing weaves together these different ways of knowing I’ve discovered, from head to heart to gut. It includes 14 in-depth essays previously published on my Praxis blog, which have been edited for clarity and updated for accuracy. The odd-numbered chapters trace my ongoing explorations of the logical side of human knowledge, while the even-numbered chapters focus on the emotional and intuitive side. 
 
    The mind and the body are deeply intertwined, and it is essential to understand both. The logical approach of the mind allows us to learn from others via facts and research, while the intuitive-emotional approach of the body allows us to learn via our own experience. Like the double helix of a DNA strand, these two sides of ourselves interact and reinforce each other to enable us to “know” things on many levels and in many ways. 
 
    I’ve come to understand the heart and body as a vast, subterranean intelligence that extends far beyond anything we can consciously know. It draws on the unseen depths of our genetics, our ancestral history, our web of social relationships, and the natural environment we evolved in. The body is like an instrument panel with dozens of specialized sensors, taking in more kinds of data from more sources than we can imagine. 
 
    As we develop our self-awareness, we can begin to tap into this vast intelligence. It can guide us in making better decisions, letting go of beliefs that no longer serve us, and following the courage of our convictions. We can access it when we need to expand beyond our limited point of view, when a challenge demands more than we think we can give, or we’ve lost hope and need to be reminded that we are part of something bigger than ourselves.  
 
    It is an inexhaustible source of wisdom that is always available to us if we know how to reach down and access it. 
 
    My goal is to better understand the nature of knowledge by reuniting the mind and body that modern society so often treats as completely separate. To recruit every form of intelligence at our disposal to help us live better, happier, more fulfilling lives. 
 
    The odd-numbered chapters (focusing on the logical side of knowledge) include: 
 
    
    	 Chapter 1 – Commonplace Books: Creative Note-Taking Through History: The history of note-taking across cultures and around the world and what we can learn from it 
 
    	 Chapter 3 – A History of Information Revolutions: A framework for understanding information explosions of the past, including how to use them to our advantage 
 
    	 Chapter 5 – Building a Second Brain: An Overview: A summary and overview of the methodology for personal knowledge management I’ve been developing for more than 10 years 
 
    	 Chapter 7 – The Story Behind Building a Second Brain: The story of how Building a Second Brain – the method, the course, and the movement – came to be 
 
    	 Chapter 9 – 7 Trends Driving the Note-Taking Revolution: A survey of the most powerful trends driving worldwide interest in digital note-taking as a crucial skill for all knowledge workers 
 
    	 Chapter 11 – The Complete Guide to Tagging for Personal Knowledge Management: A how-to guide on incorporating tagging as part of your knowledge management system, based on the principles I’ve discovered across different fields 
 
    	 Chapter 13 – The 10 Paradoxes of Entrepreneurship: My examination of the paradoxes that lie at the heart of entrepreneurship, or any other ambitious endeavor 
 
   
 
    Even-numbered chapters (on the emotional-intuitive side of knowledge) include: 
 
    
    	 Chapter 2 – How Emotions Are Made: The Theory of Constructed Emotion: The biological basis of the phenomena that govern our waking lives – our emotions – and how they work to both protect and limit us 
 
    	 Chapter 4 – The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Treatment of Trauma: A summary of the groundbreaking work on trauma by Dr. Bessel van der Kolk and what it can teach us about how our experiences are encoded in our nervous system 
 
    	 Chapter 6 – Tiago Forte’s Origin Story: A short autobiography (so far), which I wrote to understand the events in my life that led me to where I am today 
 
    	 Chapter 8 – Pleasure as an Organizing Principle: My deep dive into how we can use pleasure as the organizing principle of our lives, as opposed to self-sacrifice 
 
    	 Chapter 10 – Servant Hedonism: My Life Philosophy: A declaration of my newly recognized life philosophy, combining self-service with service to others 
 
    	 Chapter 12 – What It Feels Like to Have a Second Brain: A personal description of how it feels to be in the flow of working with my Second Brain 
 
    	 Chapter 14 – Groundbreakers: My Journey Healing Trauma, Unleashing Anger, and Awakening the Vagus Nerve: The story of my journey of more than a decade as I struggled with an unexplained medical condition, which became my gateway to understanding my emotions and unlocking the potential of my unconscious mind 
 
   
 
    If you’d like to receive my future writing as soon as it comes out, subscribe to my free weekly newsletter. Every week I send out expert interviews, thoughtful essays, how-to articles, and other useful resources to help you become more capable and fulfilled. And if you want full access to my most in-depth content, become a Praxis member. 
 
    Thank you for being part of this journey with me, and for trusting me to illuminate part of it for you. 
 
    Tiago Forte 
 
    Long Beach, CA 
 
    January 12, 2021 
 
      
 
    » 
 
    

  

 

 1 | Commonplace Books: Creative Note-Taking Through History 
 
    One of the clearest predecessors to the modern practice of knowledge management are “commonplace books” – centralized, personally curated, and continuously maintained collections of information from various sources that rose to popularity during the Enlightenment and Industrial Revolution in Europe. 
 
    These books helped educated people cope with the “information explosion” unleashed by the printing press and industrialization. They were highly idiosyncratic, personalized texts used to make sense of a new world of intercontinental trade, long-distance communication, and mass media. Commonplace books could contain recipes, quotes, letters, poems, tables of weights and measures, proverbs, prayers, legal formulas, notes from sermons, and remedies for common maladies, among many other things. 
 
    Commonplacers would transcribe interesting or inspirational passages from their reading, assembling a personalized encyclopedia of quotations, ideas, anecdotes, observations and other information they came across. The purpose of the book could range from personal recollection and reflection, to source material for writing, speaking, politics, or business. 
 
   

 

 Origins of the Commonplace 
 
    The word “commonplace” can be traced back to Ancient Greece, where a speaker in law courts or political meetings would keep an assortment of arguments in a “common place” for easy reference. The Romans called them locus communis, which means “a theme or argument of general application,” such as a statement of proverbial wisdom. 
 
    For many centuries, great thinkers and intellectuals maintained ongoing records of their work. Shakespeare had something like a commonplace in mind when he wrote in Sonnett lXXVII: 
 
    Look, what thy memory cannot contain
Commit to these waste blanks, and thou shalt find 
Those children nurs’d, delivered from thy brain
To take a new acquaintance of thy mind… 
 
    But the commonplace book would only come into its own during the European Enlightenment, when an exploding volume of printed media collided with changing political and societal norms. The commonplace book provided a private place for people to work out their thoughts and ideas about the dramatic changes taking place around them. 
 
    John Locke’s A New Method of Making Common-Place-Books 
 
    By the 17th century, students at universities such as Oxford were being formally taught commonplacing as an academic practice. 
 
    It was there in 1652 that philosopher John Locke began his own commonplacing habit, which would become the most famous and prototypical example of the era. He thought it such an important practice that he attached a description of his method to An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, one of his most important works. In 1706 he published a book dedicated to the topic, called A New Method of Making Common-Place-Books.
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    Figure 1: Cover of Locke’s book explaining his commonplacing method 
 
    Locke taught techniques for recording proverbs, quotations, ideas, and speeches into a commonplace book, including specific advice on how to arrange material by subject and category using such key topics as love, politics, or religion. Locke stressed that these were not journals, which were typically chronological and introspective. Instead, they could be assembled in any order according to any number of different criteria and allowed their keeper to act in the external world more effectively. 
 
    Locke’s commonplace method gained popularity because it provided just enough order to find things when you were looking for them, while also allowing for unexpected, unplanned meanderings. For each book he recommended two pages with an expandable index, containing a line for every letter of the alphabet and subdivisions for each vowel. 
 
    In his own words: “We extract only those Things which are Choice and Excellent, either for the Matter itself, or else the Elegancy of the Expression, and not what comes next.” His method was not just for collecting, but for curating and filtering one’s information consumption, ensuring that only the “Choice and Excellent” parts were remembered. 
 
    Perhaps the best testament to Locke’s legacy was that toward the end of the 18th century, a publisher named John Bell translated Locke’s method into his own book, Bell’s Common-Place Book, Formed generally upon the Principles Recommended and Practised by Mr Locke. It included eight pages of instructions on Locke’s indexing method, which he said not only made it easier to find passages, but also served the higher purpose of “facilitat[ing] reflexive thought.” Commonplacing itself had been digested and reinterpreted for a new era and a new audience.
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    Figure 2: John Bell’s Common-Place Book, Formed generally upon the Principles Recommended and Practised by Mr Locke 
 
    
Locke’s method was especially rigorous, but also characteristic of learned people of his time. According to a widely quoted passage by Robert Darnton: 
 
    “Unlike modern readers, who follow the flow of a narrative from beginning to end (unless they are digital natives and click through texts on machines), early modern Englishmen read in fits and starts and jumped from book to book. They broke texts into fragments and assembled them into new patterns by transcribing them in different sections of their notebooks. Then they reread the copies and rearranged the patterns while adding more excerpts. Reading and writing were therefore inseparable activities. They belonged to a continuous effort to make sense of things, for the world was full of signs: you could read your way through it; and by keeping an account of your readings, you made a book of your own, one stamped with your own personality… By selecting and arranging snippets from a limitless stock of literature, early modern Englishmen gave free play to a semi-conscious process of ordering experience. The elective affinities that bound their selection into patterns reveal an epistemology — a process of knowing — at work below the surface.” 
 
    – “Extraordinary Commonplaces,” New York Review of Books 47; December 21, 2000; 82, 86 
 
    In other words, commonplace books were both a thinking and a sense-making tool that put the ideas of others and one’s own interpretations on equal footing. It placed both reading and writing into a continuous loop of learning that helped a person find their bearings in an intellectual and historical context. 
 
   

 

 Commonplacing by great enlightenment thinkers 
 
    Many other influential thinkers and writers used a form of commonplacing to support their work. 
 
    English philosopher and statesman Francis Bacon kept a rough list of elegant and useful phrases gleaned from reading and conversation, which he used as a source in writing and probably also as a promptbook for public speaking. It was eventually published in 1883 with the title “The Promus of Formularies and Elegancies,” containing 1,655 handwritten proverbs, metaphors, aphorisms, salutations and other miscellany. 
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    Figure 3: A page from Bacon’s commonplace book, containing Latin quotations 
 
    English poet, man of letters, and civil servant John Milton, best known for his epic poem Paradise Lost, kept excerpts from upwards of eighty authors in English, French, Italian, Latin, and Greek. His commonplace book included not just passages copied verbatim, but “Instances and Conclusions deduced from, or fortified by references to, them.” Early versions of many of his most famous writings can be seen scribbled in the margins. 
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    Figure 4: A page from Milton’s commonplace book, with notes on marriage, adultery, and divorce on the left page 
 
    An interesting aspect of Milton’s commonplace was that he very rarely cited his sources directly. Even though he often had notes from well-known authors that would have added credibility to his writing, he was also famous for his aversion to authority, “so the written thoughts of other authors were used by him as mental food to be digested and assimilated, and at fit times to be reproduced from his brain in better or varied forms” (according to a commentary by the Camden Society). 
 
    Other well-known figures from European and American history known to have maintained commonplace book include theologian William Paley, short story writer Katherine Mansfield, poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, author Mark Twain, novelist Thomas Hardy, essayist E.M. Forster, writer Aldous Huxley, horror fiction writer H.P. Lovecraft, and poet W.H. Auden. Even fictional characters used commonplace books, such as Sherlock Holmes in “The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger,” in which he uses one to investigate a crime. 
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    Figure 5: Drafts of poems from Katherine Mansfield’s notes 
 
    Both Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau were taught to keep commonplace books at Harvard University, and both survive in published form. Lawrence Rosenwald links this to the specifically American tradition of transcendentalism: 
 
    “Emerson has chosen to put in his diary not only the continuous record of his life and thought but also the thousand evanescent thoughts by which that record is complicated. In his book, that is, the private and public, the eternal and the contingent, the life and the work will inevitably collide and fuse. Losty speculations must be shown to have arisen in time, in a sequence of other events, from the mind of a particular human being.” (59, qtd by Serfaty 2004, 46) 
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    Figure 6: Longhand notes by Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
   

 

 Commonplacing for writing 
 
    It is clear that commonplacing was especially attractive to authors and writers, who needed a constant supply of material to draw from. American teacher and reformer Amos Bronson Alcott explained why in 1877: 
 
    “The habit of journalizing becomes a life-long lesson in the art of composition, an informal schooling for authorship. And were the process of preparing their works for publication faithfully detailed by distinguished writers, it would appear how large were their indebtedness to their diary and commonplaces. How carefully should we peruse Shakespeare’s notes used in compiling his plays—what was his, what another’s—showing how these were fashioned into the shapely whole we read, how Milton composed, Montaigne, Goethe: by what happy strokes of thought, flashes of wit, apt figures, fit quotations snatched from vast fields of learning, their rich pages were wrought forth! This were to give the keys of great authorship!” 
 
    Virginia Woolf echoed this sentiment almost a hundred years later: 
 
    “[L]et us take down one of those old notebooks which we have all, at one time or another, had a passion for beginning. Most of the pages are blank, it is true; but at the beginning we shall find a certain number very beautifully covered with a strikingly legible hand-writing. Here we have written down the names of great writers in their order of merit; here we have copied out fine passages from the classics; here are lists of books to be read; and here, most interesting of all, lists of books that have actually been read, as the reader testifies with some youthful vanity by a dash of red ink.” 
 
    Throughout history, commonplacing or journaling was indispensable to writers – as creative raw material, as a place for rough drafts, and to keep track of sources and inspirations. 
 
   

 

 Commonplacing in other parts of the world 
 
    Although we have the most surviving records of commonplace books from early modern Europe and the United States, similar practices arose in many other parts of the world. 
 
    Ancient Greece 
 
    In addition to giving us the word “commonplace,” Ancient Greeks also used hypomnema, which can be translated as a reminder, a note, a public record, a commentary, an anecdotal record, a draft, a copy, and other variations on those terms. 
 
    Beginning with Plato’s theory of anamnesis, which argued that humans possess innate knowledge (perhaps acquired before birth) and that learning consists of rediscovering that knowledge within us, hypomnema were used to aid in this “rediscovery.” 
 
    According to Michel Foucault, “The hypomnemata constituted a material memory of things read, heard, or thought, thus offering these as an accumulated treasure for rereading and later meditation. They also formed a raw material for the writing of more systematic treatises in which were given arguments and means by which to struggle against some defect (such as anger, envy, gossip, flattery) or to overcome some difficult circumstance (a mourning, an exile, downfall, disgrace).” 
 
    The Greeks were the first to use their notes for self-improvement. 
 
    Foucault continues: “In this period there was a culture of what could be called personal writing: taking notes on the reading, conversations, and reflections that one hears or engages in oneself; keeping kinds of notebooks on important subjects, which must be reread from time to time so as to reactualize their contents.”
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    Figure 7: Euclid’s “Eukleidou Hypomnema,” one of only two works on pure geometry to have survived in the original Greek 
 
    Ancient Rome 
 
    Ancient Romans made use of documents called commentarii, often recorded by an official known as a commentariis. They consisted of notes to assist the memory, including notes and abstracts of speeches to assist orators, family memorials (the origin of many of the legends introduced into early Roman history glorifying a particular family), and diaries of events occurring in their social circle kept by private individuals. 
 
    A well-known example is Commentarii de Bello Gallico, Julius Caesar’s firsthand account of the Gallic Wars, written as a third-person narrative. The official acts of the Roman Emperor were recorded in the Commentarii Principis, the commentarii diurni was a daily court journal, and the commentarii magistratuum kept records used by magistrates. Seemingly every important function of the Roman state had their own note-taking system.
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    Figure 8: First page of De bello Gallico, from a 1469 manuscript 
 
    China 
 
    Biji (Chinese: 筆記) is a genre in classical Chinese literature that first appeared during the Wei and Jin dynasties in the third century CE, and matured during the Tang Dynasty by the 7th century. The word translates roughly to “notebook,” and could contain anecdotes, quotations, random musings, philological speculations, literary criticism, short fictional stories, and anything else that the author thought worth recording. 
 
    A famous example of a biji is Miscellaneous Morsels from Youyang, a miscellaneous collection of Chinese and foreign legends and hearsay, reports on natural phenomena, short anecdotes, and tales of the wondrous and mundane, as well as notes on such topics as medicinal herbs and tattoos. 
 
    Japan 
 
    In Japan, the zuihitsu genre (known more commonly as “pillow books”) rose to popularity among the new merchant classes of the Edo period starting in the 17th century. Pillow books were collections of notes or notebooks collated to represent a period in someone’s life. 
 
    The most famous example is The Pillow Book (枕草子 Makura no Sōshi), containing observations and musings recorded by Sei Shōnagon during her time as court lady to Empress Consort Teishi during the 990s and early 1000s. The book was completed in the year 1002 during the Heian Period, when people in the imperial court were expected to be educated in writing. Writing by women was popular in this era because they wrote in the vernacular Japanese, which could be understood by common people, whereas men wrote in Chinese, which was seen as higher status. 
 
    Shōnagon’s work consists of a collection of essays, lists, anecdotes, poems, and descriptive passages that have little connection to one another except for the fact that they occurred to Shōnagon in her daily life. In it she included 164 lists on all kinds of topics (such as “Things That Make the Heart Grow Fonder”), personal thoughts, interesting events in court, poetry, and some opinions on her contemporaries. 
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    Figure 9: Sei Shonagon Viewing the Snow, Utagawa Yoshitora, from the series Calligraphy and Pictures for the Fiftythree Stations of the Tôkaidô, woodblock print, ink and color on paper, 1872 
 
    Poland and Lithuania 
 
    Noble families in Poland and Lithuania in the 16th to 18th centuries kept a silva rerum, an intergenerational notebook designed to preserve anything the family wanted future generations to know: diary-type entries on current events, memoirs, letters, political speeches, copies of legal documents, gossip, jokes and anecdotes, financial documents, economic information (such as the price of grain), philosophical musings, poems, genealogical trees, advice (agricultural, medical, moral) for their descendants and others. 
 
    These books usually contained hundreds of pages, but could reach into the thousands. They were, for the most part, not intended for publication or distribution, although they were sometimes lent to other families, who could add their own comments. Much of our knowledge of historical Polish poems and the customs of Polish nobility come from silvae. 
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    Figure 10: Silva Rerum of Krassowscy (Ślepowron coat of arms) family from Ziemia Drohicka in Podlasie 
 
   

 

 Lessons for the 21st Century 
 
    What does the venerable practice of commonplacing have to teach us today? Like the early years of the Industrial Revolution in Europe, we too are struggling with an explosion of new sources of information at unprecedented scale. 
 
    So many of our behaviors online are oriented toward what is new and public – the latest political controversy, the new celebrity scandal, or the viral meme of the day. Resurrecting the commonplace book gives us the opportunity to turn back the tide at the most fundamental level, shifting our relationship with information toward the reflective and private. 
 
    Instead of consuming ever greater amounts of “content,” we could take on a more patient, thoughtful approach to learning that favors re-reading, re-formulating, and working through the implications of ideas over time. This could not only lead to more civil discussions about the important topics of the day, it could also preserve our mental health and our splintered attention. 
 
    But this isn’t simply a return to the past. We also have the opportunity to make the commonplace book digital, supercharging it with all the incredible capabilities of modern technology such as full text search, ubiquitous accessibility, easy sharing, and links directly to the original sources. As Kevin Kelly says in his article Post-Artifact Booking: 
 
    “Imagine a future where instead of lending someone a book, you lend them your bookmarks. Where your notes, annotations and references are synchronized across platforms and applications. Where your bookmarks belong to you, and a record of every book you read is saved and stored securely, no matter how or where you read it.” 
 
    But the digital age also presents unique challenges to the ancient art of commonplacing: the information that matters to us is now spread across dozens of different formats and platforms, from Kindle highlights to Tumblr shares to Facebook posts to Twitter retweets. Each of these platforms gives us valuable capabilities, at the cost of splintering our body of knowledge into tiny pieces. 
 
    One thing is clear from this history: during times of intense change and uncertainty, people need an outlet for expressing their thoughts, working through new ideas, and preserving what they find valuable and worth remembering. This outlet needs to be private, low risk, and under their control. The challenge of modern knowledge management is to create spaces where creative note-taking can thrive, without letting it be drowned out by the deluge of incoming information. 
 
    » 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 2 | How Emotions Are Made: The Theory of Constructed Emotion 
 
    The Theory of Constructed Emotion offers a radical new take on what emotions are, where they come from, and how they shape our lives. 
 
    Presented by psychology professor and neuroscientist Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett in her best-selling book How Emotions Are Made (affiliate link), it also contradicts many of our most firmly held ideas about how human emotions work. 
 
    For example, it argues that: 
 
    
    	 Emotions are not hard-wired in an ancient, “reptilian” part of the brain 
 
    	 Emotions cannot be detected through facial expressions or any other physiological measurement 
 
    	 There are no “universal” emotions across people, nations, or cultures 
 
    	 There are no distinct parts of the brain dedicated to specific emotions (such as the amygdala for fear) 
 
    	 Emotions are not “reactions” to external events 
 
   
 
    Over the last 25 years, Dr. Barrett and her team at the Interdisciplinary Affective Science Laboratory at Northeastern University have poked and prodded the faces, bodies, and brains of thousands of subjects, trying to unlock the secrets of the emotional brain. 
 
    In this article, I’ll summarize the main ideas from the book to help them spread as far and wide as possible. Assume everything below is directly taken or paraphrased from the book, although I’ve tried to explain it in my own words. 
 
   

 

 Emotions are concepts 
 
    The Theory of Constructed Emotion takes its name from its central premise: that emotions are concepts that are constructed by the brain. 
 
    Consider your brain for a moment. It’s sitting there in your skull, receiving all sorts of data from your eyes, ears, nose, skin, and mouth. This data is informative, but also ambiguous. It has to be interpreted. 
 
    For example, it might think: 
 
    
    	 What is that rectangular source of light with changing patterns of color? A window! 
 
    	 What is this intermittent pattern of small, cold spots sweeping across my body? Rain! 
 
    	 What is that rhythmic pattern of air pressure changes? A song 
 
   
 
    In this way, the brain is constantly trying to make sense of the data it is receiving. One of the easiest ways for it to do that is to use past experience as a guide. If it can match the current experience with a past memory, it can save a lot of time and energy. 
 
    But it would take too long for it to consider thousands of old memories, one at a time. 
 
    Instead, the brain uses concepts. A concept is like a compressed version of hundreds or thousands of past experiences. Instead of having to remember every encounter you’ve ever had with a “chair,” for example, your brain stores a concept of a chair. The next time you encounter a chair, your brain only has to match it with this concept for it to understand what it’s seeing. 
 
    Concepts are like labels or categories that your brain has created to make sense of the world around you. When you see something new, your brain doesn’t ask “What is this?”; it asks “What is this like?”. In other words, your brain is constantly trying to put everything you perceive into an existing category. This is much easier than trying to figure out what it is from scratch. 
 
    The idea that we use concepts to make sense of our experience isn’t new. But Dr. Barrett’s work makes the leap to applying this idea to the messy, subjective world of emotions. Emotions like “fear,” “sadness,” and “disappointment” are concepts just like any other. Just as your brain interprets a pattern of light as a “window,” it might interpret a pattern of bodily sensations as “fear” or “disappointment.” These emotions don’t feel like concepts because we experience them so intensely. But they are. 
 
    As an example of how this works, Dr. Barrett tells the story of watching the news about a recent school shooting. It felt in the moment like she was reacting directly to the news. She felt terrible grief and sadness, and tears seemed to come spontaneously to her eyes. 
 
    But it would be more accurate to describe what happened like this: 
 
    “I learned long ago that “sadness” is something that may occur when certain bodily feelings coincide with terrible loss. Using bits and pieces of past experience, such as my knowledge of shootings and my previous sadness about them, my brain rapidly predicted what my body should do to cope with such tragedy. Its predictions caused my thumping heart, my flushed face, and the knots in my stomach. They directed me to cry, an action that would calm my nervous system. And they made the resulting sensations meaningful as an instance of sadness.” 
 
    In other words, her experience of sadness was a “simulation” or prediction of the appropriate way for her body to react to the news. The sadness wasn’t a pure reaction to something happening on the outside. It emerged from a complex interplay of systems making a self-fulfilling prediction about what was needed for her body to cope. 
 
   

 

 Emotions are predictions 
 
    Why does Dr. Barrett use the word “simulation” and not just “interpretation”? Because the brain is not passively observing incoming data from the outside world. That would make its decisions very slow, potentially threatening our survival. 
 
    In order to act more quickly, the brain starts reacting even before it has received all the data – it creates a “simulation” or prediction of what it thinks might happen next. Basically, the brain is constantly making its best guess of what it thinks is about to occur, and then preparing to act on that guess. 
 
    If your brain guesses that you are playing soccer, for example, it might start predicting all sorts of likely scenarios based on past experience: opportunities to sprint for the goal, fast-moving balls flying toward your head, or incoming attackers from any direction. The brain might start preparing the body for these scenarios ahead of time, by redirecting blood flow to certain muscles or becoming more vigilant for flying soccer balls. 
 
    The same thing happens with purely mental activities. As you read this text right now, your brain is predicting which word or idea is likely to come next, based on a lifetime of reading experience. These predictions save energy and help you read faster than would otherwise be possible. As the largest and most energy hungry organ in the body, the brain greatly prioritizes this efficiency. 
 
    And the very same process happens with our emotions. On your way to the airport to pick up a friend you haven’t seen for years, your brain is busy predicting the feelings of joy and happiness you will soon be feeling. Which means you are already feeling happy before the event has occurred, and feel even happier when you actually see her. 
 
    Prediction is such a fundamental activity of the human brain that some scientists consider it the brain’s default mode of operation. Your brain cannot help but constantly build predictive models of every experience you have, or any experience it thinks you might have. 
 
    This leads to a profound conclusion: that the simulations we create in our heads are more real to us than the physical world. What we see, hear, touch, taste, and smell are simulations of the world, not reactions to it. We might think that our perceptions of the world are driven by events in the world, but really, most of what we see is based on our internal predictions. The data coming in from our senses merely influences our perceptions, like a small stone skipping across a rolling ocean wave. 
 
    This startling conclusion is reinforced by research on how humans see. The part of the brain responsible for sight, the visual cortex, receives only 10% of its connections from the retina. The other 90% are connections from other parts of the brain, making predictions about what they think we might be seeing. 
 
    What does the brain do when its predictions are wrong? It can change its prediction to match what the senses are telling it. But it is just as likely to do the opposite: stick with the original prediction, and filter the incoming data so that it matches the prediction. 
 
    In a sense, your brain is wired for delusion: you experience an elaborate world of your own creation, which is held in check by bits of sensory input. Once your predictions are correct enough, they filter your perception and determine what you’re able to see in the first place. This can become a closed loop where the brain only sees what it believes, and then believes what it sees. 
 
   

 

 Interoception and body budgets 
 
    How do emotions fit into this picture? 
 
    From the brain’s point of view, the body is just another part of the external world that it must explain. And it uses the very same mechanism we just examined to interpret sensations coming from inside the body – the changing rhythms of your heartbeat, the feeling of breathing, the rumbling of your stomach, and the contraction and dilation of your veins. 
 
    It’s important to understand that these purely physical sensations from inside the body have no objective meaning. They feel so intense because they’re coming from inside you. But an ache in your stomach, for example, could just as easily be “explained” as: 
 
    
    	 Hunger (if you’re sitting at the dinner table) 
 
    	 Impending sickness (if it’s flu season) 
 
    	 Heartbreak (if you are going through a breakup) 
 
    	 Certainty that a defendant is untrustworthy (if you’re a judge in a courtroom and haven’t had lunch) 
 
   
 
    The process of interpreting these bodily sensations is called interoception. It is managed by an “interoceptive network” in the brain that takes in information from your internal organs and tissues, the hormones in your blood, and your immune system, among many others, and labels this information with a concept such as “hunger” or “heartbreak.” These emotions may feel like they are coming directly from your body. But in fact they are being constructed by the interoceptive network in your brain, based largely on your predictions. 
 
    What is the purpose of interoception? 
 
    Everything your body does, inside or out, requires energy. To manage its “body budget” across hundreds of body parts and billions of cells, the brain has to constantly predict the body’s energy needs. Just as a finance department needs a budget to forecast where money will be needed, the brain makes predictions and issues corrections about when and where it thinks energy will be needed. 
 
    Many of these “budgetary changes” we experience as emotional experiences. Your muscles running low on energy might feel like “exhaustion.” Too little sleep might be interpreted as “overwhelm.” A lack of positive social interaction might be experienced as “loneliness.” But these emotions are not objective facts. They are concepts built by the mind out of pieces of sensory data, cultural knowledge, and a history of social interactions. Interoception evolved to balance our body budgets. Experiencing emotions is a fortunate (and sometimes unfortunate) side effect. 
 
    What this means is that a “bad feeling” is not evidence that there is something wrong. It just means you are taxing your body budget. Emotions are real, but what they seem to be telling you is not necessarily real. Knowing that “negative” emotions are simply our brain’s way of telling us that reserves are running low, we can make intentional decisions to refill those reserves, instead of reaching for less healthy coping mechanisms. 
 
   

 

 Experiential blindness 
 
    Even with all the scientific evidence in the world, it can be very difficult to believe that emotions are internally generated concepts driven by mental simulations. They feel so intense and overwhelming in the moment, like a wave sweeping us away against our will. 
 
    The reason emotions feel like reactions to things happening in the outside world has to do with how concepts are used by the brain. Concepts are not just labels for the things we passively observe. They are necessary for us to perceive things in the first place. A concept serves as a lens (or sometimes, a filter) for what we are able to see in the first place. 
 
    Imagine you are sitting in a Parisian cafe on vacation, sipping fine wine and eating cheese. You may overhear a French couple at the next table over immersed in conversation. The conversation contains all the information you would need to understand what they’re saying. But if your mind is missing a set of concepts known as “the French language,” it will sound meaningless to you. 
 
    This is known as “experiential blindness” – the inability to perceive what you don’t already have a concept for. Remember that we are not experiencing the world directly; we are experiencing our mental simulation of it. And without a concept for something, we can’t incorporate it into our simulation. 
 
    In her excellent TED talk, Dr. Barrett shares this example: 
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    As you examine the photo, your neurons are firing like mad trying to perceive something besides black and white blobs. Your brain is sifting through its library of concepts, making thousands of guesses and weighing the probabilities, to find a category to put the picture in. 
 
    Now look at the following picture:  
 
    [image: A close up of a snake  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Going back to the first one, you can probably now see a snake: 
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
    But what changed? The image is the same as before, but now you have a new concept in your brain. You’ve gained a “conceptual lens” that allows your brain to fill in the information that is missing. This process is so automatic, that you probably can’t go back to how you saw it before, even if you tried. 
 
    Our concepts allow us to perceive things in a world that always provides only incomplete, ambiguous information. They help us recognize things quickly and (usually) accurately, while saving time and energy. But the process of using concepts to perceive things happens so invisibly and automatically, our senses can feel like reflexes rather than constructions. We do not feel any sense of agency for the simulations we are running. 
 
    This explains why an emotion like “happiness” can feel like it’s a reaction to external events, rather than generated from within the brain. Even before your brain has finished categorizing a situation as “happiness,” it is also simulating happiness in advance. External perception meets internal construction before you know what’s happening, so it seems like happiness is happening to you when in fact your brain is actively constructing the experience. 
 
    This can also become a self-fulfilling prediction: the more you expect happiness to arrive, the more preparations you make for its arrival, and the more likely you are to experience it. Even on a neurological level, you create your own reality. 
 
   

 

 The importance of emotional granularity 
 
    One of the most challenging implications of the Theory of Constructed Emotions is that, if someone doesn’t have a concept to describe an emotion, they won’t be able to perceive it. They’ll still feel the bodily sensations, but won’t be able to label them precisely. 
 
    In other words, the range of emotions a person can experience is limited by their emotional granularity – the ability to construct and identify more precise emotional experiences. 
 
    Imagine an extreme example: someone who only has the ability to distinguish between “good” and “bad” feelings. They exhibit low emotional granularity. Because they have only imprecise information about what is happening inside their bodies, it will be difficult for such a person to handle many of life’s challenges. They will be experientially blind to even their own feelings. 
 
    This illustrates the critical importance of high emotional granularity. Making sense of bodily sensations requires energy, and trying to sort a huge amount of sensory data into a broad feeling like “happiness” takes a lot of energy. Now imagine if you had a more precise concept for the feeling of attachment to a close friend, such as the Korean word jeong(정). Your brain would require less effort to construct this more narrow concept. Preciseness leads to efficiency; this is the biological payoff of higher emotional granularity. 
 
    When you experience an emotion without knowing the precise cause, you are more likely to treat that emotion as information about the world, rather than your experience of the world. This is known as affective realism. Affective realism causes us to experience supposed “facts” about the world that are in fact created by our feelings. It can leave us trapped in an emotional world of our own making, without realizing that we are the ones who imprisoned ourselves. 
 
    Luckily, emotional granularity can be improved. If you can learn to distinguish more precise meanings for “Feeling great” (happy, content, thrilled, relaxed, joyful, hopeful, inspired, prideful, adoring, grateful, blissful . . .) or “Feeling crappy” (angry, aggravated, alarmed, spiteful, grumpy, remorseful, gloomy, mortified, uneasy, dread-ridden, resentful, afraid, envious, woeful, melancholy . . .), your brain will have many more options for predicting, categorizing, and perceiving emotions. 
 
    High emotional granularity gives us a much greater range of tools, allowing more flexible responses to our challenges. It allows us to tailor our actions to the underlying causes of our emotions, rather than their immediate appearance. 
 
   

 

 Constructing social reality 
 
    Although emotions are generated from within, they don’t stop there. We use emotions to construct our social reality. 
 
    When you interact with people you know and like – your spouse, friends, lovers, children, teammates, or close companions – you synchronize your heart rates, breathing, and other physical signals, leading to measurable benefits. Something as simple as holding hands with a loved one or keeping their picture on your desk can improve body budgeting and reduce pain. In other words, we also use other people to regulate our body budgets. 
 
    But this goes far beyond managing our own body budgets. Concepts like “fear,” “anticipation,” and “contempt” are concepts your brain uses to regulate others’ bodies as well. As soon as we construct an emotion concept and label it with a word, we can share it with others, allowing them to see what we see and thus rewiring how their brains work. Once you and I share a concept, I can merely utter a word to start launching predictions in your brain, a kind of linguistic telepathy. 
 
    Instead of a limited set of emotions built in from birth, nature provided us with the raw materials to bootstrap a conceptual system, including emotion concepts. With input from the adults who spoke emotion words to us in an intentional and deliberate way, we gained the ability to perceive not just physical objects, but ideas that reside only in the minds of people: goals, intentions, preferences, and their own emotions. 
 
    Over time, this intergenerational transfer of emotion knowledge – in the form of stories, traditions, myths, fables, or really anything that we can communicate – allows each generation to shape the brain wiring of the next. This body of knowledge constitutes the essence of our civilization just as much as the books in our libraries. 
 
   

 

 Modern culture and body budgets 
 
    Once you understand body budgets and how they impact our emotions, it becomes apparent how much of modern culture seems engineered to disrupt them. 
 
    Much of the food we eat is full of refined sugar that warps our body budgets. School and jobs have us waking early and going to sleep late, leaving over 40 percent of Americans between 13 and 64 regularly sleep-deprived, which leads to chronic misbudgeting. Advertisers play on our insecurities, suggesting we’ll be judged badly by our friends if we don’t look or buy a certain way (and social rejection is toxic for our body budgets). Social media offers even more opportunities for social comparison, while constant mobile device usage means we never truly relax. 
 
    Remember that the entire experience of emotions relies on our brain’s predictions about what it thinks our body needs. If those predictions become chronically out of sync with our body’s actual needs, it can be hard to bring them back into balance. Your body budgets don’t respond easily to warning signals from your body as it is. Once our predictions have been off-base for long enough, you will feel chronically miserable without knowing why. 
 
    What do we do when we feel miserable? We self-medicate. Thirty percent of all medications consumed in the United States are taken to manage some form of distress. We use alcohol, drugs, TV, and sugar to achieve a semblance of budget balance, but at a terrible cost in addiction and obesity. It has become clear in recent decades that the immune system has an impact on far more illnesses and harmful conditions than we imagined, including diabetes, obesity, heart disease, depression, insomnia, cancer, reduced memory, and other cognitive functions related to premature aging and dementia. And the immune system suffers when our body budgets go out of balance. 
 
    Looking more closely at depression provides a window into how chronically imbalanced body budgets can have compounding negative effects. 
 
    Depression can be thought of as a relentless feedback loop of negative thoughts and feelings. Each feeling drives the next thought, and vice versa. The brain dwells on negative past experiences, and thus keeps making withdrawals on an already taxed budget. Alarm signals from the body are turned down or ignored. In effect, the body and mind are locked into a cycle of uncorrected predictions, trapped in an adverse past when metabolic needs were high. 
 
    Since the body budget is chronically in debt, the body tries to cut spending. The easiest way to do that is to stop moving around and stop paying attention to the world. If a depressed person then starts avoiding people, others cannot help balance their body budget either. This is the unrelenting fatigue of depression. 
 
    This cycle also applies, of course, to people who grow up in adversity, lacking basic necessities like safety, food, and sleep. These conditions change the interoceptive network, reducing the brain’s ability to accurately regulate its budget throughout life. This translates into a higher lifetime risk of heart disease, arthritis, diabetes, cancer, and other diseases. 
 
   

 

 A new take on personal responsibility 
 
    In light of the possibility that we construct our emotions based on concepts, the next question is, are we responsible for our concepts? 
 
    Not all of them, certainly. You can’t choose the concepts you learned as a child. But as an adult, you absolutely do have choices about what experiences you expose yourself to, which shapes the concepts that ultimately drive your actions. Responsibility, in this view, is about making deliberate choices to change your concepts. 
 
    The Theory of Constructed Emotion argues that every aspect of our emotions is malleable and flexible. You are not at the mercy of mythical emotion circuits buried deep inside some ancient part of your brain. You have more control over your emotions than you think. 
 
    You can’t just snap your fingers and instantaneously change what you’re feeling, of course, but here are six practical steps you can take to improve your emotional granularity over time, based on the most recent findings from scientific research. 
 
    1. Try on new perspectives 
 
    According to the Theory of Constructed Emotion, the concepts we hold directly impact our body budgets, and therefore our experience of emotions. Concepts don’t exist in an abstract, rarified realm separate from biology. Learning or changing concepts (also known as mental models) directly impacts how our body functions minute to minute. 
 
    By trying on new perspectives the way we try on new clothes, we can “try out” different body-budgeting regimes. The same way we might allocate more financial resources to one budget category or another, we can do the same with our body budgets. 
 
    This can include anything from travel in foreign countries, to spending time with different kinds of people, to reading literature, to trying new experiences. These experiences expose us to different ways of meeting human needs that we may want to borrow for ourselves. 
 
    2. Recategorize what you’re feeling 
 
    Anytime you’re feeling bad, recognize what is actually happening: you are experiencing unpleasant affect based on interoceptive sensations. With practice, you can learn to deconstruct the emotion into its constituent parts, instead of letting it become a lens through which you view the world. 
 
    For example, the broad, ambiguous feeling of “anxiety” can be broken down and recategorized into “tension across the upper back,” “rapidly beating heart,” and “clenched jaw.” This deconstruction robs the sensations of some of their emotional power. 
 
    Try labeling what you are feeling more precisely, meditating on different parts of the body, or looking for more immediate, physical causes such as hunger, dehydration, or lack of sleep. 
 
    3. Talk about what you’re feeling 
 
    One of the most effective ways of questioning the mind’s often overly dramatic interpretations is to talk about them with others. Getting feelings out into the open lends us a degree of objectivity, and allows others to show empathy and understanding. 
 
    In studies, men who expressed a lot of emotion that they didn’t label were found to have the highest levels of cytokines, proteins that over the long term cause inflammation. Female breast cancer survivors who explicitly label and express their emotions have better health and fewer medical visits after surgery. 
 
    This isn’t fluffy self-help advice: talking about your feelings measurably improves your health and happiness. 
 
    4. Move your body 
 
    Sometimes the predictive loops between body and mind are so strong that it is difficult to consciously interrupt them. Luckily, we have a backdoor: the body. Whether through walking, yoga, stretching, weight-lifting, or other forms of exercise, we can re-synchronize the signals flowing between our body and mind, putting our body budgets back into balance. 
 
    All animals use movement to regulate their body budgets. If a dog has too much glucose in its system, it can run around or spin in circles to burn it off. Humans are unique in that we can use purely mental concepts to shift our budgets. But when that fails, a quick run or aerobic routine can correct the runaway feedback loop keeping us down. 
 
    5. Improve your vocabulary 
 
    This might seem implausible, but there is substantial evidence that emotional granularity is closely linked to linguistic granularity. The more finely grained your vocabulary, the more precisely your brain can identify what’s happening in the body and calibrate its budget accordingly. 
 
    In a study, it was found that people who exhibit higher emotional granularity go to the doctor less frequently, use medication less frequently, and spend fewer days hospitalized for illness. In contrast, lower emotional granularity is associated with major depressive disorder, social anxiety disorder, eating disorders, autism spectrum disorders, borderline personality disorder, and general feelings of anxiety and depression. 
 
    Whether it is reading sophisticated and nuanced works of literature, watching movies with complex characters, or looking up words you don’t know, expanding your vocabulary can directly impact your body function. 
 
    6. Write about your experiences 
 
    One of the clear conclusions from How Emotions Are Made is that the world of concepts and the world of biology are not separate. Our brain relies on models of what is happening or likely to happen in the outside world to make budgeting decisions. We are able to consciously influence and enrich these models by what we expose ourselves to. 
 
    Writing is one of the most effective ways to directly shape the concepts our brain is constructing. Writing allows us to make our thinking more concrete, outside our heads, where it can be more objectively evaluated, analyzed, and changed. The words we put on the page can be reflected back to us, forming a different predictive loop in which we have much more agency. 
 
   

 

 A final word 
 
    All six of these approaches can turn a negative spiral of suffering into mere physical discomfort. Pain is unavoidable, but it doesn’t have to mean there is something wrong with your life. No technique is guaranteed to work every time, but they open up the possibility of working toward a healthier body, more fulfilling relationships, and a more flexible and potent emotional life. 
 
    The promise of constructed emotions is not that we will somehow gain complete control over how we feel. Emotions are inherently uncertain, and that uncertainty is exactly what makes a vibrant emotional life possible. Life can be unexpectedly joyful, unexpectedly meaningful, unexpectedly profound. The promise is not that we can control the emotional waves that sweep over us as we move through life. The promise is that we can learn to surf those waves with skill and with pleasure. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 3 | A History of Information Revolutions 
 
    In 1962, philosopher Thomas Kuhn published his landmark work The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, forever changing our view of the history of science.  
 
    Kuhn showed that scientific revolutions follow a certain pattern, in which periods of stability were interrupted by periods of revolutionary science. 
 
    In this article I’ll argue that the same thing applies to information revolutions – periods in which the volume of information that humans have to manage grows dramatically in a short period. The information revolutions of the past have paralleled scientific revolutions, introducing whole new ways of thinking that were not possible before. 
 
    In order to survive and continue advancing through each of these periods, two things had to be invented: 
 
    
    	 A new paradigm for our relationship to information 
 
    	 A new kind of tool that manifested this new paradigm 
 
   
 
    These two inventions were self-reinforcing: the new paradigm allowed people to conceive of the new tool, and the new tool promoted the spread of the new paradigm. 
 
    These tools were not just slightly new and improved versions of something that existed before. Each one represented a whole new kind of tool that fundamentally expanded our ability to make use of information. 
 
    We are in the midst of an information explosion right now, perhaps the most challenging one that humanity has ever faced. 
 
    The growth in information is no longer constrained by physical materials or space. And we aren’t just facing an information explosion at the level of society. Each and every one of us now has to individually handle information of unprecedented scale and complexity just to manage our daily lives. 
 
    To survive this explosion, we need to make it through yet another information explosion. There are typically 7 stages an information revolution moves through: 
 
    
    	 Externalization 
 
    	 Abstraction 
 
    	 Centralization 
 
    	 Atomization 
 
    	 Scaling 
 
    	 Standardization 
 
    	 Networking 
 
   
 
    Let’s examine each of them in greater detail. 
 
   

 

 Stage One: Externalization 
 
    One of the first things that humans do in an information explosion is “externalize” what they know: they transfer information stored in their fragile biological brains to more durable forms. 
 
    One of the earliest examples of externalization were the beads and pendants used in the Ice Age[1]. They were made of stone, shells, or ivory, but were much more than trinkets. They allowed people to imbue physical objects with emotion, status, and significance. 
 
    They externalized their knowledge of social relationships and tribal alliances into durable physical artifacts, which could be carried around, traded, and gifted. This allowed early humans to form much wider networks of social trust than was possible with only direct relationships. These networks took the form of tribes, clans, federations, nations, and religions. 
 
    Writing many thousands of years later in the 20th century, engineer and inventor Vannevar Bush described his “Memex,” a research tool for creating connections and associations between documents. 
 
    In the most famous passage from his landmark 1945 essay “As We May Think,” Bush explained the significance of creating these connections outside the researcher’s head: “The inheritance from the master becomes, not only his additions to the world’s record, but for his disciples the entire scaffolding by which they were erected.” It was only when this scaffolding was manifested outside the master’s head, that it became available for others to build upon. 
 
    Externalizing our ideas makes them into tangible building blocks that others can use and incorporate into their own work. Only then can our ideas extend beyond our circle of relationships and beyond our lifespan. 
 
   

 

 Stage Two: Abstraction 
 
    As more and more information gets externalized, it starts to pile up. It soon becomes too time-consuming to read an entire document from beginning to end just to find a single piece of information. 
 
    This is where abstraction comes into play. Abstraction involves drawing out common characteristics from a collection of items and organizing them according to these characteristics. This could include organizing written works by author or subject or cataloguing a collection of photos by theme or era. 
 
    The earliest examples of abstraction closely followed the invention of writing. The earliest known document “abstract” was found in a Hittite settlement called Hattusas near modern day Ankara. The abstract contained keywords to help scribes preview the content of tablets in the collection, and call numbers to help them find the tablet they were looking for. The abstract helped scribes quickly get the gist of a tablet, to decide whether it met their needs before diving in. 
 
    In a later era, the keeper of the Great Library at Alexandria was one of the first to systematically abstract the “meta-data” (or data about data) for their massive collection of books. He assigned works to different rooms based on their subject matter, and then attached small tags to each scroll describing the work’s title, author, and subject. Library visitors could visit the room most related to their topic of interest, and then read the tags for a summary of what was in each scroll without having to read them in their entirety. 
 
    Abstraction allowed collections of written works to grow faster than the time required to manage and reference them. One small label could now reference anything from an individual written work, to an entire genre. This allowed stockpiles of information to grow even faster, without sacrificing our ability to find what we needed. 
 
   

 

 Stage Three: Centralization 
 
    Eventually, even abstraction starts to hit limits. When you have thousands of documents, it becomes a challenge to remember which information has even been recorded, where it is located, and how to find it. Centralization collects all the meta-data and captures it in a single, authoritative reference tool, such as a catalogue or bibliography. 
 
    The first document index, a tablet with a list of other tablets, was found in Elba, Syria dating to 2,300 B.C.E. Another example comes from the poet Callimachus, another Alexandria librarian, who was the first to create a separate catalogue of the collection. It was a comprehensive bibliography, organized by author, known as the Pinakes. It filled 120 scrolls despite the fact that he only finished 20% of his project. 
 
    Centralization is powerful because it creates a single point of reference for a potentially vast collection of documents. Readers have multiple ways of finding what they’re looking for, since these reference tools can themselves be sorted, organized, and cross-referenced. They can be carried around, copied, or annotated with notes as a researcher makes their way through a topic. 
 
   

 

 Stage Four: Atomization 
 
    As more and more information continues to pile up, and we have less and less time to be searching through piles of books to find the answer we need, a new principle starts to come into play: atomization. Atomization refers to breaking down information into smaller, more discrete chunks. 
 
    One of the earliest examples of atomization was the popularization of the book itself. Originally made up of leafed pages of parchment and vellum bound between thick, hard covers, books allowed an incredible new capability: random access. 
 
    Instead of having to read a 12-foot scroll from beginning to end, a scholar could go straight to the page they needed. Chapters and page numbers made it possible to reference a specific idea within a book, saving time and effort. 
 
    Atomization also occurred within language itself. The rebirth of written Greek culture in the 9th century B.C.E. was powered by a new form of writing adopted from the Mediterranean Phoenician civilization: a phonetic alphabet. By breaking down complex symbols into letters that signified individual sounds, it took more letters to write something, but it was possible to express many more combinations of things, and writing became open to more people because it was easier to learn. 
 
    American engineer and inventor Doug Engelbart stumbled upon the same need in the 20th century. His goal was to augment the human intellect, by “…increasing the capability of a man to approach a complex problem situation, to gain comprehension to suit his particular needs, and to derive solutions to problems.”  
 
    Engelbart quickly realized that in order to keep humans at the center of the intellectual process, he would need to find a way to overcome their limited working memory. He sought to break down information into “atomized nuggets” that could be reconstituted in endless possible configurations. 
 
    Atomization breaks information free from large, static documents like scrolls and books. It makes each discrete chunk of knowledge into an asset that can be referenced and incorporated into different works. This cross-fertilization can produce whole new waves of insights and connections. 
 
   

 

 Stage Five: Scaling 
 
    The value of information has always been closely tied to the specific physical medium on which it is stored. At some point in an information explosion, a simpler and cheaper storage medium is always needed. 
 
    Paper was first invented in the second century B.C.E. in China and found its way to Medieval Europe by the 13th century. It replaced difficult materials like parchment and vellum, fueling an explosion of popular texts written in vernacular: travel journals, poems, romances, and lives of saints. Christopher Columbus’ travels in the Americas was a best-seller that found its way across Europe. 
 
    The production of cheap paper made it possible to print “broadsheets” – political posters that could be printed quickly on demand and posted all over a city to announce meetings or movements. Hitting their stride in Reformation Europe, broadsheets were used to spread ideas and messages that weren’t sanctioned by the state or Catholic Church. 
 
    Martin Luther could write out his 95 theses by hand, but no one would have ever found out about it if those grievances couldn’t be mass printed. Making information cheaper to reproduce led to the spread of all kinds of ideas that we’re still feeling the effects of today. 
 
   

 

 Stage Six: Standardization 
 
    As information is mass produced and spreads, people in different regions need standard conventions for how to record, present, and organize it. 
 
    Alcuin of York was an English scholar, clergyman, and poet who was called in 782 by Charlemagne to establish a great imperial library. As part of that effort he established a central repository for distributing templates for manuscripts. These templates made it easier to copy and distribute standardized texts across the growing empire. This was important because it ensured that the same books with the same information would be taught everywhere, facilitating the spread of common knowledge. 
 
    A similar need arose with the invention of the printing press in 15th century Europe. Scholastic books until then had been printed in black gothic letters, which varied from region to region, and vernacular works used different versions of bastarda gothic type. A new typeface called “littera antique,” inspired by ancient Roman letters, took hold among humanists as a more enlightened, modern script. Along with other conventions like movable type, title and chapter pages, and colophons, it allowed something printed in one part of Europe to be understood throughout the rest of the continent. 
 
    The adoption of Roman type during the Reformation foreshadowed the invention of the ASCII character encoding standard in the 20th century. ASCII was developed from telegraph code and formed a common standard for written characters adopted by virtually all electronic communication. 
 
    The value of information is a function of how many people have it, and how effectively they’re able to put it to use. By standardizing on common rules, the number of people who are able to communicate and collaborate explodes, further fueling the explosion of information. 
 
   

 

 Stage Seven: Networking 
 
    Once information has been externalized, abstracted, centralized, atomized, scaled, and standardized, the stage is set for it to be networked. This involves connecting each piece of information into a network, where it can form new connections and associations. 
 
    This networking didn’t start with modern digital technology. We’ve seen it many times before. In Medieval Europe, scholarly networks of monastic librarians sprang up to share biographical works. They started to borrow rare works from each other, and even borrowed ideas for how to organize their collections. 
 
    The printing press also allowed the formation of “textual communities” around written works, especially anti-establishment ones. Ideas no longer depended on institutional networks like the state and the church to spread. They could be carried from person to person directly, through social networks. 
 
    But there’s a reason that the information age is sometimes called “the age of the network.” The above examples show that social networks often sprang up to share and exchange knowledge. But we’ve had to wait for digital technology, with its algorithms, magnetic memory, and communication protocols, to allow us to network knowledge itself. 
 
    In the 1930s, visionary Indian librarian Shiyali Ramamrita Ranganathan proposed an entirely new approach to cataloguing. He called it “faceted classification.” Instead of a single, top-down, deterministic list of subjects, such as an index, it used descriptions of works based on multivalent characteristics, or “facets”: personality, matter, energy, space, and time. He believed that these five facets could describe any piece of information in endlessly reconfigurable ways. 
 
    Faceted classification was highly influential as an ideal conceptual system, but its complexity made it too hard to implement. Decades later, with the invention of modern computers, faceted classification has made a big impact on computer science. Relational databases, which are able to connect chunks of data according to multiple criteria, have finally allowed us to implement Ranganathan’s vision. 
 
    Now we can type in any characteristic of a book –its title, author, year of publication, subject, ISBN number, etc. – and find our way to it based on what we know. We can also easily see works sorted and grouped according to these criteria with just the push of a few buttons. 
 
   

 

 A Lesson for Today 
 
    There is one overarching lesson in this history for anyone seeking to invent a new tool for helping people manage the current information explosion: simple, user-friendly tools always win over sophisticated, more complex ones. 
 
    Again and again, when two competing tools went head to head, it was the one that gave the greatest number of people the most useful new capabilities with the least amount of cognitive burden that won. 
 
    Buffon vs. Linnaeus 
 
    In the 18th century, two European naturalists offered competing visions for how nature should be classified and organized. The French Georges-Louis Leclerc, Count of Buffon, proposed a system that was more accurate, taking into account the evolution of species, for example. He profoundly influenced modern science, including Darwin’s theory of natural selection. But the flexibility of his system made it too complex for most people to use. 
 
    In 1735, a young Swedish botanist named Carolus Linnaeus published his Systema Naturae, proposing a universal classification of all life. His system was not especially sophisticated, and to a certain extent even oversimplified the complexity of nature. But it was easy to learn, had precise rules, and supported a division of labor among scientists. The Linnaean system is what we still use to this day, because it was the simplest tool that got the job done. 
 
    Dewy vs. Cutter 
 
    A couple centuries later, a similar battle raged between the Dewey Decimal System and the Expansive Classification System, created by American cataloguers John Dewey and Charles A. Cutter, respectively.  
 
    Cutter’s ECS had elaborate multi-tiered subject schemes describing works by author, title, and subject. His system was more advanced in many ways, recognizing that patrons often came to the library with nothing more than a vague question in mind. But it was difficult to use for librarians who weren’t highly trained. 
 
    Dewey’s system, although it lacked some of this sophistication, was easy to learn and easy to use in the day to day work of the small-town librarians of America. Often criticized for oversimplifying categories, it won because of its simplicity and usability. This simplicity has allowed it to survive the transition to electronic catalogues in the modern era. 
 
    Centralized hypertext systems vs. the World Wide Web 
 
    Fast forward to the modern internet. This battle between simplicity and sophistication has played out once again.  
 
    A generation of “hypertext” systems demonstrated many advanced capabilities in the 1970s and 1980s. One of the most advanced was IRIS Intermedia, a centralized hypertext system that allowed users to create collections of interlinked original materials online, i.e. a “web” of knowledge about any topic. 
 
    Intermedia stored all links in a central database, which allowed for two-way hyperlinks and ensured that links wouldn’t be “broken” by updates. The company pioneered hyperlinks within email, collaborative authoring tools (like Google Docs), and “live” objects that could be updated dynamically across applications. Such systems laid the foundations for the modern internet, and many of their capabilities have yet to be matched. 
 
    But in the end, it was Tim Berners-Lee’s World Wide Web that won, even though it was less capable. Intermedia and its cousins couldn’t scale because they were too centralized. The World Wide Web, on the other hand, was so easy to access that it rapidly grew to millions of users. 
 
    Our mission in developing tools for information management is to help people continue to externalize, abstract, centralize, atomize, scale, standardize and network the knowledge they need to grow and to thrive. And to do so with the simplest, most user-friendly tool possible. 
 
    » 
 
    

  

 

 4 | The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Treatment of Trauma  
 
    When I first picked up this book, I wasn’t quite sure what it had to do with me. 
 
    It is a book about trauma – what it is, where it comes from, and how to treat it. But I had never experienced abuse, or been caught in a natural disaster, or been attacked. I didn’t have any trauma… 
 
    Or did I? 
 
    As I turned the pages, slowly and then quickly, I was introduced to a completely new conception of trauma unlike anything I had ever encountered before.  
 
    I’d spent years immersed in the “personal development” world, obsessed with uncovering hidden truths and rewriting limiting beliefs. I had read countless books on positive psychology, spiritual growth, and overcoming cognitive biases. But somehow, I had never taken the time to really understand the underlying physiology.  
 
    On the pages before me I saw many of the challenges I had encountered in myself, my students, and my clients for years, except this time framed as common side effects of trauma. For example: 
 
    
    	 Difficulties with focusing and memory 
 
    	 Sensory overload and filtering what matters from what doesn’t 
 
    	 Difficulty sleeping and relaxing 
 
    	 Learning new information and changing behavior 
 
    	 Cultivating a sense of confidence and personal agency 
 
    	 Fear and anxiety around taking risks 
 
    	 Fully accessing imagination and creativity 
 
    	 Self-doubt and perfectionism 
 
    	 Chronic fatigue and exhaustion 
 
    	 Maintaining motivation and a sense of purpose 
 
   
 
    I was shocked to learn that not only is attention deficit a common symptom of trauma, but so is hyperfocus. They can both be forms of dissociation – an attempt to escape from the present moment. Even those of us who find it easy to “be productive” are not immune to the impact of trauma.  
 
    I thought, could this be the key to so much that plagues us? Could it be the root cause of so many problems that keep us from achieving our most cherished goals and dreams? 
 
    I’ve summarized the book The Body Keeps the Score (affiliate link) because I want the information it contains to be accessible to more people. These findings are critically important to everything from education, to social policy, to healthcare, to law enforcement, to personal development, and far beyond. In fact, I have difficulty thinking of any domain that they won’t have an impact on.  
 
    The book is written by Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, summarizing his four decades of experience studying the impact of trauma on childhood brain development and emotion regulation. As a clinician and researcher at Harvard University and Boston University, he has published more than 150 academic papers and led studies on the effectiveness of yoga, Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, neurofeedback, MDMA, theatre, and other methods for treating trauma. 
 
    In other words, there is no one more qualified to speak on both the scientific and personal impact of trauma in a wide variety of contexts. 
 
    I’ll focus on what I think are the most important, unusual, and powerful points from Dr. Van der Kolk’s message. All research and conclusions come from the book. Any errors or omissions are mine. 
 
   

 

 Trauma is universal 
 
    Trauma is an almost universal part of the human experience; the book establishes early on. 
 
    We usually think of trauma as a thing that happens in very extreme circumstances – rape, molestation, physical abuse, extreme neglect, assault, domestic violence, or natural disasters. But this is acute trauma, which is not the only kind.  
 
    Even acute trauma is common. Research from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) found that one in five Americans has been sexually molested as a child; one in four has been beaten by a parent; one in four of us grew up with alcoholic relatives; and one out of eight has witnessed their mother being beaten or hit. 
 
    These are appalling numbers, far beyond what even most practitioners expect. Childhood trauma is a silent epidemic, with only one-third of respondents in the landmark ACE study (from which these findings are drawn) reporting no such experiences.  
 
    The CDC estimates that overall costs for childhood and adolescent trauma exceed those of cancer or heart disease, and that eradicating child abuse in America would reduce the overall rate of depression by more than half, alcoholism by two-thirds, and suicide, IV drug use, and domestic violence by three-quarters.  
 
    But even for those of us who experienced no such incidents, there remains a subtler and less graphic source of trauma: chronic emotional abuse and neglect. Incredibly, Van der Kolk’s research has shown that such abuse and neglect can be just as devastating as physical abuse and sexual molestation. 
 
    He cites the research on childhood attachment by his Harvard colleague Karlen Lyons-Ruth, who in the 1980s conducted an influential study that followed children from birth to 20 years old. Their hypothesis was that hostile or intrusive behavior on the part of mothers would be the strongest indicator of mental instability in their adult children.  
 
    Instead, they found that a mother’s emotional withdrawal had the most profound and long-lasting impact.  
 
    If your caregivers regularly ignore your needs, you learn to anticipate rejection and withdrawal. You cope by blocking out their hostility or neglect and acting as if it doesn’t matter. But the body keeps the score: it remains in a state of high alert, prepared to ward off blows, deprivation, or abandonment. 
 
    One of the most devastating effects of this, Van der Kolk found, is “not feeling real inside.” When you don’t feel real, nothing matters. It’s impossible to protect yourself from danger or attend to your own needs. You may resort to extremes in an effort to feel something – even cutting yourself with razor blades or getting into fights with strangers.  
 
    And all of this carries into adulthood. It doesn’t just go away on its own. A child who has been ignored or chronically humiliated is likely to lack self-respect. Children who have not been allowed to assert themselves will have trouble standing up for themselves. And many adults who were brutalized as children carry a smoldering rage they can barely contain. 
 
    As psychologists have observed all the way back to Freud and Breuer, “the psychical trauma—or more precisely the memory of the trauma—acts like a foreign body which long after its entry must continue to be regarded as an agent that still is at work.” 
 
    In other words, the memory of the trauma acts like a splinter in the mind – it is the body’s reaction to the foreign object that becomes the problem rather than the object itself. 
 
    From a neuroscience lens, brain-imaging studies of trauma patients usually find abnormal activation of the insula. The insula integrates and interprets information from sensory organs and transmits fight-or-flight signals to the amygdala when necessary. 
 
    In people with trauma, these signals are firing all the time. It doesn’t require any conscious influence – you just constantly feel on edge, for no apparent reason. You may have a sense that something has gone wrong, or of imminent doom. These powerful feelings are generated deep inside the brain and cannot be eliminated by reason or understanding. 
 
    Van der Kolk tells the story of a high-powered trial lawyer he had once worked with. He was driven, successful, and well-respected for his achievements. But he found that he was unable to enjoy them. He would pretend to feel gratified when he won a case, and when he lost it was as though he had seen it coming and was resigned to defeat before it even happened.  
 
    The lawyer would get totally absorbed in devising a strategy for winning a case and would stay up all night enmeshed in the details. “It was like being in combat,” he said. He felt fully alive, and like nothing else mattered. But when the case finished, win or lose, he would lose his energy and sense of purpose. 
 
    This story describes a common experience among survivors of trauma: they only feel fully alive when they are totally absorbed in a challenge or crisis. Which allows them to escape their current reality, but at the cost of aliveness, motivation, excitement, and purpose in the rest of their lives. 
 
   

 

 Trauma becomes physical symptoms 
 
    When people are chronically angry or scared, constant muscle tension ultimately leads to spasms, back pain, migraine headaches, fibromyalgia, and other kinds of pain.  
 
    Other common conditions which often have no clear physical cause include chronic neck pain, digestive problems, spastic colon/irritable bowel syndrome, chronic fatigue, and some forms of asthma. Traumatized children have fifty times the rate of asthma as their non-traumatized peers. 
 
    These individuals may visit multiple specialists, undergo extensive diagnostic tests, and be prescribed medications. These measures may provide temporary relief, but none of them address the underlying cause.  
 
    Another common symptom is alexithymia, in which a person reports feeling physically uncomfortable without being able to describe exactly what the problem is. This comes from self-numbing, which keeps them from responding to the ordinary needs of their bodies in quiet, mindful ways – shifting in their chair, stretching, drinking water, or going for a walk, for example. 
 
    If you’re not aware of what your body needs, you’re unable to take care of it. If you don’t feel hunger, you can’t nourish yourself. If you mistake anxiety for hunger, you may eat too much. And if you can’t feel satiated, you’ll keep eating. 
 
   

 

 The impact of trauma 
 
    The overall effect of trauma can be described as a “loss in the feeling of aliveness, motivation, excitement, and purpose.” 
 
    In brain scans of 18 chronic PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) patients, researchers discovered something startling: there was almost no activation of the “self-sensing” areas of the brain when compared to non-traumatized subjects: the medial prefrontal cortex, the anterior cingulate, the parietal cortex, and the insula were dark. 
 
    Their conclusion was that “in response to their trauma, and in coping with the dread that persisted long afterward, these patients had learned to shut down the brain areas that transmit the visceral feelings and emotions that accompany and define terror.” 
 
    Here’s the problem: those very same areas are also responsible for registering the entire range of emotions and sensations that form the foundation of our self-awareness. What the researchers were witnessing was a terrible tradeoff: in an effort to shut off terrifying sensations, they had also deadened their capacity to feel fully alive.  
 
    Traumatized people often lose their sense of purpose and direction, because they cannot check in with themselves about what they truly want, as defined by the most basic sensations in their bodies, which are the basis of emotions like desire and passion. In some cases, the loss of self-awareness is so profound that subjects cannot even recognize themselves in the mirror. 
 
    Suppressing one’s core feelings takes a tremendous amount of energy. This leaves less energy for pursuing meaningful goals, making you feel bored and shut down. But at the same time, stress hormones are flooding your body, leading to headaches, muscle aches, bowel problems, sexual dysfunction, or aggressive behavior toward people around you. 
 
    This quote powerfully sums up what is missing: 
 
    “All of us, but especially children, need such confidence—confidence that others will know, affirm, and cherish us. Without that we can’t develop a sense of agency that will enable us to assert: “This is what I believe in; this is what I stand for; this is what I will devote myself to.” As long as we feel safely held in the hearts and minds of the people who love us, we will climb mountains and cross deserts and stay up all night to finish projects. Children and adults will do anything for people they trust and whose opinion they value.” 
 
    With a map of the world based on trauma, abuse, and neglect, traumatized people often seek shortcuts to oblivion. Anticipating rejection, ridicule, and deprivation, they are reluctant to try new things, certain that they will lead to failure. This lack of experimentation traps them in a world of fear, isolation, and scarcity where it is impossible to welcome the very experiences that might change their perspective. 
 
    A distinct lack of imagination has been noted among traumatized subjects. When they are compulsively and constantly being pulled into the past, they cannot envision a different future.  
 
    But imagination is essential to the quality of our lives. It fires our creativity, relieves our boredom, alleviates our pain, enhances our pleasure, and enriches our most intimate relationships. Without it, there is no hope, no chance to envision a better future, no place to go, no goal to reach. 
 
    Other common symptoms or effects of trauma include: 
 
    Flashbacks and projection 
 
    The traumatic event had a beginning, middle, and end. But flashbacks can be even worse: you never know when they will strike, or how long they will last. Traumatized people often “project” their trauma onto people and everyday situations, seeing risks and dangers where there are none.  
 
    Othering of self and others 
 
    After trauma the world becomes sharply divided – between those who know and those who don’t. People who have not shared the traumatic experience cannot be trusted, because they can’t understand it. Sadly, this often includes their spouse, children, and close friends. 
 
    Feeling numb during children’s birthday parties or at weddings makes people feel like monsters, like they are not a part of the human race. As a result, shame becomes the dominant emotion and hiding the truth the central preoccupation. 
 
    Disembodiment 
 
    Van der Kolk and his colleagues often noted a distinct lack of physical coordination among their subjects: they had trouble playing sports, pitching tents, righting a boat, and even seemed stilted in casual conversation. 
 
    He eventually came to understand these as symptoms of a profound disembodiment. Their bodies constantly bombarded by visceral warning signs, they become experts at ignoring their gut feelings and numbing awareness of what’s going on inside. 
 
    Panic attacks 
 
    People who cannot comfortably notice what is going on within them become vulnerable to any sensory shift and respond either by shutting down or going into a panic. It is now understood that what drives panic attacks is not the initial trigger, but an escalating fear of the bodily sensations that accompany the panic attack itself. 
 
    Chronically elevated stress hormones 
 
    Embedded trauma can easily be reactivated at the slightest trigger. Massive amounts of stress hormones flood the system and take much longer to return to baseline than normal. The insidious effects include memory and attention problems, irritability, and sleep disorders. 
 
    Overcontrol and hypervigilance 
 
    Being traumatized means continuing to organize your life as if the trauma is still going on. Every new encounter and event is continuously contaminated by the past in an endless loop. A survivor of trauma will devote their entire energy to suppressing inner chaos, leading to a withdrawal from life and a range of conditions such as fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue, and other autoimmune diseases. 
 
    In a study on people with PTSD, researchers found that there was no activation in the frontal lobe when they encountered strangers. Instead of experiencing curiosity, there was intense activation in a primitive area known as the Periaqueductal Gray, which generates startle, hypervigilance, cowering, and other self-protective behaviors. In response to being looked at they simply went into survival mode. 
 
    Dissociation and avoidance 
 
    Dissociation is the essence of trauma. The traumatic experience is split off and fragmented, so that the emotions, sounds, images, thoughts, and physical sensations intrude into the present and are relived. These people respond to even the smallest of irritations as if they are going to be annihilated and can’t understand why. A common response is to reorganize their lives around trying to avoid these memories. But constantly fighting unseen dangers is exhausting and leaves them fatigued, depressed, and weary. 
 
    While reliving trauma can be terrifying and even self-destructive, over time a lack of presence can be even more damaging. The kids who act out are at least given time and attention. But the ones who are simply blanked out don’t bother anybody and are left alone to lose their future bit by bit. 
 
    Difficulty integrating traumatic memories 
 
    Under ordinary conditions, our emotional and rational memory systems work together to integrate new experiences in a continuous flow. But in traumatic events, many regions shut down: linguistic areas, areas responsible for creating our sense of time and space, and the thalamus, which integrates raw sensory data.  
 
    This results in a memory that is not cohesive and organized in a logical narrative, but stored as disorganized “fragments” of images, sounds, and chaotic physical sensations. In effect, a wall is erected between the two parts of a dual memory system. The traumatic memory isn’t integrated into the combined, ever-shifting sense of who we know ourselves to be. 
 
    Ordinary memory is social and adaptive – it can be reorganized, condensed down for quicker retelling, or expanded into its full detail depending on the needs of the moment. But the fragmentation and chaos of traumatic memory makes it inflexible – the reenactment is frozen in time, unchanging and always lonely, humiliating, and alienating. 
 
    Sensory overload 
 
    In normal circumstances, the thalamus serves as a filter or “gatekeeper” for incoming information. This makes it a central component of attention, concentration, and learning, all of which are known to be compromised by trauma. 
 
    People with PTSD have the sensory floodgates wide open. Lacking a filter, they are on constant sensory overload. In order to cope, they try to shut themselves down and develop tunnel vision and hyperfocus. If they can’t do this naturally, they may turn to drugs or alcohol to block out the world. The tragedy is that by closing down they are also filtering out pleasure and joy as well. 
 
   

 

 Addiction to trauma 
 
    Van der Kolk noted a common phenomenon among his patients, which he calls “addiction to trauma.” 
 
    Many traumatized people seem to seek experiences that would repel most of us, and even sometimes the very experience that traumatized them in the first place. They report a vague sense of emptiness and boredom when they are not angry, under duress, or involved in some dangerous activity. 
 
    In an experiment with eight veterans, they were asked to keep their hand in painfully cold water for as long as possible. One group watched the graphic war movie Platoon – and were able to keep their hand in the water 30% longer than a control group.  
 
    Reexposure to memories of war-time stress functioned as a relief from pain and anxiety. The researchers calculated that the pain relief they experienced was equivalent to eight milligrams of morphine, about the same dose a person would receive in an emergency room for crushing chest pain.  
 
    This could explain why people with trauma paradoxically seek injury or are attracted to people who hurt them. If you have no internal sense of security, it is difficult to distinguish between safety and danger. If you feel chronically numbed out, potentially dangerous situations may make you feel alive. 
 
   

 

 Pathways for treatment 
 
    The Body Keeps the Score summarizes several decades of research into the nature of trauma. Drawing on Van der Kolk’s work and those of many others, it reveals the discoveries of a new generation of disciplines, including: 
 
    
    	 Neuroscience, the study of how the brain supports mental processes. 
 
    	 Developmental psychopathology, the study of the impact of adverse experiences on the development of mind and brain. 
 
    	 Interpersonal neurobiology, the study of how our behavior influences the emotions, biology, and mindsets of those around us. 
 
   
 
    What these disciplines have revealed is that trauma causes actual physiological changes in the brain. This includes a recalibration of the brain’s alarm system, an increase in stress hormone activity, and alterations in the system that filters relevant information from irrelevant.  
 
    Trauma results in a fundamental reorganization of the way the mind and body manage perceptions, plunging people into a perceived world full of risks and threats.  
 
    The book presents three pathways by which we can use the brain’s natural neuroplasticity to undo the effects of trauma: 
 
    
    	 Top down, by talking, (re-)connecting with others, and allowing ourselves to know and understand what is going on within us, while processing the memories of the trauma. 
 
    	 By taking medicines that shut down inappropriate alarm reactions, or by utilizing other technologies that change the way the brain organizes information. 
 
    	 Bottom up, by allowing the body to have experiences that deeply and viscerally contradict the helplessness, rage, or collapse that result from trauma. 
 
   
 
    Pathway 1: Top down, by talking 
 
    Although psychoanalysis has fallen out of favor in recent years, the “talking cure” remains one of the most established and popular ways of addressing trauma. 
 
    Top-down regulation involves strengthening the capacity of the mind’s “inner manager” to monitor your body’s sensations. Its basic premise is that recounting the traumatic incident in great detail and processing it through language will help the mind to leave it behind. 
 
    But the talking cure has a limitation: trauma is preverbal. Neuroscience research shows that very few psychological problems are the result of defects in understanding. Therefore, improving one’s understanding doesn’t help. Most psychological problems originate in deeper regions of the brain that drive our perception and action.  
 
    A surprising finding of Van der Kolk’s research was that a region in the left frontal lobe called Broca’s area went offline when traumatized subjects experienced flashbacks. Broca’s area is a speech center and is similarly affected during a stroke. Reliving trauma shuts down people’s ability to express what they are experiencing in words, just as in a stroke. 
 
    At the same time, another region of the brain called Brodman’s area lit up. This is a region in our visual cortex that registers images when they first enter the brain. Flashbacks of trauma deactivate the left hemisphere – responsible for words, logic, and facts – and activates the right hemisphere, which is responsible for memories of sound, touch, smell, and the emotions they evoke. These memories bypass the executive functions of the brain, making them feel like intuitive truth – the way things are.   
 
    Trauma by its nature drives people to the edge of comprehension. It cuts us off from language based on common experience or an imaginable past. 
 
    Van der Kolk summarizes, “Our research did not support the idea that language can substitute for action.” Most subjects could tell a coherent story and experience the pain associated with what happened to them. Yet they continued to be haunted by unbearable images and physical sensations.  
 
    No matter how much insight or understanding people develop, the rational brain is basically impotent to talk the emotional brain out of its own reality. When our emotional and rational brains are in conflict (as when we’re enraged by someone we love, frightened by someone we depend on, or lust after someone who is off limits) a tug-of-war ensues. But this battle is largely played out in the theatre of visceral experience – in our gut, our heart, our lungs – and not in the world of ideas. 
 
    Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), a more modern incarnation of the talking cure, suffers from many of the same drawbacks.  
 
    CBT has been used very successfully for irrational fears such as spiders, but has been much less successful for treating trauma, particularly those with histories of childhood abuse. Only about one in three participants with PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) who finish research studies in CBT show some improvement. Those who complete CBT treatment usually have fewer PTSD symptoms, but they rarely recover completely. Most continue to have substantial problems with their health, work, or mental well-being. 
 
    Finding words to describe what has happened to you can be transformative, but it does not always abolish flashbacks or improve concentration, stimulate vital involvement in your life, or reduce hypersensitivity to disappointments and perceived injuries. 
 
    Pathway 2: Taking medicines 
 
    Antipsychotic medicines have transformed the psychiatric profession in recent decades. They were largely responsible for reducing the number of people living in mental hospitals in the United States, from over 500,000 in 1955 to fewer than 100,000 in 1996. 
 
    Van der Kolk describes the pharmacological revolution as “unimaginable” and “miraculous.” Nearly overnight, he witnessed patients who had spent much of their lives locked in their own separate, terrifying realities suddenly able to return to their families and communities. Patients mired in darkness and despair started to respond to the beauty of human contact and the pleasures of work and play.  
 
    Yet as transformative as these substances have been, we are starting to run up against their limits. Studies of Prozac found that it had no effect on combat veterans with PTSD. These results have held true for most subsequent pharmacological studies on veterans: while a few have shown modest improvements, most have not benefited at all.  
 
    Van der Kolk has come to the conclusion that psychiatric medications have a downside: they may deflect attention from dealing with underlying issues. The diagnoses that people receive can take control of their fate out of their own hands and put doctors and insurance companies in charge of fixing their problems. 
 
    Consider the case of antidepressants. If they were indeed a permanent, long-term solution, depression should by now have become a minor issue in society. Yet it has not made a dent in hospital admissions. The number of people treated for depression has tripled over the past two decades, and one in ten Americans now take antidepressants. 
 
    There is also a dramatically uneven socioeconomic impact. Children from low-income families are four times more likely than privately insured children to receive antipsychotic medicines. These medications are often used to make abused and neglected children easier to deal with. But they also interfere with motivation, play, and curiosity, which are indispensable for maturing into well-functioning and contributing members of society. Children who take them are also at risk of becoming morbidly obese and developing diabetes.  
 
    Based on these and other findings, Van der Kolk concludes that “…drugs cannot ‘cure’ trauma; they can only dampen the expressions of a disturbed psychology.” They do not teach the lasting lessons of self-regulation. They can help to control feelings and behavior, but at the price of blocking the chemical systems that regulate engagement, motivation, pain, and pleasure. 
 
    The most controversial medications, the so-called “second-generation antipsychotic agents” such as Risperdal and Seroquel, are the best-selling psychiatric drugs in the United States. More than half a million children and adolescents are now taking them. These antipsychotic drugs are widely used to treat abused children who are inappropriately diagnosed with bipolar disorder or mood dysregulation disorder. And yet for the most severe symptoms – dissociation, self-mutilation, fragmented memories, and amnesia – they generally have no effect. 
 
    Meanwhile, there have been no studies on the effects of psychotropic medications on the developing brain. These medications dampen the emotional brain and thus make children less skittish or enraged but may also interfere with being able to appreciate subtle signals of pleasure, danger, or satisfaction. They can also make them physically inert, further increasing their sense of alienation. They may work in calming them down, but by blocking the dopamine reward centers, may interfere in learning age-appropriate skills and developing friendships with other children.  
 
    Pathway 3: Bottom up, through experiences 
 
    Bottom-up regulation involves recalibrating the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which originates in the brain stem. We can access the ANS through breath, movement, or touch.  
 
    In psychomotor and somatic therapy, one of the treatment methods that fall into this category, the goal is to form new memories that live side by side with the painful realities of the past. These new memories provide sensory experiences of feeling seen, cradled, and supported in ways that can serve as antidotes to memories of hurt and betrayal. 
 
    In order to change, people need to become viscerally familiar with realities that directly contradict the feelings of being frozen or panicked. They need to replace them with sensations rooted in safety, mastery, delight, and connection. A bottom-up approach trains people in reactivating the brain structures that were knocked out during the original experience of trauma.  
 
    Before we examine the bottom-up pathway in more detail, we’ll need to take a detour into biology – specifically, the crucial role played by the vagus nerve. 
 
   

 

 The vagus nerve 
 
    Our social engagement system depends on nerves that have their origin in the brain stem regulatory centers, primarily the vagus nerve.  
 
    Together with adjoining nerves it activates the muscles of the face, throat, middle ear, and voice box or larynx. When this nerve complex is working properly, we are able to empathize and synchronize with others. These nerves send signals down to our heart and lungs, slowing down our heart rate and increasing the depth of our breathing. As a result, we feel calm and relaxed, centered, or pleasurably aroused. 
 
    Any threat to our safety or social connections triggers changes in the vagus nerve. The throat gets dry, the voice becomes tense, the heart speeds up, and respiration becomes rapid and shallow. These changes are partially meant to signal others to come to our aide.  
 
    But if no one comes, the older limbic brain takes over. The sympathetic nervous system mobilizes muscles, heart, and lungs for fight or flight. Our voice becomes faster and more strident and our heart starts beating faster. 
 
    Finally, if the threat continues and there is still no way out, the ultimate emergency system is activated: the dorsal vagal complex (DVC). This system reaches down deep below the diaphragm to the stomach, kidneys, and intestines. 
 
    Our heart rate plunges (our heart “drops”), we can’t breathe, and our guts stop working or empty. Metabolism is drastically reduced throughout the body. This is the point at which we disengage, collapse, or freeze. Once this system takes over, both ourselves and other people cease to matter. We may not even register physical pain. This level of immobilization is at the root of most traumas.  
 
   

 

 Bottom-up treatment of trauma 
 
    Of the three pathways for trauma treatment, bottom-up approaches like somatic and psychomotor therapies are the least used and appreciated. 
 
    Their aim is three-fold: 
 
    
    	 To draw out the sensory information that is blocked and frozen by trauma 
 
    	 To help patients befriend (rather than suppress) the energies released by that inner experience 
 
    	 To complete the self-preserving physical actions that were thwarted when they were trapped, restrained, or immobilized by terror 
 
   
 
    Talking and understanding help, and drugs can dampen hyperactive alarm systems. But research and practice have shown that imprints from the past can also be transformed by having physical experiences that directly contradict the helplessness, rage, and collapse that are part of trauma. And by doing so, regaining self-mastery. 
 
    In the mid-1980s, Steven Maier and Martin Seligman performed experiments in “learned helplessness” with dogs. They repeatedly administered painful shocks to dogs who were trapped in locked cages, triggering a condition called “inescapable shock.” After the cages were opened, dogs who had been previously shocked didn’t run away. They simply laid there, whimpering and defecating. 
 
    This famous experiment sheds light on what happens with trauma in humans: opening the pathway to freedom doesn’t necessarily mean they take it. Rather, they often just give up rather than experimenting with unknowns. 
 
    The scientists found that the only way to teach the traumatized dogs to get off the electric grids when the doors were open was to repeatedly drag them out of their cages so they could physically experience how they could get away. Thus began Van der Kolk’s exploration into how these findings could be applied to humans. 
 
    What he found was that the opposite of immobilization is effective action. Immobilization keeps the body in a state of inescapable shock and learned helplessness. If a person is held down, trapped, or otherwise prevented from taking effective action – such as in a war zone, car accident, domestic violence, or rape – the brain keeps secreting stress chemicals, and the brain’s electrical circuits continue to fire in vain. But if they can effectively fight or flee, the threat ends and the body returns to normalcy.  
 
    Being able to move and do something to protect yourself is a critical factor in whether an experience ends up being traumatic in the first place. Survivors of Hurricane Katrina who were strapped down and airlifted out of dangerous areas suffered worse trauma than those who stayed, for example. The best way to overcome ingrained patterns of submission is to restore a physical capacity to engage and defend.  
 
    Before beginning somatic and psychomotor therapies, patients are supported in building up a feeling of internal safety. Body-based therapist Peter Levine calls this “pendulation” – gently moving in and out of accessing internal sensations and traumatic memories. Once they can tolerate being aware of their trauma-based physical experiences, they are likely to discover powerful physical impulses – like hitting, pushing, or running – that were originally suppressed in order to survive. 
 
    Somatic therapies create a safe space for these acts to be expressed. Yelling, screaming, hitting, kicking, pushing, pulling – these movements are amplified and experimented with to help the person express the suppressed emotions. These therapies can help patients relocate themselves in the present by experiencing that it is safe to move. Feeling the pleasure of taking effective action restores a sense of agency and a sense of being able to actively defend and protect oneself. 
 
   

 

 Essential steps for recovery 
 
    All these findings and therapies point to a series of essential ingredients in helping people heal their trauma, regardless of which pathway they choose to take. 
 
    Reembodiment 
 
    You can only be fully in charge of your body if you can acknowledge the reality of your body, in all its visceral dimensions. At some point, we need to feel at home and safe with the full range of sensations available to us. 
 
    This can happen through rhythmic interactions with other people – such as in sports, music, dancing, or play. All these activities rely on interpersonal rhythms, visceral awareness, and vocal and facial communication. These help lift people out of fight/flight states, reorganize their perception of danger, and increase their capacity for relationship. 
 
    This can happen through developing somatic awareness – by naming what one is feeling. Not the surface emotions like anger, fear, or anxiety, but underlying sensations such as pressure, heat, tension, tingling, caving in, feeling hollow, etc. These physical sensations are transient and respond to slight shifts in body position, changes in breathing, and shifts in thinking. Becoming aware of how your body organizes these feelings opens up the possibility of safely revisiting the past, where you can release impulses that were once blocked in order to survive. 
 
    Van der Kolk describes their work helping patients create “islands of safety” within the body. These are parts of the body, postures, or movements they can use to “ground” themselves whenever they feel stuck, terrified, or enraged. These body parts usually lie outside the reach of the vagus nerve, which carries messages of panic to the chest, abdomen, and throat. They can serve as allies in reintegrating the trauma. 
 
    Communicating and experiencing fully 
 
    At some point in their treatment, victims of trauma must learn to communicate the full extent of their experience.  
 
    Often their story has become a rote narrative over time, edited into the form least likely to provoke rejection. But through talking, writing, art, music, dance, and other forms of self-expression, they can begin to tell the real story. That may be one reason these artforms have been practiced in cultures around the world for millennia, helping individuals and communities come to terms with what has happened to them. 
 
    In journaling, for example, things will come out that you didn’t even know were there. The inner critic quiets down as words spill out onto the page, as the pen or keyboard seems to channel whatever bubbles up from inside. Through writing, we can connect parts of the brain that don’t normally speak to each other, without worrying about what anyone will say. 
 
    In a study by James Pennebaker and Anne Krantz, a San Francisco-based dance and movement instructor, non-verbal artistic expression was compared to writing in its ability to process trauma. One group was asked to disclose a personal traumatic experience through expressive body movements for at least ten minutes per day for three consecutive days and then to write about it for another ten minutes. A second group danced but did not write about their trauma, and a third group engaged in a routine exercise program.  
 
    Over three months members of all three groups reported feeling happier and healthier. But only the expressive movement group who also wrote showed objective evidence: better physical health and improved grade point averages. 
 
    In a subsequent study by Pennebaker, participants were asked to recount their traumatic experiences into a tape recorder. They found that those who allowed themselves to feel their emotions showed significant physiological changes, both immediate and long term. The drop in blood pressure could still be measured six weeks after the experiment ended. 
 
    Learning to trust others again 
 
    One of the most devastating effects of trauma is the loss of the ability to trust others. How can you surrender to an intimate relationship after you’ve been brutalized or violated? 
 
    Everything about us – our brains, our minds, our bodies – is geared toward collaboration in social systems. It is our most powerful survival strategy. The key to our survival as a species. And it is precisely this that breaks down in most forms of mental suffering. If you look beyond the formal symptoms, almost all forms of mental suffering involve either trouble creating workable and satisfying relationships, or difficulties in regulating arousal (becoming habitually enraged, shut down, overexcited, or disorganized). All of these interfere with our basic social support machinery. 
 
    Many traumatized people feel chronically out of sync with other people around them. They often seek out others with similar experiences, who “get it.” This alleviates their sense of isolation, but sometimes at the price of having to deny their individual differences. Isolating oneself into a narrowly defined victim group promotes a view of others as irrelevant at best and dangerous at worst, leading to further alienation. Gangs, extremist political parties, and religious cults may provide solace, but don’t usually offer the mental flexibility needed to be fully open to what life has to offer.  
 
    Social support is not merely just being in the presence of other people. The key issue is reciprocity: being truly seen and heard by the people around us, and feeling that we are held in someone else’s mind and heart. For such reciprocity to be possible, our defensive system must temporarily shut down. Intimacy requires us to be able to experience vulnerability without fear. 
 
    Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most important aspect of mental health. Trusted, intimate connections are fundamental to meaningful and satisfying lives. Because trauma almost always involves not being seen, not being mirrored, or not being taken into account, treatment needs to restore the capacity to mirror and be mirrored by others, without being hijacked by others’ negative emotions. 
 
    Traumatized people recover in the context of relationships: with families, loved ones, AA meetings, veterans’ groups, religious communities, or professional therapists. 
 
    Letting go of shame 
 
    Deep down, many traumatized people are haunted by shame over what they did or didn’t do during their experience. They despise themselves for how terrified, dependent, excited, or enraged they felt.  
 
    This is particularly true if the abuser was someone close to them as a child, or someone they depended on, as is so often the case. The result is confusion about whether one was a victim or a willing participant, which in turn leads to bewilderment about the difference between love and terror, pain and pleasure. 
 
    Part of recovery is letting go of these feelings of guilt and shame. Forgiving oneself for what happened or didn’t happen. Or realizing that there is nothing to forgive. 
 
    Reintegrating memories and changing their meaning 
 
    As we saw before, traumatic memories often exist in a separate, walled off part of the mind. An essential part of trauma treatment is reintegrating those memories back into your sense of self, where they often take on new meanings. 
 
    Van der Kolk describes his experience working with Albert Pesso, a former dancer who had developed a new kind of treatment for trauma called Pesso Boyden System Psychomotor (PBSP) therapy. It involved creating “structures” or scenarios where subjects recreate scenes from their past. Through an interview format, the main participant (called the “protagonist”) would direct people to sit or stand in positions around the room that represented their role or relationship toward them. 
 
    The human brain processes spatial movements with the right hemisphere of the brain, which is the same area that is most affected by trauma. Through creating and then manipulating these structures, the protagonist is able to replay and change scenes from their past. For example, by having someone “play” their mother or father and expressing anger, disappointment, or unexpressed love toward them. Protagonists became like the directors of their own play, enlisting others to provide the love, support, and protection that had been lacking at those critical moments. 
 
    These innovative treatment methods don’t erase bad memories, or even neutralize them. They provide fresh options – an alternative memory where your basic human needs were met and your longings for love were fulfilled. Structures promote one of the essential conditions for deep therapeutic change: a trance-like state in which multiple realities can live side by side. In that state you can simultaneously experience the complex emotions of loyalty and tenderness mixed with rage and longing. 
 
   

 

 The possibility of self-leadership 
 
    Trauma robs people of self-leadership – the feeling that you are in charge of yourself. A challenge of recovery is reestablishing ownership of your body and mind. 
 
    For most people this involves:  
 
    
    	 Finding a way to become calm and focused 
 
    	 Learning to maintain that calm in response to images, thoughts, sounds, or physical experiences that remind you of the past 
 
    	 Finding a way to be fully alive in the present and engaged with the people around you 
 
    	 Not having to keep secrets from yourself, including secrets about the ways that you have managed to survive 
 
   
 
    As long as people are either hyper-aroused or shut down, they cannot learn from experience. Even if they manage to stay in control, they can remain inflexible, stubborn, and depressed. Recovery from trauma involves the restoration of executive functioning, and with it, self-confidence and the capacity for playfulness and creativity. 
 
    As our visceral connection to our bodies is reestablished, there is a brand-new capacity to warmly love the self. We begin to care for our health, our diet, our energy, and our time. This caring arises spontaneously and naturally, not in response to a “should.” This sets the stage for developing our internal leadership skills – how well we listen to our different parts, make sure they feel taken care of, and keep them from sabotaging one another. Instead of any one part of ourselves dominating the conversation, we can treat them all as important elements in a complex constellation of thoughts and emotions. 
 
    Pioneering neuroscience research by scientists like Michael Gazzaniga, combined with work in IFS (Internal Family Systems), has given us a model of the human mind as consisting of multiple distinct subsystems. Each one operates semi-autonomously, with its own needs, skills, and history. They also have different levels of maturity, excitability, wisdom, and pain. 
 
    In trauma, the relationship between these subsystems breaks down and they go to war with one another. Self-loathing fights with grandiosity, loving care with hatred, numbing and passivity with rage and aggression. Trauma hijacks these feelings out of their natural, valuable states. For example, we all have parts of ourselves that are childlike and fun. When we are abused, these are the parts that hurt the most, and they become frozen with the pain, terror, and betrayal of abuse. This burden makes them toxic, and the other parts rally to shield themselves from its pain. 
 
    In so doing, these “internal managers” take on some aspects of the abuser. Hypercritical and perfectionistic internal voices make sure we never get close to anyone, or drive us to be relentlessly productive, or throw us into a rage at the slightest provocation. They are trying to protect us from the feeling of annihilation, but in the process are making us miserable. 
 
    Every complex system requires competent leadership, and this internal system is no different. Treatment involves assuring all parts that they are welcome and valued, even those that are suicidal or destructive. It involves calling on one’s internal leader to wisely distribute the available resources and supply a vision for the whole that takes all parts into account. This “leader self” does not need to be cultivated or trained. It is always there beneath the surface, ready to take charge once the protective mechanisms that have arisen to protect it from destruction step back. 
 
    In a nine-month study, a group of IFS subjects showed measurable improvements in self-assessed joint pain, physical function, self-compassion, and overall pain relative to a control group. They also showed significant improvements in depression and self-efficacy. The subjective improvements were maintained one year later, but not the objectively measured ones, indicating that what had improved was their ability to live with their pain. 
 
    Traumatic adaptations continue until the entire human organism feels safe and integrates all the parts of itself that are stuck fighting or warding off trauma. If you were abused or neglected as a child, you likely still have a childlike part living inside you that is frozen in time, still holding fast to self-loathing and denial. Pushing these feelings away can be highly adaptive in the short run, helping you preserve your dignity, or focus on critical tasks like caring for your family or rebuilding a house. 
 
    But it requires an enormous amount of energy to keep the system under control. A single comment may trigger several parts simultaneously: one that becomes intensely angry, another filled with self-loathing, and a third that tries to calm things down with coping habits. The internal manager we enlist to manage this situation can become a problem unto itself – creating obsessions, seeking distractions, imposing control, thirsting for power, suppressing emotions, or denying reality altogether. Eventually, the powerful managers that we created to protect against the feeling of helplessness need to be put to rest. 
 
   

 

 The future of trauma 
 
    Currently more than 50% of the children served by Head Start have had three or more “adverse childhood experiences” as defined by the ACE study, such as incarcerated family members, depression, violence, abuse, drug use in the home, or periods of homelessness. 
 
    This is an absolutely staggering number. It defies our understanding of trauma as something uncommon, that only affects a small minority of people. 
 
    Meanwhile, child abuse and neglect is the single most preventable cause of mental illness, the single most common cause of drug and alcohol abuse, and a significant contributor to leading causes of death such as diabetes, heart disease, cancer, stroke, and suicide. 
 
    We are slowly moving toward becoming a trauma-aware society, as the research and clinical practice outlined in this book spread into the medical establishment and therapeutic culture. But as Van der Kolk documents in detail, there have been backlashes against acknowledging the reality of trauma before. 
 
    This book is a landmark achievement in the history of trauma awareness and treatment. It threads scientific research together with clinical practice and new treatment methods. It calls attention to the horrific impact of trauma and individuals and on society, while suggesting numerous practical ways it can be treated, including ones not included in this summary such as EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), neurofeedback training, and theatre.  
 
    » 
 
   



 

 5 | Building a Second Brain: An Overview 
 
    How many brilliant ideas have you had and forgotten? How many insights have you failed to take action on? How much useful advice have you slowly forgotten as the years have passed? 
 
    We feel a constant pressure to be learning, improving ourselves, and making progress. We spend countless hours every year reading, listening, and watching informational content. And yet, where has all that valuable knowledge gone? Where is it when we need it? Our brain can only store a few thoughts at any one time. Our brain is for having ideas, not storing them. 
 
    Building A Second Brain is a methodology for saving and systematically reminding us of the ideas, inspirations, insights, and connections we’ve gained through our experience. It expands our memory and our intellect using the modern tools of technology and networks. 
 
    This methodology is not only for preserving those ideas but turning them into reality. It provides a clear, actionable path to creating a “second brain” – an external, centralized, digital repository for the things you learn and the resources from which they come. 
 
    Being effective in the world today requires managing many different kinds of information – emails, text messages, messaging apps, online articles, books, podcasts, webinars, memos, and many others. All of these kinds of content have value but trying to remember all of it is overwhelming and impractical. By consolidating ideas from these sources, you’ll develop a valuable body of work to advance your projects and goals. You’ll have an ongoing record of personal discoveries, lessons learned, and actionable insights for any situation. 
 
    We are already doing most of the work required to consume this content. We spend a significant portion of our lives manipulating text, outlines, photos, videos, sketches, diagrams, webpages, notes, and documents. Yet without a little extra care to preserve these valuable resources, our precious knowledge remains siloed and scattered across dozens of different locations. We fail to build a collection of knowledge that both appreciates in value and can be reused again and again. 
 
    By offloading our thinking onto a Second Brain, we free our biological brain to imagine, create, and simply be present. We can move through life confident that we will remember everything that matters, instead of floundering through our days struggling to keep track of every detail. 
 
    Your Second Brain serves as an extension of your mind, not only protecting you from the ravages of forgetfulness but also amplifying your efforts as you take on creative challenges. It will help you to: 
 
    
    	 Consistently move your projects and goals to completion by organizing and accessing your knowledge in a results-oriented way 
 
    	 Transform your personal knowledge into income, taking advantage of a rapidly growing knowledge economy 
 
    	 Uncover unexpected patterns and connections between ideas 
 
    	 Reduce stress and “information overload” by expertly curating and managing your personal information stream 
 
    	 Develop valuable expertise, specialized knowledge, and the skills to deploy it in a new job, career, or business 
 
    	 Cultivate a collection of valuable knowledge and insights over time without having to follow rigid, time-consuming rules 
 
    	 Unlock the full value of the wealth of learning resources all around you, such as online courses, webinars, books, articles, forums, and podcasts 
 
   
 
   



 

 Part I: Remember 
 
    The first step in building a Second Brain is “capturing” the ideas and insights you think are worth saving. Ask yourself: 
 
    
    	 What are the recurring themes and questions that I always seem to return to in my work and life? 
 
    	 What insightful, high-value, impactful information do I already have access to that could be valuable? 
 
    	 Which knowledge do I want to interconnect, mix and match, and periodically resurface to stimulate future thinking on these subjects? 
 
   
 
    Most of the time we tend to capture information haphazardly – we email ourselves a quick note, brainstorm some ideas in a Word document, or take notes on books we read – but then don’t do anything with it. We are already consuming or producing this information, we just need to keep it in a single, centralized place, such as a digital note-taking app like Evernote, Microsoft OneNote, Bear, Notion, Roam Research, or others. These apps facilitate capturing small “snippets” of text, and can also store hyperlinks, images, webpages, screenshots, PDFs, and other attachments, all of which are saved permanently and synced across all your devices. 
 
    By keeping a diverse collection of information in one centralized place, it is free to intermix and intermingle, helping us see unexpected connections and patterns in our thinking. This also gives us one place to look when we need creative raw material, supporting research, or a shot of inspiration. 
 
    The following three guidelines will help you capture only the most relevant and useful information in your second brain 
 
    A) Think like a curator 
 
    It is tempting to turn on our mobile device or computer and immediately become immersed in the flow of juicy information we are presented with. Much of this information is useful and interesting – articles written by experts that could make us more productive, tips on exercise or nutrition, or fascinating stories from around the world. But unless we make conscious, strategic decisions about what we consume, we’ll always be at the mercy of what others want us to see. 
 
    Instead, adopt the mindset of a curator – discerning, opinionated, and reflective. As you come across social media updates, online articles, and podcasts throughout your day, instead of diving in immediately, save them for future consumption. As you begin to collect content, you’ll be able to choose which sources to consume in a deliberate way. 
 
    B) Organize your content by project 
 
    How should you organize the content once you’ve captured it? Instead of organizing your files primarily by topic (for example, web design or psychology), which is time-consuming and mentally taxing, organize them according to the projects you are actively working on. This ensures that you are consuming information with a purpose – to advance your projects and goals – and only at a time and place where you’ll be able to put it to use. 
 
    The PARA organizational system takes this principle – organizing information by when you would like to see it next – and applies it to your entire digital life. Instead of organizing each one of the information management tools you use in a completely different way, use your projects as universal categories across all of them. This helps reduce the fragmentation of your project files, without requiring you to only use one tool for everything. 
 
    C) Keep only what resonates 
 
    The word “organization” often brings to mind an analytical way of thinking. But analysis is time-consuming and tiring. In deciding which passages, images, theories, or quotes to keep, don’t make it a highly intellectual, analytical decision. 
 
    Instead, your rule of thumb should be to save anything that “resonates” with you on an intuitive level. This is often because it connects to something you care about, wonder about, or find inherently intriguing. By training ourselves to notice when something resonates with us at a deeper level, we improve not only our ability to see opportunities, but also our understanding of ourselves and how we work. 
 
   



 

 Part II: Connect 
 
    Once you start collecting valuable knowledge in a centralized place, you’ll naturally start to notice patterns and connections. An article you read on gardening will give you an insight into online marketing. An offhand comment by a client will give you the idea of creating a webpage with client testimonials. A business card you saved from a conference will remind you to follow up and propose a collaboration. 
 
    You can greatly facilitate and speed up this process by distilling your notes into actionable, bite-sized summaries. It would be near impossible to review your 10 pages of notes on a book you read last year in the midst of a chaotic workday, for example. But if you had just the main points of that book in a 3-point summary, you could quickly remind yourself of what it contains and potentially apply it to something you’re working on. 
 
    The following three guidelines will help you summarize and distill your notes into actionable, useful tools for execution. 
 
    A) Design notes for your future self 
 
    A powerful mindset for interacting with our notes is to “design notes with your future self in mind.” Every time we create a note or make an edit, we can make it just a little easier to find and make use of next time. 
 
    This can include: 
 
    
    	 Defining key terms in parentheses in case we forget what they mean 
 
    	 Inserting placeholders when we leave off summarizing a source so we know where to pick back up 
 
    	 Adding links to related websites, files, or emails that we’re likely to forget over time 
 
   
 
    By constantly saving packets of knowledge in a format that our future self can easily consume, we follow a “pay it forward” strategy that we get to benefit from in the future! 
 
    B) Summarize progressively, at different levels of detail 
 
    A common problem with notes is that they are too long and dense. You can’t afford the time it would take to review and remind yourself of everything they contain. Executive summaries can help, but often it is a challenge to identify what exactly the main point is in the first place. 
 
    Progressive Summarization is a technique that relies on summarizing a note in multiple stages over time. You save only the best excerpts from whatever you’re reading, and then create a summary of those excerpts, and then a summary of that summary, distilling the essence of the content at each stage. These “layers” are like a digital map that can be zoomed in or out to any level of detail you need.  
 
    Progressive Summarization allows you to read the note in different ways for different purposes: in depth if you want to glean every detail, or at a high level if you just need the main takeaway. This allows you to review a note’s contents in seconds to decide if it’s useful for the task at hand. 
 
    C) Organize opportunistically, a little bit at a time 
 
    It can be tempting to spend a lot of time to create highly structured, perfectionistic notes. The problem is, you often have no idea which sources will end up being valuable until much later. Instead of investing a lot of effort upfront, organize your notes opportunistically, in small bits over time whenever the opportunity arises. 
 
    Your rule of thumb should be: add value to a note every time you touch it. This could include adding an informative title the first time you come across a note, highlighting the most important points the next time you see it, and adding a link to a related note sometime later.  
 
    By spreading out the heavy work of organizing your notes over time, you not only save time and effort, but ensure that the most frequently used (and thus most valuable) notes surface organically, like a ski slope where the most popular routes naturally end up with deeper grooves. 
 
   



 

 Part III: Create 
 
    All of this capturing, summarizing, connecting, and organizing has one ultimate purpose: creating tangible results in the real world. Whether we want to lose weight, get a promotion at work, start a side business, or contribute to a cause we believe in, the true purpose of learning is to turn our knowledge into effective action. 
 
    With a substantial reserve of supporting material in your Second Brain, you never need to sit down to an empty page and try to “think of something smart.” All creativity stands on the shoulders of giants, and you have the benefit of already having the best ideas of those giants documented in your notes! 
 
    What should you create? It depends on your skills, interests, and personality. If you are analytical, you could draw on a group of articles you’ve read about Big Data to write a blog post summarizing where you think machine learning is headed next. If you like to perform, you could borrow ideas from your notes on YouTube cooking videos you’ve enjoyed to make one of your own. If you are campaigning for investment in your local park, you could distill the minutes from past city council meetings into a speaking agenda for your public comments at the next one. 
 
    With notes in your Second Brain at your disposal, you always have something to inspire you, remind you, support you, or guide you as you engage in the projects and interests that are important to you. You are able to draw on the sum total of your life experience and learning, not just whatever you can think of in the moment. 
 
    The following three guidelines will help you create more, better, and more meaningful creative output for whatever you pursue. 
 
    A) Don’t just consume information passively – put it to use 
 
    A common challenge for people who love to learn is that they constantly force feed themselves more and more information, but never actually put it to use. The goals and the experiences that would enrich their lives get endlessly postponed, waiting for the “right” bit of knowledge they supposedly need before getting started. 
 
    But information only becomes knowledge – something personal, embodied, grounded – when we put it to use. That’s why we should shift as much of our effort as possible from consuming information, to creating new things. The things we create – whether they are pieces of writing, websites, photographs, videos, or live performances – embody and express the knowledge we’ve gained from personal experience.  
 
    We all need to be part of bringing to life something good, true, or beautiful. Creating things is not only deeply fulfilling, it can also bring us unexpected opportunities, introduce us to new friends or collaborators, and have a positive impact on others – by inspiring them, entertaining them, or informing them. 
 
    B) Create smaller, reusable units of work 
 
    Once you start to curate a collection of valuable knowledge in external form, a very different way of working becomes not only possible, but necessary. 
 
    You will begin to think of your projects as made up of discrete parts. I call them “intermediate packets,” which can include any kind of content we’ve already mentioned: a set of notes from a team meeting, a list of relevant research findings, a brainstorm with collaborators, a slide deck analyzing the market, or a list of action items from a conference call, for example. 
 
    Instead of trying to sit down and move the entire project forward all at once, which is like trying to roll a giant boulder uphill, a more effective approach is to end each work session – whether it is 15 minutes or 3 hours – by completing just one small, intermediate packet.  
 
    This allows you to work in smaller increments, making use of any available span of time, while getting lots of feedback and taking frequent breaks. Not only does this result in higher quality output, it fuels the motivation and the inspiration that we need to do our best work. These packets can then be saved to your Second Brain and re-used the next time you have a similar need. 
 
    C) Share your work with the world 
 
    There are many benefits all along the process of building a Second Brain: less stress, better focus, more insights, and enhanced productivity. But the real payoff comes at the end, when you create something out of the knowledge you’ve collected and share it with the world. 
 
    It can be tempting to wait until everything is “ready,” until you have all the information you think you need, and all the sources have been double checked and reviewed. But as you continually curate and save pieces of content, review and summarize them, create a series of intermediate packets, and then recycle them back into your Second Brain, you’ll start to realize that there is no such thing as a finished product. 
 
    Everything is in flux, everything is a work in progress, and everything you put out there has an implicit “version 1.0” attached to it. This can be tremendously empowering – since nothing is ever final, there is no need to wait to get started. You can publish a simple website now, and slowly add additional pages as you have time. You can publish a draft blog post now, and make revisions later after you’ve received feedback. You could even self-publish an ebook on the Kindle store, and any future updates to the manuscript will be wirelessly synced to everyone who purchased the book! 
 
    By consistently sharing your work with others – whether that is your family, friends, colleagues, or externally on social media – all sorts of benefits will start to materialize. You’ll connect with new collaborators who you never would have imagined would find your work compelling. You’ll find clients or customers, in some cases even when you weren’t seeking them. Others will reflect back to you their reactions and comments and appreciation (and occasionally criticism).  
 
    You’ll find that you are part of a community that shares your interests and values. Accomplishing anything meaningful or important requires working with others, and the incredible power of the internet now allows us to find each other no matter how obscure or strange our interests. 
 
   

 

 Conclusion 
 
    Each note in your Second Brain is a record of something you’ve experienced in your life – whether that is from reading a book, having an interesting conversation, or completing a project at work. With all your most valuable ideas at your fingertips at all times, you never need to struggle and strain to remember everything you’ve learned. 
 
    As your Second Brain gains momentum over weeks and months, you will start to become different. You will no longer think about things in isolation, but as part of a network of ideas in which everything affects everything else. You’ll realize that something you learned at work about effective communication also applies to your family vacation debate. A random fact you read in an airplane magazine will somehow end up being useful in a blog post you’re writing. A lesson from Ancient Greek history you picked up from a podcast on your morning commute will help you deal with a crisis at the office. You will start to think in terms of the systems and principles that you’ve gleaned through your summarizing and reviewing and see them everywhere. 
 
    Your mind will start to work differently, learning to depend on this external tool to draw on resources, references, and research far beyond what it can remember on its own. You will start to conceive of “your work” as an integrated whole that you can actually point to, shape, and navigate in a direction of your choosing. You’ll be more objective and unattached, because if any single idea doesn’t work out, you know you have a huge trove of others ready to go. 
 
    Over time, you will start to recognize that everything you are learning and experiencing makes sense. You can see, mapped in the notes you are cultivating, the underlying structure of your life. Why you do things, what you really want, what’s really important and what isn’t. Your Second Brain becomes like a mirror, reflecting back to you who you think you are, who you want to be, and who you could become. Because you know how to capture and make use of anything, every experience you have becomes an opportunity to learn and to grow. 
 
    As this self-understanding dawns, you will look around at the notes you’ve collected, and you will realize that you already have everything you need to get started. You will start combining the ideas together, forming new perspectives, new theories, and new strategies. Ideas about society, about art, about psychology, about spirituality, about technology will start intermixing and spawning ideas you’ve never consciously considered. You’ll be shocked, in fact, at the elegance and power of what pops out of your notes. 
 
    This epiphany won’t just exist in your head. People will be able to tell. They’ll start to notice that you can draw on an unusually large body of knowledge at a moment’s notice. They will admire your amazing memory, but what they don’t know is that you never try to remember anything. They’ll admire your incredible self-discipline and dedication at developing ideas over time, not knowing that you’ve created a system in which insights and connections emerge organically. They’ll be impressed by your ability to produce so much creative output, but in reality, you never lock yourself in a room to “crank out” some work. You just let your projects simmer until they’re ready. 
 
    Building a Second Brain is an integrated set of behaviors for turning incoming information into completed creative projects. Instead of endlessly optimizing yourself, trying to become a productivity machine that never deviates from the plan, it has you optimize an external system that is more reliable than you will ever be. This frees you to imagine, to wonder, to wander toward whatever makes you come alive here and now in the moment. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 6 | Tiago Forte’s Origin Story 
 
    I am a first-generation American, born and raised in Orange County in Southern California. I grew up in a mixed Brazilian and Filipino household with two brothers and a sister. Our home was filled with culture and the arts for as long as I can remember. My mother is a talented musician and singer who exposed us to the distinct rhythms of Brazilian music and the Portuguese language from our earliest years. My father is a professional artist who covered every wall of our home with his paintings and sketches. 
 
    We grew up in an evangelical, non-denominational Christian church, spending multiple nights a week at various services and Bible study groups. My mother sang in the church band, and I remember seeing her on stage singing every Sunday. While my father was known for his figures and still lifes, his true passion was Biblically themed art. Vivid scenes of Biblical stories like Cain and Abel, Jacob and the Angel, and Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden looked down at us from large-scale canvases throughout the church. As a young child I got used to seeing my parents’ artistic talents admired and appreciated by hundreds of people every week. It left a deep impression on me, seeing how rewarding it could be to use art to serve others. 
 
    From my father I learned important lessons about the value of making things. 
 
    First, he has always been extremely prolific in his output, producing thousands of paintings over his career. His productivity is an essential part of his creativity. People often see his impressive works and ask, “How long does it take him to paint one of these?” But that question makes no sense. At any given time, he is “working on” potentially dozens of different paintings, ranging in size from 12 inches to 12 feet wide, at every stage of completion from a sketch in a notebook to a gigantic mural on a wall, and sometimes spanning many years of tweaks and adjustments.  
 
    Working on so many things in parallel allows him to switch to something new any time he gets stuck and provides many opportunities for cross-fertilization between subjects. My father doesn’t just paint – he manages a creative pipeline that ensures he always has something interesting to work on. This isn’t just a creative necessity, but an economic one, considering he had to raise four kids in one of the most expensive regions of the country. 
 
    Second, my father always used both sides of his brain, left and right. Art had been his passion all his life, but he also had a keen side interest in mathematics. He loved music and followed his intuition, but also possessed a sharp analytical mind. Being questioned by him was like being deposed by a lawyer, every excuse quickly deconstructed and, usually, destroyed. He believed in the traditional humanities and in classical education, but also saw the potential of technology early on. We had an Apple Performa computer in our house in 1994, when I was just 9 years old. And to my amazement, in spite of his frugality, we were one of the first families in the neighborhood to have broadband Internet, once we made the case for its educational value. 
 
    And third, my father isn’t just an artist in the backyard studio where he paints. He is an artist in everything – making sandwiches, planting a garden, buying clothes, or planning a vacation all present themselves as opportunities for creativity. I learned early on that everything was subject to change, that everything could be reinvented or redesigned or reframed with my imagination as the only constraint. 
 
    My father was all about extremes, and from him I gained my drive and my will. From my mother, I was fortunate to learn the qualities that made those extremes manageable, that checked my determination with something softer and more forgiving.  
 
    My mother has great patience, always willing to let us come to our own conclusions and make our own decisions. She is immensely gracious, that rarest of qualities in the modern world, never calling unwanted attention to our mistakes and our faults. Most of all, my mother always had a profound emotional intelligence, able to sense intuitively what was happening underneath the surface of others’ emotional lives. And to use that knowledge to help and to heal. She is a sensitive soul and inheriting that sensitivity has helped soften the intellect that always insists I am right and know best. 
 
    The seeds of my current work are to be found scattered across my childhood years. I was always a collector, of everything from baseball cards (though I never played baseball), to coins, to Star Wars cards. But my favorite thing to collect was knowledge. I had a monthly subscription to “animal cards” – encyclopedia-style printed cards with interesting facts about different animals, which I kept organized in a cardboard box. I guarded this collection of knowledge zealously. 
 
    I loved organizing things and saw the world through the lens of principles and systems. There is a famous story in my family of how I would sit in the bathtub playing with my Micro-Machines (miniature toy cars). Except I wouldn’t really play with them. I organized and reorganized them according to different criteria – by size, by color, by shape, by category. I was always captivated by the patterns that seemed to underlie the world around me, and by categorizing things I found a way to explore and experiment with those patterns. I developed a fascination with any subject that seemed to shed light on that underlying reality – religion, physics, biology, and science. My mind always saw things at different levels of abstraction, as a series of intertwined principles. This made it easy for me to grasp complex ideas quickly but left me with little common sense. I was known as a daydreamer and a klutz. 
 
    I always loved learning but was only an average student. I read voraciously on my own time, especially science fiction, historical fiction, and fantasy, but found homework readings comparatively boring, and avoided them. I wasn’t very self-disciplined in doing my classwork, but I had a vivid imagination. I’d spend as much time as possible during class, at recess, and on the bus to and from school staring off into space and imagining stories. This often caused me to miss homework assignments or important announcements. I got into the habit of going up to the teacher at the end of every class to confirm the homework, since I assumed I hadn’t been paying attention.  
 
    I was good at tests because they required abstract logic, but otherwise found it very difficult to memorize facts or pay attention to topics I wasn’t interested in. I was lucky that the experience of formal schooling didn’t taint my love of learning. To me, school was a distraction from learning, something to get over with so I could escape to my books and my games. 
 
   

 

 Growing up 
 
    The most pivotal year of my early life was 1998, when my parents reimagined our education and took the four of us out of school, moving to a small town in the mountains of southern Brazil for a year of cultural immersion. My mother is Brazilian, from São Paulo, and my father had developed a deep love for the country. They wanted us to learn the language and connect with our heritage and knew that immersion was the only way. 
 
    All the school administrators in the U.S. told them they would ruin our education. Instead, that year ended up being the most educational of my life. I learned to speak Portuguese, which set the stage for a love of languages and travel that eventually took me all over the world. It was during this year that I started writing, sending out mass emails to friends and family back home recounting our adventures through the Brazilian countryside. I reconnected with my Brazilian roots in a way that shaped my identity as a global citizen, which later on inspired my nonprofit work. It seems crazy to move a family of six to a developing country, yet that act of creative courage made me into who I am today. 
 
    My earliest memories of doing work that I was passionate about are of volunteering. From about the age of 10, I would travel to Mexico with a team from our church on “service trips.” We would spend the weekend building houses, providing medical and dental care, and distributing donated clothing and books to poor communities near the border. As an insulated kid from a wealthy suburb, these experiences were eye-opening. I saw deep poverty, up-close and personal, in a way that I couldn’t ignore or distance myself from. Through to the end of high school I went on several international mission trips – running a basketball camp in France, putting on plays and film showings in Ethiopia, and building a schoolhouse in Belize. I decided very early on that I wanted to live a life of service. Not just because it was needed, but because it was so fun and deeply fulfilling. 
 
    My first paying jobs were fixing computers. After years of fixing my parents’ computer problems, I realized this was a service that many others needed. I made it into a business in college, driving around in my beat-up Honda Civic to rescue ailing PCs. Sitting with people in their living rooms and studies, I heard firsthand about their struggles with the technology that was supposed to empower them. I began with hardware and software fixes, but soon moved on to teaching them how to use their devices in the first place. The knowledge of how to properly operate and maintain a computer is what made the biggest difference – not only in keeping the computer running, but in enabling people to better communicate, create, and learn on the web. 
 
    I continued on this path, getting a job working at an Apple Store in San Diego in college. I switched to Macs, but the lessons were much the same: how to navigate the operating system, how to install new programs, how to diagnose and fix errors, and how to navigate the web. I soon started teaching classes on Apple’s iLife suite, which included software for editing photos, making videos, building websites, and recording DVDs. I can still remember the look of amazement on the face of an elderly woman as I showed her what her computer was capable of creating. As soon as she had some basic training, I saw that she quickly switched from frustration and disappointment to excitement and creativity. 
 
   

 

 Leaving home 
 
    While studying international business at San Diego State University, I embarked on a period of overseas study and work. I studied abroad at two universities in Brazil, learning how difficult and backward business could be in countries racked with corruption. I heard story after story about government officials demanding payoffs or awarding contracts to their relatives in a brazen display of nepotism. After finishing my studies abroad, I took a job at a nonprofit in Colombia, working on a microfinance crowdfunding website that facilitated donations to micro-entrepreneurs from poor communities. It was my first experience using technology for social good, and I started to get a sense of its immense potential for connecting people across borders. 
 
    After graduation, I left for the Peace Corps, serving for two years as an English teacher in a small town in Eastern Ukraine called Kupyansk. I taught English classes at a local school for students from the third to the eleventh grade, and worked on other projects to promote public health, youth leadership, and civic engagement in my off-hours. It was at this school that I began teaching basic productivity techniques to the youth of my Ukrainian village – how to make a schedule, how to formulate goals, how to identify community resources, and other basic but useful skills. These lessons evolved into a summer camp program called Projects Bring Change, in which I taught a specially chosen group of campers how to plan and execute community service projects, like trash cleanups and public art projects, in their neighborhoods. We were featured in the local news, and my program was replicated at other camps for several years afterward. 
 
    I vividly witnessed that learning how to perform the most basic tasks – maintaining a personal agenda, identifying objectives, making meeting agendas, taking good notes – could completely transform the lives of young students. They graduated with life skills that made a meaningful difference in applying to universities and gaining well-paid jobs. I watched my group of students forge a new identity as doers and makers and gain the confidence that they had control over their future. 
 
    I had to learn how to teach these productivity techniques in a way that made seemingly boring topics interesting and relevant, while overcoming barriers of language and culture. I researched active learning and communicative teaching, making my lessons into games, hands-on activities, and real-world exercises to make the learning stick. I came to believe that practical life skills were one of the greatest areas of need in youth education, but that they required new, more engaging ways of teaching. 
 
   

 

 Starting a career 
 
    I returned to the U.S. in 2012, moving to San Francisco for my first “real job” – as a Junior Analyst in a French innovation consulting firm. The firm helped its clients – typically large corporations – develop new products and services that would lead to new sources of revenue and even a new direction for the company as a whole. Working on websites, slide decks, and other digital products, I learned the power of good design to communicate a vision and the path needed to realize it. I thought that I had left behind the days of cross-cultural communication, but instead found that the skills I had developed overseas – in empathy, adaptation, and problem-solving – were more relevant than ever. 
 
    As much as I was learning, I was also being overwhelmed by the demands of a fast-paced, technology-centric workplace. Struggling to keep up with the sheer amount of information and responsibilities I was expected to manage, I walked into a local bookstore and picked up the first book I thought would help – the best-selling book on personal productivity Getting Things Done by David Allen. GTD, as it is known, introduced me to the world of professional development, and gave me the tools to manage my overwhelming workload. The results I experienced were so immediate and profound, it sparked a desire to teach others the powerful methods the book had taught me. I started a book club with my coworkers to read through the book one chapter at a time and discuss it over lunch once a week. The book club became a workshop, which I taught occasionally for the members of the coworking space where we worked. 
 
    I had discovered powerful demand for more modern, interactive, and flexible ways of learning about productivity. At the same time, the career path that stretched out before me became depressingly clear: I could expect a minor promotion and pay raise every year or two, at best, in return for my total dedication and effort. I saw that this path limited what I could achieve, not because of a lack of knowledge or skills, but because that was how the career ladder was structured. Instead of giving my creativity and ambition a wide-open space to flourish, this path would pin me down in one specialized role after another. 
 
    But I still wasn’t ready to take the plunge into self-employment. I left the consulting job and started applying for various roles in the tech sector. But I couldn’t get so much as an interview for any of the positions I applied for. My skills and experiences were too random, too disconnected. There wasn’t any position I was qualified for, and it was impossible to put my resume into any category besides “jack of all trades, master of none.” I knew that I had a lot to offer, but it seemed like the corporate world wasn’t designed to make use of it. 
 
    It was around this time that online courses caught my eye. I saw so much creativity and innovation happening at such a rapid pace, with people making an impact and sharing their ideas at the same time they achieved financial independence. I took my first online class, on the popular software language Ruby on Rails, in the spring of 2013. It was good, and certainly affordable, but I thought, “I can do better.” Drawing on my teaching experience, my newfound interest in visual design, my basic media skills learned at the Apple Store, and my passion for the GTD method, I turned my lunchtime workshop into an online course called Get Stuff Done Like a Boss. In the course, I taught people the GTD method via a series of short, easy-to-follow videos. The need for such a course was apparent – within a few months thousands of people from all over the world had completed it. 
 
   

 

 Starting Forte Labs 
 
    With the unexpected success of my first course, I decided to put off looking for a new job and pursue this opportunity full time. Thus was born Forte Labs, an online education company which as of 2019 has taught more than 20,000 paying customers to elevate their performance and personal effectiveness via online courses and live workshops. It has evolved over time, as I’ve created other courses and started offering services such as coaching to provide more personalized support. I started a blog, which gave me a public forum to begin exploring new topics such as habit formation, self-tracking, design thinking, and other fields like the theory of constraints, just-in-time manufacturing, and flow states. The blog became a testing ground where I could experiment with a wide array of ideas and turn the ones that received the most interest into new products. 
 
    Around the same time I started my business, I was introduced to meditation. Picking up a book on the recommendation of a friend, I began a daily practice that has had a profound impact on my life. I don’t think I could have withstood the uncertainty and challenge of self-employment without a meditation practice. It helped balance my mind, calm my nerves, and gave me much needed perspective amidst the harrowing ups and downs of the entrepreneurial life.  
 
    This experience sparked my interest in other kinds of personal and spiritual growth. I became a personal growth enthusiast, taking weekend workshops on self-empowerment, studying positive psychology, and investing in coaching to reveal my blind spots and limiting beliefs. These experiences were not only personally meaningful and rewarding; they also somehow led directly to breakthroughs in my work that I didn’t even expect. I began to see that personal and professional growth are deeply intertwined – that the expansion of the self is tied to the expansion of an audience or business, and that work can be the fuel for personal awakening. 
 
    Based on these realizations, I’ve made personal growth the central theme of my work. I believe that developing self-awareness is simply the most important and rewarding thing that humans can pursue. The possibility that the activity we spend most of our waking hours performing – work – can also be a path of personal growth seems like the most unlikely and fortunate coincidence. But it is a coincidence I am dedicated to exploiting to the greatest degree possible. 
 
    I’ve found that even highly educated knowledge workers in the most cutting-edge industries struggle with some of the same issues I saw in teaching my Ukrainian students – how to define goals, schedule their time, and manage projects to completion. I’ve seen how new technology, poorly applied and understood, can confuse and distract people rather than empower and free them. I’ve witnessed the spark of inspiration as people begin to see their computers as powerful tools of creation, rather than as burdens. I continue to discover the power of online platforms and good design in delivering paradigm shifts to a wide audience, which I learned serving some of the poorest entrepreneurs and wealthiest corporations alike. And I’ve seen that all the material success in the world means nothing without the peace of mind that comes from self-love and self-understanding. 
 
   

 

 The future 
 
    My mission is to radically improve the effectiveness of human beings while making their work a vehicle for personal fulfillment. I believe that work can be a profound source of creativity and pleasure, while at the same time enabling people to make a positive impact on society and the planet. 
 
    In pursuit of that mission, I write, speak, teach, and create products and services focused on helping people improve their productivity and personal effectiveness. I seek to introduce my followers and customers to paradigm-shifting new ideas about new ways of working. And to help them apply those ideas to add creativity and leverage to their workdays, build systems and habits for accomplishing more with less, and make their work a means of living a more fulfilling, more enjoyable, and more expansive life. I truly believe that if more people were able to turn their ideas into tangible outcomes in the real world, it could completely change the world we live in. 
 
    While the Internet has dramatically changed how modern work is executed, our mindset has failed to adapt. We were educated in institutions from the Industrial Era that taught us that information is finite, static, and scarce. But now we live and work in a world where information is infinite, dynamic, and abundant. Information is the fundamental building block of the world today, and our relationship to it determines everything from our quality of life, to the impact we’re able to make on the causes we care about. 
 
    My approach is “principles, not prescriptions.” Instead of doling out a stale list of productivity “tips and tricks” that ignore each person’s unique situation, I teach principles that anyone can adapt for themselves. I study diverse fields – including design thinking, behavioral science, user experience design, information science, and active learning – to identify both the latest research and the timeless principles that underpin human performance. 
 
    My goal is to synthesize everything I learn into practical methods that allow people to harness the power of technology. Now that technology is central to every company in every industry, we need new ways of managing our attention and focusing it where it matters most. Instead of being a constant source of distraction, I believe we can transform technology into a dependable source of learning, growth, and self-fulfillment. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 7 | The Story Behind Building a Second Brain 
 
    I first started taking notes on a computer at the age of 22, when I came down with a mysterious illness in college. The pain was inconsistent, varying a lot from day to day. At first I thought it was a temporary thing, that it would soon go away. But it grew steadily worse, over months and then years. I started seeing every kind of doctor and specialist I could find. But none of them could pin down the cause, much less a solution. 
 
    I found myself sitting in a neurologist’s office one day, as the doctor recommended a powerful painkiller that might fix the problem at the cost of dulling sensation throughout my entire body. Considering such a drastic measure, I realized that I was at rock bottom. I felt like I had no future, that the things I wanted in my life were permanently out of reach because of this condition I couldn’t explain. Sitting in that chair and watching the doctor write the prescription, I had a realization: I could spend years bouncing back and forth between different specialists, taking various medications, and never find true relief. I realized that no one person was going to solve this problem for me. I had to be my own advocate. I had to take charge of my own treatment. 
 
    I began asking the receptionists for my patient records and scanning them into my computer. Before long I had an extensive file to manage, and I started organizing it by date, by specialty, and by doctor. I would arrive at each doctor’s appointment with a list of questions I wanted answered by the time I left. I started doing my own research, reading about obscure findings in medical journals, and guiding the process according to what I thought might help. 
 
    Eventually, it became clear that there wouldn’t be a definitive remedy. After every diagnostic test and scan imaginable, and tens of thousands of dollars spent, there didn’t seem to be any single cause for my symptoms. I began to realize that what I had was not a temporary illness, but a chronic condition. I needed to manage it, not fix it. My notes again came in handy: in a matter of hours, I was able to search through years of observations and findings, tagging anything that seemed to help. I was able to identify almost a dozen practical measures – for sleeping, eating, exercising, and stretching – that when practiced regularly, helped minimize the pain and allowed me to function normally. It seemed like a miracle, but the answers I needed were waiting right there in my notes. 
 
    Speaking with people about my experience over the years, I’ve been surprised to find that many of them have some sort of chronic condition. A bad knee, a mysterious allergy, a recurring infection, or an addiction that they can’t kick no matter how hard they try. The medical system isn’t designed to treat us holistically. If it can’t be fixed with a pill or a surgery, it falls on you to organize your records and change things up when they’re not working. It was around this time that I began to seriously think about the potential of digital notes to improve people’s health, whether they are sick or just need better self-care. What if instead of a patient chart with indecipherable scribbles only available to doctors, we had an organized and accessible database of our entire health history across every doctor? 
 
    
 
    I returned from the Peace Corps in 2012 and moved to San Francisco, plunging directly into the epicenter of Silicon Valley for my first “real” job at a boutique consulting firm. The transition was a total shock: the pace of work and the volume of information I was expected to handle were utterly overwhelming. 
 
    In an effort to keep my head above water, and to document the immense amount of learning I was expected to take on, I again turned to digital notes. I began writing down everything I learned, from facts gleaned from research reports, to interesting insights I saw on social media, to feedback from my more experienced colleagues. As time passed, this repository of notes became a valuable tool in delivering my work quickly and at high quality. My colleagues commented that I seemed to have an incredible memory. But I wasn’t remembering at all. I was retrieving things from my notes. I became the go-to person for finding that one file, or retrieving that one fact, or remembering exactly what the client said. 
 
    I learned a lot in that job about how knowledge is acquired and sold. The consultancy is essentially being paid by their clients to learn about cutting-edge new trends, such as machine learning, big data, gamification, online marketplaces, or chatbots. This learning is inevitably time-consuming and messy, but once the analysts have been through that difficult learning process, the company can turn around and convert that knowledge into all kinds of other formats like workshops, talks, panels, conferences, social media posts, and white papers. I began to see my growing collection of notes not just as a professional asset for a single job, but as potentially a business asset I could one day use to start a business of my own. 
 
    As much as I enjoyed the experience that consulting gave me, I was getting tired of the relentless work schedule required. I had no desire to climb the corporate ladder, only to take on an even more demanding schedule. I knew that I had something to offer from what I had learned and experienced in my life. I had always been a teacher – of English as a second language and computer skills. But I wanted to contribute my own ideas directly to people who could benefit from them. I wanted to take control of my destiny but wasn’t quite sure how. 
 
    I discovered online courses in 2013, and quickly fell in love with the idea of teaching people all over the world what I knew. I decided to make one of my own, and once again, my digital notes came to the rescue. I found that my habit of writing everything down in one place meant that my knowledge was already in a tangible form. I had all the most interesting points from all the articles and books I’d read over years summarized succinctly on my computer. From there, it was a small step to making it into not only an online course, but the social media posts, blog posts, and videos required to promote that course. In other words, I didn’t start a business with some grand strategic plan. I didn’t even consider it a “business” until a couple years later. Instead, I built a portfolio of products one at a time, by converting my knowledge into formats that could be packaged up and sold online. 
 
    I don’t want to give the impression that starting a business was easy. I was often broke, barely able to pay the rent. I took many wrong turns, investing in projects that led nowhere. But my salvation was always my ability to create new content out of what I was learning. Some of my biggest failures became my best pieces of writing. 
 
    Starting a blog about a year later, I found that having a rich collection of notes at my disposal made writing much easier. All I had to do was gather a few related notes, string them together into an outline, add transitions and supporting points, and I could regularly publish long, detailed articles diving deep into topics that interested me. The blog soon became the key driver of my entire business. It functioned as an idea laboratory, allowing me to test out ideas before making them into products and services. It functioned as a marketing funnel, attracting readers with free content who later became paying customers. It brought me collaborations and partnerships, because people could see upfront what I stood for and what I had to offer. And eventually, I had enough posts to compile into ebooks, which I sold online to provide extra income. 
 
    At some point I realized that my digital notes were much more than a few interesting ideas jotted down somewhere. They constituted a “second brain” full of ideas, insights, theories, facts, research, and other valuable knowledge. I was able to accomplish difficult things – starting and growing a business, teaching thousands of people online, consulting with companies on their productivity, and coaching clients – while working no more than 30 hours per week, traveling extensively, and pursuing hobbies like sailing. I was able to produce a lot of content, writing hundreds of blog posts and 5 books, without being a full-time writer. My notes allowed me to live a life of creative and intellectual exploration without sacrificing security and quality of life. 
 
    Talking to my customers about the struggles they faced with their productivity, I realized that everyone could benefit enormously from such a tool, but that almost no one had one. Note-taking is a universal way to save and interact with knowledge that goes back hundreds of years. Yet no one teaches it, not in the workplace and especially not in digital form. We are expected to consume huge volumes of information in our work, and then we spend our free time reading books and listening to podcasts. Yet so little of this valuable knowledge gets saved and put to use. I knew that I had something that could change this situation, and that people would benefit so much from not trying to keep it all in their heads. 
 
    I set out to develop the world’s first online course on what I discovered was called Personal Knowledge Management. I wrote blog posts describing my approach and got feedback as people tried what I recommended. I gave talks advocating for a new way of thinking about knowledge management. I started doing live trainings walking people step-by-step through setting up a note-taking system. And eventually, I put everything I had learned into an online course called Building a Second Brain. That course has now been taken by more than 2,000 people from all over the world, from a wide variety of industries and professions. Every day I receive testimonials on how it has given them freedom and clarity in their professional lives, as well as the confidence to take on new creative challenges. 
 
    I’ve had the privilege of serving tens of thousands of people with my online courses, and hundreds of thousands with my content. I’ve worked with many of the most prestigious and influential companies, governmental agencies, and non-profit organizations in the world – such as Toyota, Nestle, Genentech, Sunrun, and the Inter-American Development Bank – helping them maximize the potential of their institutional knowledge. Most gratifyingly, I’ve received many messages telling me stories of how building a second brain has made such a difference, from entrepreneurs in Argentina, to college students in North Carolina, to NASA scientists, to well-known writers and thought leaders. 
 
    At each stage of my journey, I’ve found that having my research, my knowledge, and my ideas in a tangible, external form allowed me to adapt more quickly, bounce back from disappointments and failures, and produce value no matter what situation I found myself in. Having a second brain has very much been like having a loyal collaborator and thought partner. When I am forgetful, it remembers. When I lose the plot, it reminds me where we’re going. When I’m stuck and at a loss for ideas, it seems to always point the way forward. 
 
    I’ve come to believe that knowledge management is one of the most fundamental challenges, as well as one of the most precious opportunities, for people today. How many books and articles do you read every year? How many podcasts and videos do you consume? How many courses or conferences do you attend? How many interesting and insightful conversations do you have? How much have you learned in your job and over the course of your career? 
 
    What have you done with all this knowledge you’ve gained? Where is it? What do you have to show for it? We feel this pressure to constantly be improving ourselves, to constantly be learning, but so much of what we consume just goes in one ear and out the other. We invest countless hours of our lives reading and consuming the knowledge of others, yet so few turning it into something of our own. 
 
    The Building a Second Brain methodology draws on my work with Silicon Valley startups, multinational corporations, freelancers, entrepreneurs, and professionals that have to manage a large volume of information and deploy it effectively under high-stress conditions. All of us now have to manage large volumes of information to do our jobs and simply live our lives, while simultaneously doing our best and most creative work. It’s up to each of us to curate that information for lifelong learning.  
 
    We can build a robust collection of personalized and useful knowledge to take from job to job. Such a collection can help us make unusual connections between ideas, incubate ideas over long periods of time, provide the raw material for new creative projects, and create opportunities for serendipity. 
 
    By offloading our thinking onto a “second brain” – a centralized, digital repository for the things we learn and work on – we free our mind to imagine, create, and simply be present. We can move through life confident that we will remember everything that matters, instead of floundering through our days struggling to keep track of every detail. This gives us the confidence to take on new challenges that have a greater impact on our organizations and customers and colleagues. The ability to capture things we learn, recycle and resurface our ideas, and retrieve them right when we need them becomes a cognitive superpower, amplifying our intellectual and creative abilities while preserving our time and peace of mind. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 8 | Pleasure as an Organizing Principle 
 
    The organizing principle of the modern world is pain. 
 
    Avoiding it, yes. But also trading in it, taking refuge in it, and using it to justify our actions. Pain has so many uses. Why would you ever give up such a versatile tool? 
 
    We trade in pain when we use it to bargain for progress. We assume that the bigger the impact we want to have, the more dramatic the change, the more we have to suffer. Isn’t that how it works? Isn’t the depth of my sacrifice a measure of how much I care? 
 
    But the pain of suffering can become its own metric, and get optimized to an extreme as all metrics eventually are. In the face of a stubborn world that doesn’t yield to our efforts, it can be easier to use the pain we are enduring as a proxy. 
 
    We take refuge in pain when we use it to hide from our problems. Pain is all-consuming, a powerful distraction from the things we don’t want to face. Pain is self-annihilating, temporarily turning off the ego that accuses us of not doing enough, not being enough. Pain can be a refuge where the overwhelming complexity of modern life is reduced to a simple, pulsating throb. 
 
    We use pain to justify ourselves when there are no other excuses. Can’t you see I’m suffering? Can’t you see I’m at my very limit? Pain passes the buck to some other cause, some other perpetrator. It is the flag we waive in the face of all our accusers, especially ourselves. As long as I am suffering, I am shielded from responsibility for the consequences of my actions. But I have to keep suffering to keep that shield in place. 
 
    We’re told that our lives are better than our ancestors’ along nearly every dimension imaginable. We are healthier, wealthier, happier, and living longer than any previous generation. But in a different way, the very technology that has made these advancements possible has also raised the visibility of pain in the world. 
 
    Black Zen teacher angel Kyodo williams says “…our access to the global scale of suffering has become immediate, through technology, but we have not developed the capacity to be with that increased awareness of suffering.” Suffering has been globalized, just like everything else. We are awash with it, like a permeating fog, every minute we are online. And we spend most of our waking hours online. 
 
   

 

 Pleasure Activism 
 
    In her book Pleasure Activism, writer and activist adrienne maree brown offers a different possibility: that pleasure could be an organizing principle. That we could use art to make the revolution so irresistible, so scintillating and exciting, that justice and liberation would be among the most pleasurable experiences we can have on this planet. 
 
    The existing paradigm of activism, she asserts, revolves around pain: 
 
    
    	 That we should deny our longings and skills, in favor of work that fills hours without inspiring our greatness 
 
    	 That we need to compete with each other in a scarcity-based economy that destroys the abundant world we actually live in 
 
    	 That factors beyond our control – our skin color, gender, sexuality, ability, nation, or belief system – determine our path and quality of life 
 
    	 That we should swallow our tears and any other inconvenient emotions 
 
    	 That we should just be really good at what’s already possible, and to leave the impossible alone 
 
   
 
    Brown’s work is focused on movement building and social change, but in her description I see a perfect reflection of modern life as a whole. The truth is, we are all activists now. We all have the power to reach across the world through our networks, to make a difference with our technology, and thus the responsibility to do so. 
 
    At the same time, we resist this inexorable shift toward responsibility. We already have more than enough on our plate. We are already consumed by the demands of a career or a family. Modern life is taxing enough as it is, and now you want me to defend the rights of someone on the other side of the planet? 
 
    Brown notes that “activism is so often associated with pain and suffering; really dire, serious people insisting we have to suffer, to sacrifice, to protest, to forego so many of the sensual pleasures of life.” She goes on: “…people are already so overwhelmed and depressed, why would they want anything to do with such a movement?” 
 
    I believe there is a basic switch happening at the heart of society, from pain to pleasure as the primary organizing principle. It is being driven by our desperate need for sustainability, in every sense of the word: sustainable bodies, sustainable careers, sustainable communities, and a sustainable planet. What is pleasurable is easy, and what is easy is sustainable. 
 
    What would it look like for each of us to make the switch from pain to pleasure as an organizing principle? It would require giving up the three uses for pain that we cherish so deeply. 
 
    What would it mean to give up trading in pain? 
 
    It would mean causing change in who we are being, not what we do. 
 
    Trading pain for progress ultimately doesn’t work, because (as brown argues) “you cannot create change that you yourself have not experienced.” You cannot create freedom for others through your own bondage. You cannot empower others through your own demoralization. You cannot create a fulfilling life for others by draining your own of its color. You are a seed, and that is not how seeds work. 
 
    What would it mean to give up finding refuge in pain? 
 
    It would mean getting back in touch with the sensual desires of the body. 
 
    “Pleasure is our natural, whole, and liberated state,” brown writes, and “one of the ways we know when we are free.” There is no way to expect to feel joy, satisfaction, fulfillment, meaning, or any of the other states we chase while denying the very essence of pleasure they all have in common. And pleasure begins in the body. 
 
    The opposite of pleasure is not pain, brown notes. It is dissociation, the departure of mind from body into a fantasy of its own creation. As coping mechanisms go, it is an effective one. 
 
    But with a cost, as she observes: “When you’re dissociating, it’s hard to know whether you’re doing something because you enjoy it, or because you’re just trying to escape reality.” Dissociation actually causes pain and pleasure to blur together into an endless search for stimulation. 
 
    What would it look like to give up using pain to justify ourselves? 
 
    It would mean taking responsibility. Not responsibility as blame, but responsibility as power. 
 
    We would need to take responsibility for our past, for our choices, for our behavior, for our lives. And taking that responsibility while leaving aside shame and guilt, which are just another form of pain disguised as justice. 
 
    Brown writes, “Pleasure is what allows us to make decisions aligned with our true selves.” Unless we know what stirs us, what provokes a longing deep in our belly, on what basis can we make decisions about how to lead our lives? Until we know what we deeply, truly want, we are at the mercy of externally defined obligations, which keep us docile and obedient. 
 
    By centering on pleasure, brown writes, “…we begin to be responsible to ourselves in the deepest sense. For as we begin to recognize our deepest feelings, we begin to give up, of necessity, being satisfied with suffering and self-negation, and with the numbness which so often seems like our only alternative in our society.” 
 
    Incorporating responsibility shows why pleasure as an organizing principle is not about excess and debauchery. It incorporates our principles and our values – the pleasure of treating others well. Brown notes that “Having resources to buy unlimited amounts of pleasure leads to excess, and excess totally destroys the spiritual experience of pleasure.” What we really need is to elevate our commitment to pleasure. To no longer be satisfied with the cheap knockoffs of sugar, Netflix, and social media. 
 
    Brown argues that “The idea is not to be in a heady state of ecstasy at all times, but rather to learn how to sense when something is good for you, to be able to feel what enough is…How much sex would be enough? How high would be high enough? How much love would feel like enough? Can you imagine being healed enough? Happy enough? Connected enough? Having enough space in your life to actually live it?” 
 
    The truth is, taking responsibility can be deeply pleasurable. It is a declaration of agency, of self-respect, of self-ownership. It is only when we take responsibility for a situation that we are free to shape it, and it is only when we shape our environment that we can be truly powerful. 
 
   

 

 Centering on pleasure 
 
    What if recycling was pleasurable? What if consuming less was pleasurable? What if voting was pleasurable? What if volunteering was pleasurable? 
 
    We wouldn’t need extra incentives, or special programs, or press campaigns. We wouldn’t need an overwhelming number of facts and statistics, nor guilt trips toward how others live. There would be nothing to enforce, nothing to advocate for. 
 
    If these things were pleasurable then the revolution would be simply irresistible. We’d have to start a waiting list. 
 
    Beyond giving up our predilection for pain, what would it look like to center on pleasure as an organizing principle in your life and work? 
 
    IT WOULD MEAN EMBRACING HEALING AS THE RE-OPENING OF THE PARTS OF OURSELVES THAT HAVE CLOSED 
 
    Healing needs some rebranding. It implies that one is sick, broken, in need of rescue. But there is a different way of thinking about it: as a continuous process of re-opening. We could think of healing as an expansive phenomenon, expanding your repertoire of how you are allowed to feel. And thus the sources of power you know how to access. 
 
    IT WOULD MEAN DECIDING THAT WE ARE NOT GOING TO SPEND OUR TIME DOING THINGS THAT DON’T MAKE US COME ALIVE 
 
    Liberation has to start with us. If we cannot liberate ourselves, what makes us think we can liberate the world? That doesn’t mean there’s no awkwardness or discomfort or, yes, pain. It means that we love ourselves too much to allow pain to be the defining experience of our days. To have the courage to ask ourselves, as brown suggests, “What is happening and why did we decide to endure it?” 
 
    Brown describes how she came to this realization: 
 
    “I just wasn’t satisfied with mediocre experiences in my life. I wasn’t satisfied with being places and doing things that I didn’t like to do, and while a part of me felt a little selfish, because a lot of our movement work can be based on this idea of sacrifice, I just kind of resolved for myself that I would find the intersections that worked well for me between my creativity and my commitment to my people.” 
 
    IT WOULD MEAN GETTING IN TOUCH WITH OUR DESIRES, WITH OUR BODY 
 
    I’ve come to think of the body as a computer, taking in more data from more sources than we could ever consciously consider. Our emotions are a vast subterranean intelligence, drawing on not only our senses, but the genetic memories of our ancestors and endless layers of communal thought. 
 
    The price we pay for accessing this intelligence is that we have to feel what it offers, directly and often without warning. As we expand our capacity to feel our emotions, brown says, “…we become more honest, because the body never lies.” We become better people not out of abstract duty, but because we feel the pain of others directly in our body. 
 
    Brown writes about what it is like to move toward this kind of self-awareness in her work: 
 
    “I got clearer on what I could offer. I got in touch with a feeling of restlessness and wandering that let me know when I didn’t want to be somewhere or with someone or with a political project. I could also feel the distinct energy of moving toward, or forward, that let me know when I did want to be around someone, did want to join in an effort from a place of authentic alignment, rather than obligation…I am able to stay present in my yes. I can feel the yes in person, I can feel it at a distance. I can feel my face flush, my heart pound, a smile I can’t swallow. I can feel my body get wet and warm, open. I can feel myself move toward an idea, a longing, a vision. I am a whole system; we are whole systems. We are not just our pains, not just our fears, and not just our thoughts. We are entire systems wired for pleasure, and we can learn how to say yes from the inside out.” 
 
    IT WOULD MEAN DEVELOPING OUR CAPACITY TO BE SEEN AND TO BE WRONG 
 
    This is the one I’m working on for myself and am barely beginning to understand. Brown notes that “When we learn to be seen, we realize that our mere presence is by itself a contribution.” Not just what we produce or what we know. And that “when we learn to be wrong, we get to be in relationship in real time, instead of defending the past.” 
 
    One measure of personal power is how much time elapses between when something happens, and when you are able to feel it. The shorter that span of time, the greater your ability to respond to what is happening in reality now, instead of the story you create about it in your head. 
 
   

 

 We are in an imagination battle 
 
    Nothing in this essay or in brown’s work is meant to devalue or deny anyone’s suffering. She writes, “Suffering is a massively important and absolutely true part of life, a spiritual reality. But I deeply believe we were not placed on this gorgeous, sensational planet to suffer. It is not the point.” 
 
    That assertion is not falsifiable. You can’t prove or disprove what “the point” of our existence might be, or whether we have one. But this highlights an important aspect of modern times, as brown puts it, that “We are in an imagination battle.” 
 
    Not a battle of facts, or a battle of power, or a battle of wills. A battle of imaginations. Stories are pitted against stories, and they don’t win or lose based on their logic. They succeed according to their ability to paint a future worth living for. To organize reality in such a way that we are drawn toward that future, instead of pushed away from it. 
 
    One of the biggest influences on brown’s work has been the science fiction of Octavia Butler, who wrote a series of influential sci-fi novels in the 1980s and 1990s depicting futuristic scenarios exploring gender, race, power, and pleasure. Brown sees such work as a tool for social justice, because it had the courage to envision something that seemed almost impossible: a world where black people are liberated. She recounts that, as a young black woman, she felt like she was trapped inside someone else’s imagination. An imagination where people like her were dangerous, dispensable, and worth less. And that she had to use her own imagination to break free. 
 
    If we are all activists now, then we have much to learn from the disempowered, dispossessed, and oppressed of this world. They have spent many years perfecting the skills that will be required of all of us now. They know how to infiltrate alternate realities, access the full range of their communal power, and reach through the pain of injustice to the pleasure of overcoming it together. 
 
    Embracing pleasure is, paradoxically, a little painful. Few ideas that I’ve discussed with people have received so much pushback, so much skepticism. I think we fear that we’ll lose control, that we’ll go off the deep end of self-gratification. It feels almost impossible to escape the moralistic framing of pain as somehow intrinsically good, and pleasure bad. Brown offers, “I think because most of us are so repressed, our fantasies go to extremes to counterbalance all that contained longing.” 
 
    But as writer and civil rights activist Audre Lorde put it, caring for ourselves is “not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” Brown notes that “our misery only serves those who wish to control us, to have our existence be in service to their own.” It is worth asking who or what our suffering serves, and whether that is an allegiance we want to continue. 
 
    Self-preservation is an act of defiance in a world organized around pain. But you get to be part of the future you are creating. You don’t have to be a casualty of the transformation you are seeking. Your freedom and pleasure are essential ingredients of the freedom and pleasure of the world.  
 
    “True pleasure – joy, happiness, and satisfaction – has been the force that helps us move beyond the constant struggle, that helps us live and generate futures beyond this dystopic present, futures worthy of our miraculous lives,” brown writes. 
 
    Sci-fi writer Kim Stanley Robinson wrote, “We live in a present mixed with various futures overshadowing us. In essence, we live in a science fiction novel we all write together.” 
 
    We get to decide what the organizing principle of the future will be. Perhaps before we move to sustainable sources of energy for our industries, we need to move to sustainable sources of energy within ourselves. If pain and pleasure were equally effective, neither inherently good nor bad, wouldn’t pleasure be the obvious choice? 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 9 | 7 Trends Driving the Note-Taking Revolution 
 
    We are living in the midst of an Informational Apocalypse. 
 
    The volume of information we’re exposed to every day continues to explode without regard for the number of hours in a day. “Information overload” has evolved from a narrow preoccupation to a pervasive state of mind. Every minute of our day has been colonized by information consumption. And yet the apps, newsletters, podcasts, and notifications keep coming.  
 
    Instead of empowering us and setting us free, this explosion of information has left us more stressed and exhausted than ever. The staggering number of choices we have to make every hour has left us inefficient, indecisive, and ineffective. One school of thought advocates for “digital abstinence” – turning off our devices, locking away our computers, and cutting off internet access. Yet our lives are now intertwined with the digital world. We can’t just “turn it off.”  
 
    Fortunately, we are also seeing signs of a Note-Taking Revolution. 
 
    Academic disciplines such as Personal Information Management (PIM) and Knowledge Management (KM) with strong theoretical foundations have been around for decades. But the combination of the two disciplines – sometimes referred to as Personal Knowledge Management (PKM) – is much newer, having emerged from library science in the late 1990s.  
 
    
 
    There are seven trends I believe make it essential for every knowledge worker to create their own “Second Brain” – a trusted archive of their most valuable knowledge and expertise saved outside of their head:  
 
    
    	 Digital notes have become mainstream 
 
    	 Organizing is on the rise 
 
    	 Online education is exploding 
 
    	 We are in a golden age of content 
 
    	 We all work in the gig economy 
 
    	 Millennials are taking leadership positions 
 
    	 Mental health is becoming a central preoccupation 
 
   
 
   

 

 Digital notes have become mainstream 
 
    After years as a niche product, digital notes apps have finally become a mainstream category of software used by hundreds of millions. The launch of the iPhone in 2007 gave everyone a “digital notepad” they carried around with them at all times. Evernote launched around this time, riding the smartphone wave to find its way onto the devices of more than 200 million people as of 2018. 
 
    Digital note-taking has now been commodified and made available to anyone with a smartphone. What’s missing is a framework for how to use these tools. I speak to many people who use digital notes every day. Many of them have years of experience and consider themselves “power users.” Almost universally, I hear them say they don’t know how to best organize their notes, don’t have confidence they can find them when they need them, and fear that all the effort they’re putting in is going to waste. I don’t know of another category of software of this size whose users are perpetually so dissatisfied. 
 
    We are now in the midst of the “second wave” of notes apps. Digital note-taking has evolved from a tiny niche for writers and academics to a daily practice for nearly every knowledge worker. This new generation of note-taking and “idea capture” tools are flourishing in the market pioneered by Evernote, including Notion, Bear, Simplenote, Agenda, Zoho Notebook, Notability, GoodNotes, Drafts, Roam Research, and many others. Meanwhile, the default notes apps made by technology giants, such as Apple Notes, Google Keep, and Microsoft OneNote, are receiving major upgrades as notes become an essential feature of every device. These free apps come pre-installed on the computers and mobile devices of billions of people.  
 
    It is effortless to download an app, create a note, and jot down some ideas, but it is not at all clear what to do next. The popular “Inbox Zero” concept gave people a framework for email management starting in the late 1990s. The rise of Getting Things Done (GTD) in the early 2000s provided a framework for task management, launching the “personal productivity” revolution and a tidal wave of productivity apps. But until now there’s been no similar framework for knowledge management – organizing our thoughts and ideas to be able to access them in the future.  
 
   

 

 Organizing is on the rise 
 
    The incredible popularity of Japanese organizing expert Marie Kondo and her book The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up has continued to fuel the dream of “organizing” all aspects of life. Kondo has demonstrated that organizing our homes and possessions involves so much more than putting things in neat rows. It is a practice of introspection and personal growth that can actually bring vitality and fulfillment into our lives. 
 
    I am constantly asked, “Are you the Marie Kondo of the digital world?” There is an incredible hunger to apply the same principles of simplicity, elegance, and ease to the digital world, where we now spend more than 11 hours per day on average. By organizing their digital lives, people gain not only a sense of calm and peace of mind, but entirely new capabilities. They massively expand their ability to organize their ideas and put them to use in their projects and goals. Organizing information is not an end in itself – it is a gateway to a new world of creative self-expression and personal effectiveness. 
 
   

 

 Online education is exploding 
 
    The past few years have seen tremendous growth in online learning, including Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) offered through platforms such as Coursera, Udacity, Udemy, and edX.  
 
    The online education industry as a whole is growing 28% per year, and is expected to reach $133 billion by 2023. As a comparison, this is about the same size as the global film industry in 2018. As popular as online courses have been, there are serious concerns over whether online learners successfully complete them. Few students seem to have the organizational and self-management skills needed to structure their own learning in the absence of accountability systems such as tests and grades. They are not equipped with the “meta” learning skills of note-taking and knowledge management needed to take advantage of the abundance of educational resources online. 
 
    The most popular MOOC of all time, Learning How to Learn, has more than 1.7 million enrolled students. Yet even this course focuses on theoretical models of learning, not the practical skills of note-taking and organizing. One of my course participants once commented, “This is the course people should take to be able to take advantage of all the other courses.” A Second Brain allows online learners to fully take advantage of the wealth of learning resources they have access to online. 
 
   

 

 We are in a golden age of content 
 
    The entire internet is becoming a source of learning. Though online courses are widely available, you no longer need to take a class to learn a new skill – just download a free PDF, watch a YouTube video, or follow thought leaders on social media. This universal, 24/7 access to knowledge is wonderful, but also overwhelming. We are constantly told to “take notes” on what we learn in school, but no one actually teaches us how to do so effectively.  
 
    Digital note-taking is an essential life skill in an age of abundant content – how to extract an idea you encounter from the stream of media you are consuming and save it for later use even if you don’t know exactly what that use will be. 
 
    As technology evolves, expectations around our access to information change as well. We now expect most of our data will be permanently saved and instantly accessible via “the cloud.” How do we reconcile the total accessibility of our digital lives with a concern for the security of our most private thoughts? By creating private repositories where we save the data that matters most to us. Repositories that we control and that only we can decide to share. 
 
   

 

 Creatives work in the gig economy 
 
    An increasing percentage of the modern workforce is made up of freelancers, independent contractors, entrepreneurs, and makers. The tools of creative production, from cameras to software to social media, have been completely democratized. This has fueled a “gold rush” of people creating new things and sharing them more easily and for free online. Whether as a full-time job or a side hustle, millions are redefining themselves as “independent creators.” We all now work in or work with those in the gig economy. 
 
    But this newfound independence has created a desperate need for strategies and frameworks to help structure the work environment. In the absence of offices, a fixed work schedule, and a manager looking over our shoulder, creators have had to develop their own creative process. They need to follow their own rules and routines to be able to consistently produce their best work, manage multiple projects, and manage the balance between work and life. 
 
    At the same time, work is becoming more flexible and location-independent even in the most traditional corporations. Teams of collaborators that span cities, countries, time zones, companies, and even industries are now the norm and not the exception.  
 
    The hidden requirement for such work is documentation – work must be saved in a visible, tangible, and understandable form before it can be shared across the world. Respected companies such as Amazon and Stripe espouse a “text-first” culture where everything gets written down to encourage clearer thinking and communication. This practice will spread throughout the business world, as more and more companies rely on mobile, distributed teams to get things done. 
 
   

 

 Millennials are taking leadership positions 
 
    The largest generation in U.S. history is taking the reins of business and government – the Millennials. They are the first “digital native” generation and expect to work in a mobile, flexible, digitally savvy way. Digitally saving information is second nature to them, and organizations that don’t allow or facilitate this behavior will lose out on the best available talent. 
 
    Millennials are taking professional and leadership roles while machines are becoming more capable than ever. Pervasive fears of “robots taking our jobs” obscure a central finding of research: the best performing teams are made up of humans and computers working together. Studies have shown that having internet search engines available at all times decreases our ability to remember facts. But instead of treating this trend as evidence of cognitive decline, we could embrace it. If computers perform so much better than humans at memorizing detailed facts and figures, we should let them have that job. This leaves more mental capacity for the work only humans can do – creativity, communication, and innovation. 
 
    Income inequality among white-collar workers is growing, and increasingly, mere access to information makes no difference in their performance. The ability to manage one’s ideas and reliably turn them into concrete results will be critical to standing out. Having a Second Brain will enable a new generation of knowledge workers to make their creativity a reliable engine of insights – one that combines the best qualities of humans with the best qualities of machines. 
 
    Even in our personal lives, we will increasingly feel the need to save the information that defines so much of our lives. From photos to messages, emails, documents, notes, and beyond. We will seek solutions to curate the best of this material in a single, centralized place we control. People of all ages increasingly value relationships and experiences over possessions, and so much of our relationships and experiences now take place online and via digital media. A Second Brain is a digital vault where those precious memories can be stored safely forever. 
 
   

 

 Mental health is becoming a central preoccupation 
 
    Recent trends in mental health also underscore the need to save our memories outside our heads. The population in most developed countries is declining, and populations are rapidly aging. What if we could save the memories of our parents and grandparents in a durable, external medium? What if we could provide thinking tools to help them make the best of the time they have left, even if they experience cognitive difficulties or conditions like Alzheimer’s?  
 
    Even for young people, ADD and ADHD have been diagnosed among wide swaths of the population. The ability to sit still for long periods of time and meticulously memorize facts is increasingly challenging. We need better tools for allowing us to think and create even as attention spans dwindle.  
 
   

 

 Now is the time 
 
    Alongside all these trends, the world continues to change faster and become less predictable. Traditional career paths no longer make any sense, countries and communities are fragmented, and society and politics are full of conflict. More than ever, people need to be able to make sense of what is going on around them and to draw in the information that educates and enriches them, without getting overwhelmed or unduly influenced.  
 
    A Second Brain allows you to manage your informational environment. To create a buffer against the onslaught of ads, notifications, incoming messages, and distractions, while also selectively pulling information in to be examined, digested, and made into better models. In an era of information overload, our Second Brain gives us a powerful tool for shaping the flow of information through our lives and redirecting it to create the life we want to live. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 10 | Servant Hedonism: My Life Philosophy 
 
    On a recent Sunday afternoon, while reading on the couch, I was startled to realize that I had a life philosophy.  
 
    It’s not a very deep or sophisticated one. It’s not rooted in a grand narrative. It doesn’t specify precisely which rules to follow or which decisions to make. 
 
    But it has served me well. It’s been a guide during dark times, when the world seemed hopelessly uncertain and complex. 
 
    I call it Servant Hedonism – serving yourself by serving others. 
 
    It combines two ideas that are often seen as opposites – service and pleasure – into one unified whole.  
 
    Let’s start with “servant.” 
 
    “Servant” is meant in the same sense as “Servant Leadership.” It proposes that the essence of life is a kind of unattached generosity – the willingness and determination to be of service, in any way possible, as much of the time as possible. 
 
    I have found time and again that whenever I wasn’t sure which decision to make, this principle has led me to the most fulfilling and satisfying places. It’s a good rule because it’s simple – we are very good at telling how we can help. And it’s an easy one to satisfy – there are so many people in need all around us.  
 
    Being of service is a fundamentally humble orientation toward life. It recognizes that you emerged from an ecosystem, and to an ecosystem you will ultimately return. It acknowledges that you have to pay your own way in this world. But you can do so by contributing to others, not taking from them. 
 
    In other words, you are not yours. You belong to a community that existed long before you and will continue long after you. In this brief moment of participation, you have the choice to make a contribution to the human project. 
 
    Being of service also has many practical benefits. It leads to positive sum interactions. It gives you a great reputation. It unites the people around you in common causes as you seek to be of service together.  
 
    But even with all these practical benefits, there is one reason to serve others that stands well above the rest: it feels good. 
 
    This leads us to the second part, to “hedonism.” And it is the even more important part. 
 
    Serving others is the absolute most blissful state I know. Nothing else even comes close. Sharing your knowledge and gifts with someone and seeing their eyes light up at the sight of a new possibility for their life is a transcendent, out-of-body experience. The ultimate privilege in a relentlessly self-centered world. 
 
    But service by itself so easily leads to unnecessary sacrifice, martyrdom, and even self-destruction. The cold mandate to “be of value” to others can paradoxically lead to devaluing our own intrinsic worth.  
 
    As activist adrienne maree brown writes, “You cannot create freedom for others through your own bondage. You cannot empower others through your own demoralization. You cannot create a fulfilling life for others by draining your own of its color. You are a seed, and that is not how seeds work.” 
 
    Service needs pleasure to avoid becoming yet another form of struggle and control. 
 
    These two principles, service and pleasure, are often pitted against each other. As if you can only do one at a time, or only pick one at all. As if any investment in one is automatically a disservice to the other.  
 
    But I don’t believe that to be the case.  
 
    I believe service and pleasure can be one and the same, like two sides of the same coin. By asking yourself how you can be of service, you evolve into a more generous person who you enjoy seeing in the mirror. By enjoying yourself – including your mistakes and your defects – you become a more self-accepting and generative person who has more capacity to give.  
 
    Servant Hedonism is ultimately about self-love.  
 
    You love yourself enough to include yourself in the sphere of your love. You love your life too much to allow pain to be the defining experience of your days. You have the courage to ask yourself, as brown suggests, “What is happening and why did I decide to endure it?” 
 
    As Charles Eisenstein writes, “Pleasure is the feeling we get from satisfying a need. The more powerful the need, the greater the pleasure. To follow this principle requires, first, accepting that our needs are valid and even beautiful. And not just our needs, but our desires as well, coming as they do from unmet needs.” 
 
    I don’t think it matters that much whose needs those are. There’s a kind of blurring that happens when you intentionally collapse service and pleasure. It becomes hard to distinguish whose needs you are satisfying. It becomes meaningless to decide who is serving, and who is receiving. 
 
    There is a viral quality to Servant Hedonism. Once a person’s needs for safety, belonging, intimacy, and connection have been met, they find within themselves their own desire to serve. And thus, the virus spreads. 
 
    Some might object to the word “hedonism.” It conjures images of drunken debauchery, dangerous excess, and even taking advantage of others. But I think it’s essential.  
 
    You and your good have to be centered at all times. Because if your life is only a means to something else, then human life can’t be your highest value. And if you don’t value human life above all, you will soon find yourself in turn using the lives of others as a means to an end. 
 
    Servant Hedonism creates a magnetic attraction that draws others in. Instead of guilt trips and calls for personal sacrifice, people see that you are having great fun and reveling in your transformation.  
 
    There’s no need to recruit them, or incentivize them, or convince them to join you. Pleasure is the gravity well of the human condition – it pulls and it pulls always and forever, the only form of perpetual motion yet discovered.  
 
    Pleasure can be an organizing principle for a generative, flourishing life. It can be the organizing principle for our social movements, for our activism, for our economy. It might be the only organizing principle that is truly sustainable.  
 
    Embracing Servant Hedonism is, paradoxically, a little painful at first.  
 
    I think we fear that we’ll lose control, that we’ll go off the deep end of self-gratification. It feels almost impossible to escape the moralistic framing of pain as somehow intrinsically good, and pleasure bad. It feels like we have to completely meet all our needs before we can afford to give to others. Yet our needs are endless. 
 
    I find the courage to go on by reminding myself: you get to be part of the future you are creating. You don’t have to be a casualty of the transformation you are seeking. Your freedom and pleasure are essential ingredients of the freedom and pleasure of the world. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 11 | The Complete Guide to Tagging for Personal Knowledge Management 
 
    Personal Knowledge Management (PKM) is the practice of capturing the ideas and insights we encounter in our daily life, whether from personal experience, from books and articles, or from our work, and cultivating them over time to produce more creative, higher quality work. 
 
    By collecting our knowledge in a centralized place outside of our own heads, we can create an engine of creative output – a “second brain” – to advance a career, build a business, or pursue a passion. By making this knowledge digital, we can reap the benefits of searchability, automatic backups, syncing between devices, easy sharing with others, and more. 
 
    But there’s one aspect of PKM I haven’t fully addressed, which is tags. In the past, I criticized tags harshly as being too taxing, overly complicated, and low value for the effort required. I advised people not to use tags to manage their knowledge, favoring notebooks or folders instead. 
 
    But I’ve changed my mind since then. Over several years of observations, findings, and experiments, I’ve come to believe that tags could be the missing link in making our knowledge collections truly adaptable – able to reorient and reconfigure themselves on the fly to enable any goal we wish to pursue. 
 
    Let me explain how to unlock the immense potential of tagging for Personal Knowledge Management. 
 
   

 

 Hierarchies vs. networks 
 
    There are two kinds of basic structures that permeate the world: hierarchies and networks. 
 
    A hierarchy is a system of nested groups. A standard organizational chart is a hierarchy, with employees grouped into business units and departments reporting to a centralized authority.  
 
    Other kinds of hierarchies include government bureaucracies, biological taxonomies, and a system of menus in a software program. Hierarchies are inherently “top-down,” in that they are designed to enable centralized control from a single, privileged position. 
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    A network, by contrast, has no “correct” orientation, and thus no bottom and no top. Each individual, or “node,” in a network functions autonomously, negotiating its own relationships and coalescing into groups.  
 
    Examples of networks include a flock of birds, the World Wide Web, and the social ties in a neighborhood. Networks are inherently “bottom-up,” in that the structure emerges organically from small interactions without direction from a central authority. 
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    These two structures are not mutually exclusive – in fact, they coexist everywhere. A company might have a formal organizational chart that is hierarchical, but at the same time, it is permeated by a network of “influence relationships” between employees that don’t respect official boundaries. 
 
    There is always a network in the hierarchy. 
 
    Even the internet, the most prototypical example of a pure network, requires hierarchies to function. The servers that send us data are organized hierarchically, as are the packets of data they send. The web browsers that allow us to view webpages are designed hierarchically, as are the menus we navigate to find what we’re looking for. 
 
    There is always a hierarchy in the network. 
 
    We currently live in a “network age,” as the internet and digital technology have given people the ability to connect and collaborate directly with each other across the world. Organizational charts are flattening, social movements rise and fall without central direction, and borders of all kinds are becoming more porous as the internet flows across them. 
 
    Our infatuation with networks has led to a widely held belief that the era of hierarchies is over. That we now live in a golden age of individual self-expression and autonomy, uniquely enabled by networks. In this view, hierarchies are inherently restrictive, oppressive tools of control that we should abolish whenever possible, and networks are inherently open, democratic tools of personal liberation. 
 
    The history of information revolutions as told in the previous chapter tells quite a different story. Networked information is not an exclusively modern invention, and hierarchies are not necessarily doomed. The tension and the balance between them has existed for millennia.  
 
    Today we’re witnessing only the latest chapter in this history. Let’s zoom out and explore what we can understand about this moment in history, and what’s likely to come next. 
 
   

 

 Hierarchies and networks are constantly giving rise to each other 
 
    Not only do networks and hierarchies peacefully coexist, they are constantly giving rise to each other. They are like symbiotic organisms, each one balancing and complementing the other. 
 
    One theory of the origins of life on Earth envisions the first multicellular life forms as self-organizing networks of simpler, single-cell organisms. First coming together to exchange byproducts and for mutual protection, over time a hierarchy emerged: a complex nervous system. These complex organisms in turn coalesced into even higher-order social networks, which provided even more survival benefits. 
 
    The online encyclopedia Wikipedia has long been praised for its crowdsourced, networked approach to gathering knowledge. But in recent years, Wikipedia’s rapid growth has forced it to develop a series of hierarchical control systems, such as a governance body and approval process. Networks can self-organize and spawn novel ideas and connections, but a hierarchy is required to give it form and structure to survive in the long term. 
 
    As John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid write in The Social Life of Information, “While it’s clear that self-organization is extraordinarily productive, so too is formal organization. Indeed, the two perform an intricate (and dynamic) balancing act, each compensating for the other’s failings. Self-organization overcomes formal organizing’s rigidity. Formal organization keeps at bay self-organization’s tendency to self-destruct.” 
 
    Hierarchies are effective for large-scale, slow-moving efforts in relatively predictable environments. They enable centralized direction and tight synchronization between many moving parts. In times of command and control warfare, mass producing a standardized product, or managing a vast bureaucracy, only a hierarchy will work. 
 
    Networks perform better in quickly changing situations in unpredictable environments. They favor adaptability, flexibility, and individual autonomy. In times of guerrilla warfare, revolutionary innovation, or open-ended creativity, networks are indispensable. 
 
   

 

 Hierarchies and networks balance each other 
 
    Throughout history, every time we reach the limits of one form, the other emerges as a counterbalance. 
 
    Francis Bacon’s scientific method, first introduced in the 17th century, was a bottom-up, networked approach to building scientific understanding. Scientists were expected to reach their own conclusions and then verify each other’s’ work directly through scholarly networks. This approach contrasted with the tradition of receiving knowledge from hierarchical authorities like the church and state without questioning. 
 
    In the 18th century, the encyclopedia movement promoted most famously by Denis Diderot moved in the opposite direction. So much knowledge was being produced from so many sources that people sought a top-down categorization to make sense of it all. Thus, the modern encyclopedia was born. 
 
    In modern times we face a similar dilemma. The explosion of digital information on the internet has overwhelmed every tool we have for classifying and categorizing it. Only a bottom-up, automated tool is capable of making sense of so much data. Google’s PageRank algorithm made it possible to assign importance and meaning to a webpage not through human judgment, but by analyzing keywords and hyperlinks. It is a bottom-up, algorithmic approach to making meaning out of the network. 
 
   

 

 Hierarchies are resilient 
 
    Despite the popularity of networks in the Information Age, the hierarchy persists as a simple, consistent way to organize knowledge. 
 
    Numerous studies (Bergman et al. 2008; Fitchett and Cockburn 2015; Teevan et al. 2004) have found that people strongly prefer to navigate their file systems manually, scanning for the file they’re looking for, as opposed to searching. Manual navigation gives people a concrete structure to navigate, with folders and labels giving them visual feedback and control in incremental steps (Jones and Dumais 1986). 
 
    Searching relies on declarative memory – remembering and entering the precise contents of a file – which is a higher-level brain function that consumes a lot of energy. Manual navigation, on the other hand, relies on procedural memory (Barreau 1995) – specifying partial information, recognizing clues and context, and receiving feedback (Teevan et al. 2004; Jones 2013). This kind of memory uses “older” parts of the brain that developed to navigate spatial environments, and thus comes to us more naturally. 
 
    In other words, it’s clear that hierarchies aren’t going away, even as our search tools become ever more sophisticated. 
 
    The weakness of hierarchical systems is that knowledge remains siloed from other ideas that could spark interesting connections. Adding a network to our file systems can help us preserve the benefits of hierarchy, while infusing it with cross-connections and associations. 
 
    This is the true purpose of tagging in the modern digital age. Not to replace the hierarchy, but to complement it. Tags allow us to create alternative pathways that tunnel through the walls of our siloed folders, while leaving them just as we left them. 
 
   

 

 The intelligent use of space – tags as virtual spaces 
 
    Thinking of tags as “tunnels” through our knowledge connection allows us to make use of our rich understanding of humans’ relationship to physical space. Tunnels have a beginning and an end, a top and a bottom. We are comfortable navigating tunnels. 
 
    By adding a label to a collection of related notes, you can more easily think of them as a coherent group. They occupy a “space” in your notes (and in your mind) that makes them easier to examine, connect, share, and refer to. In this way, tags act like real spatial organization, without having to move anything from one place to another. 
 
    In his classic paper The Intelligent Use of Space, David Kirsh described three basic ways in which physical space can be utilized: 
 
    
    	 To simplify perception: such as putting the washed mushrooms on the right of the chopping board and the unwashed ones on the left 
 
    	 To simplify choice: such as laying out cooking ingredients in the order you will need them 
 
    	 To simplify thinking: such as repeatedly reordering the Scrabble pieces so as to prompt new ideas for words 
 
   
 
    These are the same capabilities that tags provide: they help us to perceive, to choose, and to think about novel groupings of data on the fly. But crucially, to do these things to facilitate action, not just abstract thought. 
 
    Tagging notes across different notebooks allows us to perceive cross-disciplinary themes and patterns that defy simple categorization. Tagging all the notes we want to review for a project could make our choices easier, by creating a boundary around the information we’ll consider before taking action. And tagging notes according to which stage of a project they are best suited for can improve our thinking by allowing us to focus on only the most relevant information for the given moment. 
 
    In his book Supersizing the Mind, Andy Clark describes “simple labeling” (or tags) as a kind of “augmented reality trick.”  With the simple act of assigning labels to things, we invite the brain’s pattern recognition ability to identify their similarities and thereby predict what other items would fit the label too. We are essentially tuning the informational environment of our notes to highlight or suppress the features most relevant to the task at hand. Our mind shapes the environment, and then the environment shapes our mind. 
 
    By thinking of tags as virtual spaces that we can create on the fly, we recruit our intuitive sense of spatial navigation to make sense of complex, abstract topics. We are able to create more concrete conceptual structures and use our procedural memory to navigate them.  
 
    The next question is, “What do we want to use these spaces for?” 
 
   

 

 Information mapping – tagging for the knowledge lifecycle 
 
    As useful as it is to think of tags as “virtual spaces,” this still leaves us with overwhelming complexity. Conceptual spaces are vast, ever-changing, and complex. The failure of every attempt throughout history to create a “universal taxonomy” for all human knowledge is a testament to how incredibly difficult (or impossible) this task is. 
 
    I believe that what is needed for tagging to fulfill its potential while remaining feasible is to change its function: from labeling the “conceptual meaning” of bits of knowledge (which is labor-intensive, time-consuming, and fragile), to tracking its lifecycle. 
 
    What is a “knowledge lifecycle”? 
 
    It is the series of stages that knowledge moves through on its way to becoming a finished product. The stages vary based on what exactly that finished product is, but can include: 
 
    
    	 Identifying knowledge 
 
    	 Capturing knowledge 
 
    	 Verifying knowledge 
 
    	 Interpreting knowledge 
 
    	 Organizing knowledge 
 
    	 Categorizing knowledge 
 
    	 Disseminating knowledge 
 
    	 Combining knowledge 
 
    	 Creating knowledge 
 
    	 Using knowledge 
 
    	 Re-evaluating knowledge 
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    The key feature of these steps is that there are relatively few of them, and they change slowly. The products of creativity are constantly evolving and in flux, but the creative process is ancient and unchanging. By tagging according to the steps of this process, we can facilitate creativity without having to constantly redesign our organizational systems. 
 
    This idea is anything but new. In 1969, Robert Horn first published a paper outlining “information mapping” as a new approach to creating technical reference books. It was a system of principles for identifying, categorizing, and interrelating information to make learning easier in complex, information-rich environments. It was first applied to the military and to computer instruction and has since been applied to dozens of other fields and scenarios. 
 
    At the heart of information mapping is a project lifecycle methodology. It assumes that the overarching goal of knowledge collection is to put it to use in real projects. But there is not one fixed, predetermined use. The same chunk of knowledge might be used in different ways at different times. For example: 
 
    
    	 Initial learning 
 
    	 Relearning or review 
 
    	 Reference 
 
    	 Briefing and browsing 
 
    	 Updating with changes 
 
    	 Using as job aids (preparing checklists, menus, or protocols) 
 
   
 
    All these activities may use the same bits of knowledge, but in different ways and at different levels of detail. A training manual has to be able to adapt and reorganize itself according to the needs of different kinds of readers, instead of offering a “one size fits all” version. Horn’s solution to this challenge was “information blocks” – organizing knowledge into standardized “chunks” that could be mixed and matched to suit a specific need. 
 
    Information blocks replaced paragraphs as the fundamental unit of meaning and presentation. Unstructured information was “clustered” into information blocks with clear labels, which were linked together and further refined in the writing process. 
 
    Horn and his collaborators identified 40 types of information blocks that could be categorized as one of seven types: 
 
    
    	 Procedure 
 
    	 Process 
 
    	 Concept 
 
    	 Structure 
 
    	 Classification 
 
    	 Principle 
 
    	 Fact 
 
   
 
    These types were standardized across all kinds of topics and projects. Research by Horn and others indicated that about 80% of virtually any subject matter could be classified using this system. It was found that by chunking a body of information in this way early on in a project, there were tremendous benefits at every subsequent stage. 
 
    Information mapping was, on the surface, designed to make writers’ jobs easier, specifying standardized ways of gathering and presenting the right information for a given document.  
 
    But it also made the readers’ job easier. With each information block labeled according to its type and purpose, readers were able to scan a block and quickly understand its content and structure. This allowed them to customize the learning process: they could read from beginning to end if it was their first pass or go directly to the block most relevant to their needs if they were already familiar with the subject. The labels made it easier to manage the intermediate stages of what they were reading, increasing reader’s confidence in their ability to understand and make use of the text. 
 
    Information mapping was an important step toward “Just-in-Time Learning.” Instead of giving readers a massive text and expecting them to hold it all in their mind until some future, unspecified date, information was structured so that it could be retrieved quickly and efficiently just as it was needed. 
 
    What can information mapping teach us about tagging? Decades of research in this field have shown that the best use for labels is as an output mechanism, not an input mechanism. Horn’s breakthrough was distinguishing two very different functions of information – learning and reference – and recognizing that we needed to enable flexible, dynamic ways of re-organizing blocks of information to suit these different needs. 
 
    By labeling our notes when they are being used, instead of when they are created, we move the work of tagging as close as possible to the problem it is meant to solve. And by making that work conditional on the execution of a project, we ensure that every bit of effort spent in tagging is put to use. 
 
   

 

 How to use tags effectively for Personal Knowledge Management 
 
    Building on that foundation, these are my four recommendations for how to use tags effectively in Personal Knowledge Management. 
 
    1. Tag notes according to the actions taken or deliverables created with them 
 
    My first recommendation is to change the function of tags from trying to describe broad themes like “psychology” and “investing” to tracking the use or function of a piece of information. This could include tagging the note: 
 
    
    	 By action – What actions have you taken (or will you take) with this note? 
 
    	 By deliverable – What have you used (or will you use) this note to deliver? 
 
    	 By stage of your knowledge lifecycle – Which stage is this note currently in (or does it best belong to)? 
 
   
 
    Tags should answer the question “Is this relevant to my current need?” just enough to make the next action clear. Don’t let your ideas get bogged down in layers of categories and classifications. Speed them through your creative process and out into the real world. 
 
    Here are a few examples of tags that have been applied according to the use or function of a chunk of knowledge: 
 
    
    	 Tags for [reviewed] and [added], for tracking which notes have been reviewed for a deliverable, and which have been incorporated into it 
 
    	 Tags that designate the kind of information a note contains, such as [content], [admin], and [meeting notes] 
 
    	 Tags that track the status of notes through a workflow, such as [inactive], [active], [next], and [completed] 
 
   
 
    Here is an example of notes collected over the course of a year related to my online course Building a Second Brain. In the right-hand column you can see a few different kinds of tags that I use to segment this stream of notes into distinct types: 
 
    
    	 [reviewed] means that I’ve looked it over and considered it for use in the course; [added] means I’ve incorporated it into the course in some way 
 
    	 [admin] designates notes that don’t contain subject matter content, but are used for planning or technical information 
 
    	 [PARA,] [PS], and [JITPM] refer to the three main parts of the course, allowing me to only consider notes for one at a time 
 
    	 [basb] designates notes that I’d like to consider for the book I’m writing on the same topic; this allows me to “extract” a subset of notes for a different project, without removing them from this notebook 
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    Notice that these tags don’t tell me what each note contains or try to label them with every possible association. All they do is facilitate their incorporation into a concrete project, which is my online course. Because there are so few tags needed, I can use a few different kinds of tags at once without cluttering the notebook. 
 
    I can perform a search for one of these tags, and click this button to show only results from this notebook: 
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    I can do a search for “admin” to be shown only notes with the [admin] tag within this notebook: 
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    This use of tags is reminiscent of the “kanban” cards in Toyota’s just-in-time manufacturing system. Instead of long, complex forms detailing every part in a bin, a simple card reveals at a glance the most important things: what it is and where it goes. 
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    Why did Toyota create such a system of cards? Why couldn’t each part simply be placed on the assembly line in the correct order? 
 
    In post-war Japan, there were not enough factories and not enough demand to justify dedicating an entire line to one model of car, as was done in the U.S. with Ford’s Model T. The small batches of different kinds of cars that the market demanded required them to create networks of production, with different lines overlapping and sharing the same machines.  
 
    One of the uses of kanban cards was to track an item through the factory regardless of which machines it passed through, in what order, and at what speed. Each item was “tagged” with its current state, so there was never any doubt as to how it should be handled. 
 
    This is much the same situation we face today as knowledge workers. We rarely have enough demand for a single activity to dedicate ourselves solely to it, but instead work on an ever-changing mix of different projects and activities that fluctuate up and down unpredictably. And these activities use the same scarce resources – our intellect, time, energy, and skills. 
 
    We should use tags in the same way that Toyota used kanban cards: to create intertwined networks in which the right “part” (or note) can be pulled from our “inventory” (or knowledge collection) at just the right moment. I should be able to capture a note today while reading a book on financial planning and know that it will show up when I need an insight into that subject, whether that is next week, next month, or next year. The tags should remember exactly where I left off, so I don’t have to. 
 
    With tags, we have the opportunity to network our knowledge. But these networks shouldn’t be merely conceptual. They should be networks of production, pushing our ideas through our creative process and into the hands of people who can benefit from them. 
 
    This approach to tagging addresses each of the pitfalls of tagging I identified in Tagging is Broken: 
 
    
    	 Tags should be easy to remember: since there is a limited number of actions you take with your notes, you will only have a small number of tags to remember 
 
    	 Tags should be easy to choose: it is much easier to decide how a note is going to be used, rather than what it means or what it’s about 
 
    	 Tags should be concrete: tagging according to actions and deliverables is far more concrete than theoretical categories 
 
    	 Tags should enable the right behaviors: in this case, using tags to manage the stages of a workflow enables the productive use of knowledge, instead of mere cataloguing 
 
    	 Tags should be forgiving: by maintaining tags as a supplement to a hierarchical organizational system, we reap most of their benefits without having to adhere to them perfectly 
 
   
 
    2. Add structure slowly, in small steps and only as needed, using collected material to guide you in what structures are needed 
 
    It is very tempting when organizing knowledge to decide on one kind of structure upfront, and then stick to it no matter what.  
 
    Although there are benefits to consistency, when it comes to Personal Knowledge Management, the most important priority is that it suits your day-to-day needs. Even the perfect organizational system, if you stop using it, is not perfect. 
 
    One of the most valuable features of digital information is that it is highly adaptable. It can change form almost instantaneously, with nothing more than a few clicks or taps. We can take advantage of this adaptability by adding structure incrementally, in small steps, as our knowledge of a subject accumulates and our needs change. 
 
    For example, if I become interested in learning Spanish for a vacation, I might save some useful Spanish words I learn to my “Travel” notebook. No structure is needed at this point, because everything I know about the topic is contained in one note. 
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    But let’s say that I have such a good trip, I decide I want to explore the possibility of living in Mexico. I start collecting notes with travel gear, blog posts explaining how to rent an apartment, options for cell phone plans, visa application forms, and guides on which credit cards to apply for, among other things.  
 
    That original “Spanish vocab” note is now just one among many notes. The usage of that knowledge has changed. At this point, it makes sense to create a new notebook called “Move to Mexico” (a “project” according to my PARA methodology) and move these notes into it.
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    After a few months of research, I may have gathered several dozen notes, and the notebook might be starting to get too cluttered to find what I’m looking for. At this point I can easily “split” the notebook by tagging notes according to broad types like [apartment], [language], [logistics], [financial], [gear], [research], [writing], etc. I suggest using a small number of types so you can see your options at a glance just by looking at the Tags column. 
 
    Clicking the “Tags” header at the top of the right-hand column will sort the notes according to type, which allows you to see related notes in one place while keeping them in the same notebook: 
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    Let’s say a few months pass, and now I’m actually living and working in Mexico City. At this point, a single notebook no longer covers the many facets of life in a new city. I’ll need to create several new notebooks, including projects like “Find gym” and “Activate cell phone service,” areas of responsibility such as “Apartment,” and resources like “Mexican food” and “Spanish language.” 
 
    It wouldn’t make sense to have created all these notebooks upfront, when I had so little to store in them. It is effortless, once the relevant categories have emerged, to move notes into new notebooks based on those categories. There’s no penalty for adding structure after the fact. 
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    With this approach, I’m only adding as much structure as is needed for a given stage of my learning journey. This helps ensure that I’m spending most of my time engaging with the content, instead of maintaining a complex organizational system. You would think that adding the structure later is more difficult, but in fact it is easier: instead of trying to guess which categories will be needed, I can look at what I’ve already collected and pick the categories that perfectly suit it. 
 
    How do you know which divisions or categories to use? Again, instead of trying to guess that upfront, start with the laziest approach: simply collect whatever seems interesting on a given topic. When the time comes, and only when the time comes, look at what you’ve already captured organically and look for patterns. The best time to do this is when starting a project that might draw on these notes, because often the divisions will come from the project itself. 
 
    For example, let’s say you’re hired by a company to improve their hiring process. You might have dozens or even hundreds of notes related to hiring consulting if that is a service you provide. But the way the project is organized will often tell you what parts or stages are most relevant. Perhaps the contract is split between “Résumé collection” and “Interviewing.” By reviewing your notes retrospectively and tagging them with these two labels, you can very quickly re-orient your notes related to hiring along these lines. Using an organizational scheme that matches the structure of the project will make that project much easier to execute. 
 
    I’m constantly surprised at how clearly divisions appear, as long as I’m starting with a batch of real notes. If I try to theorize about the correct tags before I’ve actually collected anything, it’s always off the mark.  
 
    The magic of digital information is that it is easy and frictionless to make such retrospective changes. This kind of backward-looking reorganization also allows us to jump into new topics much faster: instead of spending my precious energy getting set up when I’m excited about something, I plunge directly into the heart of the subject, capturing whatever seems interesting and trusting that I can sort it out later. 
 
    There is another benefit to this method: it is perfectly okay to not tag a note at all. So long as you’re not using tags as your primary organizational system, there is no chance that a note left untagged will completely fall through the cracks. It will always be right there in the notebook where you left it. This avoids the frustrating experience of trying to force yourself to think of a tag for a note, even when nothing comes to mind, fearing that if you don’t it will be lost completely. 
 
    The lesson here is to not create structure before it’s needed. By adding just enough structure, at just the right moment, the work required to maintain it will always feel like a welcome relief, instead of a heavy burden. 
 
    3. Tag notes according to their internal, external, and social context, and status 
 
    In their book The Science of Managing Our Digital Stuff, from which all the studies in this article are drawn, Ofer Bergman and Steve Whittaker identify the four attributes of a piece of information that can be used to describe its “context.” 
 
    
    	 Internal context includes the thoughts, feelings, associations, concerns, and considerations you have about a note 
 
    	 External context includes the other items that you are dealing with while interacting with a note, such as other notes, documents, folders, or apps 
 
    	 Social context refers to other people who are related to the note, such as project collaborators, the person who recommended the source, or who it was shared with 
 
    	 Current status refers to any actions taken with the note, or any deliverables it was used in 
 
   
 
    These attributes are universal in that they apply to any kind of note from any source yet are also easy to apply. They don’t try to describe the content of the note; only its context. These aren’t abstract labels requiring intensive thinking. They are simple questions that can be answered by looking around at what you’re doing. They can be added incrementally and as needed. They will enable you to more easily return to the state of mind you were in the last time you interacted with a note, using contextual clues that our minds are made to understand. 
 
    Here is an Evernote note template that can be used to add these four kinds of context at the top of any note, including a short video I created on how to save the note as a template to your account. Here’s an example of the template filled out: 
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     4. Develop customized, profession-specific taxonomies 
 
    The history of organizing information is largely concerned with “taxonomies” – hierarchical systems for categorizing information in one all-encompassing model. 
 
    Passionate debates about which is the “correct” taxonomy go back millennia. Aristotle believed that knowledge could be classified according to its substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action, & passion. Francis Bacon categorized all human knowledge into memory (i.e. history), reason (i.e. philosophy), and imagination (i.e. fine arts). The 20th century Indian librarian Shiyali Ramamrita Ranganathan argued that any document could be defined according to its personality, matter, energy, space, and time. 
 
    The goal has always been to create a single, completely comprehensive ordering of knowledge that any future idea can be placed into. But over many hundreds of years, as our knowledge has exploded in size and complexity, the possibility of a universal taxonomy has faded. It is now quite clear that any such taxonomy will either be too broad to be useful, or too narrow to be universal. The dream of a universal taxonomy is dead. 
 
    But for specific fields and professions, it is clear that taxonomies have tremendous value. Biology would be a hopeless tangle of overlapping specialties without the Linnaean taxonomy. Chemistry would be futile without the periodic table. Trends in art would be impossible to make sense of without schools and periods. As long as you can rely on a “controlled vocabulary” of agreed-upon terms, it makes a lot of sense to put things into categories. 
 
    A student in one of my courses explained his system for writing scripts (emphasis mine): 
 
    “If you know what the constituent parts are of your particular art form, you can collect “snippets” of evocative ideas for any one of them in a single notebook and use tags to label them. So, for example, I have a “Film Ideas” folder where I store ideas and then tag them with one of the following labels: 
 
    
    	 C = description of Characters who could be used in a story. 
 
    	 L = interesting and visual Location. 
 
    	 O= curious or evocative Object. 
 
    	 S = loaded or revealing Situation. 
 
    	 A = unusual or revealing Act. 
 
    	 T = any Theme that intrigues you or that you see embodied in life 
 
   
 
    Then I can see all of these notes side by side and if any particular combination of elements sticks out to me, I have the beginnings of a story idea.” 
 
    Such a taxonomy can be even more specific than your field or profession, since you are the same person recording and retrieving this knowledge. They can be “personomies,” or personal tag vocabularies, containing the terms that you use to refer to the parts of your work. This personomy is something you will have to develop yourself, but your profession or industry is a good place to start. 
 
   

 

 The scalability of tagging 
 
    In my experience, it is only necessary to use tags when your collection becomes formidable. After nearly 10 years of note-taking and more than 8,000 notes created, I am just starting to seriously run up against the limits of a no-tagging system. 
 
    This finding has been echoed in the research. In the 1960s and 1970s, IBM conducted a series of experiments with their new Storage and Information Retrieval System (STAIRS), one of the first systems in which the computer could search the entire text of documents. They found that search accuracy could run as high as 75 to 80%. They happily proclaimed the “death of meta-data.” Why spend time and money having humans index documents when the computer could just search everything? 
 
    But there was a fatal flaw in the experiments. They used small collections containing only a few hundred documents. It was assumed that these results would apply equally well to larger collections, as long as they had enough computer power. But it was a language problem, not a computer problem. 
 
    In the 1980s, researchers David C. Blair and M.E. Maron tested a full-text litigation support system containing about 40,000 documents with 350,000 pages of text. Lawyers depended on this system to retrieve all the documents that might help them win their cases. But Blair and Maron showed that recall averaged only about 20%. The system was retrieving only about 1 in every 5 relevant documents! And this was with trained researchers. 
 
    The trouble is that language has numerous, often vague, overlapping mappings to ideas. As David Blair recounts from a real example, a system with 1,000 documents contained 100 that contain the word “computer,” with the word being used 10 different ways. But in a system with 100,000 documents, 7,100 contained the word, and it was used in 84 different ways. The number of possible meanings and interpretations explodes almost as fast as the information itself. 
 
    This is where tags come in. They can provide the essential missing piece of data that computers still cannot determine: what a note is about.  
 
    As long as you follow the recommendations in this article – using tags to track where a chunk of knowledge is in the knowledge lifecycle, adding structure and tags slowly and incrementally, and adding contextual data to notes – you can create paths of action for your future self to follow, without being burdened by rigid bureaucracy. 
 
    In the context of Personal Knowledge Management, we need both hierarchies and networks. Notebooks allow us to gather a batch of related material in one place and look for patterns and associations between the things we’ve collected. Tags add a network to this hierarchy – a distribution network for more efficiently exporting our ideas into the external world. 
 
   

 

 Ambient findability 
 
    “Ambient findability” is a term coined by information architect Peter Morville in a book of the same name. It describes the practice of creating environments where relevant information can be found and used, whether that is a library or a smartphone. When an item is “findable,” it means that it is easy to discover and locate. 
 
    The key skill in navigating such an environment is wayfinding, which refers to “the series of things people know and do in order to get from one place to another, inside or outside.” It is a skill we developed to navigate physical environments that we’ve since adapted to virtual environments.  
 
    But the virtual worlds we’ve created lack the natural landmarks we rely on in the natural world. They lack trees, rivers, seashores, and paths. In the digital world, we have to create them ourselves, out of words. 
 
    But the way we used tags has not adapted to this modern virtual reality. Morville recounts his memories of “online searching” at the University of Michigan’s School of Information and Library Studies in 1993: 
 
    “We searched through databases via dumb terminals connected to the Dialog company’s mainframe. Results were output to a dot matrix printer. And Dialog charged by the minute. This made searching quite stressful. Mistakes were costly in time and money. So, we’d spend an hour or more in the library beforehand, consulting printed thesauri for descriptors, considering how to combine Boolean operators most efficiently, and plotting our overall search strategy. A computer’s time was more precious than a human’s, so we sweated every keyword.” 
 
    Elaborate, precise tagging systems made sense at that time, when every operation cost money. But the challenge today is not to conserve computer power, but to spend it.  
 
    Instead of wasting hours of precious human time with laborious tagging just to make a computer’s job easier, we should generously spend the computer’s power to make our job easier. 
 
    »

  

 

 12 | What It Feels Like to Have a Second Brain 
 
    What does it feel like to have a Second Brain? 
 
    It feels like raw power. Like energy coursing into my mind and body from every source of information I have access to. Like the world is made of ideas, and I have a key to its underlying reality. It feels like I am the master of my reality, able to draw in and shape and then deploy ideas in endlessly creative ways. I can mold my experience by tweaking and redirecting the flow of information through my life, offloading any bits that I don’t need right now and taking in others that I do. It’s like navigating a ship when all I’ve known is a dinghy, the horizon extending in all directions as my imagination expands. 
 
    Having a Second Brain gives me a profound confidence in the ambitions I am pursuing. Nothing can stop me, because I am building, collecting, gathering, recruiting every idea and insight from the world’s greatest thinkers in one centralized place. Even my mistakes and my obstacles and my challenges become fuel, the priceless wisdom of my daily experience recycled back into the engine. Like a nuclear reactor, every bit of fuel increases the critical mass, accelerates the reaction, and pumps more energy into the system. 
 
    Having a Second Brain feels like being part of a system that is far greater than I am. I am in control, but barely. It works while I sleep, while I daydream, while I’m on vacation. The longer I spend away from it, the more insights it will have for me when I return. It is like an incubator, with idea micro-organisms reproducing, intermixing, mutating, and evolving faster and faster the more genetic material they have access to. It is a greenhouse, the sunlight of thought warming and growing and pressurizing itself into an explosion of new life.  
 
    Being part of this system feels like being a node in a vast network that emerged from me but has grown far beyond anything I can understand. It is humbling and somehow reassuring that what I contribute is just one kind of thinking among many. I give my ideas over to a vast intelligence that operates on more levels, across more disciplines, and across greater timescales than I can comprehend. I increasingly have the feeling that I am just watching the system work, that I am as surprised and delighted by what it creates as anyone. I am tweaking and changing it less and less, amazed at the incredible beauty and elegance of its thinking.  
 
    The experience I have as I work with my Second Brain is that we have a relationship. It is almost as complex as a person, with its own wants, needs, goals, and history. It is like a child – a being of pure potential, of endless curiosity and open-mindedness as it encounters each new morsel of insight. It communicates with me, sometimes aligning with my interests so we can run together, but also sometimes demanding maintenance, attention, or software updates. I know that every investment in this organism will return 10-fold, 100-fold, 1,000-fold. And not in some far-off hypothetical future, but in a matter of hours, days, or weeks. Such a sure investment makes the superficial pleasures of social media lose all their color in comparison. I am on my devices as much as anyone, consuming as much information as anyone else. But I am not doing what everyone else is doing with it. I am preserving the very best of everything I am exposed to, like a patient gardener squirreling away seeds and cuttings from every garden in the world, to plant in his own magnificent creation.  
 
    My Second Brain makes me feel abundant. There are so many resources everywhere. Like a Cambrian explosion of ideas and theories and frameworks and essays and tweets and income. Enter my world of ideas and I will show you how deep it goes, how many layers there are to this game I am playing. As I teach others to play it, the game gets larger, more real. Our world gets larger, the play becomes more fun and more infinite in all directions and dimensions. Our world of ideas starts to consume the physical world, starts to make it obsolete and boring and just not important. In our world there is no competition, no scarcity, no fear. Ideas only generate more ideas, more generosity, more curiosity in an ever-expanding sphere of possibility. 
 
    Working inside my Second Brain, paradoxically, I can see that ideas by themselves aren’t worth much. When you have so many choices for every decision you need to make, so many answers to any question you might ask, so many possibilities for every unknown, it becomes crystal clear that information is a commodity. What is truly scarce and precious is humans and their stories, their desires, their dreams, their consciousness. When you can create anything out of anything, the question that becomes front and center is, “What do I WANT?” No fact or insight can answer this. But having all my ideas externalized not just in my notes but on my blog, on my social media feeds, and in my books gives me the freedom to explore it.  
 
    My Second Brain constantly deepens my understanding of myself. It reflects back to me my assumptions, my stories, and the evidence I use to justify my beliefs. It reflects back to me the identity I’ve constructed, which in the light of a backlit computer screen I can see is full of holes, and gaps, and makeshift patches. But I also have more evidence, more options, more borrowed beliefs from others to fill in those gaps. I evolve faster, on more levels, a flurry of swapping modules in and out in such a way that the system of my Self works better, but at the same time, I see that I am not the modules. I am something more, something greater than the sum of its parts. This gives me the courage to detach from that Self, to let go of my need for any one idea or theory to be right or true. I can try more of them on for size, see how more of them feel, decide which of them serve me best. 
 
    
 
    Strangest of all, my Second Brain somehow allows me to open my heart wider and wider. I am not occupied by my intellect, not tied down with the mundane details of making a living. I can spend more time exploring how my body feels, what it’s telling me. I can spend time having experiences that defy my understanding of what’s real. I can afford to let my heart be broken by the tragedy and beauty and sorrow and love the world is so full of, because I am not on the front lines of my job. I am not responsible for my to do list, so I can take responsibility for finding out who I am and what I am doing on this planet. My work serves me, not the other way around. This means I can afford to let others in, to spend the time with them, to make investments in them that won’t “pay off” in any concrete way, but that make my experience of life more vibrant, more exciting, more sublime. I can afford to let my dreams become real, to let them take over both my first brain and second brain and go beyond that to recruit other people and their second brains. I can afford to be of service, to put myself at the disposal of the world and its needs. 
 
    As I open up the subterranean channels in my heart and body, I also gain access to new kinds of knowledge that the mind simply cannot access. I struggle to describe what this knowledge is and how I know it, but I assume it is the knowledge of my ancestors, my genetic and cultural inheritance, the knowledge of my evolutionary history over eons. Ideas arise from these channels, unbidden and fully formed, with a sense of certainty that no amount of logic or analysis or proof could ever muster.  This certainty carries me through my days like an unstoppable river, flowing on its inexorable path toward some kind of destiny, some kind of purpose. This kind of knowledge can’t be stored in my digital notes. But I have room for it, because my mind is vacated, which means any time I need energy or motivation I can dip into the reserve of energy stored right inside my body.  
 
    My Second Brain allows me to go beyond the veil of knowledge, to see that knowledge doesn’t change anything really. It’s all interchangeable and all leads to the same place. What really changes things is experiences, and I can create those experiences for people. I can draw them in with the promise of creating such a system for themselves, and lead them through building it, and then let them in on the joke that it’s not really about knowledge. It’s about who you become in the process of creating a system that you can fully trust. The stories you have to let go of to completely put your faith in something, anything, outside of yourself. That trust then starts to spread, to yourself, to other people, to institutions, to society. They trust you in return, and before you know it you live in a world that is fundamentally friendly and in your favor. You gain access to sources of communal power that were unimaginable when you were on guard, hypervigilant for any sign that someone somewhere is taking advantage of you.  
 
    The very best word I can find to describe what it feels like to have a Second Brain is awe. I spend more time in a state of awe than I thought possible. Awe at the complexity of what I’ve created, what it’s capable of, what it knows. Awe at how everything works out in the end, how that last note that seems to have no place becomes the linchpin of the next project. Awe at how all knowledge is connected on such a deep level, that the same principles turn up again and again, that I can follow any thread and it will eventually lead somewhere eye-opening. I feel awe that the underlying layer of reality can actually be uncovered, against all odds, and every inch I uncover gives me more freedom, more insight, and more aliveness. And also I feel awe that the world I am uncovering is so much more complex and mysterious than anything that could ever be written down. That feels reassuring, as well. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 13 | The 10 Paradoxes of Entrepreneurship 
 
    1. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires someone with a strong command of reason, who is at the same time thoroughly unreasonable 
 
    You have to be smart to be an entrepreneur, obviously. Modern businesses are complex, and you have to be able to reason effectively if you’re even going to understand how they function. But having a strong intellect is only half the equation. You also have to be able to let go of reason when needed. You have to see that reason is only one way of looking at things, and not a very popular one honestly. 
 
    If you decide to start a business, a lot of people will tell you (explicitly or otherwise) to “be reasonable.” To not take such an unnecessary risk, to not go so far outside the norm. It’s a fair piece of advice. But starting a business is inherently not reasonable. It’s never the “common sense” thing to do. It’s not reasonable to think you can create an entire organization from nothing and change the direction of an industry. No “reasonable” person would think that they can get lots of other people to believe in their vision and invest their time and resources in making it real. 
 
    Entrepreneurship doesn’t naturally follow from a logical deductive process. If it did, someone would have already followed that process and started that business. You have to use reason as one of many tools, without letting it control you. 
 
    2. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires an abundance mindset toward the environment, and at the same time, a scarcity mindset toward the business 
 
    Successfully starting a business requires an abundance mindset toward the external world. You have to believe, at some level, that opportunities for success are plentiful, or at least available for those who work hard. You have to look at the market and see fruits waiting to be picked. Otherwise it simply wouldn’t be worth the risk. 
 
    But at the same time, you have to have a scrappy, survivor-like mentality toward the business itself. You can’t treat your money, time, or mental bandwidth as “abundant” if you’re going to ration and spend them carefully. You have to jealously guard every resource you have at your disposal, because every one represents a little bit of precious runway. 
 
    The challenge is knowing when a situation calls for an abundance mentality, and when it requires a scarcity mindset. It’s easy to get stuck in one mode, and not realize when the situation changes and a different approach is needed. Neither mode is inherently better. Each one is a tool that you wield when it’s most effective. 
 
    3. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires extreme vigilance of what competitors are doing, without being too influenced by them 
 
    You have to pay some attention to your competitors. If only because their decisions and actions yield useful information about what’s happening in the market. But you can’t be too focused on what competitors are doing, because then all your actions will be only re-actions. Too little, too late. 
 
    You need to have a kind of peripheral vision toward your competitors. Like explorers through a shared terrain, who you can borrow from and draft off of, remembering that ultimately you are not looking for exactly the same thing. You need to keep your competitiveness in reserve for when it’s useful, without letting it take on a vindictive life of its own. 
 
    4. Entrepreneurship is hard because you have no idea what you’re doing, but at the same time know exactly what you’re doing 
 
    Entrepreneurship is fundamentally open-ended. You are always working on some kind of frontier: the frontier of ideas, of what’s “normal,” of what customers are willing to accept. Which means that it can never be fully planned in advance. You need plans, of course. You also need to be fully committed to them if they’re going to teach you anything. 
 
    But at the back of your mind, in a private place you may not always show to the people you work with, you have to have some doubts. Like a “doubt room” in the basement of your house, you should occasionally spend some time there and let those doubts have their say. Because if you don’t, they’ll grow and fester and eventually explode as a full-blown crisis of faith. 
 
    Holding both total confidence and deep doubt in your mind at once requires something quite similar to self-delusion. There has to be some separation between them if you’re going to stay sane, but it should be more like a foldable partition that you reserve for parties, when you let it all hang out a little. 
 
    5. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires a willingness to go far out of balance, without completely losing control 
 
    I don’t know of any way to build a business while staying perfectly in balance at all times. Habits and routines are great, but when that one opportunity you’ve been waiting months for comes knocking, you drop everything and you run with it. And on the long path to building a profitable business, such opportunities will appear almost weekly. 
 
    You have to build the capability of going out of balance when needed. To lean into the turn like a motorcycle racer. This sometimes requires postponing or “stretching” everything from your bodily needs to your relationships to your personal finances to your goals. Not that you have to blindingly sacrifice these things at all times, but they have to be at least a little fluid. 
 
    But just as importantly, you have to know how to bring these things back into balance once the opportunity (or crisis) is over. To recover, to heal, to build those reserves back up to a state of readiness. Otherwise when the next one hits, you won’t have any slack in your system. You’ll be brittle and frail. 
 
    6. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires being rigid where others are flexible, and flexible where others are rigid 
 
    Most people are naturally rigid in some areas, and flexible in others. They might be open-minded when it comes to their choice of food, but rigid when it comes to their religion. Mostly these come as defaults, as part of their upbringing and belief system. 
 
    But as an entrepreneur, you have to decide where you’re going to be rigid and where you’re going to be flexible. You have to approach your market with a set of beliefs that in some way violate or contradict or undermine the existing beliefs in your market. This naturally means that you insist, you take a firm stand, on areas that incumbent companies may let slide. Maybe you’re in payroll processing and customer service isn’t taken very seriously – it’s “flexible.” Taking a strong stand on that might ruffle all kinds of feathers. 
 
    But you also have to sometimes be flexible where others are rigid. Maybe you’re in legal services and you realize that educational pedigree is no longer as important as it used to be, and you relax your hiring standards. This also might encounter resistance as you threaten people’s pride! To take these stances you have to have a center and the center must hold. There has to be an immoveable place of conviction at the center of your being, that is not swayed by the opinions of others. 
 
    7. Entrepreneurship is hard because you have to not believe in tradeoffs, yet be constantly making them 
 
    Entrepreneurs have a skeptical eye toward supposed “tradeoffs”: statements that follow the format “To have more of X, you have to have less of Y.” That’s because every tradeoff is based on a long series of assumptions. And if just one of those assumptions changes, the tradeoff can collapse like a house of cards. 
 
    The auto manufacturing industry for decades was based on the assumption that it took many hours to change the “dies” of a machine in the factory (such as changing a drilling tool to a shaping tool). The entire industry was built around that assumption: from the way workers’ shifts were scheduled, to the way factory floors were laid out, to the lower pricing for larger batches of products. Instead of optimizing around this constraint, Toyota attacked it: they systematically lowered the time needed to change machine dies until it was less than 10 minutes. In doing so, they revolutionized the industry. 
 
    You can’t take tradeoffs too seriously, yet as an entrepreneur you also have to constantly make them. You have to pick your battles – perhaps you’re reinventing data science visualization, but that means you might need to conform to conventional accounting practices in the meantime. The energy required to destroy an assumption is in limited supply…for now. 
 
    8. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires caring deeply what others think about your product, while not caring at all what they think about you 
 
    There is a certain egolessness demanded of entrepreneurs. You simply can’t afford to make it about you all the time. You’re not that important. If you insist on being offended all the time, you are inserting yourself into the feedback loop between your users and your product. You are distorting the flow of learning to serve your own purposes. 
 
    And yet, at the same time, you can’t completely discount and write off what everyone says. You have to be obsessed, in fact, with what they say about your product. To hook your reward centers deep into their experience of the product, so that you feel their pain as your pain and their joy as your joy. It’s an extreme form of empathy I think, directed and focused like a laser on the intersection between what they need and what you can provide. 
 
    9. Entrepreneurship is hard because it requires you to be highly ambitious, yet not preoccupied with the inevitable failures it brings 
 
    You obviously have to be highly ambitious to be an entrepreneur. You have to have a vision big enough to justify its terrible cost. 
 
    But the more ambitious you are, the bigger the chasm you’re going to have to cross. The bigger your vision, the more time you’re going to have to spend in not-that-vision. This is totally obvious and yet paradoxical: the more you want to be right, the more you’re going to have to get used to being wrong. The more successful you want to be, the more you’re going to have to get used to being unsuccessful. To get good at error-correction, you need to become intimately familiar with error. 
 
    All this means that you’re going to have a lot of failures. You must learn how to reframe those failures as valuable lessons, which sometimes feels like bending an iron rod into an origami flower. But it can be done, because the meaning of those failures is completely up to you. The failures are real, but what they are telling you is not real, it’s made up. 
 
    10. Entrepreneurship is hard because you have to always do what you say you’re going to do, and also consistently say you’ll do impossible things 
 
    The edifice of entrepreneurship rests on a foundation of integrity. You absolutely have to be the very embodiment of your word, because at the end of the day that is all you have. Your word has to be so powerful that it has its own agency: you said it, and thus it will happen. Your word can bend reality to its will, and to build the business you envision, it must. 
 
    But simultaneously, you have to constantly be promising impossible things. That your business will grow by a certain percentage, that the market will expand by so many points, that such and such contract will be signed. These events are not within the realm of what you can achieve by yourself. To be interesting, the reach of your promises has to exceed their grasp. 
 
    And this brings us back to the first paradox. Human agency does not quite exist within the domain of reason. It defies the cold logic of causality. It uses logic to explain and to argue, but if you get to the very source of it, there’s no fundamental reason that anything it wants should happen. 
 
    Except for one: because you said so. 
 
    » 
 
   



 

 14 | Groundbreakers: My Journey Healing Trauma, Unleashing Anger, and Awakening the Vagus Nerve 
 
    I raised the tennis racket high above my head once again, the gloves on my hands failing to prevent the blisters already forming.  
 
    My eyes were wide with fear as I struck the pillow before me with all my strength. I felt at the edge of control, at the edge of what I knew.  
 
    The people around me cheered me on, looks of approval and even admiration on their faces.  
 
    And then suddenly the act became real, the anger inside me rushing toward the surface through ancient channels.  
 
    I felt my brow furrow, my wide eyes changing instantly to a predators’s scowl.  
 
    The man directly in front of me, my guide, smiling in recognition, said “That’s it. That’s what we’re looking for.” 
 
    For the first time since I can remember, I felt rage coursing through me. Like liquid fire through my veins.  
 
    Seeking peace of mind, I had found anger. Seeking control, I had found vulnerability. Seeking answers, I had found only questions.  
 
    Let me tell you what I discovered.  
 
   

 

 Preparation 
 
    This is the story of my experience at Groundbreakers, a week-long course designed to “change your relationship with the voice in your head to one of self-love.”  
 
    The course was created and led by Joe Hudson, a former venture capitalist, philanthropist, consultant, and today, a teacher and executive coach. Hudson spent more than 20 years studying dozens of spiritual traditions and psychological frameworks and incorporated them into his own approach to personal transformation. 
 
    I had attended the introductory Tide Turners course the previous year. I decided I wanted to go deeper into healing practices such as the ones described in the book The Body Keeps the Score, which was a source of inspiration for this course.  
 
    Once my application was accepted, I made the decision to fly to Northern California from my home in Mexico City to spend six days exploring what this experience had to offer me. 
 
    The weeks leading up to the course were filled with realizations. We were given journaling exercises to begin to reflect on the areas of our life and work we wanted to address. 
 
    I realized I wanted to be more direct with people. To tell them what I thought or what wasn’t working without feeling like I had to tiptoe around the truth. For example, a neighbor recently got angry with me for slamming the front door to our apartment, and for weeks afterward, I avoided him and felt my heart beating faster whenever I saw him. Even casual comments by customers or collaborators would leave me in turmoil far out of proportion to what was said. 
 
    And in the back of my mind, not as desire but as foreboding, I felt a call to leadership. I had created a business and lifestyle completely centered on working alone on my individual creative pursuits. And yet, I had reached a point where I could no longer push forward on all the frontiers at once. There were too many opportunities, too many demands, too many ideas from too many people. 
 
    But I also knew that there was something deep inside that was holding me back from leadership. An intense, instinctual fear of being scrutinized, of being revealed somehow. This fear made me step back when I needed to step forward. It caused me to leave enormous opportunities on the table. It kept me small and timid as the challenges before me demanded action and courage. 
 
    I wanted to explore the source of my hypervigilance – an unexplainable feeling that I had to be watchful and on guard all the time. It had served me well in growing a business, but I increasingly felt it kept me from connecting with others. I wanted to know why I felt numb and bored any time I wasn’t immersed in the adrenaline of working – while on vacation, or having dinner with friends, or exercising. 
 
    With all these questions on my mind, I boarded the plane with only the vaguest idea of what I was getting myself into. 
 
   

 

 My voice 
 
    There is a parallel story that needs to be told as well. It is the story of a different voice – the normal one produced by my vocal cords. 
 
    At work on an otherwise normal day in 2007, I began to feel a tickle on the right side of my throat. I ignored it, thinking I might be coming down with a cold. An ear-nose-throat doctor I saw the following week couldn’t find anything wrong. He prescribed me some acid reflux medication and sent me on my way. 
 
    I had no idea at that moment the impact that this small tickle would have on my life. 
 
    But in the meantime, I had bags to pack. I was set to study abroad in Brazil for two semesters and wasn’t about to let a mere sore throat keep me from it. 
 
   

 

 Day 1 
 
    After landing in San Francisco, I met up with two fellow course participants for the drive up to the course location — in the mountains near Nevada City. 
 
    We nervously chatted as the car ascended the mountain. I had never met these two women before and had no idea what to expect about the course or the people I would take it with. I was afraid, honestly, to see what would be revealed during a week of such deep self-reflection. 
 
    We arrived at the retreat center and unpacked our bags. It was a house standing alone at the top of a hill on a large piece of land dedicated to meditation retreats. The landscape was idyllic, with deer roaming freely and horses grazing in their pens amidst towering pine trees and lightly tilled fields of vegetables. 
 
    As we started to get to know each other, I sensed the same nervousness and fear in the others. But there was also a great feeling of hope, camaraderie, and determination. It was a rare group, to dedicate so much time and effort to inner work. I had the feeling we were all on the brink of a great discovery. 
 
    On the first day, we shared our intentions for the week by opening up about what we wanted out of the experience.  
 
    As we took turns around the circle, I planned and prepared several different responses in my head. I had clever answers, intellectual answers, logical answers. But the one that came out surprised even me: I wanted to be able to let the tremendous amount of love that I felt inside me out into the world. 
 
    I shared with the group how I wanted to be more vulnerable with the people in my life. To share what was really going on with me and to ask for support more readily. I felt a longing to be able to fully express my love to the people I love the most, which has never come easy to me. 
 
   

 

 Brazil 
 
    For about a year while studying at two universities in Brazil, my throat continued to plague me.  
 
    I increasingly had difficulty speaking and swallowing, as if the right side of my throat didn’t work properly. The tickle had grown to a scratch and then a dull ache, like a knot of flesh that was permanently tensed. Strands of burning pain were starting to spread down my neck, up to my ear, and into my head where they caused splitting headaches.  
 
    I contacted a speech therapist at a local university and began working with him every week. The voice exercises he assigned me helped a little, but I knew they weren’t getting to the source of my symptoms. 
 
    I started getting worried about what it could be. A tumor? The beginnings of muscular dystrophy or multiple sclerosis? Part of me didn’t really want to know. Part of me wanted to stay in denial as long as possible. 
 
    And I had an easy way to do so. After returning from South America, completing my last class at San Diego State University, and graduating, I was setting off once again to fulfill a lifelong dream: to serve in the U.S. Peace Corps abroad. 
 
    I said goodbye to my family and departed for Ukraine in the summer of 2009, hopeful that the drastic change in climate, diet, and routine would somehow alleviate my symptoms. 
 
   

 

 Day 2 
 
    On the second day of the course, it was time to get in touch with our anger.  
 
    The three facilitators had us lie down on our backs on mats around the room, and we began deep, uncontrolled breathing to open up the anger that had been stuck within our bodies. 
 
    During the instructions before we began, I raised my hand and asked, “But what if we don’t feel any anger?” I couldn’t feel any trace of it. With a slight smile, the facilitator asked me to give it a try anyway and see what happened. When my turn came, I laid down and began the breathing exercise, curious to see if anything would come up. 
 
    And boy, did it come up. 
 
    Within just a few minutes of deep breathing, with the facilitator coaching us on how to position our legs and torso, how to exhale without control, and prompting us to access memories of our past, I began to feel a squirming feeling deep inside my belly.  
 
    Suddenly, a white-hot rage came rising out of me like molten lava. I began to see flashes of scenes from my past – getting spanked as a child for something I didn’t do, being mocked in class for a wrong answer, being bullied on the bus to school. I felt small stabs of fire upward into my chest, which were instantly suppressed, the anger converted into fear, guilt, embarrassment, and deep sadness. I could feel my body react, deflect, and do absolutely anything it could to avoid feeling the full force of that anger. 
 
    I sat up from the mat and turned to one of the facilitators in bewilderment. He told me, “It’s time to let it out,” and I responded, “I can’t.” I felt like there was a caged animal inside me that, if it got out, would destroy me. When the facilitator asked me why I couldn’t get angry, I instantly responded, “Because I’ll die.” That’s what it felt like, but hearing myself say those words in such a safe and supportive environment jolted me out of my trance. I could suddenly see the world I had been living in for so long – a world where so much of what I felt wasn’t allowed. 
 
    I got up from the mat and started the anger work. Two folding chairs faced toward each other with a futon folded on top of them. I put on gloves, picked up one of the tennis rackets they supplied, and began to strike downward at the futon as hard as I could. It was a safe space to let the anger out, and I was absolutely shocked at just how much of it there was boiling inside me. 
 
    Anger at my parents for not giving me what I needed. Anger at teachers for not understanding what I had to say. Anger at long-ago classmates that slighted me, ignored me, or disrespected me. I felt the anger of old heartbreaks never expressed. I felt anger at myself for not being the person I knew I could be. I felt anger at my body for betraying me. With each new memory, I yelled and screamed and struck that futon with every ounce of energy in my body. Like an inexhaustible volcano, I discovered new reservoirs of anger again and again waiting years to be released. 
 
    My fellow participants served as my support team. A couple of them held the chairs and the futon stable. Another – usually the one who reminded me the most of the person I was expressing anger toward – would stand in front of me and provoke me with words from my past. The facilitators coached from the side, encouraging us to focus on the physical actions and not get lost in the story.  
 
    After about 15 minutes, I was completely spent. My shoulders and back burned and I could no longer raise the racket above my head. They had me raise my arms in victory, internalizing the embodied sense of power I was experiencing. I basked for a while in an indescribable feeling of joy, the unblocked emotions flowing through me like pure electricity. The others looked at me with such pleasure and approval, so completely opposite from any reaction I had ever experienced toward my anger, that I felt something in me permanently shift.  
 
    As we decompressed at the end of the day, I experienced a sense of peace and safety I couldn’t remember feeling. It was the pleasure of knowing I could defend myself, of knowing I could stand up for myself. I had shared with the group about my voice condition, and a facilitator asked me, “What does that thing in your throat want to say?” 
 
    I had never considered asking this question. And was shocked at what it responded: “I’ve been here for you the whole time. I’m not a mistake. I have a purpose for you. I have a purpose.” 
 
    For all these years, I had felt that my voice symptoms were simply a mistake. It was something that shouldn’t have happened to me. But it had also become a major part of my identity and my life. Which meant that I felt like a mistake. 
 
    But if the pain I had experienced wasn’t a mistake, if it had a purpose, then I too had a purpose. And now I could discover what that purpose was. 
 
   

 

 Ukraine 
 
    After arriving in Ukraine and receiving a few months of language training, I was sent to my assigned posting in the eastern part of the country. I would spend the next two years living and working in Kupyansk, a mid-sized industrial town near the Russian border.  
 
    I took advantage of my government-sponsored healthcare during my service and began pursuing a diagnosis for the symptoms that continued to worsen. I badly wanted a label so I would at least know what I was dealing with. We did MRIs, blood tests, tissue samples, and every other kind of test the doctors could think of, but none of them showed a possible cause. 
 
    I pushed harder, and eventually my doctor gave me the diagnosis I wanted so badly: glossopharyngeal neuralgia. It is a catchall term for pain emanating from the pharynx, the region at the very back of the throat, above the vocal cords. He prescribed carbamazepine, a powerful anticonvulsant usually used to treat schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. It produced a numbing sensation throughout my entire body, like being mildly drunk. 
 
    I hated the medication and how it made me feel. But it felt like my only choice. I would take it before starting class each day so my voice would be functional for the students I cared so much for. But I felt numb and disconnected, floating far from my body, and worst of all, I experienced the old throat pain symptoms as soon as the medication wore off. 
 
    Later I would realize that the medication also had an impact on my long-term memory. A two-week trip to Russia with a friend vanished from my memory as if it never happened. It was terrifying to realize that precious memories with people I cared about were slipping from my mental grasp. 
 
   

 

 Day 3 
 
    We started the day “practicing” our listening. Listening would be a major part of the following days, and we needed to become aware of how we were doing it. 
 
    We got into pairs, and one partner would tell the other about the most meaningful and exciting thing in their lives. In the first round, the listener was supposed to listen “skeptically,” without using overt facial expressions or body language. In round two, they did the same thing, this time listening with an attitude of approval and acceptance. 
 
    The difference between the two conversations was striking. As the speaker, I experienced the other person’s emotions deep in my own belly, as if I was reading their mind. Their doubt was heart-wrenching; their approval was like sunshine in the winter. 
 
    I was surprised and saddened to realize that “skeptical listening” felt totally familiar. That’s how I listened to everyone in my life, even my customers and my students. I’d been burned in the past when I got excited about someone else’s ambitions only to see them fizzle out, and I think I had adopted a doubtful, skeptical attitude to protect myself from disappointment. I realized that skepticism is also how I listen to myself — to my own dreams and aspirations.  
 
    With this enhanced awareness of how powerful our listening could be, we learned four “moves” (or conversational techniques) that we would spend the rest of the week practicing. Each one was a tool for questioning a story that was causing someone to suffer. They could be used in the workplace, in coaching relationships, with our friends and loved ones, or with the voice in our own heads: 
 
    
    	 Rabbit hole: starting with a fear or a resistance, question the chain of beliefs that support it, following it down step by step by asking “What’s wrong with [insert previous statement]?” 
 
    	 Deconstruction: taking apart the belief system that lies behind a disempowering thought pattern by examining its logic while maintaining an open heart 
 
    	 Externalization: projecting a thought, emotion, or statement we tell ourselves onto someone else we love, to experience the heartbreak of treating our selves this way 
 
    	 Polarity: exploring a series of statements that contradict an existing belief to uncover where the resistance to it lies in the body 
 
   
 
    These moves formed the framework, but the essential ingredient of the process was always love. Love for ourselves, and for the person sitting in front of us. Love communicated in facial expressions, in body language, and in an unmistakable “presence” in the air. I noticed that if there was no tangible love present in the space between us, the conversation quickly turned adversarial. If there was love present, I hardly needed to say anything.  
 
    Our role was to create the safety that was needed for our partner’s healing to come to the surface naturally. The more safety was present, the easier it was for the wounds to open, and then to heal. 
 
   

 

 California 
 
    I returned home to California after serving two years in the Peace Corps. 
 
    Despite all my health problems and the challenges of living through Ukrainian winters, I had had the time of my life. The openness and warmth of the Ukrainian people, the hope and excitement of the kids I got to watch grow up over two years, and the chance to independently work on my own projects had a tremendous impact on me. I came out of the experience knowing that I could survive anything. I knew I could use whatever resources I had at my disposal and make something useful out of them. 
 
    But the journey of resolving my throat pain continued. 
 
    I visited a celebrity voice doctor in Beverly Hills known for treating Celine Dion and other famous singers. I thought he might have some new experimental treatment. But after paying an arm and a leg, I left with nothing to show for it. I worked with a well-respected speech therapist and professor at UCSF for six weeks as she put me through a rigorous series of hygiene practices and voice exercises. Again, it helped but didn’t get to the root cause. 
 
    Meanwhile, my throat continued to deteriorate. I no longer had good days – only bad days and worse days. I experienced throat spasms and spontaneous gagging. I began avoiding speaking whenever possible. I withdrew from relationships and communities. I spent more time online and during this period left my job and plunged into self-employment with no savings and no plan. I started working for myself not primarily out of ambition but because I couldn’t bear to spend all day speaking with others. 
 
    I started to experience the psychological effects of not being able to trust my own voice. Every time I opened my mouth to speak, I felt anxiety and uncertainty at whether the person would be able to understand my strained words. That fear became a self-fulfilling prophecy, as I resorted to exaggerated speech or body language to compensate. It felt as if the middle register of my voice was missing, so I could only speak very deeply and softly or very loud and high-pitched. I developed intense social anxiety in even the most casual daily interactions, which was something I had never experienced before.  
 
    The last straw came when I saw a neurologist in Orange County. After another round of tests, his only solution was another kind of medication, which would cause the similar effect of numbing sensation throughout my entire body. I realized in that moment I had come to the end of the road. There was nothing else the conventional medical system had to offer me, and it was time to take control of my own health. 
 
    The suffering I experienced during these years started to catch up with me and sat at the center of my body like a smoldering fire. It colored absolutely everything about how I saw life: my goals, my dreams, my friendships, and my view of the kind of life I would be able to live. The world looked like a scary, forbidding place. I started to experience depersonalization – the sensation of not feeling real inside. I deeply feared no one would ever understand what it felt like to be me. That I would be alone forever in a hopeless place as the darkness closed in on my ability to communicate. 
 
    It was around this time that I discovered meditation. I went on my first Vipassana meditation retreat, and on the last day had a remarkable experience. After spending seven days sharpening my attention to a fine point, I happened to focus it on the point of maximum pain and tension in my throat. To my complete shock, it instantly unraveled, like a knot suddenly coming undone. My whole body flushed with heat from head to toe, I burst into tears and swallowed freely for the first time in years.  
 
    I had discovered a new path. 
 
   

 

 Day 4 
 
    On the fourth day, we practiced externalization, a technique we had learned the previous day. 
 
    Over the preceding three days, we had slowly catalogued every negative phrase that we noticed the voice in our head saying to us: “You’ll never make it;” “You aren’t good enough;” “No one will ever love you;” “It’s your fault you were treated that way;” “You had better prove yourself.” 
 
    We began to examine these statements as a form of abuse. We would never accept such treatment from another person, but inside the confines of our skulls, we don’t think twice before accepting what that voice tells us. We studied the psychology of bullying and abuse, and how it might apply to our relationship with the voice in our head. 
 
    To practice externalization, we worked through these dialogues in pairs where we imagined saying these same things to others. What would it be like telling your child, “I’ll limit you so you don’t fail”? How would it feel to tell your sister, “Don’t love anyone so you never have to feel rejected”? To ask your friend accusingly, “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    It was deeply saddening to realize how long we had treated ourselves that way. It was heart-breaking to see that these voices had driven us to achieve, but that achievement had done nothing to satisfy our fundamental craving for love. 
 
    We let this sadness flow into the next exercise: grief work. 
 
    We all laid down on mats around the room again. Except this time, we were getting in touch with our grief. We did a different kind of breathing, and the facilitators coached us through body movements and positions designed to stimulate that awareness. For example, we yawned repeatedly to activate the parasympathetic nervous system, which regulates the body’s unconscious actions. 
 
    And like an undersea current rising to the surface, the grief we were looking for arrived. We wept at the memory of parents who hadn’t come to us when we called. We wailed at great loves we had lost out of fear. We sobbed at the thought of all the love that had been available to us that we hadn’t been able to accept. The room shook with the unrestrained crying and wailing of 10 people who had suppressed their grief for so long. 
 
    We got in touch with the tenderness we had steeled ourselves against to survive in an unforgiving world. We accessed the child inside us who had been shut away for fear of being hurt. We allowed our hearts to be broken again and again by the sorrow that is part of every life and allowed it to come out in whatever way the body needed. And in the heartbreak, we discovered a purifying force that gave our pain meaning and immense beauty. 
 
    The grief was also, I sensed, for an old self that was passing away by the hour. We no longer needed the mechanisms and the shields to protect us. We were learning those shields were not us. And that beneath them, there was still something innocent and pure. 
 
   

 

 Inner work and the vagus nerve 
 
    My experience at the Vipassana retreat opened my eyes to a new world of inner work and alternative medicine.  
 
    I took the first of a series of personal growth courses, the Landmark Forum, and for the second time experienced instantaneous, total relief from my symptoms. I went to Burning Man and had an incredible LSD experience, which gave me total relief for the third time. Practices such as yoga, acupuncture, bodywork, Reiki, and others produced similar effects. I began to realize that there was something predictable and knowable about my condition. It wasn’t totally random. It just lay outside the scope of Western medicine.  
 
    I began to narrow my focus to the vagus nerve — the longest nerve in the body which runs from the diaphragm all the way up the torso, through the neck, and to the head. I had learned from The Body Keeps the Score that this nerve is responsible for communicating fight-or-flight signals through the body. And that one needs to fully engage and soothe this nerve for traumatic memories to be explored without panic. 
 
    It was becoming clear that almost anything that affected my vagus nerve immediately improved my throat symptoms. Both major emotional releases and psychedelic experiences, but also simpler things like breath-holding, cool wind in the face, and playing with animals. I could often feel my throat muscles tensing or releasing in real-time based on what I was doing in each moment. 
 
    I began to study the vagus nerve. I discovered a paper called “The role of psychogenic and psychosocial factors in the development of functional voice disorders.” It examined a range of studies and concluded that functional voice disorders “may develop in response to negative emotions following stressful life events” and especially “situations where there was a strong challenge to speak out and yet a marked constraint against doing so.” 
 
    I had never understood why I would have trauma when my childhood seemed so normal. But the research indicated that “traumatic incidents and serious situations involving death, loss, separation, and threat to personal or family security were reported infrequently” in patients with psychogenic voice disorders. They didn’t seem to be correlated with the “acute” trauma caused by rape, abuse, natural disasters, and extreme neglect. 
 
    Instead, these disorders occurred more frequently in people who had “interpersonal problems with close partners or family members (Aronson et al., 1964; Brodnitz, 1969).” This included “difficulties with the expression of negative emotions related to repressed hostility, discomfort over sexual feelings and rebellion towards authority figures (Barton, 1960).” This seemed to fit my situation much more closely. We grew up in a generally healthy household but also one where speaking out and expressing our emotions wasn’t always tolerated. 
 
    The data also showed that teachers have a heightened risk for functional voice disorders. The study noted “a trend towards education and helping professions, and recent prevalence studies indicate teachers are more at risk for functional voice disorders than any other occupational group (Oates, 2000; Roy et al., 2004; Russell, Oates, & Greenwood, 1998).” I had been a teacher for almost my entire life. 
 
    The paper proposes a possible way of understanding the source of these disorders: the body expresses what thoughts and words cannot with physiological symptoms associated with fight-or-flight. Specifically, this flight-or-flight response “is thought to prepare the organism for increased physical work by fixing the upper extremities to the thoracic cage for combat, requiring firm adduction of the vocal folds and wide abduction to facilitate an increased volume and flow of oxygen in order to meet the body’s increased metabolic demands.”  
 
    In other words, the body contracts the arms and the torso and opens up the airways for maximum oxygen flow, but both these changes can interfere with the voice. 
 
    This was the most precise description of what I experienced inside my body I had yet encountered. 
 
   

 

 Day 5 and 6 
 
    By the fifth day, we had developed a deep level of emotional openness and group cohesion. We knew each other so well that we could work in a more free-form way, utilizing whichever of the tools we had learned seemed most appropriate for a given situation or even improvising. 
 
    At this point, we as participants took the lead in each other’s healing. Most of the day was spent in pair work, as we explored each other’s inner worlds with a firm hand and an open heart. I saw again and again that more than intellect or technique, an open heart could create a safe space where the innate healing intelligence of their body and mind was free to arise. 
 
    The facilitators were skilled in many different healing practices and alternative medicines, and the conversation flowed easily between academic research, personal experiences, ancient techniques, and the most modern clinical treatments for trauma. The participants also had broad experience with such practices, which allowed us to look at healing in a holistic way.  
 
    We looked at how animals cope with danger. When an antelope on the savannah escapes a close call with a lion, it will tremble to “off-gas” the fear and stress. This helps to release the effects of cortisol and adrenaline in the blood. In human society, we repress our reactions to fear and make it taboo to cry and wail and tremble. It’s no wonder our society is riddled with anxiety. 
 
    We looked at muscle tension and its relationship to emotional repression. Tension in the throat is a common symptom in people who don’t feel that they can speak out. It is the last point where sounds arising from within the body can be held and stopped. During another exercise on fear, the facilitators would press on a participant’s muscle (in the jaw, chest, hips, or other places) that had tightened to “hold” the associated emotion. Once that emotion was expressed through shaking and crying and yelling, the muscles around that point would visibly relax. 
 
    We looked at neuroscience and physiology. At how the vagus nerve is the gateway to the parasympathetic nervous system, which regulates our agitation and arousal. By tapping into it, we can encourage the body to release acetylcholine, which slows the heart down, relaxes muscles, and returns breathing to normal. 
 
    Often we work on the level of the “human brain” (or prefrontal cortex) through talk therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, or exposure therapy. That approach provides insights but doesn’t get at the underlying physiology. 
 
    To treat trauma at its source and produce lasting change, we also need to work with the “mammal brain” and “lizard brain.” As described in The Body Keeps the Score, we need to retrain how the nervous system responds to everyday events by acting out scenes from our past while changing how they play out. When the logical, emotional, and physiological parts of ourselves work together, we can understand what has happened to us on an intellectual level while also feeling it as a truth in our body.  
 
   

 

 Reentry 
 
    After an experience like this one, coming back to “normal life” felt like reentry from outer space.  
 
    I was definitely very raw. My heart was gaping wide open, and I felt everything with an incredible intensity. The sights and sounds of downtown Oakland were almost overwhelming, like the volume and saturation were turned up to 11. I met with a friend at a local restaurant and burst into tears when he told me about his frustrations with his boyfriend. I felt his pain directly.  
 
    There was no shield and no filter. I felt like a newborn child – fragile and a bit scared but also tremendously hopeful and happy. To help us handle this reentry, the course staff offered a range of “integration” tools: a group text thread, a list of events in major cities for program graduates, an accountability buddy, and follow-up calls with facilitators in the coming months. They recommended spending as much time in nature as possible and practices like acupuncture and bodywork to help us integrate what we had experienced.  
 
    I’ve noticed a range of effects in the months since completing Groundbreakers. 
 
    The first is enhanced sensitivity toward basically everything: my emotions, the emotions of others, and external and internal physical sensations. I wouldn’t have said this was something I wanted since I’ve spent so much of my life trying to be less sensitive. But I now have the awareness and confidence that I can handle those sensations skillfully and understand what they’re telling me. 
 
    With this newfound sensitivity, my compassion for others is much more front and center – even for those who criticize me, disagree with me, or oppose me. My defense mechanisms are less active than before. It doesn’t feel as much like there’s a fragile ego inside that I have to protect. 
 
    This newfound compassion is also directed at me. I feel I really love myself. I feel an affection and a curiosity toward all aspects of myself that I didn’t feel before. I don’t shift as readily into self-criticism and self-judgment, instead asking myself what I need or want that I am not getting. Whereas before I would have felt self-loathing at not being as productive as I wanted or not achieving what I set out to achieve, I now feel a softness and generosity toward myself.  
 
    Others have noticed as well. My wife Lauren says she’s seen a dramatic difference in me in the months since I completed the course. She says I’m lighter, happier, and quicker to laugh even with people I don’t know well. She says, oddly, that I am more myself.  
 
    I find it easier to be direct with people. Since I’m not triggered as much by my anger or theirs, I’m free to get angry if I want and then let it pass as soon as I’ve said what I need to say. Slights and offenses don’t feel as personal, as charged. I’ve discovered that anger is a form of vulnerability, because you are not in control of it. No longer fearing this loss of control, I find that other forms of vulnerability are more accessible as well. I feel freer to expose my weaknesses, my doubts, my fears to the people around me. 
 
   

 

 Aftershocks  
 
    About two weeks after completing Groundbreakers, I was back home in Mexico City and settled into my usual routine. 
 
    One evening, I was working in our home office and Lauren said something that set me off. I noticed the cascade of internal changes – my heart started beating faster, my eyes widened, and my breathing got shallower. I felt a desire to escape, to run away. I also felt the temptation to shut the feeling down, to ignore it as I always used to. 
 
    But instead, I stood up and announced that I was going into the bedroom to do anger work. For 10 minutes I hit pillows and yelled, offloading the energy of my anger in a controlled way.  
 
    Having released the energy, my mind was clear and my body was calm. We sat down and talked through the disagreement – communicating instead of reacting with passive aggressive bickering. That conversation lasted through the evening and led to many realizations about how our trauma interacted and the many ways we have learned to avoid it and shut it off. 
 
    And the next morning, my throat was relaxed again. It is as if my vagus nerve is a real-time barometer of how connected I am to my body and heart. When I go out of connection – by overworking, drinking too much coffee, distracting myself with social media, or not expressing myself – I feel it in my throat within a matter of hours. My vagus nerve seems to actually turn off, wreaking havoc on my ability to speak, swallow, sing, or laugh. And when I go back into connection, it turns on again, and I have my voice back. It is almost unbelievable that it could work so predictably. 
 
    In the following weeks, I continued to experience smaller “aftershocks” as I adjusted to normal life. 
 
    One evening I sat down to do my evening meditation as usual. Out of nowhere, I saw a vivid image of myself as a child. I was looking at my eight-year-old self in the eyes from a few inches away. I noticed every detail of his face and expressions. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with the recognition of how good this boy was. I could see how totally pure and innocent he was. He wanted nothing more than to give, to be valued, to have a place. 
 
    The love that I felt for this boy turned to grief. I could remember what it felt like inside, that pure desire to be good. I could also remember the bewilderment and confusion at not knowing how to be good. I had no idea what to do to get the recognition I craved.  
 
    I saw how over time, that confusion had turned into a desperate hunger for approval, an endless seeking of recognition. I could see the things I had done to survive this feeling: closing off my emotions, channeling myself into ceaseless striving, and trying to earn love through sheer effort. I could see the terrible price I’d paid, not knowing that I was paying it, not knowing there was another way. 
 
    Then I saw that I could give myself that recognition. I could give myself the love I needed, then and now. As each of these realizations sparked the next, I was sobbing. Not like an adult, controlled and in charge. I was sobbing uncontrollably, like a child, great heaves and sounds that I didn’t recognize at all. The words that I was saying to myself were very childlike too: “I am good” and “I didn’t know” came out of my mouth again and again as I rocked back and forth on the living room couch.  
 
    Eventually, I felt a tremendous wave of compassion wash over me, and the distinct sensation my inner adult was stepping back into the foreground, saying things like “You didn’t know” and “No one taught you how to love yourself.” I felt myself forgiving myself, or rather, realizing there was nothing to forgive. 
 
    And then there was a reversal, and I could suddenly see that I still am that boy. I still am good and innocent and worthy of love. And I cried a lot, because I could feel myself finally receiving what I needed. I could feel myself merging with that child, who I had in a sense left behind in an attempt to distance myself from his feelings of unworthiness and shame.  
 
    I felt grief turn to joy and then a beautiful sense of victory. I told this boy in my imagination that “We did it” and “We made it.” I felt an incredible sense of peace and quiet, like a stereo I had forgotten was turned to pure static was suddenly turned off.  
 
    I have always prided myself on not getting angry. I’ve always been calm, cool, and collected. I remember running to my room as a kid when my parents had punished me or I felt I had been wronged. I would play loud music, stuff my face into the pillow, and work my hardest to swallow the anger. I didn’t want anyone to see me out of control. I remember in my teens when I finally managed to swallow the anger wholesale, turning it instead into an icy determination to prove others wrong. I can remember feeling proud I had managed this feat of self-control. 
 
    I’ve come to understand that very early in my childhood I defined anger and love as mutually exclusive: If there is anger, there can be no love; if there is love, there can be no anger. I had withheld my anger most from the people I loved the most, thinking I would somehow damage the relationship if I let it out. But repressed anger eventually turns into resentment, and I found myself stuck in a pattern of distancing myself from people I cared about rather than telling them how I truly feel. 
 
    Growing up, it had never been safe to express anger toward my father, because getting his anger in return was too terrifying. Over the years, that cycle of repression became ingrained to the point that I had trouble expressing anger as an adult even when it was completely appropriate, or even necessary. 
 
    Someone I cared about would be in danger, and I couldn’t muster the anger to intervene. I would see an injustice taking place before my eyes and be unable to say anything to make it right. The one way it could get out was through tears, because that was the one thing my father always responded to. So I found myself bursting into tears anytime I started to feel anger – taking feedback from my boss or arguing with my partner – which was so embarrassing and emasculating that I learned to avoid those situations altogether. 
 
    There was a turning point in the week at Groundbreakers when this narrative broke down. I was doing pair work, and when my partner asked me a question, a feeling of numbness and emptiness descended upon me. We realized that that was what I felt in place of anger – nothing. The facilitator asked me, “What keeps you from seeing your anger as love?” and then more forcefully, “Your anger IS your love – it’s time to let that love out.” 
 
    My definition of anger and love as mutually opposed forces was obliterated at that moment. My resistance to feeling anger, seeing it as the antithesis of the love that I tried to live my life by, evaporated. Using the volcano metaphor, it was like the two chambers of anger and love, which I had spent so much energy trying to keep separated, collapsed together and merged. I felt them connect deep inside – anger tempered and directed by love and love energized and purified by anger. 
 
    In the months since, I have made an astounding discovery: there is a river of emotion flowing through me at all times. I can reach down into that river and access an overwhelming, infinite source of energy. When I am speaking in front of a group, I don’t have to try to be inspiring. I can just decide to be moving, simply by allowing myself to be moved by the torrent of emotion flowing through me.  
 
    When I write, I can take a deep breath and tap into that river to know where to go next. When I meditate, I can sit down and let things come up, like bubbles rising to the surface. I don’t have to do anything. My body knows how to heal itself. All I have to do is let it happen. 
 
    In order to unblock your creative flow, I’ve realized, you have to unblock your emotional flow, because you need access to every possible emotional state like colors on a pallet. Your creative output is simply the stream of things you naturally do when you are in touch with the emotions in your body. They allow you to do everything we know as creativity: to make decisive choices, to take risks, to insist on pursuing what makes you come alive, to empathize with those in need, and to work toward a vision with unstoppable determination. 
 
    In my work, I use words like “performance,” “resilience,” and “effectiveness.” But what if the path to these qualities is not by making ourselves harder and more stoic? What if they have nothing to do with pushing ourselves or setting more ambitious goals? Maybe strength and power are a side effect of opening up our emotional range, of cultivating a healthy relationship with each and every part of ourselves. And just maybe, the process of connecting with ourselves and with each other is what we’re really longing for in the first place. 
 
   

 

 Conclusion 
 
    We all hunger for a feeling of connection – to each other, to a community, and to a cause that is greater than ourselves. But that feeling – and it really is a feeling in the body – starts with being connected to ourselves. To every part of ourselves, not just the parts we approve of. Once we have that feeling like a treasure deep in our gut, it can grow and spread to every other part of our lives. 
 
    I have always wondered what distinguishes the people who go after their dreams with everything they have, and those who don’t. In a way, this is the key question driving my work. Some people just seem to have a fire inside them that refuses to be put out – in fact, that gets fiercer the more life tries to drown it out.  
 
    I’ve come to believe it is these capabilities – of being grounded in the body, of being able to access a wide range of emotions, of being curious about the sensations in their heart rather than afraid of them – that distinguishes such people. Sometimes they become great leaders with famous accomplishments. Sometimes they live humble, fulfilling lives enjoying the simple things. But either way, they live life with a profound sense of happiness and gratitude and finish it with no regrets. 
 
    I told this story for one main reason: to bring the ideas and practices that I have benefited so much from to more people. 
 
    There is a staggering need for trauma treatment in society. People are suffering and dying every day because they are tormented by the pain of their past. Many of them have no idea that anything can be done about it. They don’t know that it’s not their fault and that help is available. 
 
    We are living in the midst of not only a scientific revolution in our understanding of trauma and a clinical revolution in our ability to treat it but also a cultural revolution in our awareness and acceptance of trauma as a normal part of the human experience. 
 
    Our brains are infinitely adaptable and don’t come pre-wired for how to live satisfying lives. Our childhood environment “trains” our nervous system in how to survive. But modern life is complex and ever-changing, and what served us then doesn’t necessarily serve us now. We can retrain our nervous system to be more flexible, trusting, and open. We now know many, many effective ways of doing so. 
 
    As described in The Body Keeps the Score, there are three main pathways for treating trauma. The first is “top down,” using talk therapy to engage the mind. The second is medicinal, using pharmaceuticals and psychedelics to change how the brain responds. But there is a third pathway, using “bottom up” somatic practices such as the anger work I described. 
 
    This third path has gone largely unexplored, and I believe it holds immense potential for changing how we interact with trauma. It has the advantage of working very quickly, doesn’t require ingesting anything, isn’t illegal, and can be done anywhere very affordably.  
 
    It is merely taboo, and we can change taboos.  
 
    Working together with the other methods, this new three-fold path offers the possibility of a holistic, integrated, safe, customized, scalable, and research-backed approach to addressing one of the greatest challenges of our time.  
 
    Imagine what life would be like if the voice in your head was encouraging you instead of criticizing you. Imagine what would be possible if the messages coming from your body constantly told you ”You are safe” and “You can do it.”  
 
    What kind of a world would we live in if there was a practical path toward learning to love ourselves? 
 
    » 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 About the Author 
 
    Tiago Forte is a writer, speaker, teacher, and researcher exploring the frontier of modern productivity. In a previous life, he worked in microfinance, served in the Peace Corps in Ukraine, and consulted for large companies on product development. 
 
    Tiago runs Forte Labs, an education company dedicated to training knowledge workers in the skills needed to thrive in the modern workplace. His flagship course Building a Second Brain has graduated more than 2,000 students from more than 70 countries. Past corporate clients include Genentech, Toyota, Nestle, and the Inter-American Development Bank, as well as startups, incubators, universities, and nonprofits around the world.  
 
    Tiago publishes his writing on the Praxis blog, on topics including cognitive science, self-awareness, creativity, and knowledge management among many others. His work has been featured in The New York Times, Harvard Business Review, and The Atlantic. 
 
    He currently lives in Long Beach, CA with his wife Lauren and son Caio. 
 
    Get in touch at hello@fortelabs.co. 
 
      
 
   



 

 About Praxis 
 
    Praxis is a blog dedicated to pioneering the most effective skills, tools, and practices for modern knowledge work. Written and curated by Tiago Forte, its mission is to provide a public forum for smart people to learn about and discuss insightful ideas, frameworks, and methods for doing your best work and living a fulfilling life. 
 
    Topics we explore include: 
 
    
    	  Practical tools for making your day-to-day work more productive 
 
    	  Summaries of the most important books for understanding modern knowledge work 
 
    	  The nature of human attention and the flow state 
 
    	  How to build a “Second Brain” to organize your ideas outside your head 
 
    	  Insights from cognitive science we can use to change our behavior 
 
    	  Practical techniques to enhance creativity 
 
    	  How to use design principles to create workflows that support our performance 
 
    	  Modern education and how to best take advantage of online learning resources 
 
    	  Emotional intelligence and self-awareness as learnable skills 
 
    	  The role of entrepreneurship and self-employment in the future of work 
 
    	  Using science-fiction and futurism to predict the future 
 
    	  New perspectives on traditional productivity topics like goals, habits, and time management 
 
    	  How to effectively take notes and organize information to enhance your learning 
 
    	  New ways of thinking about marketing in the digital era 
 
    	  What personal growth looks like without mysticism 
 
    	  Project management and how it is evolving alongside new technology 
 
    	  Deep trends in technology and culture and how they impact business strategy 
 
    	  The power of curation and writing in carving out a niche and becoming a thought leader 
 
    	  Exploring the Theory of Constraints and how it applies to knowledge work 
 
   
 
    I know the time you have to invest in improving your productivity is limited, and my goal is to help dramatically increase the signal-to-noise ratio of the information you consume. My role is to provide seeds of insight —thought pieces, implementation guides, interviews, case studies, experiments, audio and video, guest articles— to help spark powerful conversations. 
 
    I believe that human productivity is fundamentally unlimited, that it doesn’t require sacrificing health and happiness, and that work can be a vehicle for personal growth and self-expression. If you believe the same and are tired of the same productivity advice endlessly recycled, join our community.  
 
    Subscribe to my free email newsletter to get my best writing in your inbox every week.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Importing a Roam Book 
 
    Included in your purchase of this Kindle ebook is a complete copy of the book in Roam, a networked note-taking tool that allows you to connect ideas together and add your own thoughts (called an rBook). Here are some suggestions for you to get the most out of it! 
 
    Click here to access the JSON file to be imported into Roam. 
 
    DISCLAIMER: the book is provided as-is. The author shall not be held liable for any problem or damage caused by the import of its contents. Make sure you back up your Roam database beforehand and proceed carefully. Support and troubleshooting is not included. 
 
   
 
  

 Before the import 
 
    1. It is suggest that you create a new graph and import the rBook there. It will produce the cleanest results. If, instead, you decide to import the rBook into a pre-existing graph, make sure you carefully read the two points below. 
 
    2. It is suggested that you back up your existing graphs before importing the rBook. 
 
    a. You can do so by clicking on the three dots at the top-right of the Roam app, selecting “export all”, and following the instructions there. It is suggested that you back up your whole database in both .json and markdown formats, since their functionality is different. The author shall not be liable for any damage caused by the import of this content. 
 
    3. If you decide to import the rBook into a pre-existing graph, there might be conflicts if a page of the book shares the same title as a pre-existing page in your graph. Roam will notify you, asking for confirmation before processing the import. If you proceed, Roam will append the text from my page to the bottom of your page with the same title. This might be desirable or undesirable, depending on your use case (though it usually is desirable). Please think this through carefully and, if in doubt, import the rBook into a new empty graph first. You can always import it into your pre-existing graph later. 
 
   
 
  

 The import 
 
    1. The rBook uses a CSS file to change the appearance of the Roam graph to make it more “book-like”. If you already use a CSS theme of your own, or do not want to change the appearance, in the next step, uncheck the file called “roam/css”. 
 
    a. In any case, you can always revert the style changes with ease by following the steps described under “Revert the style changes” on the last page of this document. 
 
    2. In Roam, click on the 3 horizontal dots at the top-right of the app, then "Import files", and finally select the rBook .JSON file. 
 
    a. This works fine if Roam is opened from a browser. If it's opened from a "dedicated Chrome app", it might display an error. If that's the case, open the browser of your choice, log into roamresearch.com, and import the file from there. Once the import is done, you can go back to your dedicated Chrome app and read the rBook from there. 
 
    3. Make sure you read the “After the import” points below. 
 
   
 
  

 After the import 
 
    1. Immediately after the import, Roam will direct you to the import log. This looks like a long scrambled list of headlines. Ignore that, go to the search box at the top-right of the Roam app, and search for "Table of Contents”. Bookmark that page by clicking the star in the top-right corner. Even though this book can be explored non-linearly, you might benefit from having a placeholder ready at all times. 
 
    2. You might notice that the import changed the style of your Roam graph. You can easily revert these changes using the instructions below, under the heading “Revert style changes.” 
 
    Enjoy the book! 
 
   
 
  

 Reverting style changes 
 
    This rBook contains a “style sheet” which changes the appearance of your graph to make it more similar to the pages of a book. 
 
    If you already use a style sheet or a theme of your own, or if you dislike my style for any reason, you can easily disable it by following the steps below. 
 
    1. Use the search box to find the “roam/css” page 
 
    2. Click on the “filter” icon on the top-right corner (it looks like a funnel). 
 
    3. SHIFT + CLICK on the grey buttons such as “Tiago’s theme” to exclude the styles contained within them. 
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] All historical examples and observations in this chapter are drawn from the book Glut: Mastering Information Through the Ages (affiliate link), by Alex Wright 
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