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Prologue

My father is an avid reader, so I grew up in a house full of books. On long boring
hot holiday afternoons in my childhood, between exhausting bouts of playtime
and afternoon cartoons at 4pm, I liked picking up random books to get lost into.
For birthdays as a teen in boarding school, I usually got 3 or 4 new books, not the
videogames I really wanted. But those formative experiences sparked a love affair with
books. They gifted me with something more important than button mashing pleasure.
They opened my mind to possibilities.
Fiction pulled me into exotic new worlds, and colourful characters. The hallowed halls
of Hogwarts, and artifacts like the Alethiometer fascinated me, filling my imagination
with the magical and the cosmic. It was however books on leadership, vision, and
inspiration by the likes of Ben Carson, John Maxwell, Jim Rohn and many more
that really set my mind ablaze. They taught me the need to be intentional, and the
importance of believing in yourself and in your potential. These books guided a young
me, helping me build a philosophy of life.
The promise of religion, which is also the promise of personal development, is that you
can gain insight or knowledge into the reality of life, and how to live it. What should
you do, what path should you follow for best results. I was fortunate to grow up around
these ideas. Between the books and church, I was pretty set. But life is weird, and
the transitions between life phases are nothing short of seismic shifts that change us
indelibly over time.
In my journey to young adulthood, I became obsessed with the question of ‘how to
live’. It would seem pretty easy right, like…just live. But I like to overthink things, and
I like to do things well, so I’d ask myself, how should I do this life thing? How do I
navigate the nature of reality, society and the customs of the time, my own nature,
God, the afterlife? What was the purpose of it all?
There is the idea of the dark night of the soul, a breakdown of the fundamental self.
I imagine it happens in some form or way for everyone. There is a point in your life
where you are shaken from the safe cocoon and illusion of your perception of the
world up to that point. The innocent naivete, the mental construct you have built up
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over time. Something happens to shatter your worldview and you are left to deal with
the broken foundations of your psyche. There are two options at this point, you can
hold tight, and try to rebuild what you once had, or you can accept the end of that part
of your life and choose to evolve to something new. I went through that in my early
20s. A violent awakening that ripped me off one path and brought me to another.
There are books, and there are quake books. A quake book is one that irreversibly
alters some aspect of your being. Once you have read one, you cannot un-see what
you have seen, you can’t erase what you have learnt from your memory. Sometimes
they shake you all the way down to your core, other times they are subtler. But they
move you in a new direction every time. Rich Dad, Poor Dad was the first quake book
for me. I read it when I was 15, and it altered the way I tackled life from that point on.
There is the ‘African Dream’ – getting qualifications at prestigious institutions, and high
paying corporate jobs. And there is the default expectation life we are all subjected
to growing up. Go to school, do well, get a good job, get married, start a family, raise
your kids to go to school, and do the same thing all over again. Which is all good
and well, those are all valid and key milestones. But half the time, all the attention
and pressure we feel is on ticking all those boxes, that the bigger question never get
answered - Why?
And what better use of youthful exuberance is there than to ‘rebel’, philosophize and
tackle the all-important question of living?
Rich Dad, Poor Dad made me ask a lot of questions. Is ‘The Dream’ the kind of life I
wanted to live? Do I really need to sacrifice immense amounts of time and energy just
to end up trapped in some gilded hamster wheel? Were there other ways to do life, to
earn income, to spend one’s time as one saw fit, and direct one’s energies to things
that mattered. Was there a way not to be trapped? What did success mean to me?
What does a life well lived look like?
The path to me, seemed to be entrepreneurship, or some blend of artistry and
entrepreneurship. I was self-aware enough to know that I did not necessarily have the
natural traits of an entrepreneur or have the personal fortitude to blaze a trail where
few dared to tread. But I was young enough to learn. So, my focus by the time I got to
university, was not just on my school work, but was in searching for and connecting
with the sort of people who were entrepreneurial, people instigating and making things
happen. I found them, and I had a blast, working with them and observing the sheer
force of will, and courage it took to make new things happen.
On the school front, life wasn’t as great. I did okay, but throughout the time I studied
architecture, I never felt like I connected with the subject. I really wanted to, and I tried,
but it just didn’t click. I went through 4 years of studying architecture feeling like I had
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no idea what I was doing. For someone who was used to excelling in academics, this
was not great. I wanted to excel, and I understood that for me to excel at anything
I had to connect with the material, I had to be hooked by it, to be deeply interested
that I would spend all my time trying to understand it. I had had this experience back
in secondary school, poring over college level calculus books in a bid to understand
further mathematics.
I had no such luck in architecture. Maybe it was the culture of the school, maybe
it was all the time I spent in all my extracurricular activities. Maybe I didn’t try hard
enough. But it was becoming quite clear to me that a life as an architect as cool as it
sounds did not sound appealing to me. I enjoyed what I was doing at the time, running
around, making events happen, creating, dancing, being an artist.
I found the love I was looking for though. In a friend’s dorm room. He studied visual
communication at the same university and showed me some of the work they did, and
it was love at first sight. knew I wanted to do what he did. It made sense, the things
I loved doing as a child and that came relatively easy to me was always the art stuff.
I loved drawing, and painting and writing. I liked playing with ideas, I liked trying to
express myself.
So, I started learning graphic design. While I was in school studying architecture.
While I was busy with the dance events, and all my different activities. I started
designing for a dance competition, eventually being in charge of all the creative
direction and work. I designed for my church, I even had a few clients here and there.
I loved it. I would buy magazines or go sit in the computer room downloading tutorials
and then I would fiddle with Photoshop, and eventually illustrator. Glorious times.
I knew my fate was sealed when I spent 24 hours working on a poster. I didn’t shower,
I think I ate just once in that whole time, I only got 4 hours of sleep in-between. But it
was exhilarating, and I created something I loved at the end. I couldn’t even spend 2
hours working on my school assignments before I felt like shooting myself.
Then I fell into deep depression. I mean, I had started having depressive episodes
from my second year at university, but now nearing the end of my degree I was in a
deep funk. This was the time the work was ramping up fast, and I needed to get my
shit together. But I hated architecture with a passion at this point. I wanted to finish
and get it over with, but I could not muster the motivation or discipline to actually do
it. Caught between the rock and a hard place, I was stuck. It was this depression and
triggering events in my personal relationships that caused a perfect storm, plunging
me deep into my dark night of the soul. A place where all my preconceptions and
views of life were shattered and suddenly called into question.
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I knew I was deeply unhappy. I knew I was torn between finishing something out
of duty, and embracing something else that I loved. I was torn between needing to
‘remain perfect’ and needing to give in to passion. At that point, there was no more
question, I simply had no energy to carry on like that, I had to fall into the abyss. I had
to destroy everything and rebuild again.
And so I walked away from everything, school, community, my friends, and over the
next few years, I re-examined my beliefs around religion, society, education, life,
purpose, creativity. I raged, explored and sought to find the meaning to life, if there
was one. I read more than I ever had. I devoured self-help books, the new wave of
personal development works, books on spirituality and energy, books on philosophy,
books on life, I explored ideas across religions and thinkers and makers, trying to see
the world as it really is and then decide how to live in it. I also began to blog, as a way
to share what I was thinking, to explain myself, and as a release valve, a means of
catharsis
This book, this trilogy is a collection of some of those blog posts, an attempt to codify
and present the ideas that plagued my mind during that time in my life.
To search for the meaning of life, like anything in this physical universe is fraught with
paradox. On one hand, it is noble, it is a higher calling, a need to understand and
align with a great purpose. On the other hand, it is also nonsense, vanity, a desperate
desire to neatly package and box up the raging chaos that is the universe. Hence the
title of the book, this is my attempt at the nonsense of defining the meaning of life, not
as a guru, just as another soul trying to make sense of it all.
I hope it makes you think.
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Part 1

The art of being
Meditations on the nature of
reality, existence, and the
experience of being human
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Dark night of the soul
La Noche Oscura del Alma

My friends and I refer to it as a weakening of ‘The Force’. Those periods of time where
one slips into the darkness of discouragement, depression, apathy, or fear. Nothing
seems worth it, life is dull, creativity is dried up and you feel paralyzed.
In the book of Genesis, right at the very beginning, the Bible describes the earth precreation, as formless and empty, brooding darkness over deep murky waters with the
Spirit of God hovering over it all.
In the next verse, God says the words that start it all, ‘Let there be light’
And so it is, night before day, darkness before the burst of light. The dark night of the
soul before illumination. Plunging into the depths of the underworld before arising into
heaven.
This whole book, an attempt to create meaning and express ideas learned over time,
starts with my darkness. My dark night of the soul.
The dark night is a concept that stretches far back in time, to the Spanish mystic
and poet St. John of the Cross who first coined the term. Over the centuries it has
expanded in meaning, but here I mean the dark night of the soul as that deep seated,
soul-level feeling of melancholy. The feeling of disconnection from meaning, from life.
The existential crisis.
It can be triggered by a life changing event, trauma, loss, a breakup, or anything that
breaks your world down before your eyes. All of a sudden, nothing makes sense
anymore. You are plunged into meaninglessness and your previous conceptual
understanding of the world is rendered into dust.
For me, it was the crushing pressure of a degree I did not understand, connect with or
want to finish, coupled with a breakup that was completely my fault, coupled with the
realization for the first time, that I wasn’t the good person I thought I was. Gradually,
and over the 3 years that led to this point, I was plunged into a darkness I had never
known before.
Nothing was working, and no one had the answers for me.
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The dark night of the soul is when your entire sense of self is called into question.
When the foundations you built your sense of identity on is compromised and buckles
under the weight of your expectations.
And then you are faced with a choice. Double down on what you know and try to
rebuild your life with the same materials, the same ideas and belief system you had
before this assault. Or allow your ‘self’ to die and be reborn to explore new lands.
So, I doubled down, went even harder than ever before. Reinforced my belief system,
got even more engaged, nurtured my relationship back to life. Forged ahead, and
everything went back to normal.
I wish.
See once the cracks begin, once the whole thing is broken, it can never really be put
back together in the same way. And that is not a bad thing. That is the force of life. It
breaks things down and puts them together again in an eternal cycle.
Even when I tried to double down on my previous way of doing things, I was already
irreversibly altered. There were certain realities I could not ignore anymore; the seeds
had already been planted. Was I ready to admit to myself that the old ways didn’t work
anymore. Was I willing to step out the path I thought was laid out for me and step out
the culturally approved way of doing things and walk into the great unknown fueled by
this smoldering cry within, this pursuit of passion.
Eventually, there was only one option left, only one place to go.
The dark night of the soul is the prelude to the journey of enlightenment. Before the
night you walked the earth as an innocent, comforted by the map and worldview
handed down to you. You were content. It worked. Until it didn’t, and you are plunged
into crisis, into suffering. And as painful and full of despair the night can be, it is a
process that is essential to strip away everything that we think we are, so that we can
re-interact with the world from a place of meaninglessness and begin to learn anew
and create new meaning, one that is more resilient, one that can move us forward
again.
The dark night of the soul is really the nightmare that makes us wake up.
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Awakening
Unplugging from the Matrix

There are two major awakenings in the lives of most people. The day in early
childhood you realize that you are actually aware and are a person distinct from other
people, and the day you realize the world isn’t what you thought it was. Everyone has
the first awakening, many never wake up the second time.
Remember The Matrix? The 1999 movie about a post-apocalyptic world where
humans are enslaved by the artificial intelligence they created, machines who used
humans as energy cells. To keep the humans subservient, they are all plugged into a
computer-generated reality that feels, tastes and looks completely real. So, everyone
spends their lives living in this system, living this illusion of reality, having jobs,
spouses, houses, etc. But none of it is real; it is literarily all in their heads.
We live in a matrix of our own. It is the system we are born into. We are usually
oblivious to it because it is all we know. It is our reality, we take it for granted. It
surrounds us and permeates everything like the air around us, like water envelops a
fish.
The moment you are born into ‘The System’, there are guides readily available
to teach you how to exist within its framework. The guides are your parents, your
teachers, your religions, your communities, your fellow human beings. Together, they
teach you how to exist in this system. What is okay, what is taboo. You inherit a way
of perception, a set of beliefs, reactions, preconceived notions, ideas, priorities and
ambitions. Your sense of purpose is derived from this ‘System’.
The point here is that everything, every idea, every rule that you hold comes from
outside you. That is just what happens. Shortly after we are born, we come into the
awareness of being. We are blank slates, we don’t know anything. We have to learn
everything if we will survive.
We learn how to behave and how to function in the system. Pleasure and pain are
used to condition us from childhood. We learn to please those with power in our lives
by acting in ways that they desire. We seek approval from teachers in school, from our
peers and friends. But this approval comes with conditions. In this way, we are molded
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and shaped. Events and observations, transient as they are, leave indelible marks in
our psyche. We become a bundle of conditioned reflexes reacting to situations rather
than responding. We make assumptions, we make judgements, and we classify things
as right and wrong. We hold ideologies, theologies and doctrines because they were
handed to us.
Eventually, our entire identity is built on these foundations, so we work very hard to
protect ourselves from threats. The world is a big place, and life is incredibly diverse.
We are confronted with evidence that threaten our perception of the system, and
in a way our very existence. So, we cling on to the structures we built around us
for our security. We are hardly taught to go within, so we look outside ourselves for
everything, completion, for love, for success, for validation and so on.
We live, act, behave automatically, largely oblivious to why we do what we do. We are
not self-aware, we are asleep.
The second awakening happens for most people in their teens or early adulthood. The
day I turned 21, a series of events began that eventually jarred me so hard I began to
wake up. By, the end of 2009, I began to open ‘my eyes’ for the first time. In 2010, I
was awake and asking questions, in 2011, when I first wrote this piece, it felt like I was
finally finding some answers and slowly getting out of bed.
What does it mean to be awake? It means being conscious, it means being aware.
Self- awareness is the first and fundamental key. Being awake means being able
to stand outside of yourself, out of everything you believe to be true and critically
consider everything. And I do mean everything.
It is a deeply personal journey, some people might sympathize, most people will not
understand. I remember being told I read too many books, specifically I read too many
‘dangerous’ books. There are some things I shouldn’t know. There are some things I
shouldn’t question. I shouldn’t question God. I shouldn’t question authority. I should
accept things in faith. I should believe. I remember wondering why most people are
scared to ask questions. Are they too scared of the answers they will find? Are they
scared that the answer will cause them to lose everything they have worked so hard to
gain? The structures they built their identity, lifestyle, even their sanity upon.
I couldn’t help myself. I was broken open. I asked and asked and asked. I rebelled,
I ran, I hid, and I asked some more. I kept asking until the foundations broke, and
the walls caved in and everything shifted and changed. I kept asking while I fell
intermittently into depression and darkness. I kept asking when all I felt was terror in
the pit of my stomach. I kept asking on nights I felt alone and misunderstood. I kept
asking.
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I found answers. Beautiful answers.
More than that, I found a way.
Existence is chaotic. We understand only a small part of it. Things are forever shifting
and forever the same. To thrive, you have to be awake, you have to peer past the
matrix to the reality underneath.
Being awake is understanding, KNOWING. It is connection with everything that exists.
It is awareness of the essence of life. It is working to come to an understanding of how
the pieces fit together. It is disconnection from the ego and coming to knowledge of
the transcendent. Being awake is God-consciousness.
When you are awake, you begin to appreciate the laws that govern the universe.
The rhythm and the paradox of life. You can see the ‘code’ in the system. New things
become possible. You can manipulate it, create new worlds and realities for yourself.
You can move at dizzying speeds, bend reality, and perform ‘impossible feats’.
You are awakened to your true potential, to the idea of infinite growth. The chains
are broken, the ropes are untied. You let go of all the hurt and pain that shackle and
govern your actions. You know who you truly are, and you know why you are truly
here. You possess the peace that surpasses understanding. You possess an inner
citadel, a place of calm and bliss.
You are free. You are awake.
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Consciousness

Consciousness is the quality or state of being aware of an external object or
something within oneself. It has been defined as: sentience, awareness, subjectivity,
the ability to experience or to feel, wakefulness, having a sense of selfhood, and the
executive control of the mind. (Wikipedia)
I first became aware of the concept of consciousness in 2007, reading some of
Steve Pavlina’s stuff. It was only around 2010, I began to understand what it meant.
From the books I read and the things I had going on, I came to know concepts like
mindfulness, meditation, awareness, etc.
I spent a few years steeped in angst, that background feeling of dissatisfaction, anger,
irritation…knowing something was wrong, but not knowing what. I strove to fix it, I tried
everything I knew, prayer, talking to people. Things only seemed to escalate more until
I got so frustrated one day, I switched off the lights and sat in a dark room for an hour,
just being with my thoughts. For the first time, I really dove into myself. And to this day,
the most useful tool for figuring out problems, direction and dissipating angst has been
this practice of mindfulness I stumbled upon intuitively that evening.
It was such a powerful experience it felt like I woke up. It’s the best way to describe
it…waking up. Suddenly being aware of things I had never given thought to before.
Asking questions and receiving answers from that still small place within. Over the
years, I’ve learnt to trust myself, actually think for myself, and trust the life that has
been given to me.
I think consciousness is a main tool of life. It is consciousness that powers us as
humans. It is consciousness in whatever form or level that powers every living thing in
the universe. Together, we probably all make up one super consciousness.
A way to success, to a fuller and more productive life and consequently a happier
one is the increase of consciousness. Being more organized is a form of increased
consciousness. Being able to actually observe your own habits and patterns is a
form of increased consciousness. Being a better student is a form of increased
consciousness…you are more aware of your coursework, the deadlines, the topics…
the actual content. Being a better entrepreneur involves being more aware of your
business, of the market place, of the various factors.
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It is easy to stay asleep, living in a dream world, glossing over facts and reality, being
tossed by emotion and people and things. But as you awaken and grow in conscious
awareness, you will see things more like they are; you will develop a sense of
anchoring within and you will begin to tap into your true power.
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Seeing past the illusion

I forgot to take my earphones with on my way to work this morning. At first, I was a
bit disturbed at the prospect of facing the one-hour commute to Centurion without
the sounds of Jay Z, Lupe Fiasco or Wiz Khalifa blaring in my ears. But I shrugged it
off and carried on. I noticed something interesting, without the constant noise in my
ears to distract me, I was free to roam around in my thoughts, jumping in and out of
epiphanies, observations and perceptions of life. It was really cool.
Last night, this thought hit me while I walked home from getting supper. – Don’t
partake in the illusion’. I’ve been mulling over it intermittently since then.
What is the illusion? Well, life is.
We don’t experience objective reality. What we see, smell, taste and feel are
dependent on our sensory organs. They filter the world around us and paint a
very compelling 4D experience to interact with. Sure enough, physical objects and
phenomena are very tangible and in that sense ‘real’, but there is a whole layer that
we create individually and collectively on top of the tangible raw material of life, and
that is ‘meaning’.
Humans cannot operate without meaning. If we have no meaning, we would create
one. A terrible or inaccurate meaning is better than no meaning. Without it, we would
despair of life and ultimately die. Meaning is what keeps us going from day to day. The
most alive and vibrant people are those who able to find or ascribe deep meaning to
their lives, work, play, relationships and general existence. But we forget this meaning
is created and we can manipulate it instead of being at its mercy.
Take dreaming for instance. When we dream we are totally immersed in the
experience. While we are in it, we are part and parcel of that world. Everything is
real. Once we wake up, we realise it was all a dream and settle into our usual level of
reality. But while we were in it, we were so sure that the illusion was real. How are we
so sure that our waking lives are that real.
It is possible to become aware of the illusion while in dream state. This is called lucid
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dreaming. I had one of those recently. At the beginning of the dream, I realised I was
in a dream, and suddenly, the colours became more vivid, the environment became
more detailed. I began to walk through walls, and explore the dreamscape, interacting
and talking to characters while remaining aware that this was only a dream. If we
can experience this level of awareness on that level of reality, we can have a similar
upgrade of awareness on the level we call life or waking reality.
The illusion is the idea that your job is hard, the idea that a task is difficult, the belief
that you are shy. The illusion is the notion that having a rank or degree will give you
respect or happiness. The illusion is the idea that the crowd is right, or that the rebel is
right. The illusion is the idea that success or financial abundance comes only through
very hard work and difficult effort. The illusion is the idea that that the world would
collapse if you did not perform your duty. The illusion is a complex matrix of thoughts,
ideas, emotions and meaning that we layer upon the foundational realities of our lives.
It is not necessary to do away entirely with the illusion, but once you realise it is just an
illusion, you can now begin to tweak your version of the collective illusion to something
that serves you instead of something you are at the mercy of.
We find the illusion in our relationships. The other day, I had an hour long conversation
with a friend whom I hadn’t spoken to for a year because of a perceived betrayal of
trust. The whole thing involved an ex who I was very much in love with. I was hurt to
say the least while we unpacked what really happened. But I was aware enough to
consciously explore my emotional response. Reeling with the pain, I crafted numerous
messages in my head which I thought of sending to her. I drafted poetry, rap verses to
express my pain, my resulting mistrust of people in general, etc. I wondered where I
went wrong, why I cared so much, how I allowed myself to be manipulated to such an
extent…then it hit me. Don’t partake in the illusion.
The facts are the facts but the illusion is the meaning I ascribe to it. I don’t know why
she did what she did. I’m sure she had her reasons. It’s probably my fault, perhaps my
initial betrayal precipitated her reactions. No one is perfect, least of all me. But it’s all
an illusion, all my emotion, my thoughts, the ideas, the blow to my ego, even my ego
itself…it’s all an illusion. I cannot waste my life energy by directing it towards hate. All I
can do is pick the facts, learn the lessons, lose the ego, shrug my shoulders and move
on.
I choose to live from the highest truths: love, peace, harmony, authenticity, and so on.
Everything lower is simply an illusion.
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The spectacle of life
and the reality of things

In every arena of life and every facet of our conscious experience, there are two main
layers pervading it all. There is the surface layer - the appearance of things, and there
is the deeper layer - the reality of things.
The Japanese have a word for each these layers. The word, ‘Honne’ is the reality, the
true essence of a thing or a person. It is the actual feelings, desire and inclinations of
a person. The word ‘Tatemae’ describes the surface of things, the illusion, the public
image, and the false self.
For instance, I can ask you to join me for supper because you dropped in for a visit
while I was cooking. This is the tatemae. In reality however, I may actually not want
you to eat with me because I am really hungry and don’t want to share or don’t care
for your company, etc. That is the honne. We all do this in our own ways. We are polite
to people we don’t like, we conceal our intentions and true feelings to avoid conflict or
drama. It is the way we interact in society.
Once one understands that this idea pervades every aspect of life, one can begin to
observe his environment more critically and see past the actions of people to their true
intentions and motivations. We are a society of spectacle, we love to be entertained
and the more dramatic and thrilling an event or experience is, the more we clamor
for it. The drama of a so-called fair and free election conceals the campaign process,
the power brokering behind the scenes, the manipulation of public opinion, and the
advancement of propaganda. The absolutely stunning smile of guy at the bar who is
more invested in what is between your legs than what is in your heart. The cheerful
faces of the usher at church are there more to guide you into becoming a conforming
member than a joyful acceptance of who you are. The duality places out on every
level.
The mature and skilled warrior knows to enjoy the spectacle but also knows to see
past the stage and the drawn curtain to the intrigues and workings behind the scenes.
The warrior is not afraid of reality, but instead relishes it and seeks to understand it
fully, because only then can he/she navigate through it properly.
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It is much easier to get swept up in the show and spectacle of life than to study it and
understand its under workings. We can choose to go along for the ride and remain
puppets, spectators watching with glazed over hypnotized eyes. Or we can choose the
way of power piercing the veil and seeing the world for what it really is.
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The beauty of serendipity in
the pursuit of destiny
It starts with a thought. It is always a thought.
Thoughts start a series of events that result in the manifestation of its physical form.
I have this thought or perhaps more accurately, an intuition, that there is a truth out
there that cohesively holds all of the world, seen and unseen together. Something that
weaves its way through all life, all existence, all thought. A way to understand the true
nature of life, the universe and all that pervades and is us.
So that’s the thought that sparks movement.
As I move, the lessons begin to present themselves, in forms of blogs, books,
conversations with friends, new models of perceptions. Consciousness expands,
and I can glimpse back and forth in time, at once gripped and freed by the necessary
paradox of life. Its meaning, and its meaninglessness, the gains and the loss. Coming
to the understanding that everything has its place and fulfils its role.
As I learn, I am progressively freed from circumstance and situation and simply live. In
the present. Possessing, releasing, more and more immersed in the ebb and flow of
life.
Glimpses of destiny, the sparking of a tiny flame that starts to burn and gain traction,
spreading from its point of origin and eventually engulfing me, until I am one with it,
and there is no self, only expression, reconnection with the divine.
At this point, I am happy, happy to be alive, to breathe, to be here, to be now. There
are problems, but they don’t look like problems, just challenges, slight inconveniences.
In fact, they are outright opportunities, new open doors to unexpected experiences,
interruptions that open the way for serendipity to occur.
So, such is life, at its zenith, in its fullness. But out here in the journey to your destiny,
how do you find your way? It is said that once a decision has been taken or once a
desire has been concretely expressed, the universe conspires to give it to you. This is
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where serendipity comes into play. How do you get from where you are to where you
want to go?
Especially when you dream of your destination but cannot see a clear path. There are
a multitude of possibilities, many roads to take and this can paralyze you. But once
you lock on to your intention, things start to happen…hunches, chance meetings,
inspired ideas. You need to be aware and be ready to receive. Be ready to move, to
change. Understand that the road to your dream is not just a road to your treasure, it
is a process that must change you, it must refine you.
Because you are the treasure. Who you become is far more valuable and important
than what you get. Your soul is the most precious thing in the whole of eternity and
existence.
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Gem.in.I

I have a 40 year old friend from Congo. He’s an activist. He works with refugees and
advocates for their rights. I’ve known him since 2006, between then and 2008, I saw
him a lot. He always had problems to be solved. I didn’t see him much in 2010, I had
moved and he didn’t know where I lived so he couldn’t just show up at my door like he
usually does. It was a nice year. He knows where I live now, and I see him more than I
would like to – about 3 times a week at least. But hey, he’s my friend.
I’m a Gemini. I don’t pay a lot of attention to horoscopes, but I am a little intrigued
by the general idea of constellation arrangements at certain times affecting the
temperaments of people born under them. If you think about it, life is all very cosmic
and spiritual, perhaps there is some sort of link.
I bought a necklace/charm from the flea market a few weeks ago. The pendant is
the Gemini sign. It came with a description of the Gemini temperament. Gemini’s are
adaptable, versatile, communicative, intellectual, eloquent, youthful, lively.
And…nervous, tense, superficial, inconsistent, cunning, inquisitive, dual natured,
elusive, complex, contradictory. We like to take on multiple projects, relish in novelty
and the unusual variety in life. We don’t like being tied down, mental inaction, being
alone. I don’t agree with all of it, for one I like being alone. But it’s all very fascinating.
I like the word Gemini, it says I have a gem in I. I was walking with my Congolese
friend last week, and I was telling him maybe one day he’ll get some diamonds in his
home country and make me a rich man for being such a good friend to him. After the
laughs died down, He began to tell me how he doesn’t believe in the diamonds in the
ground. He believes everyone has their own diamonds, inside them. Not everyone
should go rushing out to the fields or jungles or whatever looking for a stone to bring
them riches. The things they are looking are inside them.
We all have diamonds within, treasures in earthen (earthly) vessels like the scriptures
say. Our diamonds are our passions, our skills, that special thing that makes us
unique, and gifts us with something to serve the world with, to contribute with, to solve
problems with, to enrich others with. This is what would make us rich, in every sense
of the word.
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Pay less attention to the external world, the current state of affairs, the potions
peddled by the snake oil merchants, the get rich quick schemes, the how to transform
your life in 7 days books and mantras. Turn your gaze inward, discover your gifts,
develop them, make use of them and become very rich.
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Learning to suffer

I find myself coming back time and again to the idea of suffering. I’ve written about it
multiple times. And it comes as an extension on the ideas of presence and openness.
As I take deliberate action towards my goals, I try hard to remain present, clear and
connected…to my genius, to my desires, to my purpose…to life. Being open means
not resisting, fearing and pushing back against things, but accepting and dealing with
them as they are, without judgment.
It is tough, because a big part of working towards growth and expansion is pain. It
is hard to remain open, receptive, unflinching in the face of pain. It is tough allowing
yourself to feel every bit and every texture of the emotions that go with living.
I have the repeated experience of synchronism in finding books directly linked to an
idea I’m focused on at the time. I started reading ‘the Road less travelled’ by Scott
Peak yesterday and the first line to jump out at me was “Once we truly know that
life is difficult-once we truly understand and accept it – then life is no longer difficult.
Because once it is accepted, the fact that life is difficult no longer matters.”
Life is difficult…doing the right thing is difficult, working on your goals is difficult, and
doing the work is difficult. You know what’s even worse…staring right at the things
you have avoided so long because you didn’t want to feel the pain of dealing with
it. Looking back at your actions and decisions and dealing with guilt and pain and
disappointment. Looking at situations and deciding that they are simply unsatisfactory,
and change must be made, however painful. Looking at friends and making the choice
to go it alone because your values no longer align. Getting angry, arguing with people,
apologizing, accepting criticism and conceding that perhaps, you have a lot to fix too.
Facing fear, feelings of inadequacy, pain…these are the things that must be done, to
clear out the blockages in our lives and help us to make the true strides of growth that
will help us make our wildest dreams a reality. It is almost impossible to undertake
this sort of self-work without a clear and compelling vision of what it is that you truly
want, because the pain is merely a tunnel that leads you to a better place. The pain is
the same as doing the work of breaking ground, smashing the rocks, pulling out the
weeds and building a strong foundation for our dreams to stand on.
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Facing reality is hard, speaking the truth is hard, and there is a lot of suffering
involved. But if we will learn to live well, then we must learn to suffer well. We must
accept the pain as a necessary part of the process, as inescapable, unavoidable and
choose to walk right through the fire.
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Embracing pain II

We have a tendency as human beings to shun discomfort and generally gravitate to
a position of ease and freedom from pain. It has served us well enough on a grand
scale. We have progressed through civilizations inventing all kinds of labour saving
devices. Finding better and fast ways to handle routine and not so routine tasks are
feats to be celebrated and enjoyed. The elimination of inane and routine tasks frees us
up more to explore the larger questions of life and seek self-fulfilment.
This trait of ours while not without great use, has an insidious dark side. It keeps us
from fully exerting ourselves and pushing forward to doing great things because we
would rather be at ease than be uncomfortable.
I feel like I have a lot of pain, I know it only feels that way because I generally stay
cooped up in my room, working and entertaining guests from here. My pain is twofold,
being cooped up too long makes me feel restless and full of angst. On the other hand,
the idea of going out and doing something different – meeting people, some outdoor
activity, traveling, partying even, feels painful. Not the actual activity per se, just the
thought of it, there is a resistance that rears its head when I seek to upset the status
quo in my life.
That resistance lies within all of us. Steven Pressfield writes about it in his book, ‘The
War of Art’. Every time we seek to do something that moves us upwards on the moral,
productive or spiritual scale, resistance rises up to stop us. You could also call it
inertia. Every writer knows, it’s not the writing that is hard, it is the sitting down to write
that is most difficult. The moment before you begin is the hardest.
I would love every day to be full of life and joy. In the sense that, I would love to wake
up every single day of the week bursting with excitement and lit with passion. The
truth is, not every day is like that. Sometimes, things are that way, especially if you
are working on very cool projects, or on something burning from the depths of your
soul. At other times, even when you are doing something you are passionate about,
the going gets tough. I get tired, I get bored, I get lazy. But the clock keeps ticking, the
world keeps spinning, the economy keeps trudging along. You cannot stand still for
long. The clients must be satisfied, money must be made, bills must be paid. On days
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like this, I switch from the romantic artist basking in the warm glow of my muse to a
battle-scarred warrior staring down the resistance within. I embrace the pain.
Sometimes, that is all you can do, sometimes that is what you must do. Embrace the
pain don’t fight it. Don’t allow it to turn into procrastination, don’t allow it to make you
spend endless time in analysing and thinking and planning and writing down plans.
Don’t allow it to drag you down the dark valley of depression. Embrace the pain and
work through it.
The point of embracing pain is not to enlarge it or prolong it. The purpose of the pain
is to transmute it, to change it into inspiration, into pleasure. Face the fears, face the
enemy, outline a working plan, make the resolves, move quickly and execute your
tasks. Recalibrate yourself, move closer to your dreams, and move closer to passion.
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Self reliance

Being self-reliant is critical. To make yourself less dependent on others and
so-called experts, you need to expand your repertoire of skills. And you need to
feel more confident in your own judgment. Understand: we tend to overestimate
other people’s abilities—after all, they are trying hard to make it look as if they
knew what they were doing—and we tend to underestimate our own. You must
compensate for this by trusting yourself more and others less.
The 33 Strategies of War – Robert Greene
We are lazy twats. We are always looking for the quick fix, the shortcut, the fast buck,
the magic diet, the secret to success the latest gurus and experts to lead the way into
the promise land of success, happiness and fulfilment. We are perpetually looking to
be led and shown the way, and a lot of people make money off this. There are a lot of
magazines and blogs and people just waiting to give you advice and show you how to
do things.
And that is good…truth be told, I’ve learnt an immeasurable amount by reading the
writings of others, by listening to people and soaking up from my environment.
I learnt something important this year, or perhaps a better way to put it is that I grew
a little wiser this year…just a little bit. I saw that almost everyone is selling some sort
of dream. No one really knows what they are doing, we’re all really just trying shit
until something pops off. Hustling away, trying desperately to make it in a world where
success is just as dependent on random luck as it is on hard work and persistence
and all that. Nothing is assured; all you can do is increase the odds.
At some point, someone comes around in your life who looks like they have all the
answers. They have the secret weapon, the right formula to get you to where you want
to be…and perhaps they really do. And you follow them, soak up their every word and
follow their direction judiciously. Over time, the luster fades and you begin to see the
cracks, the fallibilities, imperfections and you realize perhaps they don’t know it all…
If you want to build success on a solid foundation, you have to shift your mentality
from being so dependent on other people for direction and start doing the hard work
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of thinking for yourself. Cut the umbilical cord, no one is going to hold your hand and
lead you through life. Instead of relying on second hand knowledge of the battlefield,
run out to the frontlines and get a feel for it yourself.
Great mentors are invaluable; they have been around longer and have experience,
learn from them, grow and when the time comes, move on. Coaches are awesome;
the best are dedicated to understanding you and helping you tap into your peak
performance.
Relationships are great too; they offer a wonderful and enriching support system.
In all of these situations however, never lose grip of the wheel. It is one thing to be
connected to your core and relax into the Tao of life. It’s another to be swept and
tossed by the desires and intentions of others.
No one can be more you than you, you must trust yourself, and train yourself, be
willing to bet on yourself and push yourself to grow and be as strong as you possibly
can. Know what’s most important to you. Do not make people your crutches. Your
deliverance, your lucky break, your income is not limited to just one entity.
As selfish and self-centred as this all sounds, the point is not isolation, but becoming
more capable, dependable, strong in mind and spirit and ultimately more useful to the
world around you.
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Stay up
Stay Conscious

I think we all live our lives from different levels of awareness and consciousness. We
each have a specific baseline of thoughts, habits and patterns. These are the ones
that happen unconsciously and without effort. We can break out of them into higher (or
slip down into lower) levels of thought and productivity, but eventually we reset back to
our normal states.
To be meaningfully successful, to succeed at a remarkable self-chosen goal, you have
to make consistent effort and steps to getting there. If you are like me, you would
take active steps this week, and slack off for the next two weeks being distracted by
everything else. Now that’s chill, but it’s not good enough.
You want success, right? This is how we are going to stay on the ball.
Everyone has dreams and aspirations. The difference between those who achieve
their dreams and those who stay asleep is that the ones who get there stay awake,
they stay conscious, they stay dreaming awake.
What do I mean? I mean they stay aware of their goals, they stay in the zone, that’s
their baseline. Their natural state is one where they are constantly thinking about what
they are working on, thinking up new ideas, trying out things, putting the hours in and
so on. They may step out of the zone to ‘rest. Relax and chill’, ‘socialize’, ‘work on
other things’, but because this is their baseline zone, they always return to it quickly
and continue pursuing.
And this is how you must live if you will succeed. Always have your eye on the ball,
stay in your zone, live in your sweet spot and don’t let the world distract you.
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I’m not special
Seeing through your own bullshit

I was thinking two days ago about my favourite topic – myself, and about the many
pre-conceptions that lie in my subconscious colouring my perception on life and
external realities. I know a lot of us like to think that we are objective and we see life
like it really is. The truth is, very few of us ever do that. We usually live life through
our lenses, we don’t see reality as it is, but the versions of it we create in our minds to
understand the world and operate in it. But, a big part of being more conscious, aware
and enlightened is knowing your own bias, your own lenses and being flexible enough
to place and remove the lenses as you see fit.
So, one of my basic pre-conceptions is that I’m special. You see, I like to think that I’m
different than most guys… and by different, I mean better. I like to think that I’m made
up differently, that I see the world in a peculiar way. I like to think that I’m possibly
more interesting, brooding, deep, intelligent, whatever. I don’t have the same paltry/
trivial concerns and pre-occupations that most people have. I like to think that I’ve
somewhat been enlightened. As I write this, I see the vast arrogance, ignorance and
sheer vanity of that way of thought.
On one level, those preconceptions may be true. I do tend to read a bit more than the
average person. I have little patience for small talk or inane online chatter or tweets.
I spend a lot of time alone because I like to think…and design in solitude. But, you
see, I’ve just highlighted a few things out of my many characteristics to support the
argument that I am special or different. The objective truth is, I’m just like everyone
else.
On the scale of 1 to Special, I’m not even that special. I’m probably somewhere near
average. Some things I do well, many others I’m miserable at. I’m not an athlete; my
numerous attempts at going to the gym regularly have all failed. Yet, I pay a monthly
subscription. I’m not rich, I make enough to pay bills and buy a few things, that’s it. I
used to have huge ideas and dreams to change the world. These days, most ideas
don’t last the intense firing squad that is my frequent bouts of existentialist crisis. I
hate to cook, I don’t eat well. I find it hard to love…fully. I lie to people, to myself. I’m
really not that special, I’m just a guy. Some things I do well and those things I use to
create my social persona, the person I want you to see.
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Now, lying to everyone is one thing. Lying to yourself is far worse. So I realised, I’m
not special. I’m just a guy. I’m intelligent yes, but that was honed by years of reading
(serious books since I was 5), studying and motivation. I’m creative, I design well (I
was taught how to draw at 7, I’ve been teaching myself design daily since 2007). I can
talk well/MC well (I’ve been preaching, speaking to groups since I was 14). Sure, there
is some level of innate talent, but none of it means squat without work. I don’t write
this to bash myself or put myself down. I’m just saying, ‘I’m not special’. I have a lot of
potential, just like you. But the only way that translates to external reality and tangible
results is action…ruthless, consistent action.
The world owes me no favours, I can’t take shit for granted. I have to work the ideas.
I have to spend hours and hours designing. I have to meet people, network. I have to
face my fears, face my dark side daily and conquer it. I have to work at it, until I push
myself in whatever area just 1% past the norm, past the baseline. Even then I won’t be
special. I’ll just be the guy that did it.
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Blind to the hype

At the end of 2009 and throughout 2010, I had this urgency, this deep emotional drive
to delve into my passion – graphic design. It felt like I was being led from within, in
the depths of my soul, there was a voice speaking loud and clear, and I followed it
irrespective of the repercussions and the many voices who sought to caution me to
reason. I had a great sense of purpose and I was in hot pursuit of my dream. I have
tasted my dream, it feels good, but I have also tasted its dark side. One has to take
the thorns with the roses. I have learnt that passion is very important, but it is not a
silver bullet. There are many other things to consider in building a remarkable life. I
feel like I have matured a bit in my approach to creating my life. I do wonder though,
is this how the kid inside us dies. Is this how the wonder fades, is this how we harden
and become ‘grownups’?
I feel like I have nothing to live for. Not in the ‘oh my word, life is so meaningless, I’d
rather just die’ sense. I’ve been there before, I got over it. I mean, I don’t feel there
is anything right now that really gets me super excited. Some things mildly pique my
interest. I’m wondering if I took the idea of contemptuous meditation too far. I don’t
see the glamour, the cool, the hype. I see the work, the blood, the sweat, the tears. I
don’t see the joy, I see the pain. I see that creating really cool and remarkable things
requires a lot of mundane steps and a sit-your-ass-down-and-work kind of attitude.
I’m blind to the hype, dead to the bullshit. So whatever hype and excitement I used
to have before is now more than tempered with a knowledge of the harsh realities of
actually getting stuff done, fighting with resistance, sticking to schedules and staving
off depression. I’m not unhappy or sad, I’m just not ecstatic or filled with joy either. I
just want do the work, and create cool and authentic things.
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Surf

The one thing certain about life is that you can never anticipate what’s going to
happen. Life is billions of seemingly chaotic micro events happening at once,
influencing each other, mapping out new territories and there is just so much outside
our radar screens affecting our lives that we are oblivious to. Anything can happen.
We love to make plans but plans rarely survive their collision with reality. Is planning
therefore useless? No. It gives us a starting point; it gives us a model of reality to work
with, to anticipate. But when the clock hits midnight, the ball gets rolling and a new
day, a new month, a new year is born, we get thrust into the real world.
The year begins, and an unexpected problem suddenly develops, new opportunities
crop up, tragedy hits, obstacles appear, new doors open up. All kinds of things happen
that you could never have anticipated.
You must not fight this, what you must do is surf. Keep your ultimate goals in mind
always however vague or precise this desire is, and as the waves of life come at
you…surf. Ride the waves, surrender to the present moment, rework the plans, face
reality, adjust your course, do whatever is necessary. You will bail out from time to
time, you will get knocked cold by the harsh waves and sink into the depths, but get
back to surface, get back on your board, keep moving, enjoy the thrill…and stay
happy.
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Meta faith

Anyone familiar with the law of attraction knows that to manifest your desire you
must have complete faith/belief that it is already yours and will appear. To create the
physical reality you want, you must first shift into and embody the ‘vibration’ of that
reality. If you want to be a millionaire for instance, you must shift into the mindset,
emotional state and patterns of a millionaire. Once you successfully do this, the
physical manifestation of wealth only becomes a matter of time.
But what if you don’t have enough faith/belief.
Then have faith for more faith.
This means that you don’t beat yourself up for not having complete assurance that
your desire will manifest. You don’t worry about if your little niggling doubts are holding
you back or blocking you. You accept that you are not quite there yet in terms of
complete faith, but you have faith that very soon, you will grow into the position of full
faith, full immersion in the vibration of the thing that you seek.
All you need is mustard seed faith, just a tiny bit of faith, feed it to itself, watch it grow
and soon…you’ll be moving mountains.
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Follow your highest impulses

I was pondering last night about some aspects of being and doing, and I stumbled into
something that seems to be working for me, at least over the past few hours.
There are some things we know we must do that are very difficult for us to do. We
seem to lack the discipline to carry out consistent action towards our goals. Most of it
stems quite simply from poor habits. We have adopted certain patterns and routes of
action that prevent us from getting what we truly want. It stands to reason that if we
can slowly tweak our habits, we can experience the results we truly want.
For instance, most times I have the habit of kicking off work sessions with an episode
of something…Fringe, Supernatural, Bones, whatever. Usually that turns into about
3 hours of viewing pleasure (cringe), before any proper work starts. This is usually
when I have to deal with assignments. As much as it is an avoidance mechanism of
something I do not find pleasurable (assignment), it is also just a habit that has been
forged over years, a knee jerk response.
So, I’m thinking about this last night, and I realize that some part of me…the highest
part of me wants to be productive. That guy wants to be prolific in his work both on
and off campus. He wants to design great structures, great visual material and great
interfaces. This guy actually finds pleasure in working and exploring the various
aspects of design and growing in competence and skill. Sure, my lower desires are to
watch stuff or do something more entertaining with my time or be lazy, but my highest
desire really is to work through the initial pain and find the bliss of productivity and
achievement.
So, if I can honour my highest self, if I can become him for longer periods of time, I will
fulfil my highest desires, I’ll become the person I really want to be.
It starts with the simple awareness, entering the mind of my highest self, feeling
what he feels, imagining what he gets excited about…and doing it…again and again.
Eventually new habits are formed.
And so far, so good, since last night I’ve been able to switch seamlessly between
graphic design, architecture and writing, working on multiple projects in multiple
disciplines simultaneously.
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How good can you stand it?

How good do things have to get before you begin to get nervous. How much
happiness, joy, abundance, peace and success do you need to enjoy before you get
scared it all comes crashing down?
We are used to bad things happening, we are used to disappointments, and we are
used to pain. We have come to expect it. And so we build our beliefs on the good
times. We believe the good times don’t always last. We believe before the good
happens, we must pay in bad times first. There has to be a balance, things can’t
always go right, they must also go wrong.
Yes, there are seasons in life; there are cycles, ebbs and flows in the river that is
our existence. But we have become largely pessimistic, and because we are so, we
block and constrict the amount of good that we enjoy. We get so scared of the pain
and sadness that we do not allow ourselves enjoy the good that we do have. But how
good can you stand it? What level of income makes you nervous? What amount of
abundance seems unreasonable or unfair to you? That level is your ceiling. If life gets
so good to the point where you get nervous enough, you will sabotage yourself and
end your streak.
I’ve been having a good year so far, all in all. There have been the lows, the hurts, the
disappointments, the stresses and all. It has been good though. I don’t judge the dark
parts, in fact, I enjoy them as much as the light parts. The pains come with lessons of
their own; they come with added strength and experience. They add richness to the
entire experience. When I get depressed, I delight in that depression, I allow it then I
move from it. So in a way I’m always happy.
The good keeps increasing too, good work, good income, great friends, good health,
great family, incredible personal growth and awareness, and deep abiding joy and
peace. I look at some of the things I do and experience now and sometimes I feel
slightly nervous. Why is it so good? Why are things working out so great? Then I
remind myself…’you know what Oto, you think this is good?! Things can get even
better!’…and then I imagine that even better scenario and move towards it.
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Comfortable

Something terrible happens. We are harshly woken up from our mind numbing
routines and placid life. We are forced to change, confront our fears, take action. Our
fears and excuses for stalling and staying put pale in comparison to the pain and
anguish we feel in staying put. We change, we evolve, we become more ourselves,
we find some happiness, some peace. Things turn around, we learn a lot, we gain
some modicum of mastery, we become better.
Then we get comfortable, we coast.
All the things we learned and gained become the things we are too scared to lose. We
get into new routines, new habits, we ease up. We stop growing.
But the only thing constant in life is change. Things must evolve again. The time
would come to let go of the precious thing, to leave familiar lands, to try new things.
We would have to return to the beginner mind, to discover things anew, to become
uncomfortable. It’s the way life is, expand, grow, relax, coast, contract, and expand
again. The eternal cycle.
The way of the warrior is courage, courage to take the path, to keep moving, to
continue changing, to continue growing.
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Part 2

The act of creating
Meditations on artistry,
creativity and doing
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8 Things Yeezy taught me

It’s no secret to anyone who knows me that I’m a big Kanye West fan. I bumped and
enjoyed the College dropout and Late registration when they came out, but he first
truly struck a chord with me with the 808s and Heartbreaks album and since then I
have been intrigued by his creative prowess and consistency in pushing the envelope
in his craft.
A lot of people say Kanye has changed and they want him to go back to his old stuff
and style. These are things people have been saying since he put out 808s. The other
week I checked out a 20-minute video of a Kanye West interview from back in the day
before ‘College Dropout’…dropped. And I realized like I always suspected, that Kanye
hasn’t really changed, he has just become more Ye.
I grew up on self-help material and large parts of what I read and learn about today
are ideas on life and how to live better and succeed better. A few days ago, Kay
remarked to me how interesting it would be to interact with some of the greats at
the time point just before they broke out, just to see where their mind was at. The
interview with Ye was a time machine of sorts that helped us do that. This is what I
learned.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Sometimes what you love is slightly (or maybe even completely) off the path of
what everyone else thinks is appropriate and safe for you. You have to make the
decision to be serious about what you want and pursue it.
There will be haters, naysayers, people who say it can’t be done or who just
plain don’t believe in you. That’s fine, pursue your vision regardless, focus on
perfecting your craft and soon it would be undeniable.
Respect everyone equally. Nothing is promised, and a lot can change very
quickly in life, while you climb that ladder, respect everyone and treat people
well.
Your work is your responsibility, be involved in every aspect, if something in your
project doesn’t come out the way you wanted, that’s your fault.
Nothing beats authenticity. Put your heart in your art.
Take inspiration across disciplines, from movies, from art, from everywhere and
have a strong creative vision.
If you have a dream, go for it. You have to see it, believe it and just do it.
The music(art) is bigger than the media. Forget about the hype. Whatever you
feel, whatever inspires you, go with that, and be true to that.
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Wrestling the passion
problem
In 2011, I wrote about Career, Passion, Balance and Happiness in response to my
friend’s question on the nagging problem of taking a job with high financial gain versus
pursuing your passion. I referenced some thoughts from Cal Newport on the dangers
of following your passion.
Last night, I read another Newport post on why follow your passion is bizarre advice,
and thought I’d expand my thoughts on the whole issue.
How I found my ‘passion’
I never knew I was going to enter the field of graphic design; it wasn’t even an option
in my mind until I came across it at college. My first attempts at designing were not
because of some burning passion, but because I honestly preferred to tinker with
things rather than party. And that was my thing, instead of going out with my friends
to party, I would sit in my dorm most nights and write…thoughts, feelings and ideas
on how I wanted to grow and improve. If I didn’t feel like writing, I would read, or
make beats (I was fiddling with Fruity Loops at the time)…eventually I started playing
around with Photoshop. Because of my background or general predisposition to
visual art (I was pretty good at drawing/painting as a kid), I guess it took a hold of me
quite quickly. Another thing that made it stick was the fact I saw myself as the visual
guy and pretty soon, people started asking me to design things for them. So with my
utterly rudimentary skills in Photoshop, I started working on real life projects very early.
One project snowballed into another and soon I was gathering tutorials, looking at
magazines and learning about design on my own…and I was hooked, and I developed
a passion.
How I chose a ‘career’
Circa 2008/2009, I was studying architecture, dabbling in graphic design and
choreographing hip-hop dance. At this time, I was actually known more for dancing
than design. I knew I really didn’t like doing architecture, and I needed to transition
into something I enjoyed and could work at to become good in. At this point, it
was between dance and design. I was very pragmatic about the whole thing. The
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possibility of growth in dance was limited, I mean, what happens when pop locking
and krumping goes out of style? Can I keep dancing in my late 20s and 30s and on?
What do I do after that point? Teach? How much money can I even make off that? On
the other hand, design seemed like the sort of thing I could carry on into my 70s…
if I lived that long. And as a designer you have a much wider sphere to work in and
there are more things you can do. So, I chose design. I figured as a person with a lot
of drive, I could just throw myself into it and work at becoming as good as I can and
make something out of it.
My point here is that even though I was probably more passionate about dance than
design at that point, dance would not have survived becoming a career for me, but
design could. So, passion is not the sole determinant of a career path.
Follow your passion?
Newport approaches the whole passion argument with the view that we should not
assume that we are hard-wired for a specific economic pursuit and spend all our time
being dissatisfied trying to find that one magic job that we are passionate about. The
whole premise of his book (So Good They can’t Ignore You) is that happiness and
fulfillment in careers (things we all want very much) have nothing to do with a preexisting passion. Instead fulfillment is connected to things like autonomy, competence,
etc.
And I agree.
I love being a graphic designer because I work freelance (have control over my time
and how I use it), I’m good at it (competence), and as a field it gives me options on
where to grow into and what to do with it. Me developing a passion for design has
helped me to put the hours in to grow my skill.
While pre-existing passion can be a great starting point for a career, many people
now feel that to be happy in their work, they need to first identify that burning passion.
Which becomes very tricky, because not many people can easily point to a passion,
and even when they do, not every passion can translate into a career. Plus, we often
have it backwards; passion only develops after you’ve put in the time to grasp the skill.
I think the problem with passion is our misunderstanding of its role, and its confusion
with mere interest. If you mix interest with competence and a compelling reason,
you begin to get passion. The rallying cry behind the ‘passion movement’ is really
less about jobs and more about life. The question is are you turned on, tuned in and
tapped in…to life? The experience of being really into something and diving into it to
master it and serve with it is much preferable to just grinding out a bland existence at
some random job. Living passionately has more to do with your values and the way
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you approach life than the actual thing you do.
Follow your passion doesn’t necessarily mean make your passion your job. It means
fill your life with more passion. Nurture your soul, pay attention to your longings and
grow them. Passions can be turned into jobs or they can simply be side projects and
hobbies. Passions are the fuel to life. Not all passions should become jobs, not every
passion can survive becoming a job. Because no matter how passionate you are
about something, a job is still a job. It won’t be 100% perfect. So, in career choice, yes
don’t blindly follow passion, be strategic about it.
Getting rich off your passion
The cardinal rule of making money is find a way to take people’s money from them, or,
make things or do things that people would pay for. Passion focuses on you, what you
like to do. To make money, you have to focus on the customer. Making your passion
into a career means finding a way to make your passions serve the interests of others.
To make a living or get rich off your passion, you have to live in the sweet spot, the
intersection where your passion is something people would pay for. Otherwise just get
a job that pays you enough to live on and leaves you enough time to indulge in your
passions in your off time. That’s what hobbies are for. And if you want a job you enjoy,
it makes more sense to cultivate the traits that foster job satisfaction rather than blindly
following passion wherever it leads you.
But remember…
Never buy the lie that your job is “just a job.” Nothing you do 40 hours a week is
just a job. That’s just your life. – Jon Acuff
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Tapas

Tapas: In the yogic tradition, this principle of using intense effort to burn through
life’s distractions is called Tapas. It’s another Sanskrit world, roughly defined as
“heat”, or “essential energy.” The concept is that through a disciplined approach
to work and self-sacrifice, Tapas will burn away the negativity that separates us
from God. By working our hardest and happily enduring the hardships of life, we
are able to create a sense of peace and clarity in ourselves.
- Russel Simmons (Do You)
I don’t know if success should be a goal…or happiness for that matter. I don’t know if
anyone should go out into the world and have those things as the actual tick off points
on their to-do list. I think the more you overtly search for those things, the less likely it
would be that you find them. In my experience, things like success and happiness are
more a side effect than an actual destination. You focus on doing your best in every
moment and without being aware of it, you drift into happiness, you drift into success.
I was reading “Do You’ by Russell Simmons the other week and I came across an
old idea that really resonated with me, the idea of Tapas, the idea of Hard Work as a
spiritual practice.
I enjoy working hard. I relish the idea of being able to completely absorb myself in the
process of creating something remarkable, something worthwhile. The feeling of being
engaged in something you enjoy doing and being challenged by it is an amazing one.
For the sheer pleasure of the experience, working hard is awesome. We all know the
idea of hard work as the path to ‘success’, but the idea of the work itself being a form
of worship, a form of spiritual practice elevates the entire experience. To the point
where one can focus completely on the sensation of doing the work, releasing all care
for the outcome and just engaging excellently in it.
And this works best when the work you do is connected to your purpose, your dharma.
When you engage in the hard work of pressing through your purpose, developing your
gifts and giving them to the world, you are engaging in tapas, you are getting closer to
God.
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Even you are not satisfied with the work that you do right now, or you want a better
job, position, whatever. The simple act of giving your very best at your work is
sufficient to burn away the pettiness and the junk that clouds our spirits and holds us
back from our full potential.
There is so much that lies outside our control from day to day, if we can focus on our
efforts, and relish the process, realizing that the results belong to God, we would have
happiness, we would have success.
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Imagination

Remember as a kid, you were something different every day. Today you might be a
superhero fighting evil, tomorrow you would play doctor. Your mind was free, your
imagination roamed unfettered. Then one day someone told you to stop dreaming,
to get your head out the clouds, to get back down to reality, settle for what you have.
Slowly, you forgot how to dream, how to imagine.
We can’t all necessarily spend all day dreaming and playing pretend, but I think
imagination is one of the more overlooked aspects of getting to success. We are so
used to having our reality dictated to us by our peers, our environment, the media, we
forget we have the power to override reality and transform it.
Everything starts in the mind, as a thought, and that thought grows and plans are
formed, action is taken, and things happen. But it all starts in the mind. If you can’t
imagine something different, you won’t have something different. If you want to
change your life, you must change your thinking. Imagine the change you want,
visualize it.
It is not enough to just imagine it. Everyone can fantasize; turning those dreams into
reality is a whole different story. But imagination is the first step. If you can’t see it in
your mind’s eye, you won’t see it with your real eyes. You must believe that you can
attain your dream, even if it takes a long time you have to keep the faith. You have to
feel it before you live it.
Fire up your imagination, indulge your dreams, feel its energy, let it inspire you, fuel
you and carry you into a new reality.
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Hack

Hack. (verb) to make a clever solution to a tricky problem
Hacker. (noun) someone who makes things work beyond perceived limits in a clever
way
Two weeks ago, my friend Gadge approached me and asked me to do a dynamic
(animated) presentation for the Auditor General office of South Africa. My first answer
was “Hell No”. I don’t know flash, the last time I did anything animated was 3 years
ago and it was with Swish Max a program far simpler than Flash. Then he told me how
much I was going to get for it… …I said “fine” and began working. The next 6 days
were gruelling, frustrating and sleepless but I learnt to use a difficult and intimidating
software well enough to create a 6 minute flash presentation for the client…and they
liked it.
I hacked it.
Everybody has an idea of their ‘limits’. Everybody has a reason for why they cannot do
stuff…it is too hard, I don’t know how to do it, I didn’t go to school for it, I’m not good
enough, I don’t have the contacts, I don’t have the time, I don’t have the talent, and so
on. Those are valid reasons…they are also bullshit. We can always stretch ourselves
further than we think, the fundamental block to getting there is belief.
I like the word ‘Hack’, I like it so much, I put it right up there with one of my favourite
words…‘Create’. When I think about WHAT I want to do with my life, the word ‘create’
immediately comes to mind. I want to make cool things, inspiring things, meaningful
things. That’s what I want to do…create. When I think about HOW I want to do all
those things, I think about the word ‘hack’.
To hack means approaching a subject you know little about, breaking it down quickly,
and making connections with things you already know until it becomes familiar, until
you become proficient. Condensing a large and complex skill into its simplest piece,
digesting it and leveraging this basic essence to achieve your objectives. This is a
general working knowledge. To gain mastery, you must of course study deeper.
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Hacking is not only useful when learning a skill (subject) initially. But, even when you
dive deeply into a subject, you can hack it even further, removing redundancies and
making it more streamlined, more efficient.
It’s a life philosophy really, the idea of being a hacker, or lifehacker (there is
incidentally a site by this very name with a lot of material on living better in the digital
age). One can approach life with the attitude and mentality of a hacker. You can hack
your career, hack your education, hack your relationships, hack your finances, hack
your spirituality, hack your creativity, hack your potential. You can break any subject
down, understand it and gain proficiency.
Hacking is a quick way to gain knowledge, and the first step in truly learning. Learning
will almost always be hard work, but hacking will make things easier, and more
effective. To become a successful hacker, these are some of the attitudes you must
adopt
1. Anything can be learned, anything can be hacked
When I was approached to do the job, my intial reaction was no. I did not think I had
enough time, plus I am not as good with flash as I am with photoshop and illustrator.
But I suspended all doubt and thought to myself, ‘what the heck…I can learn flash
too).
2. Always connect new information to old information
One of the reasons I was actually able to pull it off was the similarity between Swish
Max and Flash. Swish Max is a lot easier and straight forward to use, but they have
common features and having used Swish max years ago helped me to know what to
expect from Flash.
3. Learn from an expert
The easiest way to hack is to get pointers from someone who knows what you are
trying to learn. Instead of reading a ton of books on flash and spending time on trial
and error, I got a general feel for the software and asked a friend to show me how to
do certain things in flash.
4. Be ruthlessly efficient
All I needed to do was create a presentation where things moved, and words
appeared in sync with the voice over recordings. I had no time to learn fancy
techniques. I learnt how to do simple transitions and animations and with that limited
skillset I created the entire presentation.
Now go hack something
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Gift is cursed II

I had a thought, somewhere in between designing a flyer, a website layout and then
another flyer…a flyer I was designing for the third time. The first time, the client (a
friend of mine who I’ve worked with for 3 years now) wanted a demo flyer for his
event. The second time, I had to make it more ‘blingy’ or something because of the
venue it was moving to. Now I must redesign it because the venue manager doesn’t
like it and thinks it’s too similar to the other fliers I did for the club last week. And this
is after we decided to have a general set format for fliers a few weeks back. You know
brand consistency and all…
Today, I hate being a designer.
That’s what I said to Khanyi tonight in the middle of our word association game on
BBM. She then proceeded to write a blog inspired from that sentence. That’s why this
is ‘Gift is cursed II’. She wrote I, she also wrote III.
A few hours earlier, I had tweeted another thought - ‘All of a sudden my entire life feels
like an elaborate trap‘.
I’m trapped in design. I design all the time. All the freaking time. I’m trying to wrap up
my architecture degree…I have to design buildings. Things can get pretty fucked up
really quickly. Architecture for me is as much a test of my psychological state as it is
a test of my actual design skill. I have to deal with resolving all my negative emotions
surrounding school and my experience with it, while navigating the design process
and engaging in the minefield that is architecture. Architecture is like designing on 6
different fronts simultaneously and still not knowing where the hell the design is going
to end up. It is
emotionally exhausting and it requires complete immersion.
I work as a freelance graphic designer. I used to love graphic design. I still do.
However, the kind of work I would like to create and explore is hardly the kind of work
the clients want done. Every day, I get emails, BBMs, smses. Everyone wants a piece
of me. Everyone wants a piece of my gift. They want a flyer, or a logo, or a business
card, or a website. Some people just want a pretty picture of themselves designed by
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yours truly. It’s nice to be wanted…it also sucks.
The gift is a curse.
Many times, the client is ignorant, they just want something that looks cool to them. I
have no energy to time to argue or educate. I sense the anger flash within me, I let it
go, I smile, I make the change. I don’t care, I just want your money. This is my bread
and butter, this is how I pay the bills. This is how I make sure there is something to eat
and the lights stay on. Spending 80% of the time doing work I never want to lay claim
to. Because I’m long over the rush, the validation, the 5mins of recognition of ‘oh what
lovely work’. I just go through the motions to get to the money. This is how I live.
And every day, I feel like I’m dragged deeper and deeper into the trap that is my life.
I’m a puppet, I have to dance for the ones who hold the strings. Some days it’s the
lecturers, other days it’s the clients. I don’t hate the lecturers yet…most days I hate the
clients. Because of the demands they make, because of how long it takes them to pay.
So, to escape, I hold on to the things that make me happy. The designers that inspire
me, and the websites full of cool, awesome things. I hone my ideas and work on my
personal projects (my book, my idea for street wear, my graphic experimentations) far
away from the public eye. I indulge myself.
I write.
And keep threading these treacherous creative waters…hoping eventually I can get
more of the gift and less of the curse.
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“I have learnt that even when you are have found and are living your so-called
passion, it is still a struggle to live the life you were meant to live and do the
things you were meant to do in a world that doesn’t understand what it means to
live inspired.”
The problem with being a designer, well at least for me, arises from the fact that I
chose the design path as an expression of myself. I am a creator; I spend most of my
time in my headspace, a place of ideas, concepts, and possibilities, things that could
be birth on our actual physical plane. When I design, like most people who create,
I am drawing from a plane higher than our reality. This takes energy, it takes time,
and it takes trial and error. It is usually an exhilarating and enriching experience. It’s
best done when you create for yourself or at least you create as true as you can to
yourself.
Creating is like living with an exposed heart or nerve. Most people can do work in
things that have no connection to who they are fundamentally and successfully
compartmentalize. Designers and artists don’t have that luxury. Sure, there is the
reward of being constantly connected with your true self and feeling like you are doing
something that matters, something you are passionate about. But the problem arises
when you have to create in ways that violate who you are.
You work on projects that hold no excitement for you, you work on things that are
ethically questionable, you are sucked into using your skills in service of the militaryindustrial-socio-economic-machine and by so doing neglect to create the inspired
things that would benefit mankind and move us forward. The thing you loved becomes
the thing you dread.
You are forced into being hyper productive, churning out design after design after
design every day. Eventually, your quality suffers, or worse, you stagnate, rehashing
the same ideas, same techniques until creating becomes one dull, life sucking
process. The thing you couldn’t wait to do in the morning becomes the thing you now
run away from.
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It’s a perpetual struggle to strike the balance between the work you do for money and
the work you do as an expression of your soul. It’s a perpetual struggle balancing
the expectations of the many people who rely and demand of your skill and your
expectations of your work quality and content. Even when you fight for and acquire
your dream, you still have to fight to protect it against the forces that would derail it.
The problem with being a designer (or any creative profession) is the fact that we
inadvertently invest of ourselves in every project. There are strands of our DNA
scattered all over our work, our process, our spaces. If those are violated, so are we. If
we disrespect the gift, we disrespect ourselves.
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Success & the pursuit of
happiness
Since my early teens, I’ve been consumed like most people with the idea of success.
Almost everybody wants to be successful. Every day we are bombarded with images
and symbols of success (screw you advertising)…the great career, the fancy cars,
fantastic bodies, fame and wealth. Without critical thought, we imbibe these ideas of
success and we hold them as our own.
Add to that the prevalent idea that you can do whatever you want, you can be
anything you set out to be and we have a dangerous cocktail. We believe that all we
need is one great idea, and a garage and we can be the next Bill Gates, Steve Jobs or
Mark Zuckerberg.
Now, there is nothing wrong with grand dreams, they are perfectly fine. I do think what
we need is a lot more executors, more action people, and more ballsy people actually
working on those dreams and making them reality. Success is great but the pursuit
of success (as defined by society) is not necessarily the pursuit of happiness or the
pursuit of a well-lived life.
We need to balance it out a bit
You can climb up the ladder, only to find out it has been leaning on the wrong wall all
along.
Most people don’t pursue success for success sake, they do it because they are
convinced that once they land that job, or buy that car, or get the girl...or guy, they will
be happy. Unfortunately, most times they are wrong.
It really depends on what you want though. If you really want success for success
sake, that is fine, sacrifice all you must and get there. If you are looking for happiness
or contentment, then the answer is a lot closer than you think. The first step on the
road to having both success and happiness is to define success for yourself. Tune out
the world for a while and really search deep within for what resonates most true for
you. Interrogate your desires until you are sure that they are yours, and not handed to
you by an external source.
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Follow your dreams or goals but remember that life is incredibly unpredictable.
We love to plan (planning can be good, but plans are also mostly bullshit)…5 year
plans,…10 year plans. We try to make our lives follow carefully crafted lines, we play
fortune teller with our destinies.
We want to feel like we have some kind of control over our lives, that we can drive
ourselves resolutely to the destinations we have picked. But the roads of life keep
changing and morphing, you may arrive at your predetermined destination, but it’s a
lot more likely you will get side-lined.
That’s life…enjoy the randomness.
The small decisions we make, and tiny butterfly wing flaps have ripple effects that
become huge waves carrying us to new places. Life can go unexpectedly well, or
horribly wrong.
The best you can do is to define your criteria for success and hold that up as your
own yardstick, then live life fully in every moment, do your best from day to day, fully
occupy your life, pay your dues, do the work, build the habits. Be happy now, right
now, in this moment. Be happy in the process of working to your goals; be content in
the mundane foundations of everyday life, not postponing happiness to some grand
moment or achievement yet to come. You may achieve grand success, but your path
must be one that comes from within, firmly rooted in yourself and driven by passion
and dedication in a cause that has gripped you.
Understand yourself, know what you truly want, go for it, and enjoy the ride.
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Deliberate practice
The state of strain

On Thursday, I stumbled upon this blog post by Cal Newport on the importance of
deliberate practice. Everyone knows that practice makes perfect, but not all practice is
created equal. Practice by definition is repeating a task over and over to gain mastery
or maintain skill level. So, the point here generally is improvement.
However, you can practice for a long time and not have any substantial results
because you practice within your comfort zone. For real change to happen, for growth
to take place, you need to practice outside that zone, in the things that make you
uncomfortable.
A psychologist by the name of Mihály Csíkszentmihályi expressed the idea of the state
of flow. That place where you are completely zoned in, focused and oblivious to the
passage of time or even your immediate environment. This usually happens when
you are working on something you are passionate about and have considerable skill
in. When I work on graphic design projects I feel this way. I can sit for hours on end
without eating even and work without feeling worn down.
Now contrast this with when I sit down to work on architecture assignments. Every
15minutes I’m looking for a distraction, by the time an hour has past, I’m usually back
to watching series, reading a book or working on a graphic project. I was wondering
about this phenomenon and trying to understand how to move past it. Until I read that
post on Thursday that put things into perspective.
Cal Newport postulates the state of strain. Some of the work we must do is not easy,
its tedious, it can even be boring to us…and sometimes this work is very important.
The state of strain occurs when the task is difficult and slightly outside our skills
zone. The way to tackle it is to treat it like practice, deliberate practice. Set aside time
regularly to work on it, fight through the strain and get the work done. Over time our
skill improves, and it gets easier, maybe even enjoyable. But the discipline of regular
hours and grappling with the task is the first step in overcoming the state of strain and
entering into the state of flow.
The state of flow is great, but we also need to get into the state of strain time and
again to make sure we are pushing ourselves, make sure we are growing. We need
the discipline of deliberate practice.
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Set out to fail

What if instead of being so preoccupied with success, we actually set out to
fail instead? We know that we don’t have all the answers, we don’t have all the
information, we don’t even know what to do…how about we just jump off the cliff
anyway?
How much do you stand to lose really? A bruised ego? Chances are you could live
with that failure.
So instead of stalling, procrastinating, waiting for the perfect time, or waiting until we
have all the information and all the ducks are happily in rows, what if we just went
ahead and tried? What if we let failure be our goal? Because failure is actually pretty
awesome.
We can read books, talk to people, observe people. We can gather all the information
we need. We can map out strategies based on all this information. That’s all fine. But
we must still put all of that to the test. We must actually do. Hell, we must do knowing
and accepting that there is a 99% possibility of failure.
Doing things puts all our assumptions/knowledge to the test, and failure is an
immediate feedback. It gives us something to work with. It gives us a clue of what
went wrong.
Repeated and consistent failure gives us more clues, shows us more blind spots. It
helps us learn…quickly. And this should really be the main goal, to learn, to grow, to
expand, to work towards competence/mastery. Fall in love with the process.
So, set out to fail today, it’s the quickest way to succeed.
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Overwhelm yourself
and grow

If you want to grow, you must first be overwhelmed.
You need to do more than you are used to. You need to try new things. You have to
get used to being uncomfortable. You have to bite off more than you can chew. You
need to put yourself under stress, induce sensory overload.
You need to fail often and quickly. You need to immerse yourself, learn, fall, get up,
adapt. Allow your mind to be moulded and reshaped by your experiences. Let your
brain be rewired. It’s the only way.
Eventually, things will slow down. You get used to your new tasks. You get a hang
of things, it gets easier. Then you can work towards mastery. And so, you must be,
working in this cycle of overwhelm and ease, strain and relaxation. But the first step,
every single time for growth is distress…overwhelm yourself…and grow.
There is no excellence without difficulty. Follow the path of least resistance and
you will end up in mediocrity – Ovid
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The art of being creative

I learnt something interesting and important about the art of being creative this past
week. Creativity does not favour the conscious mind. You cannot think your way into a
design, art-work or any other form of creative expression. All you can do is let go, and
let flow.
Sure, you can lay the ground work by thinking about the problem/brief carefully, jotting
down or doodling ideas. You can do research and think critically about the piece you
want to embark on. But if you are to condense those tomes of writing, thinking and
analysis into an actual work of art, you must let go.
Jump into the abyss, trust your instincts, rely your subconscious. Put your pencil to
paper and draw. Lay your fingers on the keyboard and type…or play.
Quiet your mind.
Let go.
Art reaches its greatest peak when devoid of self-consciousness. Freedom
discovers man the moment he loses concern over what impression he is making
or about to make. – Bruce Lee (Tao of Jeet Kune Do)
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Occupy your life

Fulfil your potential…now.
Occupy your life, occupy your place. Do all you can do, with all you have, right now.
Fully live in your life today. Find the extra hours. Work on your passions. Write the
book, start the fitness program, start the business, fall in love, start the foundation,
study, learn a language, help someone, donate to charity. Don’t put it off to tomorrow
or next year. It doesn’t have to be done perfectly, it just has to be done now.
Occupy your life.
Do it now.
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How to get success to chase
you
They say success begets success. Well it is true. I’ve been a full time freelance
graphic designer for about a year and 7 months now, and while I am no millionaire…
yet…I would deem myself successful. I’ve never advertised or marketed my services,
but I have gotten enough business to become financially self-sufficient off a skill I
taught myself.
It started off really slow, one friend (Lawrence) who I did a lot work for free just
because I loved his idea (Strictly Hiphop) and became a part of it. Another friend
(Gadge) I met by chance and started doing some work for very cheap, and then
another chance meeting. Every person I work with referring me to another friend, and
on and on it went until now where I have days like today…
I just got a message from another friend telling me about a job being offered to me, a
job where yet again, I get to decide the conditions of my employment, where I work
from, how I bill, etc. I got another call almost exactly like this yesterday from a different
client. I have at least 8 different friends/clients looking to involve me in some way or
the other in their different hustles and businesses this year. The work chases me...and
I only see it increasing.
Now this situation brings on its own set of problems, like time management, energy
consumption, design fatigue, dead ends, choosing what to say yes to and what to
say no to, and so on. But admittedly this is a great problem to have. I’d rather have a
problem of abundance than a problem of scarcity.
This post is not to brag or anything, I just want to highlight a few things that have
proven to work in my experience. How do you get success to chase you?
1. Be undeniably good at what you do
I have harped on this point a lot of times on this blog. Do something well, do it
extremely well, master your craft, be obsessed. Add value through your work.
2. Be nice to people
Not too nice, just nice enough. This is where the balance comes in. A lot of people you
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would do favours for, especially when you are coming up. But help people, aid their
hustles, help them move forward and they will return the favour. Treat people well, be
a pleasure to work with. Add value to people’s lives. You never know when they will
come in handy to you.
3. Maintain and use weak links
A lot of business and opportunities come from people you are not really close with,
friends of friends, that sort of thing. Maintain those kinds of weak ties. Connect
people together as well; people who you think would be good together as business
connections or even personal relationships. Add value.
4. Do the work
Execute and deliver. Don’t slack, work hard, get things done.
Now I can really just sum this up in two words, ‘add value’…’be useful’. Add value in
every way you can, and people and opportunities will flock to you.
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Embracing discomfort
Chasing the creative muse

I don’t like pain. I don’t think anyone does, except well…those people. It’s our nature
to shy away from anything that hurts and move to a state of ease and calm. But pain is
a part of being alive, and so is discomfort. Discomfort is pain, but dialled down. It’s not
loud enough to jolt us into rapid action, but it’s persistent enough to be annoying.
Discomfort comes in a million forms. I’ve been living under a cloud of angst for
the past few days, maybe it’s actually weeks. I felt empty. Nothing on earth was
appealing to me. The creative well along with the general zest for life seemed to have
evaporated.
For a large part of the year, and more so in the last month I’ve been complaining about
work. Specifically, dealing with clients. As a freelancer I am bound by the caprices of
clients, hours can be quite erratic. Some clients make unreasonable demands, others
just want what they want which leaves me creatively frustrated. I found myself in the
situation of wanting to explore more creative avenues, techniques, experiment with
styles and so on, but the bulk of my clients are pretty much set in what they like and
what they find appealing. So every day I sit down to work, and I churn out the same
shit in slightly different dressing. It gets depressing.
So, the spark disappeared.
Reading ‘Steve Jobs’ by Walter Isaacson doesn’t make it any easier. I feel like a sellout. I wake up in the morning and I wonder to myself, “What the hell am I doing? This
man did some pretty amazing things. What am I doing?!”
It’s difficult living life on your terms not because it’s actually hard. It’s the issue of
choice that gets problematic. Having to take your life in your hands and decide what
moves to make, what to focus on, how to strategize and create the life you want to
live…and having to do this daily.
So, the one thing that has been foremost on my mind for the past month has been this
– I don’t know what to do.
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I do know what I want to do, on a large philosophical overarching scale. I just have no
idea how to get there. I have no idea exactly what to do next. I have ideas, I have stuff
written down, I could do any of them. I just don’t feel the fire for any of them.
What am I waiting for? Some burst of passion? I want to be all pumped and excited.
How do I get it? Do I just sit and wait on it to come to me? I’ve been trying that…it
hasn’t quite worked out yet.
I woke up this morning and felt a bit sorry for myself. Then I thought to myself, “Get
off your back and work your ass off, just immerse yourself fully in work, lose yourself
in it” Yes, I’m not sure what exactly to do next, Yes, I’m worried that today, I’ll do work
like I’ve done before and feel like I’m doing nothing creative or special. But I will dive
in and fight with all I have to come out of it somehow. I will chase that fickle muse until
she succumbs to me.
As much as we would love life to be all rose and fireworks, as much as I would like to
be fired up every single day. It’s just not always like that. Sometimes you just have to
soldier up and run into the war and by the sheer force of will, take no prisoners. Do
what you must.
If I want to do very creative/experimental work and my clients don’t want it. I’ll do it
anyway and post it up here until I find someone who appreciates it. If no one likes it
anyway, whatever…I did it for me.
I still don’t know what exactly to do next, so I decided that to turn my efforts into
mastering my current position. I will do all I want to do, I will experiment with new
techniques, software, I will blog, I will rework my ideas for a street wear range, I will
read a lot. Essentially, I’ll just work my ass off on what I know right now, and trust that
the path will clear up as I go along.
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The thing about success
How to be a superstar

End of December last year, I was flying from Nigeria to South Africa. While waiting in
line at the Emigration terminal to be stamped and ‘checked out’, an idea struck me and
I did something that had just recently become a habit – I took notes on my blackberry.
I do that a lot, sometimes ideas hit me and I have to capture them somewhere…the
blackberry is handy for this. Sometimes I sit and meditate and the insights that come
to me would end up going into ‘my notes’ on the phone. I go through those many
notes now and again to revisit ideas, thoughts, plans, and to check the list of people
who owe me money.
Anyway, this specific evening I wrote this:
The Success recipe (for lack of a better title :Skill, idea, luck (environment), network,
passion, flexibility, money skill, leadership, management, execution…
This note would eventually inspire me writing the Success Potion piece in January. I
think it’s a great piece, I think it’s one of the best things I’ve ever written, but that’s just
me. Anyway, my point is the thing about success…
Actually success is not a good enough term because success is subjective. It’s most
objective and its simplest meaning would be the achievement of predefined goals/
objectives. But success is subjective because everyone has to define what success
means to them. For the purpose of this blog post, I’m focusing on outstanding
success, with large scale social significance. I’m equating being successful to
doing something big and impactful. Things like building the most popular and game
changing social network, or attaining worldwide fame as an artiste, or maybe gracing
the pages of magazines as a hero, entrepreneur, model, or “insert your fantasy here”. I
am talking about outlier success.
I think about outlier success a lot, I fantasize about it, I want it. I read about it, I study
it. I plot it. As a society, we love to study success, or at least admire it. Our books and
magazines herald the stories of mavericks, innovators, world champions in every facet
of life. The assumption for most of us is if we can understand and glean some of the
tricks, insights and actions of this people, we can replicate this success in our own
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lives. But over the past 16 months, I learnt a few things about outlier success. The
thing about outlier success…is that so much of it is outside your control.
You can have all the ingredients, you can be hardworking, visionary, driven,
passionate, determined, skilled with all resources at hand, and yet 75% of it is really
dumb luck. The earliest and most basic level we observe luck is birth. Birth is the
ultimate lottery. We didn’t choose to be born and be conscious at a certain time, at a
certain place (at least we don’t remember choosing). One day we just burst into self
awareness to find we are a little boy born to architect parents in Benin City, Nigeria
in the late 80s. The ‘prize’ in the lottery of birth is not privilege and wealth (although
those are nice). It’s the right set of circumstance. The environment we grow into, the
people that influence us, the occurrences that shape our psyche, our interests and
eventually our actions.
I’ve been reading the book, ‘The Facebook Effect’ by David Kirkpatrick. It gives a
lot of perspective to an almost magical product/company. Mark Zuckerberg had
been fascinated with computers and programming since childhood. He is extremely
intelligent; he had been creating mini ‘social’ projects at Harvard which eventually
sparked up the idea for what we know now as Facebook. He was born at the
right time, to the right people, he was in a perfect situation – in a densely packed
environment of incredibly talented, intelligent, driven individuals at Harvard. He was
in a school where social vanity and prominence was important to people. He started
developing an idea in an age where broadband internet, digital cameras were freely
accessible – key ingredients for success. He had help from other entrepreneurs and
people with networks in Silicon Valley. Mark had plenty talent, put in a lot of work,
but he was also very lucky. His wasn’t the first social network by a long shot. But
Facebook had the very crucial set of circumstances surrounded it that took it from a
dorm room project to a global multibillion dollar business.
The book, ‘Outlier’ by Malcom Gladwell investigates outlier success and argues how
environment, and nurture plays a huge role in fostering such success, from Bill Gates
to why Asians are so good at math. At the end of the day, it all boils down to statistics,
there are infinite possibilities, outliers are bound to precipitate.
So what now, for those of us hoping to be superstars, world famous entrepreneurs,
inventors, world changers and so on. Do we just twiddle our thumbs waiting for lady
luck to smile on us? Do we work our asses off and try to create our luck…you know
the quote – ‘the harder I worked, the luckier I got’. I don’t really know, but I do have
some ideas on how to bend the odds in our favour:
1.
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Follow your passion: I’ve written about this a few times, everyone talks about
it. It’s sound advice though. Follow your passion, work hard at it, put in your 10
000 hours and the possibility of you changing the world exponentially increases.

2.

Be you, Do you: Everyone else is taken. You can admire people and learn from
them, but you cannot be them. Don’t try to be the next anybody…just be you.
Love yourself, develop yourself, be honest to yourself, be the best you, you can
be. Play your role.

3.

Know your values: Know what your values are. What rings truest to you.
What is most important to you, and align your life to that. If your highest values
are relationships and family, don’t go chasing 80 hour work weeks and career
mania. Create the life that has the most meaning for you, not a life with the most
toys or accolades.

4.

Know thyself/change thyself: Analyse yourself, observe yourself as objectively
and critically as you can. Know why you behave the way you do, trace your
beliefs, identify your life patterns, insolate the things that hold you back. Then let
them go. Change, evolve, become better. Be the best you.

5.

Know your environment: What is your story? Where do you come from? Look
at your background, your family, your present state. Look at the age you are in.
What opportunities are hidden in plain view? Exploit them.

6.

Study successful people not success stories: I find it more useful to study
the person behind the success as opposed to the story of how they succeeded.
We tend to use success stories as templates to define our plans of actions
towards outlier success. Justin Bieber was scouted off YouTube, so I’m going to
post videos of myself singing on YouTube…that sort of thing. Understanding the
psyche of the person behind the success gives us deep insight into how to be
the kind of person that succeeds. And being trumps doing anytime. You can take
the lessons you learn and make them personal.

7.

Expose yourself to as much randomness as possible: Like I said earlier,
it’s a statistics game, the more randomness you expose yourself to, the more
people you meet, the more things you try, something great is bound to crop up
at some point. Somewhere the stars will align.

8.

Fail as much as you can: and then study your failure. Failure is great, and
you need to rack up as much as you possibly can. Use the feedback from your
failures to tweak your strategies and plans until you do succeed. Fail as much as
you can.

9.

Do it for you and do it for them: Whatever you are passionate about, do it for
the sheer pleasure of it first. Sing, design, build companies because it makes
you happy, not to impress anyone. Do it so that if no one ever acknowledged
your efforts, it would make no difference to you. But also do it to benefit
someone else. Provide value in your work.
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10. Stay clear eyed. Be paranoid, be critical, be contemptuous. Understand that
success always has a dark side. And when you get what you seek, it will cost
you something. You can trade free time for camera time, friends and family
for fake yes men and groupies. Be prepared for it, know what you are getting
yourself into or abandon your quest all together.
“It goes without saying what an empty misguided emotion jealousy can be. But
it’s a little more difficult to consider that we’ve been aspiring to wrap ourselves
up in chains. That we seem to think that achieving more and moving higher is
to take a step towards freedom instead of what it really is: a different, but likely
smaller cage.”
–
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Ryan Holiday (The ties that bind)

Legacy work

We wake up to responsibilities every day, demands on our time, emergencies, and
important tasks. People need us, things need to get done. We have assignments to
hand in, meetings to attend, bosses to please, clients to satisfy, money to make, bills
to pay, and on and on and on. It is entirely possible to be very busy from day to day
without making any real personal progress. We can stay busy spinning on the hamster
wheel, expending great energy and effort and still not have anything meaningful to
show for it. It doesn’t matter how productive or efficient we get. It doesn’t matter if you
have mastered David Allen’s GTD system, if you have no clear sense of where you
are going.
Knowing where you are going is fine as well, but what’s more important is consciously
choosing your destination. I’ve written about and alluded to the importance of critically
examining the world around you, the unwritten rules, the status quo, the assumed
paths and choosing for yourself the role you will play and the life you will lead. If you
have wrestled with these matters as I do daily, perhaps you have articulated your own
code, your mission or at least the path with your life. You have chosen or deciphered
your Legacy Work.
Legacy work is the work you do for YOU. It is your personal project, work designed
to express your inner longings. It can be as simple as engaging in study to improve
your skills, or as complex as building a company. But what legacy projects all have in
common is that they are self-chosen, and self-directed. They are for you.
Legacy work is just as important as, even more important than Normal work, and it
should be catered for in daily life.
Normal work is just that, normal work. It’s what you do when you clock hours at the
office, factory, supermarket, or wherever you work. It’s the work you do for another, to
earn a pay-check, to survive. Legacy work is the work that you do to live. It’s your life
song, your labour of love, your heart project. Normal work just gives you a pay-check
and some benefits, but if it’s the wrong one, it can sap you of all vitality and will to live.
The other makes you come fully alive, engaged and involved with creating something
new and sharing it with the world.

93

The meaning of life and other such nonsense

Sometimes you can merge your legacy work, with your life work until they are one
and the same. It is essentially leveraging your passion and personal projects to be
commercially viable enough to sustain your lifestyle. Most times, we all have to face
the Sex vs Cash duality. Sex being the thing we like to do, Cash being the thing we
have to do…for money. In my case, I constantly have to juggle doing designs for
clients and businesses to make money to live and get things for myself (cash), and
doing designs for me, experimenting, learning new software, techniques, styles (sex).
If i spend too much time with cash, I get burned out and stressed, I need to balance it
out with ‘sex’.
There are obstacles to engaging in Legacy Work. One of them is the fact that with
legacy work, the responsibility shifts from the outside to the inside. In normal work,
you have bosses, supervisors and the entire status quo keeping you in line and
motivating you to do your part. With legacy work, you need to take responsibility for
that, to decipher what your legacy work is, and then to set it in motion. Most people
don’t like responsibility. It’s easier to do the day-to-day and ever step up to the plate
and what you really want to do with your life. And then have the courage to follow
through.
The second sticky point is that we get too distracted and immersed in normal work.
We spend our days fulfilling everybody’s needs but our own. We provide the pieces
and modules to everyone else’s projects except ours.
I struggle with this a lot. Every morning I wake up, and I have to deal with phone calls,
emails, smses, bbm messages, tweets, facebook inboxes from clients, all kinds of
requests and demands. Many days, I spend my entire time processing and fulfilling
these demands: designing the logos, tweaking the brochures, churning out the posters
and so on. Granted, having too much work is a much nicer problem to have than too
little.
But I do have other ideas, pet projects, and dreams of the place I’m trying to take
my life and my level of contribution to. It goes further than providing design solutions
to clients, I want to go on to getting much better at my craft, creating new products,
engaging in exciting projects, meeting interesting people and tackling more important
issues. But this is not going to happen by itself. I have to actively carve out the time to
set up the infrastructure for the kind of life I want to live. I have to streamline and slow
down my normal work. I need to invest more time positioning myself, in sketching out
and executing my ideas and projects. This blog and the BXDI project are parts of my
legacy work right now. I’m learning to spend at least as half the time I do on normal
work, on legacy work. That’s the only way it will move forward and materialise.
On that note, here are some tips to help you with your legacy work, be it building a
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music career, writing a book, running an NGO, starting a new business, that thing that
comes directly from you.
1.

Commit to it: This thing HAS to happen. It’s not a nice to have, its not a maybe.
This is you, make it happen.

2.

Think about it: Get alone as much as you can, think about your legacy work,
flesh it out, dream about it, visualise it.

3.

Make time for it: Even if you say you are too busy, make the time. Cut
something else off, watch less TV, series, movies, sleep less…whatever you
need to do, make the time.

4.

Do it all the time: This works better for some legacy projects than others, but
you can try integrating your legacy work into your day to day life. Sketch down
ideas during breaks or lunch. Learn while you travel. Instead of facebooking or
mindlessly surfing the net, look for inspirations or research online. Do some part
of it as much as you can, all the time.

5.

Share it: Tell people about, invite people to help you, etc.

6.

Keep at it: These things have a knack of taking longer than expected
sometimes, keep at it. Be patient with yourself, with the process…even if you
moving at the pace of a crawl…keep moving, keep at it.
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The first steps
The next steps

We all want things, we imagine things every day. We want bigger things, better things,
more things. We want different things, new things, exciting things. We want smaller
things, less things. We want identical things, comfortable things. We want everything.
We always desire something.
Sometimes it is not things we want, it’s experiences. We have ideas of who we can
be, places we can go, things we can do. Out of all the things we desire, most are
fleeting and momentary but there are a few that stand out. They regularly pass our
minds. They stay nagging at the back of our hearts until they are attained or buried in
frustration and pain. A lot of the time though, they stay ideas and are never achieved
especially if they are ‘big’ things.
Some of the things we want are big and complicated to achieve. Some of them are
tedious and require lots of patience and diligent work. Some of them we want but see
no way of getting them. However most times we have an idea, we have an inkling of
the first step. It’s like standing at the top of a dark stairwell with a flashlight. We can
only see the few steps ahead of us.
Those first steps, those next steps are very important. Because those steps take us
away from where we are now and closer to where we want to go. We don’t need to
know the entire journey, all we need to know is the next step, and to do it. You cannot
finish a journey of a thousand miles without ever taking the first step, or the next.
We all have ideas, the deciding factor of whether or not those ideas will get realised is
our commitment to taking the first step and then next step, and the next, consistently,
until it is done. So whatever it is that you want to do – join the gym, get a job, start a
business, write a book or whatever. Take that first step…and keep walking.
“Whatever you can do or dream you can. Begin it. Boldness has genius, power
and magic in it.” – Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
…I always find where im going by leaving where I’ve been – Winnie the Pooh
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Staying still and moving
forward
Stress free productivity
In nature, things move naturally and with ease. Things just do what they are supposed
to do, without strain or stress. Trees do not struggle to grow, they just do. The sun
doesn’t struggle to shine, neither does the earth struggle to rotate and revolve around
the sun. They just simple be and they simply do.
This is not our experience as humans though. We do SOME things with relative ease
or even no effort, but it is all the subconscious stuff. We grow effortlessly. I don’t know
anyone who sits down focusing on their body parts growing. Our body systems work
and perform their duties without our conscious help or effort. Yes, we do maintain
optimum conditions of nutrition, exercise and so on with some effort. But the growth or
progression is naturally effortless.
Now how do we apply this principle of least effort to our lives. It seems like attaining
our desires normally requires a lot of stress, worry, friction, resistance and effort. In
work, in studies, in life, we run around helter skelter most of the time. Many of us get
to the point where we are now addicted to the stress and cannot function without
having it. We feel like we are really hitting our stride when we are juggling 15 different
activities and can brag about how tired and stressed and busy we are. We even have
quotes and entire philosophies built up around the travelling the hard road to success.
These are perfectly fine, but there is an extra dimension to it.
It doesn’t need to be so though. Success demands effort and hard work, but it does
not demand stress. I understand now that it is possible to be completely productive,
completely engaged and be stress free. To do so, is to understand universal principles
and how they apply to the microcosm of our daily lives. There are a number of
supporting insights that help one live this sort of life.
At its core though, is the paradox of standing still and moving furiously. This is the
core paradox of the universe, of God, that which is always changing, always moving
and yet is eternally still and unchanged. This is how the earth’s surface perpetually
transforms, hills become valleys, valleys become hills, soil becomes metal, organic
materials become oils and plastics. Alchemy happens on so many levels, but still
the fundamental chemical elements remain the same. The only thing that changes is
orientation and arrangement.
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To stand still means to be anchored in eternal truth. It means growing in knowledge
of who you are, and staying in continual communion with the Source. It means
knowing you are eternal, that you have never ‘not being’ and you always will be. It is
having in mind, the big picture of the universe and our journey through it. In stillness
you remember that this life is but a dream. Standing still means that you don’t take
anything personally. It means that you do not relive the past or worry about the future,
but u remain firmly in the moment. It means you know who you are, what you want,
what is ultimately important and what you choose to create. You cultivate stillness via
the rituals and practices of prayer, meditation, and concentration. Any practice that
helps you quiet the noise, slow down the chaos and connect with the eternal. As you
do this more and more, your life takes on fresh purpose and you possess clarity of
thought and intent.
Moving dynamically means that you take required action to create that which you have
chosen. You are absorbed in the moment and give yourself completely to what activity
you are engaged in. You enjoy being and doing without attachment to results and
outcomes. You complete a task and move on to the next. You stay focused. You may
have to work ‘hard’, but you bless the moment, and lose yourself in the work. In that
way, even things that are tedious and difficult become easy and engaging as you stay
in the state of ‘flow’. In your stillness you remain settled, aware and open to change. In
your movement, you are dynamic, responding to the moment, meeting challenges and
pursuing your goal flexibly.
As you practice this daily, you will approach a state of daily bliss and joy, steadily
achieving your goals while remaining fulfilled and at peace. This is daily practice, this
is the path of the enlightened.
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You don’t need a candle when
you are on fire
‘Motivation is Bullshit!’
This phrase popped into my mind sometime last year. I had been (and still continue to)
aggressively interrogating my passions and desires. I was adamant at narrowing down
and articulating what sort life I would like to live. I had to know what work I wanted
to be involved in and where I was going. If I could just get a general grasp on that, I
could go forth full steam ahead until I get there. I’ve learnt a lot…and I still do every
day. One of the lessons I learned in 2010 was that ‘motivation is bullshit’
Rewind to 2002, I’m still in Secondary School (High School) back in Nigeria. Back
then my Dad would give me books for my birthdays instead of actual gifts (you know,
things like video games, cool stuff, etc). Fortunately I’ve been an avid reader since I
was 5 and I didn’t mind. Most of them were motivational and inspirational books and
soon I was hooked on the concept of success. To this very day, I still am. It’s all I think
about. In 2002, I was reading books like Ben Carson’s ‘Gifted Hands’, and books by
John Maxwell and Myles Munroe. Great books, they laid the initial foundation for my
worldviews and provided the fuel to focus intensely and perform excellently in my
academics at the time. Eventually I progressed to other books. Motivational books
were my favourite, books with lots of cliché quotes like John Mason’s ‘The Enemy
called Average’.
I was fired up! Hungry after success, achievements, titles, cash, houses, and all the
things society has us convinced we should want or have. Everyone said something
along the same lines. You have to be motivated! It makes sense. When we are
motivated, we have more energy, we put in more effort. We go harder. Motivation is
great that way, it’s like a shot of adrenaline or like downing a six pack of Redbull.
You see, motivation works well in a system where you are subjugated. Most things
are outside your control, you are told what to do. Social and power hierarchies are
stable. Your choices are generally limited and everyone has their place. A system of
punishment and reward, approval and disapproval is used to condition your behaviour,
make you do what you are supposed to do. Motivation is great here.
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Since the power in this system lies outside you, the motivation also comes from
outside you. Motivation is extrinsic. Extrinsic motivation works like this, ‘I work hard
because I want to have a big house, lots of money and stuff’. Or like this, ‘I am
pursuing this degree to make my parents happy and proud of me’. You follow?…Okay
let’s try this one, ‘I work my ass off at this job because the money is good and I would
like to be promoted’. External motivation, It works…in a closed system.
But what happens when you are suddenly thrust into an open system. The rules
are flipped. The power is in you, the responsibility is on you. You are responsible for
delivering on results, for creating your own experience. You are simultaneously the
creator, and the created. You are the observer and the observed.
Or maybe you still exist within the context of the afore-mentioned ‘closed system’. This
time however, you realised you do not need to obey the system. There are an infinite
worlds and experiences outside the one you were locked into before. The carrot all of
a sudden is no longer worth the stick, and your motivation begins to wane.
It happens to a lot of us. It happened to me. This unplugging, so to speak happens
unconsciously, and we don’t understand it. One day you are skipping merrily along
and minding your duties, the next you are plunged into an existentialist crisis. Nothing
seems worth it anymore. You are tired of ploughing at the same dead end job over
and over and over again. The degree you pursue seems worthless in contrast to the
talents you possess and the present opportunities available on the outside. Motivation
can’t save you. Now you can pretend this isn’t happening and keep skipping. Your
results are now
determined largely by your determination, grit and capacity for self-delusion.
What you really need is PASSION. Passion is intrinsic. It comes from the inside. You
need self-awareness for this. You need to reconnect with the forgotten and lost parts
of yourself. You need to touch the inner spark and fan the flame until it becomes a
raging fire. Passion, that feeling of being truly alive, of being possessed, compelled,
on fire. You are taken by an idea, by a pursuit, by a desire and you will do anything to
have it. Passion is motivation to the factor of a thousand. Nothing can stand in your
way and survive; You will get the result you are after at whatever cost. This is the real
energy source. This is longer lasting and more powerful than mere motivation.
Your momentum is from within spilling outwards in your actions and decisions. You
engage in the field of study or work first for the sheer pleasure of the activity itself and
then you exult in the final product/result. Your reward doesn’t come after the gruelling
punishment of the task. The task IS your reward. The end success is the cherry on
top. This is the carrot no stick scenario.
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With passion, you fly past previous limitations. You explore and create new worlds.
You become alive, powerful, wise, and fearless. You contribute to our world and you
leave a worthy legacy. So stop looking around for external rewards, and fill your life
with passion. If you dare, build your life around it and not only will you tap into a more
powerful and rewarding way to live and work, you will have a far more enjoyable ride
along the way.
Drop the candle, wake up and set yourself on fire!
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Burnout
Drying of the creative well

Over the past few weeks, I have been experiencing a gradual decline in both my
enthusiasm for design, and the quality of my design work. The last camel back
breaking straw was working with a particularly demanding and maniacal client. I’m
overworked, overwhelmed with requests for designs and then this one client wants
to possess all my time and energy?! aaaah…the joys of being a freelance designer.
Anyway, long story short, the entire working relationship kinda fell apart and we parted
ways. I went on to spend the next few days in a daze trying to recover from the past
two weeks of non-stop 16hr work days. Slowing down caused me to confront certain
truths.
1.

I am not Superman. I love the man, I really do, he is my favourite super hero,
which explains why I have followed the convoluted and sometimes utterly
ridiculous plot of Smallville right from Season 1 to its present final season 10.
But….I am not him. There is a limit to how much work I can take. As much as
I would love to work 24/7/365.25, I can’t :-(, and the cycles of downtime and
uptime exist for a reason. The one is just as important as the other.

2.

Give adults a box of crayons and they will go BUCK!!!! lol, no one can resist
the allure of being creative, and so clients will come up with solutions for their
projects and insist you execute them no matter how weak or absurd the idea
may seem to your ‘expert’ opinion. So gently remind them why they hired
you and steer them to proper design solutions, or if the money is that good to
assuage your conscience, STFU, smile and do as they say….dance puppet!
dance!

3.

All clients are not equal, try and work with the best ones and slowly fade the
others out. The best clients being those who pay well, communicate clearly,
understand the process, and give you the space and trust to do what you do
best. The worst…well just the opposite of that.

4.

I am not touching my keyboard or mouse to work on your project without a 50%
deposit in my bank account. No more Mr nice designer, got too many clients
owing me because I trusted them to deliver their ‘much needed’ poster and
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expect prompt payment. Some of them actually would gush and ooh and aah
over the design, telling me about how good I am and how I am the best thing
since Micheal-freakin-angelo. Nah dawg, don’t praise me….PAY me!!
5.

And this is probably the most important thing. I am not a designer. I mean, ‘I am
not ‘just’ a designer’. I am so much more, and there is a bunch of other skills,
ideas, dreams, visions and goals lying dormant that I have shelved to take on
this identity of designer. As much as I love it, it shouldn’t consume me totally.

6.

Design has become so…bleh…especially around these circles. I don’t know
but doesn’t it seem like we all using the same style, designing the same things.
I can’t remember the last time I saw a WOW design. A lot of work I see around
look good, but say nothing. What happened to the communication? My lecturer
once told me that, ‘There are a lot of photoshop technicians and not a lot of
designers’. My first impulse was to argue, but now, I agree 100% with her. We
are not saying a lot lately, and that’s not good.

So….in lieu of all that, I’ve decided to chill a bit, slow down the design work, and
experiment more. I’m also dusting off old ideas, dreams and interests and working on
them. It’s time to expand
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The success potion

So I’m sitting at the bar right…and this gorgeous lady in a red dress walks in and
proceeds to a table already full of hot sexy chicks, they order drinks and begin chatting
animatedly and doing what girls usually do at such places, look good, attract attention,
make guys crazy and so on.
I watch as guys take turns in approaching this group with all kinds of gimmicks and get
shot down one after the other. I shake my head in disappointment at the depressing
display of lack of male prowess, turn to the bar tender and ask for my usual…a deep
maroon shimmering cocktail.
A first glance at the glass would not raise any flags, its just a red drink right. But on
closer inspection, you would almost swear the liquid was alive, quivering, shimmering,
vibrating. I raise the drink to my lips, close my eyes and slowly drink. As the cool
liquid touches my tongue, it begins…a tingling sensation that begins in my mouth and
flows first right up to my brain, and then washes over my entire body like a cascading
furious waterfall. In my core is an explosion of an intense heat wave and then cold
calm steadiness, followed by an overpowering presence, then quiet strength and it
trails off with the whisper of a lingering teasing caress.
I open my eyes, and feel the energy flow through my veins, slowly pulsating through
my body. For 30minutes, I am superman, and 30 minutes is all I need. I saunter to the
table with the beautiful ladies, and in 10 seconds flat have the entire table roaring with
laughter and smiles, 9 minutes and 50 seconds later, I leave with the lady in the red
dress, leaving about 7 envious but glowing female faces in my wake. I then proceed to
give the red dress lady the most explosive 18 minute experience of her life.
Now that is a great story that took place entirely in my head, but it’s a parable to
illustrate a great truth, the most important part of this story is the cocktail I ordered…a
deep ominous blood coloured elixir that grants extraordinary powers and jaw dropping
results.
This is the Success Cocktail, drink this, and well…let’s just say that your life would
never be the same.
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So what goes into the Success Cocktail?
THE INGREDIENTS
I will show you how to create the success cocktail, these are the ingredients you will
need.
Skill
If you want to be successful at any endeavour, I mean really experience fulfilling
authentic success, you need skill. It is the fundamental component of this elixir. You
should have something you have mastery of, or at least high competence in. It could
be design, music, organizing, leading, writing, or just attracting a lot of attention to
yourself. But have skill. A skill is well developed and honed ability. Talent is not skill.
Skill is talent that has been disciplined, developed and mastered. Time required to
grow skill to master level = 10, 000hrs.
Body
This a complex blend of hard work, courage and persistence. Success comes from
the willingness to put in the hours and do the grunt work against all distractions
and setbacks. Body is the drive to keep going on until you achieve your mark. This
substance is absolutely necessary to activate skill.
Passion
This is an extremely flammable and powerful substance that provides the ‘kick’ in
the success cocktail. Passion is the requirement for deeply fulfilling success. It fuels
and maintains the consistency of the ‘body’. Without passion, obstacles are harder to
overcome, and sustained effort is almost impossible. Passion gives you the tingling
sensation of feeling alive and the vibrancy you experience after ingesting the cocktail.
Clarity
Passion is a very heady drug it fuels the body but also clouds the mind. Powerful and
compelling dreams and visions are side effects of this potion. But to achieve success,
the fiery temperance of passion must be tempered with cool transparent clarity and
an adequate dose of reality. This will help you remain level headed enough to harness
the power of passion and navigate the limits of reality so well that you may even begin
to bend those limits and rewrite history in the process
Intuition
This is the soul of the cocktail and it integrates all the above components into the
DNA of the drinker. It also connects the drinker with a greater stream/plane of shared
consciousness.
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THE ABILITIES
I have already alluded to the fact that this cocktail gifts the drinker with special powers
and abilities that guarantee your success. I will briefly outline the powers you should
expect and thereafter a strategy for using these powers for desired results.
Mastery
Also known as competence. It is essentially the ability to do something really well, in
fact so well that people clamour over you to get you to do it for them, and pay you very
handsomely as well. The gift of mastery is provided courtesy of skill
Superhuman strength and resilience
These powers are the result of body (hard work, courage and persistence). They grant
you the ability to withstand pain and adversity, and press on against all odds.
Energy
Also known as Life-force. This is the power gifted by Passion. It is the fuel of life itself,
this energy pervades the entire universe and propels you towards your goals and
success. This energy sustains and nourishes you throughout your quest.
Dreams
Sometimes referred to as vision. This is the gift of foresight, the ability to see the
future or at least potential futures. It gives the drinker awareness of things that do not
yet exist. This power is a result of passion as well. The ability to see into the future
increases with the amount of passion in your cocktail. However, too much unbalanced
passion will lead to hallucinations and false perceptions of reality. Hence we temper
passion with clarity
Insight
This is a refined version of foresight that emerges with the combination of passion
and clarity. With insight, you can look into the future with increased accuracy and
perceptive depth. With insight, you don’t only have glimpses of the future, but also an
understanding of consequences of that future and a general map to get there, or avert
it.
Knowledge
a more concrete and at the same time more ephemeral version of insight. Passion
+ Clarity + Intuition grant the drinker the gift of knowledge. Here concrete direction
is given to the drinker for success, also the shared knowledge of every living thing
is granted when needed to the drinker. Luck and chance are attracted in greater
measures as well.
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STRATEGY FOR SUCCESS OR HOW TO USE YOUR NEW FOUND POWERS
We just learned about the super powers, now for an example of a strategy/framework
for using these powers to achieve a goal (in this case business success).
Identify the need
Utilising insight and knowledge scan your world and look for an unfulfilled need or
emptiness that fits in with your mastery.
Conjure the required resources
Use the all your powers to gather all the necessary resources to create the product.
Meta techniques used here will include leadership and management.
Create the product
use the powers of mastery and strength to create a product, service or experience that
addresses the need of your audience. Execute.
Generate awareness
Use your gifts of energy, dreams, insight and knowledge to help the audience become
aware of your product, tell stories and sell them your vision of a future with your
product. Meta techniques here include networking, communication, creation of idea
viruses and so on.
Deliver the product
Make it available to your audience by creating distribution channels so they can enjoy
and make their life better than it was before.
So there you have it, The Success Cocktail, its ingredients and the ensuing abilities
and strategies for resounding and superhuman success.
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How to be creative

Earlier on this year, a good friend of mine asked me what creativity is. I can’t
remember what I told her, but I remember thinking then, that this would actually make
an interesting blog post if I ever did get around to setting up my blog. Well, now I have
a blog…and here is that post:
Creativity? What is it? Is it the forte of the artsy types? Something reserved for those
blessed with the mystical genius of music, sculpture, architecture, fine arts, dance,
etc? Well yes…and no. Creativity broken down to its essence really is expression,
because, creativity speaks of creating, i.e of expression, because all creation is a form
of expression.
Creativity is also more widely understood as the application of thought processes and
expressive techniques to generate new, innovative and novel ideas, products and
works. To be creative is to bend the rules, to reconsider, to turn the world upside down
and rediscover it anew. And contrary to popular opinion, It is more akin to a process
of discovering than begetting. Scientists are just as creative as Artists. It is the same
basic process, with various forms of manifestations. The Scientist explores ideas,
physical laws, nature, theories and makes new associations, pushing the boundaries,
deconstructing models, reconstructing new ones, birthing new ideas, theories, new
inventions. The Artist explores ideas, concepts, thoughts, nature, people and makes
new associations, deconstructing other works, reconstructing new ones, birthing new
ideas, pieces, transmitting dreams, emotions and paradigms.
Creativity is noble business. We are after all hardwired to procreate and continue our
species. So if we are so ‘creative’ in our primal natures, how much so in our higher
faculties. And in everyone, is that aching deep desire to create something, to pen
that story, sing that song, invent the new chair, create a new business, paint a new
masterpiece, and so on. It’s just that sadly, we silence that inner voice, stifle that
desire. But creation is part and parcel of life and necessary for the human existence.
We must reawaken that voice, reignite that fire and begin to express our gifts and truly
live.
In other words, be creative.
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But how? You ask. Maybe you are a ‘creative’ type…a musician, a visual artist, actor,
whatever. You just want to know how to tap into more and more of your creative juices.
Or maybe you never thought of yourself as creative. But now you understand that you
create, in your job, in your business, in raising a family. You want to know how to be
more creative in all that, maybe even cross over to the artsy side. These are some
ideas.
Make friends with your genius
You are a genius. Yes, you reading right now. You are a genius. Or strictly speaking,
you have a genius. There is an area of life and existence you have a natural knack
for. You may not be able to sing or dance or act to save your life. But perhaps you
instinctively understand relationships and how to deal with people, or maybe you are
a brilliant communicator. We are repeatedly told that only a select few are geniuses,
they are the elite, the hyper creative, the ones with IQs on the other side of 150. But
the truth is, there is something out there we can do naturally well. Maybe not as good
as the best, but when you are here, it is the most natural thing ever. You are in your
state of ‘flow’. This is your genius. This is your box of crayons. Find your genius, your
own box of crayons. Leave other people’s boxes alone. Okay? You creativity will be
best with your own crayons. Do you!
Explore
There is ABSOLUTELY no creativity without precedent. You need a frame of
reference. I’m talking to the ‘artsy’ ones right now especially. You want to grow in
your craft? You must explore. Embrace the world, look, listen, touch, feel to stuff…a
LOT of stuff, as much as you possibly can. Observe, listen, dissect, analyse. In one
word…EXPLORE. In your field, outside your field. Inspiration (ah..the gift of the gods)
comes from anywhere and everywhere. Fill up your mental libraries with as many
ideas and precedents as possible and your creativity will sky rocket. If creativity is the
arrangement of known units in new configurations, then the more units there are, the
more possible configurations (the more creativity).
Put the hours in
There is no going around this one gents. You will not be Picasso over night. You need
to put the hours in. Want to be really good at something? Malcom Gladwell places
the time-price for mastery at 10, 000 hours. That’s quite a while. You will need to
invest the time and toil on your craft. In fact, talent only gives you a head start. You
must hone your skill and practise to become great at what you do. The more time you
spend on a thing, the better you become, the more creative you become at it.
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Stare into the abyss
In the animated movie Justice League: Crisis on Two Earths. Batman says to his
double from the parallel universe Owlman, ‘There is a difference between you and
me…we both looked into the abyss…but when it looked back at us…you blinked’
(Such a Kick-ass Line!!!). Now I don’t know if this is absolutely universal, but it
seems to me like anyone who has every attempted anything worth doing (i.e. create
something) has signed up for a lot of torture and angst. Yes, a lot of the time it is all
fun and games and an such amazing experience and privilege to create and birth
these wonderful things in our minds. But in that process is a lot of lows, a lot of selfdoubt and depression. You will question your talent, your relevance. You will wonder
why you even tried. People will diss your work and You will want to die. Why? When
we create, we give of ourselves, our very essence. Now that’s vulnerability. Yes you
will come to hang over the cliff, and stare into the inky blackness of the abyss. But
even when the euphoric sun is gone and all that’s left is the dead quiet of your creative
night. You will still hear the whisperings of your creative dream, the unrelenting grip of
your ideas over your heart. Never let them go. Don’t blink.
Play
Alright, enough of the gloom and doom. If you going to create…do me a favour,
have fun. Go bonkers, crazy with it. Doodle, freestyle, play nonsense, run around do
whatever. Creativity is noble and serious work. Have fun with it J
Ignore Everyone
No one can be you better than you. Being creative, and I mean creating from the
core of who you are is scary business. And if you are actually DOING IT, kudos
to you. People will talk, some will push you forward and encourage you. Thank
them, embrace them. Some will try to tear you down. Ignore them…keep creating.
Remember, no one really knows you as well as you know you..except God. So dust off
the haters and keep walking. And don’t be scared to switch the script when you feel its
time to. Create from your gut, be honest to your voice.
*Post note: In 2006, I read a great piece online by Hugh Macleod titled ‘How to be
Creative’. Amazing stuff, a must read for anyone trying to be creative or increase
creativity.
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The learning imperative

Everything that exists in our natural universe exists in a state of flux and transition.
Nothing really stands still, frozen in time, there is always change. Even though that
rate of change may differ from thing to thing. Change is unavoidable. Organic material
in the grows and adapts and changes to fully blossom and fulfil its potential and
eventually return to the earth. Growth is necessary for life.
Life in the world is dependent on skills. The more skills and abilities you have, the
greater your range of freedom and choices. And these skills could be anything from
physical skills, people skills, leadership skills, design skills, collaborative skills and
so on. They just need to be valuable enough to make a living. And since we live on
average 70-100 years, more or less, it would make sense to live life with the intent of
being a lifelong learner, continually expanding and picking up new skills and tools.
Love learning, because the more you know and learn, the richer your life experience.
The potential of the human mind and body is immense, explore it. Learn about
learning. Understand the process of understanding and assimilation of new knowledge
and skill. Remain curious, open, willing to try out new things. Have a healthy
separation from your ego. Have good humour, be willing to make mistakes, willing to
try. Be persistent in your pursuit of knowledge and skill.
This perpetual thirst for wisdom, for life, keeps one young, fresh, green and agile. It
is a profitable way to spend one’s fleeting time on earth. Direct it inward, striving to
become better every day. The quest for self improvement is not narcissm, constant
learning and self-improvement can and must be done for great life results.
It is the basis of creativity. The more you learn, the more and deeper you can make.
Love learning, open your mind and soul to absorb the many diverse gifts available
in the world. Gain knowledge and contribute knowledge, explore your potential and
release the gifts and the personal genius within.
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Trust the process

Some days, all you have is the process…
If you want to achieve anything spectacular, it’s not going to happen in one furious
instant of glory. It will take time and effort and death by a thousand cuts. You have
to major in the day-to-day. You have to break down the big project, the big hairy
audacious goal into its component parts and integrate those pieces into your daily life.
If you just focus on getting each day right, on eating the proverbial elephant one bite at
a time, eventually the elephant will be done.
But you have to focus, and trust the process. Not just on the days when you are
motivated and fired up, the days where everything goes your way. Even the days it
seems like nothing is going right, when the challenges and pressure mounts up, or
when people fall away because ‘your thing’ is taking too long. All you need to do is
focus on the process. One step after the other. On the good days, on the bad days,
just keep ploughing through. One day, you will find yourself on the other side.
As you can see, this requires patience, and a clear long-term view. You have to be
playing the long game here, and you have to be playing to win. It will help you stay
focused, it will keep you from falling prey to distraction. The process helps to keep
you accountable. It doesn’t matter what happened today, if that deal fell through, the
client didn’t pay, your boss shouted at you, your girlfriend ignored you. Shit happens!
The question is, did YOU do YOUR job, did you trust the process, did you handle that
chunk of elephant meat for the day?
Especially if you feel like you are starting from the bottom, with the odds stacked
against you; but you got big dreams and the stars in your eyes, then you better hunker
down and get started on the process. Ignore all that noise around you, the naysayers,
the social media, the petty shit and keep your mind and eyes dead focused on the
prize.
Write the piece, make the call, make the art, learn the skill, read the book, watch the
documentary, take the chance, do your job for the day, rinse, repeat.
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Art is War

There is a book by Steven Pressfield called ‘The War of Art’. It is a kick in the ass for
any aspiring creative, visionary or entrepreneur. We all have ideas and dreams. Too
few of them become real. As great as the process of making art can be, it is also hard.
Sometimes, even excruciating. The creative pursuit is thrilling, fulfilling and wonderful,
but oh, so hard. It takes time, it takes effort. It is a war.
I experience this warfare daily in my design process. When I sit down to design a
poster for example, it takes me an average of 2 – 3 hours to complete*. The first hour,
everything I design is crap. Observing me in that first hour is like watching an inept,
bumbling novice struggle across the Adobe interface desperately seeking something
that works. That initial phase is hard, sometimes frustrating, especially if I’m unsure of
what direction I’m going to take.
But slowly, it gets easier. A dozen false starts later, I stumble upon an interesting
solution and slowly, the work begins to take shape. By the 2nd hour, I’m in the state of
‘flow’, and the genius begins. But getting to that point takes a lot of work, it demands
reading, scanning, sketching, thinking, researching, trying…it’s work.
I have ideas, like everyone else. I have some really interesting ones too, like concept
books, a streetwear line, poster arts and so on. They are pretty exciting to imagine,
remarkable projects that launch and connect with thousands of people and make me
rich and famous. But none of them will happen. Unless I sit down, for hours, for days,
for months, for years, for a lifetime…and work. Unless I struggle with this obstinate
mistress called design, cajoling, pleading, seducing, ignoring her until she yields me
her fruits, the reward of my search.
So the idea that ‘ART is WAR’ reminds me that this is a long game. Every day is a new
battle in a long lifetime of war. It helps me steel my nerves every morning, and go into
the battlefield of my workstation, going HARD and unrelenting until I return hours later,
days later, weeks, months, years later…with the spoils of war, a remarkable product,
an excellent design, head turning ART.
*The longest time I’ve spent on a Poster was 24 straight hours with a 3hr nap break, I
was designing the 2008 Strictly Hip-hop: Backdown Poster. Ah, good times.
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Part 3

The space between
in a three dimensional universe,
there is a thing, its opposite,
and the ‘non-thing’ or ‘the space
between’.
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A new world

For the past few years, I’ve thought obsessively about life and how to live it well,
because let’s face it, the way things are now is pretty messed up. We live out our lives
beholden to the status quo, but deep down, we cannot help but feel like the bulk of this
is bullshit. No matter how much we try to bury ourselves in the nitty gritty of daily life,
chasing one thing after the other, we know that we are really just running in circles,
chasing our own tail.
There is an old world…It is dying very quickly, decaying all around, even though the
old guards and the old builders are scurrying about frantically to make it seem it ain’t
so. But it is. In the old world, if you asked ‘What is success?’ the basic answer was
‘Make money and buy tons of stuff’. We are born into a moving river and are forced to
sink, swim or get into someone’s boat. Forced to live in a money economy. Forced to
create and live in a consumer culture. Forced to live a life of working to consume.
We survive I suppose, we trudge along, but the side effects are severe…frustration,
neuroses, psychoses, angst, anxiety, a nagging feeling that something is severely
wrong, but sure, we buy more stuff, indulge in shallow pleasures and remain resigned
to our fates anyway.
There is a new world emerging…I suppose it has always been there, the true world,
breaking through the cracks in the false facade, the failures in the system. There is a
new definition of success. The definition of success as freedom.
Freedom from having to work for money. Freedom from having to trade the bulk of
one’s life for enough tokens to survive and continue working making someone else
rich. Even though the vast majority of people live this way, it is possible to escape it…
many have done it, it’s just a matter of thinking and acting differently.
Freedom to learn and explore ideas, skills. We somehow get convinced in the old
world that we need to be pigeonholed, we get brainwashed to rehash the same paltry
ideas over and over again. In the new world, we reawaken our creativity. Success is
having the time and energy to follow intellectual curiosity wherever it leads.

123

The meaning of life and other such nonsense

Freedom to explore places and experiences. No longer are we confined to the four
walls of our cubicle, settling for a few weeks of rushed vacation time to escape the
dreariness. The entire worlds opens up to us in the new world. Success is being able
to explore, to see new places and do new things.
Contribution. The freedom, time and energy to contribute to the bigger picture, to work
on something meaningful, to add value on a scale bigger than oneself. It’s no longer
about me, about how I can one-up my neighbour…prestige doesn’t matter, all that
false posturing falls away. All that remains is the true value we contribute…to the next
person, to the world.
I’m describing an ideal world, I know, but is it so far-fetched? Even if it seems like a
pipe dream, know this, you don’t even need to be completely free to succeed. You
can start your small acts of rebellion whatever you are now. All you have to do is ask
yourself,
1.
2.
3.

What am I learning?
What am I exploring?
What am I contributing?

And in no time, you will be welcoming someone else into the new world.
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The potential fallacy

One of the most dangerous things that can happen to you as a child is to be fawned
upon and told that you have great potential. Or to come into the awareness that you
are ‘special’, ‘gifted’, ‘intelligent’, etc.
For some people, such ascription cause them to work hard to draw out that potential.
For others, it creates ‘unrealistic’ expectations of achievements. Once you are
branded with the idea that you are ‘gifted’, you begin to believe that you are naturally
smart. So if something is difficult, you get disappointed. If you make a mistake, it
crushes you, makes you feel like more of a failure…the great YOU made a mistake.
It’s a very destructive idea. It is the fixed mindset.
The universe balances shit out. If you are not blessed with a lot of obvious talent at the
beginning, you learn to compensate by simply thrashing it out and working your ass
off to survive…and surprise surprise, you actually get better and get some shit done. If
you are blessed with talent, you tend to fall into the trap of being lazy and not pushing
yourself.
The thing to do…if you think you are ‘gifted’ is to stop thinking you are. Believe the fact
that you are no better than the average man, and you are not exempt from the grind
and hustle of making something happen. Sit your ass down and do the work, just like
everyone else…heck even more than everyone else.
There are no natural geniuses…okay fine, perhaps there are, but the only ones we
remember – Edison, Da Vinci, Ali, etc., are the ones who put in a mean grind, working
hard for years, day in, day out, making shit happen.
So to hell with your potential. Just do the damn work.
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The lesser known face of
success
Everyone wants to be successful. The ones who get there, are those who understand
what it means to be successful. That success more often than not comes with more
responsibility and a different set of problems.
This is where people get scared of success. Because success will change your life,
and if your mind hasn’t adjusted to the new reality long before it occurs, you are going
to sabotage yourself to keep things safe and comfortable.
Success happens in the mind first.
The definition of success for a lot of people looks something like this – make a lot of
money so it stops being an issue, and then spend life relaxing on a beach somewhere.
The problem with this mental image of success is that it is not entirely true. When that
business of yours takes off, when your career takes off, it will be marked more with an
increase in responsibilities, pressure, problems and people to contend with. If you are
not careful, the success you sought would become the very thing you hate.
Success would make some things easier, but it would also make a lot of things harder.
Understand that. Accept that.
If success is what you seek, get a feel for the entire picture. Understand the dark side
of it as well as the fun side. Imagine how your life would change as you reach your
goals. Know that if your dream is a clothing line, that a lot of your time would be spent
in sourcing material, finding printers or tailors, marketing, negotiating deals with stores
and so on. Whatever glamour there is in it would be a very small part of the entire
package.
Whatever you choose to be successful at, do it for the love of the toil, not for the lust
for the glory. You will be happier that way.
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The Unlived Self

‘If you are reading this book, it’s because you sense inside you a second self, an
unlived self’ – Steven Pressfield “Do The Work”
I read this book yesterday, and that phrase stuck with me…The Unlived Self.
We all know it, the thing we could be doing that we are not doing. The book we could
be writing that we are not writing. The experiences we could be having that we are
not having. The project that we could be working on that we are not working on. The
person that we could be that we are not being.
The second self. The potential self. The unlived self.
Why is this self still unlived? Fear mostly, we are too comfortable where we are. We
are scared of failure, we are scared of success, we scared of ourselves. Or maybe
we have legitimate obstacles. But we can overcome them. It may take a while, a few
months, a few years, but we can get there.
We can do the work, we can move past the fear, we can jump right into the journey.
We can live the unlived self
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Life as a design problem

I have been reading the book “Glimmer: How design can transform your business,
your life, and maybe even the world” by Warren Berger. I have mentioned elsewhere
how this is possibly the most important book I have read this year. It has sparked off
thoughts, ideas and helped clarify the next few steps I will take in my life and how that
will eventually culminate.
In 2007 I used Adobe Photoshop for the first time, and since then I have been steadily
teaching myself the software, and then graphic design as a whole. The unexpected
but very welcome side effect of this pursuit is the understanding of design as a whole
I have gained from direct experience. I studied architecture for a while at varsity, but
for some reason it never really clicked for me until I was out of school and focused
solely on graphic design. One of the things that began to fascinate me was the
idea of extrapolating the design process, tools, mindset and ideas and applying it
across design disciplines then across other fields. Warren Berger has articulated that
perfectly.
The designer is obsessed with making things better. She would ask questions,
investigate, create and reiterate until she found the perfect solution to the existing
problem. A good designer is never satisfied with the status quo. In the face of
impossible odds, he will press on until he gets the answer. A designer follows a few
steps implicitly. They ask stupid questions, they jump fences, they communicate hope,
they go deep, and they work metaphors, face consequences, embrace constraints
and create for the unknown. The designer by virtue of his work is very attuned to his
environment, noticing things that most people don’t. Because they are so aware, they
can manipulate things and make them better.
I find the idea of approaching life as a design problem fascinating. Because, with the
tools implicit in the design process (which anyone can learn really), one can effectively
tackle any problem regardless of how insurmountable it seems.
I have been obsessed with my life for years. I have a stack of notebooks in my
wardrobe with notes, ideas, thoughts and descriptions of what I desire from my stay
on earth. I have been refining, asking over and over again, what I want from life, what
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I want to do, what I want to have, and most importantly, who I want to be. I’ve been
doing this since I was 13. I have essentially been recreating myself over and over
again since then. There is nothing special about this. Almost all of us do this in some
form or the other. What I do find interesting though, is the use of design process to
facilitate the articulation and eventually the manifestation of the dream life I desire.
We are all familiar with things not working. If we sat down and took stock of our lives,
we would be able to point out areas of our lives where things are not going as there
should. We can spot problems. Sometimes things may have gone on so long this
way that we are resigned to the idea that it is unchangeable. However, every problem
can be solved, or at least dramatically lessened. We can redesign our lives and take
massive action to move ourselves from where we are to where we need to be.
Have the courage to ask stupid questions. Interrogate every one of your beliefs.
Interrogate the status quo, the norms and customs of the times. Consider alternative
approaches, resources and solutions. You do not have to live your life the way you
were told to. The power is yours, you can recreate it. Know what your end actual
goals are and be creative about which paths to take to get there. Absorb ideas from
everywhere, process them, use them, evaluate them, discard if need be.
The concept of approaching life as a design problem is a metaphor, a mental
construct, a framework which can help simplify a lot of issues and release great power
in other aspects. It resonates with me because well…I am a designer, and the thought
of making my life a grand project is all too exciting for me. I have a clear idea of what I
would like to do work-wise and the kind of life I want to live. I’ve always known that the
traditional life/career path was not going to work for me. It caused a lot of confusion
and questioning for me, but now I see my path fairly clear. This metaphor comes at a
great time because I can actually begin to utilise it and share my understanding and
experiences with it.
The coolest thing about being a designer for me, is the ability to hold multiple
seemingly contradictory ideas in mind, and make them work together. For instance,
the question on my mind for sometime has been how to create a life that is focused
and purposeful, remarkable, healthy, financially sustainable without excessive time
or effort spent in work, engaged in study using efficient techniques and methods,
engaged in multiple real world projects with long term personal and professional
significance, exploratory and experimental, and full of fun and excitement. This is
what I want for my life. It’s not going to be easy, but it will definitely be interesting.
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Heart of a Lion

Early 2010 and really through most of it, I was going through a process of re-invention.
I really dug into re-examining my beliefs, worldviews, life and experience, looking for
more. For the first time, I decided to embrace the life I wanted to create, pursue my
ideas and dreams.
At the time, I listened to a lot of Kid Cudi and his song ‘Heart of a Lion’ struck a chord
within me. I remember being under pressure, fear of the unknown, going against a lot
of things I held on to, leaving the safety of the norm to try do something I suspected
was possible.
On days I needed that extra boost, I’d bump Kid Cudi and sing along…
‘At the end of the day, ma mama told me, don’t let no one break me; At the end
of the day, I’m marching with the heart of a lion’.
This piece is inspired by that song.
So if you are courageously chasing your dreams, marching to the beat of your drum,
dancing to the music in your heart, keep walking with the heart of a lion…this one is
for you.
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Reverse-engineering the
Universe
I wrote this two days ago in response to a request from The Avante Gardian
(Khanyi). She was doing a piece on a few minds that interest her, and I felt like a
mini celebrity being a part of that, so thank you Khanyi…
I want to be God, actually no wait, I AM God. You just don’t know it, and I forgot it.
But I’m desperately trying to remember it. I lay long hours past the stroke of midnight
meditating, wracking my mind and soul in restless search of paradise lost. I stretch my
hands to the heavens beckoning rain, lightning and thunder in the middle of a perfect
sunny day. If that doesn’t work, I return to more humble tasks like trying to materialise
food out of thin air (I don’t like to cook).
It’s 9:30am and I am seated at my pc. I was adamant at making today one of those
days. I was bringing back the marathon design sessions of ’09. Good times…I would
literally wake up, sit at my pc, and design as the sun rise spilt through the blinds of my
res room and keep designing until long shadows raced across my walls and ceilings
and my room was plunged into deep darkness with only the glowing rectangle in front
of me to punctuate it. I missed the passion, the long hours, the disappearing into
another world of vectors and bitmaps forgetting to eat or even shower. Design was my
compulsion and I was her faithful addict. I missed that…these days I get distracted…
…by Khanyi…bbming me asking me to submit anything I haven’t posted yet on my
blog to her. Well, anything I haven’t posted on my blogs, I have deemed too crappy
to be posted anywhere. So that’s not going to happen. I’m going to write afresh. But,
what in God’s…I mean My name do I write? Anything I want…seriously Khanyi? You
are going to slap me with an open ended writing brief when I have so meticulously
planned a day of design revelry. Okay cool…so now it’s exactly 12 hours later
(9:30pm) and I am trying really hard to write something interesting and fascinating
to live up to the label of being a ‘mind that Khanyi enjoys’. But, I really have nothing,
except the fact that I’m God…
…and I want to ’reverse-engineering the universe’. I seek to uncover the core truths
and inner workings of the universe. Essentially, trying to work out this thing called life. I
think all religions are mythologies that refer to actual real truths. For example, we have
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ancient stories that cast the sun as this character that rides a chariot through the sky
from east through west and then to the underworld then back again.
We know of uncivilised natives referring to cars as metal horses because they have
no prior knowledge of cars. So, I think most of our religions and theologies are
mythologies that point at deeper more encompassing truths. I think we can understand
metaphysics and spirituality in pseudo-physic terms.
Let’s take faith for instance? The assurance of things hoped for, the evidence of things
not seen (Heb 11:1). This knowledge that something that ‘is not’ in fact ‘is’, always ‘is’
and always ‘will be’. The knowledge that it is simply not manifested yet. The complete
focus on that thing until it ‘becomes’. Remembering that nothing really exists, that
when we go break down our material universe to its essential nature, it comes down
to sub-atomic particles that exist neither here nor there…the things we touch are
more akin to electricity or information than actual tangible matter. Knowing that we
can reconfigure information (emotions and thoughts) until it manifests as something
‘tangible’. You know…shit like that. I want to reverse-engineer the universe, then
create it anew
My present quest: To reverse-engineer the universe and understand how the process
of creation works.
I am a creator (we all are creators) In my work and craft, I focus on the static visual
aspect (images). I do a lot of graphic design. It is always fascinating how I ‘see’ a
design before it happens. It already exists (‘is’), I just help it ‘become’ by putting my
hand to the mouse and clicking and manipulating pixels until they take the shape I
want. I take this same concept and exercise god-hood everyday by imagining the life I
desire and watching it materialize all around me.
If you begin to grasp a little about how the universe works and how the same
processes repeat themselves from the tiniest of cells to the most enormous galaxies,
you understand you can have anything you want. You are then left with a more
important question – ‘What will you choose?’
Choice is how we get to know ourselves, choice is how we get to create ourselves and
choice is how we know that there is only ONE of us – God, and from himself he has
created ALL of us. Ergo I am God, and I created all of you

136

137

The meaning of life and other such nonsense

“What is the meaning of life?”
the world is asking you that question.
And it’s your job to answer with your
actions.
- viktor frankl
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Epilogue

I’ve always wanted to write a book, and my dad would ask me from time to time when
I was going to do so. I never felt ready enough. I never felt like I had anything to say
that warranted a book. But here we are, I have written a book. Albeit with a slight of
hand of sorts - repurposing blog posts and packaging them as a book.
I have had the idea for this book for a while though. It was to be a kind of personal
‘tao’, a distillation of ideas or conclusions I had come to in my quest to understand the
meaning of life. Over the past 6 years, I have designed multiple covers, and started
and stopped working on this book at least 4 times. I guess 5th time’s the charm.
Enough time has passed for me to have a tempered view of some of my more
passionate opinions and ideas. In many ways, this book has been a weird exercise of
collaboration with my younger self. Reading and editing my work has had me shaking
my head at my naivete in some places and smiling proudly in others. It has been
interesting.
I wrote this book to kill two birds. First, I did it to do it, to write the book, to finally
complete a personal project of mine. It has been an exercise in getting things done.
I also did it to mark and honor a period of my life that was filled with much existential
dread, questioning, searching and wrestling. A time where it felt like I was swimming
in my subconscious trying to rewrite my code. A time that shaped me and brought me
here.
I feel myself shifting to a new phase and soon the energy and wide-eyed hope of this
time will fade and evolve to something else. So, this was perhaps the perfect time
to do this. Still close enough to remember what it felt like, but far enough to have a
deeper more nuanced understanding of things than I did then. Plus, with years of
practice, I am a bit better at writing and articulating my thoughts
So, 24 year old Oto, here you go. We finally did it.
The meaning of life is a tricky thing to pursue and answer. At different points in
my search, I have found myself in loops, spiraling into despair at the apparent
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meaninglessness of existence. Until I decided, the cosmos is vast, life has been going
on on earth for an incredibly long time. We can’t comprehend all the things we would
like to, but we can focus on our sphere of understanding, we can occupy our domains.
Perhaps we can give more energy to the simple question of living well and maximizing
the human experience.
Perhaps the meaning of life is not a question to be answered for us, but one we all
have to define and answer for ourselves.
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