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15 GAMES OF LIFE 
…and the one most worth playing. 

 

 
 
 

How should we spend our lives? 
 
Well, that’s a Big Question. 
 
Let’s make things a little easier: how do we spend our lives? 
 
OK, that’s still a lot to wrap a head around, although that makes it a little easier. 
 
But let’s focus in on this even more.  
 

Let’s imagine that life is a game.  
 
Calling it a “game” it doesn’t mean it isn’t serious. 
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As Robert de Ropp noted several decades ago when pursuing this same line of thought, some things we 
call “games” are matters of life and death. Love, war, business, relationships, sex, romance, etc: all of 
these, and more, can be seen as “games.” And they’re all, at times, deadly serious. 
 
Life itself can be the same way.  
 
We could say, for example, that our “game of life” started when we first popped out of Mom, and it will 
end when our time comes to start pushing clouds. And in between those two existential whistle-blows, 
the clock is ticking.  
 
So, the Game is on. Right now. 
 

So what “game” or games are we playing here, exactly? 
 
To be clear: these aren’t just games in life. They’re games of life.  
 
We spend our lives playing them.  
 
In this way, they’re what we give our lives to. So really, we don’t just play games. They also play us, as 
strange as that might sound. 
 
After all, we all have to do something with our lives. We only have so much time and energy, and we 
have to “play” something. We have no choice. Even if it’s couch-surfing our days away, covered in 
blankets of Doritos – that’s still playing.   
 
The trick, it seems, lies in deciding what that “something” is that we give our lives to.  
 

A major part of life seems to be deciding which games to play.  
 
And which games are worth playing. 
 
In this sense, life is really more like a game-of-games. 
 
There are games-within-games. And a big part of our task here involves deciding what game or games to 
play, within this bigger game. 
 
So, how do we decide that? 
 
Well, here’s one idea might help us get some traction on this. 
 

Every game has a trophy.  
 



5 | P a g e  

 

Each game involves a certain set of external conditions.  
 
One of those external conditions is this: if you succeed in a certain game, you get a certain kind of 
trophy. (We’ll discuss several various kinds of trophies below.) If you don’t succeed in the game, you 
don’t get one. (de Ropp mentioned this idea as well.) 
  
Sometimes, the trophy is worth the effort it takes to win.  
 
Other times, apparently, it’s not. There seem to be some cases when a person plays a game, invests a lot 
of time, energy, sweat and blood into winning a certain game. Then, once the game is finished and 
they’re standing there with trophy in hand, they think: “Is that it?” 
 
“Is this what all the fuss was about?” 
 
So choosing the right game to play seems pretty important. Especially if it’s a game is something we give 
our lives to. 
 
With that in mind, let’s take a quick, overgeneralized, paint-with-a-really-broad-brush tour through 
several of the most popular games, and see what trophies they offer. 
 
Here we go. 
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15 Games of Life 
 

1. The Money Game  
 

The trophy here is no mystery: it’s money. Wealth. Lots of it. 
 
The basic idea is to get as much money as possible.  “He who dies with the most toys wins.” 
Success in life is measured by the contents of your wallet or the size of your bank accounts. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. After all, having food, clothes, somewhere to 
sleep? All good things, it seems. No food or clothes, nowhere to sleep? Generally speaking, not 
what most folks are aiming for. 
 
But on the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. There are plenty of winners of this game – 
folks with lots of money – who seem miserable.  
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 
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2. The Fame Game 
 

The trophy here is clear: lots of folks know about you. 
 
The reasons are secondary. Maybe they know about you because one day you singlehandedly 
saved a school bus full of orphans. Maybe they know about you because you had a few too 
many beers and fell into a giant tub of baked beans. They reasons why don’t matter: it’s just the 
trophy we’ve focused on here, and the trophy is fame. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. Being known by others, and appreciated, 
validated, being seen as important, valuable, and even special – well, to most of us, that seems 
like a good thing. It definitely seems better than its opposite: being unknown, invisible, 
unappreciated, invalidated, or being seen as unimportant, not valuable, and not special. And to 
boot, fame can sometimes open the door to other games, like wealth, power, status, pleasure, 
and so on. 
 
But on the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. We can all think of people who were 
famous and miserable. Some folks work for years or decades to become famous, and as soon as 
they achieve it, start complaining about it. Apparently, the whole business can easily become a 
kind of prison, and exhausting. It might lead someone to ask, “why did I think a bunch of 
strangers knowing stuff about me would be a good thing?” And also to boot, fame can 
sometimes close the door to other games, like wealth, power, status and so on – for example, 
when the guy who fell into the tub of baked beans got fired from his job and was known as “the 
bean guy” from then on. (People can be so mean sometimes.) 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

3. The Status Game 
 

The trophy of this game is being liked, admired, and respected by other folks.  
 
On the one hand, this game can seem to be a good thing. After all, everybody wants to be 
appreciated, and liked, admired, and respected. The fact that we spend all kinds of money trying 
to convey it points to the fact that most of us really think it’s a really good thing. And the 
opposite – being unappreciated, disliked, and looked down on – well, that doesn’t seem like 
much fun at all. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. We can probably think of the winners of this 
game –folks with lots of status – who seem miserable. And it’s like many other games, in that 
the more status-obsessed you are, the more miserable you seem to become. 
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So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

 
 
 

4. The Power Game 
 

The trophy of this game is getting to be boss. This entails being able to tell everybody else what 
to do. 
 
Politicians love this game, and traditionally, the game is known as “politics,” or in other circles as 
the “Game of Thrones.” But of course, this isn’t limited to smooth talkers in Washington or 
London or Beijing. This game is played in every company, organization, group, family – and even, 
in a way, within every person. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. After all, a certain amount of power is needed 
just to get through life. We need to overpower gravity just to walk. We need to overcome the 
forces of inertia just to get out of bed in the morning. We need to conquer a million tiny 
obstacles just to drive to work. And again, the opposite doesn’t seem like a good idea at all: 
being utterly powerless sets us up to be taken advantage of, used, abused, and discarded by a 
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world that often doesn’t have our best interests in mind. Power, it seems, can definitely be a 
good thing. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. “Power corrupts,” as the saying goes, and 
“absolute power corrupts absolutely.” There seem to be lots of stories of seemingly nice folks 
who get a taste of power, and soon after, suddenly transform into jerks. It’s not always a hard 
and fast rule, of course. There are a few examples in history of folks who have had power and 
weren’t corrupt. (Not many, maybe, but some.) 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

5. The Pleasure Game 
 

The trophy of this game is no secret: it feels good. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. We all like pleasures of some kind. Food, 
movies, sports, beer, reading, talking, dancing, naps, hanging out, beer, hiking, movies, 
television, beer, naps, sex – and much more, and not in that particular order. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. Too much sports, beer, relaxing, television, 
sleeping and so on can start interfering with life. Some pleasures can even interfere with other 
pleasures: too much beer can really get in the way of your dancing, for example. Pleasure can 
also be a kind of narcotic: it can sometimes cloud our thinking, confuse us, drain us, etc. And of 
course, as a whole landscape, some “pleasures” can take us into some pretty dark places: heroin 
is a pleasure for some, for example. Musicians don’t talk much about how the clichéd sex-drugs-
rock and roll thing eventually led them to lives full of love, wisdom and happiness. So, pleasures 
– sure. But there is another side. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 
 

6. The Addiction Game 
 

The trophy of this game is permanent pleasure that never stops and has no downside. Many 
chase this trophy, and many who do eventually decide that it’s a unicorn hunt – a search for 
something that doesn’t exist. 
 
On the one hand, certain aspects of this game can occasionally be a good thing. When 
someone becomes passionate about something – like the way Michelangelo fell in love with art, 
or Einstein fell in love with physics, or Shakespeare fell in love with drama – all of those could be 
seen, in some ways, as “addictions” of a positive kind. Becoming addicted to mountain climbing 
can be a good thing when it’s compared to being addicted to heroin. And on the more 
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traditional front, cold beers, and sometimes stronger stuff – according to plenty of folks – can be 
a really good thing. 
  
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. This doesn’t need much explanation. Heroin, 
alcohol, and other stuff can be the fastest and most effective ways to destroy a life. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it clearly isn’t. 

 
 

7. The Relationships Game 
  

The trophy of this game is an intimate relationship – a long-term marriage, a brief romance, or 
something in between – that offers a taste of “true love.” 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. No explanation needed. Love is good. (Real 
love, that is.) 
 
On the other hand, this game can sometimes be a bad thing. Plenty of relationships wind up in 
a state of utter misery that look less like a romantic comedy and more like a horror movie. And 
misery isn’t even the worst that can happen: from multiple crippling, heart-mangling, 
emotionally brutal breakups to divorce, jealousy, and soul-crushing abuse all the way to literal 
murder, sometimes what starts as a fairy tale ends as a train wreck.  
 
So, this game can clearly be worth playing, in many ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite 
seem to be enough. 

 
 

8. The Art Game 
 

The trophy of this game is great art. Film, writing, drama, music, the visual arts, and so on. 
Sometimes it’s a literal trophy (Oscar, Grammy, Tony, Webby, etc.)  
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. A great work of art is just inherently, well, 
great. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. There are plenty of great artists who create 
great art who were miserable in their actual lives, or jerks to others, or combinations of both. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 
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9. The Science Game 
 

The trophy of this game is some sort of scientific breakthrough. This kind of thing is sometimes 
recognized with a Nobel Prize, sometimes not. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. No elaboration needed. 
 
But on the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. Science has given us both the cure for 
smallpox, and chemical weapons. It’s given us both Viagra and frontal lobotomies. It’s taken us 
to the moon, and it’s created us the atom bomb. Science is like a screwdriver: it can be used to 
build something, or stab someone. It all depends on how you use it. Science, in itself, is neutral. 
 
And it’s the same with art: there can be great scientists who, on a personal level, are miserable 
jerks. )We won’t name names here.) 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

10. The Family Game 
 

The trophy of this game is, well, real family.  
 
On the one hand, this game can obviously be a good thing. Through all the ups and downs, 
trials and tears life sends us, family can serve as our home. It’s where people you love love you 
back, and have your back, no matter what. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. Plenty of families are theaters of dysfunction, 
chaos and abuse. Some kids can’t escape quickly enough. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 
 

11. The Religion Game 
 

This game offers several different kinds of trophies. Many, for example, approach this game as a 
means to other games. Which is to say, for some, this game is really about relationships, or 
family, or status, or security, and so on. It’s just played in a different arena. One example of this 
is the “I don’t really buy this stuff, but it’s good for the kids” approach. 
 
But let’s put those aside for now and focus on the one trophy that those who take this game 
seriously focus on – the one it offers that none of the others do.  
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It has many names and is described in many ways: heaven, nirvana, moksha, salvation, Paradise, 
Tao, Oneness, enlightenment. There are other names for it, but those are some of the most 
popular ones. 
 
On the one hand, this game can obviously be a good thing. Orphanages, hospitals, homeless 
shelters, scientists, monks who invented beer, etc. While a very few of the hardest-boiled 
atheists might disagree, even most of them will acknowledge that at least some people do some 
good under the banner of religion. 
  
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. It hardly takes any digging into the history of 
religion – recent history can demonstrate it all quite well – that plenty of terrible things happen 
under the guise of religion. Even if religion itself might in some cases be a good thing, it’s also 
just as clear that we can seriously screw it up. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 
 

12. The Security Game 
 

The trophy of this game is, well, the status quo: survival, security, avoiding danger, continuing to 
exist, living to see another day. 
 
On the one hand, this game can obviously be a good thing. No elaboration needed. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. After all, one of the few things we’re certain 
about in life, along with taxes, is that we’re eventually going to lose this game. And being overly 
concerned with security can have some paradoxical effects. If someone is consumed with 
avoiding danger at all costs, for example, it might make them afraid to leave the house, or a 
hypochondriac, or afraid to take a chance on something new. Which, ironically enough, leads 
someone to miss out on a lot of life, which is the very thing they’re clinging to. It can become, 
when taken too far, a life lived in fear. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

13. The Philanthropy Game 
 

The trophy of this game is some form of helping others or improving the world. 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. Selflessly helping others, doing good deeds, 
leaving the world better than you found it, etc. No argument needed. 
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On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. How is this possible?  Let’s run down just a 
few.  
 
At risk of stating the obvious: sometimes “philanthropy” isn’t what it appears to be. Sometimes 
what seems like philanthropy on the surface is actually one thing pretending to be something it 
isn’t. 
 
For example, sometimes what happens under the guise of “philanthropy” is actually just a PR 
move. Doing a good deed and then putting out a press release about it, for example, can be a 
tactic to help someone to succeed in other games (status, power, fame, security, etc.)   
 
Sometimes, adopting a pet “good cause” is an easy way for some folks to feel superior to other 
folks. (Eg, the do-gooder with a pet cause that they love clubbing everybody over the head 
with.)  
 
There are also games where someone does good deeds as a form of compensation. It’s an effort 
to try to cancel out bad deeds. (An abuser buying flowers for the one he or she is abusing, for 
example.) 
 
Philanthropy can especially be “bad” when it becomes a means of someone fooling himself or 
herself. This happens when a person believes they’re doing good things when they actually, in 
reality, aren’t. This might sound strange, but it isn’t entirely uncommon. Mao, Stalin, Lenin, Pol 
Pot, Al Capone, and plenty of other mass-murderers, criminals and politicians apparently 
thought they were doing good deeds. They seemed to genuinely believe that they were actually 
working toward something better, as they understood it.  
 
Some “philanthropy” is sometimes a way for some folks to try to find meaning or self-respect in 
a kind of forced way, rather than a more integrated and organic way. It’s akin to trying to tack 
meaning or self-respect on from the outside, instead of it welling up naturally from the inside. 
 
There are others, but this this hits some high notes. 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 
 

14. The “I Don’t Play Games” Game 
 

The trophy of this game is a sense of being free of games altogether. This is seen as a positive: it 
means no longer participating in something that’s ultimately not worth the trouble or price it 
costs, and instead moving on to something that is. 

 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. After all, some games, as we covered above, 
don’t necessarily lead directly to a version of blissful Valhalla. Some games – addiction, for 
example – are often worth avoiding altogether, when possible. 
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There are positive and healthy versions of this route.  
 
One is to naturally and effortlessly mature out of certain versions of them. This can come 
through a sober, clear-eyed, and comprehensive understanding of certain games as a whole. 
Seeing that “addiction games,” despite their occasional apparent “up” sides, eventually result in 
a net negative, for example. Or perhaps concluding that “status games,” when seen as a 
comprehensive whole, can net our as being more trouble than they’re worth. 
 
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. This can come as an effort to stop playing all 
games completely, by force, and sometimes to stop others from playing them as well 
 
This can come in a relatively mild form, such as the “I Don’t Play Games Game,” which can take 
the form of a person trying to not play any games at all (or perhaps trying not to appear to play 
any games.) Or, it could come in a more destructive form such as of nihilism (“all games are 
bogus!”), suicide, or some desperate act of mayhem. Which usually results in an effort to reduce 
pain by causing more pain. (Not recommended.) 
 
So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 

 

15. The “Just Play” Game 
 

The trophy here is a sense of playing solely for the joy of playing itself, and not to win a trophy. 
So really, it’s a “trophy of no-trophy.” 
 
On the one hand, this game can be a good thing. This approach can involve a sense of genuine 
relief from goal-oriented action, which can serve as a solution to the sense that “One is always 
getting ready to live, but never living.” (Emerson)   
 
Taoism describes we-wei or “nonaction,” effortless action” or “action without intent.” (This 
could be described as doing things, but not making a big deal about it.) Hinduism notes that 
“You have the right to labor, but not the fruits of your labor.” Christianity says “take no thought 
of the morrow.” Buddhism emphasizes mindfulness, or keeping attention in the present 
moment, and not dwelling on the past or future. In these respects, they all seem to point in a 
similar direction: just play, and let the rest take care of itself. 
  
On the other hand, this game can be a bad thing. This seems to happen when we try to force it. 
 
Trying to force the “Just Play” Game is akin to a desire for desirelessness, a choice to avoid 
choosing, an act intended to avoid acting, adopting a goal to have no goals, making an effort to 
give up effort, and so on. It becomes a self-contradictory activity, in that it does the very thing it 
is trying to not do, in the very act of trying to not do it.  
 
This is also known as a “double-bind,” a “dilemma,” a “koan,” or “quite a pickle.” 
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So, this game can seem worth playing, in some ways. But in other ways, it doesn’t quite seem to 
be enough. 
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So, those are some of the games in life. 
 
We’ve just mapped out a few of the major ones: their fields of play, their trophies, and a few upsides 
and downsides to each. 
 
For anyone trying to figure out what to do with themselves in their own “game of life,” hopefully this 
will help throw a few extra lights on the playing field, to help us see better. 
 
After all, these fields are often clouded with fog, hype, confusion, and misinformation. Hopefully 
articulating even a small bit of the cost-benefit analysis for each game can bring some clear perspective 
to a realm that sorely needs it.  
 

So now let’s do a little post-game analysis. 
 
Hopefully we’ve learned a few things through all this. 
 
For example, we’ve figured out that The Secret To Life isn’t simply a matter of playing the “right” game. 
Despite what many seem to claim, or assume on their own. Which is to say, we’ve figured out that The 
Secret To Life isn’t simply a matter of playing the Wealth Game, or the Fame Game, or the Relationships 
or Family Games or Religion Games, and so on. 
 
Why?  
 
Because each game has both a potential upside and a potential downside.  
 
None of the games mentioned above, in themselves, are clear, slam-dunk wins. Just focusing merely on 
security, for example, or philanthropy, or pleasures in life isn’t really enough.  
 
But at the same time, none of the games are clear, slam-dunk losers, either. (Although addiction games 
do come close here.) It’s not the case that everyone with money, for example, or power, or fame, is 
guaranteed to be miserable. 
 

And this applies even if you succeed in the game.  
 
Meaning, there’s a way to succeed in each game above – to wind up holding the trophy, to rousing 
applause, in each of the games mentioned above – and still wind up thoroughly dissatisfied and unhappy 
in some kind of entirely different, larger way. 
 
And it’s an important point: even if certain game players succeed, that won’t necessarily mean they’ll be 
happy or fulfilled in life.   
 
After all, it really only takes one miserable rich person to prove that happiness isn’t solely a matter of 
wealth. (And there seem to be plenty of miserable rich people.) 
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If every single wealthy person was blissfully happy, without exception, then from a scientific 
perspective, that part of the problem of life would be pretty much solved, and things would be much 
simpler. It all comes down to one single, fairly simple variable, and that one is the essential ingredient. 
 
And it’s the same with all of the games. A person playing any of the games described above might wind 
up relatively happy, or relatively miserable. Our joy or misery in life doesn’t depend on which game we 
play.  
 

That seems to depend on…something else. 
 
Each game apparently has the potential to result in a wide spectrum of experience, ranging from blissful 
perfection on one extreme to utter misery on the other. And everything in between.   
 
So there doesn’t seem to be any direct, 1:1, perfectly correlated link between the type of game and our 
ultimate experience of bliss or misery. Some folks playing the wealth, fame, or power games, for 
example, might seem to be leading fulfilled lives (however we might define that – let’s just go with it for 
now) – or, the opposite.  
 
It can go either way. 
 
We could describe it this way in regards to what we’ve listed above: every game is “ambiguous.”  
 

We could call it “the neutrality of the world.”  
 
In a way, every game is essentially neutral. Playing it, to some degree, might lead to bliss, or it might 
lead to misery. It could go either way.  
 
It depends. 
 
That’s progress. It can save us from a false hope that playing and even succeeding in one of the games 
above will result in The Secret To Life. Because even if you succeed in the game – which isn’t easy – 
whether it leads to bliss or misery still depends on something else. 
 
But “depends” on what, exactly? 
 

There seems to be something essential missing in all this.  
 
Each of the above implies a certain set of external conditions. Each “game” describes, for the most part, 
an objective, physical set of circumstances – specific challenges and trophies. And each could lead to 
either joy, misery or something in between.  
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So then, what makes the difference?  
 
If the key isn’t in the game itself, what is it?  
 
That question is one we’ve been trying to figure out for quite a while. Here’s the best answer we’ve 
found so far. 
 
There’s one “game” we haven’t mentioned yet that seems to be “the game most worth playing.”  
 
It’s the game that, from our read, seems to make the critical difference in all the other games. 
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The One Game Most Worth Playing 
 
We’ll describe this game – meta-game, really – in two words:  
 
“Know yourself.” 
 
You could call it the “Know Yourself” or “Self-Knowledge” game. 
 
Although really, it’s more of a meta-game. 
 
If you’ve been reading this article, for example, then you’ve already been playing this “know yourself” 
game to some degree.  
 
Why? Because this article itself crosses the border over into “know yourself” territory.  
 
With simple games, like most of the ones listed above, a player simply plays them, or doesn’t.  
 
But with this other kind of game – a “meta-game” – the player becomes aware of the overall system of 
games and players, and realizes that they’re able to examine, choose, enter and exit various games 
themselves. Which makes this an entirely new level of game.  
 
A player of this is playing a “game-of-games.” It’s a “meta-game.” 
 
“Know thyself,” as we see it, for those who have a taste for it, is the game most worth playing. 
 
Let’s dig in a little to what this game looks like. 
 

These two words – “know thyself” are, in a way, like E=MC2.  
 
E=MC2 is a short equation – five simple figures. But of course, together, they say and mean quite a lot. It 
can fill up lots of chalkboards with a lot of advanced math and physics in trying to explain it all. 
 
In the same way, “know thyself” are just two simple words. But really unpacking what they say and 
mean can require a lot of work. 
 
It’s also one thing to know about the phrase E=MC2, quite another thing to really understand it, and 
something entirely different to actually apply it (building a nuclear energy facility, for example.)  
 
The same applies to “know thyself.” It’s one thing to know about it, but a very different thing to really 
understand what it means, and something entirely different to actually do it.  
 
And “know thyself,” after all, is in injunction. It’s telling us to do something. 
 
 



20 | P a g e  

 

So, how does this work, then?  
 
Why does it matter? 
 
In a nutshell: if you really “know yourself” (in a fairly specific way, which we’ll touch on briefly below), 
then generally speaking, all the other games stand a much greater chance of going well.  
 
And conversely, if you don’t know yourself, generally speaking, all the other games stand a much greater 
chance of going south.  
 
There’s a way that the “game” of “knowing yourself” can be the key to unlocking all the other games. 
 
So, we figured out earlier that every other game in itself can be ambiguous to us: it can either go very 
well, or very not well, or something in between. So every simple game is inherently neutral. It depends 
on how we approach it. 
 
(To elaborate a little, this single situation could be described in several different ways, blind-men-
elephant or glass-half-full or half-empty-style. For example, it could be said that “everything is good, and 
not neutral, but we seem to have the ability to screw pretty much anything up.” Or, conversely: 
“everything is bad, but we seem to have the ability to make lemons out of lemonade.” Tomato, tomato.) 
 

“There is nothing either bad or good, 
but thinking makes it so.” 

- William Shakespeare  
 

“The mind is its own place, 
and in itself can make a heaven of hell, 

a hell of heaven.” 
- John Milton 

 
“…the World is both a Paradise  

and a Prison to different persons.” 
- Thomas Traherne 

 
 
To be clear, this isn’t simple relativism, ala “everything is relative.” It does claim, after all, that there is 
such a thing as real bliss and misery, or “screwing up” and not, etc. 
 
However you describe it, “knowing yourself” can be the thread running through all the other games that 
makes them less ambiguous. It’s like a hinge that directs the whole thing one way or another. It can 
direct things toward happiness or away from it, or toward misery or away from it. 
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This can have a profound impact on lots of practical areas of life.  
 
For example, if you “know yourself” in the way we’re talking about, then you should be handle a certain 
amount of wealth, fame, power and pleasure, for example, without it ruining or corrupting you or 
turning you into a total jerk, the way it seems to work for some folks. 
 
And the opposite: if someone doesn’t know themselves, then no matter what game they play – 
philanthropy, family, art, religion, and so on – the odds are greater that they’ll make a mess of it. 
 
Fame, for example, can easily go to your head. Power can easily corrupt (hence the expression.) 
Pleasure can easily become addictive. Status in one area can easily morph into a generalized mistaken 
sense of superiority over others. (“I’m wearing the cool shoes and you aren’t, therefore I am superior to 
you as a person,” a.k.a., the way to moral superiority via status symbols.) Even such seemingly positive 
things like philanthropy, family, intimate relationships or religion can go south, in ways mentioned 
above, if we don’t know ourselves in the right way.  
 

Of course, we also can’t oversimplify all this too much.  
 
Life is messy, and as the saying goes, time and chance happens to us all.  
 
While we have no choice but to paint with some broad brushes in matters like these, we also aren’t 
pushing an easy, mathematically-accurate, laser-precision, satisfaction-guaranteed easy-answer. 
Whenever human nature gets involved, it’s always complicated. We really do seem capable of screwing 
just about anything up. (Including the phrase “know yourself.”) 
 
That said, in these murky realms, just getting to the point of barking up the right tree can sometimes be 
a major help.  
 
After all, these are treacherous territories where you can easily find yourself not only barking up the 
wrong tree, but the wrong neighborhood, city, state, country, or planet. Taking a Big-Picture, broad-
brush-stroked, overly-generalized view of all this is sometimes just what we need. 
 
And in the Big-Picture sense, as we see it, “knowing yourself” is what makes the difference. Across all 
the games. 
 
 

After all, let’s be honest. 
 
If you don’t know this already (you probably do), then if you look closely, and maybe do a little research 
if necessary, then you’ll probably arrive that the same conclusion: we don’t really want mere money, 
fame, power, status, pleasure, religion, and so on.  
 
We often tend to learn this either the easy way or the hard way.  
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The “hard way” means spending years or decades playing a certain game, and then realizing – 
sometimes right after winning the trophy – that those things aren’t “IT”. Maybe in some ways, those 
trophies are even burdens. Maybe it’s like owning a pet elephant: fun sometimes, a pain in the butt the 
rest of the time. Lots of folks want to be famous, for example. But once a person actually becomes 
famous, it often isn’t long before they start complaining about it. 
 
We seem to want what we think those things will give us, or do for us, or what we’ll experience as a 
result of those things. Which they don’t always deliver. 
 
The lesson often is that each game sometimes seems to be a means to a different end: getting a trophy. 
But then each trophy is apparently a means to yet another end. And that “end” is still elusive.  
 

“We’re always getting ready to live, 
but never living.” 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
So, what is that “end”? 
 
Well, this could be quite a rabbit hole to go down.  
 
It’s hard to put into words. If we wanted to go a little wild, in a nutshell, we could call it “Perfect 
Happiness.” Some kind of Fundamental Relief. Some sort of Ultimate Answer to all the pain, discomfort, 
insecurity, worry, stress, fear, grief, loss, misery and overall suffering in life. Some real taste of a good 
kind of deep, profound, genuine joy, that lasts. 
 

In a word, we think it’ll be “IT”. 
 
We play games for this reason: because on some level, we think it will lead to “IT” – Perfect Happiness, 
Fundamental Relief, Final Completion, etc. We can describe it and even think about it in lots of different 
ways.  
 
Often, strangely enough, we don’t even know what we’re really working for until we win a trophy (we 
actually become famous, for example) and then realize: “that wasn’t what I really wanted. What I really 
wanted was…something else.” 
 
So there’s a way all this could potentially save us a lot of trouble.  
 
Instead of spending decades, going through all the trouble of becoming rich or famous and then realizing 
that it wasn’t what we were really after the whole time – well, there’s another route that’s much more 
efficient: we could skip all that, and aim directly at “IT”.  
 

That, in a nutshell, is the “Know Yourself” game. 
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After all, we sometimes assume that one of these other games will do something for us. And then, 
sometimes, we spend decades operating under that assumption without ever examining the assumption 
itself.  
 
Examining assumptions is some of the work of real, genuine, old-school philosophy.  
 
One part of it simply means asking questions about life – examining and testing your life philosophy – 
with an intention to get down to the truth of the matter, and following that trail wherever it leads. 
 
This type of thing has apparently become somewhat of a rare, lots art form, and endangered, and is 
often actively discouraged these days. And since it occasionally leads to things like existential crisis – 
which isn’t always an entirely pleasant experience – some folks don’t mind getting sidetracked. And the 
world is often only too happy to help us with that. But one downside of avoiding philosophy is the 
scenario we point to above: never examining assumptions, never correcting course, which means if 
we’ve wandered a little off course, continuing to wander even further off course. 
 
So as we see it, the shortest, fastest way to “IT”, in a nutshell, is to “Know Yourself.” 
 
There’s even a way that all the other games are pale reflections of the “Know Yourself” game. Each 
“simple” game might capture a fraction of – or hint at capturing – something the “know yourself” game 
captures in full. And possibly even delivers on.  
 

That’s promising a lot, we know. 
 
Some of this might start sounding like wild, starry-eyed speculation.  
 
Fair enough. But all of these are open-source ideas, available for testing, experimentation, and 
verification. “See for yourself,” as we often say.  
 
At the very least, there seems to be a vast system of underlying dynamics woven through all this. And 
often, these dynamics are widely and thoroughly ignored. Folks often just assume that the games are 
simple, the trophies are worth the effort, and any meta-game playing or even analysis is discouraged, 
disparaged and sometimes actively throttled.  
 
The result of this is spiritual repression: we wind up projecting “IT” onto our ideas of wealth, fame, and 
status and so on (the same way we project them on Everest, and the moon and other things), and then 
we spend our lives chasing those projections.  
 
But the “Know Yourself” game as we mean it here entails a process of re-owning those projections.  
 
And if we succeed in that process, and instead of projecting “IT” onto all kinds of external things where 
they don’t belong, we can dig down and consciously discover the real source of what’s otherwise getting 
projected.  
 
Which means, well, discovering “IT”.  
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Not a representative of, substitute for, symbol of, compensation for, or booby prize for it.  
 
But “IT”, itself. 
 
 

This might make it all sound like an easy answer. 
 
After all, this seems to bring us into areas where religion and science, politicians and pushers, celebrities 
and marketing departments work relentlessly to offer us easy answers. (Either directly or indirectly, by 
either saying it clearly or – much more often – by implying it.) 
 
Tons of folks are offering us easy answers these days.  
 
And after all, the business of pitching easy answers to complex problems is highly profitable easy 
money. As the saying goes, nobody ever goes broke telling people what they want to hear. Especially 
when easy answers take time and effort to be exposed as empty. 
 

“For every complex problem  
there is an answer that is 

clear, simple, and wrong.” 
- H. L. Mencken 

 
And of course, easy answers are great, so long as they’re real answers.  
 
But more often than not, they’re dead-end, time-wasting, goose-chasing snipe hunts. (This comes from 
experience; we’ve been checking out various “easy answers” for a while now, and that’s our general 
Yelp review.) 
 

But what we’re talking about here is not an “easy answer.”  
 
(And saying the above, by the way, is emphatically not a road to highly profitable easy money.) 
 
Because “knowing yourself” – in the way we’re talking about – isn’t easy. 
 
But don’t take our word for it. 
 

“To attain any assured knowledge about the soul 
is one of the most difficult things in the world.” 
- Aristotle 
 
“...man must find his own Soul.” 
- Chandogya Upanishad 
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If we combine these together, we get this:  
 
The human being must do one of the most difficult things in the world. 
 
OK, fine. So, this won’t be easy. 
 
Let’s do it anyway. 
 

So, what do we mean by “know yourself,” exactly? 
 
Well, that’s a Big Question. 
 
It’s not something we can just rattle off in a few brief words. It’s not unlike the difference between 
saying E=MC2, and explaining what it means. One is way harder than the other. 
 
We’ve explored it somewhat more thoroughly here (www.LiveReal.com/know-thyself), which is a 
general overview of some of the different levels this could entail. (45, if you’re counting.) 
 
But briefly, it might be easier to mention a few things that it isn’t. 
 
For example: it isn’t simply gathering a few facts about yourself. (“I like chocolate ice cream more than 
vanilla.”) It’s not just taking a personality test. (“I’m more of an introvert than an extrovert. And a 
Capricorn.” Done!) It’s not merely declaring a bunch of stuff about yourself. (“I am awesome! Next!”) It’s 
not just rattling off some clever, witty remark (“I’m me! I’m Bob! I’m the guy standing in front of you! 
I’m the guy wearing the cool pants!” etc) – and then moving on to something more important like 
celebrity gossip. It’s not merely becoming self-absorbed or narcissistic. It’s not inflating yourself (“I am a 
god!”) or deflating yourself (“I’m nobody!”) or worshipping yourself (“I am God!”). It’s not spending 
nineteen hours a day chanting, watching your breath, or twisting yourself into knots. 
 

That’s not how we mean it, anyway. 
 
It also isn’t selling everything you own and moving out in the woods, hiking to Nepal and studying under 
Sri Whoever, or joining a cult that promises “IT” for a low, low price of X, or even MORE of “IT” for a low, 
low price of X times 2. 
 
What we’re trying to get at, at least, is none of those. 
 
A different (and maybe a bit more positive) approach to this could be addressing what Einstein was 
talking about when he said this (which we explore a bit at https://www.livereal.com/blog/einstein-on-
delusion): 
 

"A human being is a part of the whole called by us "Universe", 
a part limited in time and space. 
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He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest, 
- a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness… 
 
Not to nourish the delusion but to try to overcome it 
is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind." 
- Albert Einstein 

 
In a way, to “know yourself” could be seen as correcting the “delusion of consciousness” Einstein is 
talking about there. 
 
Which is no small matter. 
 
 

What we’re talking about here is something more like a “quest.” 
 
It’s not an “outer” thing. Most of the simple games mentioned above center around external, concrete, 
tangible things. And that’s not where the action is, at least of the kind we’re talking about. 
 
What we’re talking about here isn’t a quick fix. It takes time, and effort. And work, of a certain kind. (It 
might, at times, be like a non-effortful effort. Which reminds us: we should probably add that it requires 
a certain tolerance for paradox.) 
 
We all seem to accept that it takes time to become a doctor, and engineer, an airline pilot, etc. But 
when it comes time to becoming ourselves, well, we assume that should be half a cinch. 
 
But Aristotle might have been on to something there, for better or worse. It might actually be “one of 
the most difficult things in the world.”  
 

But also one of the most rewarding. 
 
So, this doesn’t sound like a frolic through the daisies.  
 
But why? What’s difficult about this? 
 
To really understand E=MC2, you probably need to understand some basic math and physics first. And in 
the same way, to “know yourself” in the sense we’re talking about entails answering a few other 
questions. 
 
Which questions? 
 
To name a few: 
 

Who am I? What am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going? Why am I here? What’s it all 
about? What’s the point? What the heck is going on? 
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We call these “The Big Questions.” 
 
All simple questions. But not easy.  
 
These are questions we all have to answer. We can’t not answer them. We call them “existential 
riddles” life throws at all of us. And in this way, we’re all philosophers, whether we do it consciously or 
not. 
 
In a way, each of these questions are variations on one Big Question. That “one” could be phrased in a 
broad and general way, like “the meaning of life,” or in a more specific and particular way, like “what’s 
the deal with this tiny ant struggling to climb its way up a blade of grass? – or we can just shotgun it: 
“what’s it all about?” 
 
So, in the way we mean it: to “know yourself” means to answer “The Big Questions.”  
 
And let’s clarify something important here.  
 

It’s not simply about “answering” The Big Questions. 
 
Finding mere answers to questions these days is fairly easy.  
 
And it’s probably obvious that this hasn’t exactly solved all of our problems. 
 
The real answer, then, seems to go beyond mere “answers” as many of us think of them. 
 
When it comes to The Big Questions, what we’re talking about isn’t something we can just Google or 
look up on Wikipedia and wash our hands of.  
 
It’s not a matter of skipping to the back of the book and looking up an “answer” that’s generally 
approved of within your social circle and being done with the matter, and moving on to the really 
important stuff (aka celebrity gossip). 
 

It entails searching for answers, yourself.  
 
It’s not merely looking up answers so you can hand them in to the teacher and be done with the test, 
hopefully with a good grade (aka the School Game) so you can make money later (the Money Game.)  
 
It’s something entirely different. It’s working out the math, and understanding it. It’s not merely figuring 
something out on the intellectual level. It’s also encountering it on an experiential level.  
 

“We do not need theories 



28 | P a g e  

 

so much as the experience  
that is the source of the theory.” 

- R. D. Laing 
 
Tests, homework, grades and so on are external things. But understanding, learning, the experience of 
having an insight into something are internal things. You can easily give someone information, but you 
can’t give someone insight or understanding. That’s something a person has to get for themselves. 
 
Which means, in a way, that the process of searching itself can be where things really happen, where the 
stew really cooks. Searching seems to be a necessary and unavoidable part of the process. Even though 
it’s often overlooked, and even in some circles, actively discouraged. 
 

“The secret to life is meaningless  
unless you discover it yourself.”  

- W.  Somerset Maugham 
 
 
 

And it’s not merely an intellectual process. 
 
We’ve been groomed to approach nearly everything – including matters like this – intellectually, like it’s 
a math problem.  
 
The idea seems to be that there’s a pile of facts out there laying around somewhere, and if we could 
only just copy-paste that pile into our brains, then, well, it would all be settled and we could all get back 
to couch-surfing. 
 
But what we’re getting at here involves more than “the intellect,” or merely the stacks of random facts 
we carry around inside our skulls, next to all the advertising jingles.  
 
Which is to say, this also calls on things like our emotional intelligence, social intelligence, intuition, guts, 
moxie, common sense, street-smarts, our “in-touch-ness” with reality, or what some might describe as 
our existential or spiritual intelligence. It demands sensitivity, a certain kind of toughness, and things like 
“character traits” and “grit” and “courage” and “humility” and “open-mindedness” and more. 
 

"Deep in the human unconscious  
is a pervasive need  

for a logical universe that makes sense.  
But the real universe is always one step beyond logic." 
- from The Sayings of Muad'Dib by the Princess Irulan 

 in Dune by Frank Herbert 
 
But on the other side, just to be clear, this isn’t anti-intellectual, either.  
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That’s the other side of it. If it was as simple as popping a pill, or practicing some simple technique 
(focusing on your breath, a certain yoga pose), or just declaring that you believe this or that, then well, 
the whole matter would all be way easier. 
 
But that’s not the answer, either. 
 
What we’re getting at is something different from both of those. 
 

It’s a way of life. 
 
Again, what we’re getting at isn’t about running off to join a monastery in the Himalayas or going guru-
hunting in Nepal. As we see it, “knowing yourself” is something that can be – and some say even should 
be – compatible with everyday life. Even in our weird, crazy, messed-up modern world.  
 
To paraphrase Hubert Benoit, if enlightenment was as simple as carrying a big pile of rocks from one 
side of a room to another, things would be much easier. And a boatload of folks would be enlightened. 
 
But that’s not the case. Which means, what we’re trying to get at here is something bigger. 
 
Plato described it like this. 
 

“It is not something that can be put into words like other branches of learning; only after long 
partnership in a common life devoted to this very thing does truth flash upon the soul, like a 
flame kindled by a leaping spark. No treatise by me concerning it exists or ever will exist.” 
- Seventh Epistle 

 
If the trick is a “flame kindled by a leaping spark,” then the basic idea here is to do whatever you can to 
make yourself more flammable. 
 

This might make it all sound a bit mysterious.  
 
But it isn’t meant to be.  
 
There’s plenty more we could unpack here. But at the end of the day, the issue here is knowing yourself, 
after all. Not some trendy ideas or exotic belief systems or well-packaged marketing blurbs, but yourself.  
 
The basic starting point is your own immediate experience, or what might be called common sense. The 
idea is to start where you are, wherever that is, and to move toward what makes sense, and away from 
what doesn’t, using reason, rationality, logic, science, intuition, emotional intelligence, existential 
intelligence, Aunt Fanny’s funny old sayings, the kitchen sink, and anything else that might help get the 
job done.  
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While this might sound like something new and unusual, it’s really old and hidden in plain sight. Like, for 
example, the case of a guy thousands of years old who laid the groundwork for many of the good things 
we enjoy about modern life. 
 

Socrates described himself as a “midwife.”  
 
This might seem like a strange thing to say. 
 
After all, midwives help mothers give birth to babies. And philosophers, they sit around in togas, 
growing potbellies and perplexing each other with pondering all sorts of unnecessary and nonsensical 
questions that they can’t find answers to…right? 
 
Not Socrates. He seemed to have something different in mind. 
 
He wasn’t a mere philosophy-as-information-to-copy-and-paste guy. He was a midwife of the soul. 
 
Part of the goal of doing philosophy, we can pull out of this, was to assist in the process of giving birth to 
something that was already there within a person. Something not yet born, presumably. (After all, you 
don’t need a midwife for something that’s already born, right?)  
 
This seems to imply that it’s something asleep, or dormant or hidden down in the depths within us. 
 
Or maybe it’s even less mysterious than that: maybe it’s the way a butterfly is “hidden” within a 
caterpillar, or the way a diamond is “hidden” within a chunk of coal. Maybe it’s more like a potential we 
have that can be activated under the proper circumstances. If we take the trouble to activate it. 
 
However you might describe it, the process seemed to be less about implanting or creating or copy-
pasting wisdom or virtue into folks, but more in “awakening” it, or activating it, or helping to “bring it 
forth.” It’s less like building a brick wall, one brick at a time, and more like a natural blossoming that 
happens under certain conditions. 
 

Lots of other folks have said things that were similar. 
 
Erich Fromm, for example, a few thousand years after Socrates: 
 

“Man’s task in life 
 is to give birth to himself.” 
- Erich Fromm 

 
And others: 
 

"I have failed in my foremost task, 
to open people’s eyes to the fact that 
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man has a soul  
and there is a buried treasure in the field." 
- C. G. Jung 

 
“A human being has so many skins inside, covering the depths of the heart.  
We know so many things, but we don't know ourselves!  
Why, thirty or forty skins or hides,  
as thick and hard as an ox's or bear's, cover the soul.  
Go into your own ground and learn to know yourself there.”  
- Meister Eckhart 

 
"Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom." 
- Aristotle 

 
We could keep going here. But we won’t.  
 
Except maybe for one last one. 
 
Even the hard-nosed, uber-skeptical atheist-materialist-Harvard-supergenius Bertrand Russell had 
something to say along these lines toward the end of his life that’s in total harmony with what we’re 
getting at here. In essence, he said that within each of us is an “artist.” And we should let that artist out. 
 
Maybe each of these folks are getting at the same basic thing: knowing ourselves. Or “giving birth” to 
ourselves. Or, to say it more simply, becoming ourselves. 
 

“Become who you are!" 
- Friedrich Nietzsche 
 
"The most common form of despair is not being who you are." 
- Soren Kierkegaard 

 
“To be what we are,  
and to become what we are capable of becoming, 
is the only end of life.” 
- Robert Louis Stevenson 

 

All of this points to a major challenge. 
 
There is something worth searching for in these realms. 
 
There’s a whole world of strange and fascinating mysteries to explore here. And much to do.  
 
As we’ve mentioned, to “know yourself” is a difficult quest. One of the smartest humans who ever lived 
described it as “one of the most difficult things” in life. 
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But many have claimed that, difficult or not, it’s worth the effort. To a profound degree.  
 
Henry Miller, to name one, said it’s basically the one adventure worth taking: 
 

"There is only one great adventure  
and that is inwards towards the self." 

 
Or philosopher Franklin Merrell-Wolff said it this way: 
 

“I sought a Goal the existence of which I had become convinced was highly probable. I 
succeeded in finding this Goal, and now I KNOW, and can also say to all others: “IT IS 
ABSOLUTELY WORTH ANYTHING THAT IT MAY COST, AND IMMEASURABLY MORE.” 
(Experience and Philosophy, p117) 

 
For those with a taste for it, it might just be a game of life worth playing.  
 
Play well. 
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P.S. 
 
LiveReal is a place centered on the idea of “knowing yourself” in the sense we’ve described 
here.  
 
So if any of this sounds interesting, well, you might just be in exactly the right place.  
 
Consider hanging around, checking things out, and maybe even supporting the cause by joining 
up. 
 
OK, that’s all, for real this time. Thanks. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 


