CHAPTER 4

SOME SELF-EMPOWERING ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT COMMITMENT

Almost everyone, at one time or another, has had a conversation like the one on the next few  pages.  Perhaps yours began with, “If you really loved me....” or, “If you really cared....” or, “If only you would....” Virtually all such discussions are based on assumptions like those discussed in this chapter.

To minimize any suggestion of sexism in the following argument between quarrelling lovers, “A” and “B” are used rather than names or personal pronouns.

A:
I don’t believe you’re as committed to me as you say you are.

B:
Oh, but I am.  I am totally committed to you.

A:
That’s nonsense! If you were, you wouldn’t have any other commitments.  

B:
You’re the one who’s not making sense.  Obviously you are not my only commitment.  But the commitment I do have to you is total.

A:
No, it’s not.  If it were, we’d spend more time together.

B:
Not when I have to keep so many other commitments at the same time.

A:
That’s just an excuse.  If your commitment to me were your top priority, you would spend more time with me.

B:
But it is my top priority.

A:
Not always.

B:
Well .  .  .  of course my other commitments occasionally take priority.  But my commitment to you is the top priority most of the time.  

A:
The truth is that you are totally uncommitted.  You just do what you want to do.  Like the other night when you went back on our commitment to going out to dinner together.  If that had been your real commitment, we’d have gone.  I was committed, but my half of the responsibility for our commitment is useless when you don’t do your half.

B:
I was just as committed to our dinner date as you were.  Could I help it if something came up? You can’t expect people to keep all of their commitments—especially when they’re overcommitted.

A:
Overcommitted??

B:
Yes.  I have so many commitments that sometimes they conflict.  When they do, I have to let go of one so I can handle another.

A:
If you were determined to keep all of your commitments all of the time, then you would.  Determination is all it takes.

B:
That shows how little you know about commitment.  After all, you’re not the only person to whom I have commitments.  Sometimes other people prevent me from keeping my commitments to you, just as my commitment to you sometimes prevents me from keeping a commitment to someone else.  And then there are times when circumstances just get in the way of keeping my commitments.

A:
Not if you’re really committed.

B:
Be reasonable.  Our commitments are obviously limited by what it’s possible for a person to do.

A:
No.  When you’re really committed, you can change what’s possible.

B:
There’s really no use in our discussing this any further.  You don’t have to handle nearly as many commitments all at once like I do, so you can’t possibly understand what a struggle it is to be as committed as I am.

A:
Oh, I understand all right.  Your commitment to me is to be with me only when it serves you.

B:
What makes you think you know so much about my commitments? I’m fully aware of them, and like I’ve told you, my commitment to you is total.  I don’t know how I can communicate my commitment to you any more clearly than that.

The above conversation reflects several assumptions about the nature of commitment.  With which of these assumptions do you agree?

1.
Commitment is to persons.

2.
Commitment can be less than total.

3.
Commitment can be intermittent.

4.
Commitments can be prioritized.

5.
It is possible to be totally uncommitted.

6.
Making a commitment is the same as being committed.

7.
Responsibility for mutual commitments is divided.

8.
It is possible to be overcommitted.

9.
Commitments conflict with one another.

10.
Determination is all that is required to keep a commitment.

11.
Fulfillment of a commitment depends on the noninterference of other people and other circumstances.  

12.
Fulfillment of a commitment depends on existing possibilities.

13.
Keeping commitments requires struggle.

14.
All commitments are conscious.  

15.
Commitment is a communication to other people.

Each of the foregoing assumptions is self-defeating.  The remainder of this chapter examines why this is so.

Self-defeating assumption: Commitment is to persons.

Self-empowering assumption: We commit ourselves to the accomplishment of wanted results, and to a course of action for producing those results, not to other people.

The moment you consider yourself to be committed to one or more other persons, their agenda takes precedence over yours.  Your commitment becomes judged on the basis of their expectations rather than your own.  Whenever they change their agenda, they take it for granted that you will adapt accordingly.  At that point, they become obstacles to the fulfillment of your own expectations.

Committing yourself to persons, or to groups, implies your complete identification with their relationship to reality—their expectations, needs, attitudes, opinions, points of view and objectives.  This is the equivalent of surrendering any claim to your own wants, needs and perceptions.  Since these will in any event continue to assert themselves, unconsciously or otherwise covertly if necessary, commitment to other persons does not work.

What works is when people commit themselves to participate in a mutual goal or objective, such as an intimate relationship.  Their commitment, however, is to the quality of the relationship, not to each other.  When the commitment is perceived as being to one another, each person becomes the other’s excuse whenever the commitment is in question.  Blame prevails over mutual respect:

A:
If you were determined to keep all of your commitments  all of the time, then you would.

B:
That shows how little you know about commitment.

The essence of workable mutual commitments is embodied in the aphorism, “Love does not consist of two people looking at each other, but of two people looking together in the same direction.”

Self-defeating assumptions:


Commitment can be less than total.


Commitment can be intermittent.


Commitments can be prioritized.

Self-empowering assumption: 


Commitment is absolute.

Is it possible for a woman to be partially pregnant? Is it possible for her to be intermittently pregnant with the same baby? And if she is bearing quadruplets, is it possible for her to be more committed to the birth of one of them than she is to the rest? 

Commitment is like pregnancy.  Each commitment is 100 percent, for 100 percent of the time.  Anything that is less than 100 percent lacks the integrity required for commitment.  At best, it is a good intention, with an equally good chance of becoming a broken promise.  Once this is understood, we realize that we are committed to far fewer things than we think we are, and that we often are not committed when we believe we are.

Since commitment is absolute, and without qualification, it is impossible for one commitment to take priority over another.  This would be like saying, “All of my commitments are total, but some are more total than others.”

The totality inherent in commitment was revealed to an aspiring young man who approached a wise master with the request, “I seek enlightenment.” The master said nothing, but motioned the young man to follow him.  They walked to a lake where the master, still silent, directed the aspirant toward a small rowboat.  Soon the young man was rowing both of them toward a point on the opposite shore that the master had designated with a sweep of his hand.

When they reached the middle of the lake the master raised his hands and signaled the young man to put down the oars.

“Put your face in the water for as long as you can,” the master ordered.

“Why?” the young man was apprehensive.

“You wish to be enlightened?” the master questioned in return.

Knowing that the instructions of masters are often inscrutable, the young man questioned no more.  Although feeling quite uneasy, he kneeled in the boat and submerged his face in the lake’s cool water.  As the master had ordered, he maintained that position until what seemed the last possible moment before he had to take a breath.

As he began to raise his face from the water, a firm hand gripped his head and held it motionless.  The young man panicked.  Somehow continuing to hold his breath, he tried every conceivable maneuver to get his face above the water.  The rest of his body thrashed and twisted, but his head was immobilized.  He even attempted to plunge out of the boat into the water, but the master’s grip prevented this as well.

About to lose consciousness, the young man could no longer hold his breath.  He exhaled explosively into the water—and his head was yanked clear at the very instant his lungs expanded.

After several minutes of gasping, panting, and pressing both hands against his aching chest, the young man looked at the master in bewilderment.

“Enlightenment will be yours,” said the old man, “when you want it as badly as you wanted to breathe.” 

The master understood the power of commitment.  This power is greater than the power of desire, the power of intention, the power of a promise, the power of an agreement, or the power of determination.  The power of commitment is greater than all of these other powers combined, because it actually does combine them, along with yet another power: unqualified willpower.

Willpower is the power of knowing what you will do—not what you plan to do, not what you expect to do, not what you hope to do, but what you will do no matter what.  It is only when you know that you will fulfill an intention, agreement or promise, come what may, that it qualifies as a commitment.

Many people falsely claim to lack such power, like the perennial “dieter” who never loses weight because “I don’t have the willpower to stop eating.” The only thing lacking in these individuals is won’t power, the power to refrain from doing something.  Their willpower is in full force, as evident in their assertion that they will continue to overeat.

Self-defeating assumption:


It is possible to be totally uncommitted.

Self-empowering assumption:


Everybody is committed to something.

Have you ever felt, or has anybody ever told you, that you are a non-committed person? This is not possible.  There is no such thing as a non-committed person.  Your very existence is living proof that one cannot choose to be non-committed: wherever you go, there you are.  You cannot get away from this commitment.

We are all, without exception, committed to at least two things so long as we are alive: continuing to breathe, and maintaining our unconscious assumptions.

Like every other person now alive on this planet, you are committed to continue breathing.  This is the very first commitment you made in life, and it is one that you will faithfully keep as long as your life remains.  This is your commitment to life itself.  This commitment is total, it is constant, and its result is consistently accomplished until your body ceases to function.  The fact that your commitment to breathing is unconscious doesn’t mean that it’s not there.  The moment your respiration is impaired, you become as aware of it as was the young man with his face in the water.

There is at least one additional commitment that you share with all other human beings: maintaining your unconscious assumptions.  If, for example, you seek to be loved but unconsciously assume yourself to be unlovable, then you are committed to perceiving another’s genuine affection for you as something other than what it is.  Your interpretation of loving communications will range from a self-deprecating, “Oh, you’re just saying that to be kind,” to a suspicious (though usually unspoken and often unconscious) “Now what are you trying to get out of me?”

We are all committed to something, but since this includes being committed to maintaining our unconscious assumptions, we have not all discovered just what it is that we are committed to.  In most cases, we are not only committed to far less than we thought we were, we are also committed to things other than we thought we were.

Self-defeating assumption:


Making a commitment is the same thing as being committed.

Self-empowering assumption:


Commitment is a state of knowing and being, not a promise.

Do you experience yourself making more commitments than you keep—saying, believing and thinking that you are committed, but not doing what you said you would do? This is because they were not commitments to begin with.  They were intentions, they were promises, they were “good tries,” but they were not commitments.  The only intentions or promises that qualify for the name “commitment” are the ones that get their intended or promised result

The primary characteristic of true commitment is its unqualified dependability.  A commitment says, in effect, “you can count on me.” Being counted on is arithmetical in its precision.  Such a claim to personal reliability, dependability and accountability is comparable to a claim of virginity.  You are either dependable or you are not.  There is no in between.  You can either be counted on or gambled on.  Short of dependability, there is only probability—the calculated risks that are taken by those who choose to gamble on what you say.

It is very easy to distinguish those who keep their commitments from those who do not:

People who do, do.  People who don’t do, don’t do.

It is also easy to tell when you are keeping your own commitments:

You are when you are.

You aren’t when you aren’t.

Committed individuals know in advance that they will accomplish their wanted results.  They are like The Little Engine That Could, pulling its train over a steep hill while chanting, “I think I can, I think I can, I think I can,” and then celebrating its descent with “I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I could.” Although this children’s story is an excellent statement of the power of commitment, it is misleading.  Thinking was not what made the difference for the little engine.  What made its feat possible was a much deeper certainty: “I know I can, I know I can, I know I can.”

This is not the kind of knowing that depends on information, understanding, objective proof and other grist for the intellect.  This knowing is grounded in the inner being of the person who, when asked, “How do you know?” says, “I just know.” This knowing differs from intellectual or emotional knowing, because you don’t have to think or emote about it in order to be sure.

Note: The essence and implications of this knowing are described in Case Study #3, “The Anatomy of Success (And the Myth of Failure).” 

It will be useful to review this Case Study now.  In the remainder of this manual, the word “know” will be italicized whenever it designates “just knowing.” This does not mean that the authors consider “just knowing” to be better than, truer than or more accurate than other knowing.  What we “just know” may sometimes be inaccurate.  But it is always the basis for the commitments we know we will keep.

The difference between making a commitment and being committed always shows up in your results.  If you want to see what you are committed to, you can always find out by looking at your results.  For instance, are you breathing? That is your commitment to being alive.  Are you any more willing to renege on that commitment than was the young man with his face under water? You don’t even need to answer this question.  The answer is consistently evident in your results: you are breathing.

The “results test” is a precise barometer of your commitments.  Every result in your life, including every undesirable one, is an outcome of your commitments.  If some of these results seem unintended, such as being fired from your job or having a relationship break up, they are nevertheless the consequence of your own commitment.  In cases like these, you are probably committed to maintaining an unconscious assumption of inability to do the job or maintain the relationship.

Every result in your life is the evidence of a kept commitment.

The results test is also a precise barometer of your unconscious assumptions.  YOU CAN ALWAYS RECOGNIZE YOUR UNCONSCIOUS ASSUMPTIONS BY THEIR RESULTS.  If what you are doing isn’t working, it doesn’t mean that you have an unsolvable problem.  It means that you are operating on a self-defeating unconscious assumption.  If you want to find out what this unconscious assumption is, you need look only as far as the results that you are getting.  Implicit within these results you will find the assumption.

There is no better way to figure it out.  We may think that if we get into therapy things will get better for us, or that if we find the right teacher things will get better for us, or that if we read the right book things will get better for us.  Yet none of these can be helpful unless we are willing to transform our self-defeating unconscious assumptions.  And the only way we can finally come to grips with our unconscious assumptions is to look at our results.

Self-defeating assumption:


Responsibility for mutual commitments is divided.

Self-empowering assumption:


All shared commitments are the 100 percent responsibility of each party to the commitment.

Each party to a shared commitment is 100 percent responsible for the results of the commitment.  No party is more responsible than another for an unkept shared commitment.  Again, the totality of commitment is not compromised.  In the absence of such totality, the commitments we make are subject to entropy, the tendency toward random rather than focussed order.

For instance, to maintain order in a marriage where each partner is only 50 percent responsible for the quality of the relationship, a workable marriage contract would have to specify in utter detail which 50 percent was the responsibility of each partner.  It is impossible to establish an indisputable contract of this nature.  Even if it were, such a contract would represent only a set of agreements, not a shared commitment.  Mutual commitment comes only from a level of trust that makes such contracts unnecessary, unwanted and unheard of.

Self-defeating assumption:


It is possible to be overcommitted.

Self-empowering assumption:


Commitment is self-limiting.

At one time or another you have had the experience of making more promises than you could keep.  This does not mean, however, that you were overcommitted.  It means, instead, that you were overpromised.  While every commitment is also a promise, at least to oneself, not all promises are commitments.  If you consistently promise more than you can deliver, you may have a commitment to being overwhelmed.  But being overwhelmed is not being overcommitted.  Often it is a way of creating more than you can deal with, in order to “prove” an unconscious assumption of inadequacy.  

We are all committed to far less than what we promise.  Our commitments are limited to what we know we are going to do—not what we know we can do, not what we know we want to do, not what we know we should do, but what we know we will do.

We never experience certainty that we will do more than we are able to do, want to do, or feel that we should do.  Thinking or believing that we will is merely a way of fooling our conscious mind.  We always know for sure which things we are going to do no matter what.  These, and only these, are our commitments.

By now you may be thinking, “Yeah, but what if the young man with his face in the lake had not been released? He would have drowned.  So wouldn’t that mean he wasn’t committed to breathing?” Actually, an autopsy would confirm the absolute nature of his commitment.  There would have been water in his lungs—undeniable proof that he had, indeed, resumed breathing no matter what, until he was dead.

The ultimate test of any commitment is this: is there nothing that will prevent you from keeping it? In the face of this test, many of the things that you consider yourself committed to are not actually commitments at all.  Again: a commitment is that which you know you will do, no matter what.  The young man knew, beyond any doubt, that he was about to breathe—hence his desperation for air.  There are very few things that we know with that degree of certainty.  Thus there are correspondingly very few things to which we are genuinely committed.

Self-defeating assumption:


Commitments conflict with one another.

Self-empowering assumption:


Commitments are mutually inclusive, not exclusive.

Can you think of any commitment you have ever made that conflicted with your commitment to continue breathing? If you can, this supposedly conflicting commitment was obviously not kept, since you are still breathing.  In other words, your results demonstrate that the conflicting “commitment” was not a commitment at all.

We may sometimes make a promise that conflicts with another one we made earlier.  But commitments go deeper than promises.  We do not sincerely commit ourselves to anything that jeopardizes another commitment.  We commit ourselves only to doing what is essential to the fulfillment of our conscious and unconscious objectives.

Commitments are enabling, not disabling.  They do not limit, excuse or otherwise qualify one another, they include one another.  The only thing commitments exclude is ineffectiveness.  Otherwise, they support one another in the same way that gravity supports flying.  As with flying, we sometimes have to find the particular way in which one commitment supports another.  The only limit on our ability to keep the commitments we make is our ability to maintain them in mutual support of one another.

Self-defeating assumption: 


Determination is all that is required to keep a commitment.  

Self-empowering assumption:


When you are determined to do something in a way that doesn’t work, no amount of determination will make it work.  

As we have already discussed, commitment incorporates determination, as well as all pertinent intentions, promises and agreements—and yet is more than all of these.  The closest that anything comes to being “all that is required to keep a commitment” is the willingness to do whatever it takes for the commitment to be fulfilled.  If we are instead stubbornly determined that our commitments take a form that doesn’t work (see Case Studies #1 & #2), we limit our ability to keep them—regardless of our determination.  (See also Case Study #4, “Passing the Point of No Return.”)

Perhaps the most dramatic evidence of this is provided by people who have multiple divorces.  They are determined to have their marriages work in a way that doesn’t work.  When each new relationship once again fails to fit the form they want it to, they try on yet another.

When there is no willingness to do whatever it takes to keep a commitment, there is no commitment.

Self-defeating assumptions:


Fulfillment of a commitment depends on the noninterference of other people and other circumstances.


Fulfillment of a commitment depends on existing possibilities.

Self-empowering assumption: 

Commitment transforms all barriers and obstacles, including those not anticipated.

The power of commitment lies in the ultimate decisiveness of its no-matter-what-ness.  Committed persons know themselves to be equal to all of the challenges that they will encounter.  They also know that their commitment creates new possibilities that otherwise did not exist for them—even to the point of transforming their previous relationship to reality.  The manner in which this happens was described by W.  H.  Murray, a member of the Scottish expedition to Mount Everest:

Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back, and always ineffectiveness.  Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then providence moves, too.  All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred.  A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance, which no man could have dreamt would have come his way.

I have learned a deep respect for one of Goethe’s couplets:


Whatever you can do,


or dream you can,


begin it.


Boldness has genius,


power


and magic


in it.

Self-defeating assumption:


Keeping commitments requires struggle.

Self-empowering assumption:


Commitment neutralizes struggle.

There are at least two major sources of struggle in our lives.  One is our resistance, often unconscious, to doing what works.  Struggle is unavoidable when we resist something or somebody—including ourselves—being the way it, he or she is.  Struggle is also unavoidable when we attempt to do something in opposition to our unconscious assumptions.

Yet another source of struggle for many of us is our reluctance to have our accomplishments look easy.  When we produce a significant result without much effort, other people are likely to say, “You were just lucky, that’s all.” Some of our struggle, therefore, serves only to make our accomplishments look more difficult than they are, and therefore appear more worthy of our own and other people’s acknowledgement.

When we are committed to what we are doing, we identify what doesn’t work, we offer no resistance to what cannot be changed by us, and we are more concerned with having our results than with having their accomplishment look difficult.

Self-defeating assumption:


All commitments are conscious.

Self-empowering assumption:


Each of us has many unconscious commitments.

How often are you conscious of your commitment to continue breathing? How often are you conscious of your commitment to maintain your unconscious assumptions? And how conscious are you of these very assumptions themselves, each of which also functions as a commitment? Obviously, not all of your commitments are conscious ones.

How do you become aware of your unconscious assumptions? Again, examine the results in your life.  Every result that you dislike can be traced to one or more unconscious assumptions.

Self-defeating assumption:


Commitment is a communication to other people.

Self-empowering assumption: 


Commitment is a communication back to oneself as the source of one’s intention.

Promises are the means by which we communicate our intentions to others.  Commitments are the means by which we communicate our intentions to ourselves.  Without commitment, our intentions are at the consequence of other people, because we lack a criterion against which to assess the accuracy of their feedback.

A commitment serves as a directive to our “automatic pilot,” and provides the reference point for self-correction when we are “off course.” Commitment is our only basis for inner direction.  Without commitments, the best we could do with the variations in our feedback is to compare these variations with one another.  When six people tell us six different things, our only criterion for choosing which feedback to value is its relevance to what we value—i.e., our commitments.  Commitment is what enables communication to be more than the mere exchange of information.

Commitment enables communication to be an exchange of value.

 Your commitment is created by willing yourself to do what you know you can do.  Your commitment is then fulfilled by doing what you have willed yourself to do.

Commitment is the act of willing and doing whatever you know you must do in order for your life to be fulfilled.

People who do, do.  People who don’t do, don’t do.  There is no way more profound than this to distinguish those who do what they say they will do—i.e., who keep their commitments—from those who do not.

And what about the people who don’t do? Many of us are tempted, when we discover that other people and ourselves are not nearly as committed as we thought, to become judgmental of the others and guilty about ourselves.  Rather than let people be as committed as they are—or are not—we sometimes decide that they/we “should” be more committed.  This is yet another assumption that brings much struggle and conflict into our lives.  

Question: If people who do, do, and people who don’t do, don’t do, in whose mind is a person who doesn’t do, a doer?

Answer: In your mind.

The key to avoiding struggle and conflict with those who “should do” but don’t, is this: let the people in your life who do, do; and let the people in your life who don’t do, be terrific anyway.

Self-examination #5

1.
Make a list of promises you have not kept, as many as you can remember, going all the way back to early childhood.  Did you consider any of them to be commitments? Do you still consider any of them to have been commitments? How could they have been commitments if you did not keep them?

2.
List all of your current commitments of which you are aware.  Place a checkmark beside each one that you know you will keep no matter what.  If any are unchecked, what would prevent you from keeping them? Are you willing to let them be promises, rather than commitments? If not, why not? If so, how do you feel about redesignating them as promises rather than commitments? Uneasy? Guilty? Relieved? Indifferent? Whatever your feelings, what seems to be their basis? 

3.
Make a list of all the undesirable results in your life, current and past, again going back to early childhood.  Do any of these results have something in common? Is there a recurring pattern in some or all of the results? If so, define the commonality or pattern.  What does this tell you?

4.
For each of the undesirable results you have listed in the previous exercise, decide what kind of assumptions one would have to make in order to consistently produce such results? When you have answered this question, you have begun to identify your self- defeating unconscious assumptions.

5.
Has this chapter (including this self-examination) changed your perspective on what it means to be committed? If so, how has your perspective changed? If it has not changed, why hasn’t it?

