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FEAR.LESS

FACE REALITY AS IT IS.

NOT AS YOU WISH IT TO BE.

“

”

JACK WELCH



FEAR.LESS

TURNING TO DUST In a physical system, you get 
intimate with fear and why 

you’re afraid.“
”ELIZABETH STREB

An Interview with
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ISHITA GUPTA: You’re a 
different kind of person. 
Some people, myself in-
cluded, dilly-dally around 
the things that scare us- try 
to sidestep fearful situa-
tions. But you! You and 
your action heroes seek it 
out. Why?

ELIZABETH STREB: The 
fight-or-flight response is 
naturally embedded in our 
musculature. Decisions are 
made in a split second, and 
they don’t go through your 
brain. They go through your 
gut and your whole body. 
With what I do, you have to 
train yourself to pick fight. 
If you pick flight, it becomes 
way more dangerous. You 
can’t make a logical decision 
for yourself.  

IG: Because you’re second-
guessing yourself?

ES: Your brain probably 

doesn’t have time to second-
guess, so your body does. 
Once you start a move, you 
don’t have the volition to 
stop it without getting hurt 
- like when a horse balks at a 
jump. That’s when the rider 
gets thrown. That’s when 
all the bad things happen. 
My book, How to Become 
an Extreme Action Hero, is 
about my search for the real 
move, the sort of Holy Grail 
of action that you won’t 
second-guess. This issue 
comes from within but let’s 
say something external is 
going wrong. Somebody left 
a second too late; somebody 
is having a bad crash. Every-
body has to figure out their 
immediate response to mak-
ing that better. You always 
have a few seconds to act 
and minimize the damage.

IG: Like when you lit your-
self on fire?  

ES: I got myself into a fix 
there. My dancers took my 
clothes off. They weren’t 
going to stop burning until 
the sterno was gone, and 
by that time the fire was 
coming up my body. I was 
completely mesmerized by 
the fire even though it was 
me who was on fire. It was 
one of those spectacular 
moments in life where you 
go “Wow, I’m actually on 
fire and there are a hundred 
people here just watching 
me.” And we’re only talking 
about a few seconds. The 
fire was very hot.

IG: I once got burned, 
here’s the scar. I remember 
I couldn’t stop looking at 
my skin peeling off when it 
happened. Now I like the 
scar.

ES: That’s a nice scar. Your 
neurological survival mecha-
nisms kicked in, probably. 

We really believe in scarifica-
tion as a sign of belief in the 
body. We are going to get a 
little hurt. We have to agree 
to get a little hurt. Our job 
as an action hero is not to 
get permanently hurt.

IG: So you have no fear 
about pain?  Physically, 
mentally, emotionally. 
There’s no thought of fear?

ES: We definitely have fear, 
but we try not to think 
about pain or discomfort. 
Our whole raison d’être is 
to create an un-habitual 
situation, outside of our 
comfort zone, that we don’t 
recognize in our normal 
stance on earth: right side-
up, on the bottoms of our 
feet. We’re trying to create 
contexts that we don’t rec-
ognize.  

IG: So you want to be un-

Once you start a move, you don’t have the volition to stop 
it without getting hurt - like when a horse balks at a jump. “ ”
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believe that the circus is the 
greatest show on earth - the 
rough, saw dusty, animal 
circus. Noe said that we’re 
afraid all the time. They 
don’t want to perform with 
anyone who doesn’t have 
respect for fear and danger. 
They want people who have 
searched deeply into their 
consciousness for what 
there is to be afraid of and 
are able to decline that, to 
get to the core of perform-
ing a skill and pushing back 

the fear. After all, fear is why 
we’re still alive, sitting here.

If you’re in a physical sys-
tem, you have to become in-
timate with the idea of fear, 
and why you’re afraid. For 
example, the fear of heights. 
That’s a common one. Most 
people just clam up when 
they’re up too high. So in 
our audition process, we 
make sure that someone 
may be afraid of heights, 
but not so desperately afraid 

they freeze up and start 
shaking and vomit.  Usu-
ally I can’t help the second 
person that vomits. They’re 
not going to make it in the 
STREB Company. But I 
want to know you’re afraid 
and always thinking if 
you’re going to fall or not. 
We’re able to measure the 
fear you hold in yourself. 
I’ll bring in all these new 
pieces of equipment and 
everybody’s afraid of them 
and nobody knows anything 

7

comfortable most of the 
time.

ES: If you’re in your com-
fort zone, you’re in a cliché-
ridden universe, and your 
decisions, in my opinion, 
will be intellectual, not 
physical. We’re working with 
a physical system, and intel-
ligence and brilliance in that 
system come from physical 
responses to circumstances 
that you’ve designed or 
found yourself in. Pain is a 
rather interesting, foreign 
sensation in this. We don’t 
just name it one thing. It’s a 
much more complex idea.

IG: Which most of us 
avoid.

ES: Most people do. But 
we’re action heroes, so you 
know…if you’re going to 
avoid that, then you really 
shouldn’t be an action hero. 
I have a very close relation-
ship with Noe and Ivan 
España. They’re a seventh-
generation Mexican circus 
family, they’re the ones who 
made the beautiful yellow 
gizmo in our studio. I do 
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about them until they try it. 
For instance, we have a floor 
that turns horizontally. 
It’s just an I-beam turning, 
but in one section of the 
show, the whole floor spins 
fast and if you step on it, it 
spits you off. Some people 
were really afraid of putting 
themselves onto that initial-
ly. It’s weird. You’re still on 
the ground, so it’s not as if 
you’re falling thirty feet, but 
your ground is shifting. It’s 
a different kind of confu-
sion and a different kind of 
fear.

IG: What do you think they 
felt as they stepped onto 
the platform?

ES: Uncertainty. Uncertainty 
is a horrifying situation 
when you’ve trained your 
body an unbelievable num-
ber of years: you look awk-
ward on the floor; you look 

8

like you don’t know how to 
hold your ground. People’s 
emotional, psychological 
and physical fears come in 
all different sizes and shapes 
and descriptions.

IG: And you can’t separate 
them most times – the psy-

chological from the physi-
cal from the emotional.

ES: No, you can’t. I have a 
piece called Human Foun-
tain, and all it is, Ishita, is 
falling. Climbing, falling, 
landing, getting up, climb-
ing… It’s probably the hard-

est physical dance I’ve ever 
made. When you’re falling 
from the top, you’re falling 
thirty feet. And still to this 
day, and we’ve been work-
ing on this since September, 
there are still people who 
don’t go up there.

“ ”
I want to know if you’re afraid and if you’re thinking whether 

you’ll fall or not. We can measure the fear you hold in yourself.
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IG: To the very top?

ES: Yeah, because the hit 
is so hard when you finally 
land. I don’t force anyone to 
the top over the duration of 
the weeks that we rehearse, 
but I watch them climb 
up there, look down, then 
climb back down. When we 
first started to make that 
piece, people were com-
plaining of headaches and 
vertigo. That really worried 
me because those are two 
sensations that I cannot 
responsibly go forward with, 
people really getting their 
shoulders, necks and backs 
ripped out. So I waited two 
weeks. In this circumstance, 
with Human Fountain, we’d 
been rehearsing just a few 
weeks and people would hit 
so hard that they’d bounce 
back up onto their feet with-
out bending their skeleton! 
But then the mats started 
softening up a bit with use, 
and the performers started 
to understand how to land a 
bit better, and they stopped 
hurting their shoulders 
and getting headaches. I 
was surprised because I was 

worried that I had a great 
idea and wouldn’t be able to 
go through with it. We were 
trying to discover if there 
was a point beyond which 
no humans could go be-
cause humans would disin-
tegrate, and if we had found 
that point.

IG: In your book you said 
that at the end of your life 
you wanted to “burst into 
dust.” Do you feel that’s 
your true potential, push-
ing your body to the maxi-
mum limit?

ES: Well, I’m not a practi-
tioner anymore, but I do 
design things that allow 
extreme things to happen 
to me. I think of it as a 
responsibility. You’re given 
this flesh and blood and 
body and guts. Intellectually 
and physically, by the end of 
my life, I want to have used 
every single core muscle so 
that there’s no more left and 
that’s why I’m dying. I feel 
like that is the respectful 
way to deal with being alive 
in the physical world.

9
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IG: What do you think 
fulfilling our potential 
means? What does push-
ing to the limit mean and 
for you?

ES: To me, movement em-
bodies a way of analyzing 
what a situation could be 
that would evoke a pro-
found set of moments.

I’m working on a theatrical 

show called Forces and I’m 
working on it with people 
who work in theater. I’m try-
ing to make it a “movical” 
because I think we’re miss-
ing a theatrical form that’s 
action-based. It’s not a story 
or some jukebox musical. 
I like rock music, but it’s 
too bossy. At a gathering 
of some of the parents of 
SLAM last Tuesday, a wom-
an that I knew back in the 

late nineties, she said her 
mother used to say, “Better 
is the enemy of best.” So to 
quote Björk, who said, “I 
want to make the best song 
I can before I die,” I want to 
make the best show I can be-
fore I die. Not to the point 
of maniacal self-absorption, 
but to the point of respon-
sibly using the talents I was 
given on Earth in the most 
thorough way. And only we 
can really judge for ourselves 
how well we’re doing that.

IG: Yes. We know when 
we’re on and when we’re 
off.

ES: I had some dreams in 
my life, and I never imag-
ined that I could spend 
my life around movement. 
It was so impractical and 
I wondered how I could 
ever do it, but I asked ques-
tions and made assess-
ments about lifestyle and 

comfort, human comfort, 
and decided what forms of 
stability I was willing to give 
up to pursue this. I didn’t 
even think that I could pay 
my college loan back when 
I graduated from SUNY 
Brockport in 1972. It was 
only $4000, but I worried I 
was going to have to orga-
nize my life around it. I just 
decided, “Nope, not going 
to do that. I’ll work for cash 
until I don’t have to any-
more.” But that lasted well 
into my thirties.

IG: When I read about 
your restaurant days as a 
cook and you wondering 
“Is this what I’m going to 
be doing for the rest of my 
life? Would it be so bad?” 
I knew I wanted to talk 
to you about it. Because 
there’s angst around find-
ing your true career.

ES: If you have a dream 

I want to make the best show I can before I die.

“ ”
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I just had to wipe out the 
possibility that I could quit 
and go back home, but there 
are thousands of ways to 
make one’s career. I was ad-
opted into a rough working-
class family, so I couldn’t 
go home. That ended up 
being an enormous freedom 
because there was no one 
to impress or disappoint. 
But I know that people who 
have intense family ties are 
sometimes less free to make 
crazy choices. 

you have to both pursue 
the dream and operate on 
the other side of it. What 
I did was decide every day 
to wake up and make a 
new move. I made different 
decisions because I wanted 
to focus on movement. I 
moved into a loft in Soho 
in the late seventies and 
had a studio there. I made 
it into a business so that I 
could live there, work there, 
rehearse, rent it out when 
I wasn’t using it and work 
in restaurants. I was work-
ing with sticks at the time, 
making a piece called Pole 
Vaults. I was 29 and it was 
the first moment since I’d 
started dancing at 17 that I 
thought, “This is me, this is 
Elizabeth.  It’s not Cunning-
ham or ballet. This move is 
mine.” And I’d walk to the 
restaurant feeling like “no 
one but me knows” and was 
all excited. Yeah, the poten-
tial for being a loser in the 
eyes of the world was ever-
present. But I felt so focused 
on what I was doing and 
that it was the right thing to 
be doing, that the agenda of 
“Well if it doesn’t happen by 

IG: You know, I’ve done a 
lot of interviews and I’ve 
never heard that from 
anyone. I think that’s 
absolutely true. There’s a 
familiarity and security in 
family that can limit the 
freedom of your choices.

ES: Yeah, you’re just trying 
to figure out if you’re re-
ally upsetting your parents, 
which of course, you don’t 
want to do.

IG: Well, sometimes you 

31, I’ll quit, or if it doesn’t 
happen by 35, I’ll quit.” The 
idea is that it would happen 
the day after you quit. You 
get that call. You get that leg 
up. The day after you quit! 
I mean, I had a ballet friend 
who was moving from New 
York, and she said she’d 
left money in a bank in San 
Francisco in case things 
didn’t work out for her. And 
I thought, “Well, things 
aren’t gonna if you can go 
home, if you’ve got money 
there!” I’m very hardcore so 

11
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ES: Not with dance, but 
with movement, yes. Ac-
tion and hardware. I was 
always fascinated just by 
things that moved, even if 
they were broken machines. 
I thought they were just 
unbelievable, especially 
because of the embedded 
utilitarian aspect to them. I 
think movement is causal, 
not musical. It has its own 
rhythm that hasn’t even 
been notated. There’s been 
no nomenclature that’s 
been established for physi-
cal rhythm. So my question 
is always, what’s the iambic 
pentameter of action? The 
more people put movement 
to music, the less they’re 
ever going to notice what 
rhythms reactions make 
when they are executed.  

IG: Because then we’re too 

focused on the external 
relationship between the 
movement and the music. 

ES: I question the province 
between what we notice and 
what we’re focused on, and 
how perception plays into 
that automatic behavior. 
The perception of move-
ment when it’s juxtaposed 
with music is hampered 
because music is just too 
bossy to really notice first 
and foremost the actions 
that are happening. In a 
real move, you will notice 
the motion. You won’t be 
able to turn away from a 
real move. It doesn’t matter 
what music there is. 

And you know, the action 
equipment that I need is, to 
me, very similar to the musi-
cal instruments that an or-

may. I was supposed to be 
in medical school!

ES: Oh my God!

IG: Oh my God is right.

ES: Now that’s time con-
suming. Well, your sister did 
it anyway. You don’t have to.

IG: That’s what I tell them! 

ES: Well, parents do have 
aspirations for their kids 
because they love them so 
much and they see their 
potential and it’s hard to 
not fulfill their expectations. 
But that’s not your job, re-
ally.

IG: Everyone has their 
dreams. That’s why your 
book was so great. It was 
just hardcore dogged de-

termination in pursuit of 
what you love.

ES: It’s funny because I had 
the graceful fact of not ever 
doubting what I was doing, 
and I don’t know why. That 
was just a gift, on a certain 
level. One time I was walk-
ing down Broadway before I 
had ever found any success, 
and a dance choreographer 
friend asked me, “Don’t you 
ever doubt that this will 
work out?” And I said, “No, 
I have no doubts.” That 
could be idiotic, on one 
hand. But more simply, it 
was what I loved the most, 
I was sure, and I was clear 
that this was what I wanted 
to be doing, period.

IG: Was that the case since 
you were little?

12

Parents do have aspirations for their kids because they 
love them and see their potential, and it’s hard to not 

fulfill their expectations. But that’s not your job.“
”
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chestra needs. It’s analogous 
to the early history of music, 
when they started mak-
ing these things that made 
sounds that the voice per-
haps couldn’t make. I won-
der what forces I have access 
to that are not just solely 
biomechanical, because the 
body itself is too limited to 
create a rich language. Espe-
cially a right side-up body. 
That is never going to work 
as an art form. This is my ra-
bid opinion - well, question, 
I suppose. I like questions 
better than opinions. Do 
people really want to watch 
other people dancing, or do 
they want to dance, and is 
that the problem with the 

ES: Yeah, that’s why I’d love 
you to come to SLAM.

IG: Are you kidding? I’m 
there. It’s Running on 
Walls?

ES: It was called that. Then 
last time we called it Fall-
ing Sideways.  And this time 
I have to come up with a 
name. Thanks for remind-
ing me. What will I say? 
Maybe Endless?  We’re going 
to premiere a new piece of 
equipment called The End-
less Climb. And this piece 
of equipment is a ladder 
and a spigot. So the ladder 
is twenty feet long and the 
middle of it is on an axle. 

audiences that aren’t going 
in droves to dance concerts?  

IG: I want to dance.

ES: You want to dance. Yeah, 
it’s much more interesting 
to do then to watch it. So 
how are young people like 
you going to gather in the 
21st century?  Are you going 
to be in a dark theater side 
by side, not allowed to eat? 
I don’t think so. Your audi-
ence sovereignty is totally 
robbed. 

IG: You have some inter-
esting ways you’re trying 
to change that experience 
with the shows you put on.

Once you climb it starts to 
turn.

IG: Sounds intense! 

ES: Believe me, it’s horrible. 
You start to climb up, and 
everything’s okay. Then it 
starts to turn and someone 
else gets on. Then you get 
to the end of the ladder and 
turn around the other way 
and you just keep climbing 
and climbing and climbing 
and climbing. Then there’s 
another person and another 
person and another person. 
I mean, that’s my idea. But 
I have no idea if it’s going 
to work. They’re trying to 
understand what types of 

13
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forces I will impose on it 
and I’m sort of like “Enough 
calculations. Send it to the 
shop and build it. I need 
it March 1st, please.” I’m 
very impatient about equip-
ment because I need the 
whole seven weeks with my 
new piece of equipment for 
rehearsal.

IG: I feel like life doesn’t 
go fast enough for you.

ES: No it doesn’t. I’m very 
impatient. Let’s say I have 
some faults. That’s probably 
one of them.

IG: Impatience is a good 
thing.

ES: Impatience is good, you 
think?

IG: Yeah, I think in certain 
regards it is. In the brief 

the stamp of an engineer 
from now on because we 
need to make prototypes 
and then they break and 
that’s dangerous. Trying 
to make things that don’t 
break, Ishita, that’s our 
dream now. No more break-
ing equipment.

IG: I imagine it’s probably 
very expensive.

ES: It’s very expensive. These 
things are really ridiculously 
expensive. I mean I used to 
make them in the garage.

IG: You used to make 
them?

ES: Not me personally, but 
my technical guys. We’d 
send them to a welder and 
show them the drawing. 
And initially, they’ve been 

time I’ve talked to you and 
what I’ve read, it’s definite-
ly positive; it’s a constant 
upward progression.  It’s 
“let’s do this, let’s figure it 
out, let’s solve it”.

ES: Yeah. We have to do 
that. People try to under-
stand that it’s my name on 
the line when we open the 
SLAM show. So I say to the 
people creating it, “If you 
want me to show this lad-
der piece, you have to give 
it to me by the x date.” If it 
doesn’t come till later, I feel 
like my capacity to make 
something great is compro-
mised. Communication is 
one of those things I find to 
be one of the most complex 
things in the world. Maybe 
you find it too in the work 
you do. I want to say, “Don’t 
you realize that? I need that 
ladder!” We wanted to get 

pretty quotidian, not very 
extravagant - they didn’t 
have motors or anything. 
The ladder doesn’t have a 
motor.

IG: I can’t wait to see that 
piece in the show. It’ll be 
awesome.

ES: Oh, now you’re making 
me nervous.  

IG: Why?
  
ES: I’m not sure; it might 
not be very interesting. 
That’s always a possibility 
that my whole company’s 
there and I’m thinking, 
“hmmm. That’s not very 
interesting.”

IG: Do the dancers nor-
mally embrace the ma-
chines you build and bring 
in?

14
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ES: Oh yes, very, very much 
so. They’re just curious and 
they get on them and I’m 
there with my books and 
drawings, but I don’t get a 
word or action in edgewise. 
They start to play, and play 

used to it just for the physi-
cal safety, and then they 
just start choreographing. I 
mean the whole question of 
authority is interesting and 
then thinking about how 
kids move. If you’ve watched 
kids move, you see that ac-
tion is so pure out of certain 
bodies, and my mind is not 
that pure anymore.

IG: You talked about 
leadership, which seems to 
come naturally to you. 

ES: Well, I’m the boss. I take 
that responsibility. I’m re-
sponsible for payroll and the 
reputation of the company. 
The dancers are method in-
novators. They often invent 
the vocabulary of this; they 
answer the questions that I 
ask about action. I think of 
myself as founding certain 
ways of asking questions 
about action. I like the idea 
of pop action having the 
capacity to be interpreted 
through different minds 
and eyes and bodies if it’s a 
really fundamentally good 
and nontrivial idea. You 
know people will always ask 

is the ultimate investigative 
tool. If I put my faith into 
these bodies and minds that 
I put into the company, it’s 
much better then. Eventu-
ally I can ask any question 
I want, but they have to get 

questions, like “Have you 
thought about that?” or 
“Why don’t you do it this 
way?” And think, “Yeah. 
That’s a good question, I 
don’t know why haven’t I 
thought about that!” And 
so sometimes I just get out 
of the way. But I spent all 
this time just being a cho-
reographer that sometimes 
I just want to play in the 
sandbox a little, you know?  
But I suspect the dance 
might be just as good if I 
just let the dancers organize 
it; just let them do it. I don’t 
know. It could be. I don’t 
know if I’m brave enough to 
find that out that I’m not 
necessary though!

IG: It feels like you operate 
with little ego.

ES: I’m sure I have some ego. 
There was a moment eight 
years ago when I definitely 
thought everything was 
okay with SLAM, and that 
I’d gotten almost everything 
I’d dreamt of that I thought 
in that moment – that I’d 
gotten everything I wanted 
to get in my career. I mean 

15
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dance has a very low glass 
ceiling; you can’t get a Nobel 
Prize for being a choreogra-
pher.

IG: You should be able to 
get something.  

ES: You can get different 
awards and things. But I 
thought, “Wow, now I can 
spend the next twenty years 
on my career.” But I looked 
into my field and whom I 
wanted to be when I grow 
up and I don’t want the 
dance-company model at 
all; I don’t like the current 
dance model at all. I don’t 
think it’s populist enough 
or interesting enough and 
it’s just one person. 

IG: You want it to be glob-
al, to be able to expand and 
be for everyone.

ES: Yeah, I do want it to be 
for everyone, yet I want the 

of buildings, 24/7 access to 
places for different uses. I 
tried to subsume that into a 
single building and see if we 
could invent her. Like would 
the UPS guy want to use my 
toilet? What do I have to 
offer- toilets, public toilets. 
Questioning public/private 
issues. Because I believe 
that the arts are operated in 
private, and yet I get public 
money, so... 

IG: You have a lot to say 
about privilege, and about 
people having access to 
dance and the arts and 
theatre depending on their 
socio-economic status.

ES: Exactly. We want to 
figure out, what would be a 
different way of gathering 
people in? How will every 
person feel included? So 
when you come to this show 
this spring, half the show is 
my action and the other half 

professional part of it to be 
there too. I want the elixir 
to be perfect. Our experi-
ment at SLAM is cobbling 
together civic responsibil-
ity with the culture of the 
United States and Europe 
and Africa and Asia. We 
don’t have a solution yet, 
but it’s bubbling, gurgling, 
joyful, as Blain Jacobs said, 
that amazing woman that 
wrote Death and Life of 
Great American Cities. Have 
you read that?

IG: I haven’t. 

ES: I think she was an urban 
anthropologist who wrote 
that in 1961. She’s one 
of the people that fought 
Robert Moses, saved Wash-
ington Square Park. She’s 
got a fascinating story 
about what’s a recipe for a 
great neighborhood: Short 
blocks, turning often, mixed 
socio-economic capacities 

is audience inclusion. That 
means you go out, it’s inter-
mission, and we set up the 
trampoline, the trapeze…

IG: I can be on the ladder?

ES: I don’t know about the 
ladder.  

IG: How crucial is training 
in this? I practiced Martial 
Arts for a while and learn-
ing how to fall was one of 
the hardest things for me. 

ES: That’s great. You 
learned?

IG: I did, and it took some 
time. But is it innate? Can 
we learn to expand our 
comfort zones, our bound-
aries?

ES: Sure. You can take a pop 
action class, you could go 
to Fabio’s flip and tuck. We 
have evening classes. You 
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could watch rehearsals. You 
can come to the shows and 
try some things. You can fly 
on the trapeze, that’s fine. 
You don’t have to fall. Fall-
ing is close to the ground at 
first. 

IG: What about psycho-
logically?  Do you think 
we can unlearn how to 
stop being in our comfort 
zones?

ES: If they have the appetite 
and the curiosity, absolutely 
people can unravel their at-
titudes towards fear. It starts 
with being curious and ask-
ing, for example, “How do 
I keep my body in a perfect, 
vertical line, and not break it 
when I start to fall? Can I let 
the force of gravity act upon 
me and not do anything?” 
That’s when you land cor-
rectly, and that’s extremely 
psychological and emotion-
al. It’s a two-way street.  

IG: You can’t be in the 
brain all the time.

ES: Probably not. Some peo-
ple are more comfortable 

there than others.  Some 
people like both locations.

IG: You say in your book 
you can’t really think 
about the past or the fu-
ture.

ES: Action is in the present 
tense and really is about 
now. Although I’m actu-
ally auditing this class at 
NYU now – a master’s class 
in Time and Temporality, 
which is what I’m interested 
in. But I didn’t see the last 
part of the class description 
of medieval literature. So my 
professor, Caroline says, “Do 
you know Old English?” 
And I just thought, “You 
have to be kidding me.” I 
said, “Caroline, why would 
I know Old English?” I 
stayed for one class, and the 
reading was Heidegger and 
Aristotle’s idea of time and 
Plato’s idea of time and I’m 
really interested in that. But 
I’m not so interested in…

IG: “Ye olde…thee…etc.”

ES: Oh my God!
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IG: It’s crazy to read.  

ES: So Caroline said I could 
go to this tutorial but I’m 
thinking, “I’m really inter-
ested in time and tempo-
rality.” Even in discussion 
last week they were talking 
about metaphors and I said 
I was interested in physical 
time. Scientists can’t even 
define it. Does it exist? Now, 
duration is a measurement, 
but this second is a time in 
which I’m alive, and what 
is it?  What is this animal 
called time? If you fall asleep 
and you wake up does that 
mean that you lost time or 
you didn’t? These discus-
sions are very interesting. 
But I want to know, techni-
cally, what it is. With the 
Old English I just said I’d do 
my best. I said, “You know, 
I’m auditing this class. That 
means listening! Please?” 
But professors don’t want 
you there if you’re not going 
to participate.

IG: I ask this a lot because 
I love hearing people’s 
responses: What’s some-
thing you know to be true 

great literature or poetry 
does, distill the action, just 
do the move? 

I thought I was barking up 
the wrong tree for many 
years. I wasn’t sure of my 
questions, like, is music an 
enemy of dance? But now 
I truly believe that. It will 
damage the invention of ac-
tion to always choreograph 
to music. It artificializes 
action. So I’m much more 
adamant about the vocabu-
lary and the trajectory that 
my investigations are taking 
on. Truly though, I don’t 

for a fact, but that you only 
believed before?

ES: Well, it’s still a hypoth-
esis, because you can’t really 
prove an aesthetic thing, but 
when I first started to invent 
pop action, I had ques-
tions like “Gee, I wonder 
why people spend so much 
time on one basic support 
at the bottoms of their feet. 
Couldn’t I create a different 
rhythmic structure with my 
shins, my stomach, my back, 
my head? Couldn’t I remove 
the transitions and the un-
necessary moves the way 

know anything. I just sus-
pect things.

IG: And some piece of wis-
dom or advice that sticks 
with you? 

ES: Just follow your dreams. 
My college teacher said, 
“You’re a dancer” for the 
first time when I was 20. I 
think those statements hang 
in your head in difficult 
times where you feel, “What 
am I? What am I not?” Com-
ments people made carved 
themselves in my brain and 
kept my hope alive. You have 
to keep the faith in what 
you’re doing because ulti-
mately you’re the one spend-
ing time on it. So if you’re 
not obsessed and unbeliev-
ably inspired by what you’re 
doing, then you’re wasting 
your time, no matter what 
the outside world might 
think. But not necessarily. 
When I was cooking for a 
living, I learned a lot from 
the different restaurant 
people that I worked with, 
and just because it wasn’t 
the same activity as my 
dreams, a lot of those skills 
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were transferable.

IG: But at the time you 
thought, “What am I do-
ing?”

ES: The thing was, I didn’t 
want to be a waitress and I 
didn’t want to be a secretary 
and I thought, “I can cook. 
I enjoy it. It’s a skill.” So I 
guess it’s like, even if this 
is your B job, if you love it, 
you end up meeting all these 
fabulous people, as I did 

IG: It’s a big responsibility.

ES: It is. A big part of my 
job isn’t with the art or the 
action that we make, and if I 
couldn’t do well in business 
or take on the responsibil-
ity of hiring people, then 
I couldn’t do it. So, rather 
than complaining  “It’s not 
fair, why should I have to 
have a 501C3 and fundraise 
and run this business” you 
have to accept that being 
an adult comes with both 

in restaurants in New York 
City. A lot of them are still 
my best friends. My bosses 
in those restaurants really 
taught me a lot about busi-
ness and a lot about how 
you gracefully communicate 
with people you have con-
trol over, a lot about power 
and how to exercise power 
when you have it. You just 
say to yourself, “It’s my job 
to get my money. I shall 
figure it out, and keep my 
promise.” 

joy and difficulty. A lot of 
times, artists just think they 
should make art the whole 
time, 100% of the time. I 
think, good luck going into 
any artistic discipline with-
out doing some business.

I: You have to wear many 
hats.

E: If you’re enjoying it, then 
it makes it much easier.  
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MARTY WILSON
An Interview with

STRETCH YOUR MIND

Not having a crack at 
making my dream come 

true was my real fear.“
”
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ISHITA GUPTA: Let’s start 
with the work you’ve been 
up to recently. How did 
you get to where you are 
today and what has charac-
terized your journey?

MARTY WILSON: I read 
this fantastic quote from 
Madonna about ten years 
ago that still resonates with 
me. A reporter asked, “Why 
do you keep putting on 
different masks and hiding 
who you really are?” She 
said, “You’re not getting it at 
all– that’s not the purpose. 
I’m actually stripping off 
layers and uncovering who 
I am until I eventually get 
down to who the real Ma-
donna is.” So that’s a bit of 
what I think I’ve been doing. 
I went into pharmacy be-
cause I worked for my dad; 
my dad and grandfather 
were both pharmacists and 

I quite enjoyed the work - 
standing in front and talk-
ing to people all the time. 
But ninety percent of phar-
macists don’t do it that way 
- they’re back in the dispen-
sary with the medications,
not the people. They’re
putting labels on things and
pricing things and can’t be
very creative. For someone
like me, who’d always been
writing and putting on skits
and making jokes, I became
quickly dissatisfied with
pharmacy as a career. So I
went through a stage as a
pharmacist where I basically
did career speed dating. I
asked every single person
who spoke to me, “What’s
your job? Do you like it?
What does it entail doing ev-
eryday?” I almost went into
the wine business because I
was brought up appreciat-
ing wine and really loved it.

But then a good friend and I 
were talking and I was wing-
ing about how much I hated 
being a pharmacist and 
he did one of those stares 
into my soul. He said, “You 
should be a writer; you’re 
a funny guy.” And at that 
moment, like the phrase, 
“A man’s mind stretched 
around a new idea will 
never shrink back to its old 
dimensions,” the seed was 
planted to switch careers. I 
thought, “You know what? I 
have to do that.” It was this 
deep faith that resonated 
with me that I just knew it 
was the right thing to do. 
I turned to advertsing and 
became a copywriter which I 
enjoyed for a while.

IG: So you had no trouble 
just picking a job and 
switching?

MW: It’s funny. Every time 
I’ve changed careers, there 
hasn’t been much fear asso-
ciated with the actual doing 
of it. Recently, because I 
have a wife and kids there’s 
more fear involved with the 
financial side of it, but the 
actual doing of it never gave 
me much fear. 

IG: So then you worked 
in advertising, an entirely 
new field.

MW: Yes, and I liked it for 
a while. Soon I realized 
though, that ninety percent 
of the great ideas you come 
up with in advertising never 
see the light of day. I found 
that very frustrating. I 
bought some time in adver-
tising but all along this idea 
of comedy kept coming back 
to me. So when the stand-
up comedy idea actually did 

21

A man’s mind stretched around a new idea 
will never shrink back to its old dimensions.“ ”

mailto:?subject=Face your fears. Subscribe for free to fear.less magaz http://bit.ly/fearlessstories
http://www.fearlessstories.com/


FEAR.LESS

going to pay me to do that? 
Once that seed was planted, 
it was almost like the fear of 
getting to the end of my life 
and not having tried that 
was much greater than the 
fear of actually going out 
and doing it again. The fear 
of performing was certainly 
there, but I just couldn’t not 
try it. When I was grow-
ing up I tried soccer, rugby, 
cricket, etc. and it’s been 
a natural thing all my life 
to try something new. My 
mother tells me that the 
down side to that is as soon 
as I can do something well; 
my mind goes, “ What’s 
next?”

IG: How were you able to 
find the courage to leave 
your career in Pharmacy? 

MW: Well, I had loads of 
friends who admitted to 
me, “Marty, I’ve been in the 
same job for eighteen years. 
I really just fell into it when 
I came out of university, and 
I know there’s something 
more for me, but I just can’t 
get out and try it.” For me, I 
don’t know where it comes 

present itself, it seemed like 
the right fit. I was always 
the guy whom people would 
ask to do the speech at their 
birthday or emcee their 
wedding; I’ve always been 
the class jokester who’d sit 
in the back, get more laughs 
than good grades.

IG: We often don’t think 
about our natural gifts as 
skills or potential voca-
tions, do we?

MW: You’re absolutely right. 
I once took a course for 

from, but I’ve always been 
attracted to things that 
scared me. I liked climb-
ing and hanging off things 
and looking over cliffs. I’ve 
always enjoyed the feeling 
you get when looking down 
from a tall building; your 
brain is overwhelmed and 
you have this falling feeling 
that encompasses you. Once 
your brain starts to under-
stand what is possible, the 
fear of getting to the end of 
my life and not having had 
that chance far outweighed 
the fear of moving out of my 
comfort zone. Not having a 
crack at making my dream 
come true is actually my 
true fear.  

IG: How did you get to the 
point that not doing it was 
scarier than the discom-
fort of pursuing it?

MW: I was born with the set 
of gifts that I have. What I 
mean is, is that being able 
to string the written word 
together well and also being 
comfortable, almost more 
comfortable with a micro-
phone in my hand than not, 

six weeks where ten people 
who wanted to do stand-up 
got together and did mate-
rial in front of each other; 
like a supportive workshop. 
We took over this famous 
comedy club in Sydney on 
a Monday night - open mic 
night – and called it our 
“graduation.” I did incred-
ibly well and was asked back 
the next week. Once I was 
asked back and people said 
to me, “You know, you can 
earn a living doing this,” it 
was like a light bulb went 
off in my head. Somebody’s 
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is what comes natural to me. 
On the comedy circuit, there 
are a lot of people who are 
doing comedy because they 
have to, or because they 
need to. For me, comedy is 
something I do rather than 
something I am. There are 
a lot of people who try to 
become stars to fill a void 
in their lives. For me, it’s 
something that I truly enjoy 
and find fulfilling. Once in 
a while on the comedy tour 
someone will come up to 
me after a gig and say, “I’ve 
been having a hell of a time 
in my life, but for one hour 
tonight, I forgot all about 
it. Thanks.” It’s those mo-
ments of thanks, when they 
give me a hug, which are 
truly extraordinary. 

This is where the “What I 
Wish I Knew” series comes 
into play - a series of books 
that asks people what they 
“wish” they knew about a 
particular topic - dating, 
parenting, depression. It 
dawned on me how helpful 
an idea like it could be as 
I started doing it and talk-
ing to people. Take mental 

health, for example. It’s 
quite hard to talk about 
mental health and ask for 
advice about it. “What I 
wish I knew” helps get past 
people’s natural defenses 
to ask for advice and it lets 
people’s guards down and 
break down barriers. I feel 
like I’m the only person 
who can bring “What I wish 
I knew” into existence and 
it’s that important that I’ve 
got to do it. I see that I’m 
good at interviewing, I can 
write, and I’m good at talk-
ing about the books, so I’ve 
got to use the gifts I have. 
The best thing about “What 
I Wish I knew” is summed 
up by a 19 yr-old guy who 
said, “When someone with 
grey hair offers me advice, I 
dismiss it, but when I see a 
photo of that same person 
at the same age as myself 
and see that they were just 
as big a goober as I am, 
I know they’re not some 
all-knowing old person 
dispensing advice from all 
high; they’re just someone 
who’s learned and lived a bit 
more than me.”  
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IG: People learn through 
stories and we don’t feel 
like we’re necessarily “tak-
ing” advice, just hearing 
someone’s lesson. It also 
shows how important 
guidance and mentors are 
in life.

MW: Absolutely. Wisdom is 
just not handed down from 
one generation to the next 
anymore as it used to be. 
Honestly speaking, that’s 
just dumb. My mom and 
dad raised me really well and 
I had a fantastic upbring-
ing. Why wouldn’t I want to 
hear from them about how 
to better raise my kids or 
live my life? But one thing 
to keep in mind is that you 
shouldn’t ask your doctor 
for legal advice. When you’re 
trying to find a mentor, find 
somebody who is already 
succeeding in a specific area 
and seek his or her opinion 
on that topic. Take their 

advice on all other subjects 
with a grain of salt. Like 
if your uncle is incredibly 
wealthy but he’s bad to 
his wife, take his advice on 
money but don’t take it on 
romance. It’s okay to have 
different mentors in differ-
ent areas of your life.  

The guidance of others has 
always been crucial in my 
life. My first advertising boss 
was an incredible mentor 
to me. He was honest and 
humble, and whenever we 
would get into anything, 
he wouldn’t just try and 
pretend that he had all the 
answers; he would direct me 
towards a person or a book 
that I could gain real benefit 
from. And he would always 
say, “Your career is impor-
tant, but how you live your 
life matters so much more.” 
People are bound to repeat 
mistakes because they don’t 
want to ask for help in fear 

When you’re trying to find a mentor, find somebody who is already 
succeeding in a specific area and seek his or her opinion on that topic.“ ”
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of putting themselves in a 
lower position or admit-
ting that they don’t know as 
much as someone else.

IG: Whom do you look to 
for guidance?

MW: One of the things I’ve 
realized is that we seem to 
discount anyone in our cur-
rent address book as worthy 
of being our mentor. We 
think that only the super-
stars or high up people can 
give us real advice. We don’t 
ask our grandmothers, who 
raised nine kids on her own, 
her opinion on child rear-
ing or family values. We just 
want to hear what Oprah or 
the latest media sensation 
tells us. We continually buy 
into the raw shell of emo-
tions served up from tele-
vision. But if we just turn 
the telly off and turn to the 
person next to us, we’ll be 
surprised by the depth and 
wisdom that exists in our 

there anything that sticks 
out as a good lesson that 
you never thought about 
before?

MW: Talk more. Talk to 
the people around you. We 
spend so much of our lives 
out of touch with people 
we dearly love. You will be 
better off if you take just 
one hour a week to have a 
beer or coffee or baklava 
with someone you think 
has things sorted out in life. 
All the wisdom in “What I 
wish I knew” is the result of 
a conversation between two 
people.

Probably the biggest lesson 
is that people want to talk 
at that level and really need 
to talk at that level. People 
want and need to share 
their inner most thoughts 
and feelings and share the 
lessons that life has taught 
them. We really want to 
pass this wisdom on to 

sphere of contacts.  
I once interviewed one of 
my closest friends from 
my hometown for my first 
book. It’s funny because at 
the end of the interview I 
thought, “Gee, I’ve been a 
real crap friend to this guy.” 
We had never talked at that 
level before and I realized 
that if you have a good chat 
with a dozen of your clos-
est friends, you’ll absolutely 
get three or four gems of 
wisdom from them. Abso-
lutely. Just sit down with 
that person for a half an 
hour and ask, “What are 
your thoughts on love? 
What are your thoughts on 
spirituality? What are your 
thoughts on career?” You’ll 
find yourself coming out of 
the conversation thinking, 
“Gosh, why didn’t I talk to 
this person more?”

IG: We don’t do that 
enough. Thinking about 
“What I wish I knew,” is 

each other, but our society 
doesn’t allow for that to 
happen. Often when I do 
an interview with someone, 
they ring me a week later 
and say, “Oh man, that was 
like therapy. Can we do that 
again? That was just fan-
tastic.” They’ve gone away 
and had similar chats with 
their friends and family, 
promoting the idea that 
having deep conservations 
with other people is the best 
way to pass on wisdom and 
build a rich oral culture. 
Conversational wisdom is 
what I call it.

IG: When you think about 
the fear you’ve experienced 
in your life, what was the 
best way that you tackled 
it? How have you worked 
on your fearlessness? 

MW: Our brains are very 
good at adaptation. We’re 
able to do little versions of 
something and then make 

We spend so much of our lives out of touch with people we dearly love.

“ ”
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those little versions bigger 
and bigger. No one suddenly 
becomes fearless at age ten 
or when they wake up at 
age twenty-three. Fearless-
ness comes from a habit of 
doing lots of little things 
that constantly put you out 
of your comfort zone. This 
is my theory based on my 
own experiences. My kids, 
for example, are required 
to try all new foods that we 
make, even if they don’t like 
them. They must try it at 
least once and every year we 
make them try it again and 
see if they still don’t like it. 
It’s just one of those things 
of putting yourself outside 
of yourself in a tiny way that 
will gradually build up. Life 
will throw you out of your 
comfort zone every now and 
then in massive ways wheth-
er you’re ready or not. It’s 
not about building a little 
white picket fence around 
yourself and then suddenly 
expecting things to turn out 
the way you hoped.  

Whether it is through tough 
financial circumstances 

or the death of a family 
member, life swats you out 
of your comfort zone with 
no regard to your wants or 
needs. And the people who 
handle it best are those 
who have chosen to re-
move themselves from their 
comfort zone as a way of 
life. They think, “Oh yeah. 
Here’s another one of those 
times when I have to use my 
skills to get myself through 
this because that’s just how 
I live.”

IG: Is that how you’ve 
done it for yourself?  

MW: Yeah, I’m lucky to have 
been born with a psyche 
that naturally gravitates 
to things that are new or 
different. But through my 
wife’s struggle with Arach-
nophobia, I’ve realized the 
benefit that every individual 
can derive from embracing 
the new or the different. She 
has conquered two fears, 
Arachnophobia and public 
speaking, which she never 
thought she could wrap 
her head around changing; 
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it’s simply been amazing 
to watch. We’ve been back 
in Australia for three years 
now, and there are spiders 
everywhere; she was actu-
ally bitten by a red-backed 
spider. She just reached a 
point where she knew she 
would have to do something 
to improve because our sons 
were starting to express ir-
rational fears about bugs as 
well. So she bit the bullet 
and conquered her fear, and 
I’m sure that it will help her 
for the rest of her life. She is 
actually confronting more 
and more things in her daily 
life now. There’s a video that 
used to be up on my site of 
her holding a huge hairy 
spider.

In overcoming that one spe-
cific fear, her comfort zone 
has grown so much larger 

brain actually looks forward 
to that feeling. Now when I 
feel it, I just get this reflexive 
smile on my face and think, 
“What’s it going to be this 
time?” You start to think 
that good things, not bad, 
will happen because of the 
feeling. I was recently asked 
to be on a show in Australia 
like The View in the U.S. 
and when they called me, 
my initial response was one 
of overwhelming fear. But 
then I thought, “No, let’s do 
it. How bad could it be?”

IG: So you’ve trained your-
self to embrace this feel-
ing of adrenaline and fear. 
What’s the term “Newfeel-
ing” about?

MW: The feeling initially 
came to me before my first 
stand-up comedy show. 

and she is more comfortable 
putting herself out there. 
I don’t think you have to 
do something like fight-
ing Arachnophobia; just go 
to a restaurant and choose 
a meal you’ve never had 
before or walk a different 
way home from work. Your 
brain gets used to anything, 
and after a while it starts 
to look forward to that 
unsettled feeling in your 
stomach, because you’ve 
had that same feeling in the 
past just before something 
wonderful has happened. 
You get out of your com-
fort zone and that’s what 
leads to a magnificent career 
advancement or a major 
personal revelation in your 
life. After a while, many 
wonderful things follow 
that adrenaline rush or feel-
ing of discomfort that your 

Before going on stage, I 
was literally shaking with 
adrenaline overload. I 
thought I was going to walk 
on stage and explode and 
there would be these two 
little boots with wisps of 
smoke coming out of them 
behind the microphone. But 
I went onstage, delivered my 
routine, and the gig went 
well. After it, I decided to 
make comedy a real career 
and I knew I had to some-
how overcome this feeling 
of nervous energy because 
I couldn’t stand going on 
stage every night with this 
feeling - at the time I called 
it fear. So I got to chatting 
with an old advertising mate 
and we invented the term 
“Newfeeling,” because as 
the philosopher Bickenstein 
said, “The limits of one’s 
language are the limits of 
one’s world.” The num-
ber of different ways that 
we talk about something 
determines how we feel 
about it. If you change your 
words, you can change the 
meaning, and subsequently 
change your feeling associat-
ed with it. In English, there 
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was no word that described 
the feeling of adrenaline 
in a positive way; only fear, 
nerves, knots in the stom-
ach. So we created “New-
feeling” and described it as 
simply a natural product of 
walking out of your com-
fort zone. You get this weird 
new feeling that is normal, 
and it’s up to you to decide 
whether that’s good or bad. 
 
IG: Do you use the phrase 
all the time?

MW: Yeah I do. I’ve used it 
everyday for almost seven 
years, but it was only on my 
little boy’s first day of school 
that I realized the idea was 
worth sharing with others. 
I was taking him to school 
and at first, he seemed fine. 
He was sitting on my shoul-
ders and he does this thing 
where he uses my thumbs 
as joysticks and I’m his little 
robot. He’s just chatting 
away and asking all those 

realized that it might just 
be one of those words or 
ideas that hooks in people’s 
brains. I kept it to myself 
for years, but when my son 
came out with it on his own 
I thought, “Well, I’ve got 
Newfeeling about telling 
people about Newfeeling!” 
So I started telling people 
about it and it caught on. 
People who get it really get 
it, so I’ve sort of done away 
with my hesitance about 
sounding odd and just put 
it out there.  

IG: I’m glad you have be-
cause I like it - and it does 
work. It’s true that the way 
you describe things makes 
such a difference. As 
you’ve been interviewing 
for “What I wish I knew,” 
you’ve amassed stories and 
wisdom. What’s the best 
piece of advice you’ve been 
given?  

MW: When I was younger, 

I was one of those people 
who thought everyone 
should be in line with my 
opinions and thoughts. As 
I’ve gotten older though, 
I’ve become much more of 
a pluralist and realized that 
there’s room for all points 
of view. Everyone’s beliefs 
and values work for them 
and find a place in the right 
stage of their evolution. You 
cannot change the opinion 
of the world, so don’t even 
try. I think if I were to go 
back and give myself one 
bit of advice, it would be to 
learn to meditate. When you 
gain that peace of mind and 
that comfort in your own 
skin, everything else flows 
naturally. Everything from 
happiness to fearlessness 
to new achievements starts 
with meditation. You can’t 
influence others until you’ve 
influenced yourself to the 
degree that you are settled.  

IG: Like most people, I 

questions that are really 
important to a five year old 
like, “Dad, do we get lessons 
in X-Box at school?” Then 
we turned the corner and 
he saw the school gates and 
just froze up. I could feel 
him on the back of my head 
and just feel the tension in 
his body. He kneeled down 
and he whispered in my ear, 
“Dad, it’s all funny in my 
tummy and I feel a bit shy.” 
I said, “Are you afraid?” And 
he said, “No, I’m not scared, 
I’ve just got ‘Newfeeling’.”  
I talked to him and the 
family about it at home. 
Whenever we try new foods 
or are about to go to a party, 
we get this “new” feeling. 
But it really amazed me that 
a five year old was able to 
wrap his mind around this 
concept and even explain to 
his teachers at school what 
this “Newfeeling” was. She 
then shared it with the rest 
of the class, and they really 
got something out of it. I 
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have my insecurities and 
question myself. But over 
time, there’s a level of self-
trust that develops. Have 
you experienced self-trust?

MW: Yeah, it’s funny that 
you bring that up. I’ve just 
come back from a run and 
it dawned on me this morn-
ing that I’ve lost a bit of that 
trust and faith to make the 
right choices. I’ve trusted 
my intuition a lot in the last 
ten or fifteen years, and it 
seems that whenever I make 
a decision by meditating 
by the ocean or listening 
to that feeling in my gut, 
things work out really well. 

make the right decision.  

IG: There have been times 
in my own life, when 
despite my trust, it gets 
overwhelming and I fall 
into a rut. Especially in the 
States, I think we’re raised 
to be so individualistic 
that we think we should 
be able to handle it all by 
ourselves, without help 
or support. And perhaps 
that’s why depression and 
mental health affects us so 
deeply; we feel like seeking 
help from others is admit-
ting failure, in a way.

MW: That feeling of isola-

tion we often get usually 
comes from us willingly 
isolating ourselves. Some-
one once said to my wife 
that when you’re depressed, 
you’ll berate yourself for 
being so weak. But depres-
sion is actually a disease of 
the strong, I think. If people 
don’t have a mental break-
down, they remain fixated 
in the cycle of “I must get 
through this. I must push 
on. I must do this. I must 
do that.” It’s the depression 
that allows one to break 
through that cycle and 
admit to others that you 
need help. I think that it’s in 
those moments that you feel 

I take myself on a walk and 
let my spirit get very quiet, 
and things fall into place. 
The only thing I guess I’m 
not very sure of is where 
exactly this intuition or this 
gut feeling comes from. I 
was raised Catholic, and 
have listened to many peo-
ple speak about the universe 
or God as the source of this 
intuition. I don’t know the 
answer, but there is some 
thing gives you the right 
idea. There is something 
that gives you the creativ-
ity and the peace of mind 
so that when you find that 
quiet place and you have 
trust in that ability, you will 
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the worst that you need to 
go out in public and interact 
with others and allow your-
self to feel uncomfortable. 
I think things start to look 
better when the advice from 
a friend or the concern of 
other people in public lead 
you to a place where you can 
freely recognize the fact that 
you need some help and 
support.  

IG: So what do you do 
when you’re just not sure 
what’s up and what’s 
down?

comedy store and force your 
body to laugh for a while. 
Get together with a friend of 
yours that always makes you 
laugh. People often find that 
my advice for these tense 
times is too simplistic. And 
it really is. But sometimes, 
when you’re under stress, 
your mind leads your body 
in such a way that it takes 
real activity to get your body 
to fight back. That’s why 
laughter, sex, exercise are all 
great options- they help to 
release endorphins, which 
counteract the adrenaline 
that you feel from being 

outside of your comfort 
zone. When your thoughts 
get caught in the future or 
the trajectory of your life in 
a year or five years, just catch 
yourself and exercise or do 
a short meditation. I’m not 
saying anything you haven’t 
heard before, but it really is 
this simple and it really does 
work.

MW: The best things to do 
in a moment of fear or a 
highly stressed situation are 
usually the most simple. I 
was incredibly lucky that 
when my wife was going 
through her deepest bouts 
with depression I was a full 
time stand-up comic. So my 
work life was joyous and the 
antithesis of stress. Three 
or four nights a week for a 
few hours, I was in a happy 
place with people who 
were laughing all the time. 
So whenever you’re going 
through a really stressful 
time, just go down to the 
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YOU CAN’T FRUGAL YOUR 
WAY TO RICH

“ ”
Change your behavior and 

your attitude will follow.
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ISHITA GUPTA: What 
made you start thinking 
differently about money?

RAMIT SETHI:  My inter-
est wasn’t in money per se; it 
was in behavioural change -- 
getting people to change the 
way they behave in a variety 
of ways. Money just happens 
to be a relatively easy one 

to change. I find that many 
people, once they master 
money, can move on to mas-
ter fitness, careers, entrepre-
neurships and negotiations.

IG: Why did you write I 
Will Teach You To Be Rich?

RS: I was in high school in 
California and came from 

an immigrant family. My 
parents told me if I wanted 
to go to college I needed to 
apply for scholarships, so I 
ended up applying to sev-
enty by designing a system 
that helped me rapidly 
apply. That was smart, but 
when I got my first scholar-
ship check, I lost half of it in 
the stock market. 

IG: You invested your 
scholarship money? 

RS: Yes. Well, it did make me 
realize I had to learn how 
money worked. So I started 
researching money -- TV 
shows, magazines, books. 
That was when I realized 
that money was an area that 
was completely full of B.S.

IG: What do you mean?

RS: It was a bunch of guys 
on Wall Street, on TV, in the 

media –all basically selling 
advertising. They weren’t 
selling good financial ad-
vice. I read all these expert 
personal finance columnists 
and journalists and was out-
raged because they were giv-
ing the most useless advice 
like, “Stop spending money 
on lattes,” or “Keep a bud-
get.” If we’re honest with 
ourselves, we know that has 
never worked. Nobody keeps 
a budget. People will get 
motivated to keep one for 
about three weeks and then 
give up. The emperor had 
no clothes -- but no one was 
calling all these financial 
advisers out on it. 

IG: What was your answer 
to that?

NO MORE PLATITUDES

RS: I realized that to really 
understand the way people 
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operate, we couldn’t use 
platitudes like, “Keep a bud-
get,” or “Don’t buy pricey 
shoes” anymore.

IG: Your book gets specific 
and right to the heart of 
things. Wasn’t it a risky 
choice to be so forthright?

RS: Specificity is a big issue 
in personal finance, and I 
draw some correlations to 
personal health and fitness. 
I put the word “know” in 
quotes --- we all “know” we 
should be exercising more 
and eating less. Instead, we 
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the relationship between 
decision-making and be-
haviour?

RS: You want to make that 
any broader? 

IG: Do your best.

RS: What I find most in-
teresting is this concept of 
‘reactants.’ We know that if 
a person feels a particular 
freedom is being denied, 
that person will respond 
in an over-the-top way to 
secure that freedom. If I 

debate minutiae -- “Should I 
eat fiber or grain?” We know 
the basic things to do. The 
trick, of course, is in the 
details. I’ve discovered over 
about ten years that in per-
sonal finance, tactics matter. 
People often believe that 
first, their mindset must 
change and they have to get 
their attitude right and only 
then will their behaviour 
follow. Turns out, the re-
verse works quite effectively 
-- change your behaviour, 
start doing something, and 
your attitudes will follow.

IG: Can you give an ex-
ample?

RS: People will say, “I don’t 
understand anything about 
investing; I have to under-
stand everything about it be-
fore I start investing.”  The 
result of that attitude is, is 
that no one ever invests.

IG: It’s overwhelming to 
have too much informa-
tion.

RS: The reverse strategy is 
better: begin by putting $50 

in an account. Do that and 
you’re using “Attribution 
Theory” from Psychology. 
In effect, you’re saying to 
yourself “I could be doing 
anything with this money 
but I’m putting it towards 
investment. I must think in-
vestment is important.” It’s 
a much better way to change 
behaviour.

REACTING TO THE 
REACTANTS

IG: You studied Behav-
ioural Psychology -- what’s 
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can eat jelly beans any time 
I want and you take away 
those jelly beans then boy, 
I am going to fight back 
because I want those jelly 
beans. Well guess what? The 
same is true of young people 
spending money on shoes, 
jeans, and lattes. If you tell 
me “don’t spend money on 
lattes,” I’ll respond with 
“screw you” and anyone who 
gives me that advice.

IG: If that’s true, how can 
discipline or saving ex-
ist, or indeed any impulse 
control? 

RS: My book takes a differ-
ent approach. I say “spend 
extravagantly” on the things 
you love -- as long as you cut 
mercilessly on anything you 
don’t care about.

IG: What about people 
who are in over their heads 
in debt – how do you start 
to get out of that rut? 

RS: People in debt have 
curious behaviors. You can 
identify them. People in 
debt will often use debit 
cards and when I go out to 
dinner with my friends and 
everyone drops their debit 
card, I’ll evaluate people. I’ll 
look at their credit cards 
and say, “You use a travel 
card? You’re doing cash 
back?” If I notice people 
using a debit card, occasion-
ally out of curiosity I’ll ask, 
“Why a debit card?” People 
in debt are pretty savvy and 
what they’ll say is, “I don’t 
want to add anything more 
onto my credit card.” They’ll 
use the debit card just make 
sure they’re not spending 
more than is really in their 
account. The biggest is-
sue with debt is that most 
people in debt don’t know 
how much they owe in total. 
They don’t know the num-
ber. The explanation is not 
that they’re being tactical. 
It’s largely psychological.

DEBT DEEDS DONE

IG: What do you mean psy-
chological?

RS: Fear. They’re saying, “I 
am afraid of how much I 
owe. I don’t even know. I’m 
afraid of calling up these 
places.” They’re afraid to 
ask, “Where do I go to find 
out this specific answer? 
Whom do I talk to?” They’re 
frightened that learning the 
actual amount will be over-
whelmingly scary. There are 
people who are over $60,000 
dollars in credit card debt. 
It’s going to take them over 
eight years to pay it off. 
Simply knowing how much 
they owe and that it’s going 
it take them eight years to 
pay it off – that’s not fear -- 
that’s light at the end of the 
tunnel! It could show them, 
“If I pay “x” dollars a month 
from now on, eight years 
and six months later it’s 
going to be paid off.” The 

first step in getting out of 
the debt rut is simply find-
ing out how much you owe. 
You don’t even have to do it 
yourself. Credit companies 
work for you. I tell people to 
call them up and ask, “How 
much do I owe? What’s the 
interest rate? What’s the 
time until payoff?” I tell 
them to write it down on 
a simple spreadsheet or in 
a Word document. You’re 
done; you’ve taken the most 
important step to get out of 
debt.  

IG: So taking small actions 
is the first step to changing 
your mentality?

RS: It’s not about becom-
ing an expert in personal 
finance. Nobody needs to 
become an expert and frank-
ly no one wants to.  Only 
weirdoes say, “Let’s listen to 
my financial podcast at the 
gym!”  
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IG: You do that…

RS: I do. Everyone else is 
listening to Jay Z and I’m 
listening to “International 
Assets and Allocations.”  

IG: I guess you have to be 
or else who is going to give 
us this advice?! 

RS: Thank you for defend-
ing my dorkiness. The 
thing to understand is that 
mastering your personal 
finances is about a series of 
small behavioral changes. 
You don’t have to become 
the world’s best expert. You 
just have to get started.  

IG: What’s the most effec-
tive method for allaying 
fears about starting to 
manage finances? 

RS: Well there’s an interest-
ing thing in the personal fi-
nance world. When I started 
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off I would teach in college 
and I’d hear people around 
the dining hall say crazy 
stuff, “I just got my 37th 
overdraft fee this year.” I’m 
not kidding. I talk about it 
in the book, how I screamed 
at this girl.

IG: You seem to have an 
edge that you can fall off 
quickly.  

RS: It’s a very fine edge. I 
came up with this one-hour 
course where I would teach 
people for free. It was rudi-
mentary. I called it “I will 
teach you to be rich.” It was 
a punchy name. Everyone 
would say, “That sounds 
awesome!” but then no one 
would ever show up. Never. 
I spent an exhausting and 
emotionally draining year 
and a half trying to get 
people to come to my event. 
I knew the event was good 
and I was getting frustrated 

thinking, “Why am I spend-
ing all my time trying to 
help people who don’t even 
want to be helped?” Later I 
realized -- this is well known 
in the personal finance 
world -- that people hate 
going to personal finance 
events. Why? Because it 
makes them feel bad about 
themselves. They don’t 
want their neighbour to see 
them at this event. Truth is, 
nothing helps your mindset 
as much as winning.  If you 
start winning, your mindset 
changes quickly. What I’ve 
found is that people pick up 
my book, and they’re kind 
of incredulous, “Who is this 
weird Indian dude? Why am 
I going color-blind looking 
at the cover?”

IG: At least it’s not green.

RS: What happens is they 
think, “Oh my god, another 
personal finance dude.” The 

thing that draws them in 
is that I intentionally put 
these negotiations scripts in 
the first part of the book.

IG: Yes, I’ve read the 
scripts and they are very 
helpful. 

RS: What happens is, people 
are skeptical at first. But 
then they try one of these 
scripts and it works like 
magic. Part of the reason 
is Americans are terrible at 
negotiating. We’re just hor-
rible. We don’t know what 
to say. When you can take 
all of the emotion out of 
it and decide, “I’m literally 
going to read this script” 
suddenly it’s able to work. 
I’ve been doing testing with 
something new I’m develop-
ing -- the average savings is 
$164 dollars, simply by read-
ing the script. Once people 
get that first small win with 
one phone call, they start 
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asking, “What can I do with 
the rest of these scripts?” A 
single small win under your 
belt is very important.  

IG: Projecting here - what 
about the fear of not hav-
ing the discipline to fol-
low-through?

RS: We overestimate how 
much willpower we need. 
I tell people that personal 
finance is not about having 
greater willpower. If you go 
there, you will fail. When 
people adopt the willpower 
nonsense, they start spout-
ing things like, “If I try 
harder I can lose those last 
ten pounds” or “If I try 
harder I can save that extra 
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$200 a month.”

IG: But they will, won’t 
they? If they try harder 
they will lose weight or 
save more money?

RS: Just ask yourself, “How 
has willpower worked out 
the last year for you?” The 
truth is that we tend to 
believe- especially here in 
America- an especially in-
dividualistic society; if I try 
harder I can do anything. If 
you rely on willpower alone, 
it’s very difficult to succeed. 
I say reserve your willpower 
for what really matters 
-- not for your bills. Why 
would you want to use it on 
“Should I pay my Comcast 

or Time Warner bill?” In 
the book I talk about how 
to build a system where you 
spend less than two hours 
a month on your finances. 
You set it up to run au-
tomatically and then you 
commit your full attention 
to what really matters. 

IG: And that’s changing 
the world?

RS: Changing the world, in-
stead of “Can I afford to go 
to dinner with my friends?” 
I call it ‘get-free’ spending. 
Handling all that stuff auto-
matically and not spending 
time on it, that’s ‘get free.’  
Want to buy a $500 dollars 
pair of jeans or do you want 

to take a trip to Vegas for 
the weekend? Do it. Guilt 
free! With the confidence 
that you’ve handled the rest 
of your money. 

IG: What about people 
who don’t even want to 
look at their bills? How 
can we overcome that 
intense anxiety related to 
money?

RS: We are afraid of being 
judged for our money. We 
will do almost anything to 
avoid being judged. There’s 
a great data point in one 
study where people were 
more likely to reveal the 
details of their sex lives than 
the details of their credit 
cards.

IG: It’s annoying, right?

RS: Big time. If you have 
anxiety around money, 
one of the things we start 
thinking is, “I need to learn 
everything. I need to read 
those charts in the newspa-
pers before I’m able to do 
anything.” Listen, I can’t do 
that and virtually no one 
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The first thing is: what does rich mean to you? 
Money’s a part of it, but it’s not everything.“ ”
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else can. People say “I’m go-
ing to either ignore it or I’m 
going to pay someone else 
to do it for me.” The fact 
of the matter is, if you play 
the system and you auto-
mate your money instead 
of focusing on the negative, 
you’re enabling the positive 
to happen. You’re saying, “I 
want to take a trip to China 
this year or I want to go 
out to eat with my friends 
two, three, four, or whatever 
amount of times a week, 
how do I use my money to 
do that?”  
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IG: Talk to me about 
couples and money – how 
to handle it if two people 
manage their money very 
differently.

RS: It’s funny. Consider 
archetypes of what hap-
pens with couples and 
money and you invariably 
have someone in your life, 
a couple, where one person 
nags the other person for 
thirty years.  “Don’t buy 
this. I can’t believe you 
spend that. What are we go-
ing to do with these bills?” 
That’s not the way I want 

to live. One of the things I 
recommend, which is a little 
counterintuitive, when you 
set up your life together, sit 
down and talk about money. 
Talk about the negatives 
and the positives. Say, “All 
right. The first thing we 
should try to do is try to 
save up for something fun. 
Let’s take a trip to Thailand 
at the end of the year. How 
do we do that? It takes each 
of us putting in $75 dollars 
a month and then we’ll be 
able to make that trip.” Well 
guess what? Once you start 
saying you can use money 
for positive things, in other 
words you start focusing on 
the positive rather than the 
negative, then you start get-
ting really greedy. You start 
saying “How much should 
we set aside for a down 
payment or whatever?” The 
point is you can use money 
positively, and you can do it 
right now by starting today.

WHAT DOES RICH 
MEAN TO YOU?  

IG: The act of incentiviz-

ing yourself in a fun way is 
way more powerful than 
trudging through late 
fees. Okay, what do you 
think about working hard, 
saving a lot now to pur-
sue your dreams later, or 
working at what you want, 
like launching your busi-
ness, but being financially 
unstable initially?

RS: That’s some bullshit 
dichotomy -- that you can 
live your life now and you 
can live a rich life. Money’s 
a part of that, not all of it. 
I have friends I would call 
rich that make $25,000 a 
year and live in New York 
City and enjoy their life. I 
also have friends who are 
bankers and make a ton of 
money but who aren’t rich 
and don’t enjoy their lives. 
The first thing is: what does 
rich mean to you? Money’s a 
part of it, but it’s not every-
thing. The second thing is 
when people think about 
money, they tend to have 
very static assumptions 
that we’ve had for the last 
five decades. They assume 
that the money they have 
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is fixed. They can’t control 
their fervent opinions about 
taxes because they feel that 
that’s being taken away 
from them. Whereas these 
days, young people are say-
ing, “Wait a minute. I have a 
pretty flexible view on this.” 
I use a strategy called the 
CEO strategy. Most people 
say saving money is about 
cutting back on the things 
that you love. That’s bull. I 
think CEO: Cut costs. Earn 
more. Why doesn’t anyone 
ever think about earning 
more? Then, optimize your 
spending. To Indians, opti-
mize means negotiate! 

IG: I’m Indian and I can’t 
negotiate for nuts.  

RS: But your parents can, 
right?

IG: No, actually. Your par-
ents may have to teach my 
parents something.

40

RS: Well, I’d be happy to 
teach you and anyone else. 
If you start paying atten-
tion to your money in your 
twenties, it’s so much more 
influential than anything 
else you can do in terms of 
paying attention to your 
money. If you put away 100 
dollars a month or 200 dol-
lars a month and invest it 
aggressively and not make 
catastrophically bad deci-
sions that a lot of people 
make with their money, 
you’ll be more than a mil-
lionaire. That’s not even a 
question.

IG: Entrepreneurship is 
different from one day to 
the next and there are a lot 
of ups and downs in run-
ning your own gig. How do 
you manage that?

RS: The first thing is to 
acknowledge that you’re 
going to be a failure most of 

the time; you’re going to fail 
most of the time, I should 
say. I teach this in a course 
I started called EARN 1K. 
A lot of people believe that 
they have to have this magi-
cal idea and they have to 
wait for it to fall down from 
heaven. In reality, most ideas 
suck, they’re terrible – even 
for professionals. Seth Go-
din himself says he has more 
ideas than he knows what 
to do with everyday and he 
ignores most of them.

IG: We’d be stupid to act 
on most of our ideas, re-
ally. I’m just thinking of 
some of the insane ideas 
I’ve recently had.

RS: There are two schools 
of thought on this. Some 
people have tons of ideas. 
Other people don’t have any 
ideas, but they’re satisfied 
to wait for an idea to come 
and hit them over the head.  

Ideas are not like postcards, 
it is useless to wait for them 
– You get ideas by doing, not
by waiting. Email someone,
take them to lunch, and ask
them what they’re working
on, say, “I think it’s inter-
esting, I think I have some-
thing to add, let’s just chat.”

The other thing is to ex-
pect failure more than 
fifty percent of the time. 
If you’re even succeeding 
twenty percent of the time, 
that’s  astronomical. I have 
a g-mail tag called failure 
and if I’m not putting at 
least five failures a month 
in there, then I’m not do-
ing enough. Those failures 
could be as small as asking 
someone out to lunch and 
they say no - that’s a failure 
in the way I wrote my email 
- or it can be as high as the
six-figure mistake I made
last month. The goal is: Five
mistakes a month. Five fail-

If you start paying attention to your money in your twenties, it’s 
so much more influential than anything else you can do.“ ”
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ures a month is what I aim 
to do because I know that if 
I’m doing that then I’m not 
stepping up to bat enough.

IG: What about competi-
tion entering your specific 
industry?

RS: You know, most people 
don’t care about you. Most 
people wont go and get up 
off the couch. You can worry 
about them if you like, but 
I’m what you might call a 
“cognitive miser.” I only 
have limited cognition and 
limited emotion. Like most 
people who have limited 
emotion, I prefer to focus 
on the stuff that’s in my 
control, which includes be-
ing competitive. You need 
to be aware of what people 
are doing, because a lot of 
people are smarter than you 
are, but I don’t worry about 
competition. I want to focus 
on what can control. 

IG: You graduated from 
Stanford and taught a 
course at Oxford, and now 
you teach in droves about 
personal finance. Has your 
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relationship to money 
changed since you’ve 
started teaching about it? 

RS: Definitely. It’s changed 
in a huge way. I’m a lot more 
flexible and comfortable 
with it now. For example, 
people will ask for rules 
of thumb -- “How much 
should I spend on a mort-
gage?” When you’re start-
ing off in my business you 
have to know the answers to 
those types of questions. It’s 
like starting off in any area 
of study – you want to know 
the specifics and exactly 
what that pie-chart break-
down is saying. Whereas 
when you see someone who 
is a little more experienced, 
sure they understand those 
numbers, but because of 
their experience they can be 
a bit looser about it. For me, 
I can look at my numbers, 
and now it takes me less 
than five minutes a week to 
know whether I am on track.

IG: You mean with your 
total spending?

RS: My total spending, 
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right. Then on the income 
side, my take as compared 
to a lot of other people in 
personal finance is differ-
ent.   A lot of others in this 
field I’ve found focus on 
cutting back, cutting back, 
cutting back –“Don’t spend 
money on lattes, no jeans, 
no vacations, no nothing.” 
That is not a rich way to 
live.  That stuff is fun; a lot 
of people want those things 
but have a limited fixed 
income. Figuring out how 
to effectively cut coupons is 
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good, it just isn’t the way my 
audience wants to live. We 
know we can earn more. So I 
focus on the “earning more” 
side of equation, which is a 
bit more of an intellectually 
stimulating issue. And it 
shows me – guess what? -- If 
I can figure out how to earn 
an extra thousand dollars a 
month then I’ll never have 
to worry about money since 
with that knowledge I’ll al-
ways be able to earn $1,000, 
$2,000, $10,000 a month.

IG: Yes, I initially had the 
mindset of living a more 
frugal lifestyle instead of 
thinking more expansive. 

RS: You can’t frugal your 
way to rich.  

IG: What’s helpful advice 
you’ve been given – busi-
ness or otherwise? 

RS: To ask people ten years 
older than you what they 
would have done. What’s 
going on here is that a lot 
of us don’t want to talk 
about money and a lot of us 
are pretty bad about asking 
about advice. Think of the 
last time someone asked you 
for advice. You loved it! You 
love giving advice. Because 
what happens? You feel 
really smart. I can talk and 
talk and talk when someone 
asks me something, because 
we’re all a little bit egotisti-
cal.

It’s about putting yourself 
in the other person’s shoes. 
A lot of people say,“ Ramit, 
I already did all the stuff 
you’re talking about, what 

am I supposed to do now?” 
The point is, go talk to 
someone ten years older. If 
I talk to someone ten years 
older than me, they will tell 
me things that they wish 
they would’ve done that 
I’m not thinking about, I 
would have never thought 
of. They’ll say, “When you’re 
thirty seven and you have 
a family you have to get a 
life insurance policy. You 
have to get diapers. You 
have to get a stroller.” All 
things that I never would’ve 
thought about. I did a sur-
vey of about three thousand 
readers and I asked them, 
“What do you wish you’d 
saved for ten years ago?” 
People in their thirties, 
what do you think they had 
wished they had saved for in 
their twenties?

IG: To pay off debt.

RS: They wished they had 
saved for travelling. What 
about people in their forties, 
what did they wish they had 
saved for in their thirties?

IG: Retirement or to have 
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the means to live luxuri-
ously later on?  

RS: A house. They wished 
they had saved for a house. 
People in their fifties wished 
they had saved in their 
forties for retirement.  It 
was almost a linear chart. 
I can send you the graphs 
if you want. It was fasci-
nating because all these 
things that we wished we 
had done, I mean, I’m sure 
there are things that I wish 
I had done when I was 17, 
but why don’t we take some 
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time and ask ourselves 
where do we want to be ten 
years from now?

IG: What’s something you 
fundamentally know to be 
true for you?

RS: I can design a rich life 
for myself; that it doesn’t 
just happen. That’s one of 
the reasons that I moved to 
New York, why I’m proac-
tively creating, proactively 
trying to share what I know 
with other people. I can 
actively design a rich life for 

myself that’s different from 
“Let me wait and see” or 
“Maybe one day if I ever get 
the time I’ll figure out this 
money stuff” or “I should 
change jobs.” What’s differ-
ent is to say, “I’m going to 
actively seize my path and 
craft a rich life. Maybe that 
means driving a Mercedes, 
or buying a $400 pair of 
shoes, or starting my own 
scholarship fund. Whatever 
it means, I can create it. We 
all can.

Ramit Sethi is a blogger, personal financial advisor, and the author of the 
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CHOOSING TO TRUST

You can’t achieve balance 
by being perfectly still.“ ”

An Interview with

HIRO BOGA
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ISHITA GUPTA:  Tell us a 
bit of your story, where did 
you grow up? 

HIRO BOGA:  I grew up 
in Bombay, India, a child of 
a middle-class family. My 
parents were terrified of kid-
napping -- there were con-
stant warnings of, “Don’t do 
this, don’t do that, people 
will come and snatch you 
away and cut off your arms 
and you’ll become a beg-
gar.” Constant warnings. 
“The world if full of danger 
and you must be watchful 
at all times.” It was a differ-
ent version of the kinds of 
views parents instill in their 
children here.

IG: Was your childhood 
dominated by your par-
ents’ sense of fear? 

HB: Well, not really because 
I spent all my holidays and 
summers – in India there are 
zillions of holidays – in the 
mountains, a two-hour train 
ride from Bombay visiting 
my aunt. It was a little vil-
lage with no more than fifty 
people. It was all wild land 
where I could roam free. I 
would go out in the morn-
ing with a bottle of water, 
some food, and a notebook 
and a pen, and I would roam 
the mountains and wander 
and discover these amazing 
spots. There were wild ani-

mals there and I was com-
pletely unafraid. In terms of 
the cultural messages I was 
absorbing, the open spaces 
were safe and I felt at home 
in nature.

IG: What was your family’s 
attitude when you got to be 
a teenager?

HB: When I hit puberty the 
cultural message became, 
“You can’t go out by your-
self anymore. You have to 
take someone with you.”

IG: Your modesty as a 
woman became the issue?
 
HB: Nothing was ever said. 

It was implied in the ether, 
so to speak. “You’re a young 
woman now and you could 
get...” When I was 18, I 
moved to Calcutta and even 
before I unpacked my stuff, 
I saw a Tank rolling down 
this really narrow street 
from the window. It looked 
like it was going to crush 
people. I had never seen any-
thing like that in Bombay. I 
should explain, at that time 
there was a Marxist govern-
ment in Calcutta plus four 
different Marxist splinter 
groups that would periodi-
cally terrorize the city. This 
caused a sense of always 
being on the alert for that 
danger. I can feel even now 
as I’m talking about it just 
that rush of adrenaline. 

IG: Why did you move to 
Calcutta?

HB: I fell in love with my 
first husband. He had just 
graduated from university 

The open spaces were safe and I felt at home in nature.

“ ”
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and we were living with his 
parents. At that point, I ben-
efitted from a kind of fear-
lessness that results from 
a total lack of knowledge 
about the consequences of 
our actions. I just went and 
got a job.

IG: Just like that, in a new 
city? 

HB: It was with British 
Airways. It was my first job 
and I spent most of the next 
year training in London. 
That was my first encounter 
with a larger world. I want 
to skip ahead because you’ve 
got me thinking about 
a story of my oldest son. 
We had moved to Canada, 
Hornsby Island, population 
800, where everybody knows 
everybody. When he was 
young he had a certainty 
about his body that made 
him practically fearless, a 
sense that he could do any-
thing. He had spent the day 
with his friend who lived at 
the top of a very long, slop-
ing gravel road. It must have 
been around 4 o’clock in the 
afternoon and I was driving 

up this mile long hill to pick 
him up. My car was stirring 
up this cloud of gravel dust, 
and through this cloud I 
see this kid flying down the 
road standing up on the 
pedals of the bike. He was 
five years old, flying down 
with no helmet, no noth-
ing, standing up with no 
arms on the handlebars. He 
looked like a centaur, abso-
lutely beautiful, like some 
physical creature of boy and 
bike. Then I realized it was 
son, and my heart jumped 
into my mouth. I pulled the 
car over to side of the road 
and he roared past me down 
the hill. I felt like I was go-
ing to have a heart attack. I 
sat there trying to calm my-
self; I didn’t want to infect 
him with my fear. 

IG: He was okay? He didn’t 
break anything… 

HB: He pedalled back up 
and put his bike in the back 
of the car, and we drove 
home. Simple. I had to 
think about fear and fear-
lessness in a different way 
after that because at that 
time he was my only son. 
I have two sons now, and 
there’s a part of me that 
resonates with that freedom 
of flying down on the bike, 
and the mom in me who 
doesn’t want my fears to 
become the ground of my 
children’s being. There’s a 
different relationship to fear 
that happens as a parent, 
not so much for myself, but 
for my children.

IG: What do you mean 
about the ways of interact-
ing with fear? 

HB:  There’s a certain primal 
level of fear that is a direct 
response of your body to 
a real danger. This was the 
fear I experienced when the 
Tank was plowing down the 
street in Calcutta. But what 
happens with other kinds 
of fear, like the fear for my 
children, like my son fly-
ing down the road with no 
helmet, clearly he was one 
with his bike and one with 
the road and that’s actually 
a good thing. Nothing was 
going to happen to him. At 
some level I knew that; but 
there was also another nar-
rative going, “My job is to 
keep him safe and he’s not 

I felt like I was going to have a heart 
attack. I sat there trying to calm myself; 
I didn’t want to infect him with my fear. 
“

”
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safe and he’s not wearing a 
helmet.” That’s an example 
of a cultivated fear.

IG: Can you explain “culti-
vated fear’ a bit more.

HB: It’s a whole bunch of 
thoughts that don’t neces-
sarily come from me and 
which I don’t necessarily 
believe to be true, but that 
I’ve absorbed and inculcated 
into myself in some way. 
These are associated with 
the “what if” and “yes, but” 
narratives. My response is to 
recognize, “Oh yeah, this is 
not real.” What is real is my 
connection to my body, to 
my soul – then I know I’m 
safe. I know that I live in a 
universe that supports me 
and loves me and supports 
and loves every single one 
of us. There’s a fundamen-
tal safety in this view.  Even 

though I grew up in India 
seeing people at the mercy 
of the elements and circum-
stances, people dying in the 
streets, there was a founda-
tional sense that we were, 
we are, all held in a whole-
ness that loves us. When 
I’m dealing with these 
narratives about fear, I step 
back, ground myself, and 
reconnect with my soul. For 
me, it’s a lot about fear that 
in some way always stems 
from disconnection. Most 
of time, feeling small, alone 
and isolated in a big scary 
world can be countered by 
remembering the world 
is actually a wholeness in 
which I am contained. That 
changes perspective. 

CLIMATE OF SOULS

IG: Does it work when it 

comes to your sons?
HB: You mean even if they’re 
taking risks that scare me to 
death? When I am connect-
ed I can see them for who 
they really are. They are in a 
climate of souls, they have 
their own patterns and lives 

that they are here to experi-
ence and to create – I have 
trust that their souls know 
what they are doing. Their 
souls are in much much big-
ger cycles than can be seen 
in our day-to-day awareness. 
At some level the soul’s 

The soul’s process is always evolutionary and that isn’t 
to say that everything that happens is for the best. “ ”
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process is always evolution-
ary and that isn’t to say 
that everything that hap-
pens is for the best. I don’t 
believe that. We have free 
will and are able to make 
choices that sometimes cut 
right across the grain of our 
soul’s purposes. As long as 
I see the basic alignment of 
the souls in my children, I 
know my worry is not real. 
My oldest son phoned me 
recently from Alberta. He 
was excited about his new 
job in the oil fields, “Mom, 
I’m working directly under 
this oil drill and there’s ca-
bles above my head and I’m 
standing directly beneath it 
and there’s three and a half 
foot diameter pipes and I’m 
swinging on cables overhead 
fitting these pipes. One mis-
step and boy am I done!” 
He was so excited: “It’s the 
third most dangerous job in 

North America.”
IG: You’re thinking, “What 
the heck is going on?”

HB: I’m biting my tongue. 
I’m biting my tongue to 
keep from saying, “Come 
home right now. You don’t 
need to do this job.” As long 
as he’s not afraid, he’s not 
going to make mistakes. I 
keep in mind that this is his 
path and his soul has cho-
sen this path of fearlessness.
IG: If he’s not afraid, if he 
feels like this is the right 
thing for him, he won’t 
make mistakes. Can you talk 
about that further? 

HB: When you have trust 
in yourself, you are ener-
getically plugged into a 
field of trust, in this case, 
in your physical body. It 
creates trust in your emo-
tions. There isn’t room for 

anything else to enter your 
mind. It doesn’t imply that 
very trusting people can 
never get hurt. Nor does 
it imply that people who 
do get hurt were failing to 
trust. There are, of course, 
external circumstances. I feel 
that, then, the only thing 
we truly own, if we own 
anything at all, is our own 
lives and our choices about 
which qualities we want 
in our lives. I would rather 
have the quality of trust 
and occasionally fall on my 
face then not have trust. 
Certainly for my children, I 
would rather that they trust 
themselves rather than they 
didn’t. 

WE ALWAYS HAVE 
CHOICES

IG: Do you believe we can 
change our lives to live and 
create a life we really want? 

HB: We have the ability to 
do so because we are migra-
tional creatures; we have the 
ability to inhabit the kind 
of world we want. We face 
a kind of objective environ-

ment. Take two people who 
come from the exact same 
background, suppose only 
one has the basic feeling of 
security and trust, the two 
may go to the same schools, 
have similar life tracks, have 
similar jobs, yet the one that 
has this basic trust in the 
universe will experience each 
of those situations as funda-
mentally good. The one that 
has a fearful approach to life 
and believes that they’re sur-
rounded by danger - they’re 
not safe – they’re going to 
be vibrationally attuned to 
the field of not faith-ness. 
It’s not about blaming the 
victim. It is about knowing 
that no matter the circum-
stances we are born into, our 
response can still be ruled 
by choice. Victor Frankl did 
it in Auschwitz. We always 
have choice. 

IG: Can you talk about the 
sometimes conflict of in-
ner peace versus the ambi-
tion to grow?

HB: The thing to remember 
is that even when there is 
a break, it is a part of you; 

When you have trust in 
yourself, you are energetically 

plugged into a field of trust.
“

”
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it’s not the whole of you. 
The more that you develop 
a relationship with your 
wholeness, all the different 
parts of you, even the parts 
which get triggered by fear, 
the more you can develop 
trust in your internal envi-
ronment. If you get freaked 
out when your car backfires, 
after a while you say, “Yeah, 
I’m freaked out, but there’s 
a more grown up part of me 
who is in charge who will 
take care of me and keep me 
safe.”

IG: You mentioned that 
fear comes from discon-
nection. What can we do 
about the disconnection 
we feel when we’re all over 
the place - working on dif-
ferent projects, showing up 
online, showing up with 

our families? 
PUTTING THE YOU 
BACK IN YOU

HB: The online environment 
can be very noisy, energeti-
cally noisy; since it is mov-
ing so fast it’s easy to get 
pulled outside of yourself. 
It’s filled with inputs, but 
there isn’t a lot of …  

IG: Processing?

HB: Yes. The upside is that 

this environment provides 
ways for people to connect 
with whom they might have 
never have met or known 
of each other’s existence. 
It is incredibly remarkable. 
Technology is beginning 
to underline our reality. It 
is spanning a whole spec-
trum of unity at one end 
and wholeness on the other. 
It’s that particular end of 
that spectrum of our being 
where you are who you are. 
“You” includes personality, 

soul, history, biology, genet-
ics, family background – ev-
erything that makes up who 
you are and ensures there is 
no one else like you. We have 
to navigate both ends of the 
spectrum and in the online 
world it replicates that unity 
end of the spectrum, but it 
plays havoc with the other 
end of the spectrum because 
people lose themselves. You 
get pulled outside of your-
self and experience more 
fear, emptiness, loneliness – 
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fullness comes from pres-
ence – getting pulled outside 
yourself separates you from 
your presence. Then people 
feel the need to fill that void 
with outer connection, not 
realizing that they are feel-
ing empty and lonely and 
sad because they’ve lost that 
connection with themselves. 
I taught a class called “Heal-
ing Internet Hangover” and 
it’s exactly because so many 
people feel this way. They 
get more into Facebook and 
Twitter, blogging and so 
forth, and after a while they 
discover they’ve lost that in-

emptiness – guess what? -- 
The result is more and more 
people getting caught up in 
this big mass of emptiness. 
In contrast, in our little 
online world I see a micro-
cosm of the world around 
us, with such heart and 
love, kindness, generosity, 
and creativity. All of those 
qualities of spirit are there 
in people and particularly 
people who are drawn to 
blogging, drawn to creative 
work, drawn to entrepre-
neurship in this brave way. 
Think of implications of 
being an entrepreneur in 

ner connection. 
IG: You mean they lose 
sight of why they started 
Twitter or Facebook in the 
first place?

HB: Yeah. It’s out of your 
fullness that you want to 
share something of your 
perspective with the world, 
because that’s a way to con-
tribute to the world. But you 
can only share what’s within 
you. If what’s within you is 
emptiness, then you’re shar-
ing from your emptiness. 
And once you have millions 
of people sharing from their 

this economy. It takes such 
courage and faith. People 
keep going forward because 
they believe they can make a 
difference and are here to do 
something more than just 
earn a paycheck. 

IG: Personally, one of the 
hardest things is not hav-
ing a clear next step. With 
no roadmap there is in-
tense uncertainty…

HB: Part of growing up is 
giving up black and white 
agendas, jettisoning myths 
and magical thinking. 
Thoughts such as, “If I do 
this then I will be safe,” or 
“If I do that then I will be 
safe, but if I do that then I 
won’t be safe.” Well, none 
of those things are true. 
What we are is an ecology 
of potentials. And we acti-
vate the potentials within 
ourselves by what we cul-
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tivate within ourselves. If 
we cultivate a relationships 
with reality defined by love 
and presence, we come to 
see the nature of reality.  We 
realize none of us get out of 
this alive. We understand in 
every moment everything is 
changing. It may look the 
same. You may think you 
know the person that you 
have lived with, your parents 
or your child or your spouse 
because you’ve known them 
for a long time. You might 
think that you know them, 
whereas in every moment 
they have been changing. 
It’s as if you meet reality in 
a conversational, receptive 
state, without assumptions 
– then you find reality shows 
itself and you can begin to 

discern patterns of order 
underneath the chaos. Un-
certainty is your response to 
what is happening in reality. 
It’s not what is happening 
in reality. 

THE CERTAINTY OF 
UNCERTAINTY

IG: It’s only a feeling, un-
certainty? 
HB: Correct. It is not the 
true nature of reality. The 
nature of reality is simply 
constant change, constant 
transformations.

IG: Can we make it any 
easier to experience uncer-
tainty as a mere reaction 
instead of as some sort of 

51

In our relationship to life - there’s a constant 
shifting in response to this or that, and the finer our 

responses, the easier it is to achieve balance.“
”

mailto:?subject=Face your fears. Subscribe for free to fear.less magaz http://bit.ly/fearlessstories
http://www.fearlessstories.com/


FEAR.LESS
actual barrier?  
HB: Yes, think about what 
balance is. It is a constantly 
shifting response to a 
relationship, even physical 
balance, in a relationship to 
your body and earth. People 
believe they can achieve 
balance by staying perfectly 
still. Not true. You’re always 
making these micro-move-
ments. If you try another 
pose while doing a tree pose, 
or standing on one foot, 
there is a constant, subtle 
shift occurring in your body 
due to gravity. It’s the same 
in our relationship to life 
-- there’s a constant shifting 
in response to this or that, 
and the finer our responses, 

constantly.
IG: I grew up Hindu within 
my family but now con-
sider myself more spiritual 
than religious. My dad 
asks me if I’m Hindu when 
I go back home! Do you 
find many entrepreneurs 
and business owners com-
ing to you with questions 
about balance and intu-
ition?

HB: In my wide range of 
clients I have some who are 
very successful in the busi-
ness world. I’ve noticed that 
the more successful they get 
and the more their compa-
nies grow, the more difficult 
their challenges become. 

What got them their suc-
cess won’t get them to the 
next stage of where they’re 
going. That’s where I come 
in, helping them with this 
exponential increase in 
their challenges. It requires 
a different set of qualities 
to effectively respond to an 
increasingly successful en-
vironment. People come to 
me as demands escalate and 
they need to abandon pat-
terns responsible for their 
success in order to create 
new patterns and responses 
more finely tuned to reso-
nate with who they are now 
- who they are becoming
and how their businesses are
expanding.

the easier it is to achieve 
balance. Balance is not still-
ness, and that’s where some 
people get stuck – driven to 
the feeling of needing every-
thing to stop.

IG: That’s really different 
from how I’ve thought 
about balance in the past, 
and I really like your defi-
nition – it’s more realistic.

HB: In the Hindu tradition, 
the whole nature of the 
universe is about creation 
and destruction in every 
moment - that the universe 
is being created and de-
stroyed in every moment. 
That pattern is happening 

HIRO BOGA
Hiro Boga  is a mentor for creative women founders and CEO’s, offering powerful 

partnership to clarify vision, blend strengths, storytelling, and grounded spiritual 

wisdom to bring your business to life. She writes at Hiroboga.com, and teaches her 

digital Deva Alchemy programs online. Hiro is the author of, “The World of Your 

Business Playbook” and “To Be Soul, Do Soul.” 
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“BE LIKE A POSTAGE STAMP. 
STICK TO ONE THING UNTIL YOU 
GET THERE.”

JOSH BILLINGS
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