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Myself and Other More Important Matters 
Book  Summary
Introduction
In "Myself and Other More Important Matters," Charles Handy provides a deeply personal and philosophical exploration of his life, work, and the broader human experience. Handy's reflections challenge readers to reconsider their notions of success, happiness, and the essence of a meaningful life. Drawing from his personal journey, professional experiences, and philosophical insights, Handy offers a roadmap for personal and professional growth, emphasizing the importance of identity, purpose, and continuous learning.
Chapter One: Are You Sure?
Handy begins by exploring the complexities of identity and the importance of separating work from personal relationships. He emphasizes that our behavior and identity evolve over time and through different circumstances.
1. Identity and Behavior: Handy suggests that we behave differently in various contexts, and our true identity solidifies as we age and discover what fits us best. He warns against relying too much on others' skills, which can leave us vulnerable if they are no longer around. The danger of a compromised life, he notes, is that it can lead to large chunks of wasted time.
2. Life's Purpose: Handy posits that life is a search for our own identity, and it's sad to die without knowing who we truly are or what we are capable of achieving. He also reflects on how individuals and societies are remembered not for how they made their money but for how they spent it, urging a focus on meaningful contributions over material accumulation.
Chapter Two: Irish Beginnings
Handy reflects on his early environment in Ireland and how it shaped his worldview. He discusses the importance of finding a purpose beyond mere survival.
1. Environmental Influence: Handy acknowledges the force of one's early environment in shaping perceptions and beliefs. Growing up in a homogeneous environment, he realized the danger of accepting a singular worldview without question. This realization underscores the importance of exposing oneself to diverse perspectives.
2. Purpose and Selfishness: With life's physical necessities more easily met, Handy argues that finding a purpose becomes crucial. He notes that being good at one thing to earn a living can push individuals towards selfishness, as they prioritize self-care over community care, highlighting the challenge of balancing personal ambition with social responsibility.
Chapter Three: Greek Wisdom
Handy draws from Greek philosophy to explore concepts of truth, virtue, and happiness.
1. Subjective Truth: Handy echoes Plato's idea that our perception of truth is but a shadow of reality, emphasizing the contextual nature of truth. He argues that there is no absolute objective truth; it all depends on context, perspective, and starting assumptions.
2. The Golden Mean: He introduces Aristotle's concept of the golden mean, where virtue lies between excess and deficiency. Happiness, or eudaimonia, is about flourishing and doing one's best with what one is best at. Handy applies this concept to organizations as well, suggesting that success lies in finding the right balance in all endeavors.
Chapter Four: Borneo Lessons
Handy shares lessons from his time in Borneo, emphasizing the value of pushing oneself and continuous learning.
1. Pushing Boundaries: Handy believes that if all experiments in life succeed, one hasn't pushed far enough. Failure is a sign of stretching one's limits and seeking new experiences.
2. Learning by Teaching: He underscores the idea that teaching is a powerful way to learn, as it forces one to understand the material deeply. Handy also criticizes traditional appraisal systems in organizations, suggesting that they often lead to defensive reactions rather than genuine learning.
Chapter Five: The Golden Seeds
Handy reflects on the importance of encouragement and the psychological distress caused by role underload.
1. Encouragement: Handy highlights the impact of respected figures providing early encouragement, which can build self-belief and confidence. He refers to these moments of encouragement as "golden seeds" that foster growth and resilience.
2. Role Underload: He discusses the stress caused by feeling useless and undervalued, noting that being busy, even if overwhelmed, is psychologically healthier. Handy emphasizes the importance of feeling needed and useful, suggesting that role underload can be more distressing than overload.
Chapter Six: Schools for Business
Handy critiques business education, arguing that management is more art than science.
1. Practical Art: Handy sees management as a practical art, where each situation is unique and requires tailored solutions. He argues that while there are useful disciplines, the best management practices cannot be wholly determined in advance.
2. Experience and Reflection: He emphasizes that experience coupled with reflection leads to lasting learning. Handy suggests that concepts must be applied in real-time to be truly understood, criticizing educational systems that prioritize theoretical knowledge over practical application.
Chapter Seven: The Antigone Challenge
Handy explores ethical decision-making and the importance of questioning authority.
1. Ethical Laziness: Handy notes that many people are ethically lazy, preferring to follow authority without questioning it. He emphasizes the importance of critical thinking and ethical integrity in decision-making.
2. Integrity and Leadership: He reflects on the balance of humility and confidence in great leaders and the importance of standing by one's convictions. Handy suggests that true leadership involves admitting mistakes and learning from them, highlighting the importance of personal judgment in ethical dilemmas.
Chapter Eight: My Father’s Death
Handy uses the metaphor of the Sigmoid curve to explain personal and business growth and decline.
1. Sigmoid Curve: Handy explains that both businesses and individuals must innovate and start anew when things are going well to avoid decline. He warns that waiting until things go wrong can lead to failure due to depleted resources and increased stress.
2. Complacency: He warns against complacency, suggesting that feeling comfortable might mask underlying stagnation. Handy encourages proactive change and continuous development to maintain growth and success.
Chapter Nine: Home Is a Castle
Handy discusses the concept of a portfolio life and the importance of balancing different types of work.
1. Portfolio Life: Handy advocates for a diversified approach to work, combining paid and unpaid roles to create a balanced life. He believes that a portfolio life allows for greater fulfillment and flexibility.
2. Work Balance: He argues that the balance of work types, rather than work-life balance, is what truly matters. Handy suggests that integrating various forms of work, including volunteer and home work, leads to a more satisfying and holistic life.
Chapter Ten: St. Michael and St. George
Handy reflects on mortality and the importance of living a meaningful life.
1. Deathbed Discipline: Handy suggests imagining oneself on their deathbed to evaluate life's true priorities. This perspective helps focus on what really matters and encourages living a life aligned with one's values and goals.
2. Legacy: He believes that real immortality lies in the minds and hearts of others, urging individuals to create something lasting. Handy emphasizes the importance of contributing positively to society and leaving a meaningful legacy.
Chapter Eleven: A Portfolio Life
Handy offers practical advice on maintaining authenticity and defining success.
1. Authenticity: Handy warns against offering what you don't mean and fishing for compliments. He stresses the importance of being true to oneself and maintaining integrity.
2. Defining Success: He emphasizes that money is not the only measure of success and that true freedom comes from defining what is "enough." Handy suggests that understanding and accepting one's values and goals is key to genuine success.
Chapter Twelve: The Property Business
Handy critiques corporate social responsibility and the true purpose of business.
1. Corporate Responsibility: Handy argues that true corporate responsibility has no teeth unless integrated into the business's core purpose. He believes that businesses should align their operations with broader social goals to ensure long-term sustainability.
2. Purpose Over Profit: He believes businesses should exist to do something more or better, with profit as a means to that end. Handy suggests that focusing on a higher purpose leads to more meaningful and sustainable business practices.

Chapter Thirteen: Kitchens and Studies
Handy reflects on the abundance of free time and the distaste some people have for their work.
1. Free Time: Handy highlights the significant amount of free days people have annually and questions why some seek even more time off. He suggests that dissatisfaction with work might drive the desire for additional leisure time.
2. Work Satisfaction: He suggests that finding work truly fulfilling is essential to avoid distaste and stress. Handy encourages individuals to seek work that aligns with their passions and values.
Chapter Fourteen: Kennels for Kids
Handy critiques the educational system, advocating for a broader definition of success.
1. Educational Shortcomings: Handy argues that schools focus too narrowly on academic achievement, neglecting broader skills and talents. He believes that education should encompass creative skills, practical tasks, and the ability to navigate everyday life.
2. Philosophical Education: He believes in teaching students how to think, not just what to think, to prepare them for a complex world. Handy advocates for integrating philosophy into the curriculum to foster critical thinking and ethical decision-making.
Chapter Fifteen: Family Matters
Handy reflects on the importance of family and the pressures placed on children.
1. Family Dynamics: Handy compares entering a new family to moving to a new country, emphasizing the need to learn and adapt. He suggests that understanding family history and culture is crucial for forming strong bonds.
2. Childhood Influence: He warns against putting too much pressure on children to be conventional successes and highlights the significant impact of parental behavior. Handy suggests that the true education of children happens at home through observation and interaction.
Chapter Sixteen: Guru Times
Handy discusses the role of talent and the importance of trust in organizations.
1. Talent and Trust: Handy emphasizes that talent is universal and that trust is essential for organizational success. He argues that people should be treated as professionals with recognized skills and talents.
2. Leadership: He believes that effective leadership combines individual aspirations with the community's purposes. Handy suggests that trust and collaboration are key to achieving organizational goals and that stories and metaphors are powerful tools for communication.
Chapter Seventeen: Travel with a Microphone
Handy explores the relentless pursuit of progress and its implications.
1. Restless World: Handy reflects on the constant search for competitive advantage and the economic disparities it creates. He highlights the need for countries to continuously adapt and innovate to remain competitive.
2. Historical Acceptance: He argues that nations must accept and move past their histories to progress. Handy suggests that facing the truth about the past is essential for building a better future.
Chapter Eighteen: A Seventieth Birthday
Handy offers reflections on aging, legacy, and personal fulfillment.
1. Deathbed Reflections: Handy advises taking the "deathbed test" to focus on what truly matters in life. This perspective helps prioritize meaningful activities and relationships.
2. Eudaimonia: He translates Aristotle's principle as doing one's best with what one is best at and emphasizes the importance of knowing and accepting oneself. Handy believes that personal fulfillment comes from aligning one's activities with their strengths and values.
Key Takeaways
1. Identity Evolves: Understanding and accepting our evolving identity is crucial for personal fulfillment.
2. Purpose Beyond Survival: Finding a purpose beyond mere survival is essential for a meaningful life.
3. Continuous Learning: Lifelong learning and pushing boundaries are vital for growth and innovation.
4. Balanced Work Life: A balanced portfolio of work types, including unpaid and voluntary work, leads to a more fulfilling life.
5. Ethical Decision-Making: Questioning authority and maintaining integrity are crucial for ethical decision-making.
6. Corporate Responsibility: True corporate responsibility integrates social purpose into the core business model.
7. Legacy and Mortality: Reflecting on mortality helps focus on creating a lasting and meaningful legacy.
Recommended Actions
1. Embrace Change: Continuously seek new challenges and push boundaries to foster growth.
2. Find Your Purpose: Identify and pursue a purpose that goes beyond mere survival and material success.
3. Balance Your Work Portfolio: Diversify your work across different roles and sectors to achieve balance and fulfillment.
4. Question Authority: Maintain ethical integrity by questioning authority and making informed decisions.
5. Integrate Social Responsibility: Ensure that your business practices are socially responsible and align with a greater purpose.
6. Reflect on Mortality: Use the "deathbed test" to evaluate and focus on what truly matters in life.
Top Quotes
1. “The two zones of work and friendship operate best when they don't overlap because the perceptions of who we are do not become confused.”
2. “Life I now think is really a search for our own identity. Sad is he or she who dies without knowing who they really are or of what they are really capable.”
3. “Now that the physical things of life are so much easier... We have to find a purpose beyond just living.”
4. “Virtue he said was not the polar opposite of evil. It lay in the middle ground between too much and too little.”
5. “If all your experiments with life workout well then you probably haven't pushed yourself far enough. There may be lives out there that you could have lived had you dared more.”
6. “Acknowledged or not the planting of golden seeds by deed or word is one of the most pleasing and perhaps important things that anyone can do for someone else.”
7. “Experience plus reflection is the learning that lasts.”
8. “The right time to think about developing a new life to start a new job or a new interest is when things are still going well.”
9. “‘Work-life balance’ is in my view a misleading expression because it implies that work in life are two different things.”
10. “It is only common sense that people are more likely to be committed to a cause or mission they have had a hand in shaping.”
Final Thoughts
"Myself and Other More Important Matters" offers a rich tapestry of reflections and insights from Charles Handy’s life and career. His wisdom challenges us to rethink our approach to work, identity, and purpose, encouraging a more balanced and meaningful life. Handy’s emphasis on continuous learning, ethical decision-making, and social responsibility provides valuable guidance for navigating the complexities of the modern world. As we strive for personal and professional fulfillment, his reflections remind us of the importance of balancing individual aspirations with a greater social purpose.
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