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We Make Each Other

How human beings change one another - the states we catch, the identities we cast, the

patterns we build, and the presence in which another can grow.
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How human beings change one another.

About this volume. The first three volumes stayed, in the end, inside one person.

Volume 2 showed how you construct your reality; Volume 3 showed how you become

someone new. But the last chapter of Volume 3 broke the walls of the single self open.

It showed that no one becomes alone - that a self is held, and changed, by the people

around it. This volume walks through that opening.

Here the unit of attention is no longer the individual. It is the space between two

people. The question is not how you change, but how you and another person change

each other - continuously, mutually, and mostly without either of you noticing. It is the

most ordinary thing in human life and one of the least examined: that we are all, all the

time, quietly remaking one another.

The organising question of the whole volume is this:

How do human beings change one another?

We will follow the channels through which one person reaches into another - the states

we catch, the identities we hand each other, the patterns we build together, the presence

that lets a person grow, and the slow work of years - and we will keep the focus tight

on two people at a time. Larger worlds, of teams and organisations and societies, are

made of these two-person dynamics, but they are a bigger scale, and they wait for later

volumes. Understand the pair first. Everything human is built from it.

The many familiar relationships in which one person shapes another - parent and child,

coach and client, teacher and student, mentor, therapist, friend, partner, and yes, leader
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and led - will appear throughout as examples of these universal dynamics. None of

them is the frame. They are all expressions of the same underlying human fact, which

is what this volume is about.

A note on knowing, as before: claims resting on solid research are named as such;

considered stances are named as stances; and load-bearing claims are marked in

brackets using the project's vocabulary - Evidence-supported, Theory, Professional

judgement, Working hypothesis, Philosophical reflection, Open question.
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By now you have noticed something about yourself that we touched near the end of the

last volume, and it is worth returning to, because it is the doorway to everything here.

You are not the same person with everyone. With one friend you are quick and funny,

and the wit seems to arrive on its own. With a certain colleague you become guarded

and small, and you leave the conversation wondering where your confidence went.

With one person you are your most generous self; with another, someone you do not

much like keeps showing up in your place. These are not masks you put on. They are

different selves that different people call out of you, often before you have decided

anything. The same you, genuinely various, depending on who is in the room.

We usually treat this as a minor curiosity of personality. It is, in fact, the visible edge of

one of the largest facts about human life. Across three volumes you have been learning

to author yourself - to see your own meanings, revise your own beliefs, become

someone new. All of it was true and all of it was necessary. But it quietly assumed that

you were the author of you. And you are not the only one. Every close relationship in

your life is writing you, right now, and you are writing them. The self you have been

working so hard to shape is being co-authored, continuously, by the people you are

closest to.

CHAPT E R  1

You Are Not the Only Author

The many versions of you
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This can sound, at first, like a loss - as if the agency you have been building is being

taken back. It is the opposite. It is a truer and larger picture, and it has been the human

condition from the very beginning.

You did not become a self alone and then enter relationships. You became a self

through relationships, from the first days of your life. An infant cannot construct an

identity, a sense of safety, a way of reading the world, out of nothing; it builds all of

these from the faces, voices, and responses of the people who hold it. We are, quite

literally, made in relationship before we are able to do anything for ourselves.

(Evidence-supported: human psychological development is fundamentally relational

from infancy.) That never stops. It becomes less obvious as we grow more capable, but

the same process runs all life long: we go on constructing and revising who we are out

of our encounters with each other. The sealed, self-contained individual - the person

who is simply themselves, regardless of who they are with - does not exist and never

did. There is only the self, continually forming in the company it keeps.

So the version of you that appears with each person is not a distortion of the "real" you

underneath. It is the real you, being authored in real time by that particular relationship.

You are not less of an author than the last three volumes suggested. You are one author

among several, working on a book you do not solely control.

Here is the feature that makes this a genuinely new subject, and not just Volume 3 seen

again from the outside.

In the last volume, other people appeared as a force acting on you - your field, holding

your self in place. That was true, but it was still told from inside one person, with the

You were never a sealed unit

It goes both ways, at the same time
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world doing things to them. The reality is not one-directional. It is mutual and

simultaneous. You are not only being shaped by the people close to you; you are

shaping them, in the very same moment, through the very same encounter. Influence in

a relationship is not a line from one person to another. It is a loop, running both ways at

once, so that neither person is purely the cause and neither is purely the effect. You

change how your partner feels, which changes how they treat you, which changes how

you feel, which changes how you treat them - and there is no first domino, only a circle

that has been turning for as long as you have known each other. (Theory / Evidence-

supported: relationships operate as systems of mutual, bidirectional influence.)

This is why "who started it" is almost always the wrong question in a relationship, and

why the honest answer to "are you shaping them or are they shaping you?" is: yes.

Both. Always. At once.

And nearly all of it happens without anyone deciding to do it.

You are changing the people close to you constantly, and you did not sit down and plan

to. By your presence, your moods, the way you react, the picture you hold of them, the

small daily thousand things you do without thought, you are leaving marks on their

inner lives - shaping how they feel, what they believe about themselves, who they are

becoming - almost entirely below the level of intention. And they are doing exactly the

same to you. The largest part of how we change one another is not the deliberate

conversation or the piece of advice. It is the ambient, unplanned, ceaseless influence of

simply being in each other's lives.

This is a sobering thing to take in, and also a freeing one. Sobering, because it means

you do not get to be neutral. You are having an effect on the people you love and work

with whether or not you attend to it; the only choice is whether that effect is conscious

Mostly invisible, mostly unintended
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or blind. Freeing, because it means that the quality of your relationships, and the

people within them, is not fixed - it is being made, daily, by ordinary acts that are far

more within your reach than you thought. You have been changing people all along.

The question this volume opens is whether you will begin to notice how, and take part

in it on purpose.

Sit for a moment with the reframe, because it quietly rewrites the three volumes before

it. You have not been developing alone in a sealed room, occasionally affected by

others. You have been forming, all along, inside a web of relationships that are

authoring you as surely as you author yourself - and which you are authoring in return,

mostly without knowing it. To become conscious of your own development, it turns

out, is not enough. You also have to become conscious of the development you are

constantly causing, and undergoing, in the space between yourself and the people

around you.

Which raises the question that the rest of this volume exists to answer. If other people

are getting inside me this continuously - shaping my states, my sense of myself, who I

am becoming - then how? Through what actual channels does one person reach into

another? Where, precisely, does the influence enter?

The first channel is not what a thoughtful person would guess. It is not through your

ideas, your words, or your reasoning at all. It is faster than thought, older than

language, and it is passing between you and everyone near you right now, beneath your

awareness.

End of Volume 4, Chapter 1.

Before you turn the page
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You have felt a room change the moment a particular person entered it.

Someone arrives tense, having just come from a difficult call, and within minutes the

whole atmosphere has tightened, though not a word has been said about what

happened. Or the opposite: someone with a settled, easy presence sits down, and the

anxious energy in the room quietly loosens, shoulders drop, and a conversation that

was becoming brittle softens. You have come home carrying a good day and watched it

lift the household; you have come home carrying a bad one and watched everyone give

you a wide berth. And you have been on the receiving end, too - caught someone else's

mood so completely that an hour later you were irritable or lightened and could not

have said exactly when it happened.

This is the first channel through which we change one another, and it is worth noticing

that it has nothing to do with ideas. Before you and another person exchange a single

thought, you have already exchanged something more basic and more powerful. You

have exchanged states. And this exchange is happening constantly, beneath your

awareness, with everyone you are near.

CHAPT E R  2

The State You Catch

The mood that walked in the door
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Human beings are built to pick up one another's internal states automatically. We read,

below the level of conscious attention, the tiny signals a person gives off - the set of a

face, the tightness or ease in a voice, the speed of movement, the thousand micro-cues

of posture and breath - and we tend, without deciding to, to catch the state behind

them. Put simply, emotions are contagious. Calm spreads. So does anxiety. So does

warmth, and so does contempt. We are, in a real sense, permeable to each other.

(Evidence-supported: emotional contagion, the automatic transfer of states between

people, is well documented.)

And it goes deeper than mood, down into the body. Two people in close, sustained

contact begin to influence each other's physiology - each other's nervous systems, the

very machinery of stress and calm. One person's regulated, steady presence can help

settle another's alarm; one person's agitation can put another's body on quiet alert,

before either has named a feeling. We do not just share opinions. We regulate, or

dysregulate, one another, physically, through mere proximity. (Evidence-supported /

Theory: people co-regulate one another's physiological states; the finer mechanisms are

still being mapped.)

There is a reason this is the ground floor of all interpersonal influence, and not a minor

footnote to the more interesting business of what people say to each other.

The state comes first, and it gates everything that follows. You cannot reason with

someone whose nervous system you have just put on alert; the alarm you triggered will

filter every word you say into a threat. You cannot truly reach someone you have

flooded with your own anxiety; they are too busy managing the state you handed them

to receive anything else. Every deeper thing that passes between two people - every

We catch each other

Why this channel comes first
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idea, every piece of feedback, every attempt to help - arrives through the door of the

state that is already established between them. Set the wrong state and nothing else

lands. Set the right one and a person can suddenly hear what they could not hear a

moment before. This is why the most careful words fail in a charged atmosphere, and

why sometimes a person is changed less by anything you said than by the fact that,

near you, they could finally breathe.

Because the exchange runs both ways, this channel has two faces, and both matter.

You are always catching. The states you are chronically exposed to become, over time,

your baseline - which means the people you spend the most time near are quietly

setting your emotional weather far more than you realise. Time with a person who lives

in low-grade alarm will tend to raise your own; time with someone genuinely steady

will tend to settle you. Some of what you take to be simply "your mood" is not

originally yours at all - you caught it, and never noticed the handover. Learning to ask,

in a difficult state, is this mine, or did I pick it up? is a small and real freedom, because

a state you caught can be set down in a way that a state you have concluded is your

own cannot.

And you are always emitting. Whatever state you carry is being caught by the person in

front of you, whether you intend it or not. This turns your own regulation into

something more than private self-care. The state you keep is the first thing you give the

people around you - the first gift, or the first harm. The person who can stay steady

when things are hard is not merely coping well; they are offering everyone near them a

calmer nervous system to borrow, and that borrowing is often the most useful thing that

passes between two people all day. You can be a thermometer, merely registering and

passing on whatever state is around you. Or you can learn to be, at times, a thermostat -

a person who sets the temperature rather than only reflecting it.

Thermometer or thermostat
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This is not a call to manufacture calm or perform a positivity you do not feel; states

that are faked leak the truth underneath and are caught anyway, and pretending to be

fine is its own kind of dishonesty. It is simpler and harder than that. It is to know that

your inner state is never wholly private - that it travels - and to take responsibility for

tending it, both for your own sake and for everyone who stands in its weather.

We have found the first and fastest way human beings change one another: not through

what we say, but through the states we transmit and catch, body to body, beneath

awareness, all the time. It is the foundation the rest is built on, because the state

between two people decides what else can pass between them.

But a state, for all its power, is momentary. You catch my calm or my anxiety, and then

it passes; tomorrow the weather is different. To change what someone feels this

afternoon is real, and it is not nothing - but it is not yet to change them. There is a

difference between altering a person's mood for an hour and altering who they take

themselves to be.

So the question deepens. How does one person change something in another that lasts -

not the passing state, but the standing sense of who they are? How do we get from each

other's moods to each other's very selves?

That is the next, and deeper, channel.

End of Volume 4, Chapter 2.

Before you turn the page
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You have been more yourself with some people, and less yourself with others, and the

difference was not really about you.

There is the manager under whom you did the best work of your life - not because they

taught you much, but because they seemed to see someone capable in you, and in their

presence you became that person. And there is the one under whom you shrank,

second-guessed yourself, and slowly turned into the very disappointment they seemed

to expect. Same you. Two different selves, called out by two different pictures. You can

see it most clearly in others: the child who is "the difficult one" at home and warm and

easy everywhere else; the friend who becomes braver in one relationship and smaller in

another. We are drawn out, or shut down, by how we are seen.

In the last chapter we found the fast, passing channel of influence: the states we catch

from one another. Now we reach a slower and far deeper one - the channel through

which we change not just what another person feels for an hour, but who they take

themselves to be. And it works through something surprisingly simple. We become

who we are repeatedly treated as.

CHAPT E R  3

Becoming Who You're Treated As

The person you become in their eyes
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The picture another person holds of you does not stay inside their head. It comes out in

a thousand small behaviours - the tone they use, the patience they extend or withhold,

the opportunities they offer or quietly route around you, the trust they place or refuse,

the attention they give. And you, receiving all of this, are shaped by it. Being treated as

capable, again and again, tends to make you more capable, because you are given the

room, the trust and the self-belief in which capability grows. Being treated as

untrustworthy tends, over time, to produce exactly the guardedness and withdrawal that

seem to justify the suspicion. The picture becomes a mould, and the self slowly grows

to fit it. (Theory / Evidence-supported: our self-concept is shaped by how others

appraise and treat us, and others' expectations measurably influence how people

actually perform and behave.)

Notice that this is the same self-fulfilling loop we met in Volume 2, but now running

between two people instead of inside one. There, your belief about yourself quietly

arranged the evidence that confirmed it. Here, another person's belief about you does

the same work: their expectation shapes how they treat you, which shapes what you

become, which confirms their expectation. Their picture of you helps create the you

they were picturing. And to both of you, at every step, it feels not like creation but like

accurate perception - they feel they are simply seeing who you are, and you feel you

are simply being who you are, while between you a self is quietly being built to spec.

Follow this to its conclusion and it becomes one of the most sobering ideas in this

volume. You are, at this moment, shaping the self-image of everyone close to you - by

the picture of them you hold and communicate, mostly without a word.

Treated into being

The most powerful thing you transmit
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Your child is assembling a sense of who they are partly from the reflection you give

back to them - whether they read, in your eyes, someone fundamentally good and

capable, or someone who is a problem to be managed. The person who works for you

is becoming, in part, whoever you treat them as; hold them as mediocre and you will

very likely help make them so, hold them as someone with real capacity and you give

that capacity somewhere to grow. Your partner is being enlarged or diminished, year by

year, by the picture you carry of them. The most consequential thing you transmit to

the people close to you is not your advice, your knowledge, or even your love in the

abstract. It is the picture you hold of who they are - because they will tend, over time,

to become it.

And here is the part that removes any escape: the picture is read whether or not it is

spoken. People are exquisitely sensitive to how they are actually regarded, beneath the

polite words. A child knows whether they are truly delighted in. An employee knows

whether you actually rate them, no matter what the appraisal form says. You cannot

fake the picture, because what transmits is the real one. This means the work is not to

say more encouraging things. It is to genuinely hold a truer, larger, more generous

picture of the people in your life - because that is what they will grow into.

To hold a real and generous picture of another person, and to treat them from it

steadily, is one of the most powerful gifts a human being can give. It is, quite literally,

to help someone become more of who they could be - by seeing it before they can, and

treating them as it until they catch up. Much of what we admire in the finest parents,

teachers, mentors and coaches comes down to precisely this: they see a person's

unrealised capacity and relate to them from it, and the person grows toward the seeing.

Leadership, at its best, contains the same act - a leader's picture of their people quietly

The gift, the wound, and the honest limit
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shapes what those people become - but it is only one instance of a human power that

belongs to every close relationship, not a thing leaders alone possess.

The wound is the same power in reverse. To hold a diminished, suspicious or

contemptuous picture of someone, and treat them from it, is a continuous harm, even if

never said aloud - a slow shaping of a person toward the smallness you saw in them.

Most people who were made smaller by a relationship were never explicitly told they

were less. They simply lived, for years, inside someone's diminished picture of them,

and grew to fit it.

Two honest limits keep this from tipping into magical thinking. First, a picture must be

true enough to be grown into. This is not the claim that believing hard enough makes

anyone anything; reality constrains, and a flattering fantasy that ignores who a person

actually is will not take, and may even insult them. The pictures that change people are

the ones that see real, unrealised capacity - not delusions, but truths not yet lived.

Second, it cannot be performed. A generous picture you do not actually hold leaks its

falseness, exactly as a faked state does, because what people catch is the real regard

beneath the behaviour. This is not a technique for managing others. It is a call to do the

harder inner work of genuinely seeing them well.

We now have two channels running between any two people: the states we catch from

each other, and the identities we shape in each other by how we see and treat them. The

second reaches all the way down to who a person becomes.

But something has been quietly complicating the picture, and it is time to face it. This

shaping is not one-directional. At the very same time that you are shaping another

person by how you see them, they are shaping you by how they see you - and each of

those pictures is itself being formed by the other person's behaviour, which you helped

Before you turn the page
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cause. You are not painting each other in turn, politely, one at a time. You are each

painting the other while being painted, continuously, in a loop with no clear beginning.

When two people shape each other that continuously, something emerges that neither

of them authored alone: a pattern, running between them, with a life of its own. You

have almost certainly been caught in one - a way that you and a particular person

reliably bring out the same thing in each other, again and again, as if you were both

following steps to a dance neither of you chose.

That dance is the next thing to understand.

End of Volume 4, Chapter 3.
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There is a conversation you have had with a particular person many times, and you

could both recite your lines.

Perhaps it is the argument with your partner that always travels the same road to the

same cold silence, no matter where it starts. Perhaps it is the colleague who reliably

makes you defensive, so that you become someone stiff and guarded the moment they

speak. Perhaps it is the parent who can turn you, at forty-five, back into a sulking

fifteen-year-old within a single visit. Or the friend around whom you are always,

somehow, the sensible responsible one, carrying the evening. Whatever the particular

shape, you know the feeling of here we go again - the sense of stepping into a groove

so worn that the two of you slide down it automatically, arriving, every time, at the

same familiar place.

We met that feeling of "again" in Volume 2, but there it belonged to one person,

running an old story alone. Here it is something else: a pattern that lives between two

people, that neither of them is running alone, and that neither of them chose. When two

people change each other as continuously as the last three chapters described, they

settle, over time, into repeating patterns. And those patterns take on a life of their own.

CHAPT E R  4

The Dance You Don't Know You're Doing

Here we go again
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Watch closely how one of these patterns works and you will see something strange: it

is circular. Each person's move is triggering the other's, and the other's is triggering

theirs, round and round, with no real starting point.

Take the most common one. One person, wanting closeness or reassurance, presses -

asks, pursues, pushes for a response. The other, feeling pressed, pulls back - goes quiet,

withdraws, creates distance. But the withdrawal makes the first person press harder,

and the harder pressing makes the second withdraw further, and so the two of them

spiral, each move making the other's worse, each of them certain they are simply

reacting reasonably to what the other is doing. Or: one criticises, the other defends, and

the defence reads as not listening, which invites more criticism, which invites more

defence. Or: one person takes on more and more, the other does less and less, and the

over-doing and the under-doing feed each other perfectly, each making the other more

extreme. (Theory / Evidence-supported: these self-reinforcing interactional patterns, in

which each person's behaviour drives the other's in a loop, are well recognised; the

pursue-withdraw cycle in particular is much studied.)

The crucial thing to see is that the pattern is not inside either person. It is a third thing,

created in the space between them, belonging to neither, running on its own

momentum. Neither of them authored it alone, and neither of them can point to who

began it, because in a circle there is no beginning. This is why "who started it" is the

wrong question, and why it is never resolved: both people are right that they are

reacting to the other, and both are trapped for exactly that reason.

This reframes something we badly misunderstand. In a stuck relationship pattern, we

look for the person at fault - and each party sincerely believes it is the other. I only nag

The pattern is a third thing

Nobody here is the problem
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because you shut down. I only shut down because you nag. Both statements are true.

And that is precisely the trap: each person is playing half of a pattern, experiencing

their own half as a reasonable response to the other's half, and neither can see that

together they are producing a thing that neither wants.

So the person is not the problem. The pattern is. This is not a way of excusing anyone;

it is a way of seeing accurately. As long as two people are each convinced the other is

the problem, they will keep trying to fix the other, which is itself usually one of the

moves that keeps the pattern turning. The relief - and it is a real relief - comes when

both can finally look at the pattern together, as a third thing they are caught in, rather

than at each other as the cause.

And now the turn that makes this the most practical idea in the volume. Because the

pattern is a self-sustaining loop, it can only continue if both people keep playing their

part. Which means either person, alone, can change the entire pattern - by changing

their own move.

You cannot make the other person change; the last chapter's limit still holds, and it

always will. But you were never only a victim of the pattern, because you are half of it,

and your half is the half you control. When you genuinely stop playing your step -

when the pursuer stops pursuing, or the critic stops criticising, or the over-functioner

stops taking it all on - the loop loses the response it needs to complete itself. The other

person's move no longer gets the reaction that used to follow it, and the whole pattern

is forced to reorganise, because the circle has been broken at the one point you were

always holding. This is a genuine and often astonishing power: you can change a two-

person pattern unilaterally, without the other person's agreement, simply by refusing to

supply your half of it. (Theory, drawn from the systemic view of relationships and

consistent with clinical practice.)

The move that is yours to make
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Two honest cautions keep this from curdling into something it is not. It is not a promise

that changing your move will fix the other person or the relationship - it changes the

pattern, which may open things, but the other is still free, and some patterns are held in

place by real imbalances of power or by harm, where the healthy move is not a better

step in the dance but to leave the floor. And it is genuinely hard, because relationships,

like selves, resist change: the pattern is grooved, and when you alter your step, the

other person will often, without knowing it, escalate their old move to pull you back

into yours, because the familiar pattern - even a painful one - is what the relationship

knows how to be. Holding a new move steadily, through the other's pull to restore the

old one, is the real work. But the power is real, and it is yours, and it does not wait on

anyone's permission.

We have added a third channel to the two before it. Beyond the states we catch and the

identities we shape in each other, two people jointly create patterns - dances with a life

of their own, which then shape them both. And we have found, inside that, a large

freedom: you are never merely subject to a relational pattern, because you are always

half of it, and by changing your own half you can reorganise the whole.

But changing the dance, powerful as it is, mostly frees a relationship from its worst

grooves. It raises a larger and more hopeful question that it does not answer. Some

relationships do more than avoid the bad pattern. Around certain people, in certain

ways of being together, you do not just fail to shrink - you actually expand. You think

more clearly, feel more honestly, risk more, become more yourself. And around others

you reliably contract. What is it, in the space between two people, that makes one

relationship a place where a person grows, and another a place where they diminish?

The answer is the deepest channel of all, and everything so far has been leading to it. It

has to do with a particular quality of attention - with what it means to be truly seen.

Before you turn the page

© 2026 Anna Tan  ·  Human Development Architecture, Volume IV: We Make Each Other  ·  hda.life

24/07/2026, 19:52 We Make Each Other | Human Development Architecture Vol. 4

https://www.hda.life/volume-4 20/32



End of Volume 4, Chapter 4.
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Somewhere in your life there has been a conversation you never forgot, in which the

other person barely said anything at all.

They listened - really listened, without waiting to speak, without reaching for a

solution, without steering you anywhere. And in the space their attention made,

something happened. You heard yourself say things you did not know you thought. You

worked out, out loud, something you had been circling for months. You felt, for once,

genuinely met - not managed, not fixed, not half-heard by someone already forming

their reply, but seen. You left that conversation changed, and if someone asked what

advice you had been given, you would struggle to name any. You had not been given

advice. You had been given attention, and it turned out to be the more powerful thing.

Set that beside the ordinary texture of most conversations - the half-listening, the

waiting for a gap, the quick pivot to fixing, the sense of being processed rather than

received - and you begin to feel how rare real presence is, and how much it does. This

is the last and deepest channel through which we change one another, and it is different

in kind from the others. It is not something you do to a person. It is a quality of

attention you offer them, in which they become able to grow.

CHAPT E R  5

The Gift of Being Seen

The conversation that changed you, in which
nothing was advised
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Being truly seen and heard, in a field of safety, changes what a person can reach in

themselves. It works through a few things at once, and we have already met each of

them separately.

First, safety. In Volume 3 we found that a person only lets the real feeling come - the

felt truth that actually changes them - when it is safe enough to stop defending. A

relationship is where that safety is or is not provided. When someone feels genuinely

safe with you - not judged, not about to be corrected, not a problem you are itching to

solve - the guarded self relaxes, and what is true underneath can finally surface.

Without that safety, a person stays busy defending, and nothing deeper can move.

(Evidence-supported: psychological safety enables people to be open, honest and

exploratory.)

Second, attention itself. Quality attention is a kind of room. Inside it, a person can

think thoughts they cannot think alone, because your attention holds the space steady

while they venture into it; they can feel what they have been avoiding, because

someone is there to feel it with; they can hear themselves, because you are listening

well enough to listen back. You have had the experience of understanding your own

situation better simply because someone attended to you fully while you spoke. They

added no content. Their attention was the content. (Theory / Professional judgement:

being received with full, non-judgemental attention reliably helps people access and

clarify their own inner life.)

And third, all the earlier channels, combined and turned toward another's growth. A

good presence offers a steady state to borrow rather than an anxious one to catch. It

reflects back a generous and true picture of who the person is, rather than a diminished

one. It declines to be drawn into the shrinking patterns. And it gives full attention

rather than divided. Put those together, in one person, in one relationship, and you have

created something rare: a space in which another human being can expand.

What presence makes possible
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This resolves a tension that has run through the whole volume. You cannot make

another person grow. You never could; every chapter has confirmed it, and it remains

true here. Growth is theirs to do, from the inside, exactly as your own becoming was in

Volume 3.

But you can offer the conditions in which their growth becomes possible - and the core

of those conditions is a quality of presence. This is what it actually means, at the

deepest level, to help another person become. Not to change them. Not to fix, instruct,

or improve them. To be a space in which they can change themselves. The help is not

in what you provide. It is in the quality of attention and safety you make available,

within which the other person does their own becoming. That is the most one human

being can do for another's development, and, done well, it is enormous.

Now something can be said that this whole body of work has been moving toward,

quietly, since the beginning.

Strip away the settings, the titles and the techniques, and this single act - offering a

quality of presence in which another person can grow - is the common root of every

relationship in which one human being helps another develop. The great teacher does

not primarily transfer facts; they hold a space, and a picture of the student, in which the

student becomes capable. The real coach adds little content; they offer attention and

safety in which the client thinks and chooses more freely. The good therapist heals

largely through the relationship itself. The wise mentor, the parent who raises a whole

person rather than merely a well-behaved one, the friend you are most yourself around

- each, in their own setting, is doing the same essential human thing. And the leader

who genuinely develops people, rather than only directing them, is doing it too: in the

The thing you cannot do, and the thing you can

The one act beneath many names
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setting of work, results and pressure, providing the safety, the attention, the true and

generous picture, the steadiness, in which people become more than they were.

These are not different skills that happen to resemble one another. They are one act,

expressed in different contexts. The context changes what it looks like - a session, a

classroom, a kitchen table, a one-to-one at work - but the underlying human dynamic is

the same. This is exactly why, in this architecture, leadership is not the frame through

which everything else is understood. Leadership is one expression, at work, of a

universal human capacity that belongs equally to a parent, a teacher, a friend. To make

leadership the lens would be to mistake one of its costumes for the thing itself. The

thing itself is this: the offering of presence in which another person becomes.

If this is so powerful, why is it so uncommon? Because real presence is demanding,

and there is no way to fake it.

To be genuinely present to another person, you have to set down - at least for a while -

your own agenda, your urge to fix, your need to be interesting, your wish to be seen

yourself. You have to make room, and room in a human being is not free; it is made by

quieting the constant self-referential noise that fills most of our attention. This is why

presence is rare: not because people are unkind, but because it costs something real to

stop, for a few minutes, being the centre of your own experience and to make another

person the centre instead. And it cannot be performed, for the reason we have met

twice already - people catch the real regard beneath the behaviour, and performed

attention leaks its absence. You cannot pretend to be present. You can only actually be

present, or not.

Two things keep this honest. It is not a demand to become everyone's therapist,

endlessly self-sacrificing; presence is offered in moments, and anyone can offer it,

What presence costs, and why it is rare
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briefly, more often than they do. And it is mutual: you do not only give this - you need

it. You also grow through being truly seen, which means the people who offer you real

presence are quietly among the most important forces in your development, and worth

treasuring accordingly. We make each other, here, at our best, by taking turns being the

space in which the other becomes.

We have now traced every channel through which two people change each other: the

states we catch, the identities we cast, the patterns we build, and - deepest of all - the

presence in which another can grow. Together they answer the volume's question. This

is how human beings change one another: continuously, mutually, through body,

identity, pattern and attention, mostly beneath awareness, for better and for worse.

But every one of these has been described as a moment, or a manner - something

happening between two people now. Relationships are not moments. They are years.

The same person catches your states, shapes your sense of yourself, dances the same

dances with you, and sees you or fails to see you, not once but daily, across a decade or

a lifetime. What does that accumulation do? What do a thousand small moments of

being met - or a thousand of being missed - make of a person in the end?

The final thing to understand is what relationships do to us over time. Because in the

end, we do not merely influence each other. Over the long arc of a shared life, we

become each other.

End of Volume 4, Chapter 5.

Before you turn the page
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Spend an evening with a couple who have been together for forty years and you will

notice something: they have grown alike. Not identical, but convergent - shared

phrases, shared references, a shared rhythm, similar values worn into similar shapes,

sometimes even a similar way of moving through a room. The same is true of old

friends and long-serving colleagues. Over a long enough shared life, people come to

resemble one another.

Now turn it on yourself. Think of who you were before and after a significant

relationship, and notice how much of you was picked up along the way. Your sense of

humour carries the fingerprints of specific people. So do your values, your fears, your

standards, the phrases you reach for, the way you love, the way you argue, the things

you find funny or unforgivable. Much of what you take to be simply "you" was

absorbed, over years, from particular people you were close to. You are, in a real and

literal sense, partly a composite of the people you have lived your life beside.

This is the last thing to understand about how we change one another, and it is the

largest. The channels we have traced - the states we catch, the identities we cast, the

patterns we build, the presence we offer - do not operate once. They operate daily, for

years. And running that long, they do more than influence us. They slowly make us

into each other.

CHAPT E R  6

We Become Our Relationships

The people you have grown to resemble
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A single instance of any channel is a passing thing. You catch someone's mood this

afternoon; they treat you as capable in one meeting; you fall into the old pattern once;

you are truly seen in a single conversation. Small. But run any of these thousands of

times, with the same person, across a decade, and it stops being influence and becomes

structure.

The states you are chronically near become your baseline temperament. The picture a

person holds of you, reflected back day after day, sinks from something you receive

into something you are. The patterns you repeat with someone become your defaults,

carried even into other relationships. And the presence you are regularly offered - or

regularly denied - shapes your very capacity to be present to others. Over time, through

sheer accumulation, your closest relationships do not just affect who you are. They

constitute it. Relationships are the long workshop in which selves are actually built.

(Evidence-supported / Theory: people converge with those closest to them over time,

and long-term relationships measurably shape traits, values and wellbeing.)

This is the deepest reason the self can never be a solo achievement. In Volume 3 you

learned to author your own becoming, and all of it was true. But you author it in

company, out of materials the company keeps supplying, alongside co-authors who are

writing on the same pages. The self you are making is being made, at the same time, by

the people you are making it with.

Two large consequences follow, and the first is intensely practical.

If you become like those you are closest to, then the people you spend the most time

with are, slowly and largely, deciding who you turn into - your baseline state, your

Influence becomes identity over time

Choosing your company is choosing your becoming
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sense of what is possible, your values, your standard for what is normal. This is

happening to you right now, and for most people it is happening entirely by default,

decided by circumstance, habit and history rather than by choice. To develop

consciously is, in part, to take this back into your own hands: to notice who calls out

your best and who reliably shrinks you, who holds a true and generous picture of you

and who holds a diminished one, whose presence leaves you more yourself and whose

leaves you less - and to let those observations shape, over time, who you keep close.

This is not a cold instruction to use people or to discard everyone who is hard work;

relationships are not a portfolio to optimise, and love is not conditional on

developmental usefulness. It is something simpler and more honest: an

acknowledgement that proximity is formative, that you are being shaped by your

closest relationships whether you chose them for that or not, and that this makes the

question of who you let close one of the most consequential developmental choices in a

life - too consequential to keep leaving entirely to accident. It is the long-term,

relational form of the lesson from Volume 3: to change durably, change your field.

Here, your closest relationships are your field.

The second consequence is the reciprocal of the first, and it carries the moral weight of

the whole volume.

If your closest people are making you, then you are, just as surely, making them. Over

the years, you are one of the forces deciding who the people close to you become. Your

child will carry your states, your picture of them, your patterns and your presence for

the whole of their life. Your partner is being enlarged or diminished by you across

every ordinary day. The people who work closely with you are becoming, in part, who

your daily regard makes them. This is not occasional or optional. It is the constant,

accumulating effect of simply being in their lives - and it outlasts you, because what

You are permanently part of others' becoming
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you deposit in a person keeps running long after any particular moment, often long

after you are gone.

So to develop consciously is never only a private matter of working on yourself. It is

also to accept that you are a permanent contributor to the becoming of everyone close

to you, and to take some responsibility for the mark you are leaving - not with anxious

perfectionism, which helps no one, but with the ordinary, wakeful care of a person who

knows their presence is formative. The gentlest and most far-reaching thing most

people could do for the world is to become someone good to be near.

Stand back and see the volume entire. We change one another through the states we

catch, the identities we cast in each other, the patterns we jointly build, and the

presence we offer or withhold - and across time these do not merely influence us; they

make us into one another. The self that Volume 3 taught you to author turns out to be

authored, in the end, largely in company. You are not a self who then enters

relationships. You are a self continuously made of them.

That is the reframe this whole volume exists to deliver, and it is not a diminishment of

the individual development you have been building all along. It is its true medium.

Human beings do not develop alone and then meet; they develop in the meeting. The

between is not the space around the work of becoming. The between is where

becoming happens. We make each other - always, unavoidably, for better and for worse

- and to see that clearly is to be able, at last, to take part in it on purpose: to choose, a

little more, the company that is forming you, and to tend, a little more, the forming you

are doing of everyone near you.

The whole of it
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You now see yourself truly as a relational being - shaped by and shaping others,

moment to moment and across a lifetime. And yet, look back at everything in this

volume, and notice the boundary we have held the entire way through. Every channel,

every example, every dance, has been about two people.

But you do not live only in twos. You live in families, teams, organisations,

communities - in groups. And a group is not simply a stack of two-person relationships

added together. When many people are catching each other's states, casting each other's

identities, and building patterns together all at once, something new comes into being

that none of them created alone and none fully controls: a shared atmosphere, a set of

unspoken norms, a collective sense of "how things are here" - a field with its own

momentum, which then shapes everyone inside it, often far more powerfully than any

single person in it intends. You have walked into a team, or a family, or a culture, and

felt it change you in ways no individual member did.

How does a group get inside a person? What is this collective field - how does it form,

how does it hold, and how is it changed? That is the same human story told at a larger

scale, and it is the next stage of the journey. And it is there, where influence becomes

collective and structured, that one particular expression of it finally steps forward to be

understood in full - not as the lens through which all human development is read, but

as the name we give to the deliberate shaping of a shared field.

That is where we go next.

End of Volume 4.

Before you turn the page
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— End of Volume IV —
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