
Desisting From Listing 

 

Just as there are those who fold and those who crumple, there are people who list and people who don’t. 

I’ve long admired the non-list makers. It must be liberating, exhilarating even, to not be bound and 

gagged by the daily production of a list. I envy those who awake with non-list freedom, and imagine it as a 

kind of breathy insouciance brought on by the assurance that each moment is new, each decision fresh, each 

accomplishment gloriously un-predicted. 

I’m not sure when I began to list although I suspect it may have accompanied a general renewal of 

self towards seriousness. There comes a time, it seems, in a young person’s life when the single, most 

prevalent thought that rises through the ether of consciousness is – I must do something worthwhile.  

There are a gazillion as-opposed-to footnotes to this thought. In my case, these included; as opposed 

to drinking myself silly all the time, or as opposed to watching re-runs of The Goodies, but as with all of us, 

the key is the thought itself, for at first glance it seems to be a very difficult thing, to do something 

worthwhile, and doubly so unless one is first inclined to list the steps required in reaching such a heady 

achievement. 

There are, of course, many purposes lurking with arch cunning behind listing; we might call them 

raisons a la liste as opposed to raisons d’etre, although whatever the nomenclature, they fulfil the same role 

in one’s life. Apropos, these can be listed as follows: 

1. To give oneself daily, or weekly, monthly, annual, life-long purpose. 

2. To give the impression of sublime organisational skills. 

3. To offset the vague but insistent feeling that one’s life is on the slippery-slide to nowhere. 

4. To satisfy the cravings of something popularised by pop-psychiatrists as Obsessive Compulsive 

Disorder, but more commonly known as freak-neatness.  

5. To allow for the completion of a host of minor achievements; the positivity achieved in ticking 

off a list. 

It is the latter purpose that is most crucial for it provides a sense of gratification and therefore 

becomes instantly life-affirming. From a position of objectivity, I now know that there came a time when I 

began to make lists solely for the purpose of ticking them off (in the sense of target-achievement, not getting 

angry with them and yelling obscenities, although that has happened because lists can become a mental 

prison unless you organise them correctly from the get-go.) Ergo, I found the key to good list-making was to 

include items that were ridiculously simple to achieve, givens, as it were, that would have happened anyway. 

As such, a list might include: 

8. Go to the toilet. 

Or: 

11. Check the letter-box. For letters. 

In this way, my lists soon became a series of cross-outs as jobs were ruthlessly deleted. This is the 

base-level psychology of lists; make their greater part easily achievable and thus allow for the possibility that 

the more difficult items will get swept up in this tsunami and something worthwhile will be done. 

Another key lies in the wording of the list. As with survey questions, the language and syntax of the 

list must be judiciously chosen so that only that which you might achieve can actually happen. For example, 

an item such as ‘Write the great Australian novel’ is too broad in scope and ambitious in hope, whereas 

‘Write chapter one’ is admirably reductified (a new word and one that I hope will catch on). ‘Chapter one’ 

could, of course, be anything; chapter one of a book for babies, meaning about 5 words in length, or chapter 

one of that stupid policy thingo that you have to do for work anyway, or even chapter one of Aunt Mildred’s 

recipe for chocolate brownies that you’ve always meant to write down but never did.  



See how smart this is? How simple list-making can be? How self-delusional? 

Yes, we have segued to the trade-off. There comes a time, it seems, in an older person’s life when 

the single, most prevalent thought that rises through the ether of consciousness is – my list-making is weird 

and it’s ruling my life. 

I suspected trouble when I started adding items to my list that I had already achieved. This began in 

the workplace, possibly when I began to sense, rightly or wrongly, that I wasn’t as valued as I wanted to be. 

My list-mentality response was to dart in each morning, open my diary to the daily page and compile my list 

– beginning with three or four tasks that had been completed the day before. 

A second alarm-bell; I began including sub-lists within my lists. In simple terms, these might be 

formulated as follows: 

8. Go to toilet. 

a) Wee. 

b) Wash hands. 

c) Dry hands. 

d) Exit.  

Sub-lists allow for more ticks, more deletions, a quicker kill. Accomplishments rises like a family of 

phoenixes, self-satisfaction abounds, self-value blooms. 

Or so it seemed. 

Interviewed in Der Spiegel, philosopher, author and proud list-maker Umberto Eco noted that: “The 

list is the origin of culture … What does culture want? To make infinity comprehensible … And how, as a 

human being, does one face infinity? How does one attempt to grasp the incomprehensible? Through lists.” 

Eco continued this theme, eventually suggesting that people make lists because of our innate fear of 

death. He said: “We have a limit, a very discouraging, humiliating limit: death. That's why we like all the 

things that we assume have no limits and, therefore, no end. It's a way of escaping thoughts about death. We 

like lists because we don't want to die.” 

Fair enough, I suppose, and Eco is pretty up-there in the nous stakes – but regardless, here’s the 

personal resolve: to spend A Year Without Lists (and I guess, in doing so, have a Hamletian face-to-face 

with the notion of mortality. So be it, or as the Christians are wont to say, Amen). This year, I will not make 

a list (except for shopping but that’s different; if I get the groceries and forget something, like food, then 

that’s affecting a group of people, not just me). 

Today, tomorrow, the next day, the mantra will be repeated (list-like) until it is thoroughly 

embedded. Resist the list. I am desisting from listing and the list will not be missed. 

In 2014, I am: 

a) a folder, and 

b) a non-list maker.  

Amen. Hallelujah. Wow. 
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