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Foreword How to Use This Book

This book is a conversation.

It is not built around a single topic, and it is not written to tell you 
what to believe. Belief is personal. Our purpose is simpler: to 
understand before we judge.

Think of this book as an open town hall. Ideas enter the room. 
Questions are asked. Experiences are shared. Different 
perspectives are given a voice. We may agree, disagree, challenge 
one another, or discover that the question itself needs to change. 
There is no verdict waiting for us before the conversation begins.

Every era has had its debates. Something being accepted for 
generations does not automatically make it correct, just as 
something new does not automatically make it better. So we ask 
why. We listen. We examine what we know, what we think we 
know, and what we still do not know.

Throughout this book, we will follow a simple cascade:

Question → Listen → Understand → Examine → Evidence 
→ Context → Consequences → Common Ground → Action 
→ Results → Reflection → Learn Again.

We begin with the question rather than the conclusion. We listen 
before responding. We try to understand where different ideas 
come from. We examine evidence, context, consequences, and 
uncertainty. Where possible, we look for facts that can be tested, 
observed, or reproduced.

Then we search for common ground.

Common ground does not mean everyone must agree. Two 
people can look at a glass and argue whether it is half full or half 
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empty while still agreeing about how much water is actually in 
the glass. Interpretation may differ even when the observation is 
shared.

That distinction matters throughout this book.

We will discuss subjects that sometimes produce strong opinions
—science, culture, tradition, technology, education, family, 
biology, human behavior, and ordinary everyday life. Our method 
does not decide beforehand what is good or bad. Instead, we 
examine how something is used, in what context, with what 
consequences, and with what evidence.

Understanding must eventually meet action.

Words alone change very little. A principle becomes useful when 
we can apply it, observe the result, and learn from what happens. 
If something works, we ask why. If it does not work, we should 
be equally willing to ask why. Results become part of the next 
conversation.

At the end of our discussions, some ideas will survive this 
process of questioning, examining, challenging, and distilling. 
When we arrive at a piece of common ground that offers a useful 
and actionable principle, it earns a place on what we call the 
Velcro Wall.

The Velcro Wall is not a collection of commandments.

Its principles are not presented as immutable truths. They are 
distilled ideas worth carrying with us, applying to life, and testing 
against experience. A separate companion booklet will bring 
these Velcro Walls together so they can be revisited without 
having to return to every conversation that produced them.
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There are several voices around our town hall. Dr. Author brings 
experiences, observations, questions, and sometimes provocative 
ideas. Mr. Collaborator helps organize the discussion and develop 
the thread. Mr. Caution asks us to slow down when a conclusion 
travels farther than the evidence allows. And Mr. Dot connects 
the pieces, searching for the common ground that may eventually 
reach the Velcro Wall.

None of them gets the final word simply because they spoke.

The result must earn its place.

And even then, the conversation remains open.

Because a conversation becomes wisdom only after it is distilled. 
Distilled wisdom becomes useful only when it is applied. Applied 
wisdom becomes experience. And shared experience can become 
someone else’s starting point.

So read this book as you would enter a good town hall: curious, 
patient, willing to question, willing to listen, and always using 
your own mind.

You do not have to believe us.

Understand what we are saying. Examine it. Apply what is 
useful. Observe the results. Question us when necessary. And 
remain open to learning.

There is always something more to learn.
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Authorship Attribution and the ACCD 
Process

Transparency is part of the architecture of this book. It is not 
something we want to add later as a defense or explanation.

The ideas in these pages develop through conversation. An 
observation may begin with the Author, be shaped by the 
Collaborator, challenged by Caution, and connected to a broader 
principle by Dot. Sometimes the original thought survives almost 
unchanged. Sometimes the discussion changes it considerably.

That process matters.

But transparency does not mean that every idea automatically 
becomes ours simply because we discussed it. If an idea, 
quotation, argument, discovery, or distinctive concept comes 
from an identifiable source, that source deserves recognition. We 
will give it.

Established facts and common knowledge are different. They 
belong to the wider body of human knowledge and should be 
treated as such. Where a factual claim requires verification, we 
verify it. Where appropriate, we identify the evidence behind it.

Our own observations and arguments follow another path:

Original Conversation → Development → Challenge → 
Verification Where Needed → Attribution Where Needed → 
Synthesis → Author Approval → Velcro Wall

The evolution of language within our conversations demonstrates 
this process.

“Believe” became “understand.”
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“Wrong” became “debate.”

“Universal truth” became “common ground.”

These were not merely changes of vocabulary. Each changed the 
meaning and precision of the idea itself.

That is Team ACCD at work.

The Author originates and directs. The Collaborator develops and 
organizes. Caution challenges claims and boundaries. Dot 
connects the pieces.

Artificial intelligence participates openly in that process. We 
neither hide its contribution nor give it authority merely because 
it can produce polished language.

The final decision remains with the Author.

Our standard is therefore not simply, Who wrote this sentence?

The more important questions are:

Where did the idea come from? Has another person’s 
contribution been acknowledged when necessary? Can the 
claim be supported? Does the final wording accurately 
represent what we mean?

That is the standard we intend to carry throughout this book.

Not perfection.

Transparency, attribution, intellectual honesty, and 
responsibility.



1

CHAPTER 1

Population and Civilization

Why do some parts of the world contain enormous populations?

The standard answers come quickly: fertile land, rivers, 
agriculture, climate, sanitation, medicine and declining mortality.

All are important.

But perhaps there is another question we should ask before we 
begin counting people:

Why did people want to go there?

Look backward rather than forward.

Five thousand years ago, Egypt was already one of the great 
centers of civilization. The Nile undoubtedly helped make that 
possible. Water and fertile soil supported agriculture, agriculture 
supported settlements, and settlements eventually supported cities 
and states.

But a river alone does not explain the entire human story.

Successful civilizations attract people.

They attract merchants looking for customers, workers looking 
for opportunity, scholars looking for knowledge, armies looking 
for wealth, rulers looking for territory and migrants looking for a 
better life.
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Some people arrive peacefully.

Others arrive through conquest.

Some stay temporarily.

Others settle, marry and become part of the population they once 
considered foreign.

Over centuries, the distinction between those who were there and 
those who came becomes increasingly difficult to draw.

Layers, Not Labels

Look at North Africa.

Egypt is unquestionably in Africa, yet its history also connects 
deeply with the Mediterranean and Arab worlds.

Morocco is African, with deep Amazigh roots, yet Arab language 
and culture have also profoundly shaped the country.

Sudan sits at another remarkable intersection: Africa, the Nile 
Valley, Nubia, the Sahel and the Arab world.

People living in these places cannot always be squeezed neatly 
into the labels outsiders create for them.

Human populations are rarely that simple.

India provides another example.

The old textbook story divided India neatly between original 
southern populations and later northern arrivals. Modern evidence 
tells us the history was considerably more complicated. 
Populations moved, mixed and intermarried repeatedly over 
thousands of years.

That correction matters.
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It does not weaken the argument.

It strengthens it.

Great civilizations are often not pure populations. They are 
crossroads.

Follow the Travelers Sometimes the easiest way to 
understand the importance of a civilization is not to study the 
people living there.

Study the people trying to reach it.

Where was Vasco da Gama trying to go?

India.

Why?

He wasn’t sailing halfway around the world to admire the 
Ganges.

Europe wanted direct access to the valuable trading networks and 
goods of Asia, particularly India and the spice trade.

Now consider Christopher Columbus.

Where did he think he was going when he sailed west?

Again, toward Asia.

He believed sailing west could provide another route to the 
economically valuable East. Instead, he reached islands in the 
Caribbean and encountered peoples Europeans had previously not 
known.

The mistake changed history.

But his intended destination tells us something important.
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People take enormous risks to reach places they consider 
valuable.

Consider Alexander the Great moving eastward.

Consider Persia and the civilizations occupying the territory of 
modern Iran.

Consider Anatolia and modern Turkey, positioned between 
continents and repeatedly crossed, contested and settled by 
different peoples.

Consider China and ask why enormous defensive structures were 
constructed along portions of its northern frontier.

Walls tell us something about the people inside them.

They also tell us something about the people outside trying to 
cross them.

Then cross the ocean and look at the Aztec civilization and the 
wealth and organization encountered by the Spanish.

Again and again, prosperous civilizations became objects of 
trade, migration, competition and conquest.

Civilization as a Magnet

Perhaps we have been looking at population from only one 
direction.

We commonly think:

More people → larger civilization.

But history suggests another pathway:

Successful civilization → attraction → movement of people → 
larger and more diverse population.
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Neither pathway operates alone.

Agriculture matters.

Water matters.

Disease matters.

Birth rates matter.

Child survival matters.

Technology matters.

Government matters.

War matters.

Modern medicine matters enormously.

But movement matters too.

And movement doesn’t necessarily mean what we now call 
voluntary immigration.

Human beings have moved because of trade, marriage, 
employment, slavery, displacement, war, conquest, persecution, 
curiosity and opportunity.

Some movements enriched societies.

Others caused immense suffering.

Most left traces behind.

Language.

Food.

Architecture.
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Religion.

Genes.

Customs.

Technology.

And eventually children whose ancestry belonged to more than 
one of the groups that originally met.

A Modern Experiment

We don’t have to remain in ancient history to see the mechanism.

Look at the United States and Canada.

Ask a young person somewhere in the world why they dream 
about going to North America.

Is the answer Niagara Falls?

The Mississippi River?

Probably not.

More often the attraction is opportunity.

Education.

Employment.

Higher wages.

Business.

Technology.

Professional advancement.

Security.
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Or simply the belief that tomorrow might offer something better 
than today.

Canada is itself one of the world’s great immigrant societies. That 
is important because it prevents us from constructing an overly 
convenient argument around the United States alone.

Yet the United States provides an extraordinary example of what 
happens when economic opportunity repeatedly attracts people 
from across the world.

Walk through New York, Los Angeles, Chicago or Houston and 
look around.

The diversity itself tells history.

People arrived from Europe.

Africans were brought through the terrible institution of slavery.

Later generations arrived from Latin America, Asia, the 
Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East and practically every other 
part of the world.

Different reasons.

Different circumstances.

Different centuries.

One country gradually containing pieces of much of humanity.

Why?

Not because everyone wanted to see its rivers.

Opportunity attracts people.
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Wealth and Population

We often assume that large populations create wealth.

They certainly can.

More people can mean more workers, more consumers, more 
specialization, more ideas and greater productive capacity.

But the arrow can point in the opposite direction as well.

Wealth can attract population.

Once a place becomes prosperous, people move toward it.

Their labor may then make it still more prosperous.

That prosperity attracts still more people.

A feedback loop begins:

Opportunity → migration → labor → innovation → growth 
→ greater opportunity → further migration.

Not everywhere.

Not always.

History never behaves that neatly.

Geography can limit population. Disease can destroy it. 
Governments can restrict migration. Wars can empty prosperous 
cities. Fertility can fall as societies become wealthier. Resources 
can be exhausted.

Easter Island reminds us that isolation can produce a very 
different human experiment from a civilization positioned at a 
crossroads.

There are always exceptions.
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That is precisely why we should be cautious about absolute 
explanations.

The Two Questions

So when we look at India or China and ask why their populations 
became enormous, agriculture, geography and modern 
demographic change remain essential parts of the answer.

Migration alone cannot explain a billion people.

That would replace one oversimplification with another.

But neither should we overlook thousands of years of human 
movement, mixture, trade and conquest.

We therefore need to ask two different questions:

Why could so many people live there?

and

Why did people keep wanting to go there?

The first question concerns carrying capacity, agriculture, 
technology, health and reproduction.

The second concerns civilization itself.

Its wealth.

Its opportunities.

Its knowledge.

Its markets.

Its power.

Its attraction.
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Perhaps population creates civilization.

Perhaps civilization creates population.

History suggests that both can happen simultaneously.

The Larger Lesson

There is a temptation to look at today’s map and imagine that 
humanity has always been arranged into the neat countries and 
populations we see now.

It hasn’t.

Borders move.

Empires disappear.

Languages spread.

Religions travel.

People migrate.

Conquerors eventually become residents.

Foreigners marry locals.

Their children inherit both histories.

A few generations later, yesterday’s outsider may be 
indistinguishable from today’s native.

Civilization is therefore not merely buildings, monuments, kings 
or borders.

Civilization is accumulated human interaction.

And perhaps one of the simplest ways to understand where 
people gathered throughout history is to ask:
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Where was the opportunity?

Then follow the people.

The dots begin to connect.

The Velcro Wall

Population does not merely create successful civilizations. 
Successful civilizations can attract population.

Where opportunity concentrates, people often concentrate.

Great civilizations are often crossroads, not sealed containers.

Don’t just count the people who are there. Ask why people 
kept wanting to get there.

And finally:

To understand today’s population, follow yesterday’s people.

The Golden Cage

I cannot count how many times I have heard someone say:

“I want to go to America.”

Usually, I don’t discourage them.

I sit them down.

And we talk.

After many such conversations, the pattern has become 
remarkably familiar.

My first question is simple:

“Why do you want to go?”
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The answers usually begin with what is wrong at home.

There aren’t enough opportunities.

The salaries are too low.

Progress is difficult.

The system doesn’t work.

Life is hard.

Fair enough.

Then I ask another question:

“Why America?”

The answer changes immediately.

“America is developed.”

“You can make good money.”

“There are opportunities.”

“You can progress.”

Again, fair enough.

I agree.

The United States is a remarkable country. It has given millions 
of people opportunities they might never have found elsewhere.

But then our conversation becomes more interesting.

I ask:

“How many drivers does your family have?”

“Do you have a maid?”
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“Who cooks?”

“Who washes your clothes?”

“Who cleans the house?”

“Who washes the car?”

Then:

“How many hours do you think you will work in America?”

Suddenly the picture begins to change.

Because underneath many of these conversations I find the same 
assumption:

The money is simply there.

Almost as though America contains gold scattered across the 
ground and all one needs to do is arrive and start picking it up.

It doesn’t.

America offers opportunity.

Opportunity still requires work.

Many people work long hours. Some work more than one job. 
Many households depend on two incomes. Students frequently 
combine study with employment. Immigrant families may spend 
years establishing themselves.

And the work may not resemble the life someone imagined while 
sitting comfortably at home.

A student dreaming about an American university may eventually 
find himself studying during the day and working in a restaurant, 
shop or other permitted employment when he would rather be 
resting.
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There is no shame in that.

Quite the opposite.

There is dignity in honest work.

But there is a difference between being prepared to work and 
arriving somewhere believing success will simply happen 
because you crossed a border.

The Price Paid Somewhere Else

Then I speak to the parents.

This part of the conversation is often more difficult.

A middle-class family may spend an extraordinary portion of its 
savings educating one child abroad.

Sometimes property is mortgaged.

Savings accumulated over decades disappear.

Parents postpone their own plans.

Brothers and sisters adjust theirs.

All because one child has been given a dream.

That sacrifice deserves to be understood before the airplane 
leaves the ground.

Then comes another uncomfortable question.

What happens if the legal path to remain there ends?

There may once have been periods when people believed that 
merely reaching America was most of the battle.

That is not a sensible assumption on which to build a life.
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Immigration status matters.

A student visa is not a guarantee of permanent residence.

A degree is not a guarantee of a job.

And staying without lawful status can create consequences far 
beyond employment.

It can affect travel.

It can affect future immigration possibilities.

Most painfully, it can separate families.

A young person may leave believing, “I’ll see everyone again 
soon.”

Life sometimes writes a different timetable.

Months become years.

Parents grow older.

Grandparents disappear.

Weddings happen.

Children are born.

Festivals come and go.

Money cannot replay those moments.

What You Didn’t Know You Had

There is another part of migration that rarely appears in the 
brochure.

You discover the value of ordinary things only after they 
disappear.
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At home, perhaps somebody cooks.

Someone helps clean.

Family lives nearby.

A sick relative has ten people arriving before anyone asks.

A festival means cousins, noise, food and arguments around one 
table.

A child may grow up surrounded by grandparents, uncles and 
aunts.

You never put a monetary value on these things because they 
were simply there.

Move somewhere else and suddenly you discover that 
convenience, family structure, community and belonging also 
have value.

That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t leave.

It means you should know what you are exchanging.

My Father’s Description My father had a wonderful 
expression for life in America.

He called it:

“A golden cage.”

I understood what he meant.

The gold is real.

The opportunities are real.

The salaries can be real.
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The education, infrastructure, technology and possibilities can be 
extraordinary.

But the cage can also be real.

Bills.

Mortgage.

Insurance.

Car payments.

Work.

Deadlines.

Responsibilities.

Distance from family.

And the constant need to keep earning enough to maintain the life 
you have built.

The door isn’t necessarily locked.

Sometimes you simply become too invested in everything inside 
to walk through it.

That does not make America bad.

Nor does it make the country you left better.

It means something much simpler:

Every opportunity has a price.

So when someone tells me:

“I want to go to America,”
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my answer isn’t:

“Don’t go.”

My answer is:

“Go with your eyes and ears open.”

Know why you’re going.

Know what you’re willing to work for.

Know what you may have to give up.

Know what your family may be sacrificing.

Understand the immigration rules.

Learn to cook.

Learn to clean.

Learn to wash your own clothes.

Be prepared to begin lower than you imagined and work your 
way upward.

And above all, don’t confuse a country full of opportunity with a 
country full of free money.

Because perhaps this is the other side of the principle we began 
this chapter with:

Opportunity attracts people.

But attracting people and guaranteeing their success are two 
entirely different things.

Velcro Wall

Opportunity is not easy money.
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Before asking what another country can give you, ask what 
living there will demand from you.

Migration is an exchange, not simply an upgrade.

Go where opportunity takes you—but go with your eyes and 
ears open.

And from my father:

“The gold may be real. So may the cage.”

The World Does Not Stand Still

There is one more reason I ask people to examine the dream 
carefully.

The world they are trying to reach is not the same world their 
parents dreamed about.

There was a time, particularly several decades ago, when the 
difference between life in a developed country and life in many 
developing countries could be stark.

The difference was visible almost everywhere.

Infrastructure.

Education.

Technology.

Communication.

Consumer goods.

Professional opportunities.

Access to information.
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For many families, reaching America could genuinely feel like 
stepping into another world.

But the world did not stand still.

Global trade expanded.

Air travel became ordinary.

Technology spread.

Universities improved across the world.

Multinational companies crossed borders.

And then came something transformative:

the internet.

Knowledge that once required access to a great university library 
could eventually be reached from a small town thousands of 
kilometers away.

People could learn from professors they would never meet.

Businesses could sell across borders.

Families separated by oceans could see one another on a screen.

Ideas began traveling almost instantaneously.

The world became, in a sense, flatter.

Not equal.

Certainly not fair.

But more connected.

Some of the enormous differences between countries began 
narrowing.
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That changes the calculation.

Recalculate the Dream

A decision that made obvious sense forty or fifty years ago may 
not automatically make the same sense today.

Yet sometimes we inherit the dream without recalculating it.

A family may spend its savings—or borrow enormous amounts 
of money—to send a child abroad because going abroad itself has 
become synonymous with success.

I have seen families risk their financial security pursuing that 
dream.

Some succeed magnificently.

Others discover that the equation was very different from the one 
they imagined.

That is why a complex decision should be broken into its 
elements.

What will the education actually cost?

How much will have to be borrowed?

What will repayment look like?

What can the graduate realistically earn?

What legal pathway exists after graduation?

What happens if that pathway closes?

What opportunities exist at home today that did not exist twenty 
years ago?

And perhaps the most uncomfortable question:
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Are we pursuing today’s opportunity—or yesterday’s dream?

There is nothing wrong with going abroad.

There is nothing wrong with staying home.

The mistake is making either decision without understanding 
what you are getting into.

Walls Can Fall—and Rise Again

For a period, it seemed that many of the world’s walls were 
gradually coming down.

Trade expanded.

People traveled more easily.

Information crossed borders.

Different cultures encountered one another more frequently.

In many places, representative government and greater individual 
participation appeared to be advancing.

It was tempting to imagine that history moved permanently in one 
direction.

It doesn’t.

Walls can come down.

Walls can also go back up.

Societies can become more open and later more protective.

Globalization can create enthusiasm and then provoke resistance.

Greater individual freedom can be followed by demands for 
greater control.
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Political movements rise partly because people become 
dissatisfied with whatever came before them.

That leads to another way I have come to look at life.

The Pendulum

Life often resembles a pendulum.

It swings.

Politics can swing left and right.

Societies can move between openness and restriction.

Economies can move between greater regulation and greater 
freedom.

Cultures can move between tradition and rapid change.

One extreme often creates the energy that eventually pushes 
society toward the other.

The labels themselves matter less than the pattern.

Because extremes have an interesting characteristic:

They are loud.

The middle usually isn’t.

The person shouting from one end of the room attracts attention.

The person saying, “There may be something worth 
understanding on both sides,” rarely makes the headline.

Yet that middle space is often where thoughtful decisions are 
made.

Not because the middle is automatically correct.
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Sometimes one side genuinely has the stronger evidence.

Sometimes decisive change is necessary.

The goal should never be moderation simply for the sake of 
appearing moderate.

The goal is something harder:

Understand the elements before choosing the position.

What works?

What doesn’t?

What problem were we originally trying to solve?

What new problem did our solution create?

What should we preserve?

What should we change?

And what evidence would make us change our minds again?

That is much harder than choosing a team.

But it is also much closer to thinking.

An Illuminated Path

Perhaps that is what an illuminated path really means.

The light does not choose the road for us.

It simply allows us to see what is on it.

The opportunities.

The obstacles.
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The price.

The alternatives.

And sometimes the cliff hiding around the corner.

We still have to choose.

Going to America may be the right decision.

Staying home may be the right decision.

Moving somewhere entirely different may be the right decision.

There is no universal answer because there is no universal life.

But there is a method:

Know what you are getting into.

Break the complicated problem into its elements.

Understand each element.

Reconnect the dots.

Then make the decision with your eyes and ears open.

The world will continue changing.

The pendulum will continue swinging.

We cannot control either one.

But perhaps we can learn not to be dragged blindly from one 
extreme to the other.

And somewhere between the extremes, if we are willing to look 
carefully enough, we may find our own illuminated path.
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Velcro Wall

Do not inherit yesterday’s dream without recalculating it for 
today’s world.

The world changes. Good decisions must change with it.

The extremes are loud. Wisdom does not have to be.

The middle is not automatically right; it is simply a place 
from which both sides can be examined.

Break complexity into its elements. Understand the pieces. 
Reconnect the dots.

Know what you are getting into.

And finally:

The light does not choose your path. It helps you see before 
you choose.
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CHAPTER 2

Life Around Three Paths

The Tripod

Imagine a simple tripod.

Three legs support one platform.

Remove one leg and the structure may remain standing for a 
moment, but it has lost its stability. Put enough weight on it and 
eventually something gives.

Life can work much the same way.

For this discussion, let us divide life into three broad paths:

Home. Work. Faith, Belief, or Grounding.

These are not rigid categories. Human lives are far too 
complicated for that. They are simply three useful places from 
which to begin looking at ourselves.

Home

Home is more than an address.

It is family, relationships, belonging, responsibility, safety, 
conflict, forgiveness, expectations and the people with whom we 
share our private lives.

It is also where many of our earliest ideas about the world are 
formed.
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Long before most of us understand society, psychology, religion, 
economics or philosophy, we are already learning from what 
happens around us.

We watch.

We imitate.

We react.

We remember.

Some lessons are deliberately taught to us.

Others enter quietly without anyone realizing that a lesson is 
being taught at all.

Work

Work is also larger than employment.

For a child, work may mean school.

For a parent, it may include earning a living and running a 
household.

For another person it may mean a profession, business, farm, 
craft, study, caregiving or service.

Work is where responsibility meets the outside world.

It gives us something particularly important: feedback.

Effort produces—or fails to produce—a result.

Skill can improve.

Mistakes become visible.

Other people depend upon us.
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We learn that intention alone does not complete the task.

Faith, Belief, or Grounding

The third leg requires particularly careful language.

For some people it is religion.

For another it may be spirituality.

For someone else it may be philosophy, meditation, nature, 
community, humanism, science, or simply a deeply considered 
understanding of how they want to live.

A person may believe strongly in God.

Another may be uncertain.

Another may not believe in God at all.

That disagreement does not prevent us from asking the larger 
question:

What grounds you when life becomes difficult?

What helps you place today’s problem inside something larger 
than today’s problem?

This third leg is not an invitation to decide whose faith is correct.

It is an invitation to examine the human need for meaning, 
perspective and grounding.

Stability Does Not Mean Equality

A tripod gives us another useful lesson.

The three legs do not require equal amounts of our time every 
day.
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A newborn child may temporarily make Home dominant.

An examination may make Study or Work dominant.

Illness may rearrange everything.

A demanding project may require extraordinary attention for a 
period of time.

Life changes.

The issue is not whether each leg receives exactly one-third of 
every day.

The question is whether one leg has been neglected for so long 
that the entire structure is beginning to lean.

That distinction matters.

Balance is not necessarily equality. Balance is stability.

When One Leg Weakens

Success in one area does not automatically repair another.

Professional achievement cannot always compensate for a 
collapsing home.

A loving family cannot perform responsibilities at work on our 
behalf.

Faith or philosophy cannot replace every practical obligation of 
everyday life.

And work cannot answer every question of meaning.

Each leg contributes something different.

That is why the tripod is useful.
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It does not tell us which leg is most important.

It asks us to look at the structure.

Where is the pressure?

Which leg is carrying too much?

Which one have we ignored?

And what happens to everything else when that leg begins to 
weaken?

Perhaps that is where our next conversations should begin.

Because once we look closely at Home, Work and Belief, another 
question appears:

What forces inside us decide how we behave within each of 
them?

And that takes us deeper into the human being.

Velcro Wall

Maintain your tripod. It is the foundation from which you 
view everything.

Home, work and belief do not have to receive equal time. They 
need enough attention to keep the structure stable.

Balance is not equality. Balance is stability.

When one part of life begins to fail, do not look only at the 
symptom. Look at what its weight is doing to the entire structure.

Build the tripod first. Then decide what you want to build 
upon it.
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CHAPTER 3

Do Your Best

There is a phrase most of us have heard since childhood:

Do your best.

It sounds almost too simple.

Perhaps that is why we sometimes fail to understand how much is 
contained within those three words.

Notice what the phrase does not say.

It does not say:

Be the best.

It does not say become Michael Jordan, Albert Einstein, the 
richest person in town, the most successful doctor, the biggest 
businessman, or the person with the largest house.

It simply says:

Whatever is in front of you, give it your best effort.

There is an enormous difference between the two.

The Moving Goalpost

Much of life is spent chasing outcomes.

We tell ourselves:

When I make this much money, I will be happy.

Then we make it.
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And somehow the number changes.

We want a house.

We get the house.

Then we see a bigger house.

We want a particular car. We finally buy it, and before long 
another car appears.

We want recognition. We receive some recognition and discover 
that somebody else has more.

The goalpost moves.

That does not make ambition bad. Ambition can make us study, 
build, discover, create and improve.

The problem begins when we make the outcome the source of our 
happiness.

Because many outcomes are never completely under our control.

Effort is different.

The Plumber, the Pharmacist and the Doctor

It does not matter whether you are a plumber, baker, pharmacist, 
teacher, carpenter, physician or learning a new trade.

You don’t have to love every minute of what you do.

You don’t even have to believe it is your great passion in life.

But while you are doing it:

Do it well.
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We have all seen two businesses selling almost the same thing, 
sometimes practically next door to each other.

One struggles.

The other thrives.

Why?

Price may matter. Location may matter. Luck certainly may 
matter.

But sometimes the difference becomes obvious the moment you 
walk through the door.

One person sees a customer.

The other sees a human being.

Imagine walking into a pharmacy on a hot day.

Instead of immediately trying to sell something, the pharmacist 
says:

Come in. Sit down. You look uncomfortable. Let’s see what the 
doctor prescribed. Then let’s look at the choices and figure out 
what works for you.

You leave remembering more than the medicine.

You remember how you were treated.

The next time somebody asks you for a pharmacy, a plumber, a 
cobbler, a restaurant or a doctor, a name immediately comes to 
mind.

Why?

Because someone did the job well.
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Not merely technically well.

Humanly well.

The Pulse

Medicine taught me this repeatedly.

A physician can enter a room, look at the chart and begin issuing 
instructions.

Why didn’t you take your medication?

Why haven’t you stopped smoking?

You need to lose weight.

Perhaps every statement is medically correct.

But there is another way to enter the same room.

Sit down.

Call the patient by name.

Take the pulse.

Listen.

Understand what happened since the last visit.

The prescription may ultimately be exactly the same.

But the encounter is completely different.

One delivered medical information.

The other practiced medicine.

Doing your best is not merely knowing your craft.
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It is bringing your attention to it.

What Should We Pray For

My father once wanted an astrologer or holy man to pray that his 
son would become a successful doctor with a prosperous practice.

The answer stayed with me.

The man essentially asked:

Do you want me to pray that people become sick so your son can 
have more patients?

He couldn’t pray for that.

But he could pray for something else:

May the people who come to your son leave better than when 
they arrived.

There is an entire philosophy hidden inside that distinction.

A restaurant owner should not need the world to become hungry 
so that his restaurant succeeds.

He can concentrate on something within his control:

When someone comes through my door, let me give that 
person a good meal and a good experience.

The customer may return.

The customer may recommend the restaurant.

The business may prosper.

Or circumstances beyond the owner’s control may intervene.

But the work itself was done with care.
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Effort Is Not a Guarantee

This is where Mr. Caution needs to enter the conversation.

Doing your best does not guarantee a good outcome.

That would be a comforting idea.

It would also be untrue.

We can make excellent decisions and encounter terrible 
circumstances.

Markets collapse.

Businesses fail.

Illness happens.

Accidents happen.

Pandemics arrive.

Typhoons do not examine how hard somebody worked before 
destroying a building.

Life contains variables that neither effort nor intelligence can 
completely control.

Different people give those forces different names.

Luck.

Chance.

Destiny.

Karma.

God.
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We can debate those explanations another day.

For this discussion, we only need to recognize something simpler:

Some things are within our control. Others are not.

Doing your best does not guarantee the outcome.

It means taking responsibility for your part of it.

When Life Does Not Follow the Plan

I learned this distinction personally.

I was in a gym trying to do something good for myself when an 
accident radically changed my life.

I could spend the rest of my life asking why.

Why there?

Why then?

Why while doing something supposedly healthy?

But eventually the more useful question becomes:

What can I do with what I have now?

That does not make the loss disappear.

It does not make rehabilitation easy.

It does not guarantee tomorrow.

It simply returns some part of life to the area where I still have 
influence:

my effort today.
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Sometimes doing your best means achieving something 
extraordinary.

Sometimes doing your best means getting up again.

Both count.

Guidance Is Not Control

The same principle appears in parenting.

A parent can guide.

A parent can provide education.

A parent can create opportunity.

A parent can warn a child about a mistake.

But eventually the child must choose.

We cannot live another person’s life for them.

If someone wants an education and I have the ability to help, 
perhaps I can pay the school directly and make sure the 
opportunity genuinely exists.

After that, the student still has to attend.

Still has to study.

Still has to make choices.

My responsibility is to do my part well.

Their responsibility is to do their part well.

That boundary matters.

Otherwise helping can quietly become controlling.
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Life Is Not a Flat Line

Perhaps medicine gives us the easiest picture of all.

People sometimes imagine a successful life as a line that keeps 
climbing upward.

But living things don’t look like that.

An ECG moves.

Up.

Down.

Up again.

There is variation because there is life.

A perfectly flat line is not our objective.

Life contains successes and failures, confidence and uncertainty, 
strength and weakness, beginnings and endings.

The objective cannot reasonably be to eliminate every downward 
movement.

The objective is to keep responding.

To learn.

To adjust.

To get back up when we can.

And to continue.

Return to the Tripod

This brings us back to our tripod.
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Money can strengthen parts of life.

It can provide security, education, comfort and opportunity.

But wealth cannot automatically repair a neglected family, create 
meaningful work or provide an inner foundation.

Winning on one leg does not guarantee stability of the whole 
structure.

So perhaps the better ambition is not:

How much can I accumulate?

Perhaps it is:

How well can I live the part of life that is in front of me?

Work when you are working.

Listen when someone is speaking.

Eat when you are eating.

Study when you are studying.

Be with your family when you are with your family.

Presence itself is part of effort.

Trying to do five things at once sometimes means giving none of 
them our best.

Enough There is a quiet freedom in being able to end a day 
and say:

I did my best with what I had today.

Not:

I won.
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Not:

I became the best.

Not even:

Everything worked.

Simply:

I gave it my best effort.

Tomorrow we may discover that our best was not good enough.

Then we learn.

We improve.

We try again.

Outcomes matter because they teach us whether what we are 
doing works.

But outcomes do not completely define the worth of the effort—
or the person making it.

Perhaps that is where some measure of inner peace begins.

Not in possessing everything we imagined we would someday 
have.

But in knowing that, whatever arrived at our door today, we met 
it as well as we could.

Velcro Wall

Do your best. You do not have to be the best.

Focus your energy on what you can influence: your effort, 
attention, preparation, care and response.
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Effort improves the possibility of a good outcome. It does not 
guarantee one.

Life will always contain variables beyond our control.

When the outcome disappoints you, learn from it. When it 
rewards you, learn from that too. Then return to what remains 
yours to control.

Your effort.

And at the end of the day, being able to say— “I did my best 
with what I had.”

—may be worth more than reaching another goalpost only to 
discover that it has moved again.
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CHAPTER 4

The Bell Curve

Do Not Build Your Life on the Outliers

There is a simple statistical picture that can teach us something 
surprisingly useful about life: the bell curve.

Strictly speaking, not everything in life follows a perfect bell-
shaped distribution. Careers certainly do not. Income, fame, 
working hours, success and failure can have very different 
distributions.

But the underlying idea is enormously useful.

Stop looking only at the extremes. Look at the meat in the 
middle.

When we hear about a profession, we tend to hear about its stars.

We hear about the actor who became famous.

The musician who filled stadiums.

The entrepreneur who became a billionaire.

The politician who rose astonishingly quickly.

The surgeon earning an extraordinary income.

Those people are real.

But they are also the people standing at the tail of the distribution.

They are the outliers.
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And there is a dangerous mistake we make when advising young 
people:

We take an exceptional outcome and present it as though it 
were an ordinary career path.

It isn’t.

Start With a Simple Question

Imagine a young person comes to me and says:

“I want to be a musician.”

Fine.

I am not going to tell that person, “Don’t be a musician.”

My first question is much simpler:

Why?

Do you love music?

Do you love performing?

Do you want fame?

Do you want money?

Do you want to master an instrument?

Would you still want to play if nobody recognized you on the 
street?

Would you still love music if you had to practise for years while 
earning your living somewhere else?

Those are very different motivations hidden behind the same 
sentence:
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“I want to be a musician.”

Now we can start asking better questions.

What does the ordinary working musician’s life actually look 
like?

How much do musicians typically earn?

How regular is the work?

How many hours are spent practising, travelling and looking for 
the next engagement?

How much income security is there?

What happens to family life?

How many people reach the level of the superstar the young 
person has in mind?

And perhaps most importantly:

If you never become famous, would you still be happy that 
you chose music?

Now we are having a career conversation.

Before that, we were discussing a dream.

Do Not Kill the Dream Change the Route

Suppose the odds of earning a secure living from music alone are 
poor.

Does that mean you abandon music?

Absolutely not.

Perhaps you build a reliable profession first and continue playing.
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You practise in the evenings.

You take lessons.

You perform on weekends.

You meet better musicians.

You improve.

You audition.

You write.

You record.

And because another part of your life is paying the bills, music 
doesn’t have to feed you tomorrow morning.

That changes something psychologically important.

You are pursuing your passion from a position of strength 
rather than desperation.

And perhaps one day the opportunity comes.

Wonderful.

Take it.

But if it doesn’t, you still have a life.

You didn’t tie both hands behind your back and then ask life to 
be kind to you.

The Outlier Trap

We love stories about outliers because they make wonderful 
stories.

Someone struggled for years and suddenly became a star.
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Someone started with very little and built an empire.

Someone entered politics and rose with astonishing speed.

Someone received one extraordinary opportunity and everything 
changed.

Wonderful.

Learn from them.

Be inspired by them.

But don’t calculate your future from them.

An outlier can prove that something is possible.

An outlier does not prove that something is probable.

That distinction may be one of the most important lessons in this 
book.

If your entire life plan depends upon one extraordinary break, you 
haven’t really made a plan.

You have made a wager.

Look at the Middle

When I investigate a career, I don’t want to begin with the richest 
person in it.

I don’t want to begin with the poorest either.

Both can distort the picture.

I want to know:

What happens to ordinary competent people who choose this 
path?
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Look around the median.

Look somewhat below it.

Look somewhat above it.

Now you have something resembling the life you are statistically 
more likely to encounter.

A doctor should not plan a career assuming the income of the 
world’s most successful surgeon.

A musician should not plan around the income of a global 
superstar.

A chef should not assume he will become Bobby Flay.

An entrepreneur opening a coffee shop should not build a 
financial plan assuming he has created the next Starbucks.

The extraordinary example is useful for inspiration.

The ordinary outcome is useful for planning.

But Money Is Only One Curve

And here is where the idea becomes much more interesting.

Most career advice asks:

How much will I earn?

That is one question.

It is not the question.

Why not draw several curves?

For any profession, investigate the ordinary range for:



50

• income and financial security; • working hours and control over 
your schedule; • years and cost of training; • probability of 
finding stable employment; • stress and responsibility; • time 
available for family; • geographic freedom; • professional 
independence; • ability to start your own business; • career 
longevity and retirement security. Now the profession looks 
completely different.

One occupation may offer tremendous income but consume 
enormous amounts of time.

Another may pay less but provide predictable hours.

One may allow you to work almost anywhere.

Another may chain you geographically to a particular industry.

One may offer the possibility of owning a business.

Another may leave you dependent upon someone choosing, 
casting, hiring or promoting you for much of your career.

There is no universally correct answer.

There is only an informed answer.

The Ten Questions

So before choosing a serious career path, I would like a young 
person to answer ten questions.

1. Why do I actually want this?

Not the rehearsed answer. The real one.

2. What does the ordinary person in this profession earn?

Not the superstar. Not the failure. The middle.
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3. How many hours does the ordinary person actually work?

Include preparation, commuting, travel, administration and work 
taken home.

4. How long and how expensive is the training?

And what happens if I change my mind halfway through?

5. How secure is the work?

Regular salary? Contracts? Commissions? Auditions? Seasonal 
work?

6. What does this career usually do to family time?

Not theoretically. In ordinary life.

7. What are the major stresses and risks?

Professional, financial, legal and personal.

8. How much control will I eventually have?

Can I work independently? Build a practice? Open a shop? Start a 
company? Teach?

9. What happens if I am good—but not exceptional?

This may be the most revealing question of all.

10. Would I still choose this life if I received the ordinary 
outcome rather than the glamorous one?

If the answer is yes, excellent.

Now we have something solid.
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Profession Plus Business

There is another characteristic I particularly like in a career: 
optionality.

Consider professions that can be both a service and a business.

An optometrist can work for somebody or eventually own a 
practice and sell optical products.

A pharmacist can be employed or potentially move toward 
ownership or management.

A doctor can work for a hospital, join a group, build a practice, 
teach or move into several adjacent fields.

A chef can work in a kitchen, manage one, teach, cater or 
eventually build a business.

The point is not that everybody must become an entrepreneur.

The point is that the profession contains more than one road.

When one road closes, another may remain open.

That is valuable.

Ask “Why?” Until You Reach the Foundation

“I want to be an actor.”

Why?

“I love acting.”

Good. What part?

The craft?

The stage?
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Film?

Storytelling?

Or fame?

Suppose the answer is:

“I want people to recognize me. I want to be on television.”

Then perhaps the desire isn’t really acting.

It may be a desire for recognition.

Those are not the same thing.

Someone who genuinely loves acting may be perfectly fulfilled 
performing on a stage before a modest audience, teaching drama, 
directing school productions or developing the craft for decades.

Fame and acting occasionally meet.

They are not synonyms.

The same principle applies everywhere.

“I want to be a scientist.”

Why?

“I want to solve difficult problems.”

Excellent. Now we have reached something deeper.

Perhaps several professions could satisfy that desire.

“I want to go to America.”

Why?

“I want opportunity.”
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Good.

What opportunity?

Could it exist somewhere else?

What will it cost?

What will you gain?

What will you give up?

The first answer tells you what somebody wants. The 
repeated “why” begins to tell you what they actually need.

Then Bring Back the Tripod

Now we connect this chapter to something we have already 
discussed.

Life stands on a tripod.

Work. Home. Faith and relationships.

A career cannot be judged properly by examining only one leg.

Suppose a profession gives you extraordinary money but destroys 
the time available for your family.

That matters.

Suppose another gives you status but leaves you chronically 
miserable.

That matters.

Suppose you love the work but the lifestyle leaves no room for 
the people, beliefs and relationships that give the rest of your life 
meaning.
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That matters too.

The bell curve helps you understand what is likely.

The tripod helps you decide whether that likely life is one you 
actually want.

That is the synthesis.

Break the problem down.

Study its parts.

Then put them back together.

Don’t Build First and Ask Questions Later

There is a terrible way to build a house:

Pour the concrete.

Put up the walls.

Install the roof.

Then ask:

“Where should the kitchen go?”

We laugh because it is absurd.

Yet people build careers exactly this way.

They spend years studying.

Borrow money.

Enter a profession.

Build a lifestyle around it.
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Then, at thirty-five or forty, they finally ask:

“Do I actually want this life?”

Ask first.

Get the blueprint.

Then build.

Guidance Is More Than Paying the School Fees

This responsibility does not belong only to the child.

Parents matter.

Teachers matter.

Schools matter.

Counsellors matter.

Society matters.

Paying school fees is important.

Providing food, clothes, transport and safety is important.

But money is a resource.

It does not replace guidance.

A young person needs somebody willing to sit beside them and 
ask:

Why?

Have you investigated this?

Have you met somebody who actually does this work?
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Have you shadowed them?

Do you know what an ordinary Tuesday looks like?

Do you know the income range?

Do you understand the training?

Do you know the sacrifices?

Does it fit the life you say you want?

That conversation costs almost nothing.

But it may change decades of someone’s life.

Young Does Not Mean Incapable of Understanding

We often tell young people:

“You have plenty of time.”

Yes—and no.

They have time to change direction.

That is precisely why the conversation should happen early.

The teenage years should not be about forcing a child into a 
profession.

They should be about building the tools with which that young 
person will eventually choose one.

Organization.

Time management.

Study habits.

Handling examinations.
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Managing stress.

Learning how to investigate.

Learning how to ask questions.

Learning how to distinguish evidence from advertising.

Learning how to recover after failure.

Developing interests in music, sport, art, reading and other 
healthy ways of stepping away from pressure.

These skills continue paying dividends long after an examination 
has been forgotten.

As choices become more consequential, the questions become 
more specific.

Not:

“What glamorous thing would you like to become?”

But:

“What kind of life would you like to build?”

That is a much better question.

The Velcro Wall

Before making a major life decision, stick these on the wall:

WHY? Why do I really want this?

THE MIDDLE What happens to the ordinary competent person
—not the superstar?

THE ODDS How likely is the outcome I am imagining?
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THE PRICE What does this path demand in time, money, 
training and sacrifice?

THE OPTIONS If Plan A doesn’t happen, what else can I do with 
these skills?

THE TRIPOD What happens to work, home, and 
faith/relationships?

THE REALITY TEST Have I spoken to people actually living 
this life?

THE ORDINARY TUESDAY TEST Would I enjoy the ordinary 
working day, not merely the glamorous moments?

THE OUTLIER TEST Am I planning from evidence—or from 
somebody else’s exceptional story?

And finally:

Ask first. Get the blueprint. Then build.

Dream.

Dream enormously.

Keep your passion.

But don’t confuse possibility with probability.

Don’t throw away a dream simply because it is difficult.

And don’t throw away the rest of your life simply because one 
dream is beautiful.

Use the facts.

Understand the odds.

Know yourself.
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Protect your tripod.

Then choose.

That is not abandoning a dream.

That is giving the dream a foundation strong enough to stand 
on.
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CHAPTER 5

Your Effort and Sincerity Bear Fruit

All around the world, I have watched people chase something.

Some chase money. Some chase fame. Some chase property, 
recognition, goodwill, or success. The object changes, but the 
chase remains the same.

The trouble is that when we finally reach what we were chasing, 
we often discover that the goalpost has moved.

There is more money to be made. More recognition to receive. A 
bigger house to buy. Another achievement to pursue. The finish 
line that looked so clear from a distance quietly moves farther 
away.

Life, I sometimes say rather irreverently, is like a bitch running 
faster than you. You can spend your entire life chasing her and 
still never catch her.

So I suggest something much simpler:

Do your best.

That is all.

Whatever is in front of you, give it your best effort. Do not spend 
your life staring at the result. Pay attention to the quality of what 
you are doing now.

Money may follow. Fame may follow. Appreciation may follow.

Or perhaps they will not.

But the effort was yours to give.
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A Shop in Karol Bagh

I was reminded of this once while visiting Karol Bagh in Delhi 
with a good friend.

We entered a shop selling kurtas, the traditional Indian garment. 
There was nothing particularly remarkable about the shop itself. 
Young boys stood above, pulling garments from the shelves and 
tossing them down as customers asked to see them.

But the older gentleman running the shop was remarkable.

He stood welcoming everyone who entered.

There was no pressure.

“Please come in. Don’t worry. Tell me the occasion. What are 
you trying to achieve? Let me help you.”

He seemed genuinely interested in finding the right garment for 
each person.

He would ask someone to try something on, look carefully and 
sometimes say, “I don’t really think this suits you. Try the other 
one. It makes you look a little thinner. But it is up to you.”

Think about that.

A salesman telling a customer not to buy something because it 
didn’t suit them.

I stood watching him work.

Eventually I said, “I really appreciate the effort you put into this.”

His answer was wonderfully simple.

“I come here to work.”

Not to chase money.
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Not to force a sale.

To work.

His job, as he saw it, was to sell someone the right shirt, and he 
wanted to do that job well.

Then I noticed the pen he was carrying.

“I love your pen,” I told him.

He smiled.

It was a Montblanc.

He told me that he had signed his first contract with that pen.

I loved that detail.

Here was a man who clearly appreciated the rewards of his work. 
He wasn’t pretending that success or money didn’t matter. He 
remembered his first contract. He treasured the pen associated 
with it.

But the reward wasn’t driving the work.

The work came first.

That distinction matters.

You can have two shops on the same street, selling much the 
same thing to much the same people. One flourishes while the 
other struggles.

We look for complicated explanations.

Sometimes the difference is simply attitude.

One person comes to make money.

The other comes to do his work well.
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Paradoxically, the person who concentrates on the work often 
finds that the money follows.

That afternoon in Karol Bagh reinforced something I had 
believed for years:

Do not chase success. Chase excellence in whatever is 
immediately in front of you.

Your effort belongs to you.

The outcome does not.

You cannot control whether the world applauds. You cannot 
guarantee wealth, recognition, promotion, affection or fame. Too 
many other people and circumstances stand between effort and 
outcome.

But you can ask yourself one question at the end of the day:

Did I do my best?

If the answer is yes, let yourself be satisfied.

Tomorrow, do your best again.

Results have a peculiar habit of taking care of themselves.

And if success does come, enjoy it. Buy the Montblanc if you 
want.

Just remember what came first.
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CHAPTER 6

Small Reactions Big Impact

Sometimes the biggest consequences in life begin with something 
very small.

A missed observation. A forgotten measurement. A disconnected 
line. A step in a routine that somebody assumed somebody else 
had completed.

The action may be small.

The reaction may not be.

A Surgeon in Pajamas

Years ago, when I was still a young boy, my sister underwent an 
appendectomy at Black Lion Hospital in Ethiopia.

An appendectomy is normally considered a relatively 
straightforward operation. The operation itself was completed, 
but afterward my sister did not wake up as expected.

Hours became days.

Doctors came. Consultants examined her. Tests were performed 
and opinions were offered.

The outlook became increasingly grim.

We were being prepared for the possibility that she might be 
brain-dead.

My father finally lost his cool.
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Sometimes there comes a point when being polite and waiting 
quietly is no longer enough. There are moments when a family 
has to exert its right to ask questions, demand attention and insist 
that somebody look again.

The surgeon who had operated on my sister was supposed to be 
on vacation. As it happened, he was staying in a room directly 
above hers.

I can still remember him coming downstairs.

To a young boy, the image was unforgettable: the surgeon in his 
pajamas and robe, wearing round glasses, coming down to see 
what was happening.

He examined her.

Then came a remarkably simple question:

What is her urine output?

After all the consultations and all the discussion, attention 
returned to one of the most basic observations in medicine.

Urine output.

That observation changed the direction of the case.

He recognized that she had suffered a severe drug reaction 
associated with acute renal failure. Frusemide was given. Urine 
production returned.

And slowly, so did my sister.

The child whom we had been warned might never meaningfully 
wake up eventually opened her eyes.

Later she was taken outside into the hospital garden.
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After everything that had happened—the fear, the consultations, 
the predictions and the uncertainty—her first words were 
beautifully ordinary:

“Oh wow, what lovely flowers.”

She was there.

She could see them. She could appreciate them.

She was back.

I was young, but that experience stayed with me.

Many knowledgeable people had examined her. Yet the turning 
point came from noticing something basic that others had missed.

The lesson was not that the consultants were incompetent or that 
one doctor was magically brilliant.

The lesson was simpler:

Never allow complexity to make you forget the basics.

And sometimes, when something does not seem right, a patient or 
family member has to speak up.

Respect expertise.

But do not surrender your right to ask:

Have we checked everything?

The Wet Floor

Years later, medicine taught me the same lesson from another 
direction.

This time I was no longer the frightened young brother.
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I was a young doctor waiting for the birth of my child.

I was sitting in an armchair while an oxytocin infusion was being 
used to help labor progress.

Like any expectant father, I waited.

And waited.

At some point I reached down for a magazine.

The floor was wet.

Nothing dramatic had happened. No alarm sounded. No machine 
announced that something was wrong.

Just a wet floor.

But why was it wet?

I followed the water.

It seemed to be coming from the direction of the IV stand.

So I kept tracing it.

The dressing around the IV needle puncture site was wet.

Why?

I looked more closely.

The answer was almost absurdly simple.

The connection had not been secured properly.

The oxytocin that everyone believed was entering the patient was 
not reaching the patient as intended.

It was going onto the floor.
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Q.E.D.

There was no need, at that moment, for an elaborate theory about 
why the medication was failing.

Before questioning the drug, the dose or the patient’s biology, 
somebody simply needed to follow the evidence from the wet 
floor back to the IV.

Later, members of the administration came to us deeply 
concerned, essentially begging that we not pursue legal action.

But for me, the lasting lesson was not about suing anybody.

It was about the chain of events.

A magazine.

A wet floor.

A wet dressing.

A connection.

Each observation was tiny.

Together they answered the question.

That is medicine.

And, in many ways, that is life.

Small Moments, Lifelong Consequences

As a young doctor working in rehabilitation medicine, I saw 
another side of this lesson.

I saw spinal cord injuries in young people.
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Sometimes the story began with hunting. Sometimes skating. 
Sometimes speed. Sometimes with something as ordinary as 
forgetting—or choosing not—to wear a seat belt or helmet.

The event itself might have lasted only seconds.

The consequences could last a lifetime.

I also saw young lives needlessly altered by bullying, gangs, 
reckless driving and choices made in moments when nobody 
believed anything serious would happen.

That is why one phrase has always bothered me:

“They are young. Let them enjoy. It’s their time.”

Of course young people should enjoy life.

They should explore, play, travel, make friends, take reasonable 
risks, make mistakes and discover who they are.

But youth is not immunity from consequence.

A spinal cord does not know that someone is only eighteen.

Physics does not make an exception because someone was having 
fun.

A speeding car does not care whether the driver had his whole 
future ahead of him.

Sometimes a decision lasting five seconds can change the next 
fifty years.

There is a difference between risk and needless risk.

A life without reasonable risk would hardly be a life at all.
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But there is a difference between allowing someone to experience 
life and ignoring a danger whose consequences we already 
understand.

Prevention Is Better Than Cure

This is why society creates rules that can occasionally feel 
irritating or unnecessary.

Prevention is better than cure.

A stitch in time saves nine.

Wear a seat belt.

Wear a helmet.

Control dangerous pollution.

Protect the environment.

Use checklists when mistakes carry serious consequences.

These are not attempts to remove freedom or enjoyment from 
life.

They exist because experience has taught us what happens when 
predictable dangers are repeatedly ignored.

Seat-belt laws were not created because governments dislike 
driving.

Helmet rules were not created because someone dislikes 
motorcycles or bicycles.

Pollution laws do not exist because society wants factories to stop 
producing things.
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Checklists do not exist because professionals are incapable of 
remembering their jobs.

They exist because human beings have learned— sometimes 
painfully—that prevention works.

When the potential harm is large and the preventive action is 
small, prevention becomes difficult to argue against.

Click the seat belt.

Put on the helmet.

Check the line.

Confirm the medication.

Protect the air, water and land that the next generation will 
inherit.

Follow the checklist.

Most of these actions take very little effort.

That is precisely the point.

A small preventive action today may prevent an enormous 
consequence tomorrow.

The Coordinated Reflex

Watch a pilot preparing an aircraft.

There is a sequence.

Items are checked and confirmed. The pilot does not simply 
think, I have flown hundreds of times. I probably remembered 
everything.

Watch a good surgical team.
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Patient identity, procedure, instruments, medications and 
equipment are checked.

A dentist asks for an instrument and the trained assistant knows 
what comes next.

Over time, a good team develops what I call a coordinated reflex.

It is not mindless repetition.

It is disciplined repetition practiced so consistently that the 
correct sequence becomes almost automatic.

Human beings forget.

Human beings become tired.

Human beings become distracted.

A good system therefore should not depend upon one human 
being remembering everything, every time.

A checklist does not replace judgment.

It protects judgment from haste, distraction and assumption.

This principle applies everywhere: hospitals, aircraft, roads, 
workplaces and homes.

Before leaving, check what matters.

Before sending an important document, check it.

Before beginning a procedure, check the equipment.

Before assuming something has been done, verify it.

But moderation matters.

Not every forgotten pencil requires a checklist.
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The question is consequence.

If forgetting something can produce a serious outcome, build a 
system around it.

Think. Learn. Avoid.

We will still make mistakes.

That is part of being human.

The purpose is not perfection.

The purpose is to learn enough from our mistakes that we do not 
casually repeat the preventable ones.

My formula is simple:

Think. Learn. Avoid.

Think about what happened.

Learn why it happened.

Then create a habit, rule, checklist or system that helps avoid the 
same mistake next time.

My father did this when his daughter was not waking up.

Years later, a wet floor forced me to do it in another hospital.

Neither situation began with an extraordinary discovery.

They began because somebody refused to ignore something that 
did not make sense.

That connects the dots.

A small observation can reveal a large problem.

A small preventive action can prevent a large consequence.
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A small rule can protect a life.

A small checklist can stop a catastrophe.

So when I hear:

“They are young. Let them enjoy. It’s their time.”

My answer is:

Absolutely. Let them enjoy.

But let us also do everything reasonable to make sure they remain 
able to enjoy tomorrow.

Pay attention to the small things.

Sometimes they are the things that change everything.
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CHAPTER 7

Attributes

We are all born with attributes.

Some are physical. Some are intellectual. Some come from 
temperament, family, upbringing, opportunity, or circumstance. 
Some may be gifts from God; others may simply be gifts of 
nature. Whatever their origin, they form part of the hand with 
which we begin life.

I am tall. I am muscular. I have always been able to study well. I 
can take abstract ideas, see relationships between them, and bring 
them together. These are some of my attributes. I did not earn all 
of them, nor did I choose them. They were simply part of the 
hand I was dealt.

The mistake is to spend life staring at somebody else’s hand.

We may wish we were taller, shorter, stronger, more attractive, 
more athletic, more academically gifted, born into another family, 
or raised in another country. But wishing does not change the 
cards already on the table.

The useful question is different:

What Can I Do with the Cards I Have

This does not mean that everybody begins life equally. They 
clearly do not.

A child born into wealth begins with opportunities that a child 
born into poverty may not have. A stable family can provide 
advantages that an unstable home cannot. Countries differ in 
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educational opportunities, laws, infrastructure, safety, and social 
mobility. Even birth order and family expectations may influence 
how children develop.

These circumstances are real. Pretending otherwise accomplishes 
nothing.

But circumstances should not automatically become excuses.

Race and skin color, in particular, should never be used as 
shortcuts for predicting intelligence, character, talent, or 
potential. Individuals have attributes. Individuals have strengths 
and weaknesses. Stereotypes tell us remarkably little about the 
person standing in front of us.

Instead, look at yourself honestly.

What do you do well?

What comes naturally to you?

What can you improve through practice?

What opportunities exist where you are?

And, most importantly, what are you going to do about them?

Context Matters

An attribute has value partly because of the environment in which 
it is used.

A qualification that opens doors in one country may have less 
significance in another. A university with enormous prestige 
internationally may not provide the same local connections as a 
leading institution within the country where someone intends to 
build a career.
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Neither is necessarily better in every situation.

Context matters.

The world itself has also changed. It is flatter than it once was. 
Being born with a silver spoon still provides advantages, and it 
would be foolish to pretend otherwise, but birth determines less 
than it did in a world of kings, noblemen, inherited titles, and 
rigid social positions. Education, technology, communication, 
and access to information have opened doors that previous 
generations could scarcely imagine.

The playing field is still not level, but more people can get 
onto the field.

That distinction matters. We should neither deny the advantages 
some people inherit nor exaggerate them into destiny. 
Circumstances may influence where you begin, but increasingly 
they need not determine where you finish.

The same principle applies when we compare abilities. 
Comparisons are useful only when they make sense.

If a machine runs one hundred meters faster than the fastest 
human being, that tells us something remarkable about 
engineering. It tells us very little about the athletic achievement 
of a human sprinter.

A car can outrun me.

A cheetah can outrun me.

Neither fact makes me a poor runner.

Compare apples with apples.

Then ask the more useful question: Given my attributes and my 
circumstances, how well am I developing my potential?
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Being Good Is Not Always Enough

There is another uncomfortable reality.

Sometimes everyone competing with you is good.

A great university may receive applications from thousands of 
students with excellent grades. An employer may interview 
dozens of qualified candidates for one position. Simply being 
competent may therefore not distinguish you.

The question becomes:

Why you?

What have you done with your abilities that separates you from 
the crowd?

This is why I encouraged my own children to develop interests 
and abilities beyond academic grades. Technology, networking, 
debating, professional interests, community involvement—these 
were not simply decorations for an application. They helped 
develop a broader person.

Grades matter. Skills matter. Achievement matters.

But character matters too.

What did you contribute?

Whom did you help?

What did you do with the opportunities you received?

That idea appears repeatedly across religions and cultures. 
Different traditions express it differently, but the principle is 
remarkably persistent: when we have enough, we should 
remember those who do not.
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Sikhism expresses this beautifully through langar, the community 
kitchen in which people sit together and are fed without 
distinction of wealth or status. Islam teaches charitable giving. 
Christianity likewise places enormous emphasis on caring for 
those in need. Different traditions, different practices, but a 
recognizable human principle:

Receiving creates an opportunity to give.

Play Your Hand

Life contains luck.

Some people work extraordinarily hard and still encounter 
terrible circumstances. Others receive opportunities they did little 
to create. Most lives contain some mixture of effort, 
circumstance, good fortune, bad fortune, ability, mistakes, and 
decisions.

There is little wisdom in denying any of these.

There is even less wisdom in allowing them to paralyze us.

You cannot spend your entire life asking why somebody else 
received different cards.

Play yours.

Develop your strengths. Work on your weaknesses. Understand 
your environment. Seek opportunities. Create opportunities where 
you can. Learn new skills. Distinguish yourself through effort and 
character.

And if circumstances change, adapt.

Technology provides a wonderful example. A new tool may 
possess capabilities that no individual human being could 
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reproduce. That does not automatically diminish human ability. 
The intelligent response is to learn how to use the tool.

A calculator did not make mathematics meaningless. Electricity 
did not make human ingenuity obsolete. Computers did not 
eliminate the value of thought.

Tools change what is possible.

Human beings decide what to do with that possibility.

The same is true of our attributes.

They are starting materials, not finished products.

A natural ability that is never developed may accomplish very 
little. Someone with less natural ability but extraordinary 
discipline may accomplish far more. Opportunity without effort 
can be wasted. Effort without opportunity may require 
persistence, adaptation, or a different path.

There is no single formula because there is no single hand.

And perhaps that is the point.

Attributes determine some of the cards. Circumstances deal 
some more. Effort determines how you play them. Character 
determines what you do when you win.

You cannot choose every card you are dealt.

You can choose how well you play the hand.

And when the hand goes well, you can choose whether you use 
your success only for yourself—or reach across the table and help 
someone else play theirs.
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CHAPTER 8

Confidence in Facts and Approaching the 
Unknown Without Blind Faith

Life contains an enormous amount of gray.

For much of human history, people did things because that was 
simply how they had always been done. A grandmother taught a 
mother, a father taught a son, and traditions passed from one 
generation to another. Some of those traditions contained 
wisdom. Others survived simply because nobody had a better 
answer.

Science changed that relationship.

Instead of asking only, “How have we always done this?” we 
increasingly began asking, “What is the evidence?”

Medicine provides some of the clearest examples.

There was a time when appendicitis could be fatal because 
neither its cause nor its treatment was properly understood. A 
severe toothache could become an ordeal, and dental treatment 
bore little resemblance to modern dentistry. Surgery itself was 
constrained by pain, infection and blood loss.

Then knowledge accumulated.

Anesthesia transformed surgery. Antisepsis and antibiotics 
transformed infection. Imaging transformed diagnosis. Dentistry 
progressed from crude extraction toward preservation and 
restoration. None of these advances appeared because somebody 
simply believed strongly enough. They came through 
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observation, experimentation, failure, correction and accumulated 
evidence.

The same principle extends beyond medicine.

Modern industry depends upon chemistry, physics, biology, 
mathematics and engineering. We manufacture materials to 
precise specifications. We build aircraft capable of carrying 
hundreds of people across continents. We manipulate cells, 
preserve embryos and use in-vitro fertilization to help people who 
once might never have been able to have children.

In 1996, Dolly the sheep demonstrated that a mammal could be 
cloned from an adult somatic cell.

Each advance expands what humanity is capable of doing.

But capability creates another question:

Just because we can do something, should we?

Evidence cannot be separated from ethics.

Nuclear physics can generate electricity or produce weapons 
capable of enormous destruction. Genetics can relieve suffering 
but also raise profound questions about manipulating human life. 
Reproductive technology can create possibilities that previous 
generations could scarcely imagine.

Science can tell us increasingly well what is possible.

It cannot, by itself, decide everything that is permissible.

That requires ethics.

What We Know

There are areas where evidence gives us considerable confidence.
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Appendicitis can usually be diagnosed and effectively treated. 
Many bacterial infections can be identified and treated with 
appropriate antibiotics. A fractured bone can be imaged, aligned 
and stabilized.

When the diagnosis, mechanism and intervention are well 
established, medicine can be extraordinarily powerful.

This is the known.

But medicine becomes more interesting when we leave that 
territory.

What We Can Control but Do Not Yet Cure

Consider hypertension.

We have excellent ways of lowering blood pressure, but in most 
patients we are controlling a continuing tendency rather than 
permanently eliminating its underlying cause.

The same distinction appears in diabetes and many chronic 
diseases.

Treatment and control are not always the same thing.

That distinction matters because the areas we control imperfectly 
are often precisely where research continues.

Genetic diseases provide another example. Sickle-cell disease is 
particularly important in parts of Africa, while thalassemia is 
common in several populations across Asia and elsewhere. We 
understand their genetics remarkably well. Carrier screening and 
genetic counselling can substantially reduce the risk of severe 
disease in children.
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We also know that sickle-cell trait provides protection against 
severe Plasmodium falciparum malaria. That relationship 
illustrates something fascinating about biology: a genetic 
characteristic that can cause devastating disease when inherited in 
one combination may persist in a population because it offers an 
evolutionary advantage in another.

Evidence allows us to move beyond speculation.

But enormous areas remain where we have pieces of the puzzle 
without possessing the whole picture.

Weight regulation is a good example.

For decades, obesity was often reduced to a simple equation of 
calories consumed and calories expended. That equation matters, 
but it does not describe the entire biological system.

Hormones, appetite signalling, metabolism, genetics, behaviour 
and environment interact.

The development of GLP-1–based therapies dramatically 
changed our understanding of how strongly biological signalling 
can influence appetite and weight. Similar stories occur 
throughout medicine. Minoxidil was developed as an 
antihypertensive before its effect on hair growth became useful 
therapeutically. Penicillin itself emerged from an unexpected 
observation.

Discovery does not always proceed in a straight line.

Sometimes we find the answer while looking for something else.

That should make us humble.
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The Microscopic Frontier

Medicine has become extraordinarily good at anatomy.

We can look inside the body with CT scans, MRI and 
increasingly sophisticated imaging. We can identify structures 
that previous generations could only examine after death.

But structure is only part of the story.

The next frontier is increasingly about function.

A single drop of blood looks simple to the naked eye. Yet inside 
it are cells, proteins, electrolytes, hormones, metabolites, 
antibodies, genetic material and countless interacting signals.

A silicon chip looks like a tiny wafer with microscopic patterns 
etched into it.

Yet within those patterns are billions of switching events that 
allow modern computers—and ultimately artificial intelligence—
to function.

Complexity can hide behind simplicity.

The human body is no different.

Understanding which molecule activates which receptor, which 
gene regulates which protein, which hormone alters which signal, 
and how those systems interact may eventually explain processes 
that today we can only partially control.

Science progresses one small piece at a time.

And that brings us to the most difficult territory.
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The Maybe

Between what we know and what we do not know lies an 
enormous middle ground.

Research lives here.

We have hypotheses. Associations. Probabilities. Early evidence. 
Competing explanations.

This is where language becomes important.

A possibility is not a fact.

A hypothesis is not proof.

An association is not necessarily causation.

When the evidence says maybe, intellectual honesty requires us 
to say maybe.

There is nothing weak about that answer.

It is often the most scientific answer available.

The Unknown

Then there are things over which we have little or no control.

Illness appears unexpectedly. Circumstances change. 
Relationships fail. Economies collapse. Accidents happen. People 
experience periods when everything seems to be moving against 
them.

Life has never been a straight line.

It resembles an ECG: rises and falls, movement and variation.

A perfectly flat line is not life.
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The difficulty begins when human beings desperately want 
control over something that cannot presently be controlled.

That is where we search for answers.

Across cultures, people have worn stones, carried charms, 
received sacred tattoos, consulted spiritual teachers, performed 
rituals, prayed, made offerings and followed traditions intended 
to influence uncertain outcomes.

Perhaps some find comfort in them.

Comfort itself has value.

But comfort and evidence are not the same thing.

If someone says, “This helped me,” that experience belongs to 
them.

The difficulty begins when the statement becomes:

“This is true because I tell you it is true. Believe me or do not 
believe me.”

That is where confidence becomes blind faith.

And that is where questions should begin rather than end.

What is the evidence?

What else could explain the result?

How often did the same ritual fail?

Could coincidence or probability explain what happened?

And most importantly:

Do we actually know?

Sometimes the correct answer is simply:
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No.

Why the Unknown Is So Powerful

Human beings seek control.

When we understand a problem and can influence its outcome, 
uncertainty decreases.

When control disappears, anxiety increases.

The unknown creates a vacuum, and human beings naturally try 
to fill it.

Sometimes we fill it with research.

Sometimes with family.

Sometimes with community.

Sometimes with philosophy or spirituality.

Sometimes with certainty that the evidence does not justify.

The mistake is not seeking comfort or meaning.

The mistake is confusing the comfort of an answer with evidence 
that the answer is true.

When we encounter something we cannot control, perhaps the 
better response is to ask:

What do we know?

What evidence do we have?

What are the possible explanations?

What options remain within our control?

Who can help us?
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And where must we simply admit that we do not yet know?

That last sentence is difficult.

But it may also be one of the most honest sentences a human 
being can say.

The Velcro Wall

We do not need to choose between arrogance and blind faith.

We can have confidence where evidence is strong.

We can remain open-minded where the evidence says maybe.

And we can have the humility to acknowledge the unknown.

Science is powerful precisely because it allows itself to be 
corrected.

Evidence is powerful only when accompanied by ethics.

And uncertainty does not have to be filled with invented 
certainty.

Perhaps the wisest way to approach life is remarkably simple:

Know what is known. Investigate what is maybe. Respect 
what remains unknown. Control what you can. And never be 
afraid to say, “I don’t know.”
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CHAPTER 9

Love Caring and Loss

We care because we love.

When someone we love is sick, we want to do everything 
possible. We search for another doctor, another treatment, 
another answer. We watch, protect, worry and sometimes begin 
to believe that if we care enough, we can control the outcome.

We cannot.

There is only so much medicine can do. There is only so much 
any human being can do.

If love and caring alone could prevent loss, our parents would 
still be here.

Those who remain are the ones who carry the memories, the 
questions and sometimes the guilt. Could I have done more? 
Should I have noticed something earlier? What if I had made a 
different decision?

There may never be an end to those questions. The mind can 
always create another what if.

That is where acceptance becomes important.

Acceptance does not mean that we loved less. It does not mean 
that we stop missing someone. It simply means understanding the 
boundary between what was within our control and what was not.

Look back to learn, not to punish yourself.

If something could have been done better, learn from it. If 
something can be prevented in another person, prevent it. Let 
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experience make you wiser and more useful to those who are still 
here.

But do not spend the rest of your life chasing guilt.

Velcro Wall

Love deeply.

Care while you can.

Do what is reasonably within your power.

Accept that love cannot guarantee an outcome.

Learn from loss.

Prevent what can be prevented.

Carry the lesson forward—not the guilt.

And continue living.
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CHAPTER 10

Tools and Use

We live surrounded by tools.

Some are so ordinary that we hardly notice them. A knife, a 
hammer, a car, a telephone. Others represent the limits of modern 
science: robotic systems, advanced imaging, computers, and 
artificial intelligence.

Recently, I came across a headline describing a patient 
undergoing live AI-assisted brain surgery for the removal of a 
tumor.

My immediate reaction was not simply amazement at artificial 
intelligence. It was something more fundamental.

The tool is not the outcome.

Who is using it? How is it being used? Why is it being used? 
Where is it being used? When should it be used— and when 
should it not?

These questions matter more than the existence of the tool itself.

Artificial intelligence did not suddenly become a neurosurgeon. 
Years of education, training, judgment, accumulated medical 
knowledge, technology, and human experience remained behind 
the procedure. AI provided another capability to people who 
understood what they were trying to accomplish.

The same principle applies to much simpler things.

A knife in the hands of a chef is a kitchen instrument. A scalpel 
in the hands of a trained surgeon becomes a means of treatment. 
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Neither object possesses judgment. The knowledge, intention, 
circumstances, and actions of the person using it determine what 
follows.

A motor vehicle is another remarkable tool. It gives us mobility 
and independence. Greater speed can make transportation faster 
and more efficient. But speed also introduces risk. The answer 
was not to abandon automobiles. We learned their capabilities, 
recognized their dangers, established rules, improved roads, 
introduced safety systems, trained drivers, and continued 
adjusting those safeguards as experience accumulated.

That is how useful tools should evolve.

Explore the capability. Understand the benefit. Recognize the 
limitations. Identify the risks. Establish safeguards. Observe 
the results. Adjust.

Fear of a new tool before understanding it can prevent progress. 
Blind enthusiasm can be equally dangerous.

Artificial intelligence presents exactly this challenge.

Used superficially, it may become little more than a convenient 
search engine. Used differently, it can help examine ideas, 
compare possibilities, challenge assumptions, organize 
information, recognize patterns, or assist highly trained 
professionals. But greater capability also creates greater 
responsibility. Errors, overconfidence, dependence, 
misinformation, privacy, bias, and misuse cannot simply be 
ignored because the technology is impressive.

We cannot intelligently safeguard something we have refused to 
understand.



95

Nor should we assume that because a tool is powerful, everything 
it produces must therefore be correct.

Human beings have always extended their abilities through tools. 
Fire, the wheel, writing, printing, navigation, microscopes, 
anesthesia, electricity, automobiles, computers, the internet, and 
artificial intelligence are points along that continuing journey.

The tools change.

The fundamental questions do not.

Who? How? Why? Where? When

Perhaps our greatest mistake is giving the tool either too much 
credit or too much blame.

A tool provides capability.

What we do with that capability remains ours.
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CHAPTER 11

Travel and Culture

Travel is often measured in destinations.

How many countries have you visited? How many famous 
buildings have you photographed? How many temples, churches, 
museums or monuments have you seen?

But seeing something and understanding it are very different 
things.

A recent visit to Chiang Rai reminded me of this.

Within a relatively small area are extraordinary structures 
commonly known by their dominant colors: the White Temple, 
the Blue Temple and the Gold Temple. At first, the colors 
themselves attract attention. They are spectacular. Cameras come 
out. Photographs are taken.

But if we stop there, we have seen the buildings without 
necessarily understanding them.

At the White Temple, some of the first images one encounters are 
unsettling. Hands appear to reach upward. Strange figures 
surround the visitor. Then comes the brilliant white structure, 
intricate almost beyond description.

Without context, the contrast can appear confusing.

Once we begin asking questions, however, architecture becomes 
communication.
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Why the disturbing imagery? Why white? Why such 
extraordinary ornamentation? Why move from one visual 
experience into another?

Suddenly we are no longer merely looking at a building. We are 
trying to understand what its creator is attempting to 
communicate.

That distinction applies far beyond Thailand.

I have stood before the Golden Temple in Amritsar. It is 
magnificent. Gold catches the eye immediately. The reflection in 
the surrounding water makes it even more memorable.

But if someone visits, photographs the gold and leaves, how 
much of the place have they actually understood?

The building is only part of the story.

Prayer is part of it. Community is part of it. Service is part of it. 
Langar—the tradition of feeding people without distinction—is 
part of it. History is part of it.

And history also reminds us of something uncomfortable but 
important: places, institutions and symbols can become 
associated with the actions of people who later occupy or use 
them.

The original idea and the actions of later individuals are not 
necessarily the same thing.

Actors matter.

This is true of religious institutions, political institutions, nations 
and cultures. No civilization is represented perfectly by every 
person who acts in its name.



98

Travel therefore requires something more demanding than 
movement.

It requires curiosity.

When something appears beautiful, ask why.

When something appears strange, ask why.

When something makes us uncomfortable, resist the temptation 
to immediately conclude that it is foolish, primitive, excessive or 
wrong.

First understand what we are looking at.

Understanding does not require agreement.

That distinction is important.

We can understand a custom and decide not to adopt it. We can 
admire craftsmanship without accepting the beliefs represented 
by it. We can learn from another society while recognizing 
practices we would rather avoid.

That is where travel becomes education.

Every culture represents generations of experiments in living. 
Some worked. Some failed. Some survived because they were 
useful. Others survived simply because people became 
accustomed to them.

The traveler has an unusual opportunity.

We can observe another society without having to inherit all of its 
assumptions.

We can ask:

What works here?
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Why does it work?

What can I learn from it?

What should I leave behind?

And what mistakes should I avoid repeating?

The purpose of travel, then, is not to return with a larger 
collection of photographs.

It is to return with a larger collection of perspectives.

See. Observe. Understand. Learn. Assimilate what is useful. 
Leave what is not.

Travel changes very little if only our location changes.

The real journey occurs when observation changes the way 
we live.
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CHAPTER 12

Laws and Enforcement

Most societies have laws.

Many countries have impressive constitutions, detailed 
regulations, traffic codes, criminal statutes, building standards, 
tax laws, and systems designed to protect rights.

But writing a law and making it real are two different 
achievements.

A simple example is driving.

A speed limit may be written clearly on the road. The car is 
capable of going faster. The driver may know the rule perfectly 
well.

What often changes behavior is not the existence of the sign.

It is the expectation of enforcement.

In the United States, seeing blue lights appear in the rear-view 
mirror can change a driver’s behavior instantly. The speed drops. 
Attention sharpens. Movements become deliberate.

The law did not suddenly appear.

The expectation of consequence did.

That difference matters.

If people believe a rule will rarely be enforced, the rule may 
gradually become little more than a suggestion. If enforcement is 
predictable and credible, people begin adjusting their behavior 
before anyone intervenes.
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This principle extends far beyond traffic.

A building code has little value if unsafe construction is routinely 
ignored.

A tax law has little value if compliance depends on who you 
know.

A corruption law has little value if powerful people are exempt 
from it.

A constitutional right has little meaning if there is no institution 
willing or able to protect it.

The quality of a legal system therefore cannot be judged only by 
the beauty of its written laws.

It must also be judged by what happens when those laws are 
tested.

Are they enforced?

Are they enforced consistently?

Are they applied equally?

Can an ordinary citizen seek protection from them?

Can those responsible for enforcement themselves be held 
accountable?

This last question is important because enforcement is not 
automatically good simply because it is strong.

Too little enforcement can make laws meaningless.

But arbitrary, selective, or excessive enforcement can become 
another form of injustice.

The answer is not simply more power.
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The answer is credible law, fair enforcement, predictable 
consequences, and safeguards against abuse.

This is why institutions matter.

Police enforce laws, but police must also be governed by laws.

Courts judge conduct, but courts must also operate within rules.

Governments create regulations, but governments themselves 
must remain accountable.

A functioning system is therefore not merely a chain of authority.

It is a chain of accountability.

Law sets the standard.

Enforcement gives the standard consequence.

Accountability prevents enforcement from becoming arbitrary.

And experience shows whether the system is actually working.

The same principle appears in smaller settings as well.

Families create rules.

Schools create rules.

Workplaces create policies.

If everyone knows that rules are announced but rarely followed 
through, behavior adapts quickly.

The lesson is simple.

People respond not only to what is written, but to what they 
reasonably expect will happen.
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A society becomes stronger when the gap between law on paper 
and law in practice becomes smaller.

Good laws matter.

But good laws without fair and consistent enforcement remain 
incomplete.

A rule tells us what should happen. Enforcement determines 
whether it actually does.
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CHAPTER 13

Wellness and Longevity

Wellness is commonly understood as the active pursuit of choices 
and ways of living that support overall health and well-being. 
Longevity, in its simplest sense, refers to living a long life. But 
longevity becomes far more meaningful when we ask another 
question: not simply how many years we live, but how well we 
function during those years.

I have always been fascinated by the need for balance.

When children are very young, adults practically run after them 
with food.

“Eat, baby, eat.”

“You are too thin.”

“Your child is too thin.”

I have watched mothers chase children around trying to get 
another spoonful into them. Yet children have a very basic 
biological mechanism. When they are genuinely hungry, 
eventually they ask for food. When they are thirsty, they drink. 
When they have had enough, they stop.

Then something strange happens as they grow older.

Suddenly the message can reverse.

“You are getting fat.”

“You are eating too much.”

“You don’t look right in those clothes.”
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Social expectations begin interfering with the very signals we 
spent years overriding. This can become particularly intense 
during adolescence, when body image and acceptance suddenly 
become important. At the extreme, disturbed relationships with 
food can become serious illnesses.

The natural system is much simpler.

Hungry? Eat.

Thirsty? Drink.

Tired? Rest.

Full? Stop.

Human civilization, however, has become extraordinarily good at 
taking simple biological systems and complicating them.

We did not stop with water. We added large amounts of sugar to 
it.

We did not stop with eating enough. Portions became larger and 
larger.

We developed endless varieties of highly palatable food and then 
created environments in which food is available virtually every 
hour of the day.

A buffet may be a wonderful experience once in a while, but it 
also illustrates the problem perfectly: when abundance becomes 
unlimited, moderation becomes much harder.

For much of human history, scarcity was the enemy. Hunger and 
famine killed enormous numbers of people. Agricultural 
development and the Green Revolution helped change that 
picture dramatically in many parts of the world.
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That progress should be celebrated.

But success created another problem.

For many societies, the struggle gradually moved from not 
enough to too much.

Too much food.

Too much sugar.

Too little movement.

Too much sitting.

Too much convenience.

And now we find ourselves fighting obesity, type 2 diabetes, 
hypertension, cardiovascular disease and other illnesses strongly 
influenced by lifestyle and environment.

This does not mean that these diseases have one simple cause, nor 
that everyone who develops them has somehow failed. Genetics, 
age, environment, access to healthcare and many other factors 
matter. But modern living has undeniably created conditions in 
which several of these problems flourish.

The old sayings were not entirely foolish.

Early to bed.

Early to rise.

Work.

Move.

Eat with some restraint.
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Our ancestors did not understand metabolism in the way modern 
science does, but many traditions recognized rhythm and 
moderation.

At the same time, we should never romanticize the past.

The past contained enormous suffering.

Infectious disease once devastated populations. Rodents, 
contaminated water, poor sanitation and overcrowding 
contributed to epidemics. The Black Death remains one of 
history’s most famous examples.

Human beings learned.

We developed sanitation systems.

We moved sewage away from drinking water.

We improved hygiene.

We controlled vectors more effectively.

We discovered antibiotics.

Penicillin itself came from an unexpected observation. Scientific 
discovery is full of such moments: somebody notices something 
unusual, asks why, investigates it, and eventually turns an 
observation into useful knowledge.

The same is true in medicine more broadly. Many important 
discoveries began somewhere other than where they eventually 
ended.

Vincristine and Vinblastine, for example, came from research 
involving the Madagascar periwinkle. Plants contain 
extraordinarily complex chemistry. Fruits and vegetables contain 
many compounds that are beneficial as part of a healthy diet.
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But that does not mean that everything colorful is automatically 
medicine, or that “natural” automatically means safe.

Again, balance.

One of our biggest modern problems may be chronic excess 
combined with chronic inactivity.

We have made life increasingly convenient. Convenience is 
wonderful—up to a point.

But the body is designed to be used.

If an arm is placed in a cast for several weeks, the muscles 
become smaller. When movement returns, strength can gradually 
return as well.

It is the simplest demonstration of an old principle:

Use it or lose it.

That principle becomes even more important as we age.

I learned this personally from my father.

As he grew older, he continued teaching. He would make himself 
get up in the morning, bathe, dress, travel to the school and meet 
students. Sometimes he drove himself; sometimes one of us drove 
him.

He climbed a flight of stairs to reach the classroom.

He interacted with people.

He kept up with what was happening.

He had somewhere to go and something to do.

We looked at him as loving children and thought we were 
helping.



109

“Dad, you have worked enough.”

“Let us do everything.”

“Why don’t you retire?”

Eventually he did.

And gradually his world became smaller.

He moved less.

He gained weight.

The more weight he gained, the harder movement became. The 
harder movement became, the less he moved.

Because people loved him, everyone was willing to bring him 
things.

Water.

Food.

Whatever he wanted.

But without realizing it, care can sometimes remove activity.

A person who once walked to get a glass of water eventually asks 
someone else to bring it. Then someone brings the food. Then 
there is less reason to stand. Then less reason to walk.

Eventually my father became bedridden.

His medical problems became increasingly complicated, and 
ultimately he died very suddenly.

That experience left a permanent lesson in me.

Sometimes loving someone does not mean doing everything for 
them.
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Sometimes love means encouraging them to keep doing what 
they still can.

Walk.

Stand.

Dress yourself.

Get your own water if you can.

Go outside.

Meet people.

Keep participating.

Keep using the body.

Keep using the mind.

Purpose matters too.

My father’s teaching was not simply employment. It gave 
structure to his day. It gave him students to interact with. It gave 
him a reason to prepare himself in the morning.

When that disappeared, something important disappeared with it.

That is why I remind myself:

Do not feel sorry for yourself to the point that you stop living.

If something hurts, work within your limitations.

Write.

Walk.

Move.
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Adapt.

Do what you still can.

This does not mean ignoring pain, disability or medical advice. It 
means preserving function instead of surrendering it 
unnecessarily.

Human beings require activity.

The goal is not punishment.

The goal is not extreme exercise.

The goal is continued participation in life.

This brings me back to longevity.

I watch people spend extraordinary amounts of money trying to 
extend life. Billionaires are investing in technologies intended to 
slow aging. Scientists are studying genetics, cellular aging, 
telomeres, metabolism and many other mechanisms.

Perhaps science will eventually understand aging much better 
than it does today.

But there is still much we do not know.

And while we chase sophisticated answers, we should not forget 
the enormous things that already extended human life.

Clean water.

Sewage systems.

Vaccination.

Food safety.

Antibiotics.
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Safer childbirth.

Public health.

Basic sanitation.

In my opinion, putting sewage underground and separating waste 
from drinking water belongs among humanity’s greatest 
longevity achievements.

Whenever we lose control of sanitation, disease returns.

Standing water encourages mosquitoes.

Contaminated water spreads gastrointestinal disease.

Poor waste control attracts pests.

The wealthy can often move away from these problems. The poor 
frequently cannot, which is one reason environment and public 
infrastructure remain deeply connected to health inequality.

So when I think about longevity, I do not first think about 
immortality.

I think about reducing obvious harm.

Move.

Eat reasonably.

Sleep.

Maintain relationships.

Keep purpose.

Keep sanitation.

Reduce unnecessary stress.
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Use medicine when medicine is needed.

And maintain balance.

That word—balance—is central to almost everything I believe 
about wellness.

It is also why the place I have been thinking about creating is not 
something I want to call a wellness center or a longevity center.

I prefer one much simpler word:

Retreat.

Retreat from routine.

Retreat from pressure.

Retreat from constant noise.

Retreat from the phone.

Retreat from always having to respond to someone.

Not treatment.

Not a clinic.

Not a promise that somebody else will fix your life.

Just a place where, for a short time, some of the ordinary 
pressures are removed.

Good food.

Nature.

Quiet.

Solitude if you want it.



114

Conversation if you want it.

Movement if you want it.

Massage if you want it.

Sleep if you need it.

Walk if you feel like walking.

Do nothing for a while if that is what you need.

The idea is not new. Human beings have retreated from ordinary 
life for centuries. Religious traditions created monasteries, 
hermitages and retreats where people stepped away from noise 
and distraction.

My version does not require religion.

It does not require silence.

It does not require prayer.

It does not require meditation.

It requires only one thing:

You.

We provide the place.

You decide what you need from it.

You reconnect.

Another major challenge of modern life is stress.

Financial pressure is enormous.
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Standards of living rise, and then maintaining those standards 
requires more work. In many families both parents work simply 
to keep everything functioning.

Again, progress has brought enormous benefits, particularly for 
women and for economic independence.

But every change has consequences.

Families are smaller and more geographically scattered. Extended 
families once frequently shared childcare, elder care, meals and 
daily responsibilities. Today many people are managing all of 
these responsibilities with only one or two adults in the 
household.

Children may spend more time in childcare environments because 
parents have little alternative.

Older parents may live far away.

Family members are stretched.

I cannot claim that the old system was always better. It had plenty 
of problems of its own.

But I do believe children benefit enormously from having 
dependable adults around them—parents, grandparents, aunts, 
uncles and others who genuinely participate in their lives.

Children learn by imitation.

They watch what adults do.

That is why one of my rules has always been simple: I never want 
to hear a child defend poor behavior by saying,

“My father does it.”

“My mother does it.”
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“My aunt does it.”

Our behavior teaches long before our lectures do.

Technology belongs in this discussion too.

A phone is a tool.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

It can connect families across continents.

It can teach.

It can save time.

It can provide information that previous generations could never 
have imagined obtaining instantly.

Or it can consume hours of attention and separate people sitting 
three feet apart.

The tool is not automatically the problem.

How we use the tool is the problem.

Thank goodness humanity is in a better place in countless ways 
than it once was.

We should never forget that.

But many of today’s problems are partly of our own creation.

We solved scarcity and created excess.

We solved distance and created constant interruption.

We created machines to reduce labor and sometimes eliminated 
movement.
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We created enormous wealth and then created pressure to 
maintain lifestyles that consume our time.

The answer is not to reject progress.

The answer is to use it intelligently.

And once again I come back to one word:

Balance.

Life is rarely completely black or completely white.

It is rarely completely yes or completely no.

Most of life exists somewhere in between.

The argument about whether the glass is half full or half empty 
misses something.

The glass simply contains what it contains.

Look at it clearly.

Understand the circumstances.

Then decide what to do next.

Find the center.

Ground yourself there.

And keep moving.
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CHAPTER 14

Destiny and Fate

There are parts of life that are predetermined before we ever have 
a chance to participate in the decision.

We do not choose where we are born.

We do not choose our parents.

We do not choose the country, economic conditions or political 
circumstances into which we arrive.

Historically, if a child was born the eldest son of a king, his 
future could be largely decided before he even understood what a 
kingdom was.

Another child could be born at exactly the same moment into 
poverty.

One begins life surrounded by opportunity.

Another begins with almost none.

Those starting points matter.

Pretending they do not matter is foolish.

A child born during war does not begin with the same advantages 
as a child born in a stable and prosperous society.

A child whose school has books, computers and excellent 
teachers begins differently from a child whose school struggles to 
keep the lights on.

Geography matters.
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Family matters.

Money matters.

Health matters.

Education matters.

Luck matters.

History matters.

In that sense, part of destiny is predetermined.

The hand is dealt before we sit down at the table.

But that does not mean the entire game has already been played.

That distinction is important.

I become uncomfortable when predetermined circumstances turn 
into lifelong excuses.

“I was born poor.”

“I come from a poor country.”

“This is simply how things are done here.”

“This is what my parents taught me.”

“This is our tradition.”

Those statements may explain the starting point.

They do not automatically determine the destination.

History contains many examples of people who began with 
enormous disadvantages and nevertheless moved beyond them. 
We remember famous examples such as Barack Obama and 
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many others, but becoming famous or becoming president is not 
the standard I am proposing.

I am not saying everyone becomes president.

I am not saying everyone becomes a doctor.

I am not saying everybody becomes rich.

I am saying something much smaller and much more achievable:

You can try to become better than where you started.

That may mean one additional year of education.

One better decision.

One skill learned.

One harmful habit abandoned.

One opportunity pursued.

One child given opportunities that the parent never had.

That is progress.

Circumstances can place one hand behind your back.

But if the other hand is still available, use it.

Opportunity matters too.

People who rise from difficult circumstances rarely do so entirely 
alone. Someone teaches them. Someone opens a door. A 
scholarship appears. A school accepts them. A mentor encourages 
them. A country provides an opportunity.

We should acknowledge those factors.

But opportunity is useless if nobody walks through the door.
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Acceptance of circumstances should therefore never become 
surrender to circumstances.

There is another mistake we make.

We confuse tradition with truth.

Tradition has value.

Culture has value.

The accumulated knowledge of parents and grandparents has 
value.

But we should also ask:

Why?

Why was this tradition created?

Why was something done this way?

Was there a practical reason?

Does that reason still exist?

Could there now be a better method?

Simply saying, “My father did this, therefore I must do this,” 
would have frozen human civilization centuries ago.

Human progress depended on people asking questions.

Why does disease spread?

Why do objects fall?

Why does electricity behave this way?

Why does this medicine work?
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Why does this structure collapse during an earthquake?

Why does this crop fail?

Why?

Sometimes questioning confirms that the old method was 
excellent.

Sometimes it reveals that circumstances have changed.

Architecture provides an easy example.

Communities repeatedly exposed to earthquakes learn to build 
differently.

Communities exposed to flooding learn to elevate structures.

Cities at sea level require different infrastructure from cities built 
on mountains.

The intelligent response is neither:

“We have always done it this way.”

Nor:

“Everything old is stupid.”

The intelligent response is:

Understand why. Then adapt.

This applies even to ordinary habits.

If there is a cultural practice, understand its origin.

If it still serves a useful purpose, preserve it.

If circumstances have changed, reconsider it.
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Questioning is not disrespect.

Thoughtless repetition is not wisdom.

One of the greatest differences between earlier societies and the 
modern scientific world is how knowledge is shared.

For centuries, specialized knowledge could remain inside 
families, guilds or small groups. A craftsman might teach only his 
son. A healer might protect a remedy as a secret.

Modern science took a different path.

Observe.

Test.

Record.

Publish.

Let somebody else test it.

Let somebody disagree.

Let somebody reproduce the experiment.

Let the knowledge travel.

That openness accelerated progress enormously.

When knowledge is locked away, progress slows.

When people can examine evidence and build on one another’s 
work, civilization moves.

That is another reason I believe we should remain open.

We are all human beings.

We can learn from one another.
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We do not need to repeat every mistake simply because 
somebody before us made it.

A smart person learns from personal experience.

A wiser civilization learns from the experiences of millions of 
people it has never met.

So where does that leave destiny and fate?

I believe our starting circumstances are often predetermined.

But I do not believe every step afterward is predetermined.

Being born short does not determine the quality of your life.

Being born poor does not guarantee that you die poor.

Being born rich does not guarantee that you remain rich.

Being born into difficulty does not mean difficulty disappears 
simply because you work hard.

Life is not that simple.

But doing nothing guarantees one thing:

Nothing changes.

That is the part over which we have some control.

We can learn.

We can adapt.

We can ask questions.

We can work.

We can accept help.
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We can help somebody else.

We can change direction.

We can try again.

Sometimes we will succeed.

Sometimes we will fail.

Sometimes circumstances will defeat our best efforts.

That is life.

But stagnation should not become our philosophy.

Think of a river.

A river moves.

Sometimes slowly.

Sometimes quickly.

It bends around obstacles.

Its direction changes.

It may become narrow.

It may become wide.

Sometimes it encounters a sudden drop like Niagara Falls.

The river cannot always see what lies around the next bend.

Neither can we.

So do not try to become a flood that destroys everything in front 
of it.

But do not become stagnant water either.
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Keep moving.

That, perhaps, is the simplest conclusion to this entire book.

Know your circumstances.

Accept the things that are real.

Question the things that deserve questioning.

Learn from those who came before you.

Do your best with the hand you were given.

And when circumstances change, adapt.

You already possess more tools than you sometimes realize.

Find them.

Use them.

Improve them.

Help others find theirs.

Your beginning may have been chosen for you.

Your next step is still yours.

Do not be stagnant.

Be a moving river.
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CHAPTER 15

The Extraordinary Becomes Ordinary

Technology has a strange way of becoming ordinary.

Once we become accustomed to something, we stop asking how 
extraordinary it really is.

I remember the early days of GPS navigation. I had an Infiniti 
QX56 and gave a ride to a family friend. He was a well-known 
surgeon, probably sixty-eight or seventy years old.

The GPS was on.

A woman’s voice calmly gave directions.

“Turn left.”

“Continue straight.”

“Slow down.”

I swear, he started looking around the car. He even stuck his head 
up and looked around as though he might find somebody hiding 
somewhere.

Then he looked at me and asked:

“Doctor, where is this lady hiding? Where is she?”

Today that sounds absurd.

But was it really?

He was an intelligent, highly educated man. He simply had no 
familiar frame of reference for what he was experiencing. A 
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woman’s voice knew where our moving car was, knew where we 
wanted to go, and was telling us exactly when to turn.

His explanation was based upon the world he understood.

There must be a woman somewhere.

Today a child gets into a car, hears the same voice and thinks 
nothing of it.

That is what technology does. The extraordinary becomes 
ordinary.

Think about GPS without taking it for granted.

Millions of cars may be moving around Bangkok alone. Around 
the world there are vastly more vehicles, phones and other 
devices using satellite navigation.

Yet your little device can determine where you are to within 
meters under good conditions.

It knows where your destination is.

It calculates a route.

You make a wrong turn and it recalculates.

We accept this as normal.

There was a time when going somewhere unfamiliar meant 
unfolding a large paper map. Somebody sat beside you or in the 
back trying to follow the roads.

You stopped and asked for directions.

“Turn after the third yellow building.”

Six months later you returned.
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Oops.

They had repainted the buildings.

We laugh now, but that was navigation.

GPS changed it.

That does not mean GPS is perfect. It gets things wrong. Maps 
become outdated. Roads change. People have followed 
navigation instructions into places where common sense should 
have told them to stop.

The lesson is not that technology is infallible.

The lesson is almost the opposite.

An amazing tool can still be wrong.

That applies equally well to artificial intelligence.

AI is an amazing, amazing, amazing technology.

I am one of its greatest proponents because I have seen what it 
can do. But being impressed by a technology does not mean 
surrendering judgment to it.

AI alone is not enough.

Neither is the human alone necessarily enough.

It is a team.

Each member has a role.

One contributes experience. Another contributes knowledge. 
Another organizes. Another questions. Another checks. Another 
catches the missing dot.

If one part gets out of sync, there can be trouble.



130

That is why I do not see artificial intelligence as something 
replacing the human being. I see it as another extraordinary tool 
available to the human being.

History is filled with extraordinary tools.

Electricity.

The electric light.

The telephone.

The automobile.

The computer.

GPS.

AI.

When technologies are new, people may distrust them, ridicule 
them, exaggerate what they can do, or exaggerate the dangers. 
Eventually the argument that matters most is not what somebody 
says about the technology.

Show me the implementation.

Does it work?

What can it actually do?

Where does it fail?

How should it be used?

Those questions matter more than either worshipping a 
technology or dismissing it.

Yet some of humanity’s greatest advances were remarkably 
simple.
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Consider sanitation.

Putting sewage underground and separating human waste from 
clean water does not sound nearly as exciting as artificial 
intelligence or satellites orbiting Earth.

But what an enormous change it made.

Or consider medicine.

We have extraordinary diagnostic machines, sophisticated drugs, 
robotic surgery and technologies previous generations could 
hardly have imagined.

Yet one of the most important instructions in medicine remains 
ridiculously simple:

Wash your hands.

Aseptic technique changed outcomes.

The solution did not need to look complicated to have enormous 
consequences.

Go further back.

Consider the opposable thumb.

Such a relatively small biological difference, yet combine the 
human hand with vision, intelligence, learning and the ability to 
transmit knowledge, and something remarkable happens.

We grasp.

We manipulate.

We make a tool.

Then we improve the tool.
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Someone else learns how to make it.

The next generation begins where the previous generation 
stopped.

Eventually the tool makes another tool.

And after enough accumulated steps, we have machines, 
electricity, satellites, computers and artificial intelligence.

The finished product appears overwhelmingly complicated.

But break it apart and you begin to see the elements.

That is how I have approached many problems throughout my 
life and throughout my books.

Break the complex problem into its elements.

Getting into a good school sounds complicated.

Break it down.

Longevity sounds impossibly complicated.

Break it down.

An examined life can seem infinitely complicated.

Break it down.

Sometimes a small change in one elemental part changes the 
entire system.

That does not mean every complicated problem has a simple 
answer. It means complexity should not intimidate us into 
refusing to examine its components.

Nor should something unfamiliar automatically be dismissed as 
impossible.
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My surgeon friend could not understand how a woman who was 
nowhere in sight knew exactly where our Infiniti was going.

His conclusion was perfectly understandable from the 
information available to him:

Find the woman.

Once the mechanism became familiar, nobody needed to search 
the car anymore.

Perhaps there are things today that we still metaphorically search 
the roof for because we do not yet understand the mechanism.

That does not mean we should believe every extraordinary claim.

It means we should remain curious enough to investigate and 
humble enough to say:

I do not understand how this works yet.

That is very different from saying:

It cannot work.

Artificial intelligence is still young.

We will discover things it does exceptionally well. We will 
discover things it does badly. We will make mistakes using it. We 
will improve it. We will argue about it.

Eventually, much of what astonishes us today may become 
ordinary.

For me, the better question has never been whether AI deserves 
praise or condemnation.

The question is:

What can we build with it?
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These books provide one small answer.

They began with lived experiences, conversations, disagreements, 
questions, memories and ideas. Human judgment remained 
involved. Artificial intelligence contributed its capabilities. We 
questioned each other, corrected each other, organized the 
material and kept building.

Eventually the words left the screen.

The books went to print.

The technology did not write a life.

A human being did not build everything alone.

A team built something.

That is the point.

The proof is not in what we claim the tool can do.

The proof is in what we do with it.



135

CHAPTER 16

Why Not You

Artificial intelligence is one of the great technological advances 
of our time.

There is little purpose in denying that. AI can write, organize, 
summarize, compare, question, restructure, translate, and connect 
ideas. It can save hours of work. It can take scattered thoughts 
and help bring order to them.

It is a remarkable tool.

But there is a difference between acknowledging a tool and using 
the existence of that tool to dismiss the person using it.

That distinction matters.

When I tell someone that I have written a book, occasionally the 
response is almost immediate:

“Oh, it’s AI.”

Two letters, and apparently the discussion is over.

The hours disappear.

The experiences disappear.

The ideas disappear.

The decisions, corrections, arguments, discarded passages, 
rewritten chapters, changes of direction, and connections between 
subjects disappear.

Everything is reduced to:
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AI.

I have never denied the role of artificial intelligence in this work. 
Quite the opposite. I acknowledge Team ACCD openly.

The collaboration is real.

But collaboration and authorship are not mutually exclusive.

Editors have existed for centuries. Researchers assist writers. 
Scientists work in teams. Leaders dictate. Translators reconstruct 
ideas across languages. Authors discuss manuscripts with 
colleagues and revise them after criticism.

We have never automatically concluded that receiving assistance 
means the person had nothing to say.

AI changes the scale and capability of that assistance, certainly. 
Pretending otherwise would be foolish.

It can contribute ideas. It can challenge an argument. It can 
suggest connections I had not considered. It can take something 
poorly expressed and make it clearer. Sometimes it can tell me 
that I am wrong.

Good.

That is precisely why it is useful.

But it does not follow that everything produced through such 
collaboration belongs entirely to the tool.

Consider something considerably simpler.

A chapati requires a rolling pin.

The rolling pin has a role. Denying that would be absurd.

But nobody places a chapati on the table and says:
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“What an extraordinary rolling pin.”

Someone made the dough. Someone decided its consistency. 
Someone kneaded it. Someone rolled it, corrected it, cooked it, 
watched the heat, and decided when it was ready.

The rolling pin mattered.

So did the person holding it.

AI is obviously far more sophisticated than a rolling pin. It can 
participate intellectually in ways an ordinary tool cannot. But the 
underlying question remains:

What did the person do with the tool?

That question applies far beyond writing.

A physician using an advanced diagnostic system does not 
suddenly cease to be a physician.

An engineer using sophisticated software does not cease to be an 
engineer.

When AI saves a professional five hours of paperwork, we 
celebrate increased productivity. We do not normally conclude 
that the professional therefore contributed nothing.

So why should creative and intellectual work automatically be 
treated differently?

The important questions have always been remarkably simple:

Who?

Where?

When?

Why?
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How?

Who is using the tool?

Where is it appropriate?

When should it be used?

Why are we using it?

And, perhaps most importantly, how are we using it?

Technology does not eliminate judgment.

It makes judgment more consequential.

Give two people the same hammer and they will not build the 
same house.

Give two people the same camera and they will not produce the 
same photograph.

Give millions of people access to the internet and they will not 
acquire the same knowledge.

And now give millions of people access to artificial intelligence.

They will not produce the same work.

Which leads to the question that initially came to me in 
frustration:

THEN WHY NOT YOU

At first, that question sounds confrontational.

Perhaps it even sounds arrogant.

But it does not have to be either.
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If AI alone explains the accomplishment, and the same 
technology is available to millions of people, why does everyone 
not produce the same result?

Because access to a tool and effective use of a tool are different 
things.

The more interesting version of “Why not you?” therefore is not 
an accusation.

It is an invitation.

AI is here.

It is extraordinarily powerful.

Learn what it can do.

Learn what it cannot do.

Question it.

Correct it.

Argue with it.

Use your own knowledge and experience.

Reject what does not make sense.

Accept a better argument when one is presented.

Bring your own ideas to the table.

And then build something.

Do not be ashamed of using a powerful tool merely because 
previous generations did not possess it. Human progress has 
never worked that way.
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At the same time, do not surrender your judgment to it merely 
because it is powerful.

A tool should amplify thought, not eliminate the need for thought.

That has been one of the recurring ideas throughout these pages.

Tools matter.

But who uses them, where they are used, when they are used, 
why they are used, and how they are used matter even more.

Artificial intelligence deserves acknowledgment.

Human effort deserves acknowledgment too.

There is room for both.

And if this extraordinary new tool allows an ordinary person to 
examine ideas, organize experience, challenge assumptions, and 
create something that might otherwise never have existed, 
perhaps our first response should not be:

“Oh, it’s AI.”

Perhaps it should be:

“What could I do with it?”

And ultimately: WHY NOT YOU?
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CHAPTER 17

When We Learn to Turn Back the Clock

For most of human history, medicine has fought the 
consequences of aging.

We treated infection. We made childbirth safer. We learned to 
replace joints, bypass blocked arteries, transplant organs, 
suppress cancers and keep failing organs functioning.

Now science is beginning to ask a different question.

What if, instead of treating every consequence of aging 
separately, we could influence some of the biological processes 
that make cells grow old?

Research involving cellular reprogramming and transcription 
factors has raised that possibility. The work is still experimental. 
It may fail. It may work only in certain tissues. It may eventually 
restore function without significantly extending human lifespan.

We simply do not know.

But the moment an idea moves from laboratory animals toward 
human beings, another conversation has to begin.

Not just:

Can we do it?

But:

What happens if we can?
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One Earth

Every additional decade of human life has consequences.

Another decade means more food, water, housing, energy and 
consumption.

But it can also mean another decade of teaching, creating, loving, 
working, caring for others and passing knowledge from one 
generation to another.

A healthy ninety-year-old who remains independent and 
productive is not equivalent to someone spending the same years 
dependent upon intensive medical care.

That distinction matters.

Extending healthspan may actually reduce some of the enormous 
burden created by chronic disease.

Yet arithmetic eventually catches up with us.

If human beings live substantially longer while population and 
consumption continue growing, more people must share the same 
physical planet at the same time.

And, as of today, we have one Earth.

Perhaps technology will allow us to produce more with less.

Perhaps energy will become cleaner.

Perhaps humanity will eventually establish permanent settlements 
beyond Earth.

Perhaps.

But responsible decisions cannot be based entirely upon resources 
and technologies that do not yet exist.
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Time May Become the Ultimate Luxury

There have been periods in human history when the gap between 
rich and poor appeared to be narrowing.

Millions have escaped absolute poverty. Famine has become far 
less common in much of the world. Medical care, education and 
technology that once belonged only to elites have reached 
enormous populations.

Yet inequality has hardly disappeared.

In many societies, wealth has become increasingly concentrated.

And longevity technology could create a completely new form of 
inequality.

Imagine that the wealthy obtain an effective rejuvenation 
treatment twenty years before everyone else.

Those twenty years are not merely extra birthdays.

They are twenty more years to work.

Twenty more years to invest.

Twenty more years to own businesses.

Twenty more years to accumulate property.

Twenty more years before transferring wealth.

Twenty more years of influence.

The difference would no longer simply be:

I have more money than you.

It might become:



144

I have more time than you.

Money can sometimes be redistributed.

Opportunities can sometimes be expanded.

Education can be provided.

But time?

Once one person receives twenty extra healthy years that another 
person cannot afford, humanity has created an inequality unlike 
almost anything before it.

The Quiet Journey from “We” to “I”

Human beings rarely begin by announcing:

I intend to misuse power.

Quite the opposite.

Power usually arrives carrying good intentions.

We create institutions to protect people.

We create wealth to provide security.

We create authority to maintain order.

We develop technology to improve life.

And then something subtle happens.

The institution begins protecting itself.

Security becomes accumulation.

Authority becomes entitlement.

Technology becomes control.
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Gradually,

we becomes I.

That transformation appears repeatedly in literature and 
mythology because human beings recognize it instinctively.

In Animal Farm, the revolution begins with dreams of equality.

The danger does not arrive because everyone began evil.

It arrives gradually, as those controlling the system begin 
believing that their interests and the interests of everyone else are 
the same thing.

Superhero stories repeatedly explore a similar idea.

A person gains extraordinary power.

At first the thought is:

I can help everyone.

Then:

I know what is best for everyone.

And finally:

The world would be better if it looked the way I believe it 
should.

The transition may happen without the person ever believing they 
have become the villain.

That is precisely why guardrails matter.

Good intentions are not guardrails.
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Longevity Is Not Merely Medicine

If scientists eventually learn to meaningfully slow or reverse 
aspects of biological aging, we should stop thinking of the 
technology as simply another drug.

It would be a form of power.

And power changes systems around it.

Consider what twenty or thirty additional healthy years could 
mean.

Does retirement still begin at sixty-five?

Can pension systems survive forty years of retirement?

Would governments steadily increase retirement ages?

Would an eighty-year-old whose biological health resembles that 
of a fifty-year-old still qualify as elderly?

Would employers favor rejuvenated workers over those who 
chose not to undergo treatment?

Could an employer someday require it?

Could an insurer charge higher premiums to someone who 
refused it?

Would inheritance routinely occur when the heirs themselves 
were already elderly?

What happens when a powerful corporation remains under the 
control of the same individual for eighty years?

Or a political movement?

Or a fortune?
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Or a dynasty?

Where does the next generation enter?

Where does it lead?

Where does it own?

Where does it govern?

Human society partly renews itself because generations change.

New people arrive.

Old assumptions are challenged.

Power eventually passes.

What happens if it does not?

Nature Balances. Human Beings Must Learn To

Life has ways of balancing itself.

Populations rise and fall.

Resources become scarce.

Environments change.

Disease emerges.

Species compete and adapt.

Human civilization has spent thousands of years escaping some 
of nature’s cruellest balancing mechanisms.

That is progress.

We should never romanticize famine, disease, war or premature 
death as desirable forms of population control.
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They are tragedies.

The civilized response is not to allow nature to balance us 
brutally.

It is to learn to balance ourselves intelligently.

That requires planning before a crisis rather than morality 
afterward.

The Market Cannot Answer Every Question

If rejuvenation becomes possible, one response will inevitably be:

Let the market decide.

Markets are extraordinarily powerful tools.

They allocate resources.

They reward innovation.

They encourage competition.

They have helped create much of the modern world’s prosperity.

But markets answer certain questions better than others.

A market can answer:

Who wants this?

Who can produce it?

What will somebody pay for it?

It cannot, by itself, answer:

What kind of society should this technology create?

That is a human question.
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Economics must be part of the answer.

It cannot be the entire answer.

The Guardrails Must Arrive Before the Highway

We regulate aircraft before filling the sky with them.

We regulate pharmaceuticals before giving them to millions.

We regulate nuclear technology because extraordinary capability 
can produce extraordinary consequences.

Longevity science deserves the same seriousness.

Not because longevity is inherently dangerous.

Because it could be extraordinarily beneficial.

Imagine preventing dementia.

Restoring sight.

Repairing damaged nerves.

Maintaining strength into old age.

Allowing grandparents and great-grandparents to remain healthy, 
independent and involved in their families.

These would be magnificent achievements.

But the greater the achievement, the greater the responsibility 
accompanying it.

The scientist asks:

Can it be done?

The physician asks:
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Is it safe, and will it help my patient?

The economist asks:

Can we afford it?

The ethicist asks:

Who gets access?

And society eventually has to ask:

What happens to all of us afterward?

Those questions need to be asked together.

ET Wants to Go Home

There is something almost amusingly simple about one of 
cinema’s most memorable visitors from another world.

E.T. possesses abilities that seem extraordinary to human beings.

Yet what does he want?

He wants to go home.

That simple idea provides an unexpectedly useful counterweight 
to our obsession with technological progress.

Human beings may eventually manipulate genes.

Reprogram cells.

Replace organs.

Enhance intelligence.

Travel beyond Earth.

Perhaps even substantially extend healthy human life.
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And after all of that, the things people value most may remain 
remarkably ancient.

Family.

Belonging.

Friendship.

Purpose.

Someone waiting for us.

Somewhere that feels like home.

Science can increase capability.

It cannot automatically tell us what makes capability worthwhile.

The Real Question

Perhaps cellular rejuvenation will fail.

Perhaps human aging will prove far too complicated to 
manipulate in any meaningful way.

Or perhaps somewhere in a laboratory today humanity has 
already taken the first tiny step toward changing something we 
once believed could move in only one direction.

If so, we should celebrate it.

But celebration must never replace examination.

The danger is not science.

The danger is extraordinary capability combined with inequality, 
concentrated power and the ancient human tendency for we to 
slowly become I.
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We do not need less scientific progress.

We need wisdom capable of keeping pace with it.

Because if humanity someday learns how to add decades to 
human life, the real achievement will not simply be that we 
learned how to live longer.

It will be whether we learned how to share those extra years 
without making the world less fair, less sustainable or less 
human.

Perhaps the most important question about longevity is therefore 
not:

How long can we live?

It is: What kind of world do we want to live longer in?
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Live It Words Are Easy

An examined life is not measured by what we say we believe. It 
is measured by what we repeatedly do.

Children notice everything. They learn discipline from our 
discipline, honesty from our honesty, respect from the way we 
treat others, and responsibility from the way we carry our own.

Parenting is therefore a two-way responsibility.

We may expect a child to make the family proud, but we must 
also live in a way that makes the child proud to carry the family 
name.

Discipline alone is not parenting. Reward alone is not parenting. 
Love alone is not parenting.

Good parenting is a changing mixture of:

Principles + Expectations + Discipline + Reward + Care + 
Health + Teaching + Increasing Independence

The proportions change as the child grows. The principles should 
not.

We cannot promise our children a life without dips. We can teach 
them how to face them, learn from them, recover, and continue 
climbing.

We cannot live their lives for them. We can give them roots 
strong enough to stand and wings strong enough to choose.

And eventually, the greatest proof that we taught them well is not 
that they obey us when we are present.
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It is that they make sound choices when we are no longer in 
the room.

The Nugget

Examine yourself before instructing another. Live the 
principles you expect from your children. Give them 
discipline without fear, love without dependence, opportunity 
without entitlement, and freedom with responsibility. Then 
let your actions do the teaching.

Examine honestly. Choose consciously. Live consistently. 
That is how an examined life becomes an illuminated path.


