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Reader’s Note 

This is a private reading draft. The argument, structure, and language are far enough along to share; 

citations and source notes are still being finalized. 

The central claim is simple: difficulty is diagnostic. Examine difficulty before pushing through. 

The book is not an argument against effort. It is an argument for noticing the difference between 

meaningful difficulty and difficulty that is trying to tell you something. 
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Introduction 

“What the ancients called a clever fighter is one who not only wins, but excels in winning with ease.” – Sun 

Tzu, The Art of War 

You picked up a book called Everything Should Always Be Easy and part of you bristled at the title, maybe 

more than a little. Perhaps you expected hundreds of pages of snide retellings of “Work Smarter, Not 

Harder”, with a few examples peppered in. You have goals: things you want to build, accomplish, and 

become. You remember the montage: Rocky running up the steps, the training, the discipline, the moment 

where all of it pays off. You were told, and rightly so, that nothing worth having comes without effort. 

You’ve made sacrifices and you worked hard. You pushed through difficulty after difficulty, and now 

someone is handing you a book that says everything should be easy? Taken the wrong way, that could be 

borderline insulting. What exactly is being argued here, that you should simply stop trying? 

Absolutely not. The argument is narrower and, I hope, more useful than that. It is simply this: when 

something is persistently, stubbornly, bafflingly difficult, that difficulty is worth examining before you 

conclude that it requires more of the same effort. Everything should always be as easy as it can honestly be, 

and difficulty is not inherently proof that you are doing something important or valuable. 

Before we go another step farther, I should say plainly that not all ease is wise, and not all difficulty is 

wasted. The ease this book celebrates is ease that opens future options. Ease that quietly consumes those 

options deserves suspicion. We’ll examine this further as we continue, but the goal of this book is not for 

you to squander your life on ease, but to avoid squandering it on difficulty. 

The person who ran up those steps did not do so because stairs were the hardest available surface, but 

instead because those stairs were the right tool for the job, and love makes hard work easier, as we’ll see. In 

this example, the difficulty was in service of the goal. What this book is concerned with is the difficulty that 

is not in service of anything: the friction that exists not because reality demands it, but often because no 

one has noticed it, and then thought to ask whether it needs to be there. 

Robert Heinlein, not usually associated with self-help, put it plainly: "Progress is made by lazy men trying 

to find easier ways to do things." He meant it as a compliment. The person who is unwilling to do 

something the hard way indefinitely is the person most motivated to find a better way. The wheel, the lever, 

the printing press, the spreadsheet: these are all monuments to someone's refusal to keep doing something 

the hard way. 

Bertrand Russell made a related argument in 1932 in an essay called In Praise of Idleness. His position was 

that the moral glorification of work, work for its own sake and effort as virtue, had caused an enormous 

amount of unnecessary suffering and wasted human potential. People were toiling at tasks that machines 

could do, or that didn't need doing at all, because idleness had been so thoroughly condemned that 

busyness felt like the only morally defensible state. Russell was not arguing for laziness. He was arguing 

against the confusion of effort with value, the same confusion this book will spend considerable time 

examining. 

Seneca, writing two thousand years earlier, made the same distinction from a different angle. In his letters, 

he drew a sharp line between being busy and doing meaningful work, noting that many people fill every 

hour with activity and arrive at the end of their lives having accomplished very little of what actually 

mattered to them. "It is not that I have too little time," he wrote, "it is that I have wasted what I had." 

Busyness is not the same as progress, and motion without direction is often wasted. 

Most advice says life improves when you try harder. This book argues the opposite: most progress comes 

from reducing friction. The people who look disciplined often aren't gritting their teeth harder than 

everyone else. Their lives are simply set up to be easier to do correctly. 

What does it mean for something to be easy? 
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This is a topic we’ll explore much more in Part 3, but for now, a metaphor will suffice. 

Heat is energy moving from a warmer body to a cooler one. Cold is not a substance in itself, but the felt 

absence of heat. In the same way, difficulty is resistance to a task, and ease is simply absence of that 

resistance. You cannot manufacture cold in any other way than removing heat, which is how the heat pump 

in your refrigerator works, by moving heat from the inside of the fridge to the outside. In the same way, you 

cannot manufacture ease, but in most cases, there are plenty of opportunities to remove difficulty. 

Truthfully, though, this book isn't about ease and difficulty alone. It's about awareness: awareness of 

difficulty and its diagnostic properties, as well as the assumptions that we make about it every day. 

Difficulty, when you learn to read it, is one of the most reliable signals available to you. It tells you when a 

process is misaligned, when an assumption has gone unexamined, when you are pushing against the grain 

of reality rather than cutting with it. Most people walk past that signal every day, treating hardness as the 

price of admission rather than as information worth reading. This book is an argument that the signal 

should not be wasted. 

“Give me a lever long enough, and I shall move the world.” – Archimedes 

This book will focus on doing differently rather than doing more: giving you longer levers, as Archimedes 

would say, rather than asking you to push harder against the same immovable thing. 

In Part 1, we’ll discuss why we feel so suspicious, if not morally incensed, at the thought that things should 

be easy. In Part 2, we’ll examine the efficacy of ease. In Part 3, we’ll talk about how difficult spots often 

arise from the decisions we made leading up to them, and how to create easy spots with easy decisions. In 

Part 4, we’ll talk about what difficulty is actually trying to tell you, and when and how to listen. Finally, in 

Part 5, we’ll talk about cases and strategies that you can turn to as a guide. This will be the part where we 

make theory practical and examine some real life decisions from history. 

If there’s only one thing you take away from reading this book, let it be this: “Difficulty is Diagnostic”. That 

is, difficulty is often a strong indicator of an error in process or understanding. I will strive to make this 

book both easy to write and easy to read. After all, everything should always be easy. 
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Part 1: The Fetishization of Difficulty  

Why difficulty feels virtuous and ease feels uneasy.  

One day, Huangpo was walking through the meditation hall. He spied 

Linji next to another student. The other student was deep in 

meditation, sitting with perfect form. Linji, on the other hand, had 

fallen asleep and had started snoring loudly. Huangpo took his staff and 

started beating the other student, not Linji, who was snoring away. 

When the student looked up, befuddled, Huangpo pointed at Linji and 

said “Look how hard he [Linji] is working. What are you doing?”. [cite] 

I am not a Zen master and I cannot be held responsible if this book gets you in trouble at your monastery. 

A full explanation of the story of him falling asleep in the meditation hall would go counter to Huangpo’s 

teachings, that one should avoid concepts. This is not a book about Zen, however, and there is plenty of 

meaning that can be applied to our thesis. 

The Linji story suggests something very important: visible effort is not the same thing as right effort. We 

are deeply tempted to admire whatever looks difficult. We admire the grimace, the sweat, the complexity, 

the solemnity of someone making a great show of trying. Ease, by contrast, often looks suspicious. It can 

look unserious, cheap, shallow, lazy, or even dishonest. But difficulty is not proof of value. Sometimes it is 

evidence of misalignment. Sometimes it is waste. And sometimes it is vanity dressed up as seriousness. 

The Shortcut That Feels Like Cheating 

Most people have had the experience of encountering a perfectly good shortcut and recoiling from it, not 

because it doesn’t work, but because it somehow feels illegitimate. A template, a checklist, a calculator, a 

machine, a canned response, a recipe, a proven workout plan, a GPS route, a line of code copied from 

documentation rather than nobly rewritten from scratch. “That feels like cheating,” we say. But cheating 

whom, exactly? If the method is allowed, if it works, if it gets the desired result honestly and cleanly, then 

the objection is usually not moral. It is aesthetic. We wanted the victory to look harder than that. We 

wanted to feel that we earned it in some dramatic fashion. We mistake assistance for fraud because part of 

us believes that a result only counts if it was suffered for. 

The Serious Worker 

In office life especially, difficulty often passes for seriousness. The person drowning in email, manually 

repeating the same task for the fiftieth time, juggling ten tabs and frowning at a spreadsheet can easily look 

more industrious than the person who quietly automated the problem away. 

The investor who does nothing may look unserious, but often outperforms the one who looks busy. 

Throughout the years, hedge funds and actively managed mutual funds have come and gone, sometimes 

performing far worse than the S&P 500 index. Many actively managed funds underperform their 

benchmarks over long periods, even before the ordinary investor has solved the harder problem of 

identifying the rare manager who will outperform in advance. Supposing you had money to invest, finding 

the hardest working hedge fund manager with the most startling bona fides, may be the exact opposite of 
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what you want to do. Instead, simply buying index funds like the S&P may be a far better strategy. For legal 

reasons, I am not a financial professional and this is not financial advice. Nor am I a Zen master, but we 

already mentioned that. Busyness in investing may not just be unhelpful, but actively counterproductive. 

Transaction costs, tax drag, and emotional decision-making all compound against you, the active investor. 

Charlie Munger was one half of the genius of Berkshire Hathaway, along with the other half, Warren 

Buffett. Munger and Buffett coined what has to be my favorite phrase in all of financial literacy: “Sit-on-

your-ass investing.” “In fact, when we own portions of outstanding businesses with outstanding 

managements, our favorite holding period is forever,”said Warren Buffett in a 1988 shareholder letter. He 

was serious. Munger and Buffett were what are called “Buy and Hold” investors, meaning instead of rapidly 

trading stocks to edge out a profit every trade, they would simply buy a stock and, that’s it! Even Buffett 

admitted that they would take some profits here and there, but simply buying great stocks at good prices 

was the whole of their strategy. 

Busyness is visible. Good design is often invisible. This creates a terrible incentive. We begin to optimize 

not for useful work, but for work that looks effortful. We leave things cumbersome because cumbersome 

things make us feel necessary. We distrust the elegant solution because it doesn’t leave enough wreckage 

behind to prove that something important happened. But the purpose of work is not to generate the feeling 

of labor. The purpose of work is to solve the problem. If the problem can be solved cleanly, then the clean 

solution is not lesser. It is better. The worship of busyness is one of the purest forms of this fetish for 

difficulty. 

Artists are particularly vulnerable to this because art has been romanticized as torment for so long. If the 

melody comes too quickly, maybe it must be shallow. If the sentence arrives almost whole, perhaps it is not 

literature. If the brush seems to know where it wants to go, the painter may become suspicious that the 

work is decorative rather than profound. We have inherited this image of the true artist as one who suffers 

nobly, struggling against the material, but this is often backwards. In art, ease can be a sign that the 

structure is right. Fluency can be evidence of alignment. A melody that practically writes itself may not be 

trivial at all. It may be idiomatic. It may fit the hand, fit the voice, or fit the ear. The artist who distrusts 

ease may sabotage a strong idea simply because it did not arrive after toil and strain. 

If It Didn’t Hurt, It Didn’t Count 

The gym offers one of the clearest examples. People constantly confuse pain with efficacy. Soreness 

becomes proof that the workout worked. Exhaustion becomes proof of virtue. If a session did not feel 

punishing, then perhaps the effort was wasted. Soreness is certainly a metric in the gym, but not the only 

metric. Plenty of productive training does not cause pain and plenty of painful training may not be 

efficacious toward building muscle. The body does not reward effort in a moral sense, but instead it 

responds to stimulus, recovery, consistency, and intelligent progression. Yet many people would rather 

choose the more punishing method simply because punishment feels more righteous. “No pain, no gain” 

can be true in a limited sense, but research treats soreness/muscle damage as a complicated signal, not a 

required ingredient for progress. Worse, it trains us to look for suffering as confirmation. Once you begin 

treating suffering as evidence, you can justify almost any degree of self-harm. 

It Builds Character 

“It Builds Character” is a phrase that has been used to justify hazing, grueling onboarding, unnecessary 

suffering, and more torment, though often the phrase is more appealing to the administrator of the 

suffering and the passive bystander than to the recipient. Still, one of the reasons that has hung on so 

strongly may be because it has a certain appeal to us. 

One Stoic image, attributed in various forms to early Stoic thinkers, compares human life to a dog tied to a 

moving cart. The dog can resist the movement of the cart, or the dog can move along with the cart. Either 

way, the cart moves, and the dog has no input into that, so it is in the dog’s best interest to move along with 
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the cart. In modern times, stoicism has been perverted into an excuse to inflict suffering, instead of as an 

attitude toward receiving it. 

It may be true that hardship builds character, but there is a paradox in this that needs to be addressed. If 

the building of character was necessary, and the only way to build that character was hardship, then the 

hardship itself was necessary. If one cannot draw a direct line between the skill or outlook gained and the 

hardship in question, then the hardship is unnecessary and should be avoided. If one can draw that line, 

then the question becomes whether or not there is an easier way to build that character. Certainly, one can 

gain discipline by joining the army, but are there not other ways to become disciplined? The phrase “It 

Builds Character” is often said by the one who isn’t undergoing the suffering, including a boss, parent, 

community elder, or uncomfortable bystander. There are lots of ways to build character and plenty of them 

are both easy and efficacious. The person administering the hazing may believe they are conferring a 

benefit, but often, the person receiving it is not always asked whether the benefit arrived, and certainly not 

if there could have been an easier way. 

There is a further complication. The people most likely to defend the phrase are the very people who 

experienced the suffering it was used to justify. This is not hypocrisy. It is something more structurally 

interesting. 

When a person undergoes genuine hardship: a brutal initiation, years of grueling training, or residency 

designed to exhaust rather than educate, they face a choice afterward that is rarely stated explicitly. They 

can decide in their mind that either the suffering was worth it, or it was not. If it was worth it, there is a 

natural impulse to preserve the practice that produced it. But if it was not worth it, that is, if it was 

excessive, poorly designed, or simply a tradition no one had thought to question, then acknowledging that 

requires sitting with a loss that can no longer be recouped. This is a very difficult thing to carry, 

psychologically. 

The mind can resolve this quickly and quietly. The suffering gets reclassified as necessary for building 

character. The alternative — acknowledging that it was pointless, or at least sub-optimal, would mean the 

person endured it for nothing, and that revision is too costly to make. This distortion is self-protective 

when the alternative is simply too much to bear. Psychologists call this effort justification. In a study by 

Elliot Aronson and Judson Mills, participants who underwent a severe initiation to join a group rated that 

group more positively afterward than those who underwent a mild one, regardless of whether the group 

was actually any good. The initiation had not made the group better. It had made the participants more 

committed to believing the group was better, because the alternative was to admit the cost had been 

pointless. The more they paid, the more the thing had to be worth it. It pays to be cognizant of whether or 

not any benefit actually arrived after undergoing the hardship. 

The Ben Franklin effect runs on the same engine. Franklin wanted to win over a political rival in the 

Pennsylvania legislature. The intuitive move would have been to do the man a favor, to show goodwill and 

hope it was returned. Instead, Franklin asked the rival to lend him a rare book from his personal library. 

The rival did. Franklin returned it promptly with a polite note. From that point forward, the man was 

friendly, and the rivalry dissolved. Franklin's insight was that the act of doing something for someone 

generates the feeling of liking them, not the other way around. The mind works backwards: I helped this 

person, therefore I must think well of them. Effort justification follows the same structure from a different 

angle: I suffered for this, therefore it must be worth it. In both cases, the conclusion is reverse-engineered 

from the behavior. The behavior came first, and the belief was built around it afterward to make the 

behavior make sense. This is why unnecessary hardship tends to propagate rather than die out. It is not 

because each generation is cruel. It is because each generation is protecting itself from a painful revision of 

its own past. The hazing survivor who becomes a hazer has not forgotten what it felt like. They have simply 

decided, at some level they may not even be aware of, that it must have been worth it. To decide otherwise 

would mean rewriting the story of their own endurance. Which is exactly why the person receiving the 

hardship should be the one asked whether the benefit arrived. The question is not whether suffering can 
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ever produce value, but whether the person who suffered can identify a real benefit that arrived because of 

it, rather than merely needing the suffering to have meant something afterward. 

Complexity as Vanity 

Programming has its own version of this pathology. Engineers, being clever creatures, are often drawn to 

cleverness. A complicated solution can flatter the intellect in a way that a simple one cannot. The 

straightforward design can feel pedestrian, and can make us feel insecure about our jobs. The elegant 

abstraction, the elaborate architecture, the dense and difficult thing that only a few people fully 

understand, all become a canvas with which to craft. But many difficult systems are not difficult because 

reality demanded it. They are difficult because someone’s ego enjoyed building a monument. Complexity 

can function as status jewelry. It signals intelligence, depth, sophistication. It often also leaves future 

engineers with a mess. 

The simple solution is often rejected not because it is weak, but because it does not provide enough 

opportunities for self-display. This is pride in one of its purest professional forms: preferring the 

impressive thing to the usable thing. 

The Inner Taskmaster The fetishization of difficulty does not always require an audience. Given enough 

time and repetition, it internalizes. You stop needing someone to tell you that the work is not serious 

enough, or that you haven't suffered sufficiently to deserve the result. You tell yourself that your work is not 

worthy of praise, others’ or yours. 

Perfectionism is this pathology aimed at the future. The work is never finished, never quite right, never 

ready, and the explanation is almost always that more effort is required. More time, more revisions, more 

rigor, more doubt… but notice what perfectionism rarely produces: better work. It produces more work, or 

paralysis, or late work, or abandoned work. 

One way to detect perfectionism is that the standard moves. Whatever threshold of effort you reach, the 

threshold advances ahead of you. This is not the behavior of a system optimized for quality, but the 

behavior of a system optimizing for the feeling of having tried hard enough, which is a feeling that, by 

design, can never fully arrive. 

Leonardo da Vinci is an excellent case here. He is a universal emblem of genius, and yet he was also one of 

the most unreliable commissioned artists of his era. The Adoration of the Magi was never completed, nor 

was Saint Jerome. He allegedly died believing the Mona Lisa was unfinished, after working on it for four 

years. His notebooks are full of inventions that were never built, designs that were never executed, and 

ideas that were never completed. The standard kept moving because the standard was the point. One of the 

most celebrated creative minds in Western history could not finish most of what he started, not because he 

lacked ability but because he could not decide the work was allowed to be done. 

The ease-seeking question cuts through this cleanly: is the additional effort producing a meaningfully 

better result, or is it producing the performance of effort both for the satisfaction of others or your own 

inner judge? These are not the same thing, and a perfectionist rarely stops to ask which one is happening. If 

the answer is that the work is genuinely improving, continue. If the answer is that the changes are getting 

smaller while the time is getting larger, the work is finished and you are using it as an occasion to suffer. 

The challenge is no longer to finish the work, but to allow the work to be finished. 

Rumination is the same logic aimed backward. Something went wrong, whether it was a missed deadline, a 

failed project, a conversation that collapsed, and the response is not inquiry but punishment. The mind 

settles on you as the cause: not disciplined enough, not smart enough, not serious enough, what have you. 

It stays there, circling the failure, administering the punishment. 

This is almost never diagnostic. "Why am I like this?" has no useful answers. "What specifically went 

wrong?" almost always does. The book's framework, applied here, is simple: when the outcome was bad, 

work backward to the friction upstream. Was the goal unclear? Was the timeline wrong? Was there a 
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flawed assumption early in the process that compounded? Did you find out part way through that you 

didn’t want it as badly as you thought? These are questions with answers, and the answers often point to 

something fixable. Self-flagellation skips upstream entirely and settles on you as the terminus of the 

inquiry, which is both psychologically expensive and practically useless. 

Rumination is not one thing. Sports research and broader psychology distinguish more adaptive reflection 

from more maladaptive brooding, and in athletes, rumination appears related to performance, goal 

achievement, coping, and depressive symptoms in a nuanced way. For athlete mental health, Tahtinen et 

al. found that competitive athletes with high brooding and high reflection had much higher odds of 

clinically relevant depressive symptoms, while high reflection with low brooding was not associated with 

increased odds. The cleaner distinction is between reflection and brooding. Reflection turns a bad outcome 

into information: what happened, what changes, what do I do next? Brooding turns the same outcome into 

a loop: whose fault, how bad was it, what does this say about me? Research on rumination in athletes is 

mixed enough that it would be irresponsible to say all rumination is harmful. Some forms of repetitive 

thought may help with persistence, but brooding is the form that traps attention on shame and fault rather 

than action. 

It doesn’t matter how powerful you are or how high you’ve risen: anyone can fall victim to rumination. 

Consider President Richard Nixon. The National Archives says there are about 3,700 hours recorded on 

Richard Nixon. This includes enemies lists, replayed slights, and obsessive returns to perceived betrayals. A 

man with enormous power and resources spending much of his mental energy on grievances that produced 

nothing except worse decisions and, eventually, his own destruction. 

There is also a subtler version worth naming. The person who repeats the same mistake over and over, 

performing genuine remorse each time without changing the approach, is not learning from their failures, 

but practicing them. Remorse without diagnosis is just a way of staying in the loop. The feeling of having 

adequately punished yourself is not the same as having understood what went wrong, and the two are often 

confused. One of them costs something and produces nothing. The other costs something and produces an 

actionable plan. 

The common thread is this: both perfectionism and rumination are sustained by the same belief that 

difficulty inherited from Part 1 keeps trying to sell: that effort is the currency of worthiness, that more 

suffering means more seriousness, and that ease is an indulgence that has to be earned. Once that belief is 

in place, the external enforcers become optional. You carry the enforcement with you, and you will apply it 

whether or not it produces anything, because that is what belief systems do. 

The antidote is diagnosis of the process, aimed toward ease. Ask what the effort is actually producing. Ask 

what specifically went wrong. Ask whether the standard is moving because the work is improving or 

because the standard is the point. These are harder questions than "did I try hard enough," but they are the 

only ones that lead somewhere. Come at the situation with a genuine curiousness, and try to find answers 

that genuinely surprise you. Surprise in one’s self is one of the best indicators of growth. 

All of that is a story about psychology: what difficulty does to us when we mistake it for virtue, and why the 

mistake tends to propagate rather than correct itself. But there is a second problem with the fetishization of 

difficulty, and it has nothing to do with how you feel. It has to do with how things work. 

The Other Kind of Difficulty 

The book has been making one argument for several sections: when something is persistently hard, 

examine it before concluding it requires more of the same. That argument is true, but it is incomplete. 

There is another kind of difficulty, and confusing the two is its own mistake. 

In 1960, a man named Dashrath Manjhi watched his wife die. Her name was Falguni Devi, and she died 

because the Gehlour Hills in Bihar separated their village from the nearest town. The journey around the 

hills was fifty-five kilometers. A path through them would have been one. She died before she was able to 
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access medical care. After she died, Dashrath Manjhi picked up a hammer and chisel and began carving a 

road through the mountain. He worked alone for twenty-two years. When he finished, the road was 360 

feet long and 30 feet wide, and the distance between the two towns had dropped from fifty-five kilometers 

to fifteen. The government of India has since named a road after him. 

This was not easy. Twenty-two years of solo labor with hand tools, through rock, is not easy by any 

definition. But the usual question, is this difficulty worth examining and reducing, would be the wrong 

question here. Dashrath Manjhi was not trying to minimize effort. He was trying to build a road. The effort 

and the goal were the same thing. The why was complete enough that the how stopped requiring 

negotiation. 

Viktor Frankl observed the same principle under the worst possible conditions. As a psychiatrist 

imprisoned in Nazi concentration camps, he noticed that the prisoners most likely to survive were not 

always the physically strongest. They were the ones who had something to survive for: a person waiting for 

them, a work that needed to be completed, a meaning that had not yet been fulfilled. He was quoting 

Nietzsche from memory, but the formulation is exact: "He who has a why to live can bear almost any how." 

It is a clinical observation made in conditions where the stakes were absolute. Frankl did not argue that 

meaning guaranteed survival. Nothing could guarantee survival under those conditions. His claim was 

narrower and more haunting: that a person’s orientation toward meaning could change how suffering was 

endured. 

The principle scales down from concentration camps to Tuesday mornings. Simon Sinek's observation, 

drawn from studying organizations rather than individuals, is that the most effective people and 

institutions start with why before moving to how or what. Most do the reverse. They know what they are 

doing and how they are doing it, but the why, the purpose that makes the doing worth anything, remains 

either unstated or genuinely unclear to themselves. His insight was that the why is not motivational 

decoration, but instead it is the load-bearing structure. The how and the what collapse into chore without 

it. At the individual level the mechanism is clearer still. A strong why resolves the higher-order question 

before the work begins, which collapses most of the psychological branching that generates difficulty in the 

first place. The person who genuinely knows why they are going to the gym, not "to be healthy" as a vague 

abstraction, but toward something specific and real, a goal, a person, a version of themselves that matters 

to them, does not have to relitigate the decision every morning. The decision was already made at a level 

above the immediate friction. The overhead of whether it is worth doing today disappears, because that 

question was settled before it could be asked. 

The distinction this book has been building toward is between two kinds of difficulty. The first is friction: 

misalignment, bad systems, untested assumptions, effort pointed in the wrong direction, etc... That 

difficulty is diagnostic. It deserves to be examined, reduced, and, where possible, eliminated. The second is 

the honest cost of something genuinely wanted. That difficulty is not a signal to investigate. It is the texture 

of meaningful pursuit, and the appropriate response to it is not examination but acceptance. 

The practical test, when difficulty persists, is which kind you are facing. But there is a prior question, one 

that often goes unasked: do you actually know why you are doing this? Not the stated reason, the resume 

answer, or the answer that sounds the best, but the real one. The person grinding through a goal they 

cannot name the honest reason for is not facing the honest cost of something genuinely wanted. They are 

facing friction dressed up as commitment, and no amount of willpower will resolve it because willpower is 

not the problem. 

When the why is genuine, the how changes character. The difficulty becomes the texture of something 

meaningful rather than an obstacle between you and something meaningful. The two feel different from the 

inside: one depletes, and the other, even when it is grueling, moves. Dashrath Manjhi was not enduring the 

mountain in order to feel better later. The mountain was what his grief had become. Rocky was not waiting 

to be done with the training. The training was the answer to the question of who he was. 
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Find the why that is honest enough to bear the how. When you have it, the diagnostic reflex still applies: 

there is still friction worth eliminating, still upstream errors worth catching. But the direction stops being 

negotiable. The question shifts from "is this worth it?" to "what is the best path through?" That shift, more 

than any single technique in this book, is what makes the hardest work feel like it belongs to you. 
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Part 2: Wu Wei, The Blind Watchmaker, and The Invisible Hand  

“A leader is best when people barely know he exists.“ - Lao Tzu [cite] 

“The idea of tiny changes cumulated over many steps is an immensely 

powerful idea, capable of explaining an enormous range of things that 

would be otherwise inexplicable.” — Richard Dawkins [cite] 

“It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the 

baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own 

interest."– Adam Smith [cite] 

A river does not cut through rock by force. It finds the softest path first, widens it, and keeps going. Given 

enough time, it doesn't just cross the landscape: it reshapes it. The Grand Canyon is not evidence of the 

Colorado River's strength. It is evidence of the river's patience, and its alignment with the grain of the 

stone. The water was not stronger than the rock. It was simply more willing to go where the rock already 

wanted it to go. 

This turns out not to be a metaphor at all, but a way that the universe seems to trend. Many things have a 

grain to them, a direction in which they are most inclined to move, and the most powerful strategy 

available in almost any domain is to find that direction and move with it. The person who insists on cutting 

against the grain expends most of their effort on resistance where that resistance didn't need to exist. The 

person who finds the grain doesn't look like they're trying very hard, and that is precisely the point. 

Again and again, reality rewards available gradients. Balls roll downhill, heat dissipates, water and 

electricity find the path of least resistance, and even molecules settle into stable configurations. Reality 

seems to have natural grooves, and systems move most efficiently when they find and exploit those grooves 

rather than fight them. 

The metaphor of water flowing around obstacles was not lost in the ancient world, specifically some of the 

greatest minds of Ancient China. People think strength means force. That’s why when people read “The Art 

of War” by Sun Tzu, they have a startling realization rather quickly. The book doesn’t actually have all that 

much warfare in it, or at least, not in the way that they would think. Sun Tzu goes so far to say that the 

highest form of skill is breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting. Sun Tzu prioritizes fighting on his 

terms, and preparing ahead of time, while tricking your opponent into preparing for the wrong thing. Sun 

Tzu stresses finding an advantage over the enemy, but also stresses flexibility. “Military tactics are like unto 

water; for water in its natural course runs away from high places and hastens downwards. So in war, the 

way is to avoid what is strong and to strike at what is weak.” 

It’s striking that a book entirely about war has so little in the way of battle tactics. Instead, large parts of 

this book are about not getting into war in the first place.  One is reminded of the 1980s movie War Games. 

“The only winning move is not to play.” So is Sun Tzu a pacifist? There may be something else going on. 

Centuries later, Abraham Lincoln would say “If I make my enemy my ally, have I not defeated my enemy?”. 

At first, the lesson here seems obvious, but it doesn't seem applicable to the rest of the subject. Sure, the 

easiest way to win a fight may be to avoid one, or to prep so well that the fight is guaranteed, but how on 

earth could that be expanded out to fit one’s life, and what does that have to do with ease? 



Page 13 

Wu Wei is an ancient Daoist phrase that translates to “effortless action”, literally “without doing”. The 

concept is to act without exerting oneself on reality. Oftentimes this is referred to as cutting with the grain 

of the wood rather than against it. Wu Wei was first formalized in Lao Tzu’s text, the Dao De Ching. 

Zhuangzi was one of the great Daoist writers, and in some ways the more vivid one, between himself and 

Lao Tzu. The Dao De Ching gives us maxims where Zhuangzi gives us scenes. He exemplifies Lao Tzu’s 

wisdom of not cutting against the grain with vignettes. His book is full of odd craftsmen, wanderers, 

butchers, fools, and sages who seem to solve problems not by forcing the world harder, but by ceasing to 

relate to it poorly. 

Zhuangzi gives one of the best images of Wu Wei in the story of Cook Ding carving an ox. At first this 

sounds like the opposite of ease. Carving an entire ox sounds messy, forceful, and difficult. But Cook Ding 

does not hack at the animal. He says that after years of practice he no longer sees the ox as a single solid 

obstacle. He follows the spaces in it. He lets the blade move through the joints and openings that are 

already there. His knife stays sharp not because he is forcing it to be, but because he is moving it with less 

resistance. When he reaches a difficult spot, he does not redouble his force. Instead, he slows down, pays 

attention, and finds the opening. So in exerting less effort in the cutting, he is also exerting less effort in 

that he doesn’t need to sharpen his blade as often. Cook Ding’s practice did not merely make a hard task 

feel easier. It trained him to perceive the ease already hidden inside of the task. This is Wu Wei in practice: 

not laziness or passivity, but strategy in action that stops fighting the grain of reality. 

Is this actually a truth about nature, or just some rationalization we cobbled together post-hoc? Well, 

perhaps it is not us, but nature performing the post-hoc rationalization. When evolution was on trial in the 

Bible Belt of the United States of America, preachers argued against evolution being taught in schools, 

claiming that it was impossible. Instead, they said, biological organisms must have had a designer. One of 

their core arguments was that of “irreducible complexity”. The logic is quite simple, in the example they 

provided. 

Suppose a simple mechanical mousetrap. If any single part of the mousetrap was removed, like for 

example, the spring, the cheese, or the wire, the mousetrap would no longer function as a mousetrap. This 

is evidence that the mousetrap had to be designed as a whole by a designer, rather than iterated on by an 

unknowing process like evolution, which had no goal in mind. The intermediate iterations of the mousetrap 

that evolution would create without, say, the spring, they argued, wouldn’t function as a mousetrap. 

Indeed, the mousetrap wouldn’t be a mousetrap unless it was whole, and that proves intelligent design as 

opposed to evolution. 

The rebuttal was incredible in its simplicity. Who said the mousetrap needed to be a mousetrap? Evolution 

doesn’t create with an end goal, a mousetrap for example, in mind. Evolution simply tries everything it can, 

and whatever works is what sticks. To exemplify this, one of the scientists demonstrated that a mousetrap 

with one of the parts missing could instead function just fine as a tie clip. Since evolution is not aiming at a 

final object called a “mousetrap”, intermediate forms do not have to justify themselves by already doing the 

final job. 

Richard Dawkins put a name to this principle of evolution. An argument had surfaced that if one were to 

come across a watch on the beach, because it was so complex, one would have to assume that it was 

designed intentionally, rather than cobbled together by random forces. Dawkins argued that evolution was 

the blind watchmaker, that experimented, cobbling together components over time with no goal in mind, 

using each iteration as a starting point for the next. 

Sometimes systems that are made up of intelligent agents can act as though they were controlled by one 

intelligent agent, more efficiently than that actual intelligent agent could control them. Adam Smith was a 

Scottish economist and one of the founders of classical economics. In The Wealth of Nations, he described 

what later became famous as the “invisible hand”: the idea that order can emerge from people pursuing 

their own interests without anyone having to centrally command the whole system. This is often 

misunderstood as a celebration of greed. It is better understood as a description of coordination. If the 
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price of cheese rises too high, fewer people buy cheese. More milk then remains available for other uses, 

like drinking or making ice cream. If demand for ice cream rises, more producers shift in that direction. No 

one person has to see the whole board. The system adjusts because millions of small decisions are 

constantly feeding information back into prices. Thomas Sowell explains this very well in Basic Economics. 

Every purchase is, in effect, a tiny vote. Every refusal to purchase is a vote too. In that sense, a market is 

not intelligent because any one participant is intelligent. It is intelligent because it keeps updating. The 

invisible hand is not magic. It is simply what happens when a system is allowed to respond to reality 

instead of being forced to obey a rigid plan. 

Wait, I hear you say, free markets can be incredibly hard and wasteful on the level of the individual 

business. While this can be true, this is not the focus of our argument. In the case of Adam Smith, the 

English Crown was trying to set rates and manage the economy. They were trying to rival the French in all 

outputs, including wine. Adam Smith asked, why? He simply stated that it would be better to let the chips 

fall where they may and allow the import of French wine, at cost. The English could then export what they 

were best at making. The market didn’t need managing at all. This is not only better for the health of the 

market, but negates the need for public spending to fund a market manager, further increasing efficiency. 

What do Cook Ding, The Blind Watchmaker, and The Invisible Hand all have in common? Avoiding 

resistance, rather than powering through it, was for all three the most efficacious way to complete their 

tasks. 

Cook Ding could expend less energy chopping away at the meat, making the task physically easier, with the 

added bonus that his knife wouldn’t dull as quickly, making the task easier still. The Blind Watchmaker of 

evolution doesn’t need to expend excess energy categorizing, evaluating, and manually culling possibilities. 

Instead, the good changes lead to still better changes and the bad changes simply fall away into what we see 

as the brutal game of survival of the fittest. The Invisible Hand of the free market doesn’t need to expend 

energy managing a market economy, making costly decisions about the allocation of resources, making 

predictions that could never be 100% accurate, and feeding itself all the while. Instead, when consumers 

simply act in their own interest and their own free will, businesses are incentivized to serve them as best 

they can, creating a feedback loop where business that offer the most rewarding propositions to consumers 

are rewarded the most by consumers. 

In sum, ease can be a very strong indicator of efficiency, simply because the easy way is the most 

parsimonious with the existing environment. Consider our branching paths metaphor from earlier and 

compare it to the story of the Invisible Hand. A managed economy would require an authority that could 

understand every branching path from every decision made. Setting the price of milk, for example, would 

have downstream effects for the profit margin of cheese. After manually setting the price of cheese to 

compensate, that would undoubtedly have knock-on effects for consumers as well as affecting the salaries 

of cheese factory workers. The number of branching paths and knock-on effects for any single decision is 

simply uncountable. The Invisible Hand automatically allocates resources exactly where consumers want 

them. Without any effort, this takes care of the uncountable number of knock-on effects that could be 

caused by a top-down authority trying to regulate the price of goods. 

All three of those systems operate at a scale that is difficult to hold in mind: billions of organisms, millions 

of buyers and sellers, centuries of iteration with no one steering. It is tempting to conclude that the 

principle only works at that scale, that it is something vast and impersonal rather than something you can 

actually use on a Tuesday afternoon. However, the same logic that routes resources through a market 

without a central planner also routes a melody toward its next note, if you let it. The grain that Cook Ding 

follows through the ox is the same grain that runs through a blank page, a half-finished argument, or a line 

of code that refuses to behave. The scale changes, but the principle does not. 
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Part 3: Good Melodies Write Themselves  

When the structure is right, the next move becomes obvious. Idiomatic 

is simply a word for easy. 

So, what do you do when the next note just won’t come? 

A melody is simply a sequence of musical notes, one following the other in time. If you sing the song Jingle 

Bells, the part that you are singing is the melody. 

If you have multiple chords one after another in time, that's called a chord progression, but for some 

reason a series of notes one after another is called melody instead of a note progression. However, thinking 

of a melody simply as a note progression may be the key to writing a good one. 

For the next passage, don’t worry if you can’t hear the melody in your head. It just serves as an illustration 

for the type of thinking one can do. 

Suppose I have a melody, Do-Re-Mi. Excellent. I love it! What note should come next? Let’s make a choice 

and simply keep going up with the note Fa. Perfect. My melody is now Do-Re-Mi-Fa, which sounds quite 

pleasant still. 

Now what? 

Well, I could go to up to So, but that’s a little too straight ahead. I could go down to Mi, but that’s a little 

repetitive. I could leap all the way down to Ti, but that’s a little avant-garde for my musical sense. I’m now 

frustrated. The phrase Do-Re-Mi-Fa sounds good, but I can’t think of a note to follow it. Now I’m stuck. 

Should I go up or down? Should I use a large or small step? Should I just repeat the whole thing? So what 

do I do? 

This is a much-oversimplified example of the type of problem all artists face, not just composers. With 

which note should I continue this melody? With which brushstroke should I continue this painting? With 

which sentence should I continue this book that you’re currently reading? 

Let's briefly look at how two composers wrote their melodies. We know that Beethoven iterated over his 

melodies, pacing the room, singing them over and over to himself. It's completely undeniable that he had 

some amazing melodies that we still celebrate today, the most prominent of which is probably Ode to Joy. 

JS Bach was an extremely prolific composer, writing in nearly every major genre of his time except Opera. 

JS Bach was an extremely religious person, who was employed in a church. It was his belief that the notes 

that he wrote belonged to God, and he simply notated them. [cite] This reflected in his process, which we 

will get to shortly. 

Beethoven's most famous work has an extremely simple melody line. The main melody to Ode to Joy can 

be easily played on the piano by one hand, without moving that hand. This is not true of all of Beethoven’s 

melodies, of course, but it’s notable that his most famous melodies such as “Ode to Joy”, his Fifth 

Symphony First Movement (Bum Bum Bum Buuuuuuum), and Fur Elise, are all melodies that “fit in the 

hand” very well. 

Contrast that with J.S. Bach. Bach was an extremely prolific composer, and though none of his melodies 

can be said to be as ubiquitous as Beethoven’s, notable ones include Prelude in G for cello, Prelude in C for 

piano, and the author’s favorite “Jesu Ist Meine Fruend”.  In terms of playability, though, none of these 

melodies are as easy as the aforementioned ones of Beethoven. So what do these two composers have to do 

with ease? 
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An “invention” is a type of musical composition that Bach was prolific in, written for a single instrument, 

usually keyboard. Bach wrote many inventions, and he employed a technique called “Fortspunning”. 

Fortspunning is a German word and in this case it means the “spinning out” of melody, the way that a 

seamstress “spins out” a thread. 

We already talked about how a melody is a sequence of notes, one after another. Fortspunning in music is 

the process of manipulating a small sequence to generate a longer sequence. Bach would write a single 

sequence of notes and manipulate it over and over, pitching it up and down, inverting the distances 

between the notes, inverting the direction of the notes, and playing the sequence backwards in time. The 

genius of this method is immediately obvious. Bach only had to originally come up with a single sequence 

of notes, and the manipulations would generate the rest of the piece. This dovetailed nicely with his belief 

that the notes belonged to God and that he was simply notating them. 

Why do we remember Beethoven, then, if he wasn’t as prolific as Bach? Beethoven’s melodies were often 

very easy to sing. Ode to Joy is especially easy, like Jingle Bells, in that the entire main melody is playable 

without moving the right hand on the piano. 

How does ease play into both these composers’ strategies?  

First, let’s look at difficulty, and painting oneself into a corner. 

Where does the expression to paint oneself into a corner come from? When one is painting a room, 

including the floor, they necessarily leave wet paint in the spots they’ve already painted. If one does not 

leave a dry patch of floor to return to the door, it is possible for one to paint themselves into a corner. 

What does this have to do with ease and melody writing? In melody writing, it is very easy to paint oneself 

into a corner. So let’s go back to the melody that we were writing. What should my next move be? 

To find the answer, let’s change the question. 

Suppose, instead, that my melody was only Do-Re. Perfect. Which note should come next? By using only 

adjacent notes in the scale, I could go up to Mi or back down to Do. I think I’ll go back down to Do. In this 

case, since the melody will have started Do-Re-Do, which are three notes that are very close together, 

intuitively, for contrast, we may want to leap away and reach for a far note, such as So. The opposite of up 

is down and the opposite of a leap, in music, is a step. After the large leap up, we may want to contrast that 

by slowly stepping down, first to Fa and then to Mi. So, together, we have Do-Re-Do-So-Fa-Mi. With a little 

rhythmic variation and a stress on “Fa”, this is a bona fide theme. 

What if, instead, we had chosen the other option to extend Do-Re, Mi? In this case the melody goes straight 

up, Do-Re-Mi, and is closely bunched. Again, let’s contrast up with down and steps with leaps, so let’s take 

a far leap down to Sol (below our starting Do). We now have Do-Re-Mi-So. Again, we can use process to 

come up with the next note. To find the previous note, we leaped down from Mi to So, so let’s step up from 

So to La. 

Excellent, we now have Do-Re-Mi-So-La, and with the So and La below the first Do, we have another bona 

fide melody. This example is about challenging the last note in the sequence. When continuation was 

difficult, backing up a few notes and continuing from there instead made the process much easier. 

Melodies that are easy for an instrument to play are considered “idiomatic” to the instrument. For example, 

brass instruments like trumpet and trombone have an easy time playing repeated notes. Woodwinds have 

an easy time playing long scalar passages. Strings kind of play everything. 

Humans, though, have a pretty limited vocal range, and music that is idiomatic to the voice often has a 

small melody range, and often more importantly, gaps in time where the singer can breathe. An excellent 

example is Jingle Bells, with the same five note range in the beginning as Beethoven’s Ode to Joy, with 

plenty of gaps to breathe. No wonder it often gets stuck in our heads. 
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Music is not the only artform that benefits from the artist being idiomatic to the medium. Consider the 

paintings of Bob Ross. Bob Ross was a prolific painter, but is even more famous for being a painting 

instructor, encouraging everyone to paint. 

Bob Ross’s paintings are often criticized for being “Hotel Art”, in that the paintings themselves are very 

easy to look at and are not in any way challenging to the intellect of the viewer. What is not criticized about 

Bob Ross is his ability to teach others. 

Bob Ross’s paintings often featured lush forests and stoic mountain ranges, but what was most amazing 

about Bob’s paintings were how easy they were to paint. I say this not to discredit him, as he was insistent 

in all of his televised lessons that “it’s just that easy”. 

To paint a mountain range, Bob would take a paint scraper and load it with first a dark color of paint, 

which would become the mountains in the shaded regions. He would do the same process for snowy parts 

of the mountains, loading the scraper with paint and scraping over portions of the mountain to give the 

appearance thick snow. By dragging the scraper from top to bottom, the snow would be thicker at the peak 

of the mountain than at the base. 

He would also paint trees, “Happy Little Trees” as he would call them, a similar way. By using a wide, thin 

brush and turning it horizontally and vertically, he could dab at the canvas, up and down, and very quickly 

give the impression of lush forests. 

Bob’s message was that anyone could paint, and in about an hour, he would have a very beautiful painting 

of nature, all without any feeling of strain or stress. 

It is my position that idiomatic is simply a word for “easy”. Beethoven’s melodies were idiomatic to the 

voice and idiomatic to the right hand of the piano (as well as many other instruments that required 

minimal movement). They were easy to remember, easy to sing, and easy to play. Bach’s melodies were 

much longer and flowing, but they were easy for him to write, in that the process of manipulation, 

“Fortspunning”, practically generated melody for him. Bob Ross’s painting techniques were idiomatic to 

the canvas and his tools, both the scraper and brushes. By simply using the correct tools correctly, he was 

able to knock out beautiful paintings in about an hour. 

Let’s go back to our melody that we wrote and see if we can derive a heuristic, or rule of thumb, for that as 

well. In this fictional example, it was hard to think of the next note following Fa, but if we instead worked 

backwards and rewrote from the note Re, it became easy again. Simply working backwards to challenge our 

existing propositions made it so that the melody practically wrote itself. 

Programming offers the same lesson. When a bug refuses to die, the temptation is to keep poking at the 

line where the program crashes. But the real mistake is often upstream: a bad assumption, the wrong data 

shape, a function doing too much, a state that should never have been possible. Good debugging often 

means backing up until the system becomes intelligible again. The easy fix is rarely found by staring harder 

at the symptom. It is found by returning to the point where the structure first went wrong. 

We can boil this down to two rules: Rule 1: Let the current note write the next note. Rule 2: If the current 

note gives you difficulty in writing the next note, back up to earlier in the sequence and make changes. 

The beauty of this methodology is that it can be applied to almost anything. 

Let the current word write the next word. If the current word gives you difficulty in writing the next word, 

back up to earlier in the sentence and make changes. 

Let the current sentence write the next sentence… Let the current paragraph write the next paragraph… Let 

the current function write the next function… Let the current topic of conversation choose the next topic of 

conversation. If you encounter difficulty, go back to a previous topic. 

Where this gets most interesting is when you go so far back that you actually switch domains. Let’s 

consider a few examples. 
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Let’s say you were writing a screenplay and you wanted to give it an absolutely perfect name. You think and 

you think and nothing comes up. You consider wracking your brain further or perhaps doing an informal 

survey so people could vote on the perfect name. What the “back up” strategy may actually suggest is this: 

change a plot point. This may not be necessary, you could change a character name just as easily, but since 

the name of the screenplay should have at least some descriptive function of the contents, perhaps the 

contents aren’t jumping off the page as much as you’d hoped. 

Suppose you are designing an app and you cannot find the right label for a button. You try “Continue,” 

“Next,” “Submit,” “Start,” “Confirm,” and somehow all of them feel slightly wrong. The usual response is to 

keep hunting for the perfect word, but the difficulty may be diagnostic of something upstream. Maybe the 

problem is not the label. Maybe the screen is asking the user to do something they do not yet understand. 

Maybe the flow has combined two decisions that should be separate. Maybe the user has not been given 

enough context to know whether they are continuing, confirming, submitting, or starting. In that case, the 

right answer is not hidden in a thesaurus. The right answer is in the structure of the interaction. Change 

the flow, and the button may name itself. 

Or imagine trying to write the perfect text message to someone after an awkward conversation. You keep 

rewriting the first sentence: “Hey, sorry about earlier,” “I’ve been thinking,” “Can we talk?” None of them 

feel right. But maybe the problem is not the sentence. Maybe the problem is that you have not decided what 

the message is actually trying to do. Are you apologizing? Reopening the conversation? Defending yourself? 

Asking for reassurance? Those are different messages wearing the same costume. Once the intention is 

clear, the wording usually gets easier. 

And that’s the thesis of this section. As much as possible, creative work should, as best it can, do itself. 

Should an artist become stuck, the proper process may not be to try to calculate the next best step from the 

current step, but instead try to go back a step where the options become much clearer. When the next move 

is difficult, distrust the difficulty. Go backward until the work becomes generative again. If you don’t know 

the next sentence, try changing the previous paragraph. If you don’t know the next paragraph, try changing 

the previous section, or whole outline. If you can’t paint trees, try examining the tools that you’re using. If 

you don’t know the next note of a melody, question the previous note, because good melodies write 

themselves. 
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Part 4: What Difficulty is Trying to Tell You 

Some easy things make life harder and some hard things make life easier. Parts 1 through 3 have made a 

single sustained argument: when you encounter difficulty, distrust it, and look upstream. The complexity 

that flatters the builder, the suffering that signals virtue to the witness, the melody that refuses to 

continue… in each case, the friction was a symptom, and the real problem was somewhere earlier in the 

chain. Remove it and the work moves again. 

But there is a version of difficulty this argument does not address. Some things stay hard after you have 

cleared every obstacle you can identify. And when you encounter that kind, a new question becomes more 

useful than the old one: not "what upstream error is this friction pointing to?" but "what is this difficulty 

likely to become?" 

Difficulty is not only a signal about the present state of a system. It is also a sign of how we feel about 

things, and a forecast of how we may feel about them in the future. While some difficulty can dissipate with 

time and honest effort, other difficulty may compound. Some difficulty is not a sign that the process is 

broken, but a sign that you have not yet understood what the process is asking of you. 

Getting that distinction right can be, at times, difficult, but also it can be the difference between a year of 

productive struggle and a year of practicing failure. 

The question is not simply whether something feels easy or difficult now. The question is what that ease or 

difficulty becomes. Some ease leaves you stronger. Some ease quietly spends the future. Some difficulty is 

the honest cost of becoming more capable. Some difficulty is waste chipping away at your vitality. 

Fruitful Ease 

Fruitful ease is what this book celebrates the most. It is both productive and satisfying. This is the absolute 

ideal. Tasks like this have had all the unnecessary friction removed from them and are generating value for 

the person performing them. The person performing these tasks is genuinely pleased with the results, and 

is not disenfranchised at the end. 

Fruitless Ease 

Fruitless ease describes the tasks that are easy but oftentimes not productive. In fact, some tasks can be so 

easy that they can be hard to quit. These things include watching TV, playing videogames, gambling, 

scrolling the web, reading, chit-chatting with friends, etc… These tasks do not bear fruit and do not bring 

the doer any sense of satisfaction, at least when performed in excess. It’s often the ease of a current activity 

and perceived difficulty of a future activity that causes us to overindulge in the current activity. It is here 

that ease is not automatically good. The ease celebrated in the rest of this book opens opportunities for you, 

but the ease of activities in this category may consume them. 

Fruitful Difficulty 

Fruitful difficulty is the most nuanced kind. It costs something now, but gives something back: training, 

apology, grief, deliberate practice, a project you actually chose. Honest difficulty is not a contradiction of 

the book’s thesis. It is what remains after the unnecessary difficulty has been removed. This type of 

difficulty can be either psychological or physiological, or, often, both. Marathon running is particularly 

grueling because it is both hard on your body and on your mind. 

Fruitless Difficulty 

The final category is fruitless difficulty. It costs something now and gives nothing back. This includes any 

work that takes the place of more fruitful work. It also includes any thoughts or emotions that prevent you 

from changing and being your best self. This is the difficulty the book is most suspicious of. 
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If you observe yourself and the people you know and you think about the behaviors people often exhibit, it 

seems apparent right away that it’s psychological ease that seems to decide how we spend our days. This 

makes sense, of course, because we’re ruled by our brains and our brains have final say as to what we 

actually do. The fatigue in our bodies can only appeal to the brain for mercy, and so it makes sense that our 

bodies have less of a say overall in how we spend our time. 

Notice that the tasks of fruitless ease are not like the other categories. Running a marathon is physically 

difficult and calorically expensive whether or not anyone helped you do it. Having a difficult conversation is 

psychologically costly regardless of how the room was arranged. But the activities of fruitless ease, the ones 

that are so easy they are hard to stop, are rarely naturally easy. They are often engineered to be easy, by 

people whose professional objective is to remove every possible reason you might stop. 

The slot machine is the best example. There is no skill to learn, no progress to track, and no natural 

stopping point. Every irritant that might cause you to pause and reconsider has been systematically 

identified and removed. Social media feeds are built on the same principle: infinite scroll eliminates the 

natural stopping point of a page end; variable reward schedules, the same mechanism that drives the slot 

machine, ensure that the next swipe might be the good one. Wireless controllers and quick-match settings 

allow you to hop into an online console game in a minute flat. You are not just battling a habit. You are also 

battling the accumulated expertise of teams of engineers who have spent years on this specific problem. 

But why exactly are these things psychologically easy, in the technical sense the book has been using? Go 

back to Part 1's description of one of the things that makes something psychologically difficult: branching 

paths. These include the test question with two plausible answers, the chess opening that forks into twenty 

lines, the hard conversation whose every possible response has to be pre-simulated. Psychological difficulty 

is what happens when options multiply faster than they can be resolved. Psychological ease is what 

happens when they don't. At every moment in a well-designed video game, there is something obvious to 

do next: kill the enemy, collect the coin, and solve the puzzle in front of you. The goal is always visible, the 

feedback is always immediate, and the next step never requires a decision about whether you are doing the 

right thing entirely. 

The fundamental issue is that willpower operates at the level of the decision. It says: I have decided to 

resist, right now, in this moment. Psychological ease operates at a deeper level in that it often feels like no 

decision needs to be made at all. The most powerful thing you can do is not strengthen your willpower but 

reduce the number of moments that require it. 

There are two ways to do this, and they work at different depths. The first is environmental. The principle 

is simple enough: decrease friction on behaviors you want, increase it on behaviors you do not. Shawn 

Achor, in The Happiness Advantage, describes what he called the twenty-second rule. He was trying to 

practice guitar more and watch less television. He moved the guitar to the spot on the couch where he 

usually sat and removed the batteries from the television remote, putting them in a drawer across the 

room. Twenty seconds of friction added at the right place was enough to shift the outcome substantially. 

You can apply the same logic to the psychological axis. Put your phone in another room before you start 

working, and a Category 4 activity has moved toward Category 3: still possible, but no longer frictionless. 

Put your running shoes by the door the night before, and a Category 1 activity has removed some of its 

mental difficulty and moved toward something you have already half-decided by arrangement. The 

environment absorbs the decision cost so your willpower does not have to. 

The second is meaning, and it works at a completely different level. When the answer to "should I be doing 

this at all?" has been settled at a high enough level, the daily version of that question often stops forming. 

Viktor Frankl observed in the concentration camps that the prisoners who survived longest tended to be 

those who had some future they were oriented toward: a person to see again, a work to finish, a testimony 

to give. They were not deciding each morning whether survival was worth the effort. The question had been 

answered at a level above the morning. Nietzsche's formulation has survived because it is mechanically 
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accurate: he who has a why can bear almost any how, not because the how becomes pleasant, but because 

why stops being the primary question. The branching path "is this worth it?" simply does not activate. 

At the deepest level, find the why that is honest enough to settle the prior question: not a slogan but a 

genuine answer to what this work is for and why it belongs to you. One level up, build the identity that 

makes the behavior a matter of course rather than a matter of daily willpower. Then do the environmental 

work: remove friction before the behavior you want, add it before the behavior you are trying to reduce. 

Each layer handles the decision cost that the level below it failed to absorb. 

The diagnostic question remains what it always is in this book: what is this Trapping Ease behavior easier 

than? If four hours disappear into a screen every evening, the question is not only how to engineer the 

environment differently, but what the screen is displacing, and why that thing has accumulated more 

psychological friction than the screen has. Usually there is a project whose branching paths have never 

been collapsed, a conversation that has been deferred long enough to feel impossibly large, or work whose 

why has gone quiet enough that the question "is this worth it?" is back on the table every day. The siren 

song of the easy task is powerful, but it is most powerful when there is nothing competing with it: no 

settled why, no identity absorbing the decision, and no prior question already answered. Fix the friction 

upstream, and the pull weakens without any act of will. The screen was never the problem. It was always 

the easiest available answer to a question that had not been resolved at a higher level. 

So what is difficulty, and how can we measure it? 

In all the examples of activities for each category, you may notice a pattern. What makes something 

psychologically difficult as opposed to psychologically easy? In the examples of psychologically easy 

behaviors, there is often little to no inner conflict about what to do. 

Consider taking a multiple-choice test. A question appears that you think you know the answer to. You plug 

in the answers one by one, A, B, C, and D, in order to find which answer sounds like the correct one. After 

simulating each potential answer in your mind, you settle on B, but you’re not entirely sure. C seemed 

plausible, so you simulate that in your mind again as well. You’re now frustrated that you didn’t study more 

and don’t know for certain what the answer is. Why didn’t you study more? Then you would know the 

answer certainly. Why didn’t you pick an easier major, for that matter? Then you wouldn’t have to worry 

about this at all. 

In this example, right away, there are multiple branching paths. You have four branching paths, A, B, C, 

and D. You’ve eliminated two, A & D, but as you think of them, two new branching paths come up 

regardless of them being in the past: studying more and choosing a different major. Your mind can’t help 

but explore that territory as well. 

This is similar to what makes chess hard. Should I open with D4 or E4? If I open E4, will black respond 

with the Sicilian Defense? What if it’s the Dragon Sicilian? I haven’t studied that line enough. But if I open 

with D4, it could be even worse. I don’t want to play a Queen’s Gambit Declined. Why didn’t I get more 

sleep last night? 

What about arguments and hard discussions? We seem to enjoy simulating these in our minds, and indeed, 

they seem to be a huge part of what makes movies compelling. When we simulate arguments in our mind, 

often our process is similar to a chess player’s. If I open with what I want to say, they might respond to a 

rebuttal. If they respond with this rebuttal, I’ll keep the discussion topical. But if they bring up this thing 

that I did, I’ll go nuclear and bring up that one time from six years ago where… 

You have probably also noticed that the day before a hard conversation is often worse than the 

conversation itself. The anticipation loads every possible version of how it goes. There’s the one where they 

cry, the one where they get angry, the one where they say something you can't unhear, and your brain 

treats each one as equally real and equally imminent. The actual conversation, whatever it is, at least 

collapses those possibilities into one. But your brain spent twelve hours suffering through all of them. 
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Even in cases where we’ve already decided what action we’re going to take, we can’t help but explore 

possibilities in our minds, making the action harder. Imagine attending a funeral for a friend. You know 

you must go and there’s simply no alternative, but we also understand that once we get there, we’ll be 

remembering every interaction, imagining other possible interactions we could’ve had (exploring 

counterfactuals), mourning interactions that now cannot take place, considering how everyone else at the 

funeral is doing, and of course thinking of our own mortality. That’s certainly a lot of mental pathways to 

explore. 

Still, the sheer number of mental pathways can’t be the only thing that makes something psychologically 

hard to do. Suppose our love interest calls us up and asks us to grab a cup of coffee with them. The moment 

we say yes and hang up the phone, we’ll be exploring lots of different possibilities. Sure, we’ll imagine some 

bad ones where things don’t work out, and that’s of course, uncomfortable, but more than likely we’ll still 

be excited and motivated to go. 

So one of the key ingredients to making something psychologically hard is possibility. The more potential 

paths our mind has to go down, including the path of dropping the activity entirely, the harder the activity 

will be. This is true not only of our minds, but for information as a whole. Computers will spend a linear 

amount more time finding, for example, the smallest number in a set as the set increases. With more 

complicated calculations, like finding the shortest path that touches every node (“The Travelling Salesman 

Problem”), that time can increase exponentially or even factorially as the number of variables increases. In 

this way, one could argue that psychological difficulty is akin to computational complexity. 

Here is a simpler way to feel this: have you ever stood in a grocery store aisle genuinely paralyzed by two 

nearly identical products? Same price, different brand. Neither decision matters. This one has slightly more 

protein, but this one has slightly less fat, but am I really worried about my protein intake, but more can’t 

hurt… And yet, the difficulty is not in the stakes, it is in the fact that the question is still open, and an open 

question demands processing until it is closed. Your brain does not only scale its effort to the importance of 

the decision. It also scales it to the number of unresolved branches. That is why trivial choices can be 

exhausting and why the mental overhead of keeping too many things undecided accumulates in ways that 

feel like fatigue even when nothing hard has happened. This is sometimes known as analysis paralysis. 

The cure for analysis paralysis is almost never more information, but fewer open branches. The grocery 

store paralysis doesn't resolve when you learn more about protein: it resolves when you pick one and walk 

away, or when the store only stocks one option and the question collapses by itself. Constraints, deadlines, 

and defaults all work by the same mechanism, eliminating branches before your brain has to process them. 

Have you ever felt that you actually work better the night before something is due? When there isn’t a 

moment to waste, analysis paralysis doesn’t have an opportunity to rear its head. 

This is why a good restaurant menu is short, why a strong editor cuts options rather than adds them, and 

why the best decisions often feel easy not because they were obviously correct, but because everything else 

was already off the table. A closed solution, even an imperfect one, costs less to carry than an open 

question. 

There is a related effect that has nothing to do with the actual number of steps in a task and everything to 

do with the number of steps you perceive. Consider two activities that consume roughly the same time and 

several of the same steps: going to the gym and going out to lunch. Both require getting dressed, driving 

somewhere, doing the activity, and coming home. Many of the steps overlap between the two, and yet most 

people experience the gym as significantly harder to start. Why? Part of the reason is that the gym gets 

decomposed into its component steps. You think: find workout clothes, drive there, park, check in, do the 

workout, shower, drive back, and then I will be useless for the rest of the afternoon. Going to lunch does 

not get decomposed in the same way. You think: I will go to lunch. One step! 

This matters because each perceived step is a potential abandonment point: a branch where you could 

reevaluate and decide the whole project is not worth it today. The gym has six or seven such points before 



Page 23 

you even start. Lunch has one. Your brain is not counting miles driven. It is counting the number of places 

between now and done where you could still quit, and pricing the whole task accordingly. 

This is why the advice to "just put on your workout clothes" works better than it deserves to. It collapses 

the branch count from six to one. The question is no longer whether you are going to the gym, with 

everything that entails, but whether you are going to put on these shorts. Once the clothes are on, the next 

branch has already been partially cleared. Perceived difficulty is often a function of how finely you have 

divided the task, not how hard the task actually is. The same task broken into twenty steps and broken into 

three steps is not the same task psychologically, even if it is physically identical. This is something you have 

some control over. 

The Other Kind of Hard 

Everything so far has described difficulty as a navigation problem. You are trying to get somewhere and 

cannot determine the route: too many branching paths, too much uncertainty, too many possible futures to 

simulate. The chess player, the test-taker, the person bracing for the hard conversation: in each case, the 

difficulty is that the path forward is unclear. 

Moral difficulty runs the same engine in a different direction. The natural response to an unpleasant but 

necessary action is to look for a less painful alternative. This is a perfectly reasonable response to an 

unpleasant choice. Before walking a hard path, it is worth checking whether a less punishing road leads to 

the same place. The problem is that for certain things such as a genuine apology, a long-held belief that has 

just been shown to be wrong, a relationship that needs to end, etc…, the search for a better path almost 

never produces one. The exit routes simply are not there. But the mind does not accept that conclusion 

quickly. It keeps searching, keeps generating alternatives, keeps hoping that something will change or that 

the problem will resolve without the difficult action being taken. 

Your mind absolutely loves to generate alternatives. There are a thousand different conversations you 

could have with a person rather than the one that needs to happen, and your brain is genuinely happy to 

rehearse each of them. You could bring it up next week. You could address a related but smaller issue first. 

You could wait and see if it resolves on its own. None of these are routes to the destination. They are 

detours, and your brain produces them not because they are useful but because considering them feels like 

doing something. 

The branching paths that were an obstacle in strategic difficulty have become an escape route in moral 

difficulty: a way to stay in motion without arriving anywhere. Branching paths are also on the other side of 

the action. Once you have exhausted the alternatives, your mind moves to the outcomes. The apology could 

go well, or it could go terribly. They might receive it with grace, or they might use it against you, or they 

might say something that makes the whole situation worse. There are a hundred versions of how this goes 

and your brain will walk you through a significant portion of them before you fall asleep. 

So the thing sits in limbo, and it’s absolutely exhausting for the person holding the possibilities. You are not 

doing it, but you are thinking about it. There are branching paths on either side of the action, alternative 

things that you could do instead of the action, and alternative ways the action could go, and your mind will 

happily parse through these while you continue to suffer. 

The mind does not get to rest on an open question the way it rests on a closed one. Every day the action 

remains undone, you continue paying the overhead of its consideration: the low hum of dread, the 

rehearsed conversations, the background awareness that something is unfinished. Both doing the hard 

thing and not doing it are difficult, but only one of them stops being difficult eventually. 

The diagnostic question here is not quite the same as it is for strategic difficulty. You are not looking for 

upstream friction to remove, because the friction is not a design error. The apology is going to be 

uncomfortable regardless. What is worth examining is the cost of the limbo itself. The action may take 

twenty minutes. The avoidance may take six months, after which you will still have to do it. When the 
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overhead of not doing something has grown large enough that it dwarfs the cost of doing it, that arithmetic 

is the answer. 

Branching Paths and Diverging Rewards One of the other ingredients that seem to make an activity 

psychologically hard is anticipated reward or punishment. In the case of the funeral, almost every pathway 

leads to a different type of discomfort, so we have to brace ourselves in order to attend. In the case of the 

date, many of the possibilities lead to something promising, often leading to excitement and nervousness. 

Still, often, the psychologically easiest activities of all are both low-risk, low-reward. Playing videogames on 

the couch can only go so many ways. It’s these behaviors that we often turn to for comfort, and have to 

exert effort to stay away from. 

The Simulation Tax 

Procrastination is usually diagnosed as a motivation problem. You lack the discipline, the drive, or the 

work ethic. The solution, accordingly, is more willpower: commit harder, build better habits, hold yourself 

accountable. This framing misses some of what is actually happening. 

When you put something off, you are not simply not doing it. You are running the simulation of it, 

repeatedly, at a cost. The report you've been avoiding for three days has not been sitting quietly in a corner. 

It has been generating branching paths: the version where you start and it goes badly, the version where 

you don't finish in time, the version where it's not good enough, the version where you start tomorrow 

morning when you'll feel more ready, etc... Each of these gets simulated, sometimes briefly and sometimes 

at length, and each one costs you something. The mental work you’re doing in order to procrastinate is not 

free. 

Here is the asymmetry that makes this worth examining: the task itself often takes less effort than the 

overhead of not doing it. The email that would take ten minutes to write costs thirty minutes of low-grade 

dread, two interruptions of unrelated work while the thought surfaces again, and a slightly worse version of 

the task when you finally sit down because the mental energy was spent elsewhere. The actual difficulty 

was never in the task. It was in the interval between deciding and acting, which you kept extending. 

Psychologists call this the Zeigarnik effect: incomplete tasks occupy working memory at a rate 

disproportionate to their actual demands. The mind treats the unfinished item as an open loop and keeps 

returning to it, not because it is urgent but because it is unresolved. The loop only closes when the task is 

either completed or explicitly shelved. Everything in between is overhead. 

This is different from moral difficulty in one specific way. When something is genuinely hard to do, it is 

hard whenever you do it. Admitting something to yourself costs the same on Monday as it would on the 

following Sunday, usually. But most procrastination is front-loaded: the discomfort lives almost entirely in 

the anticipation and evaporates, or at least shrinks considerably, once the task is underway. If you have 

ever noticed that something you'd been dreading for a week turned out to be fine, or even satisfying, once 

you started, that is the diagnostic. The dread was the simulation of the branching paths. The task was just 

the task. 

The practical question is not "why can't I make myself do this" but "what am I simulating, and is the 

simulation actually doing anything for me?" Often it isn't, and the version of the task running in the 

background is worse than the real one. The real task takes some amount of time, produces some result, and 

then it's over. The cost of not starting is often higher than the cost of doing it badly, because the simulation 

is the task that never ends. 

When Difficulty Deserves Effort 

There is one important case where difficulty should not be reduced, and it is worth naming clearly before 

the rest of this book argues otherwise. 

Most people practice what they already know. 
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This is a comfort-seeking behavior. When you play through a piece of music you have mastered, rehearse a 

presentation you have given before, or run a route well within your ability, the experience is pleasant. You 

feel competent. The branches are mostly resolved. Psychologically, it is easy. The only problem is that it 

does not make you better. Anders Ericsson spent decades studying expertise and found that what separated 

world-class performers from merely good ones was not the total number of hours practiced. It was what 

they did during those hours. Expert performers specifically targeted what they could not yet do. They 

worked at the edge of their competence, where failure was frequent and the next move was genuinely 

unclear. Ericsson called this deliberate practice, and its defining feature is that it is psychologically hard 

because you have positioned yourself exactly where your ability runs out. This is one case in the book where 

difficulty is not an indicator that you are doing anything wrong. Instead, "Flying through flak means you're 

over the target." When something feels hard because you genuinely cannot do it yet, that difficulty is 

diagnostic in the most useful possible way. It is telling you: this is your edge. Everything up to this point is 

consolidated. Everything past it is what still remains. 

What you want to avoid is confusing the two. Practicing what you already know for six hours generates the 

feeling of effort without generating the information. The difficulty of deliberate practice is pointed: it tells 

you exactly what needs work. The difficulty of going through the motions tells you nothing except that you 

showed up. Both produce fatigue, but only one produces a map. 

But there is a third thing people do, which they sometimes mistake for deliberate practice, and which is 

neither practice nor progress: failing at the same thing, repeatedly, without improving. If you have 

attempted the same passage on the piano fifty times and it still collapses in the same place every time, that 

is not practice. The difficulty is not pointing at your edge. It is pointing at a problem upstream: a technical 

error that is now being rehearsed rather than corrected, a foundation that was never solid, or a goal that 

has been set too far above where your current ability actually lives. 

This matters because the feeling of the two experiences is similar. Both are hard, and both are frustrating, 

but only one is the right kind of hard, and that one is the book's thesis in miniature: the difficulty is 

diagnostic, and something needs to change before more repetitions will help. 

The mechanism that separates them is feedback. Deliberate practice requires knowing what correct looks 

like and being able to tell, in the moment or shortly afterward, whether you got there. Without that signal, 

repetition just grooves whatever you are already doing, errors and all. In practical terms, this looks 

different depending on the skill. On an instrument, the deliberate practice move is almost never to play the 

whole piece again. It is to isolate the four bars that fell apart, slow them down until you can’t possibly play 

them incorrectly, and only then gradually increase the speed. A mistake played at full speed a hundred 

times builds the mistake in. A mistake played slowly until it is correct builds the correction in. The same 

principle applies to typing: practicing speed before accuracy just automates errors. Typing tutors that force 

you to correct mistakes before advancing tend to work better than simply typing faster, because speed built 

on top of clean technique is durable. Speed built on top of sloppy technique has a ceiling, and hitting it feels 

like a wall. 

This is where the apparent tension with Part 3 dissolves. Part 3 argues that when work gets hard, you 

should go backward until it becomes easy again. Part 4 seems to argue that difficulty at your edge is 

productive and should be sought. Both are true, but they're describing different things, and the distinction 

is practical enough to state plainly. 

The difficulty that tells you something useful is not the difficulty of straining. It is the difficulty of having 

found the edge of your ability. In musical practice, the correct move is almost always to slow down until the 

task becomes trivially easy, perform it correctly at that level, and then raise the difficulty so incrementally 

that the ease is preserved the entire way up. A musician who cannot play a passage at tempo slows the 

metronome to the point where playing it correctly becomes guaranteed. That is the right tempo. From 

there, the tempo rises one notch at a time, with each notch remaining playable before the next is 
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attempted. The difficulty never becomes a wall to push through. Instead, it is a gauge, and when you hit it, 

you slow down. 

This means the signal is the same in both cases. In a system, ease tells you the structure is right, and 

difficulty tells you something upstream needs changing. In deliberate practice, ease tells you the current 

level is right, and difficulty tells you the current level is too fast. In both cases, you are not looking for the 

hardest sustainable effort. You are looking for the most productive easy one. The straining is never the 

point. It is always just information about where the right level is. 

The same logic applies to any skill with a feedback loop you can tighten. In chess, playing more games 

develops intuition but not technique. Targeted tactics puzzles at just your skill level develop both. In 

writing, producing more words develops fluency but not craft. Taking someone’s sentence that does 

something yours doesn't, and rewriting your sentence until it does the same thing, develops craft. The 

principle scales: identify the specific thing that is failing, isolate it from everything else, get clear on what 

correct looks like, and practice that specific thing slowly enough that you can’t possibly get it wrong. 

If your practice consistently feels easy, that is a signal worth reading. Either you have genuinely mastered 

the material, in which case it is time to raise the ceiling, or you are gravitating toward comfort, in which 

case you are practicing the wrong thing. And if your practice consistently feels impossible, with no progress 

across many sessions, that is a signal worth reading too. The difficulty is not the price of admission. 

Instead, it is information. Something in the approach needs to change. 

Ease in practice is not always success. Sometimes it is the feeling of a loop you have stopped noticing you 

are in. And difficulty in practice is not always progress. Sometimes it is the same mistake, compounding. 

When Difficulty Is A Warning 

People tell themselves, “It’ll get easier after this.” Sometimes that’s true, but often it’s not, and when it's 

not, it can have disastrous consequences. 

As a software engineer, I have a very simple litmus test for whether or not our team should incorporate a 

3rd party tool. Is it easy to use? 

Let’s first examine the case where it’s not easy to use. It’s fallen to me over and over again to learn new 3rd 

party tools and incorporate them into various projects, a task I don’t love, but sometimes needs to be done. 

Almost all tools require some degree of learning, but this is where the psychological trick comes into play. 

It’s very easy to psyche oneself into believing that a system is easy and you’re just bad at it. That’s not 

impossible, but it’s not a particularly helpful mental model either. 

The temptation of this mental model is that once one is past the difficulty, one will have an easy time from 

then on. My counter-argument to that is simple: difficulty now is a strong predictor of difficulty later. 

When we imagine the state of being “over-the-hump”, or the ease we will feel after we overcome the current 

difficulty, we placing not just a bet on a future outcome, but a parlay, that is, a bet with multiple parts. This 

is so natural for us, that we often don’t realize we’re doing it. 

“My courses will be easy as soon as I pass this difficult math class.” “My career will be easy as soon as I get 

this degree.” “My life will be easy as soon as I get this career.” “My finances will be easy as soon as I get this 

raise.” “My relationship will be easy once we get past this disagreement.” 

This isn’t an argument against pursuing difficult things and overcoming hardship. It’s simply a challenge of 

your assumptions. When you say “this will be easy when…”, you could also ask “why isn’t this easy now?” 

The argument that things will get easier is fundamentally predicated on knowledge of what the future 

holds. Dead reckoning is when a ship at sea takes an educated guess as to its current position, based on its 

last known position, last known velocity, and time since those measurements were taken. My argument to 

you is that often times, when we predict future ease, we are dead reckoning a future based on a past before 

the current difficulty was discovered. 
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Take your college career for example. It’s perfectly possible that you’re experiencing the only hard class in 

the curriculum and that once you pass it, the rest will be easy. What are the odds, really though, that the 

hardship you’ve now discovered will be the only hardship of its type you will face? The idea that things will 

get easier after the present challenge is predicated on your ability to predict what’s around the next corner. 

When our prehistoric ancestors hunted prey, our dopamine systems did the mental math for us. It was 

difficult to chase prey through the forest, surely, and as the chase went on longer and longer, we would’ve 

felt a stronger and stronger urge to turn back: more difficulty. However, if we caught a glimpse of the 

animal’s tail out of the corner of our eyes, we would’ve instantly felt what runners call a “second wind” and 

suddenly would have found ourselves with plenty of energy to pursue the animal again. 

In this scenario, that “just get over the hump” mentality was extremely helpful, because we needed to be 

able to chase down prey and push through our own tiredness. In our modern world, however, where there 

are far more complicated interlocking systems that what we would’ve experienced in the forest, this 

mentality could be holding us back. 

Again, this is not a condemnation of effort. Lots of good things require effort, and there are times when 

there is no way out but to go through difficulty. What I’m proposing instead, is simply a question you can 

posit to yourself when you find yourself trying to get over a difficult part of a process. “If the entire rest of 

the process was this hard, or became this hard again down the line, would I still want it?” If the answer to 

that question is “no”, it’s still not necessarily an indicator to quit, but simply an indicator to investigate 

further and challenge your assumption that the difficulty is only temporary. 

Let’s go back to my programming analogy. When implementing a 3rd party solution that was difficult, it 

was entirely possible that I’d get over the hump and be able to implement it. That may have been the end of 

the story, but all too often, more difficulty would rear its ugly head. 

If there were updates on the side of the 3rd party, I would need to relearn the tool again and make changes 

to the codebase. If I found the tool difficult to use, so would other members of my team, which would mean 

I would either need to coach them on it, or field some of their workload. If a 3rd party developer didn’t go 

out of their way to make their tool easy, it was a decent indicator that they didn’t go out of their way to 

make their tool bug free and efficient, meaning there could be even more headaches down the line. 

By treating difficulty as diagnostic, I was often able to avoid all those headaches. The moment a piece of 3rd 

party software proved difficult to implement, I would step back and reassess all my options. Sometimes 

that meant using different 3rd party software. Sometimes, it meant mimicking the functionality with 

software in-house, meaning we retained complete control over it. Sometimes there really was no better 

options, and I just had to keep going. Regardless I learned quickly that difficulty was not something to just 

“power-through”, but to ponder and consider. 

“Like a moth to a flame” is a turn of phrase that describes how we humans, similar to moths, tend to be 

drawn to things that cause our destruction. It’s not actually true that a moth is drawn to a flame, however. 

Moths use moonlight to navigate, and when a moth flies into a flame, it was actually trying to get around 

the flame, which is a very fitting analogy to how we deal with a lot of our hardships. “If I can just get past it” 

often turns into us crashing right into it. 

I need to be clear here before going into the next section. There is no medical or psychiatric advice in this 

book, nor do I have the qualifications to administer them: I’m not a doctor. For severe addictions and 

compulsions, please consider seeking treatment or outside help. 

Gambling addiction is a fantastic case of the mentality of getting “over-the-hump”. Gambling addiction is a 

type of process addiction, that is, an addiction to a behavior rather than a chemical, like alcohol or drugs 

for example. 

It’s not simply that a gambling addict is addicted to, say, the thrill of the slot machine. It’s instead the 

feeling of being on the precipice of a potential win. It’s the moment before the win, not the win itself, that 

people get addicted to. 
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But gambling addiction can be even more insidious than that. Gambling addiction is one of the few 

addictions where it seems like a possible solution may be more of the behavior. For example, a gambler 

who is deep in debt may fantasize about a huge win, which would cancel all of their debts and retroactively 

justify their behavior. This could further encourage such a person to gamble. In this case, a win would get 

the gambler “over-the-hump”. 

The most documented case of this loop may belong to Fyodor Dostoevsky, whose gambling addiction is 

recorded in his own letters, his wife Anna's memoirs, and Joseph Frank's exhaustive biography. Dostoevsky 

spent nearly a decade convinced that the next gambling session would erase his debts from all the previous 

ones. He wrote The Gambler in twenty-six days to pay off what he owed his publisher, then lost the 

advance at the roulette wheel shortly after. His letters to Anna from this period follow a rhythm so regular 

it might as well be a musical form: the loss, the shame, the plan to recover it, the request for more money to 

fund the recovery, the loss again. What is striking is not the self-destruction, but the internal logic. He did 

not see the debt was not evidence that the system was not working. He saw the debt as evidence that the 

eventual win needed to be larger. The hole had to be filled, and the only tool available for filling it was the 

same one that had dug it. 

This type of behavioral hook isn’t exclusive to gambling, of course. Relationships, and especially but not 

exclusively romantic relationships, can have a very similar dynamic. 

The mechanism behind gambling addiction is called a variable-ratio reward schedule, which is a type of 

reward that is both random and intermittent. This means that on every pull of the lever, roll of the dice, or 

spin of the wheel, you don’t know whether you’re going to win or lose, and this amplifies compulsive 

behavior in the participant. Psychologist B.F. Skinner conducted experiments outlining this type of 

behavior in mammals, and so systems that exhibit this type and other types of punctuated rewards for 

behavior are thusly called “Skinner Boxes”. 

Skinner and Ferster's landmark 1957 study Schedules of Reinforcement documented what happens when 

you place a pigeon on a variable-ratio schedule: rewards that arrive unpredictably, at no fixed interval. The 

pigeon pecks. Sometimes it gets food. Sometimes it doesn't. What the researchers found was that this 

schedule produced behavior that was nearly impossible to extinguish. Pigeons kept pecking long after the 

food had stopped entirely, because the lesson the schedule had taught was not "food comes when you peck" 

but "food might come, so keep pecking." The problem in an abusive relationship is not a lack of intelligence 

or self-respect. It is that the person is inside a variable-ratio reward system, and variable-ratio reward 

systems are among the hardest to exit. The difference between a gambler and someone in an abusive 

relationship is not the underlying mechanism, but the rewards and costs with which the system operates. 

Now can an interpersonal relationship be a Skinner Box? Perhaps you have a boss that’s hard to please. 

Sometimes you present your work and your boss is thrilled. Other times, you present your work and your 

boss is upset. Crucially, there seems to be no rhyme or reason connecting your behavior or the quality of 

your work to your boss’s response. 

This can have a similar effect to a Skinner Box in the mind of the worker. Every time work is presented, it is 

similar to a gambler pulling a lever on a slot machine. If any given trial is a loss, the participant may think, 

“that’s a bummer, but I’ll win on the next one and that’ll make up for it. Come on, come on, come on.” 

You would think bullies would scare kids away, but often the first thing that bullied children try to do is 

appeal to their bullies. They take an approach of “hey, I’m not so bad once you give me a chance”. What’s 

insidious is that sometimes the bullies do and sometimes they don’t, leading to a power imbalanced 

friendship with continued bullying behavior. 

The same mechanism operates in abusive relationships, and it is worth naming directly because the pattern 

is often invisible from inside it. Lenore Walker's research on what she called the cycle of abuse identified a 

recurring structure: a period of tension building, followed by an incident, followed by what Walker called 

the "honeymoon phase," in which the abuser is apologetic, affectionate, and apparently changed. The 
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honeymoon phase is not a malfunction in the system. It is the win on the lever. It arrives unpredictably, 

feels genuine, and is just frequent enough to sustain the behavior of staying. The person inside the 

relationship is not failing to see clearly. They are responding to the schedule exactly as the schedule was 

designed to produce. The problem is not a lack of intelligence or self-respect: it is that they are inside a 

variable-ratio reward system, and variable-ratio reward systems are among the hardest to exit. 

In interpersonal relationships, the real devastation occurs when we think we can win this game by going 

further into the relationship. The worker may think “this will get better once I’m promoted”. The bullied 

kid will think “I’ll win him over one day and we’ll be friends”. The abused significant other may think “this 

will get better once we’re married”. The estranged son or daughter may think, “this will get better once I 

graduate med school and prove myself to my parents”. The few wins we get serve as proof in our minds that 

there is a better state “over-the-hump”, and so we perform as many attempts as possible. 

The thesis of this book, that difficulty is diagnostic, provides a moment for us to look at the current state of 

things. Difficulty is not necessarily an invitation to rise higher or put ourselves through more. Sometimes 

effort is analogous to output, but in the case of process addictions, effort in the wrong direction can make 

issues so much worse. 

For those of you who may be struggling with these issues, the problem gambler line in the U.S. is 1-800-

GAMBLER, and the domestic abuse hotline is 1-800-799-SAFE. 

Avoiding Burnout 

Burnout is similar to process addiction in that inputs are not analogous to outputs, but without the 

mechanism of the Skinner Box. Burnout, is the sense that ones efforts, especially in a field that used to give 

one great joy, is now no longer bringing joy. It often manifests itself in the question “Why am I even doing 

this?”. It can feel like the loss of motivation to do something that one feels, deep down, should bring them 

satisfaction. 

Burnout often occurs in long, rigorous work such as pursuing a degree, long work sprints, and continuous 

effort toward a goal. Burnout can often occur in the middle of the long process, but strikingly, it can occur 

after a win within the process. Many college graduates experience a post-degree depression where after 

graduating from an arduous program, they feel a sense of malaise and lack of motivation. 

It may be surprising that burnout can be triggered by either a long arduous process, or by a small reward, 

but the underlying mechanism may be the same in both cases. In the long process, the thought is “Why am 

I even doing this?” and in the case of the small reward it’s a realization of “I did all of that for this?” In both 

cases, it’s a distrust that the effort one is putting in is worth the reward. 

In this way, burnout is like the opposite side of the coin of a Skinner Box. A Skinner Box teases you with the 

promise of reward that will make your situation better. Burnout occurs when you no longer believe your 

behavior is rewarding, or at least, rewarding enough, but you feel obligated to continue anyway. 

Consider the medical resident. They entered medicine because they wanted to help people. They were good 

students, motivated and idealistic. The first year of residency is brutal by design: eighty-hour weeks, sleep 

deprivation, and decisions made under conditions no sane person would choose. 

But they push through, because the narrative is clear: this is the hard part, and the hard part ends. After 

residency comes the practice, and after the practice comes the life they were promised. Then residency 

ends and the practice begins. And somewhere in the second or third year, a quiet question surfaces: “Is this 

it?”. 

The hours are still long, and the paperwork has multiplied. The patients are grateful but the system is not. 

The idealism that powered the whole endeavor has been spent, and what remains is a set of obligations that 

feel, increasingly, like a machine they are feeding rather than a calling they are answering. 
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This shift in perspective is not a result of laziness or ingratitude. It is burnout, and it arrives not because 

the person stopped caring but because the gap between effort and meaning became too wide to ignore. 

The mechanism is worth examining carefully, because it is not simply tiredness. Physical exhaustion 

recovers with rest. Burnout does not, or at least not in the same way. The deeper issue is that burnout is a 

crisis of the model, not of the body. The person burning out has been operating on an implicit promise: that 

the effort will eventually convert into the life they were trying to build, and at some point the evidence 

stops supporting the promise. Every additional hour of work is a further investment in a thesis that may be 

wrong. The fatigue is real, but the real damage is the collapse of the forward narrative. There is no longer a 

hill to get over. The hill turned out to be the whole terrain. 

This is why telling a burned-out person to rest often doesn't work on its own. Rest treats the fatigue, but it 

doesn't repair the model. The resident who takes two weeks off and returns to the same practice with the 

same paperwork and the same structural mismatches will find the same quiet despair waiting for them. 

The body recovered, but the situation didn't. 

What actually helps is almost always some version of the diagnostic reflex this book is about. Burnout, like 

difficulty, is a signal, not a verdict. The signal is saying, clearly, that something about the current 

arrangement is not working, and that simply pushing through is not guaranteed to offer relief. Treating 

burnout as information rather than failure is the first move. Pamela Wible was a family physician who 

burned out inside what she calls the "factory medicine" model: fifteen-minute appointments, insurance 

forms stacked like cordwood, patients processed rather than treated. Rather than quit medicine entirely, 

and rather than simply endure, she did something that looks almost absurdly simple in hindsight: she held 

town hall meetings and asked her community what they actually wanted from a doctor. Not what the 

insurance system could bill for, not what the hospital's scheduling software could accommodate, but what 

people actually needed. Then she built her practice around those answers from scratch. She called it the 

"ideal medical clinic" model. The goal, which was helping people, had never been the problem. First 

Principles Thinking, discussed later, showed that the arrangement was the problem, and the arrangement 

turned out to be negotiable. Zubin Damania, a hospitalist who trained at a Stanford-affiliated hospital, 

reached a similar conclusion via a slightly different route. He has described his burnout in interviews not as 

disillusionment with medicine but as a recognition that the specific structure he was operating inside was 

incompatible with the reasons he entered the field. He eventually left to build a direct primary care practice 

in Las Vegas, explicitly designed around the doctor-patient relationship rather than around the billing 

cycle. He has been public about the fact that what broke was not his commitment to the work but his faith 

in the system delivering it. The goal survived, it was simply the path that needed replacing. 

Both of these stories follow the same structure, and it is the structure this book has been arguing for all 

along. The question is not "how do I get my motivation back?". That question points forward, toward a 

solution that doesn't exist yet, and it implies that motivation is the problem. The better question is 

backwards: what was I actually trying to accomplish when I started this? This question strips away all the 

credentials, titles, and salaries and asks “Why did I start?”. For the burned-out doctor, it was probably 

something like: I want to help people, and I want to be competent enough to help them well. Both of those 

things may still be available. The question is whether the current arrangement is the only path to them, or 

simply the path that was assumed without examination. 

Very often, burnout contains a hidden assumption that has never been tested. The assumption is usually 

something like: “The only legitimate version of this goal looks exactly like what I am currently doing.” The 

musician burning out on session work may assume that the only way to make a living from music was to 

take every session. The novelist burning out on their third book assumed the only way to have a writing 

career was to publish on the same schedule as the first two. The assumption felt like a given, so it was never 

questioned. Awareness, taking a moment to tally up your feelings and having the courage to question your 

motives, is not a slippery slope to giving up. It’s not going to reveal anything to you that you won’t either 

already know, or wish you admitted to yourself earlier. It is the same move as going back to an earlier note 

in the melody: backing up to the point where the options were still open. 
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First Principles thinking, applied to burnout, asks a simple question: if you were designing your 

relationship to this work from scratch, knowing what you know now, what would it look like? Start with the 

ideal fantasy version, and work your way down to the honest functional version. You may be surprised with 

how close you can get. Probably, there are fewer hours on the parts that drain, and more hours spent on the 

parts that don't. 

The question is not a moral challenge on whether you can survive your circumstances with more willpower. 

Rather, the question is whether this particular arrangement at this particular time the only one available, 

and whether it’s the ideal one for you. 

This is not always possible to change immediately. Some situations are genuinely constraining: financial 

obligations, contracts, dependents, timing. In mathematics, a local maximum is a point that is higher than 

everything immediately around it, so every direction from it looks like a step down, even if higher ground 

exists somewhere further away. Life is very good at placing people on local maxima. The career that pays 

well enough, the arrangement that mostly works, the situation that would be hard to exit even though it is 

quietly exhausting: all of these are stable precisely because every obvious alternative looks worse. But even 

in constrained situations, being diagnostic about difficulty changes the relationship to the difficulty. 

Burnout treated as a moral failing produces shame and more grinding. Burnout treated as information 

produces a question: what specifically is creating this gap between effort and meaning, and is any part of it 

movable? Even a small answer to that question, one fewer administrative task, or one afternoon a week on 

the work that still feels meaningful, can interrupt the spiral. The mechanism of burnout is the 

accumulation of unrewarded effort. Interrupting that accumulation, or countering it with rewarded effort, 

even partially, begins to reverse it. 

The most important thing to understand about burnout is that it is almost never about the goal. Instead it 

is about the path to get to the goal. People who burn out on medicine rarely stop wanting to help people. 

People who burn out on writing rarely stop having things to say. What they have lost faith in is the specific 

arrangement of effort that was supposed to get them there. And that arrangement, unlike the goal, is 

usually negotiable. The goal that started the whole journey is often still intact, waiting underneath the 

exhaustion for someone to ask whether there is a less punishing road to the same place. 

Part 5: Ease Into It - How to find easy solutions 

Recognizing that difficulty is a signal is the single most important step toward finding a problem you may 

not have realized was there. Once you recognize that there is difficulty, there are endless possibilities to 

explore the problem space. In this part, we’ll be exploring just a few. 

1. Find the right question, not the right answer.  

Einstein’s 1905 paper On the Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies took up a problem that physicists had 

been wrestling with for decades. Maxwell’s equations for electromagnetism seemed to imply that light 

travels at a fixed speed, but the older Newtonian and Galilean picture of motion suggested that velocities 

should simply add, and that time and simultaneity were absolute. 

Einstein asked a very simple question: What has to be true about space and time if Maxwell’s 

electrodynamics is right and no inertial observer gets privileged status? 

Einstein did not become Einstein by being willing to strain harder than everyone else at the same bad 

question. One of his gifts was asking a question in such a clean way that the answer became difficult to 

avoid. We like to imagine genius as raw horsepower, a giant engine chewing through harder and harder 

problems. But very often genius looks more like simplification. It looks like stripping away noise until the 

structure of the problem can finally be seen. To make the problem visible, imagine a train moving past an 

embankment as lightning strikes both ends of the train. To the observer standing on the embankment, the 
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bolts strike at the same time. The flashes travel inward and reach him simultaneously, so he concludes that 

the strikes were simultaneous. That seems ordinary enough. But now place another observer in the middle 

of the train itself. Since the train is moving forward, that observer is moving toward the flash from the front 

and away from the flash from the rear. If light travels at the same speed for both observers, then the person 

on the train will not receive the flashes at the same time. One will arrive before the other. What looked like 

a simple fact — these two events happened at the same time — turns out not to be a simple fact at all. 

Notice what Einstein is doing here. He is simply asking a devastatingly good question: what would each 

observer actually see? Once the question is cleaned up, the answer begins to reveal itself. 

Einstein would do this over and over again in his career. As a teenager, Einstein imagined running 

alongside a beam of light. If he could keep up with it, would he see a frozen electromagnetic wave sitting 

there motionless? That picture clashed with Maxwell’s electrodynamics, and it helped expose that 

something was wrong with the older assumptions about motion and light. Einstein also asked, in effect: 

how could you tell the difference between being in a sealed elevator accelerating upward in empty space 

and being at rest in a gravitational field? That question leads toward the equivalence principle and becomes 

one of the conceptual doors into general relativity. Your turn, reader. “What would happen if you were 

driving a car at the speed of light and turned your headlights on?”. That is the pattern to pay attention to. 

Easy solutions are often hidden, not by lack of intelligence, but by bad framing. By simply remembering 

what is being assumed without asking, we can find out what is truly essential to our problems. 

The Eagle was the name of the first manned lunar lander, piloted by two brave Americans, Neil Armstrong 

and Buzz Aldrin. Actually getting the Eagle to the moon meant fighting brutal weight constraints, which 

was not something that could be solved by Neil and Buzz going on a diet! One obvious response to a 

descent problem would have been to add more fuel, but that was not practical. Another thought was to 

make the windows smaller, but then the astronauts would not be able to see from their seats. Finally, 

someone asked the ultimate question: what if they did not need the seats? By having the astronauts stand, 

the designers could use smaller windows and remove the additional weight of the seats at the same time. 

The chain of good questions did not add complexity, but remove it. 

2. Challenge your assumptions  

In software debugging, there is a sentence every programmer has said right before wasting another hour: “I 

know it’s not that.” Then, eventually, usually out of desperation, he changes the thing anyway, and of 

course it was that. Hard problems often stay hard because we protect assumptions that should have been 

questioned much earlier. Once a bad assumption gets buried upstream, every downstream step becomes 

more confusing, more elaborate, and more frustrating than it needs to be. The solution is not always to add 

another layer of cleverness. Very often it is to go back and challenge what you thought was already settled. 

Why do we do this to ourselves? Because we want to solve the problem expediently and not waste time 

checking things we know to be true. However, in life, despair often presents its own assumptions as facts, 

like “this is just how I am” and “my life will never change”. If there’s one thing to get out of this section, it’s 

this: if you know it for a fact, check anyway. 

Removing assumptions before adding complexity ties into our earlier work with melody writing. If we take 

the previous notes as gospel, then finding the next note could be a Herculean task. But it is the difficulty of 

finding the next note that could clue us into the fact that a previous note may be less than ideal. By 

challenging the previous notes in the phrase, you can get out of the corner that you painted yourself into. 

This applies to sentences, paragraphs, brushstrokes, and other creative works as well. 

For centuries, astronomers kept making the heavens more complicated in order to preserve one 

assumption: that planets, being heavenly bodies, must move in perfect circles. The result was a growing 

mess of epicycles and corrections. Aristotle had created a model of the universe in which the sun and all 

planets move around the Earth in circles. When planets would sometimes appear to move backwards, 

instead of challenging the circular nature of the orbit, he added additional circles, or epicycles, which are 

smaller circular orbits that planets could make within the larger orbit. Just as the Fourier transform tells us 
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that any repeated wave can be divided into a summation of sine waves, Aristotle added epicycles on top of 

epicycles to plot the movement of heavenly bodies, and his model was very accurate to the observer. Of 

course, planets do not revolve around the Earth. Copernicus challenged geocentrism with his Heliocentric 

model, but crucially, his model still wasn’t fully accurate, in that it maintained circular orbits. Copernicus 

used different circular orbits and epicycles to explain the motion of heavenly bodies. Johannes Kepler 

asked the forbidden question: what if the planets simply do not move in circles? Once he allowed the orbit 

to be an ellipse instead, a great deal of the complexity stopped being necessary. His model of the solar 

system, which was the most accurate to date, simply had the planets moving around the sun in ellipses. 

This is the cost of protecting a bad assumption. You can spend centuries becoming more clever 

downstream, or you can challenge the premise upstream and let the problem simplify itself. 

The practical move is simpler than it sounds. When a problem has resisted your best efforts for longer than 

it should, make a mental list of the things you are not questioning: the constraints you have accepted as 

given, the boundaries you have stopped examining, the facts you would be embarrassed to check because 

checking them implies you might have been wrong all along. One of those things is almost always load-

bearing. It is usually the one that feels most obviously true, the one that has stopped feeling like an 

assumption and simply disappeared into the background. That is Kepler's move, and it is available in any 

domain: not more cleverness inside the existing frame, but a willingness to ask whether the frame itself was 

right. 

3. Reason backwards. 

Many problems become easier the moment you stop charging at them head-on. Instead of asking how to 

get what you want, ask what would have to be true for the outcome to occur. Instead of asking who did it, 

ask what must have happened if this is the result. Instead of asking what to do right now, ask what future 

you are trying to avoid. Reasoning backwards often feels unnatural at first, but it has a way of revealing 

hidden structure. What looks tangled from the front often looks obvious from the rear. 

"What should I do next?" is a deceptively bad question. It points forward, which feels productive, but it 

smuggles in an assumption: that the next move exists, that you have enough information to find it, and that 

forward is the right direction. Most of the time when we are stuck, we are stuck because we keep asking 

that question and getting no answer. The question has failed us and we keep asking it louder. 

The better question is almost always: what would have to be true for this outcome to exist? That question 

points backward, toward causes rather than actions, and it has a remarkable property: it is almost always 

answerable. You are not predicting the future. You are reconstructing the past from evidence you already 

have in front of you. 

This is why Sherlock Holmes is useful to think about: he is brilliant, sure, but also because his method is 

boringly mechanical once you see it. In Silver Blaze, everyone is asking who stole the horse. Holmes asks 

instead: what must have happened for the dog not to bark? A guard dog barks at strangers. The dog did not 

bark. Therefore, whoever entered was not a stranger. That single backward inference collapses the suspect 

list. Holmes is not smarter than the other investigators. He is asking a different question, one that the 

evidence can actually answer, rather than one that requires him to guess. 

The reason most of us don't reason this way by default is that backwards reasoning feels passive. We want 

to do something. But the passivity is the point. You are letting the evidence do the work rather than 

charging at the problem with effort. 

Sometimes the most direct path to a good outcome is to ask what a bad outcome requires, and then simply 

refuse to provide it. When Charlie Munger was a young meteorologist in the Air Force, he was anxious 

about sending pilots into danger through a bad forecast. So he asked himself the backwards question: if I 

wanted to get pilots killed, what would I do? Send them into storms. Send them on routes without enough 

fuel. The answer to the forward question, “How do I keep them safe?”, suddenly became obvious, because 
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he had already answered its inverse. Buffett uses the same structure when valuing a company. Rather than 

asking whether a stock will rise — a forward question that requires predicting the future — he asks what the 

business is actually worth today. If the market price is meaningfully below that, the stock is probably worth 

buying. The hard prediction isn't necessary. The backwards question ”what is this already worth?”, does the 

work instead. 

The hardest forward question most people face is some version of: what should I do with my life? It has too 

many branches. It requires predicting careers, relationships, markets, your own future preferences, and the 

preferences of people who haven't been born yet. Asking it directly is like asking a chess player to calculate 

every possible game from the opening move. The number of paths is so large it becomes paralyzing, and 

most people respond to that paralysis either by defaulting to what's expected of them or by simply not 

deciding at all. The backwards version of the question is much easier to answer: what will I regret? 

You are not predicting anything. You are not forecasting markets or imagining future selves. You are 

simply consulting the emotional logic you already carry, the part of you that knows, without needing to 

calculate, what kind of person you want to have been. That knowledge is already there. The forward 

question buries it. The backwards question surfaces it. When Jeff Bezos was a successful hedge fund 

executive in 1994, he came across early data suggesting the internet was growing at an implausible rate. He 

wanted to start an online bookstore. By any conventional analysis, this was a terrible idea. He had a good 

job. He had no retail experience. The odds of success were low. The forward question, “Will this work?”, 

had no clean answer. So he asked a different one. He imagined himself at eighty years old, looking back. 

Would he regret having tried and failed? He didn't think so. Would he regret never having tried at all? Yes. 

Immediately and clearly, yes. The backwards question didn't give him certainty about the outcome. It gave 

him certainty about himself. That was enough. Notice what the inversion did. It didn't make the decision 

easier by making the future more predictable. It made it easier by making the present more legible. He 

wasn't asking what the internet would become. He was asking what he already valued. Those are very 

different questions, and only one of them is answerable. This is why the regret minimization framework, as 

Bezos has described it, is a genuine thinking tool and not just a motivational poster. It works because it 

redirects an impossible calculation toward an accessible one. Most of us already know, somewhere 

underneath the noise, what we would regret. The difficulty is that we keep asking forward questions that 

drown that knowledge out. The backwards question cuts through. What would I regret not having tried? 

What would I regret having stayed in? What would I regret having said, or not said, or spent twenty years 

pretending I didn't care about? You don't need to know the future to answer those questions. You need to 

know yourself, and most people know themselves better than they admit. 

4. Preparing for Ease 

As the saying often attributed to Abraham Lincoln goes, if a man had only a few hours to chop down a tree, 

he should spend a large portion of them sharpening the axe. Whether Lincoln said it exactly that way 

matters less than the principle behind it. Preparation is not the postponement of work. It is often the 

highest-leverage part of work. A cook sets out the ingredients before the pan is hot. A programmer writes 

the diagnostic tools before hunting the bug. A speaker rehearses the opening before stepping on stage. 

People who skip preparation in order to “get started” usually do not save time. They simply begin the hard 

part with a dull blade. 

Mise en place is French for "everything in its place," and it is the foundational discipline of any serious 

kitchen. Before a professional cook turns on the heat, everything is ready: every vegetable chopped, every 

sauce measured, every tool set out within arm's reach. Not because the recipe requires that order, but 

because cooking at speed is unforgiving. A cook who has to stop and mince garlic while the onions are 

browning has already lost control of the dish. The heat doesn't wait. Jacques Pépin, who trained in classical 

French kitchens and cooked for Charles de Gaulle before coming to America, has described mise en place 

not as a cooking technique but as a philosophy: you make all your decisions before the pressure starts, so 
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that once the pressure starts, you are only executing decisions already made. The preparation is where the 

thinking lives. The cooking is where the thinking is merely confirmed. 

This is the structure underneath every example in this section. In each case, the work that looks like 

preparation is where the highest-leverage decisions actually happen. The rest is execution inside a window 

that preparation made possible. 

Trial lawyers have a brutal saying: cases are won and lost in jury selection. That sounds cynical until you 

realize how much of persuasion depends on who is listening. By the time the opening statement begins, the 

case is no longer being presented to abstract Reason itself, but to twelve particular minds with particular 

loyalties, thresholds, suspicions, and sympathies. Marcia Clark later described watching the Simpson jury 

day after day and feeling at times that the prosecution was finished before it was finished. Meanwhile, 

Simpson quipped to his attorney, "If this jury convicts me, maybe I really did do it." That is the whole 

point. The easiest trial is not the one with the cleverest closing argument. It is the one being heard by the 

right ears. Preparation for ease is often not better performance in front of the audience, but better selection 

of the audience itself. Poker has its own unsentimental version of this lesson. I have not verified the exact 

remembered line from Alexander Fitzgerald’s Exploitative Play in Live Poker, so I would not put quotation 

marks around it without the book in hand. But Fitzgerald’s principle is plain enough: money comes less 

from proving yourself against the hardest players than from putting yourself in games where ordinary 

discipline actually gets paid. In poker, the first skill is not heroic brilliance at a brutal table. It is the good 

sense to get up and find a softer one. The amateur asks how to survive the sharks. The pro asks why he sat 

with sharks in the first place. That is preparation for ease: not becoming so formidable that every situation 

is survivable, but arranging your life so fewer situations need surviving. 

5. Listen More and Observe the Wider Environment of the Problem 

There is a certain kind of expertise that becomes a liability. The more you know about a problem, the more 

tempting it is to pattern-match: to see the new situation as a familiar one and apply the familiar solution. 

The expert's advantage is that they do not need to start from scratch. The expert's disadvantage is that 

they’re inclined not to start from scratch when doing so might be the ideal. When the familiar solution does 

not work, the first instinct is usually to apply more of it. More treatment, more of the usual approach, more 

effort down the same channel. What looks like expertise is sometimes just sedimented assumption, and the 

sediment can be thick. 

The alternative is observation: actually looking at the problem in front of you rather than the problem you 

expect. This sounds obvious, of course, but it is harder than it sounds, especially when our egos are 

involved. Observation requires, above all, a willingness to not know yet. The person who has already 

decided what is causing the problem will look at the evidence through that conclusion. The person who has 

not yet decided will see things the other person has already edited out. In the summer of 1854, a cholera 

epidemic tore through the Soho neighborhood of London. Within ten days, more than five hundred people 

had died within a few blocks of each other. The established theory was miasma: cholera was caused by bad 

air, by the stench of the city itself. As this was the consensus, it was taught, and disseminated, leading more 

and more to the usual response: ventilation, lime-washing walls, clearing trash, etc... John Snow was a 

physician who did not yet accept this. He went to the neighborhood and he listened. He talked to residents. 

He mapped the deaths, house by house, case by case, onto the streets of Soho. The picture that emerged 

was not a picture of bad air. It was a picture of a single water pump on Broad Street. Snow noticed the 

brewery nearby. Its workers drew their water from a well on the premises and drank beer besides. Not one 

of them had contracted cholera. He noticed the workhouse on Poland Street: hundreds of paupers living in 

squalid conditions, directly in the supposed miasma, and barely any deaths. They had their own water 

supply. He tracked down a woman who had died of cholera far away in Hampstead, nowhere near Soho. 

Her family confirmed she had always preferred the taste of the Broad Street water and had it delivered to 

her by cart. Every piece of evidence pointed the same direction. Snow brought it to the Board of Guardians 

of St. James's parish and argued, without any of the germ theory that wouldn’t be confirmed for another 
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twenty years, that the water was the source. He was persuasive, and they removed the handle from the 

Broad Street pump. The outbreak ended, saving countless lives, all thanks to a little observation. 

The point is not that Snow was smarter than the miasma theorists. Many of them were serious, intelligent, 

and experienced. The point is that Snow was watching something different. He was not asking: how do we 

reduce the bad air? He was instead looking at the problem through as broad of a view as he possibly could. 

He had not yet closed his mind off to any possibility, and so the evidence was able to reach him, where it 

was unable to reach others. 

The miasma theory was not irrational. Nineteenth-century London did stink, and infection did correlate 

with filth and poverty. The problem was that once the theory was in place, it absorbed the evidence rather 

than being challenged by it. There was always a way to fit new data into the existing model. The brewery 

workers? Perhaps the beer protected them. The workhouse survivors? Perhaps the lime-washing helped. 

The theory grew epicycles. Snow simply looked at the map and asked where the center of the thing actually 

was. The answer was already there: but it was only visible to anyone who had not already decided where to 

look. 

Most of us are working inside miasma theories of our own. We have explanations for why things are hard, 

and those explanations point toward familiar remedies: more effort, more practice, more discipline. If it’s 

not working, whatever it is, you’re just not doing enough of it. Those remedies are sometimes right, but 

when they stop working, the temptation is to apply them harder rather than ask whether the explanation 

itself is wrong or at least incomplete. The better move is to do what Snow did: step back, watch the entire 

scope of the problem without a conclusion already in hand, and ask the simple question: where is this 

actually coming from? Finding the right question sometimes requires, first, a willingness to not yet know 

the answer. 

6. Move the Inflection Point to Later in the Process  

Do you need to decide this now? 

When we were kids, we likely had big plans for our futures. I distinctly remember daydreaming about 

which university I'd attend, what I'd study, who I'd marry, where I'd live, and what I'd do for a living, all 

before the age of ten. Exactly zero of those predictions panned out, as you might imagine. C’est la vie. 

It's laughable to think I could have planned my future at that age. But it is a difference of degree, not of 

type, to make any decision before you need to. 

The instinct to resolve uncertainty quickly is understandable. Holding two options in your head 

simultaneously is uncomfortable. The mind wants to close the question. But that comfort comes at a cost: 

every option you close before you have to is value you've surrendered for free. 

Agile software development was built around exactly this insight. The older method, called waterfall, 

required specifying the entire system upfront: every feature, every interface, every dependency, locked in 

before a single line of code was written. The logic seemed sound: know what you're building before you 

build it. The problem was that the world changed while the team was building. Requirements shifted. Users 

wanted something different from what they'd described. By the time the software shipped, the 

specifications set at the start were describing a system nobody needed anymore. Waterfall failed not 

because engineers were bad at planning, but because it demanded that all decisions be made at the 

moment of minimum information: the beginning. Agile instead deferred decisions to what practitioners 

call the last responsible moment: the point just before a decision becomes unavoidable. The result was 

software that could respond to what was actually learned along the way. 

Wellington at Waterloo kept his reserve infantry, the famous squares, off the field for most of the day. 

Every officer who watched Napoleon's cavalry hammer the Allied line wanted those squares committed. 

Wellington refused. He had watched enough battles to know that the moment you commit your reserve is 

the moment the situation will change in a way you did not predict. He waited until he knew exactly where 
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Napoleon's final push was going, then committed. The reserve was the whole battle. A general who 

commits early feels decisive. A general who waits feels cautious. The outcome is often the deciding factor in 

which one history calls a genius. 

Here's a very simple example. Suppose you're interviewing at two companies. One is farther away but pays 

more; the other is closer but pays less. You may enjoy one interview process more, or feel stronger 

alignment with one company's values. It is natural to start weighing options as soon as they appear. But no 

decision needs to be made until both companies have actually offered you a position. If only one does, or if 

neither does, the question was never yours to answer. Deciding in advance does not make the choice better. 

It just closes it earlier, with less information. 

When packing for a vacation, you may not know whether you'll want to swim in the hotel pool. The answer 

is obvious: bring the swimsuit and decide at the pool. This sounds trivial, but the principle scales directly. 

Trial lawyers decide their closing argument after they've heard the evidence, not before they've heard the 

other side. A doctor who settles on a treatment plan before the test results arrive is not being decisive, but 

premature. The tests exist precisely because that decision shouldn't be made without them. 

Equally, this is not an argument for chronic indecision. The last responsible moment is still a moment. The 

point is that there is usually a natural due date for any decision: the point just before it becomes 

irreversible or costly, and committing before that date is not a virtue. It is a tax you pay for the comfort of 

feeling resolved. Most of the time, the cost is invisible: you simply never find out what you would have 

known if you'd waited to decide. 

Not every decision can be deferred, and knowing the difference matters before you arrive at the door. In his 

2015 Amazon shareholder letter, Jeff Bezos drew a distinction that has since escaped the management 

literature into common use. Some decisions are one-way doors: once you walk through, the return path is 

gone. Acquiring a company, exiting a market, burning a key relationship. These warrant a slow hand, 

because the cost of a mistake cannot be undone by simply changing your mind. Other decisions are two-

way doors: if you push through and don't like what you find on the other side, you turn around and come 

back. Most decisions, Bezos argued, are two-way doors. And most organizations treat them like one-way 

doors anyway, applying the same heavy process and the same institutional anxiety to reversible choices 

that they apply to irreversible ones. The result is not caution. It is delay without purpose, applied to things 

that didn't require it. 

The individual version of the mistake is just as common. Someone agonizes for three months over a 

decision they could have reversed in a week if it turned out to be wrong. Someone else moves through a 

genuinely irreversible choice quickly, for the comfort of feeling resolved. Both are errors, and they look 

alike from the outside: they both feel like making a decision. The distinction Wellington understood 

intuitively, keeping the reserve uncommitted until the situation clarified, is the two-way door principle 

applied to infantry. You cannot recommit a reserve once it is spent. So you wait. The job interview, the 

swimsuit, the treatment plan before the test results: these are two-way doors held open a little longer. Most 

of the difficulty we manufacture by deciding too early is the difficulty of having closed a door that was still, 

quite honestly, open. 

7. First Principles 

What is First Principles thinking? Sir Isaac Newton said “If I have seen further, it is by standing on the 

shoulders of giants.” He was absolutely right, of course, as none of his findings, nor none of any findings 

exist purely in a vacuum. He didn’t even come up with the phrase, which was centuries older, so in a way he 

was standing on the shoulders of giants just in how he delivered his quote. 

First Principles Thinking is the exact antithesis of this, albeit within a certain mental framework. Rather 

than trying to place the next brick on the tower, First Principles Thinking looks at the ground as if there 

were no tower there to being with an imagines how one would create a tower from scratch. After the 1986 

Space Shuttle Challenger disaster, NASA gave Rogers Commission investigators a massive bureaucratic 
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briefing. Feynman was deeply frustrated with the Rogers Commission's top-down, bureaucratic approach. 

So he did what he always did: he bypassed the official process entirely and went and talked directly to 

working NASA engineers. He listened to the people actually building the thing rather than the people 

managing it. 

A commission member, Air Force General Donald Kutyna, couldn't directly name his source (a Thiokol 

engineer who'd tried to stop the launch the night before and been overruled), so he tipped Feynman off 

obliquely. He mentioned, almost casually, that he'd been working on his car's carburetor and noticed 

rubber gaskets don't seal well in the cold. That was the whole tip. Feynman understood immediately. From 

there it was pure first principles: what is an O-ring? Rubber. What does rubber do in cold? It loses 

elasticity. What was the temperature on launch morning? 28°F. The commission had been combing 

through management reports. Feynman went to physical reality. Florence Nightengale employed first 

principles in a similar way. Soldiers in Crimean War hospitals were dying at catastrophic rates. She asked: 

dying of what, exactly? The next logical step would have been to further increase the efficacy on wound 

tending, leading to diminishing returns. Her data showed most deaths were preventable infections, not 

wounds. First principles applied to medicine: what actually kills people in hospitals? The answer was 

sanitation, and she proved it with data before germ theory even existed. 

This strategy is somewhat similar to what was discussed in “Good Melodies Write Themselves”. Instead of 

trying to find the next note, challenge the previous notes. First Principles thinking takes that all the way 

and starts the melody over from scratch. 
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Part 6: Conclusion 

The habit this book is trying to install is not a technique. It is closer to a reflex: one that fires before the 

conscious mind has caught up. The reflex is simply this: when something is hard, notice that it is hard. Not 

to complain about it, not to immediately fix it, but to register the friction as information. Buddhism, in its 

more practical registers, treats awareness as the first move in any genuine change. You cannot address 

what you have not seen. Most of us have trained ourselves to walk past difficulty without acknowledging it 

— to treat hardness as the price of admission rather than a signal worth reading. This book is an argument 

that the signal is usually the point. 

A Short Toolkit 

Recognizing that difficulty is a signal is the first move. The second is knowing what to do with it. The tools 

in this section are not a separate framework — they are the diagnostic reflex made specific. 

Question — Find the Right Question — The answer is often hidden because the question is wrong. 

Melodies — Good Melodies Write Themselves — When stuck, back up. The problem is usually upstream. 

Awareness — Awareness of Difficulty is Diagnostic — Persistent friction is information. Read into it 

before you push through it.  

Challenge — Challenge Your Assumptions — Name the thing you are treating as fixed. Ask whether it 

actually is fixed. 

Prepare — Preparing for Ease — Remove friction before you need willpower.  

Principles — First Principles Thinking — Ignore how it has been done. Ask what would actually work. 

Backwards — Reason Backwards — Don't ask what to do next. Ask what would have to be true for the 

outcome to already exist. 

I've been at this company for seven years. I was promoted twice. The work has become 

harder to care about, but I have a mortgage and I'm not sure what else I'd do.  

(Awareness) The difficulty here is not laziness or ingratitude. Something has changed in the relationship 

between the effort the job requires and the meaning it used to produce. Rather than judge myself, I’m going 

to look at this as data. The question is what the data is pointing at.  

(Backwards) Strip away the salary, the title, the colleagues, the routine. What were you actually trying to 

build when you took this job? Usually it is something like: I want to do work that matters, I want to get 

better at something, I want to feel like I am contributing to something real. Ask whether any of those things 

are still available in the current arrangement, or whether the arrangement has quietly replaced them with 

facsimiles.  

(Challenge) The assumption underneath the feeling of being stuck is almost always: the only legitimate 

version of the career I want looks like the one I am currently in. Seven years of investment makes that 

assumption feel like bedrock, but it may not be. The question is not whether to quit, but whether the 

current arrangement is the only path to what you actually want, or simply the path that was assumed 

without examination.  

(Principles) If you were designing your working life from scratch, with what you know now about what 

energizes you and what drains you, what would it look like? Not the fantasy version: the honest functional 

version. You may be surprised by how close you can get from inside the current situation. You may also 
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discover that the distance is larger than you thought. Either answer is useful. Neither requires you to resign 

on Monday.  

(Prepare) The smallest reversible experiment is not a career change. It is a conversation: with your 

manager about what else is available, with someone doing a version of the work you actually want, or with 

yourself about what the next two years look like if nothing changes. Most people skip that step because it 

makes the situation harder to ignore. That is exactly why it should be the first one. 

I've been working on this project for two years. The early momentum is gone. I force myself 

to open the file and close it an hour later having changed almost nothing.  

(Awareness) The opening-and-closing pattern is information. The project is not dead: if it were, you would 

have stopped opening the file. The continued return means the goal is still alive. What has changed is the 

relationship between the current state of the work and the next move forward. The stall is upstream.  

(Melodies) The instinct is to push forward from where you are, to force the next section, the next feature, 

the next paragraph. Rarely is that where the problem lives. The difficulty is almost always in something 

already committed to: a structural choice, a premise, a decision made early when the options still felt 

unlimited. The work stopped being generative not when you ran out of ideas, but when an earlier decision 

started constraining the later ones without your noticing.  

(Challenge) What are you treating as fixed that might not be? The format, the scope, the central argument, 

the technology choice, the audience: one of these is probably load-bearing in the wrong way. The check is 

simple: if you removed it or changed it completely, would the project become easier to continue? If the 

answer is yes, that is the thing.  

(Question) The question that cuts through fastest is this: if you were starting over today, knowing what you 

know now, what would you keep and what would you not repeat? Most people find the answer arrives 

quickly. The knowledge was always there. It was simply never asked in a form that made it safe to say. 

There is someone in my life, a friend or a family member, that I used to value and now 

dread. Every interaction costs something. I keep showing up out of habit.  

(Awareness) Dread is not a character flaw. It is a signal about the relationship between the effort the 

connection requires and what the connection is currently returning. The fact that it once worked differently 

is worth noting: something changed, which means something can be examined.  

(Backwards) What did you originally want from this relationship? Most close relationships begin because 

they offer something genuine: safety, understanding, shared history, mutual growth. Ask which of those 

things is still present, and which has been replaced by something else. An obligation is what a relationship 

becomes when the original terms have quietly expired but no one has renegotiated them. That is not a 

moral failing. It is an unexamined assumption.  

(Challenge) The assumption worth questioning is usually: I have to maintain this at the same intensity I 

always have. Relationships are not binary. The options are not only full presence or disappearance. It is 

worth asking whether there is a version of this connection that costs less and still honors what was real 

about it. In some cases that question clarifies that the relationship needs to end. In others it clarifies that it 

simply needs to change shape. Both are better than the current arrangement, where you are paying the full 

cost and receiving a fraction of the return.  

(Question) If a close friend described this situation to you, same details, same history, same dread, what 

would you tell them? Most people find the answer arrives immediately. That is its own piece of 

information: the knowledge was already there. It was simply located on the wrong side of the gap. 

None of this is an argument that effort is never required. In fact, you might notice that quite a bit of effort 

is exerted in the process of making things easier. Some things are genuinely hard and stay hard. Surgery is 
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hard. Grief is hard. Learning a language at sixty is hard. The claim is narrower than that: when something 

is persistently, stubbornly, bafflingly hard, that hardness is worth examining before you decide it simply 

requires more of the same. The question to carry forward is not "how do I try harder?" but "if this stayed 

exactly this hard forever, would I still want it?" If the answer is yes, keep going. If the answer is no — or if 

you realize you had never thought to ask — then you have the beginning of a better question. And a better 

question, as you have hopefully seen by now, is usually worth more than a harder effort. 

The Sleight of Hand 

I've performed a sleight of hand in writing this book. It is not truly about ease or difficulty or strategies or 

satisfaction, or at least, not entirely. This book, ultimately, is about awareness: awareness of process, and of 

the signals that process sends you. Every section has been, at its core, an argument that you are already 

receiving good information, and that the main obstacle is not a lack of data but a habit of ignoring certain 

kinds of it. 

Consider what the book has actually been asking you to do, across every domain it has touched. In the gym, 

it asked you to notice whether soreness was productive or just punishing. In the creative work, it asked you 

to notice when continuation was hard and to treat that hardness as data about the upstream structure. In 

the career, it asked you to notice the gap between effort and meaning before it became a crisis. In each case, 

the move is the same: pause, look at the difficulty, and ask what it is trying to tell you before you try to 

outmuscle it. 

This requires a particular kind of attention, one that is genuinely curious rather than defensive, and one 

that is willing to find an answer that is uncomfortable. The person who has spent three years in a bad 

arrangement and finally asks the diagnostic question is going to find an answer that carries three years of 

sunk cost with it. That is a real cost, and the reason many people never ask the question is that the answer, 

if it surfaces, cannot be unfound. It is easier, in the short term, to keep pushing and to attribute the 

difficulty to your own inadequacy rather than to the structure. It’s actually easier to blame ourselves for not 

working hard enough than it is to question our assumptions and worldviews that we’ve held as properly 

basic for years. 

But this is exactly where awareness earns its keep. The diagnostic reflex is not a way of abdicating 

responsibility. It is a way of redirecting it more accurately. The question "what upstream error is this 

friction pointing to?" is more demanding than "why can't I make myself do this?", not less, because it 

requires you to actually look at the system rather than simply performing remorse about your performance 

within it. The person who asks the better question is taking more responsibility, not less. They are just 

pointing it at something that can actually change. If emotions are high-level logic, then discomfort is a 

message. Not always a correct one, and not always pointing somewhere actionable: sometimes the 

discomfort is just the cost of doing something meaningful, and that cost is worth paying. But the message 

should be read before it is discarded. Most people discard it immediately, by reflex, because they have been 

trained to equate acknowledgment of difficulty with giving up. This book has tried to argue that reading the 

message is one of the most productive things you can do. 

There is a proof of concept here that I did not plan but that the book seems to have produced on its own. 

The argument is that things should be as easy as they can honestly be, and that when they are not, the 

friction is worth examining before concluding that it requires more of the same effort. This book was 

written inside that argument. The sections that practically wrote themselves are the ones that stayed. The 

sections that fought back were revisited rather than forced. The difficulty, wherever it appeared, was 

treated as information. The result arrived quickly: the kind of quickly that makes a person suspicious, until 

they remember that suspicion of ease is exactly what Part 1 was about. 

The point is not that writing this was effortless. The point is that the effort stayed pointed. When 

something resisted, the question was always the same one this book has been asking you to ask: is this 

resistance a signal about the work, or am I just pushing harder against a wall that belongs somewhere else? 
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Usually the answer was upstream, in a framing that needed adjusting, a connection that had not quite been 

made yet, an argument that was not quite finished. The wall moved every time the question was asked 

honestly. 

Awareness is not a strategy. It is a precondition for strategy. Before you can ask the right question, you 

have to notice that a question needs to be asked. Before you can find the upstream error, you have to 

register that something is wrong. Before you can let the work become generative again, you have to stop 

and acknowledge that the work has stopped. This sounds obvious until you realize how rarely it actually 

happens, and how often we simply increase the force and call it discipline. 

Everything should always be as easy as it can honestly be. The word "honestly" is doing most of the work in 

that sentence. Some difficulty is necessary, and the honest thing is to accept it. But a great deal of difficulty 

is manufactured: by bad framing, by untested assumptions, by systems no one has thought to question, by 

the inherited belief that ease is only rewarded after suffering rather than ease as a signal that you have 

found the right path. Telling the difference is not always simple. But it starts with the same move it has 

always started with: noticing that the difficulty is there, and being willing to ask what it is trying to tell you. 

How to Gain Awareness 

There is one problem this book has not fully addressed, and it is worth naming before the end. Everything 

here assumes you can see the difficulty clearly enough to examine it. But the most common situation is not 

that someone sees their difficulty and misjudges it. It is that they cannot see it at all. The fish does not 

notice the water. The person most thoroughly inside a bad system is often the last to recognize it as a 

system. So the question underneath all of this is: how do you get awareness in the first place? 

The honest answer is that awareness requires distance. Our lives, in our endless pursuit of  “go, go, go”, 

actively resist distance, but there are ways to manufacture it. Disruption creates it involuntarily. Einstein, 

who did some of his clearest thinking not at a desk but on long walks around Princeton, was not taking a 

break from the problem, but a break from his current mental framing. Walking created a gap in which new 

understanding or surprising insights could slide in. Illness, sabbatical, injury, job loss: these are 

disruptions nobody asks for, but they share a structure. When the system pauses, its shape becomes visible 

in its absence. This is why so many people have the same realization every vacation and change nothing: 

the gap appeared, but people reentered their same lives before making a plan, and the cycles continued. 

Meditation can be a great way to look at ones own thoughts, and perhaps become aware of thoughts that 

were previously invisible in the texture of the mind. 

Contrast, that is, contrast of experiences like seeing a show or going somewhere new, does something more 

interesting. We already discussed local maxima earlier in the book. It can be almost impossible for you to 

tell that you’re on one while you’re standing on it. The only way to discover it is with some new input: a 

colleague who does the same job you do but differently and more easily, a place that handles the ordinary 

thing in an unfamiliar way, a book in which someone describes in passing an assumption you have held as 

a given. None of these feel like revelations in advance, but often feel like unnecessary noise. The revelation 

only becomes visible when you overlay the noise onto your current understanding. The noise from new 

experiences can be what shakes you out of your local maxima. 

Language creates distance more quietly than either of those. You cannot fully describe something you are 

completely inside. The moment someone writes down "nothing I do is ever good enough," they have 

already half-stepped outside the system: it is now an object sitting in front of them rather than water they 

are swimming in. This is one device that therapy sometimes uses, and why journaling has a well-

documented track record as a cognitive tool, not just self-expression. Writing is one form of externalizing, 

and externalizing creates the gap. 

An external observer already has the gap you cannot manufacture alone. A mentor, a therapist, a friend 

who says "you seem different lately": they are an awareness prosthetic. They are standing outside a system 
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you live inside, and the most useful thing they can do is simply describe what they see, without the 

distortions of being in it. 

Physical signals are the system's last resort. Burnout, chronic anxiety, sleep problems, illness that circles 

back without a clear cause: these are signals that persist even after everything else has been rationalized. 

The body is a slower system than the mind and cannot be argued with quite as easily. The body is more 

than happy to tell you about the same discomfort over and over, and if you really pay attention, you may 

learn something new. 

The most portable tool, though, and the one that requires none of the above, is the reversal question: what 

would you tell a friend who described your situation to you? People are dramatically better at diagnosing 

other people's systems than their own. The gap that is nearly impossible to manufacture with yourself 

already exists the moment you step into the role of observer. Most people find that the answer arrives 

immediately, which is its own piece of information: the knowledge was already there. It was simply located 

on the wrong side of the gap. 

There is a final thing worth saying. This book has been trying to do the same thing all along. By giving 

language to effort justification, to Skinner boxes, to burnout as a crisis of the model rather than a crisis of 

character: what it has been doing, in each case, is offering a mental handle. Once you have the word for 

something, you can notice it. Before the word exists, the thing is just water. This is the most portable 

version of the gap: not a walk, not a vacation, not a crisis, but a vocabulary. The awareness was always 

available. The book's only job was to make it easier to find. After all, everything should always be easy. 
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