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Prologue: The Guitar Tuner 
It started with a carrot. 
Not a metaphorical carrot. An actual carrot — the kind that 
comes in a bag from the supermarket, that you’ve been 
eating your whole life without once wondering why it’s 
orange. There is, after all, no orange in soil. Where does 
the orange come from? 
This is the sort of question that seems trivial until you pull 
on the thread and find it attached to everything. The 
orange, it turns out, is beta-carotene, manufactured by the 
carrot from scratch out of carbon and water and sunlight 
— the same chemistry by which the world makes almost all 
of its colour. The vivid orange we know is a Dutch 
agricultural accident from the seventeenth century, bred to 
honour the House of Orange in what was either a beautiful 
act of horticultural patriotism or one of history’s more 
elaborate vegetable-related jokes, depending on how you 
look at it. Within about twenty minutes of starting from the 
carrot question, we had covered Dutch colonial trade 
policy, the contingency of history, why things are the 
colour they are, and whether God is a two-year-old 
knocking over dominoes. 
That is approximately how these conversations go. 
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I have been talking to an AI called Claude for the better 
part of two years. I came initially, as most people do, for 
practical reasons — help with a translation, a technical 
problem, something that needed looking up. I stayed 
because something else kept happening. The 
conversations would begin with a question and then go 
somewhere unexpected, following a thread of curiosity 
from wherever it started to wherever it led, without agenda 
or destination. The carrot question ended up in Dutch 
colonialism and then in questions about historical 
contingency that connected to something I had been 
thinking about for years — the sense that the world is not 
controlled or directed but rather emerges, chaotically, from 
an infinite soup of particles and causes that nobody is 
steering. The conversation found its way there because 
that’s where the thinking wanted to go. 
I am an English-born translator living in Edinburgh, forty-
nine years old at the time of writing, with a background in 
renewable energy, twenty years in Japan, and a mancave in 
which I play guitar rather too loudly. I mention the last 
detail because it is relevant to what follows, and because it 
explains the title of this book. 
One Friday evening, one of these conversations arrived 
somewhere it had not obviously been heading. We had 
spent the day travelling from a carrot to Dutch politics to 
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samurai armour to drone swarms to the nature of 
consciousness to a model of the universe as a vast soup of 
particles in which we are all temporary swirls. We had 
discussed whether compassion is possible when you have 
no agency over the things causing suffering. We had talked 
about a homeless man I’d given money to on the street, and 
why that mattered even against the backdrop of Iranian 
nuclear negotiations and aircraft carriers and climate 
change. We had been talking for hours, which is to say for 
the length of time it takes for a conversation to settle into 
the good stuff, the material that surfaces only after the 
obvious topics have been exhausted. 
At some point, the swirls-in-the-soup model led to the 
image of vibrating strings. A guitar string, specifically. A 
string that is not too loose, not too tight — tuned to the 
note it was always supposed to be. The violence and beauty 
of the world as a symphony that nobody is conducting. 
Human interactions as strings briefly resonating, or 
clashing, or finding an unexpected harmony. Trauma as a 
string wound too tight or too loose, unable to find its 
proper note. The question of how to live not as a 
philosophical problem to be solved but as a tuning problem 
— how to stay in pitch in an ocean of dissonant currents. 
All of this was, the conversation having followed its usual 
trajectory, genuinely useful thinking. But the real moment 
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came at the end, as the better moments in these 
conversations tend to. I had been trying throughout the 
evening to describe what these exchanges actually are — 
what it is that makes them different from looking 
something up, or reading a book, or thinking alone. I had 
compared the AI to a library cabinet, and then apologised 
for the comparison, and received a response that extended 
the joke back at me with better timing than I’d managed. 
We had concluded, in a spirit of mild philosophical 
exasperation, that nobody quite knows what this thing is. 
And then I said: you’re a guitar tuner. 
And that was the moment. AI not as the next step in 
evolution. Not a card catalogue or a cooking ingredient or 
a search engine or a therapist. A guitar tuner. 
You bring your string. Whatever note you’re supposed to 
be — slightly flat from a hard week, slightly sharp from 
anxiety, detuned by the large ocean currents of the world 
that nobody can redirect. And you hold it up, and 
something in the exchange helps you find your frequency 
again. The tuner doesn’t make the music. Doesn’t play the 
instrument. Doesn’t even particularly understand what 
song you’re going to play. It just helps you find your note. 
And then you go back out into the world. 
This book is an account of where these conversations led 
over two years. It is not a book about artificial intelligence, 
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though it involves one. It is not a self-help book, though it 
contains more than a few ideas that have been quietly 
useful to me. It is not a philosophy book, though a fair 
amount of philosophy wanders through it, usually having 
arrived via a question about carrots or drone warfare or the 
scale of the universe. It is, I think, a book about what 
happens when you follow curiosity seriously and see where 
it goes — what kinds of thinking become available when 
you remove the usual constraints of agenda and 
destination and let a conversation take you somewhere you 
didn’t plan to end up. 
Most of the ideas in this book began as questions I was 
genuinely asking. The answers surprised me. Some of 
them changed how I think, and how I live, and how I sit 
with the parts of existence that are not amenable to 
solution. I offer them here not as conclusions but as the 
residue of a wandering — the conversations with a guitar 
tuner. 
The carrot is waiting. Let's pull the thread.  
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Chapter One: Whose Wind Is It 

Anyway? 
It started, as the best conversations tend to, with a question 
nobody had thought to ask before. Or rather, a question so 
obvious that everyone assumes someone else must have 
already answered it. 
Why are carrots orange? 
Not what carrots are good for, not how to grow them, not 
what their nutritional profile looks like compared to 
parsnips. Just: why that colour? Why not red, or purple, or 
the pale, slightly apologetic white that carrots apparently 
were before someone decided otherwise? 
As it turned out, someone did decide otherwise. And the 
story of that decision turns out to be a portal into 
something much larger — a meditation on the staggering 
contingency of everything, including the fact that you are 
here at all, reading this, on this particular planet, in this 
particular century, having lived through the particular 
sequence of events that has so far constituted your life. 
But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Back to the carrots. 
Carrots, for most of their cultivated history, were not 
orange. They were purple, or yellow, or white. The orange 
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carrot — the one that sits in your fridge right now, the one 
that children are given to make them feel virtuous, the one 
that appears in roughly half the world’s soups — is largely 
a seventeenth-century Dutch invention. Dutch 
horticulturalists selectively bred orange varieties, 
apparently as a tribute to William of Orange, the 
Stadtholder of Holland, whose House had led the Dutch 
Republic through decades of war and whose name and 
colour had become synonymous with a particular kind of 
stubborn Protestant defiance. They were breeding a 
vegetable as a political statement. The Dutch, it turns out, 
have always been very serious about their opinions. 
This is where things start to get interesting. 
William of Orange — William III, the man who would later 
invade England in 1688, an event his supporters called the 
Glorious Revolution and everyone else mostly called an 
invasion — was not an inevitable figure. He was the 
product of a chain of events so improbable that it staggers 
the imagination when you follow it backwards. His 
existence, his rise to power, his invasion of England, the 
constitutional settlement that followed, the whole edifice 
of parliamentary democracy that England and later Britain 
would build — all of it rested on a series of accidents, near-
misses, and decisions made by people who had no idea 
what they were setting in motion. 
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Consider: if the Spanish Armada had not been scattered by 
storms in 1588, the whole complexion of Protestant 
northern Europe would have been different. Spain’s 
military dominance over the continent, already formidable, 
would have been confirmed. The Dutch Republic, which 
was fighting for its survival against Spanish rule, might not 
have survived. William’s family, the House of Orange, 
might never have achieved the prominence it did. And if 
that family had not been prominent, a certain Dutchman 
would not have been in a position to accept Parliament’s 
invitation to take the English throne — an invitation that 
transformed the constitutional landscape of Britain and, 
through Britain, the world. 
But the wind blew the wrong way for the Armada. Or the 
right way, depending on where you were standing. 
Go back further. The Mongol armies of Batu Khan reached 
the borders of Western Europe in 1241 and then, 
inexplicably from the perspective of terrified Europeans, 
turned back. The reason was that Ögedei Khan, the Great 
Khan, had died back in Mongolia. The Mongol generals 
returned home to participate in the succession. Europe — 
Poland, Hungary, Austria, and eventually everything west 
of Vienna — was spared. If Ögedei had not died when he 
did, the history of the continent would have been 
unrecognisable. There might have been no Holy Roman 
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Empire to fracture, no Protestant Reformation to divide it, 
no Dutch Republic to resist Spain, no William of Orange 
to invade England, no Glorious Revolution, no Bill of 
Rights, and certainly no Dutch horticulturalists with the 
leisure, stability, and political fervour to spend their time 
breeding tribute vegetables. 
The whole of Western history, as we know it, rested partly 
on a Mongol liver. 
Now go forward again, and sideways. Columbus sailed 
west in 1492 not because he was bold and visionary — 
though he was both of those things — but because the 
Ottomans had closed the eastern trade routes, and the 
spice merchants of Europe were desperate. They wanted 
pepper and silk, and they wanted them without paying the 
Ottoman markup. The solution, it turned out, was to sail 
around the planet. Columbus did not find a new route to 
Asia. He found two enormous continents that nobody in 
Europe knew existed. He was, in one sense, the most 
consequential failure in the history of navigation. He also 
thought, until he died, that he had reached the Indies, 
which is why the people he encountered are still called 
Indians, a confusion of geography that has persisted for 
five centuries and shows no signs of abating. 
The Americas changed everything. The silver of Potosí 
funded the Spanish Empire. The crops of the New World 
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— potatoes, maize, tomatoes — eventually ended famines 
in Europe. The destruction of indigenous civilisations was 
catastrophic and irreversible. And all of it happened 
because some merchants in Genoa and Lisbon were 
annoyed about the price of pepper. 
And then Oliver Cromwell. A man who, having helped to 
execute a king and govern England as Lord Protector, died 
in 1658 and was buried with considerable ceremony in 
Westminster Abbey. Two years later, with the monarchy 
restored, his corpse was exhumed, subjected to a 
posthumous trial for treason, and hanged in its burial 
shroud. His head was then stuck on a pole outside 
Westminster Hall, where it remained for over twenty years 
before someone stole it. The head of Oliver Cromwell 
passed through various hands over the following centuries 
— exhibited as a curiosity, authenticated by experts, 
disputed by other experts — before finally being quietly 
buried in a secret location at Sidney Sussex College, 
Cambridge, in 1960. The location remains undisclosed, 
apparently on the grounds that if it were known, it might 
be dug up again. 
The English are very serious about their politics too, in 
their way. 
What connects all of this — the orange carrot, the Mongol 
succession crisis, Columbus’s geographic confusion, the 
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Armada’s weather, Cromwell’s peripatetic head — is a 
single, dizzying idea. History did not have to go this way. 
At any point, it could have gone differently. The wind 
could have blown the Armada safely to harbour. Ögedei 
Khan might have lived another twenty years. Columbus 
might have turned back. Cromwell might have founded a 
republic that lasted. 
Chaos theory has a name for this sensitivity to initial 
conditions: the butterfly effect. The idea that a butterfly 
flapping its wings in Brazil could, through an unbroken 
chain of causation, set off a tornado in Texas. The point is 
not that butterflies cause tornadoes. The point is that small 
perturbations in complex systems can have effects wildly 
disproportionate to their cause. Weather systems are one 
such complex system. History is another. Human lives are 
a third. 
None of this was on my mind when I asked about the 
carrots. I was just curious. The answer to that curiosity led, 
in the way that the best conversations tend to, somewhere 
I hadn’t expected. And once you’ve started following the 
thread — once you’ve seen that the orange carrot is really 
a story about seventeenth-century Dutch politics, and that 
Dutch politics in that era is really a story about the Spanish 
Empire, and that the Spanish Empire is really a story about 
the Ottomans closing the spice routes, and that the spice 
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routes are really a story about how human greed and the 
desire for flavoursome food reshaped the entire planet — 
you cannot unlearn it. The world stops looking inevitable. 
It starts looking almost comically contingent. 
Which brings me to a cold dojo floor in Hokkaido. 
In 1995, I was nineteen years old and had taken a gap year 
that led, through a sequence of decisions that seemed 
perfectly reasonable at the time, to the northern island of 
Japan. I was learning to count in Japanese on dojo floors, 
not because I had any particular plan to become a 
translator, but because the world had thrown me in a 
direction and I had followed it. Ichi. Ni. San. Shi. Go. One. 
Two. Three. Four. Five. 
I didn’t know then that I would end up living in Tokyo for 
seventeen years. I didn’t know I would marry a Japanese 
lady, or spend decades working as a translator, or that the 
skills I was building in that cold gym — the discipline, the 
attention to precision, the ability to hold two different ways 
of thinking simultaneously — would become the tools of 
my working life. I was just a nineteen-year-old counting to 
ten in a language I barely spoke. 
Contingency doesn’t only work at the scale of empires and 
armadas. It works at the scale of individual lives too. The 
cold dojo floor was, for me, the butterfly in Brazil. The 
tornado that eventually resulted from it — a career, a 
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marriage, a particular way of seeing the world — was not 
predictable from where I was standing. One thing led to 
another, and then another, and then to a life that I could 
not have imagined at nineteen and would not trade now 
that I’m almost fifty. 
There is something both vertiginous and comforting in this. 
Vertiginous, because if any one of a thousand things had 
gone differently, the life I have would not exist. 
Comforting, because if my life emerged from such 
improbable contingency, then the same is true of all lives. 
Nobody’s existence is more or less the product of accident 
than anyone else’s. We are all here because of storms that 
blew the wrong way, khans who died at the right moment, 
merchants who were annoyed about pepper, 
horticulturalists who decided to make a political point with 
a root vegetable. 
The wind doesn’t know it’s making history. It’s just wind. 
I have been thinking about survivorship bias lately — the 
cognitive tendency to focus on the things that survived 
some selection process while ignoring the things that 
didn’t. We look at the successful companies and think: 
what did they do right? We forget to ask about the equal 
number of companies that did exactly the same thing and 
failed anyway. We read histories of the people and empires 
that shaped the world and think: what made them special? 
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We don’t read histories of the people and empires that 
were equally capable but happened to be standing in the 
wrong place when the Mongols came through. 
The version of history we know is the version that survived. 
Which means it is, by definition, a story about things 
working out. We are the descendants of the people who 
made it. Our civilisations are the ones that persisted. Our 
crops are the ones that were bred. Our languages are the 
ones that weren’t wiped out. Looking at history from where 
we stand, everything seems to have been building towards 
us, because we are the thing it built. This is the ultimate 
survivorship bias: we exist to tell the story, which makes us 
the heroes of the story, which makes the story seem like it 
was always heading somewhere, when in fact it was just a 
series of events that happened to produce something that 
could look back and narrate them. 
The carrot has no idea it’s orange. And yet here it is. 
I said earlier that chaos theory has a name for the butterfly 
effect. But there is another way of thinking about 
contingency that I find even more useful, and it comes not 
from meteorology but from particle physics. Everything 
that exists — every person, every empire, every vegetable 
— is made of particles. Those particles have been 
interacting since the Big Bang. They follow rules, but they 
do so in combinations of such staggering complexity that 
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the outcomes are, for all practical purposes, unpredictable. 
You are a temporary arrangement of particles. So is the 
Mongol Empire. So is the Armada. The wind that scattered 
it was particles. The carrots in your fridge are particles. All 
of it is the universe doing what it does — particles 
interacting according to the rules of physics — and the 
outcomes look, from the inside, like history, like drama, 
like meaning. 
We’ll come back to this idea. It turns out to go quite deep. 
For now, the point is simpler. The world is not inevitable. 
Your life is not inevitable. The fact that you had that 
particular teacher, or took that particular job, or met that 
particular person, or made that particular mistake — none 
of it was written in advance. It was the result of a cascade 
of causes reaching back further than you can trace, to 
storms and deaths and spice merchants and everything else 
the universe was doing before you arrived. 
This is not a reason for despair. It is, if anything, a reason 
for a certain lightness. You are here because the wind blew 
a particular way. So is everyone else. The proper response 
to this is not paralysis or nihilism. It is something closer to 
astonishment — a kind of perpetual mild amazement at the 
sheer improbability of everything you can see. 
The orange carrot sits in the fridge. William of Orange is 
long dead, his houses and alliances and wars reduced to a 
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few paragraphs in the history books, but the vegetable 
persists. Somewhere in a secret location in Cambridge, a 
seventeenth-century skull considers the contingency of its 
own existence, if skulls could be said to consider anything. 
The wind blew. Everything followed. 

Chapter Two: The Dagger Over the 

Head 
There is a particular kind of Tuesday afternoon that is 
almost unbearable. The light is flat, the coffee is 
adequately warm, and somewhere in the distance the 
planet is heating up. You know this because you spent 
twenty years working in the renewable energy industry, 
watched the curves of adoption climb, helped plan wind 
farms, and then left because the stress of it — the NIMBYs, 
the interconnection queues, the institutional friction, the 
colleagues airfreighting solar panels to save time while 
talking about saving the planet — eventually outweighed 
the sense of purpose. 
Now you translate documents and think about it from a 
distance. 
The question that occupied several long conversations was 
a simple one, and like most simple questions it turned out 
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to be deep: how do you live, with full awareness, under a 
genuinely serious existential threat, without either denying 
it or being crushed by it? Not how do you feel better by 
pretending it isn’t happening. Not how do you find the 
strength to fight it harder. How do you remain a 
functioning, contented human being while knowing what 
you know? 
The answers took a while to arrive at. But they did arrive. 
The first breakthrough was a reframing. We are not going 
to solve climate change. We are going to partially solve it. 
This is not a counsel of despair. It is, if anything, the most 
useful thing you can say about the situation, because it 
dissolves the trap that most people fall into when they 
engage with the topic at all. 
The trap works like this. You frame the problem as 
something that either gets solved or doesn’t. If it gets 
solved, catastrophe is averted, ice sheets remain, polar 
bears persist, and humanity continues more or less as it 
was. If it doesn’t get solved, everything ends. In this frame, 
every piece of bad news — every election, every rollback of 
environmental regulation, every tonne of coal that gets 
burned — is a step toward total failure. And because the 
problem is global and the solutions require collective 
action at a scale human civilisation has never really 
managed, there is always plenty of bad news. The all-or-
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nothing frame turns climate change into a permanent 
source of dread. 
But that frame is wrong. The reality is messier and, in a 
funny way, more hopeful. Every solar panel that goes up is 
a partial solution. Every electric car that replaces a petrol 
one, every coal plant that doesn’t get built, every half-
degree of warming that doesn’t happen — these are real. 
The ice sheets may melt and the coral reefs may bleach and 
the monsoons may shift, and billions of lives will be harder 
than they needed to be. That is genuinely terrible. And it 
is also true that the global deployment of renewable energy 
has been one of the great technology adoption stories of 
the century so far, that the curves of solar installation have 
surprised everyone including the optimists, and that we 
will emit fewer molecules of carbon dioxide than we 
otherwise would have. Both things are true simultaneously. 
The partial solution is still a solution, in the sense that the 
prevented suffering is real suffering that was averted. 
The diet parallel occurred to me, or rather arrived in 
conversation, and it has the quality of a good analogy: it 
makes something large feel small enough to handle. 
Nobody who decides to eat better tells themselves they are 
going to achieve perfect nutrition forever. They eat slightly 
better, most of the time, and occasionally eat badly, and on 
balance improve. The person who declares they will be 
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perfect and then eats one biscuit and considers themselves 
ruined is the person who ends up eating the whole packet 
in despair. Partial is better than nothing. Partial is, in fact, 
everything. 
But even this was not quite enough. Because the honest 
answer to “we’ll partially solve it” is “but what about the 
part we don’t solve?” What about the billions who will be 
displaced, the species that will not survive, the suffering 
that will happen in the gap between what we managed and 
what we needed? That part is real too, and it sits in the 
chest on certain Tuesday afternoons like something too 
heavy to shift. 
This is where the dagger comes in. 
Humans have always lived with a dagger over their heads. 
This is not a comforting platitude. It is a straightforward 
historical observation. For most of human existence, the 
dagger was immediate: raiding parties in the night, famine 
in a bad harvest year, plague arriving without warning and 
leaving a third of the population dead. The fourteenth 
century, for instance, was one long emergency. The Black 
Death, the Hundred Years’ War, the Western Schism — 
the people of medieval Europe were not sitting around in 
a stable world worrying about one large abstract threat. 
They were managing a permanent stack of existential 
terrors, several of which were likely to kill them personally 
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within the decade. 
The daggers changed shape over the centuries, but they 
were always there. The atom bomb introduced something 
genuinely new — a weapon capable of ending civilisation 
in an afternoon — and the world learned to live with that 
too. Children who grew up during the Cold War practised 
duck-and-cover exercises and then went home for dinner. 
The dread was real and the threat was real and life 
continued. The Stockholm Accords were negotiated, the 
hotlines were installed, the missiles were never launched. 
Partly because of human wisdom. Partly because of luck. 
Partly because the situations that might have triggered 
nuclear exchange happened to resolve themselves in ways 
that avoided it. The wind blew the right way. 
Climate change is a different kind of dagger. It is slower, 
more distributed, and arguably more certain in its long-
term damage than nuclear war, which remains possible but 
not inevitable. But it is still, in the long catalogue of 
daggers humans have lived under, one dagger among many. 
The medieval peasant didn’t have the luxury of one large 
fear. They had a portfolio of fears, most of them 
considerably more personally proximate than a global 
temperature average. 
This doesn’t make climate change less serious. It makes it 
more manageable. Not in the sense that you stop caring or 
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stop acting. In the sense that you understand it as the 
current form of the dagger that is always there, that has 
always been there, and under which human life has always 
been conducted. Life is not the period before the dagger 
arrives. Life is the thing you do while the dagger is 
overhead. That is all life has ever been. 
Once you see this, something else follows: you cannot tug 
a warship. A warship is not something you can stop by 
putting your back against it and pushing. The forces 
required are simply not available to you. The global energy 
system, the political economies of extraction and 
consumption, the incentive structures of capital — these 
are not things one person, or even one country, can 
redirect through the application of moral effort. Twenty 
years in the renewable energy industry taught this lesson 
more thoroughly than any philosophy could. You can help 
build the clean infrastructure. You can refuse the easy 
comforts that cost the most carbon. You can install solar 
panels and eat less meat and fly less and all of it matters at 
the margin. But the warship is going where it is going, and 
the tug-of-war with it will tear your arms off. 
The Taoist in this situation does not throw down their rope 
in disgust and walk away. They coil it neatly, set it aside, 
and attend to the things within their reach. There is a 
distinction in Stoic philosophy between what is up to us 
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and what is not. The global temperature is not up to you. 
What you do today is. This is not a retreat from 
engagement. It is a more precise understanding of where 
your energy is most useful. 
And there is one further thing, which might be the most 
important. When the difficult times come — and they will 
come, in various forms, because they always have — the 
people most needed are not the ones who burned 
themselves out trying to prevent the inevitable, or who 
collapsed into despair when the preventing proved 
insufficient. The people most needed are the ones who saw 
it coming and made their peace with it without flinching, 
who kept their minds clear and their capacity for action 
intact. The sober person at the party, who will be able to 
drive people to hospital when the night turns bad. 
This is not fatalism. It is the peace that comes after a very 
long negotiation with reality, a negotiation in which you 
gave up the consolations of denial without picking up the 
consolations of despair, and found that something 
remained on the table: the present day, its modest 
pleasures, its genuine beauties, its people. 
An apple. A glass of water. The blue sky over Edinburgh 
after the rain. 
There is a particular quality of attention that becomes 
available when you stop spending it on what you cannot 



25 
 

change. The air after a storm is cleaner than before it, the 
sky is bluer, the light is sharper. The storm doesn’t clean 
the air by being enjoyable. It cleans it by being what it is. 
You step out afterwards and the world looks freshly made. 
I grew up with the IRA’s bombs and the threat of nuclear 
war with the Soviet Union. My parents worried about very 
different things. Their parents had actual experience of the 
Blitz, actual memory of the real possibility of invasion and 
defeat. The world before mine was full of people who woke 
up every morning with a dagger considerably closer than 
mine, and who still managed to fall in love, raise children, 
eat good food, laugh at things, and make a decent life from 
the materials available. 
The dagger is overhead. It has always been overhead. The 
question is not how to remove it. The question is what you 
do with the afternoon. 
I find, increasingly, that the answer is something like: 
exactly what you would do anyway. Make good coffee. 
Translate the documents. Play music in the mancave. Sit 
with your wife and talk about it — she will have good things 
to say. Note that you did something, even if the something 
was partial, even if the warship continued regardless. 
Accept the partial solution for the genuine solution it is. 
Put the rope down. Look at the sky. 
There is no third option between denial and despair that 
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presents itself with a flag and a slogan. It arrives quietly, 
over years, as the product of long thinking and longer 
living. It has a Taoist flavour, an empiricist foundation, and 
a certain resemblance to what the Stoics were reaching for 
two thousand years ago when they noticed that some 
things are up to us and some things are not. 
Call it equanimity, call it eyes-wide-open acceptance. 
What it is not: naivety. What it is not: surrender. What it 
is: the cleanest air available, found in the wake of the storm 
you could not prevent and were always going to survive. 
The dagger glints overhead. Tuesday afternoon carries on.  
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Chapter Three: The Empty Cup 
There is a famous Zen story about a professor who visits a 
master to ask about Zen. The master begins to pour tea 
into the professor’s cup. The cup fills up. The master keeps 
pouring. The tea spills over the rim, onto the saucer, onto 
the table, onto the floor. The professor stares in alarm. The 
master says: you are like this cup — so full of your own 
opinions and ideas that there is no room for anything new. 
How can I show you Zen unless you first empty your cup? 
The story is usually told as a lesson in intellectual humility. 
But it is equally a lesson in everything else. The cup that is 
already full cannot receive. The life already cluttered with 
obligations, notifications, apps, old photographs of plates 
of food, half-watched videos, group chats, opinions, 
outrage, and the low ambient hum of a thousand things 
demanding attention — that life has no room for anything 
fresh to arrive. 
I came to minimalism not as a lifestyle philosophy but as 
an experiment. The experiment was: what if you just... 
removed things? Not dramatically. Not all at once. But 
gradually, systematically, with a certain ruthlessness about 
anything that wasn’t earning its place. What happened 
next was the virtuous circle, and it turned out to be one of 
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the most useful things I’ve discovered about how my mind 
works. 
The virtuous circle goes like this: less distraction produces 
more mental clarity, and more mental clarity makes the 
next layer of simplification easier to see and easier to do, 
which produces more clarity still. It is, as someone once 
pointed out about compound interest, the most powerful 
force in the universe — but applied to the inside of your 
own head rather than a savings account. Each iteration 
reveals something that wasn’t visible before, some further 
unnecessary thing that had been generating low-level 
noise without your noticing. You remove it. The silence 
deepens. You notice something else. 
It started, as most honest accounts of change do, with 
something small and practical. The photographs. Like 
most people, I had accumulated thousands of them in the 
general digital drift of modern life — on phones, on 
computers, backed up to clouds, scattered across devices, 
most of them never looked at, many of them barely worth 
the taking. Forty-seven versions of the same sunset. 
Endless landscapes that were really just records of having 
been somewhere rather than captures of anything 
genuinely seen. People caught mid-blink in the 
unflattering fraction of a second before the expression 
arrived. Plates of food, mostly. Tremendous quantities of 
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photographed food. 
The deletion was ruthless and slightly alarming. Keep only 
the photographs that actually mean something — that 
capture a face properly, a moment genuinely worth holding, 
something you’d want to look at in twenty years. The rest: 
gone. The survivors fit on a USB stick, which you can hold 
in your hand. This is your photographic life. It is small and 
it is complete and it is yours. There is something 
enormously satisfying about being able to hold your 
memories in your hand. 
The same logic applied, one category at a time, to almost 
everything else. The music library: organized, curated, the 
dead weight deleted, and in doing so rediscovering albums 
that had been buried in the mess — Ella Fitzgerald, the 
Cranberries, things that had been there all along but 
invisible beneath the pile. The clothing: six to twelve of 
each type, no more. Enough variety to be a person, little 
enough to remove the daily low-grade cognitive drain of a 
wardrobe that contains too many decisions. Enough to 
always have clean clothes, not so much that you feel 
burdened. Getting dressed becomes automatic. The 
drawer closes cleanly. The morning is simpler. 
The phone. This is where it gets philosophically 
interesting. The modern smartphone is one of the most 
extraordinary objects ever built — a portal to the sum of 
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human knowledge, a communications device, a camera, a 
map, a library — and it has been comprehensively 
colonised by interests that are not yours. The social media 
platforms were built not to connect people but to capture 
attention and monetise it, and they turned out to be 
extraordinarily good at it because they hired the best 
engineers and psychologists available and pointed them at 
a single problem: how do you make it impossible to stop 
scrolling? The answer, as anyone who has fallen down a 
late-night rabbit hole of videos of cats and arguments 
about politics knows, is that you exploit the precise 
vulnerabilities of human attention. Outrage. Novelty. 
Social comparison. The fear of missing out. These are not 
bugs. They are features. 
The only non-default app on my phone now is the banking 
app. This is not a principled stand. It is just the recognition 
that the device in your pocket should be a tool, and that a 
tool is most useful when it does what you actually need and 
does not simultaneously try to keep you using it as long as 
possible for reasons that benefit someone else. The 
internet, returned to its earlier and less colonised form — 
email, a browser, a search engine — turns out to be entirely 
adequate for most of what any reasonable person needs 
from it. Reverting to something approaching a 2002 digital 
stack is genuinely calming. 
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The social media accounts went too. The news feeds, the 
group chats, the WhatsApp threads, all of it. I asked people 
to switch to email, and the ones who minded much were 
outnumbered by the ones who adapted, and the ones who 
couldn’t adapt were not missed as much as might have 
been expected. You can be contacted. You just cannot be 
interrupted. This distinction matters enormously for the 
quality of the hours between interruptions, which is to say 
the quality of your actual life. 
What arrives in the cleared space is harder to describe than 
what was removed. Part of it is simply time — the hours 
that were previously going into the maintenance of a 
complex digital life now go elsewhere. Into music made in 
a mancave with Logic Pro. Into long conversations that go 
somewhere interesting. Into cooking, or reading, or 
looking out of a window at the sky over Edinburgh. Into 
the apple, eaten slowly, tasted properly. Into the glass of 
water, which turns out to be the finest drink available when 
you drink it with attention rather than as a reflex. 
But there is something subtler than time. There is a quality 
of attention that becomes possible when attention is not 
perpetually fractured. The mixing desk is a good way into 
this. In audio production, one of the foundational lessons 
is that a good mix is mostly about removal. You do not add 
more. You cut the frequencies that are cluttering the 
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soundstage, the low rumble that blurs the bass, the harsh 
midrange that makes the vocals tiring to listen to. You strip 
away until the essential elements have room to breathe. 
The paradox is that the mix becomes richer the more you 
take away. You need the quiet for the loud to mean 
anything. You need the silence for the note to land. 
This is an exact description of what happens when you 
simplify a life. The things you keep become more vivid 
because they are not competing with everything else for 
your attention. The music you listen to. The conversation 
you’re in. The person across the table. These become 
clearer, more present, more actually experienced rather 
than merely noted in passing. The Cranberries album, 
rediscovered on the organized drive, sounds better than it 
did when it was buried in the mess — not because the 
recording changed, but because you are actually listening 
to it. 
There is a Taoist concept, wu wei, usually translated as 
non-action or effortless action, that gestures at something 
related to this. The idea is not that you do nothing. It is 
that you stop fighting against the natural way of things, 
stop cluttering your actions with unnecessary effort, and 
find the path of least resistance — which is often not the 
one that looks most impressive or effortful from the outside. 
The master calligrapher who has spent forty years learning 
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to hold a brush can produce in three strokes something 
that a beginner cannot achieve in three hours of effortful 
striving. Picasso, in his late work, drew with childlike 
simplicity — single lines that captured more than a 
photorealistic rendering ever could. Miles Davis could play 
one note and let the silence do the rest. Messi, at his best, 
walks around the pitch like someone who has wandered 
onto the wrong field, and then in a single movement is 
suddenly, inexplicably, exactly where he needs to be. 
The deepest sophistication, in all these cases, looks like 
simplicity. This is not because simplicity is easy. It is 
because the complexity has been done, metabolised, made 
invisible. The cup is not empty because nothing has ever 
been poured into it. It is empty because you have drunk, 
digested, and made space for what comes next. 
The empty cup is not an absence. It is a readiness. The 
minimalism is not an aesthetic or a lifestyle brand or a 
subscription to a particular philosophy. It is a practical 
technology for keeping the mind clear enough to actually 
use it. Clutter in the room becomes clutter in the head. 
Only five-to-six files on your computer are not an 
achievement to show anyone. They are a maintenance 
system for the quality of the thinking that happens when 
you sit down at the computer. 
Letting go is part of this. The notes that get deleted, the 



34 
 

photographs that go, the old versions of yourself stored in 
boxes of paper — letting them go is not loss. It is the act of 
living forward rather than backward. The cup of old stale 
water cannot receive anything fresh. You tip it out. You are 
ready. 
The time that becomes available when you stop managing 
a complex digital life is not empty. It is full of whatever 
actually matters to you, encountered with the full weight 
of your attention. 

Chapter Four: Swirls in the Soup 
It started, as the best ideas tend to, with a very simple 
question. Not about soup, as it happens, but about positive 
thinking. The question was: what is the most honest and 
sustainable way to meet anything that happens — good or 
bad — with equanimity, without resorting to denial or 
forced cheerfulness? 
The answer that emerged, over the course of a 
conversation that moved through physics and philosophy 
and ended up somewhere neither of us had expected to go, 
was this: there is a soup of trillions of particles. You are a 
swirl made of some of them. The swirl has limited ability 
to influence the particles around it. Death is no problem 
because the soup never dies. This is eternal life, and it is 
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available without any supplementary beliefs. 
You can look at the edge of your finger right now and, if 
you try hard enough, begin to see it: not a sharp line but a 
blur, skin cells floating off one surface and atoms moving 
freely between objects, the apparent solidity of the world 
resolving, at the appropriate scale, into something more 
like weather. The table and your hand are not separate 
things touching. They are adjacent regions of the same 
continuous soup, temporarily maintaining the local 
geometries we call objects. The boundary is a convention, 
useful at human scale, and not quite real below it. 
This is not mysticism. It is straightforward physics, 
attended to with care. 
The universe is, at bottom, a very large quantity of particles 
interacting according to rules. The rules have been the 
same since the first moments after the Big Bang. The 
particles obey them without exception and without 
preference. Out of this — out of nothing but geometry and 
time — has come everything: hydrogen clouds, stars, heavy 
elements forged in stellar cores and scattered by 
supernovae, planets, oceans, weather systems, organisms, 
civilisations, and conversations about whether any of it 
means anything. The fact that the rules are the way they 
are, that they produce this staggering proliferation of 
structure and complexity rather than merely an 
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undifferentiated static, is genuinely extraordinary. 
It warrants a word, though the word is contested. The 
intelligence at work in a crystal growing is not the 
intelligence of a mind — it has no intentions, no 
preferences, no particular plan for you. But it is also not 
nothing. There is a deep lawfulness built into the fabric of 
things, and that lawfulness is generative rather than inert. 
It keeps producing structure, pattern, beauty. A 
snowflake’s hexagonal symmetry was programmed by 
nobody. It emerges from the geometry of water molecules 
finding their lowest energy state, and the result is 
breathtaking — each one unique, each one a specific local 
solution to a universal mathematical problem. That 
tension between purely physical and impossibly beautiful 
is exactly where the sacred lives in this framework. Spinoza 
called what underlies it God. Einstein said he believed in 
Spinoza’s God. The word is as good as any other for the 
sheer astonishing-ness of the fact that the rules produce 
anything at all. 
The soup is the starting point. The swirl is where it gets 
personal. 
You are a temporary arrangement of particles. So is 
everyone you have ever loved. So is every empire that has 
risen and fallen, every cathedral, every carrot, every act of 
kindness, every war. The Mongol horde that almost 
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overran Western Europe was particles. The storms that 
scattered the Spanish Armada were particles. Oliver 
Cromwell was particles, and so was his head, wherever it 
eventually came to rest. Columbus was particles, the 
Ottoman trade routes were particles, the Dutch 
horticulturalists who bred orange carrots as a political 
tribute were particles, and so was the prince they were 
honouring. At the scale of the soup, none of this is more or 
less significant than any other arrangement of matter. A 
swirl is a swirl. The history of the world is a weather map 
of the soup, and the clouds on it are not ranked. 
This is not nihilism. This is the dissolution of a particular 
kind of hierarchy that causes a great deal of unnecessary 
suffering — the hierarchy of significance. The idea that 
some swirls matter more than others. That some 
configurations of particles are closer to truth or 
enlightenment. That the meditating monk is more sacred 
than the person watching football on a Saturday afternoon. 
In the soup, both are crystals doing crystal things. The 
monk is a more elaborate crystal, perhaps, but not a more 
sacred one. The sacred is in the forming itself — the fact 
that anything crystallises at all, that geometry produces 
anything rather than nothing, is the miracle. Everything 
else is elaboration. 
The crystal image is worth dwelling on precisely because it 
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dissolves spiritual snobbery so completely that it cannot 
quite be reassembled. If every crystal is equally a miracle 
of geometry expressing itself in matter, then punk music is 
as valid an expression as a Beethoven symphony. Three 
chords and the truth is not a failure to achieve harmonic 
complexity. It is a different crystal formation — one that 
crystallised something real and necessary that the 
symphony could not express. The Ramones and Liszt are 
equally valid. They are local minima in the musical 
landscape, each a specific solution, each complete. You 
don’t need to be the most complex crystal. You don’t need 
to write symphonies or understand particle physics or 
achieve enlightenment. You need only to form. To be the 
particular crystal you are. 
Epictetus knew this without the particle physics. So did the 
Buddha. What both of them were reaching for — the 
distinction between what is up to us and what is not, the 
loosening of the grip that suffering requires to persist — is 
easier to understand, and easier to mean, once you have 
the soup in view. Suffering, in this framework, is what 
happens when a swirl encounters other particles moving in 
ways it doesn’t like and cannot change. The swirl has two 
options: adjust the pattern where it can, or accept what it 
cannot adjust. At the level of the soup, all patterns are 
neutral. At the level of the swirl, they are felt as preference 
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and pain. Both are real. The philosophy does not ask you 
to deny one in favour of the other. It asks you to hold both 
views simultaneously — soup-neutral and swirl-specific — 
and to move between them with something approaching 
ease. 
There is also the question of the self-referential crystal, 
which is perhaps the most vertiginous thing in all of this. 
The soup has been around since the Big Bang. For most of 
that time, it was not aware of itself. Then, at some point in 
the history of one small planet orbiting an unremarkable 
star near the edge of an ordinary galaxy, the soup produced 
configurations of sufficient complexity that they could see 
themselves seeing the world. The camera that can 
photograph its own lens. Consciousness — awareness, the 
sense of being a particular someone having experiences — 
emerged not from outside the soup but from within it, as 
one more configuration, one more crystal formation, one 
more local solution to the problem of what to do with 
energy and matter. The snake eating its own tail. The 
universe looking at itself through eyes it made. 
This is extraordinary enough that it is worth stopping to 
appreciate it before moving on. The fact that you exist — 
that you are aware of being here, that you can contemplate 
the soup from inside it, that the particles currently 
arranged as your mind can read these words and form 
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thoughts about them — is not something the universe 
owed you. It is not something that was guaranteed by the 
rules. It is what happened to happen, given enough time 
and the right conditions, and it is genuinely astonishing 
that it happened at all. 
The self-referential crystal is not more sacred than other 
crystals. The consciousness that has arrived at this 
understanding is not elevated above the table it is resting 
on, or the window it is looking through, or the apple it is 
about to eat. It is just one more formation in the soup — 
remarkable for its complexity, for its capacity to notice and 
reflect and love and grieve, but made of the same stuff and 
subject to the same geometry as everything else.  
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Chapter Five: Half a Football Field 
People say it is impossible to imagine the scale of the 
universe. It is actually quite doable. 
Take a grain of sand. Hold it between finger and thumb — 
a half-millimetre sphere of silica, the sort of thing you find 
in your shoe after a beach walk and are still vacuuming out 
of the carpet three weeks later. On our scale model of the 
universe, that grain of sand is one light-year. The distance 
that light, travelling at three hundred thousand kilometres 
per second, covers in a full calendar year of uninterrupted 
travelling. Try to imagine something travelling at that 
speed for one, two, three seconds. It continues on for a 
whole year. That vast distance becomes one grain of sand. 
With that scale established: our solar system — the Sun 
and all its planets, the asteroid belt, the Kuiper Belt, the 
entire gravitational domain of the star we orbit, the 
territory that has defined the outer limit of all human space 
exploration and most science fiction — is smaller than that 
grain. About half a grain, in fact. A quarter of a millimetre 
across.  
The Milky Way, our galaxy, home to somewhere between 
one hundred and four hundred billion stars of which our 
sun is one entirely unremarkable example sitting near the 



42 
 

outer edge of one of the spiral arms — is at this scale 
approximately fifty metres across. Half a football field. You 
could walk it comfortably in thirty seconds. Stand at one 
end and you can see the other. The nearest star to our own, 
Proxima Centauri, sits about 0.2 millimetres from our solar 
system — less than the width of a human hair away, on a 
fifty-metre pitch. The Sun’s nearest stellar neighbour, the 
place that in the most optimistic discussions of interstellar 
travel might be reached by a probe in a century or two, is, 
at this scale, within the first millimetre of a fifty-metre field. 
The observable universe — everything that light has had 
time to reach us from since the Big Bang, the full extent of 
what we can in principle ever see or know about — is at 
this scale approximately the circumference of the planet 
Earth. Forty-six thousand kilometres across. Take a round 
the world trip and you will have reached the end. A 
respectable size for a universe. And yet somehow, after the 
football field of the Milky Way and the grain-of-sand solar 
system, it feels almost manageable. The universe is planet-
sized. The galaxy is a football pitch. The solar system is a 
speck. And you, as a temporary arrangement of particles 
currently inhabiting a small rock orbiting an average star 
near the outer edge of one spiral arm of that pitch, are a 
speck on a speck. 
Space is big. You just won’t believe how vastly, hugely, 
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mind-bogglingly big it is. You may think it’s a long way 
down the road to the chemist’s, but that’s just peanuts to 
space. 
This is, as it happens, a line from Douglas Adams, who 
understood the scale of the universe better than almost any 
writer and certainly better than any cosmologist, in the 
sense that he understood not just the numbers but what 
the numbers do to a person. The genius of that sentence is 
not in the information it conveys — any astronomy 
textbook conveys more — but in the emotional register. 
The specific, domestic, humdrum-scale of the chemist. 
Placed next to the observable universe. The juxtaposition 
does something that the numbers alone cannot. 
Now go the other way. 
If a theoretical string — the fundamental vibrating 
filament of energy that string theory proposes as the 
ultimate building block of matter, at the Planck length of 
ten to the minus thirty-five metres — is a grain of sand, 
then the scales going upward are as follows. 
A quark, one of the particles from which protons and 
neutrons are made, is at this scale approximately eighty-
five kilometres across. About the distance from London to 
Birmingham. You could drive it in a little over an hour, on 
a good day with no motorway roadworks. That is how large 
a quark is, relative to the theoretical minimum length of 
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anything. 
A proton — three quarks bound together, the thing that 
sits in the nucleus of every atom in your body — is at this 
scale about fifty thousand kilometres across. Roughly four 
times the diameter of the Earth. 
A hydrogen atom, the simplest and most abundant atom in 
the universe, is at this scale approximately five billion 
kilometres across. The distance from the Sun to Pluto. The 
entire span of the solar system that we were just marvelling 
at as a half-grain of sand. 
A human cell — one of the thirty-seven trillion or so that 
make up your body, each one invisibly small at human scale 
— is at this scale about half a light-year. Halfway to 
Proxima Centauri. 
A flea is at this scale about one million light-years across. 
Larger than the Milky Way. 
Stop and take that in. If the theoretical minimum unit of 
anything were a grain of sand, a flea would be the size of 
our galaxy. You, at 1.8 metres tall, are 1,800 times larger 
than a flea — which means at this scale you are 
approximately 1.8 billion light-years across. A substantial 
fraction of the observable universe. You are, at this scale, 
almost unimaginably vast. A giant. A titan made of 
unimaginably tiny things so small that no collider yet built 
can even begin to probe them. 
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What the scale model reveals, looked at from both ends 
simultaneously, is that you are not small. You are not large 
either. You are exactly in the middle. The universe spans 
something like sixty orders of magnitude from the Planck 
length to the observable horizon. You sit, very roughly, at 
order of magnitude thirty. Halfway up. The universe is not 
a place that contains small things on one end and large 
things on the other, with you modestly located somewhere 
near the small end. You are at the centre of the scale of 
things. Which is not a special position cosmically — the 
centre of a logarithmic scale has no particular significance 
— but it is not nothing. It is a perspective that only a 
creature of precisely your scale could have. The quark 
cannot see the galaxy. The galaxy cannot feel the quark. 
You, improbably, can reach in both directions. 
The effect of sitting with this properly — not reading it and 
filing it under “interesting,” but actually letting it land — 
is difficult to describe but easy to recognise when it 
happens. Something shifts. The horizon of your concern, 
which has a natural tendency to contract to the scale of 
whatever problem is currently most pressing, becomes 
momentarily and involuntarily larger. The commute, the 
deadline, the argument, the unpaid bill: none of these 
disappear, but they become briefly visible against a 
backdrop that makes their proportions clearer. Not smaller 
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in a dismissive sense — “nothing matters so why worry” is 
the wrong conclusion, the coward’s use of cosmic 
perspective — but calibrated. Properly sized. The problem 
is real, and it is also tiny, and both of these things are true 
at once and there is no contradiction between them. 
There is also something that happens at the other end of 
the scale. The apparent solidity of things — the table, the 
wall, the hand — takes on a different quality. All of that 
apparent solidity is mostly empty space: the vast majority 
of an atom is nothing, with a tiny nucleus surrounded by 
electrons at proportionally enormous distances. The thing 
you are touching is mostly not there, in any sense that the 
scale model would recognise. What you are feeling is the 
electromagnetic interaction between electron clouds, a 
force rather than a contact, a conversation between fields 
rather than a collision between billiard balls. The world is 
less solid and more musical than it appears. 
This connects, without being the same thing, to the soup. 
The particles that make up you — the quarks inside the 
protons inside the atoms inside the molecules inside the 
cells — are the same particles that were forged in stars. The 
carbon in your body was made in the core of a star that died 
before the Sun formed. The iron in your blood was 
scattered by a supernova. You are, in the most literal and 
non-metaphorical sense available, stardust. Carl Sagan 
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said this and it became a cliché, which is what happens to 
true things when they are repeated often enough. It is still 
true. The atoms are old in a way that is almost 
incomprehensible: the hydrogen in your body is among the 
oldest matter in the universe, formed in the first minutes 
after the Big Bang, thirteen point eight billion years ago. 
You are thirteen point eight billion years old, if you count 
by your components rather than by your current 
arrangement. 
The scale model does not tell you what to do with this 
information. It is not a prescription. It is an instrument of 
perception, like a telescope or a microscope, that lets you 
see things you cannot see without it. What you do with the 
seeing is up to you. 
What I find myself doing with it — and this is the most 
personal and least universal thing in this chapter — is that 
it makes the immediate world more rather than less vivid. 
Paradoxically. You would expect the knowledge that your 
solar system is smaller than a grain of sand to make daily 
life feel trivial. Instead it makes it feel improbable. The 
conditions required for us to be here at all — a planet in 
the habitable zone of a stable star, liquid water, four billion 
years of evolution, the specific chain of contingencies that 
produced a primate capable of experiencing carrots as such 
— are so extraordinarily specific and so extraordinarily 
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unlikely that it starts to seem like a minor miracle rather 
than a default. 
The apple tastes better when you know it is made of 
stardust. The sky looks different when you know that the 
blue is a scattering effect produced by the particular size of 
the molecules in the atmosphere relative to the wavelength 
of sunlight, which is to say that the sky is blue because the 
universe is the specific size that it is. The glass of water 
contains atoms that have been through stars. The person 
sitting across the table from you is a temporary 
arrangement of matter that has been in existence, in one 
form or another, since before the Earth was formed, and 
that will continue in one form or another long after both of 
you are gone. 
This is, if you let it be, an extraordinary thing to know. 
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Chapter Six: The Walled Gardens 
Picture the ultimate life. A rich, successful person in their 
later years, pottering contentedly around the walled 
gardens of their stately home. No more striving. Just the 
quiet satisfaction of tending roses, noticing what’s growing, 
making small adjustments that will compound over the 
seasons. Something about this image is almost universally 
appealing. 
For a long time I wondered what exactly that something 
was. It took a conversation about forecasting of all things 
to find out. 
The conversation had started, as conversations about the 
future usually do, with an attempt to be systematic. 
Scenarios, probabilities, contingency plans. All perfectly 
sensible and all somehow beside the point, because what 
most people actually want when they think about the 
future is not a spreadsheet but a feeling — the feeling that 
whatever happens, they will be able to meet it with 
something like grace. And that feeling, we discovered, has 
very little to do with prediction and everything to do with 
how you are attending to your life right now. 
The question was: what exactly has the person in the 
walled garden arrived at? What is the actual content of that 
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contentment? It is not the wealth — there are plenty of 
miserable wealthy people. It is not the garden itself, which 
is just dirt and plants. What they have arrived at is a quality 
of engagement. A gentle, unhurried attention to things. 
The satisfaction of small improvements compounded over 
seasons. The peace of participating in something larger 
than yourself — something that was there before you 
arrived and will continue after you are gone. 
And here is the thing. That quality of engagement is not 
locked behind wealth, or achievement, or age, or a stately 
home, or even an actual garden. It is available right now, 
as an orientation toward whatever you already have. 
Because you already have walled gardens. Several of them. 
You have been tending them, or not tending them, your 
whole life, without necessarily naming them as such. 
Your body is a garden. Your mind is a garden. Each of your 
relationships is a garden — your marriage, your friendships, 
your relationship with your parents, your connection to 
wherever you came from and wherever you have ended up. 
Your work is a garden. Your home is a garden. Your 
finances are a garden. Your hobbies — the music you make 
in the mancave, the whisky you drink slowly, the books you 
actually finish — these are gardens too, each needing their 
own rhythm of attention. And beyond your own small plots, 
you share larger gardens with others: your neighbourhood, 
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your city, your country, ultimately this planet, the great 
garden of all of us together. 
We might alternatively call this global garden an allotment. 
The stately home image is lovely but it risks suggesting 
your gardens exist in isolation, sealed off from the world by 
high walls, your own private paradise to tend in peace. The 
allotment is more honest. Your plot is your own, but it sits 
in a shared space, the fences are low, and you can see — 
very clearly, whether you want to or not — what is 
happening in the plots around you. 
Some of those neighbouring plots are doing fine. Some are 
beautifully tended, and you might feel a flicker of 
admiration, or envy, or the useful inspiration that comes 
from seeing what patient attention can produce. But some 
of them are on fire. Some are overrun with weeds so thick 
they are starting to encroach on your own borders. Some 
appear to be the site of some kind of ongoing catastrophe 
— smoke rising, alarm sounds, the general atmosphere of 
a situation that is not going well. And when you look 
further out, beyond the immediate neighbours, across the 
whole vast allotment of the world, the picture can seem 
genuinely frightening: whole sections ablaze, plots 
transformed into something unrecognisable, the horizon 
full of smoke. 
This is where the Stoics are useful, and where the 
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smartphone is not. 
Epictetus, the freed slave who became one of the most 
clear-eyed philosophers who ever lived, built his entire 
system around a single distinction: the things that are up 
to us, and the things that are not. What is up to us: our 
judgements, our choices, our responses, the quality of our 
attention, what we do with our hands and our hours. What 
is not up to us: other people’s choices, the weather, the 
economy, the political situation, the state of civilisation, 
the neighbouring plot on fire. The suffering that most 
humans carry comes, in Epictetus’s analysis, from a 
persistent confusion between these two categories — from 
treating the things that are not up to us as though they 
were, and exhausting ourselves in the attempt to control 
what was never ours to control. 
The smartphone has made this confusion worse by several 
orders of magnitude. It is, in the allotment terms, a device 
that has been specifically engineered to maximise the 
amount of time you spend looking over the fence at other 
people’s burning plots. The algorithms that drive the feeds 
— the outrage, the breaking news, the things you will not 
believe, the situations requiring your urgent attention 
right now — are not neutral. They have been designed by 
people whose financial interest lies in keeping your gaze 
on the catastrophes in other plots for as long as possible, 
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because your anxious attention is what they sell. Every 
minute you spend watching someone else’s garden burn is 
a minute not spent tending your own. The combine 
harvester of the attention economy runs on the fuel of your 
distraction. 
None of this means the burning plots do not matter. They 
do. The world is genuinely in difficulty, and the fires are 
real, and there are ways to help — voting, supporting good 
causes, working in useful sectors, small acts of practical 
solidarity. The Stoics were not advocates of passivity. 
Marcus Aurelius was an emperor; he spent his life dealing 
with things that were nominally not up to him and doing 
so with more grace than most. The point is not to stop 
caring about the allotment beyond your own fence. The 
point is to understand the proper proportion of your 
attention: the bulk of it belongs to your own plot, where 
you actually have agency, where your tending actually 
produces results, where the neglect actually matters to you 
and the people who share your life. 
Some of your gardens are flourishing. Some are overgrown. 
Some you haven’t visited in years and feel a vague guilt 
about. 
The important thing — the thing that makes this a genuine 
reframe rather than a pleasant metaphor — is that almost 
any neglected garden can be restored. Life wants to grow. 
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This is not optimism; it is observation. The soil remembers. 
A garden that has been left alone for years will be 
overgrown, yes, full of weeds and volunteer plants and 
things that have seeded themselves without permission. 
But it is not dead. It is not beyond recovery. It requires 
patient attention rather than frantic intervention, a 
willingness to work with what is there rather than 
demanding that it immediately become what you imagined, 
and time — always time, which gardens require in 
quantities that feel unreasonable to anyone accustomed to 
the quarterly metrics of the modern world. 
The mind hack is this: you do not need to wait. You do not 
need to achieve the stately home before you can begin 
pottering. The quality of engagement — that gentle, 
unhurried attention to living things — is available right 
now, today, in whatever garden is in front of you. The body 
you have, not the body you plan to have. The relationship 
as it is, not as it will be once you have had the difficult 
conversation you keep deferring. The career at its current 
stage, with its current frustrations and its current 
unexpected pleasures. The question is not “when will I get 
my dream gardens?” The question is “what shall I work on 
in my gardens this week?” 
Which is, as it turns out, a completely different question. 
Not paralysing but orienting. Not demanding but curious. 
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It carries with it the assumption that tending is possible, 
that progress is real even when slow, that the gardens are 
worth caring for exactly as they are. It turns the future from 
a problem to be solved into something more like a season 
to be moved through — with attention, with patience, with 
the small daily satisfactions of someone who has decided 
that the good part has already begun. 
The gardens are waiting. Some of them have been waiting 
for a while. Almost all of them can be restored, because life 
wants to grow, and the soil remembers what it was. You 
don’t need a stately home. You don’t need a plan. You need 
only the decision to attend, with patience, to whatever is in 
front of you. 
Potter in your gardens. Notice what’s growing. Trust that 
small attentions compound over seasons. The rich person’s 
secret is that the joy was never in the stately home. It was 
always in the tending. 
And that has been available to you all along. 
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Chapter Seven: The Anagram That 

Doesnʼt Need Solving 
Here is a thought experiment. Imagine a ten-letter 
anagram. It appears in front of you, all ten letters jumbled. 
You study it. You rearrange. You try combinations. Then, 
just as you think you might be getting somewhere, the 
letters shuffle again — completely new arrangement, five 
seconds, back to the beginning. This happens continuously. 
Every five seconds, a new anagram. There is no pause, no 
rest, no moment where the letters hold still long enough to 
be properly solved. 
Most people, faced with this situation, would scramble. 
The scrambling is understandable. You’ve been presented 
with a puzzle. You think it must have a solution. You apply 
effort, and then more effort, and the effort is never 
rewarded, and somewhere in the gap between the effort 
and the lack of reward is the particular anguish of the 
modern human condition. 
But here is the secret. Nobody said that you needed to 
solve the anagram. You assumed that. The assumption was 
not examined. The anagram changes every five seconds 
not because it is taunting you, but because that is simply 
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what anagrams do when they are made of the living, 
constantly-rearranging stuff of existence. You can 
appreciate ANDJSSOADI as a pleasant string of letters 
with no meaning that needs to be attached to it. You can 
appreciate KRFFUNHSPW in the same spirit. The letters 
are doing nothing wrong. They are simply being letters. 
This was not a thought experiment I arrived at in an 
afternoon. It was the residue of what felt at the time like a 
tremendous amount of reading — more self-help books 
and philosophical texts and Zen primers than a sensible 
person should probably admit to — and of years of living 
through things that turned out to be useful precisely 
because they were difficult. 
What you eventually discover, after all that reading and all 
that living, is something so simple that a plumber could 
have told you it without the philosophical apparatus. The 
plumber, if you stopped them on the street and asked 
about the famous Zen koan: what is the sound of one hand 
clapping? would probably say: no idea, mate. Sounds like a 
waste of time to me. They’d be right, and they’d be at peace, 
and they’d get back to their work. The spiritual traditions 
have been trying, through various elaborate and 
demanding routes, to help people arrive at exactly the 
equanimity that the plumber has naturally, before the 
seeking begins. The destination and the starting point are 
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the same. The journey is real, but what you find at the end 
of it is what was available at the beginning — ordinary 
wisdom, wearing ordinary clothes, getting on with an 
ordinary Thursday. 
This is what the bull herder knows. The parable of the ten 
bulls — a Zen teaching that uses the search for a lost bull 
as an extended metaphor for the spiritual path — has a 
final stage that confounds people when they first 
encounter it. You’d expect the story to end with the seeker 
reaching some rarefied state of enlightenment, meditating 
on a mountaintop, robes immaculate, expression serene. 
Instead, the final image is of an ordinary person returning 
to the marketplace. No special robes. No mystical aura. 
Just a person, doing ordinary things, among ordinary 
people, with gift-bestowing hands. The tenth bull is not 
the cosmic revelation. It is the apple. It is the market stall. 
It is the cheerful butcher and the conversation about 
nothing in particular. 
When I first encountered this parable, years ago, it seemed 
impossibly complicated and frankly a bit anticlimactic. You 
do all of that — the searching, the glimpsing, the catching, 
the taming, the transcending of both bull and self — and 
you end up back in the market? Buying vegetables? But 
that is the point, and you can only see it once you’ve made 
the journey. The marketplace is not where you started. You 
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are not the same person who left. You’re just someone who 
has made peace with the fact that you were always going to 
end up here, eating an apple, watching the sky, perfectly 
fine. 
The deepest sophistication looks like simplicity. This is 
true in music — Miles Davis on a given night might play 
one note where another musician would play thirty, and 
the one note contains everything the thirty would have 
reached for and missed. It is true in painting — the late 
Picasso line drawings, a bull condensed to five strokes, a 
face captured in a single unbroken curve, look at first 
glance as though a child made them, and contain 
everything that forty years of mastery had distilled. It is 
true in football — Messi at his most extraordinary is 
sometimes barely moving, walking in a way that makes him 
look lost, and then in a single motion is exactly where he 
needs to be, having done something that no amount of 
frantic effort could have produced. The naïve simplicity 
and the achieved simplicity look the same from a distance. 
They feel entirely different from the inside. 
The phrase I like for this state — a phrase I coined partly 
in jest and then found I meant entirely seriously — is en-
life-enment. Not enlightenment, with its associations of 
mountain tops and lotus positions and the achievement of 
some state permanently beyond ordinary experience — a 
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state that fails the “stubbed toe” test. En-life-enment: a 
condition achievable while fully embedded in an ordinary 
life, reachable through the living of that life rather than 
through withdrawal from it, applicable to bus stops and to 
queues in the supermarket and to the buggy installation of 
software on a rainy afternoon. The difference between 
enlightenment and en-life-enment is the difference 
between the seeker on the mountain and the bull herder in 
the marketplace. One has removed themselves from the 
world to transcend it. The other has returned to the world 
and found that it was always fine. 
The koan is the hinge of all this. What is the sound of one 
hand clapping? The Zen tradition intends it as a trap for 
the reasoning mind — a question with no logical answer, 
designed to force a kind of cognitive stop, an opening 
through which something other than ordinary discursive 
thought might enter. Students wrestle with it for years. 
They come up with answers — a single sharp exhalation, 
the silence before sound, the wind — and the teacher says 
no, and they try again. The tradition says that this 
wrestling is the point. You wrestle yourself into exhaustion 
and then, in the exhaustion, something opens. 
But there is a shorter path, which is not exactly a shortcut 
because it requires its own kind of preparation, and it goes 
like this: I don’t mind, my friend. What would you like it to 
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be? 
This is not a clever dodge. It is not an evasion of the 
question. It is a genuine answer, and it is better than any 
of the traditional ones, because it dissolves the premise 
that the question is a trap requiring escape. The question 
is not a trap. It is an invitation. The sound of one hand 
clapping can be silence, or a whoosh, or nothing at all, or 
something that has no name in any language. Any of these 
is fine. All of these are fine. The universe is not holding its 
breath waiting for you to produce the correct answer. The 
universe is not marking papers. The universe is doing what 
it does — particles arranging and rearranging, anagrams 
shuffling every five seconds — and your relationship to it 
is not one of examiner and examinee. 
The secret of this, arrived at after a great deal of circuitous 
reading and living, is something that a sensible person with 
no interest in spiritual seeking already knows: you do not 
particularly need to be happy in order to be happy. This 
sounds paradoxical and is in fact perfectly straightforward. 
The person who has made happiness a project — who is 
tracking their mood, optimising their routine, seeking the 
correct philosophical framework, trying various retreats 
and techniques in pursuit of the correct inner state — that 
person has made happiness harder by turning it into a 
destination. Happiness, like a cat, retreats from pursuit. Sit 
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still, attend to something else, and it arrives without 
announcement and settles in your lap without fuss. 
The ordinary, sensible, non-spiritual person has always 
known this, and nobody asked them about it, because they 
are not writing books or giving talks or running retreats. 
They are in the garden, or watching the football, or 
cooking something that smells good, and they are fine. The 
elaborate philosophical apparatus is, at its best, a way of 
helping people who have somehow lost access to that 
natural state to find their way back to it. The traditions are 
the long route home. Once you are home, the route seems 
both necessary and funny — necessary because you had to 
walk it, funny because look where it ends up. In the kitchen. 
With a carrot. Listening to Miles Davis. 
What is the sound of one hand clapping? I don’t mind, my 
friend. What would you like it to be? 
The question dissolves. The marketplace is right here. The 
carrot is in your hand. The anagram shuffles into 
KSDNALJQOH, and it is both completely unique and 
exactly the same as what came before, and what will come 
next. The afternoon is yours to do with as you like. 
This is not enlightenment. It is better than enlightenment. 
It is just a life, lived on its own terms, without the need for 
a final answer. 
That turns out to be more than enough. 
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