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How To Use This Book

Considering how a book, by definition, presents a body of writing that 
is to be thought about as it is being read and after it is read; having a 
“How To Use This” section seems oxymoronic. It isn’t. Being intentional 
in life means being in control. This is not the same as having control of 
everything and everyone or being controlling. 

Psychology sees a sense of control as having freedom to choose 
and a sense of agency. Neuroscience regards control as having 
“neuroanatomical correlates of the sense of control: [with] Gray and 
white matter volumes associated with an internal locus of control”. 

Whether you personally feel that the brain and mind are separate 
or that the duality of mind and body exists is immaterial here. The fact 
remains that when it comes to taking responsibility over our choices 
and control over our direction in life you will need to experiment to find 
what works best for you. The experimenting, I hope, will change you 
and the change you experience will guide you. 

This book then gives you all the parts but not the whole. It gives you 
the science and my own thoughts about it based on reading countless 
studies. It gives you the direction but there is no prescription and 
certainly there is no formula. Instead what you get are eleven chapters, 
each representing a trait, attribute or modality that affects how the 
whole functions. How you function. 

You can dive into any chapter in any order or pick each one 
sequentially. It really depends upon your own needs and inclination.  
Whichever way you choose to tackle it, what you must absolutely do is 
look at the Points To Remember section at the end of each chapter and 
ponder on the three questions asked, afterwards. 

Those three questions are your scalpel. They will help you peel back 
your own unique anatomy and discover how to make yourself tick 
better. 

Finally there’s the Top Tip. This is usually the last point in each 
chapter. It is always practical and you can put it to use straightaway. 
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My Story

My story barely matters. Yet as the author of this book, now it does 
because you, the reader, require at least some context in order to decide 
whether what I have to say is going to be of direct value to you. One 
side of my life and career is very much like anyone else’s. Another side, 
obviously, isn’t. I will focus, mostly, on the latter. 

From the moment we’re born we are all biologically designed to do 
the same thing: survive. To do that our brain collects information from 
our senses and then uses that information to establish a sense of space, 
a sense of self and a sense of context. But the senses, on their own, are 
relatively limiting. They contain us within the boundaries of our sense 
of touch, taste, smell, hearing and vision. In time, these become the first 
sense we receive of a world around us and a sense of self within us that 
shows us that we inhabit that world.  

We intuitively know the world is much bigger than that however. 
We know that it can also change faster than we can experience it; it 
can present unexpected threats as well as rewards and it is run by rules 
that are based on the physical reality that we experience. To augment 
our abilities we then couple sensory acquisition to information retrieval 
(and I apologize in advance about search engine vocabulary here), 
which is what we call memory and knowledge. 

Memories allow us to store experiences and ideas and bring them 
up as required to help us better understand the context of particular 
moments in time. Knowledge is a qualifier. It helps us determine 
not just the potential of harm or reward contained within each 
moment (which, inadvertently impacts on our motivation), but also 
the underlying ground rules that help us establish expectation and 
understand nuance. 

Knowledge is the ingredient inside our head that when it’s mixed 
with memories and senses; creates in the context of the moment the 
option of understanding what could happen next.     

Our ability to predict the next moment in our life with some 
degree of certainty allows us to get out of bed in the morning, to make 
plans for our next birthday, to dream of a better life, to plan to create 
a better world. The skills we use here, even at their most refined, are 
relatively linear. We analyze, learn and make predictions based upon the 
particular combination of sensory input, memory and knowledge we 
have achieved. The means through which we do so is governed by the 
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direct experience we have of doing so. 
So who we are, who we might become, where we fit in, how and 

what options lie open to us in the future; are governed directly by our 
upbringing, circumstances and environment which, in turn, govern our 
identity creation and identity curation efforts. It is important to note, 
even this early on, that these two things are not always in alignment 
and from their misalignment frequently stems cognitive dissonance that 
consumes a lot of our mental effort and physical energy because both 
consciously and subconsciously we strive to reconcile the two. 

This brings things back to me and my story. Unlike the majority of 
people I experienced, from very early on, cultural shifts in my identity 
because my family travelled. My mum and dad not only changed 
geographical locations which meant that I had to get used to new 
people, different surroundings and new friends, but also countries. By 
the time I was 20 I’d lived in three countries and two continents. 

Like every other person who’s experienced this kind of mobility in 
their formative years I found myself without the opportunity to put 
down cultural roots. I had no extended family and I fully expected 
to leave my friends and favorite places behind without warning. 
Psychologists generally agree that frequent relocations are bad for 
children’s wellbeing. In a study that involved 7,108 American adults 
who were followed for 10 years the researchers found that “children 
who move frequently are more likely to perform poorly in school and 
have more behavioral problems.” 

Dr. Shigehiro Oishi, of the University of Virginia, who led this study, 
went further in his analysis looking at attributes in adults such as life 
satisfaction, psychological well-being and quality relationships. What 
he found was that for introvert-type personalities frequent relocations 
during early childhood resulted in a stunted adult emotional and 
psychological life. As the study progressed it also appeared to negatively 
affect their lifespan most probably because relocating is stressful and 
stress tends to affect a person’s health and reduce their ability to fend off 
disease and the ravages of ageing. 

Extroverts, on the other hand, appear to have a much easier time of 
it, mostly because they have fewer difficulties in making new friends 
and finding a social circle to belong to. 

If you ask me I am an introvert. Yet I have none of the psychology-
defined attributes of an introvert. I am insanely curious about my 
surroundings, I find it easy to make friends and I find it easy to 
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integrate myself in different social constructs. Without going into too 
much detail in the still on-going debate about whether the definition of 
introverts and extroverts is correct, I personally ascribe the discrepancy 
between my self-reporting and what a trained psychologist would 
perceive in the way I relate to the world. 

Like an introvert my frequent relocations when young have robbed 
me of a deep sense of belonging and the expectation that what I do and 
where I live are permanent. That doesn’t mean I don’t have a deep need 
to belong and the need to feel that my surroundings are well enough 
understood as to be safe for me. Bereft of a tribe made up of people I 
expected to see most of my life and without the background of growing 
up with them or having shared the same local culture I became adept 
at picking up commonalities and using them to integrate myself in the 
community I find myself in. 

Psychologists will most probably recognize the adaptive response 
and explain my extrovert behavior as a direct result of it. By making 
friends easily, quickly finding a way to be useful and deliver value 
and being open and accessible I substituted ‘local’ for ‘global’, joining 
whichever group of people I happened to find myself with. At the same 
time I found it easy to pick up the similarities in the cultural patterns I 
encountered which I could then use from my experience to determine 
how to best behave. 

Psychologists make it sound a little too contrived. I understand 
that my brain developed this approach because it was deprived of the 
traditional option of developing a familiar tribe comprised of family 
and childhood friends and colleagues acquired through life in one place 
or, at the very least, a particular geographic area. I also feel that I truly 
love people for who they are. I am amazed at the openness, brilliance 
and warmth we’re capable of and I truly love the fact that culturally we 
all want the same things even if local conditions have led us to develop 
different ways of trying to get them. 

None of this blinds me to the fact that we can also be dangerous 
to each other and the planet, narrowminded, biased and occasionally 
so short-sighted than we can be convinced to act against our own 
best interest. That, however, is also part of the magic of us. I see it as 
a common vulnerability we all share that marks us as members of the 
human race. The fear we feel in the face of uncertainty, our constant 
search for easy answers, are things we have all felt at one time or 
another and most feel still.
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My experiences and the initial accident of my being, haven’t made 
me necessarily smarter or wiser. They have made me however a little 
different. And I have always mined this difference to be of as much 
service to my world as possible. 

This book is the result of my personal journey. It is the outcome of 
a lifetime’s effort to be part of a grander whole because circumstances 
usually made it impossible to be part of an immediate, local one. In 
writing this book I have, as always, sought to provide as simple an 
answer as possible to a complex question. The question is: How do I 
live on purpose?

It’s not an easy question to answer. Most of us fail to live like we 
really want to, in the way we want to because it really is a difficult thing 
to do. It requires effort and energy when we are really hardwired to 
avoid both. 

By providing a simple answer to this complex question I have 
hopefully helped lessen the cognitive and energy load of living a 
purposeful life. In that case you will find it easier to do so. This will 
benefit me as well as you because, in my mind, you and I share the same 
tribe and are part of the same global picture. 

So, thank you.

David    
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1. Life

Here is the first truth in a book of truths: you can't be everything 
to everyone. At some point you need to make a choice of what truly 
matters to you and why. Fair warning: it’s an approach that will lose you 
a lot of 'friends'.

There is little point in trying to define what ‘life’ is. Philosophers 
and, surprisingly, even some biologists, have never agreed on it. 
Biology however tells us that life is: “defined as any system capable of 
performing functions such as eating, metabolizing, excreting, breathing, 
moving, growing, reproducing, and responding to external stimuli.” 
The moment you think about this definition you know that there is 
little point in trying to adapt it to concepts such as “living a good life” 
or “a life well-lived”, yet it is by those that most of us intuitively try to 
measure and understand what it is we mean when we mention “life”.

As it happens I will give you a much better definition but before I 
do I will start with an obvious truth: we all struggle with the exact same 
thing that is, knowing how to behave. 

In trying to live a life, good or bad, we all seek to find, discover or 
accept a set of rules that basically tell us how to behave in any given 
situation. When we accept social mores, religion, the law, tradition, 
culture, a code of conduct, a belief or an ideal what we basically engage 
in is a direct attempt to find our personal rule book that tells us exactly 
what to do when we need it. 

I am a sucker for mindless action flicks that spike my adrenaline 
levels and shower me with eye-candy special effects. If you’ve never seen 
Wanted, starring Angelina Jolie, James McAvoy and Morgan Freeman, 
then I strongly recommend it, not least because in one of his over-the-
top cinematic speeches delivered with that all-too-familiar authoritative 
deep, tonal voice Freeman’s character declares: 

“Insanity is wasting your life as a nothing when you have the blood 
of a killer flowing in your veins. Insanity is being shat on, beat 
down, coasting through life in a miserable existence when you have 
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a caged lion locked inside and a key to release it.”

He goes on to give the requited spiel about a fraternity of super-
assassins that take it upon themselves to guide history by killing 
selected people “for the greater good” and he finishes it with the 
memorable line: “This is what has been missing from your life Wesley: 
Purpose.” I did say it’s over-the-top. At the same time the speech has 
a point. A life lived without a purpose is a life mostly wasted. And 
purpose is frequently defined by knowing what we should do and being 
actively engaged in doing it. 

Whether we realize it or not, we all feel the need for this kind of 
guidance that gives us a deep sense of purpose. Because we are born 
physically helpless we have evolved to latch onto and work hard to 
understand our immediate environment and the people around us. This 
makes us, as we grow older, intensely pro-social. At the same time it 
provides us with a ready-made set of expectations, rules and guidelines 
to guide our behavior that arise from the collective behavior of those 
around us. 

That behavior is the culture we experience and the traditions we 
abide by. The problem with this is that rather than defining for ourselves 
what is important to us we accept that which is given to us. That which 
is given to us is rarely what we want, but it can very easily become what 
we settle for. 

Settling is an evolutionary-programmed trait. Let me explain: Life is 
hard. It really is. Even if we happen to have the extraordinary luck to be 
born into a very rich family whose legacy gives us everything we need 
to live comfortably for the rest of our life, maintaining that fortune 
and navigating through life is going to be fraught with risks, traps and 
constant upheavals. 

We need other people. Other people need us. That is a truth. But 
the reasons for this mutual need are usually contradictory or, at the very 
least, sufficiently at odds with each other to make trust an issue and 
turn cooperation into a risk-assessment exercise.

All of this takes inner resources. It takes attention, thinking, 
planning, mental and psychological effort, perhaps some introspection. 
It frequently is emotionally painful and psychologically costly. We are 
programmed to avoid it because it adds to the intrinsic difficulty that is 
life. 

If you want the definition of life here it is: It is a game plan that 
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emerges from the collective activities for survival of everyone around 
you. That is, everyone. It is difficult because it is unpredictable. It is 
unpredictable because no one knows the rules. In an emergent game 
plan things change spontaneously according to the same principle that 
guides us to settle for what we are given: conservation of energy. When 
‘witches’ threaten our communal beliefs, the stability of our governing 
institutions and the perceived natural order of the Cosmos it is required 
of us to hunt them down and publicly burn them. 

The act, however, barbaric, painful and seemingly inhuman restores 
the perceived natural order of things, reinforces the power of our 
institutions to safeguard our way of life and impresses upon us the value 
and desirability of accepting what we are given. Life goes on much 
easier then.

When the public burning of witches however marks our way of life 
as brutal, our religious leaders as misguided, fanatical zealots whose 
actions endanger us all and our institutions as unbending, power-
hungry instruments of control, we become more enlightened. More 
accepting. Our society becomes tolerant. Our horizons broader. Life 
goes on much easier then.

“Easier” is what we have been programmed to seek because it 
increases the chances of our survival. What made sense in pre-historic 
times when the outside world could easily kill us has, in our days, 
evolved into a complex dance of what we believe and what we reject, 
what we accept and what we actively seek. We have created a world that 
pretty much guarantees our survival. Yet, for most of us that is no longer 
enough. 

We lack the deeper sense of purpose that makes us feel truly alive. 
We have the key to releasing the “lion” inside each of us but choose not 
to use it. This makes our life a complex weave of small advances and 
retreats. Victories and losses that are designed to keep us in place until 
we no longer care and it no longer matters. 

I say “designed” when I describe the constant churn of victories 
and losses that are life, but that is a mislabel. Life is a system. Like 
any system it seeks stability in order to function. Stability demands 
conformity. Almost like a biological organism, the system that we call 
“life” rewards innovation and change (i.e. mutations) sufficiently to 
progress but makes it hard enough for them to become established so 
that it is never severely disrupted. 

It is no accident that in our lifetime we shall each experience only 
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one great innovation or upheaval. More than that and it may truly be 
the end of the line for the experiment called “Human life on Earth”. 

This need to live by choosing “the path of least resistance” because it 
allows us to use the least amount of energy to coast through life leads to 
some pretty convoluted mental acrobatics. We are, for instance, perfectly 
at ease with a Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde transformation where we present 
a different face (and maybe, even values) to those we work with and a 
completely different set of behaviors to those at home or our friends at 
the pub. 

We can use ‘morality’ to ostracize and dehumanize fellow human 
beings who are different from us, because their existence creates 
perturbations in the social system we directly experience that require 
greater energy in order to deal with and may, even, challenge our own 
sense of right and wrong with our own life choices. 

The ease with which we can turn on anyone not of our own religion, 
social caste, skin colour, ethnicity, neighbourhood or area is testament 
to this. History supplies a long list of such instances that range from 
the destruction of Carthage in pre-history to the genocides that took 
place in Rwanda and Bosnia in the closing years of the last century. 
In each case the ingredients are the same incendiary mix of social 
stress, political polarization and a dehumanization of the ‘other’ that is 
different, strange, outside our own group and therefore the enemy who 
deserves to be eradicated. 

The irony that this is the same game only with different players 
escapes its participants who had they been capable of such awareness 
would have behaved differently anyway. The irony is rich here because 
in order for this game of life called “division” and “ostracism” to work 
its players must be capable of exhibiting the same behavior when 
confronted with the same set of circumstances. The oppressed turn 
oppressors just as easily as the victims can turn into aggressors. Given 
similar circumstances and capabilities we are usually pretty good at 
coming up with justification of our behavior and if you need a living, 
breathing example of such role reversal look at the atrocities, injustice 
and demonization of the ‘other’ carried out by none others than the 
Israelis upon the Palestinians. 

A case of role-reversal, where those who history has frequently 
ascribed the role of victims turn into aggressors and perpetrate on 
their neighbors the same type of persecution they have, historically, 
experienced themselves. 
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Now that we’ve established, on these broad lines, that life is a game 
whose rules are the same everywhere and we have seen, again broadly, 
how similar circumstances allows us to behave in similar ways and 
even make the exact same behavioral mistakes we, ourselves, have 
condemned it’s fair to ask “what now?” Is this it? Will this chapter be 
enough to raise questions without providing much of an answer¬? Is 
everything always grey and in doubt? Is the rest of the book more of the 
same which would make it no more than a superfluous addition to this 
chapter required to provide what publishers call “spine value”? 

Well, not quite. What follows are the elements, the modalities, if 
you like, required to make this game of life work. What follows is the 
prescription you need to live your life the way you want to. This chapter, 
however, is far from over.

Because all this is serious I can afford to be flippant, though as 
you will see even my flippancy has a very serious intent. So, I will add 
here that the one ‘rule’ we all need to keep in mind is that favourite 
of William S. Burroughs’ from his Naked Lunch “Nothing is true; 
everything is permitted”. Burrough, of course, borrowed this from 
Vladimir Bartol, who used it in his novel Alamut. Bartol, himself 
borrowed it, and slightly changed it in the process, from the teachings 
of Hassan-i Sabbah who was the founder of the Order of the Assassins, 
historically known as the Nizari Assassins. The tale, writings and 
doctrine of the Order was incorporated in the storyline of the popular 
video game Assassin’s Creed which is where I first came across it and 
filed it away for future reference which brings us to here and now. You 
reading what I’ve written. 

What do we, what can we learn from this? That life is circuitous 
but the circuit has polygonal junctures with cultural jumps and bends 
that require an open mind and a thirst for cultural learning in order for 
the metaphorical dots to connect? Or, that nothing is truly original, 
that everything is borrowed from somewhere else and made to fit the 
moment and its time? 

Both, I’d argue. If you are truly living and if you truly feel alive you 
are aware of both context and history. Moment and time. Alamut was 
written as an implied rebuke to Mussolini’s fascism. Naked Lunch is a 
chronicle of the messiness of life and its often unplanned trajectory 
where the brain makes sense of basically senseless moments of 
existence. This book is about learning to behave in ways that help you 
get more out of your life. Each of these is the product of the needs of 
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its time and though we may repurpose the same material in some form, 
the recipe, each time is fresh and poignant. Palatable exactly because the 
circumstances have called it into existence. 

Consider the simple proposition that everything that stands alone 
is a piece of information, a datum. An event, an occasion, a concert, an 
idea even. Put a lot of these together and you get data. Data requires 
action; we all need to somehow respond to it or do something with it 
or do something to it. Actions give rise to culture. Culture, in turn, is 
affected by context. Context changes the value we ascribe to data by 
making us re-examine the facts and what they mean to us, right now. 

Fig. 1-1. Our decision-making process uses a calculus that takes into account 
the sensory input gathered by our body, our understanding or acceptable norms, 
traditions and collective behavior and the relative uniqueness of each situation we 
find our self in.

Rebel With A Cause (Or Without)
If you’re reading this and you’re young then you already know the 
feeling inside you that wants you to become a rebel. It doesn’t matter 
what it is that you want to rebel against or fight for. You just want to 
fight. If you’ve been young (and we can all claim that) then you are 
already familiar with that feeling and the nagging remnants it leaves 
behind that make you, on occasion, behave in ways that your critics call 
“out of character”. 

The idea that someone other than yourself has a better grasp on what 
your character is and can then judge your behavior as being in tune with 
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it or not is ludicrous at best, delusional at worst. Yet this is exactly what 
people will do, not realizing that what they are actually judging is not 
your behavior according to your character but your behavior according 
to what they want your character to be. And the reason they want you 
to be in the character they ascribe to you is because it makes life easier 
for them. 

By accepting what they give you and behaving accordingly you 
reinforce their own value judgements and life choices. You validate 
their beliefs. You live according to their expectations. You, in short, 
then are not “you” who thinks and acts but the “you” they want whose 
thoughts and actions fit a pre-moulded idea that generates the least 
amount of trouble for the greater group you belong to. Live like that 
and you will find that your life will evolve into a series of steps, actions 
and calculations designed to keep you contained within the “least 
troublesome” subset of society, generally labelled as “respectable”. 

“Respectable” comes with assigned, pre-determined and carefully 
bounded social status. That social status is automatically given to you 
alongside the perception of a pre-assigned social value. Accept both of 
these and you only need to put up with whatever personal unease you 
feel about your life choices, until you die. At which point the people 
and circumstance that ascribed all this to you, and you who chose to 
unquestioningly accept it, no longer matter. 

This way each generation tries to forge its own way but only truly 
ends up re-asserting the status quo. We each become our parents 
because we become parents in turn. We end up shoring up the creaking 
structures of our societies because we set up our own edifice of personal 
value upon them which then makes us have a vested interest in their 
stability. 

Just like Flat Earthers cannot prove their proposition, no matter 
how hard they try, using the existing science that has already proved the 
Earth is round, so we cannot hope to truly change our life if we only use 
the values, roles and attributes that are ascribed to us by those around 
them. 

Unlike Flat Earthers however we stand a chance to design, create 
and use our own sense of right and wrong and our own set of values. 

Why? For the same reason we do anything even when, in our 
journey from early youth to mature adulthood, we are destined to fail. 
For control. We want to control our world because a sense that we are 
the one in control goes a long way towards assuaging the deep sense of 
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unease we grow up with.

Fig 2-2. Ideas, values and beliefs create the context through which we filter 
everything.

 If we control our environment (by establishing, accepting, reinforcing 
and championing) its values. If we control our life (by living inside the 
grooves already carved out for us by the ‘system’) we then control the 
unexpected. We ensure our survival. We reduce all potential hazards 
that may threaten us. 

Or so we believe. 
Some people may, consciously, believe this. Others may just tacitly 

accept it. The fact that acceptance, tacit or otherwise provides us with 
a sense of belonging goes a long way towards quietening the shrill 
alarm bells that ring inside us, the constant sense that the world is 
unstable, dangerous, potentially cruel, inherently unjust, and downright 
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dangerous. 
By wrapping ourselves in the delusion of stability and security, 

acceptance and belonging we manufacture a reality that shields us from 
most of the difficult things we should have to do long enough for us to 
get old and die before it becomes imperative that we do them. 

We are all rebels for a while because neurobiologically we all sense 
the work that is to be done, the values that we must really get behind. 
The wrongs that we should fight to right. Then, we grow up. The system 
we fought to change engulfs us in its embrace, smothers us with its 
insistence and we become what we once resisted. 

Depressed? You shouldn’t be. That is the natural order of things 
given our relatively short lifespans, even shorter memories and the tiny 
window of time and opportunity we have; to achieve happiness, enjoy 
good health and create wealth. All these elements only add to the sense 
of stability and security that leads us to accept what we are given. 

Human motivation leads to actions that take us from a place of 
relative discomfort and anxiety to a place of less discomfort and less 
anxiety. Neurobiologically this decreases the energy cost of staying alive. 
This makes us happier. Happiness is weird. It doesn’t always follow 
logic, it’s not linear in cause and effect. It doesn’t appear to always 
follow culture or traditions and sometimes it even goes against our, 
immediate, self-interest. 

Yet we seek it because of the way it makes us feel. And the way 
we feel is mostly everything to us. Here’s a truth: the past holds us 
captive. Even when we succeed in giving up slights, grudges, feuds and 
pride, we cannot easily give up knowledge, memories and experience. 
Neurobiologists tells us that the sum of our knowledge, memories 
and experience create our perception. Our perception shapes our 
expectations. Those expectations, pre-load behavioral patterns in the 
brain that guide our behavior. 

What emerges from this is the realization that when those patterns 
do not get pre-loaded, our expectations subside and our perception 
changes. We then end up with behavior that is guided by the direct 
circumstances we encounter in the context they happen in. In a 
different setting we might call that living in the moment or a Zen 
approach to life.

I cover happiness in the last chapter of this book. Exactly because of 
its complexity and all the other chapters that must precede it in order 
for it to make sense. I am not going to jump the gun here so I won’t say 
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anything beyond what is necessary for me to say in order to explain why 
we do some of the things we do and why we react the way we do. 

To do that I must explain what life is and how entropy figures into 
this. To avoid the heavy mental lifting that this approach requires I will 
stick to simple explanations and provide, as I usually do with my books, 
a full bibliography for the research referenced in each chapter. 

Why Are You Alive?
No one knows why you are alive. In case you’re inclined to take 
this personally find momentary assurance in the fact that no one 
knows why anyone of us is alive. You can take this value statement 
at a metaphysical, philosophical level or the more prosaic level of 
biology and chemistry and it will still be true. Sure, there are a lot of 
theories that range from the strict self-reliance and self-governance of 
cynicism (the philosophical movement, not the attitude), to the logical 
positivism of Wittgenstein and the embodied cognition of cognitive 
neuropsychology but none has risen beyond the level of theory. There 
is a lot to recommend each one and that’s even before we begin to 
consider the teachings of the world’s many major and minor religions. 

There is no way to examine ‘truth’ here. They are all true. Or they are 
all false. It doesn’t matter. The moment you find something that works 
for you, it works. That’s all that’s required. So, if we’re not going to even 
try to tackle the meaning of life why do we bother asking the question 
of why we are alive? That’s because life itself, the state of being that 
allows me to sit in front of a digital device and type in words which at 
some point in my future you will use some other digital or otherwise 
device to read, is still being debated over. We are not sure how we 
transition from inanimate matter, a bunch of minerals and chemicals 
mixed in with some water, to a living, functioning being. But transition 
we do. The transition allows us to examine, physically, what life is as 
opposed to non-life which means we can also determine what it is that 
marks us as being alive. 

Technically speaking everything in the world is a system. Life is 
no exception. All systems are governed by two things: A. Their energy 
state. B. Their level of stability. There is a push-pull dynamic between 
these two. Technically speaking, again, the perfect balance between 
these two is one where the energy state we experience, guided by the 
fundamental requirements of physics is so low as to be perfectly stable. 
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Unfortunately, that is technically called rigor mortis and it’s the point 
at which life stops and we revert to the relatively inert form of the 
chemical building blocks we are made of. 

Life, as we experience it, requires that we are in a constant state of 
energy harvesting. If we take that to its logical extreme we may end 
up having short but glorious lives. We shall constantly be looking 
to consume enough food and nutrients in order to do more and 
more, build more and more muscle and be as energetic as possible. 
Unfortunately, that also makes it possible for our body to burn out and 
our cells to go wrong and become ill enough to kill us. 

In order for us to remain as healthy as possible the body struggles to 
remain in a position of stability. The balancing point of this, however, 
is always moving. The energy expenditure we undergo in our teens and 
twenties is not the same we experience in our sixties and seventies. 
And yet the body has to find a way to balance everything so that we 
remain in an energy position that is stable. It does this despite it having 
to undergo repairs, build muscle, maintain processes that keep us alive, 
deal with unexpected emergencies and keep fatigue at bay each day long 
enough to ensure its physical survival. 

To explain precisely how all this is done we normally need to have 
some understanding of evolutionary biology, classical biology, quantum 
chemistry, classical chemistry and physics. For our purposes however 
we need only concern ourselves with physics and, in particular, with 
thermodynamics and within that branch only with its second law that 
basically describes how heat (i.e. energy) flows in a system. The second 
law also introduces the concept of entropy which is a physical property 
of thermodynamic systems which makes it a physical property of every 
system in the universe. 

Entropy is a measure of disorder. So a high entropy environment has 
a high amount of disorder in it. Like a derelict house that has finally 
collapsed (or a human body that has stopped being alive), the maximum 
amount of entropy in a system presents us with a stable energy 
configuration that can remain stable for a pretty long time without any 
input from any outside source.  

Since entropy describes how energy flows in and out of a system 
(and even explains why it does so) it is a fundamental law of the 
universe. We are kept alive because we are governed by three distinct 
characteristics which also determine what it means to be alive. They are: 
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• Energy harvesting behavior
• Self-repair (and reproduction)
• Computation of the future

Think about how you go through your day to sate your hunger for 
food: You most probably begin with breakfast before you set off for 
work. Your body processes the food you’ve eaten to help you accomplish 
the physical and mental tasks that constitute your day. At the back of 
your mind you’ve already planned or are in the process of planning what 
you will do in order to get lunch. 

This is the simplest sort of generalized human behavior we can use. 
It contains all three of the characteristics required to define life. 

There are countless examples of machines, programs and constructs 
that can perform passingly well one or maybe two of these functions, 
but no system can perform all three and not be alive. The reason we are 
looking at what it is that makes you alive however is because whether 
you like it or not these three characteristics are at work regardless of 
whether you are aware of them or not. 

We all need to eat, have a need for sleep and potential mates. And 
we all then look for the means to remove anxiety from obtaining 
our next meal (and maybe mate) and our next opportunity for sleep. 
Conscious awareness of what drives us, how it works, what effect it has 
on our thinking and behavior and the fundamental universality of these 
driving forces is the first step towards actively guiding our choices so 
that our decisions are intentional. 

Meaning To Life
I fully understand that “meaning to life” is not the same as me giving 
you the meaning of life. That is something that I can’t do because I can’t, 
in all honesty say I have it. At least not in a generalized enough sense 
that would apply equally to everyone who reads this book, which is 
what an all-encompassing, comprehensive, detailed explanation of the 
meaning of life would have to do in order to stand up to scrutiny. 

What I do have however is my personal definition of meaning to 
my life. That’s synthesized by my own experiences, upbringing, beliefs, 
perspective, identity, values, goals, aims, dreams, hopes and direction in 
life. 

While it is next to impossible for anyone to arrive, at least for 
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now, to a definition for the meaning of life that would be universally 
accepted the same cannot be said for giving meaning to life. The scope 
here is much narrower though no less personal. The distinction makes 
all the difference. The meaning of life has to weigh everything you are, 
define your purpose from birth, guide your every action in relation to 
a universally accepted cause and be, virtually every respect, your moral 
compass and guiding star. 

Meaning to life comes from what you do, how you do it, how much 
thought, planning and effort you put into it and why you do it. It stems 
from your values and goals, aims and principles. It defines who you are 
and what kind of world you visualize around you. Meaning to life arises 
out of the effort you put into creating and maintaining relationships 
with your friends, it springs from the times you do the right thing 
when no one is looking. It is composed of the occasions when you did 
something that was the right thing to do or benefited a wider group of 
people, even though for you it was difficult. 

In short, meaning to life is what you create out of behavior, thoughts 
and actions that have real meaning to you and those around you. It 
is what develops from living intentionally as opposed to just being 
dragged along by the tide of people around you and their lives. 

Acting so that there is always “meaning to life” is hard to do but not 
impossible. Because none of us is immune to being carried along by 
the people around us, remaining steadfast in our attitude of acting with 
intent and living with meaning demands that we choose to surround 
ourselves with people who are at least as intentional, focused and 
determined to make their lives count, as we are. 

To briefly recap: Adding meaning to life requires that we are 
intentional. Being intentional adds meaning to life. I am aware of the 
solipsism here and the perfection of the argument I’ve just constructed. 
I draw special attention to it so that you’re not fooled by it. Your life is 
your own. Only you can make it count. Things that count always have a 
cost. Determine, for yourself, what you are willing to pay for the values 
you believe in and act accordingly. 

Life is complex. We are complicated. There will be times when this 
value statement will be reversed. What will never change however is the 
sense of satisfaction that comes from being the sole architect of how 
you choose to live. 

If you accept what I’ve just said you may find it enlightening, 
thrilling, illuminating and empowering. It may touch you deeply 
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enough to change your perspective, transform your thinking and change 
your life (and I will be truly thrilled and humbled, if that’s the case). If 
you don’t accept what I said, for reasons of your own, you will become 
combative and attempt to dismiss it as only my opinion; a prescriptive, 
narrow perspective drawn from someone who’s already admitted in this 
chapter that he’s not qualified to philosophize about the meaning of life. 

First, either response is fine with me. It is your life. Only you can 
choose how to live it. Second, as with every book I write; my opinion, 
thoughts and ideas are supported, in part at least, by research and the 
opinion, thoughts and ideas of others who’re better qualified than me 
on the subjects I draw material from.    

I would urge you to explore the bibliography I supply. 

What Can You Do? 
Having just said that you can, if you really want to, choose to live your 
life intentionally and with meaning, now I have to, at the very least give 
you a couple of practical ideas on how to go about doing so.  

There’s nothing metaphysical about meaning in life. But there is a 
necessary synthesis that takes place from the physical: physical health. 
The mental: cognitive health and sharpness. And the psychological: 
identity, goals, achievements, aims and a sense of purpose.

Studies that have looked at groups of people in different age groups 
and longitudinal studies of the same people have found that the search 
for meaning in life is associated with an awareness of the lack of 
meaning in life and it is then linked directly to a decrease in personal 
happiness. 

Unhappy people suffer socially, physically and mentally. 
The same studies have found that there is a correlation in the feeling 

of helplessness and a lack of aim we feel in our youth when we still try 
to workout who we are and what we want to do and our final stage in 
life when we have lost friends and family due to age and disease and we 
no longer have a job to define our sense of purpose and make us feel 
like we still contribute to society. 

Identity and purpose are key to both. We all experience some 
cognitive dissonance as we try to align our inner beliefs and principles 
with what we need to do in the external world in order to survive. To 
minimize that feeling we obviously need to reduce the gap between 
what we feel, what we think and what we do (and why). 
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Try this easy form of self-analysis: 
• Write down one instance when you acted completely according 

to your beliefs. Detail what it was, when, where. How did it make 
you feel? 

• Now write down what you think would be needed for you to 
always act that way. Detail the requirements you see into four 
groups labelled: material, emotional, psychological and social. 

• Check to see which of these requirements are accessible to you 
but you don’t use them or haven’t thought of activating them and 
which are completely out of your reach. 

• For the ones that are out of your reach (if any) which can be 
replaced or substituted by something else? 

The problem with being intentional, no matter what level you decide 
to exercise it at, is that it requires you to be aware of what you do, the 
impact it has and the responsibility you then carry. This is hard for 
several reasons. Some of these we will explore in greater detail in the 
chapters ahead but a quick recap here will help us understand some 
things better. 

Introspection is painful. We are good at lying to ourselves. Being 
honest, even when it is just inside our head activates painful realizations 
and memories. It takes an enormous amount of energy to deal with all 
this. We usually tend to avoid it. 

Discipline is hard. It requires constant reinforcement and real 
reasons to keep it going. We really can’t do it alone, we need some kind 
of external help in the form of friends who think and act like us or a 
mentor to help us maintain our focus. 

I will close with two truths. One, so intuitive that I barely need to 
articulate it: No one really knows how to live and everyone feels guilty 
about something. 

Two, Nothing lasts forever. Not even we.
The second one is what should drive us to be better each day for as 

long as we can. The second truth is what we should remember as we 
strive to be intentional in our thoughts and intentional in our actions so 
we can be intentional in our life. 

Points to Remember
• Nothing is new in our life or the world about us. Yet everything 
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is unique. Context supplies the novelty factor that changes 
everything. Tradition, history and culture are interpreted 
differently in each context. 

• Every revolution, in time, becomes what it has overthrown. Every 
child, becomes its parent but only if the child becomes a parent in 
turn. 

• Something is considered to be alive only if it meets the three 
requirements of harvesting energy, self repair and computation of 
the future. 

Question Time
• Are you happy with your life as it is right now? If not, which is 

the one thing you can realistically change that will give you a 
greater sense of control? 

• How do you plan your life? Maybe do not and cannot plan every 
tiny detail, but how do you plan the strategic direction and aim 
of your life so you can guide your self in the different situations 
that you encounter? 

• How do you define value in your life? What is it that you 
constantly need to, or try to build so that you can feel your life is 
worth it? 

Top Tip 
• Create a safe space and a me-time for your self. It can be 

anything, from a retreat in the mountains with a yoga group to 
some time spent in the gym with your headphones on. The point 
is to take yourself away from the constant demands made by 
those who surround you and the life you have and do something 
that is just for you and makes you feel good about yourself 
and, hopefully, also gives you a little respite from life and the 
opportunity for some self-reflection. 



Thank you for reading this sample.

Buy the book from Amazon or purchase the Audiobook 
from Audible. 

https://www.amazon.com/Intentional-Live-Love-Work-Meaningfully-ebook/dp/B09GDNZPZN
https://www.amazon.com/Intentional-Live-Love-Work-Meaningfully/dp/B09SR9PF1Z/ref=tmm_aud_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
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