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“Dare to know! Have the courage to use your own

understanding.” 
— Immanuel Kant

“We must cultivate our garden.” 
— Voltaire, Candide

“For every symmetry, there is a corresponding

law of conservation.” 
— after Emmy Noether
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P R E F A C E

A Note on This Book

This  book  began  as  a  quarrel  with  my  own  contentment.  By  most

measures I  had what  a  person is  supposed to want—work that  mattered,

security, the freedom to choose my days—and yet I kept meeting an unease

that no achievement seemed to settle. It was not depression and it was not

ingratitude.  It  was  something  quieter:  the  sense  of  being  a  competent

manager of a life I had never actually decided to live.

I suspect this feeling is common, and that prosperity sharpens rather than

soothes it. When survival is in question, the question of meaning politely

waits. When survival is assured, meaning arrives and asks to be paid. The

modern European—and I write as one, from a small terrace high on the Rigi,

where the lake below changes colour four times before lunch—lives in the

most  comfortable  conditions  any humans have ever  enjoyed,  and reports

record levels of disquiet. That paradox is the seed of everything that follows.

I am not a guru and I distrust those who are. What I am is a builder with

a  stubborn  belief  that  the  great  European  traditions  of  thought—ethics,

literature, mathematics—are not museum pieces but working tools, and that

they can be assembled into something useful: a kind of operating system for

a  life.  Hence  the  title.  An  operating  system  does  not  tell  you  what  to

compute; it gives you the structure within which your own programs can

run. That is the most this book can honestly promise. It will not hand you a

purpose. It will give you a frame sturdy enough to hold the purpose you dis‐

cover.

T H E  L I F E  O S
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The frame rests on five thinkers I return to again and again. Kant, for the

conviction that freedom is self-legislation rather than the absence of rules.

Goethe, whose Faust taught me that striving is noble and also ruinous if it

forgets what it is for. Voltaire, who after every catastrophe of optimism tells

us,  dryly,  to  go  and  tend  the  garden.  Nietzsche,  who  insisted  we  are

unfinished  and  must  overcome  ourselves  rather  than  merely  express

ourselves. And Emmy Noether, the mathematician whose great theorem—

that every symmetry conceals a conservation law—gave me the organising

metaphor of the whole system: a good life is not a maximised life but a

symmetrical one, in which what is conserved matters as much as what is

gained.

You do not need to have read any of them. I have tried to carry their

ideas lightly, the way you carry a good map—folded, in a pocket, consulted

when the path forks. Where I quote them, the quotations are short and the

public domain is generous. Where I interpret them, the interpretation is mine

and they are free to turn in their graves.

A word on how to read this. The book moves from why, through what, to

how.  Part  I  diagnoses  the  modern  restlessness  and  lays  out  the  five

inheritances. Part II describes the framework itself—the five pillars and the

mindset that animates them. Part III is practical: onboarding, the dashboard,

the modules, the community. Part IV offers five portraits of the framework

at  work.  Part  V  turns  critical  and  then  forward-looking.  You  may  read

straight through, or you may begin with whichever pillar is most out of true

in your own life. The book is built, like the system it describes, to tolerate

both the disciplined reader and the impatient one.

One last thing. This is a companion, not a replacement. Nothing in these

pages should keep you from a good conversation, a long walk, a doctor, a

friend. The most a book can do is hand you better questions. If, after closing

it, you ask yourself one question you would not otherwise have asked—and

answer it honestly—then it will have earned its place on your shelf.

T H E  L I F E  O S

14



◌

T H E  L I F E  O S

15



16



P A R T  O N E

The Faustian Bargain
of Modern Life

◌



18



C H A P T E R  O N E

The Restlessness of the
Prosperous

“All of humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room

alone.” 

— Blaise Pascal

Consider  the  strange  arithmetic  of  the  present  age.  By  almost  every

objective measure, the European of the twenty-first century lives a life that

would  have  struck  their  great-grandparents  as  miraculous.  Famine  is  a

memory. Infectious disease, once the casual harvester of children, has been

pushed to the margins. The work that consumed the daylight hours of nearly

everyone who ever lived—the raising of food,  the carrying of water,  the

making of cloth—has been handed to machines. A citizen of Zurich or Lyon

or Amsterdam commands, through a device in their pocket, more informa‐

tion  than  the  great  libraries  of  antiquity  held,  and  can  speak  across

continents for the price of nothing at all.

And yet. The surveys are relentless and they do not flatter us. Reported

loneliness  climbs.  Anxiety,  particularly  among  the  young,  has  become

something  close  to  a  baseline  condition  rather  than  an  episode.  The

consumption  of  antidepressants  rises  year  upon  year  in  precisely  the

wealthiest,  safest,  most  comfortable  societies  on  earth.  We  have  solved

scarcity  and  discovered,  to  our  considerable  surprise,  that  scarcity  was

holding something at bay.

T H E  R E S T L E S S N E S S  O F  T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
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This is the paradox from which this book departs, and it deserves to be

stated  plainly  rather  than  lamented  vaguely.  It  is  not  that  prosperity  has

failed  to  deliver  happiness;  that  would  be  merely  disappointing.  It  is

something stranger  and more  unsettling:  prosperity  appears  to  produce a

specific kind of suffering, one that scarcity suppressed. When the question

of how to survive is answered, the question of how to live steps forward and

will not be dismissed.

The Form of the Modern Unease

It is worth being precise about the unease, because vagueness here is the

enemy. What the prosperous European suffers from is not, for the most part,

a deficiency of anything that can be bought. It is, I think, threefold.

First, there is a loss of agency that hides inside an abundance of choice.

We are  told  endlessly  that  we  are  free—free  to  choose  our  careers,  our

partners, our cities, our identities, our forty varieties of coffee. And in a thin

sense  we  are.  But  the  experience  of  facing  a  thousand  options  with  no

principle by which to choose among them is not freedom; it is a particular

kind of paralysis. The person who can do anything, and has no reason to do

one thing rather than another, is not liberated. They are unmoored.

Second, there is a disconnection from meaning. The structures that once

handed meaning to people—inherited faith, fixed social role, the rhythms of

an agricultural year, the dense obligations of village and clan—have largely

dissolved, and for excellent reasons. They were often cages. But they were

also scaffolds, and we have torn down the scaffolds without yet learning to

build  our  own.  The  result  is  a  generation  of  people  technically  free  to

construct their own meaning and largely untrained in how to do it.

Third, there is a quiet horror of insignificance. In a world of eight billion

people,  of  algorithms  that  know  us  better  than  we  know  ourselves,  of

institutions  too  vast  to  influence,  the  individual  can  come to  feel  like  a

T H E  R E S T L E S S N E S S  O F  T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
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rounding error. The hunger to matter—to leave a mark, to be the cause of

something—is among the oldest human drives, and modern life starves it

even as it feeds every other appetite.

T H E  D I A G N O S I S  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E

The characteristic suffering of prosperity is not pain but emptiness

—the experience of a life that functions without being chosen, that

is full of activity and thin on meaning.

Faust at the Crossroads

Goethe understood this two centuries before the survey data confirmed it.

His Faust  is  the prototype of the modern soul:  a  man who has mastered

every discipline—philosophy,  law,  medicine,  theology—and stands  at  his

desk in  the  grey hour  before  dawn confessing that  he  knows nothing of

value and that all his learning has left him exactly where he began, only

older. He has maximised one pillar of his life to the point of grotesquerie

and  starved  every  other,  and  the  result  is  not  triumph  but  despair  so

complete he reaches for poison.

What saves Faust, in the end, is not knowledge and not even the devil’s

gifts.  It  is  striving—the  refusal  to  settle,  the  perpetual  reaching  toward

something beyond the present self. “He who strives on and lives to strive,”

the angels sing as they carry his soul upward, “can earn redemption still.”

But Goethe is not naive about striving. The same drive that redeems Faust

also  lays  waste  to  everyone  around  him;  his  ambition  kills  Gretchen  as

surely as if he had wielded the knife himself. The lesson is not that striving

is  good or  bad but  that  striving  without  symmetry—without  the  counter‐

T H E  R E S T L E S S N E S S  O F  T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
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weight of love, of restraint, of attention to what one is destroying—is a form

of self-immolation that takes others down with it.

This is the Faustian bargain of modern life, and we have all signed it,

mostly without reading the terms. We have agreed to a civilisation organised

around growth—of the economy, of the self, of the résumé, of the follower

count—and we are discovering the cost the bargain always carried: that a

life which only grows, and never balances, consumes itself.

⁂

Voltaire’s Reply

If Goethe diagnoses the disease, Voltaire prescribes the first dose of the

cure, and he does it in six words at the very end of  Candide. His hero has

been  flogged,  shipwrecked,  robbed,  and  disabused  of  every  comforting

philosophy. He has been taught by the relentlessly cheerful Dr. Pangloss that

this  is  the  best  of  all  possible  worlds,  and he  has  watched that  doctrine

shatter against earthquake, war, and disease. At the close of the book, settled

on a modest farm, Candide cuts off one of Pangloss’s final metaphysical

flourishes with a sentence that has outlived every system it was aimed at: we

must cultivate our garden.

It is easy to read this as a counsel of retreat—abandon the big questions,

tend your vegetables,  mind your own business.  But that  is  to misread it.

Voltaire is  not telling us to stop caring about the world.  He is  telling us

where  care  becomes effective:  in  the  small,  bounded,  daily  domain over

which we actually have power. The garden is not an escape from meaning.

The garden  is meaning, made concrete and local and repeatable. It is the

answer to the paralysis of infinite choice—not by adding more philosophy,

but by narrowing the field to what your own two hands can reach.

T H E  R E S T L E S S N E S S  O F  T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
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Here,  then,  are the two poles between which a self-determined life is

strung.  Faust’s  ambition,  which  gives  life  its  forward  motion  and  its

grandeur,  and  which  destroys  when  it  runs  unchecked.  And  Candide’s

garden, which gives life its groundedness and its peace, and which shrinks

into mere quietism when it forgets to look up. Neither alone is sufficient.

The whole art lies in the tension between them.

A  F I R S T  R E F L E C T I O N

Before reading further, sit with three questions. Do not write essays;

write sentences.

Where in my life am I striving like Faust—pushing hard toward

a goal I have not recently examined?

Where is my garden—the small, bounded domain I can actually

tend today?

If I am honest, which of the two am I neglecting?

Why a System, and Why This One

One might reasonably object: if the problem is that modern life is over-

systematised,  over-optimised,  over-measured,  then  surely  the  last  thing

anyone needs is another system. It is a fair challenge and I want to meet it

directly rather than dodge it.

The systems that oppress us share a common feature: their goals are set

by  someone  else.  The  metrics  of  the  corporation,  the  algorithm,  the

marketplace, the status hierarchy—these run continuously in the background

of  our  lives,  quietly  optimising us  toward ends  we never  chose.  To live

without any system at all is not to escape this; it is merely to leave the field

1. 

2. 

3. 

T H E  R E S T L E S S N E S S  O F  T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
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clear  for  those  external  systems  to  operate  unopposed.  The  person  who

refuses  all  structure  does  not  become free.  They  become the  unresisting

object of whatever structures happen to be pointed at them.

The Life OS is a counter-system. Its purpose is not to add another set of

external goals but to give you a structure sturdy enough to hold your own—

to  make  the  implicit  explicit,  the  inherited  examinable,  the  automatic

chosen.  It  borrows  the  rigour  of  systems  thinking  and  turns  that  rigour

against  the  very  forces  that  systems  thinking  usually  serves.  That  is  the

wager of this book: that the cure for being optimised by others is to take up

the tools of optimisation and aim them, deliberately and humanely, at a life

you have actually decided to live.

The  chapters  that  follow build  that  structure  piece  by  piece.  But  the

foundation is already laid, and it is simply this: a fulfilling life in an age of

abundance is not the one that accumulates the most. It is the one that holds

the most in balance.

◌
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Five Inheritances

“What you have inherited from your fathers, earn it anew if you would possess

it.” 

— Goethe, Faust

Every framework rests on assumptions about what a human being is and

what  a  good  life  consists  of.  Most  frameworks  leave  these  assumptions

buried, which is precisely why they so often mislead. This chapter digs ours

up and sets them on the table. The Life OS inherits its foundations from five

thinkers, and Goethe’s line above is the right spirit in which to receive them:

an inheritance you have not earned anew is not really yours. You merely

happen to be standing where it was left.

We will take four of the five in this chapter—Kant, Goethe, Voltaire, and

Nietzsche—and  give  the  fifth,  Emmy  Noether,  a  chapter  of  her  own,

because her contribution is structural rather than thematic and deserves the

room.

Kant: Freedom as Self-Legislation

The most  consequential  idea  Immanuel  Kant  left  us  is  also  the  most

misunderstood. We tend to imagine freedom as the absence of constraint—

the open road, the empty calendar, the permission to do whatever we feel

like. Kant thought this was almost exactly backwards. A person driven by

whatever desire happens to be loudest is not free; they are a leaf on the wind

T H E  L I F E  O S
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of their own appetites, blown wherever the strongest impulse carries them.

True freedom, for Kant, is  autonomy—literally, self-legislation—the capa‐

city to act according to laws you have given yourself through reason rather

than laws imposed by instinct, habit, or the crowd.

This reframing is the philosophical bedrock of the entire Life OS, so it is

worth dwelling on. To live autonomously is not to escape all rules. It is to

author the rules you live by. The dieter who resists the dessert is not less free

than the one who indulges; they are more free, because they are acting on a

principle they have chosen rather than an impulse they have not. Discipline,

on this view, is not the opposite of freedom. Discipline is freedom’s instru‐

ment.

Kant gives us two tools that the Life OS uses directly. The first is the

famous categorical imperative: act only according to that maxim which you

could at the same time will to become a universal law. As a practical filter

for decisions this is remarkably sharp. Before an action, ask: what is the rule

I am actually following here, and would I be content for everyone to follow

it? The salesperson tempted to mislead a client, the partner tempted toward a

convenient lie, the investor tempted by a fund that profits from harm—each

can hold the proposed maxim up to this light and watch it either survive or

shrivel.

The second tool  is  the formula of  humanity:  treat  persons—including

yourself—always also as ends, never merely as means. This is the ethical

core of how the Life OS approaches both relationships and self-regard. You

are not a machine for producing outputs. The person across the table is not

an instrument for advancing your projects. The moment we reduce ourselves

or others to mere utility,  we have committed the fundamental  error from

which most cruelty, and most burnout, flows.

T H E  L I F E  O S
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K A N T  I N  P R A C T I C E

Two questions to carry into any significant decision: What rule am

I  following,  and  could  it  be  universal? And:  Am I  treating  the

people involved—including myself—as ends, or merely as means?

Goethe: The Dignity and Danger of Striving

We met  Faust  in  the  previous  chapter  as  a  diagnosis  of  the  modern

condition. Here we receive him as an inheritance—a complicated gift that

must be earned anew rather than swallowed whole.

The Goethean insight the Life OS keeps is that striving is the signature of

a living soul. To stop reaching, to settle into mere satisfaction, is for Goethe

a kind of death; it is the very state Mephistopheles tries to lure Faust into,

the moment of saying to the passing hour, stay, you are so beautiful. So long

as a person keeps reaching, keeps refusing the final comfortable stop, they

remain redeemable, alive, in motion. This is the engine the Legacy pillar

runs  on:  the  conviction  that  a  human  being  is  meant  to  build  beyond

themselves and to keep building.

But we also inherit Goethe’s warning, and we refuse to separate the two.

Faust’s  striving  is  magnificent  and  it  is  catastrophic.  It  leaves  a  trail  of

wreckage—Gretchen, her mother, her brother, her child—because it recog‐

nises no counterweight. Pure striving is a fire that warms until it consumes

the house. This is why, in the Life OS, the Legacy pillar never stands alone.

It is yoked to Relationships and to Psychological Resilience precisely so that

the Faustian engine cannot run away with the whole vehicle. Ambition is

honoured. Ambition unbalanced is treated as the danger it is.

T H E  L I F E  O S
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Voltaire: The Discipline of the Possible

Voltaire’s  garden,  introduced  in  Chapter  One,  matures  here  into  a

working principle. Behind the famous closing line of Candide lies a whole

epistemology of action, and it is one the Life OS adopts wholesale.

The  principle  is  this:  direct  your  energy  toward  the  domain  you  can

actually affect. Voltaire wrote in the long shadow of the Lisbon earthquake

of 1755, which killed tens of thousands in minutes and demolished, in the

minds  of  many  thinking  people,  the  comfortable  idea  of  a  benevolently

ordered  cosmos.  Candide is,  among  other  things,  a  furious  response  to

anyone  who  would  explain  such  suffering  away  with  a  philosophical

formula.  Pangloss’s  relentless  optimism—everything  is  for  the  best—is

exposed as not merely wrong but cruel, a way of refusing to act by insisting

that no action is needed.

The garden is the alternative to both despair and false optimism. You

cannot prevent the earthquake. You cannot redeem the cosmos. But you can

plant, weed, water, and harvest the small plot in front of you, and in doing so

you can produce real good in a world that offers no guarantees. The Life OS

translates this directly: stop agonising over what you cannot control, identify

the  bounded  domain  of  your  actual  influence,  and  act  there,  daily,  with

consistency. The Physical Vitality pillar is the purest expression of this—

sleep, movement, and nourishment are nobody’s garden but your own—but

the Voltairean discipline runs through the whole system.

T H E  L I F E  O S
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T H E  G A R D E N  A U D I T

Draw two  columns.  On  the  left,  list  the  things  consuming  your

mental energy this week that lie genuinely outside your control. On

the right,  list  the small,  concrete actions within your control that

would move you forward. Notice the imbalance. Most of us spend

our anxiety on the left column and our lives on neither.

Nietzsche: The Self as Something to Be Overcome

Nietzsche is the most easily misappropriated of our five, and the most

bracing when read with care. Strip away the noise that has gathered around

his name and what remains is a set of ideas the Life OS cannot do without.

The first  is  self-overcoming. For Nietzsche, the human being is not a

fixed essence to be discovered and then expressed—the comforting modern

notion of finding your “true self” and being faithful to it. The human being

is  a  process,  a  bridge,  something to  be surpassed.  His  Übermensch—the

“overman” or “beyond-man”—is not a master race or a superman of comic

books; it is an ideal of the individual who has overcome the herd’s ready-

made values and forged their own. The relevant verb is not express but cre‐

ate. You are not here to discover who you already are. You are here to make

something of yourself that did not exist before.

The second is amor fati—love of fate. Nietzsche’s formula for greatness

in a human being is to want nothing to be other than it is, not forward, not

backward, not in all eternity; not merely to bear what is necessary but to

love  it.  This  is  not  passive  resignation.  It  is  the  active,  almost  defiant

embrace of one’s whole life, including its wounds, as the necessary material

from which something is being made. The Psychological Resilience pillar

T H E  L I F E  O S
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leans heavily on this: the reframing of adversity not as an interruption of the

good life but as its raw substance.

We must, however, hold Nietzsche in tension with Kant, and the Life OS

does  this  deliberately.  Nietzsche’s  suspicion  of  universal  moral  law  and

Kant’s insistence on it cannot both be wholly right. The framework does not

pretend to resolve the quarrel. It uses each where it is most illuminating:

Kant to keep our self-creation from sliding into mere selfishness, Nietzsche

to keep our ethics from hardening into a cage. A life governed by Kant alone

risks becoming dutiful and grey. A life governed by Nietzsche alone risks

becoming brilliant and monstrous. Held together, they check each other’s

excesses.

F O U R  V O I C E S ,  O N E  C O N V E R S AT I O N

Kant supplies the conscience. Goethe supplies the engine. Voltaire

supplies the brakes and the steering. Nietzsche supplies the courage

to drive somewhere new. None is sufficient alone; the framework is

the conversation among them.

These four inheritances give us our themes—autonomy, striving, cultiva‐

tion, self-overcoming. What they do not yet give us is a structure: a way of

seeing how the pieces of a life fit together and what it would mean for them

to be in proper relation. For that we need a mathematician, and we turn to

her now.

◌
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Hidden Order

“My methods are really methods of working and thinking; this is why they have

crept in everywhere anonymously.” 

— Emmy Noether

In the summer of 1915, in Göttingen, a young woman who was not permit‐

ted  to  hold  a  professorship—who  lectured,  for  a  time,  under  a  male

colleague’s name because the university would not formally employ her—

solved a problem that had stumped Einstein and Hilbert about how energy

behaves in the theory of general relativity. The result she proved along the

way is now known as Noether’s theorem, and physicists regard it as one of

the most beautiful and far-reaching statements in all of science. It is also, I

will argue, the deepest single idea in this book.

Emmy Noether deserves better than to be a mere metaphor, so let me

state her achievement honestly before I borrow it. Her theorem establishes a

precise and universal correspondence: for every continuous symmetry of a

physical system, there is a corresponding conserved quantity. If the laws of

physics are the same today as tomorrow—a symmetry under shifts in time—

then energy is conserved. If they are the same here as a metre to the left—a

symmetry under shifts in space—then momentum is conserved. Symmetry

and conservation are revealed to be two faces of one thing. Where there is a

balance that holds, something is being preserved; and where something is

preserved, there is a balance underneath it that you may not have noticed.
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I  want to be careful here,  because the move from physics to life is a

metaphor and not a proof, and bad books abuse such moves constantly. I am

not  claiming  that  a  human  life  literally  obeys  Noether’s  theorem.  I  am

claiming something softer and, I think, more useful: that her theorem points

at a pattern of thought—look for what is conserved beneath what changes;

suspect that visible balance protects an invisible treasure—and that this pat‐

tern, applied to a life, is unusually illuminating. The rigour I borrow is the

rigour of the question, not a borrowed certainty in the answer.

Symmetry as Balance, Not Sameness

The first thing to clear away is a misunderstanding. Symmetry does not

mean that all parts of your life should receive equal time or equal weight. A

symmetrical face is not one in which every feature is identical; it is one in

which the parts stand in right relation. Likewise, a symmetrical life is not

one in which you spend exactly as many hours on your finances as on your

friendships. It is one in which no single pillar has grown so dominant that it

deforms the others.

This distinction matters enormously, because the failure mode the Life

OS is designed to prevent is not imbalance of attention—some seasons of

life  rightly  demand that  one pillar  take  precedence—but  chronic,  uncon‐

scious deformation, in which one pillar swells unchecked, year after year,

while  the  others  quietly  atrophy,  and  the  person  does  not  notice  until

something breaks. The banker who has maximised Financial Health while

his  relationships  starve.  The  athlete  who  has  perfected  Physical  Vitality

while her psychological life cracks. The striver who has built a magnificent

Legacy on the rubble of every connection he ever had. These are not failures

of effort. They are failures of symmetry.
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What Conservation Means for a Life

Here is where Noether earns her place rather than merely decorating it.

Her theorem says that symmetry is not free-floating; it is tied to conserva‐

tion.  When the symmetry holds,  something is  preserved.  When the sym‐

metry breaks, something leaks away. Translate this into the language of a

life and a precise claim emerges: when the pillars of your life are in balance,

certain things are conserved that you cannot directly buy, build, or chase—

and when the balance breaks, those things drain away regardless of how

hard you work on any single pillar.

What are these conserved quantities? They are the deep goods that no

single domain produces and that all of them, in balance, sustain. A sense of

meaning that survives a bad quarter at work because it was never resting on

work alone. A baseline of self-worth that a single rejection cannot demolish

because it  was never staked on a single relationship.  An equanimity that

persists through illness because it was never a function of the body alone.

These are the conserved quantities of a human life, and Noether’s insight is

that you do not protect them by attacking them directly. You protect them by

maintaining the symmetry from which they emerge.

T H E  C E N T R A L  C L A I M  O F  T H E  L I F E  O S

Meaning, self-worth, and equanimity are not pillars you can build

directly. They are conserved quantities that emerge when the five

pillars are held in balance—and they leak away when the balance

breaks, no matter how hard you push on any one pillar.

T H E  H I D D E N  O R D E R

33



Invariance: What Should Not Change

There is a second gift in Noether’s work, related to the first but distinct,

and it concerns invariance. An invariant is a quantity that stays the same

under transformation—the thing about a system that does not alter even as

everything around it does. In a human life, the invariants are your settled

values, your sense of who you are beneath the roles you play, the principles

you will not trade. They are what remains when the job changes, the city

changes, the relationship changes, the body ages.

A great deal of modern suffering, I have come to believe, is the suffering

of people who have no invariants—whose entire sense of self is staked on

variables. When your worth is your job title, a layoff is not a setback; it is an

annihilation. When your identity is your relationship,  a breakup does not

wound you; it erases you. The cultivation of invariants—a self-worth, a set

of values, a sense of purpose that does not move when the externals move—

is among the most protective things a person can do, and the Life OS treats

it as a discipline rather than a happy accident. The framework continually

asks: what in your life is invariant? what would still be true about you if the

variables were stripped away? A person who can answer that question has

an anchor. A person who cannot is at the mercy of every storm.

⁂

Swiss Precision: The Order That Serves Freedom

I  write  this  book  from  Switzerland,  and  not  only  by  accident  of

geography.  There  is  a  Swiss  disposition  that  completes  the  European

tapestry I have been weaving, and it concerns the relationship between order

and  freedom—a  relationship  the  rest  of  the  world  tends  to  get  exactly

wrong.
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The common assumption is that order and freedom trade off: the more

structure, the less liberty. The Swiss experience suggests the opposite. The

precision  of  Swiss  institutions—the  trains  that  arrive  to  the  minute,  the

direct  democracy  that  lets  citizens  vote  on  the  actual  questions  of  their

governance, the federalism that keeps power close to the people it affects—

does not constrain Swiss freedom. It is the infrastructure that makes freedom

usable. When the systems work, you do not have to think about them, and

the  attention  they  would  otherwise  consume  is  freed  for  the  things  that

matter. Order, done well, is not the enemy of freedom. It is freedom’s quiet

servant.

The Life OS takes this  disposition seriously.  The framework is  struc‐

tured, measured, and disciplined—not because life should be turned into a

spreadsheet, but because good structure, like a good Swiss railway, is the

thing you build once so that you need not think about it again, leaving your

attention free for the work of actually living. The dashboard, the pillars, the

regular reviews—these are the trains running on time so that you can look

out the window.

There is a further Swiss lesson, and it is about neutrality. Switzerland’s

long  tradition  of  neutrality  and  mediation  is  sometimes  mistaken  for

indifference. It is the opposite: it is the discipline of holding a position from

which genuine balance can be assessed, of refusing to be captured by any

single faction so that the whole can be seen. The Life OS adopts this stance

toward your own life. It does not take sides among your pillars. It does not

declare that career matters more than family, or health more than legacy. It

holds the neutral, mediating position from which the symmetry of the whole

can be judged—and from which you, the only legitimate authority over your

own life, can decide.
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L O C AT I N G  Y O U R  I N VA R I A N T S

Complete these three sentences honestly. They are the beginning of

your invariant set.

No  matter  what  changes  in  my  circumstances,  I  will  not

compromise on…

Even if I lost my job and my title tomorrow, I would still  be

someone who…

The value I would want to be remembered for, above all others,

is…

We now have our foundations. From Kant, autonomy—the freedom that

is self-legislation. From Goethe, the dignity and danger of striving. From

Voltaire,  the  discipline  of  cultivating  the  possible.  From  Nietzsche,  the

courage of self-overcoming. And from Noether, the structural heart of the

whole system: that a good life is a symmetrical one, that balance conserves

what we most value, and that we must guard our invariants against the flux.

With these in hand, we can finally build the framework itself.

◌

1. 

2. 

3. 
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P A R T  T W O

The Framework

◌
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

The Five Pillars of a
Self-Determined Life

“The whole is greater than the sum of its parts; the part is greater within the

whole.” 

— after Aristotle

Any attempt to divide a life into parts is an act of violence against its

wholeness, and I want to admit this before defending it. A human life is not

actually composed of five separable domains any more than a piece of music

is composed of separable notes. The division is a fiction. But it is a useful

fiction, the way a map is a useful fiction—not because the territory is really

made of  contour  lines,  but  because without  some such simplification we

cannot find our way at all.

The Life OS divides a life into five pillars: Financial Health, Psycholo‐

gical Resilience, Physical Vitality, Relationships, and Legacy. The number is

not arbitrary, though I will not pretend it is mathematically necessary either.

Five is enough to capture the genuinely distinct domains of a human life

without  fragmenting  it  into  a  hundred  trackable  metrics—which  would

reproduce, in miniature, the very over-optimisation the framework exists to

resist. Each pillar answers a different fundamental question, and a life that

has answered all five well is, in the sense this book intends, complete.
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PILLAR THE QUESTION IT ANSWERS
PHILOSOPHICAL

ROOT

Financial Health Am I free from money, rather than

merely chasing it?

Kant · Voltaire

Psychological

Resilience

Can I meet what comes without

being broken by it?

Nietzsche · Noether

Physical Vitality Do I have the energy to live the life

I intend?

Goethe · Alpine tradition

Relationships Am I truly connected to other

people?

Voltaire · Rousseau

Legacy Will anything of me outlast me? Nietzsche · Goethe

The First Pillar: Financial Health

Financial Health is the most misunderstood of the pillars,  because we

confuse it with wealth. They are not the same thing, and conflating them is

the source of a great deal of needless misery among the rich and needless

shame  among  the  rest.  Wealth  is  a  quantity—a number  on  a  statement.

Financial Health is a relationship: the relationship between your money and

your freedom. A person of modest means whose spending is aligned with

their values, who is free from the anxiety of debt, and who is not enslaved to

a salary they despise, is in better financial health than a millionaire who lies

awake fearing loss.

The goal of this pillar, in Kantian terms, is to make money a means and

never an end—to treat it as the instrument of a freely chosen life rather than

as the purpose of life itself. The Voltairean discipline applies too: financial
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health is cultivated in the garden of small, consistent, controllable actions—

what you save, what you spend, what you refuse to want—rather than in the

fantasy  of  a  sudden windfall  that  will  solve  everything.  And there  is  an

ethical dimension the framework refuses to drop: the Kantian formula of

humanity asks that your financial choices not treat other people merely as

means. Money made by harming others is not, in this framework, financial

health. It is financial sickness that happens to be profitable.

T H E  T E S T  O F  F I N A N C I A L  H E A LT H

Not “how much do I have?” but three sharper questions: Does my

money serve a life I  have chosen? Am I free from the fear that

dominates the indebted and the over-extended? Could I be proud of

how every franc was earned?

The Second Pillar: Psychological Resilience

If Financial Health concerns your relationship to the external world of

resources, Psychological Resilience concerns your relationship to your own

inner weather. It is the capacity to meet difficulty—loss, failure, fear, the

ordinary friction of being conscious—without being destroyed by it. Note

the word: resilience, not invulnerability. The goal is not to stop feeling pain;

that would be a kind of death. The goal is to feel it and remain standing, to

bend without breaking, to recover.

This  pillar  draws  its  deepest  water  from  two  of  our  thinkers.  From

Nietzsche comes the reframing of adversity as material: not the enemy of a

good life but its raw substance, the resistance against which strength is built.

Amor  fati—the  love  of  one’s  fate,  including  its  wounds—is  the  highest

expression of this pillar, though few of us reach it and the framework does
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not pretend otherwise. From Noether comes the concept of the invariant: the

stable core of self-worth and value that does not move when circumstances

move. The resilient person is not the one who feels no storm. It is the one

who has an anchor the storm cannot drag.

The Third Pillar: Physical Vitality

Of all the pillars, this is the one we are most tempted to treat as merely

instrumental—the body as the vehicle that carries the important parts of us

around. The framework rejects this quietly but firmly. You are not a mind

piloting a machine. You are an embodied creature, and the quality of your

embodiment—your  energy,  your  sleep,  your  movement,  the  slow  back‐

ground  hum  of  physical  well-being  or  its  absence—colours  every  other

pillar  more  powerfully  than  we  like  to  admit.  It  is  very  difficult  to  be

psychologically  resilient  on  no  sleep.  It  is  very  difficult  to  invest  in

relationships when you are exhausted. The body is not the servant of the

good life. It is part of its foundation.

The  Goethean  note  here  is  holism—Goethe  the  scientist  understood

organisms as integrated wholes rather than assemblies of parts, and Physical

Vitality is best pursued in that spirit, attending to the whole system of energy

and recovery rather than chasing isolated metrics. The Alpine tradition adds

its own wisdom, learned by people who live among mountains: that vitality

comes not from maximum exertion but from the rhythm of effort and rest,

ascent and recovery. The mountaineer who never rests does not conquer the

peak. They die on it.
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T H E  F O U N D AT I O N  C H E C K

For one week, before optimising anything else, attend only to the

three foundations of vitality:  did I  sleep enough, did I  move my

body,  did  I  nourish  it  rather  than  merely  fuel  it?  Most  people

discover that a great deal of what they had filed under “psycholo‐

gical” was, in part, physical all along.

The Fourth Pillar: Relationships

We are, as Aristotle noticed and as every subsequent age has confirmed,

social  animals.  The  longest-running  study  of  human  happiness  ever

conducted—following the same group of people across more than eighty

years—reached a conclusion so simple it is almost embarrassing: the single

best predictor of a flourishing life is the quality of one’s relationships. Not

wealth, not fame, not achievement. Connection.

The Relationships pillar draws on Voltaire’s insistence that relationships,

like gardens, are cultivated rather than found—that connection is the product

of  consistent,  attentive  tending  rather  than  lucky  discovery—and  on

Rousseau’s  understanding  that  genuine  relationship  requires  the  honest

expression  of  need  and  the  patient  work  of  mutual  understanding.  The

framework distinguishes sharply between relationships that are chosen and

relationships  that  are  merely  inherited  or  endured.  A self-determined life

includes the courage to invest deeply in the connections that foster mutual

growth, and the harder courage to release those that only drain. This is not

coldness. It is the recognition that finite attention spent everywhere is, in

effect, spent nowhere.
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The Fifth Pillar: Legacy

The  final  pillar  is  the  one  most  easily  postponed  and  most  bitterly

regretted. Legacy is the question of whether anything of you will outlast you

—whether you will have been merely a consumer of the world or also a

contributor to it. It need not be grand. A legacy can be a body of work, a

mentored  protégé,  a  healed  family  pattern,  a  small  institution,  a  garden

someone else will sit in. What matters is that it points beyond the self.

Here Nietzsche and Goethe meet. From Nietzsche comes the imperative

to create one’s own values and to build a life that is an act of authorship

rather than mere consumption. From Goethe comes the dignity of striving

toward something that exceeds a single lifetime. But—and the framework

insists on this—Legacy is the most dangerous pillar precisely because it is

the  most  noble.  The  Faustian  warning  applies  here  above  all:  a  Legacy

pursued at the cost of every other pillar is not a triumph but the very tragedy

Goethe wrote. This is why Legacy is bound, structurally, to Relationships

and Resilience. The person who builds a monument on the ruins of their

own life and the lives around them has not  achieved Legacy.  They have

achieved a particularly elaborate form of failure.

⁂

The Symmetry Among Them

I have described the pillars one at a time, which is necessary and also

misleading, because their whole point is that they are not separate. This is

where  Noether  returns  and  where  the  framework  becomes  more  than  a

checklist. The five pillars are not five independent scores to be maximised.

They are a system in which balance itself is the goal—in which a moderate,
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symmetrical life conserves more of what matters than a life that is brilliant

in one dimension and impoverished in the rest.

Picture two people. The first scores ninety-five on Financial Health and

Legacy, and thirty on the other three. The second scores seventy on all five.

By naive arithmetic the first is “ahead.” By the logic of this book the second

is living far better, because the conserved goods—meaning, equanimity, the

sense of a life in proportion—emerge from symmetry, not from any single

peak. The first person is Faust at his desk: master of one thing, starving in

the  midst  of  plenty.  The  second  is  the  gardener  who  has  learned  that  a

garden is not the single tallest flower but the health of the whole bed.

This is the deepest design principle of the Life OS, and everything in the

chapters that  follow—the mindset,  the dashboard,  the modules—exists  to

serve it. We are not building a machine for maximising a number. We are

building  an  instrument  for  restoring  and  maintaining  a  balance,  on  the

conviction,  inherited  from  a  mathematician  who  was  never  allowed  her

rightful chair, that balance is where the treasure is kept.

◌

T H E  F I V E  P I L L A R S  O F  A S E L F - D E T E R M I N E D  L I F E

45



46



C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Life OS Mindset

“Become who you are.” 

— Nietzsche, after Pindar

A framework is only ever scaffolding. The building it supports is a way

of seeing, and unless that way of seeing takes root in you, the scaffolding

stands around an empty lot.  This  chapter  is  about  the building.  The five

pillars give the Life OS its structure; the six principles in this chapter give it

its spirit. They are not rules to obey but dispositions to cultivate—habits of

attention that, practised, gradually change the texture of a life.

One · Autonomy Over Compliance

The first principle is Kant’s, and it is the foundation on which the rest

stand: dare to know; have the courage to use your own understanding. Most

of us live according to scripts we never wrote—the expectations of parents,

the  assumptions  of  our  class  and  culture,  the  algorithmically  amplified

preferences of the crowd. To live autonomously is not to reject all of this;

much of it is wise, and the contrarian who rejects everything is as unfree as

the conformist who accepts everything. It is to bring the scripts into the light

and decide, consciously, which to keep.

The practice is an audit. Periodically—the framework suggests at each

seasonal review—examine the rules you are living by and ask of each: is

this mine, or did I merely inherit it? Would I choose it again now, knowing
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what I know? The aim is not a life of pure invention but a life of conscious

authorship, in which even the inherited parts are inherited on purpose.

Two · Strive Without Losing Your Soul

The second principle holds the Faustian engine and the Faustian warning

together in a single breath. Strive ever onward—but never at the cost of the

things that make the striving worth anything. This is the principle that keeps

ambition from metastasising. It asks, of every goal pursued: what is this for?

And: what am I willing to destroy to reach it? The honest answer to the

second question is often clarifying in the way cold water is clarifying.

Three · Cultivate Your Garden

The third principle is Voltaire’s discipline of the possible. When the mind

spins on what cannot be controlled—the economy, the past, the opinions of

others, the vast machinery of the world—the principle redirects it,  gently

and repeatedly, to the small plot that can actually be tended. Not as a denial

of the larger world’s problems, but as the only honest response to them: do

the good that is within reach, today, with your own hands. A life is built out

of such days or it is not built at all.

Four · Embrace the Struggle

The fourth principle is Nietzschean, and it must be handled with care,

because it is so easily twisted into a glorification of needless suffering. It

does not say that suffering is good. It says that struggle, when it comes—and

it  will  come—is  the  material  from which strength  is  made,  and that  the

disposition which meets difficulty as an opponent worthy of engagement

fares better than the one which meets it as an outrage.  Amor fati is the far

horizon of this principle: not merely to endure your fate but, eventually, to
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be able to affirm the whole of your life, wounds included, as the only path

by which you could have become who you are.

Five · Seek Symmetry and Balance

The fifth principle is Noether’s, and it is the one most particular to this

framework.  Regularly  assess  the  balance  among  your  pillars,  and  treat

asymmetry  as  a  signal  rather  than  a  verdict.  A  pillar  that  has  fallen  far

behind is not a failure to be ashamed of; it  is information, a quiet alarm

telling you where the conserved goods are leaking away. The disposition this

principle cultivates is a kind of standing attention to proportion—a habit of

asking, when something feels wrong despite everything going well,  which

pillar have I let swell, and which have I let starve?

Six · Precision and Order

The sixth principle is the Swiss one, and it is the servant of all the others.

Design your life with clarity, efficiency, and discipline—not because life is a

machine, but because good structure is what frees your attention for what

matters. The person who has to renegotiate every habit every morning has

no energy left for the deep questions. The person whose foundations run,

like good trains, on time, is free to look out the window. Precision is not the

enemy of the soul. Done rightly, it is what gives the soul room.
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T H E  S I X  P R I N C I P L E S

Author your own rules.  Strive without  self-destruction.  Tend the

garden you can reach. Meet struggle as material. Watch the balance

among your pillars. Build structure that frees rather than confines.

Together they describe not a method but a temperament—the tem‐

perament of a person who has decided to live deliberately.

These  six  dispositions  cannot  be  installed  in  an  afternoon.  They  are

cultivated,  in  the  literal  Voltairean sense—planted,  watered,  weeded,  and

harvested over seasons. But they begin the moment you start to notice their

absence: the moment you catch yourself complying where you could author,

spinning where you could cultivate, maximising one pillar where you could

restore the balance of all five. That noticing is the first shoot. The rest of this

book is about how to tend it.

◌
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Technology as a
Silent Companion

“The essence of technology is by no means anything technological.” 

— Martin Heidegger

There is an obvious objection to building any part of a self-determined

life  on technology,  and it  was  stated most  forcefully  by Heidegger,  who

warned  that  modern  technology  tends  to  reduce  everything  it  touches—

forests,  rivers,  and  eventually  people—to  mere  standing  reserve,  raw

material on call for use. A framework that hands your inner life to an app

risks exactly this: turning a soul into a dashboard, a life into a set of metrics

to be optimised. I take the objection seriously. I have built the technology of

the Life OS to answer it rather than to ignore it.

The Companion, Not the Master

The governing metaphor is the word companion. A companion walks be‐

side you; it does not walk ahead of you pulling, nor behind you pushing. The

technology of the Life OS is designed to occupy this position and no other.

It can show you patterns you might miss. It can ask you questions you might

avoid. It can remember what you tend to forget. What it must never do—and

what the framework treats as a design failure wherever it creeps in—is make

the decision. The final judgement over your own life belongs to you, on
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Kantian  principle:  to  surrender  it  to  a  machine  is  to  trade  autonomy for

convenience, which is the worst bargain a self-determined person can make.

This  is  why  every  recommendation  the  system offers  is  framed  as  a

question rather than a command, and why the most important number it ever

shows you is not a score to be maximised but an asymmetry to be noticed.

The Symmetry Tracker

The single most distinctive feature of the Life OS, and the one that most

directly embodies Noether, is the symmetry tracker. Rather than presenting

your five pillars as five separate scores to be driven upward, it presents the

relationship among them.  Its  characteristic  output  is  not  “your  Financial

Health is 85” but something closer to: “your Financial Health is strong while

your Psychological Resilience has fallen behind—the balance has shifted,

and the conserved goods may be leaking. Where is your attention going?”

The distinction matters enormously. A tool that shows five scores invites

you  to  maximise  all  five,  which  is  precisely  the  over-optimisation  that

breaks  people.  A tool  that  shows the  symmetry  among them invites  you

instead to  restore proportion—a fundamentally different and far healthier

relationship to measurement. The symmetry tracker does not want you to

win. It wants you to balance.

T H E  I N VA R I A N C E  T R A C K E R

A companion feature watches not what changes but what should

not—your stated values and invariants. When your choices begin to

drift from the principles you named as non-negotiable, it does not

scold. It reflects: “You said this mattered most. Your recent choices

point elsewhere. Is that a considered change, or a drift?”
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Augmentation, Not Replacement

Throughout, the principle is augmentation rather than replacement. The

artificial  intelligence  within  the  system  suggests;  you  dispose.  It  might

surface a resource suited to the pillar you have been neglecting, or notice

that your sleep and your mood have moved together over the past month, or

propose  a  connection  in  the  community  whose  journey resembles  yours.

Each  of  these  is  an  offering,  held  out  with  an  open  hand.  None  is  an

instruction. The technology serves humanity, in the phrase the framework

returns to, or it has failed—and a tool that erodes the autonomy it was meant

to support is not a sophisticated tool. It is a betrayal of the whole project.

Guarding Against the Heideggerian Trap

How does one build technology that genuinely resists reducing life to

metrics? Three commitments, designed into the system rather than bolted on

afterward. First, the deliberate incompleteness of measurement: the system

measures less than it could, on the principle that not everything that matters

should be tracked, and that some things are corrupted by the very act of

scoring them. Second, the constant turn outward: the technology repeatedly

pushes you off the screen and into the world—toward the walk, the conver‐

sation, the meeting, the workshop—treating its own use as a means to a life

lived  elsewhere.  Third,  the  primacy  of  the  qualitative:  alongside  every

number  sits  a  prompt  for  reflection,  because  a  life  understood  only

quantitatively has already been misunderstood.

The test of the whole apparatus is simple and severe. After using it, do

you feel more like the author of your life or more like its administrator?

More connected to the world or more absorbed in a screen? If the former,

the companion is doing its work. If the latter, then for all its sophistication it
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has become one more of the external systems this book was written to resist

—and it should be closed, and you should go outside.

◌
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From Theory
to Practice
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

The Onboarding:
Crafting Your Manifesto

“Know thyself.” 

— inscribed at Delphi

Every meaningful journey begins with an honest reckoning of where you

stand, and the Life OS begins not with goals but with self-knowledge. This

is deliberate and it runs against the grain of most self-improvement, which

rushes you toward targets before you have asked whether they are yours.

The  framework  holds  that  a  goal  pursued  before  self-knowledge  is  a

borrowed goal, and that the pursuit of borrowed goals is the engine of the

very emptiness this book diagnoses. So we begin by writing a manifesto—a

short,  honest  document  of  what  you  actually  value,  what  you  refuse  to

compromise, and what you are trying to build.

The manifesto is not a vision board and it is not a list of resolutions. It is

closer  to  a  constitution:  the  founding  document  against  which  all  later

decisions are measured. It draws on a genuine insight from the psychology

of  well-being—that  human  beings  make  sense  of  their  lives  through

narrative, and that a coherent life story is itself protective. To write your

manifesto is to take authorship of your story rather than letting it be written

for you by circumstance and inertia.
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The Onboarding Questions

The  process  is  structured  as  a  sequence  of  reflective  questions,  each

rooted  in  one  of  our  inheritances.  They  are  not  meant  to  be  answered

quickly.  The  framework  suggests  sitting  with  each  over  the  course  of  a

week, returning, revising, letting the first easy answer give way to the truer,

harder one beneath it.

T H E  F I V E  F O U N D I N G  Q U E S T I O N S

What does  a  self-determined life  look like  to  you? (Kant’s

autonomy.) Not  what  you  have  been  told  to  want—what,  on

examination, you actually want.

What  are  the  three  values  you  refuse  to  compromise?

(Nietzsche’s self-authorship.) These become your first invariants.

What would you attempt if  you knew you could not  fail?

(Faust’s  ambition.) The  answer  reveals  the  striving  you  have

been suppressing.

What legacy  do  you want  to  leave? (Noether’s  invariance.)

What of you should outlast you?

Where  do  you  see  imbalance  in  your  life  right  now?

(Noether’s symmetry.) Which pillar has swelled, and which has

starved?

The fifth question is the bridge to everything that follows. Most people,

answering it honestly, are surprised—not by the pillar they have neglected,

which they usually half-knew, but by how long they have neglected it, and

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

T H E  O N B O A R D I N G : C R A F T I N G  Y O U R  M A N I F E S TO

58



how  completely  they  had  stopped  seeing  the  neglect  as  a  choice.  The

manifesto ends not with a triumphant declaration but with this quiet recogni‐

tion:  here is where I am out of true, and I have decided to do something

about it. That sentence, written in your own hand, is the true beginning.

Living With the Manifesto

A manifesto written once and filed away is worthless. The framework

treats it as a living document, revisited at each seasonal review and revised

when—but  only  when—you  have  genuinely  changed  rather  than  merely

drifted. The distinction is everything. Revising your manifesto because you

have grown is authorship. Revising it because you have lost your nerve is

surrender dressed as flexibility.  The invariance tracker exists  precisely to

hold this line: to ask, when your manifesto starts to shift, whether you are

growing or fleeing.

◌
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

The Dashboard:
A Mirror for the Soul

“What gets measured gets managed—but not everything that counts can be

counted.” 

— a caution worth keeping

If the manifesto is the constitution, the dashboard is the daily instrument of

self-governance—the mirror in which you see, at a glance, the present state

of  your  five  pillars  and  the  symmetry  among  them.  It  is  designed  with

deliberate  Swiss  restraint:  clear,  quiet,  and  honest,  refusing  the  gamified

noise of most tracking tools, which mistake engagement for value and end

up optimising you for their own use rather than yours.

What the Dashboard Shows

Each pillar  carries  a  score from zero to one hundred,  derived from a

mixture of what you report and what you choose to let the system observe.

But the score is not the point, and the dashboard is built to keep you from

forgetting this. The number sits always beside the symmetry reading, which

shows how the pillars stand in relation to one another—and it is the relation,

not the magnitude, that the design pushes you to attend to.

Three further elements complete the mirror. A trend view, which shows

movement over time and lets you see, for instance, that your vitality has
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climbed steadily since you began walking each morning—the kind of slow

change  that  is  invisible  day  to  day  and  obvious  across  a  season.  The

invariance tracker, which holds your stated values steady in view and gently

flags  when your  choices  drift  from them.  And a  reflection  space,  where

alongside every number you are prompted to write what the number does

not  capture—because  the  dashboard’s  deepest  commitment  is  that  the

qualitative outranks the quantitative, always.

R E A D I N G  T H E  A S Y M M E T R Y

The most useful thing the dashboard ever tells you is not that a

pillar is low but that it  is low  relative to the others. A Financial

Health of 85 beside a Resilience of 40 is not a cause for congratula‐

tion on the first number. It is an alarm about the gap—a sign that

the conserved goods are draining, and that attention must move.

The Discipline of the Review

The  dashboard  is  consulted  lightly  day  to  day  and  seriously  at  the

seasonal  review—four  times  a  year,  the  framework  suggests,  in  keeping

with the rhythm of a life lived among changing seasons. The review is a

structured conversation with yourself: What has moved, and why? Where

has the symmetry shifted? Has my behaviour drifted from my invariants?

What single pillar most needs my attention in the season ahead? The aim is

never to fix everything at once—that ambition is itself a symptom of the

over-optimising disease—but to choose, deliberately, the one restoration that

matters most now.

This grounds the dashboard in the established psychology of behaviour

change,  which  has  long  held  that  self-regulation  depends  on  regular
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monitoring and honest feedback. But the framework adds its own insistence:

that monitoring serve balance rather than maximisation, and that feedback

be received with self-compassion rather than self-flagellation. A dashboard

that makes you anxious has failed at its only real job, which is to make you

wiser about your own life. If the mirror only shows you your faults, it is a

poor mirror. A good one shows you the whole, in proportion, and lets you

decide what to tend.

◌
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

The Modules:
Mastering Each Pillar

“Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Willing is not enough; we must do.” 

— Goethe

A diagnosis  without  a  treatment  is  merely  an  elegant  way  of  telling

someone they are unwell. The dashboard shows you where your life is out of

true; the modules are where you do something about it. Each pillar has its

own  module,  and  each  module  is  built  on  the  same  four-part  structure:

learning,  tools,  challenges,  and  guidance.  The  structure  is  deliberately

uniform, because a person restoring a neglected pillar should not also have

to learn a new way of working each time.

The Four Components of Every Module

The learning component offers curated material—drawn, characteristic‐

ally,  from European philosophy,  literature,  and  science  as  much as  from

modern research—chosen not for volume but for relevance to the specific

imbalance you are addressing. The framework is suspicious of the endless

content that most platforms mistake for value; it offers little, but the little is

chosen with care.

The tools component provides the instruments of self-knowledge specif‐

ic  to  that  pillar:  a  net-worth  tracker  and  ethical-investment  screen  for
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Financial Health, a stress and recovery assessment for Resilience, a sleep

and  energy  log  for  Vitality,  a  connection  inventory  for  Relationships,  a

contribution map for Legacy. Each tool feeds the dashboard; none is an end

in itself.

The challenges component is where intention becomes habit. These are

time-bound experiments—a thirty-day spending audit, a week of deliberate

rest, a season of weekly deep conversation—designed on the sound principle

that behaviour changes through bounded, concrete action rather than vague

resolution. A challenge is small enough to complete and specific enough to

teach.

The  guidance component  connects  you,  when you want  it,  to  human

beings—coaches,  mentors,  practitioners—because  no  software,  however

thoughtful, replaces a wise person who has walked the path before you. The

framework is emphatic that this human element is not a premium add-on but

the heart  of  the whole module.  The technology prepares  the ground;  the

human guide helps you plant.

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  T H E  F I N A N C I A L  H E A LT H

M O D U L E

Learning: short courses on ethical investing read through a Kantian

lens, the principles of disciplined saving, and the behavioural traps

that  separate  people  from their  own stated  values.  Tools:  a  net-

worth  tracker,  an  ethical-investment  screen,  a  financial-stress

assessment. Challenge: the thirty-day spending audit—record every

expense  and  mark  whether  it  served  a  life  you  actually  chose.

Guidance:  access  to  advisers  who  treat  money  as  a  means  to

freedom rather than an end in itself.

T H E  M O D U L E S : M A S T E R I N G  E A C H  P I L L A R

66



How the Modules Serve Symmetry

The crucial design decision is that you are not meant to work all five

modules at once. That way lies the over-optimisation the whole framework

resists.  Instead,  the  dashboard’s  symmetry reading points  you to  the  one

pillar most out of true, and you work that module until balance is restored—

then you reassess. This is the Voltairean discipline made operational: not the

grandiose project of perfecting everything, but the patient cultivation of the

one corner of the garden that most needs tending now. A life is brought into

symmetry the way a garden is brought into health—one bed at a time, in

season, with attention.

◌
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C H A P T E R  T E N

The Community:
A Modern-Day Salon

“Conversation enriches the understanding, but solitude is the school of genius.”

— Edward Gibbon

A self-determined  life  is  not  a  solitary  one,  and  any  framework  that

produces hermits has misunderstood what it set out to serve. The Relation‐

ships pillar cannot be cultivated alone, and the other four are sustained, in

practice, by the company we keep. The community of the Life OS exists to

answer this—and it  takes its model not from the modern social network,

with its incentives toward performance and outrage, but from an older and

better European institution: the salon.

Why the Salon, and Not the Feed

The  salons  of  Enlightenment  Europe—those  gatherings  in  which

thinkers,  writers,  and  the  merely  curious  met  to  exchange  ideas—had

qualities  our  digital  gathering-places  have lost.  They were  curated rather

than algorithmic: someone took responsibility for who was in the room and

what the conversation was for. They prized depth over reach: the aim was to

understand and be  understood,  not  to  accumulate  an  audience.  And they

operated on a principle of mutual cultivation—each participant left a little

wiser, a little more challenged, than they arrived. The Life OS community is
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built to recover these qualities deliberately, against the grain of everything

the attention economy rewards.

Concretely, the community is a space for four things: sharing the honest

texture  of  one’s  journey,  including  the  failures  that  performance-driven

platforms hide; seeking feedback and accountability from people invested in

your flourishing rather than your engagement; collaborating on the projects

—a business, a book, a retreat—through which Legacy is so often built; and

finding the mentors and peers whose paths illuminate your own. Each of

these serves a pillar, and the community as a whole serves the conserved

goods that no individual can manufacture alone.

Bridging the Screen and the World

The framework is honest about a limit of any digital community: that

connection mediated only through screens is connection of a thinner kind.

So the community is built to push itself off the screen at every opportunity

—into local meetings at cafés and co-working spaces, into workshops on the

pillars and their philosophical roots, into longer retreats in Alpine settings

designed  for  the  kind  of  reflection  that  only  unhurried  time  and  good

company permit. The online space is treated, throughout, as the means of

arranging the offline life rather than as a substitute for it. A community that

keeps its members at their screens has failed by exactly the measure that a

companion app fails when it keeps you from your own life.
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T H E  T E S T  O F  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y

Does it leave you more connected to real people, or more depend‐

ent on the platform? A salon sends you home enriched and eager

for the next gathering.  A feed keeps you scrolling.  The Life OS

community is built to be the former, and is judged a failure to the

precise extent that it becomes the latter.

There is a deeper point here, and it returns us to the boundaries of the

whole  enterprise.  No framework,  no community,  no companion app is  a

substitute  for  the irreplaceable goods of  human life—a real  friendship,  a

long marriage, the unrepeatable presence of people who know you. The Life

OS does not pretend otherwise, and it is suspicious of any tool, including its

own, that would have you believe it could. It aims to be the scaffold that

helps  you  build  those  goods,  and  then  to  recede.  The  best  thing  the

community can do, in the end, is make itself less necessary—by helping you

build a life so rich in real connection that you need the platform less and

less.

◌
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Five Portraits of
Symmetry Restored

“The unexamined life is not worth living.” 

— Socrates, at his trial

A framework lives or dies in particular lives, and abstraction can only

carry an idea so far.  What  follows are five portraits—composites,  drawn

from the kinds of people the framework was built  for, each illustrating a

different pillar out of true and the work of bringing it back into proportion.

They are not testimonials and they are not promises. They are illustrations of

a  way  of  seeing,  offered  in  the  spirit  of  the  case  study  rather  than  the

advertisement. Read them as you would read parables: not for the facts but

for the pattern.

F I N A N C I A L  H E A LT H

The Banker Who Had Everything and Felt Nothing

He was, by any external measure, a success—a senior figure at a Zurich

institution, with a portfolio that would let him stop working tomorrow. And

he was hollow. The hollowness confused him, because he had been taught

that the number was the point, and he had achieved the number. What the
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framework helped him see was that his Financial Health, despite his wealth,

was poor: his money served no life he had chosen, and a good deal of it was

invested in things he would have been ashamed to defend at his own dinner

table.

The  work  was  not  to  make  more.  It  was  to  bring  his  finances  into

alignment with the values he had never examined. He audited his portfolio

against  a  simple  Kantian  test—could  he  be  proud of  how every  holding

earned its  return?—and moved his  capital  toward  enterprises  he  actually

believed in. He established a fund to educate young people from the kind of

background  he  had  himself  escaped.  And,  prompted  by  the  symmetry

tracker,  he  noticed  that  his  obsessive  attention  to  one  pillar  had  let  his

relationships and his inner life starve. The hollowness, it turned out, was not

a  flaw in  his  wealth.  It  was  the  sound of  four  empty  pillars  beside  one

overfull  one.  As  he  restored  the  balance,  the  hollowness  receded—not

because he grew richer, but because his life grew symmetrical.

P S Y C H O L O G I C A L  R E S I L I E N C E

The Philosopher Who Could Not Rest

She had built  a  life  of  the mind—respected,  productive,  intellectually

fearless—and she was exhausted in a way that sleep did not touch. Beneath

the exhaustion lay a belief she had never said aloud: that she was worth only

what she produced, and that to rest was to risk worthlessness. Her Resilience

pillar had collapsed not because she was weak but because her entire sense

of worth was staked on a single, ever-moving variable—output—and a self

anchored to a variable has nothing to hold when the variable dips.

The work, drawing on Noether by way of the invariance tracker, was to

build  an  anchor  that  her  productivity  could  not  move.  She  named  her
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invariants—the  values  and  commitments  that  would  remain  true  of  her

whether she published another word or not—and practised, against consider‐

able internal resistance, the radical act of resting without earning it first. She

learned from Nietzsche to meet her own difficulty as material rather than as

evidence of failure, and from Goethe the rhythm of striving and recovery

that her one-note life had forgotten. The exhaustion eased as the anchor took

hold. She did not become less ambitious. She became, for the first time, able

to bear her own ambition.

P H Y S I C A L  V I TA L I T Y

The Mountaineer Who Forgot to Descend

He  was  supremely  fit  and  quietly  breaking  down.  A  serious  Alpine

climber, he had mistaken intensity for vitality and trained himself toward

injury,  exhaustion,  and a fragility that  his  impressive physique disguised.

His Physical Vitality pillar, the one he assumed was his strongest, was in

fact undermining the others—his depleted body dragging down his mood,

his sleep, his patience with the people he loved.

The framework returned him to the wisdom his own mountains should

have taught: that vitality is not maximum exertion but the rhythm of effort

and recovery, ascent and descent. He rebuilt his training around mobility and

rest.  He  attended,  holistically  in  the  Goethean  sense,  to  sleep  and

nourishment rather than chasing performance numbers in isolation. And the

symmetry tracker showed him what he had refused to see—that his obses‐

sion with one pillar had left the others thin. As he learned to descend as

deliberately as he climbed, his energy rose, and so, quietly, did everything

that energy supports. The strongest climbers, he came to understand, are not

those who never rest. They are those who have made rest part of the climb.
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R E L AT I O N S H I P S

The Intellectual Who Could Argue but Not Connect

She was brilliant in debate and lonely in love. Her relationship was a

series of skirmishes over misaligned goals, each conducted with a rhetorical

skill  that won the argument and lost  the partner.  Her Relationships pillar

suffered not from absence of feeling but from a way of relating—combative,

defended,  perpetually  proving—that  made genuine connection nearly  im‐

possible.

The work began with a values inventory she and her partner completed

separately,  in  the  Voltairean  spirit  of  discovering  what  garden they were

actually tending together. It continued with the patient, humbling practice of

non-violent  communication—learning,  after  Rousseau,  to  express  need

without weaponising it, to hear without preparing a rebuttal. They set shared

goals  and,  just  as  importantly,  honoured  individual  boundaries.  The

symmetry tracker helped them watch the give-and-take of the relationship

rather than keeping the silent scorecards that poison so many couples. The

skirmishes did not vanish entirely—she remained who she was—but they

became,  increasingly,  conversations.  Connection,  she  found,  was  not

something she lacked the capacity for. It was something she had never let

herself risk.
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L E G A C Y

The Humanist Who Retired Into Emptiness

He had done well—a full career, a comfortable retirement, the leisure he

had spent decades earning. And in the leisure he came undone, because his

sense of purpose had been so bound up with his work that, the work gone,

he found himself with no answer to the question of what he was for. His

Legacy pillar, dormant through the busy years, now stood revealed as the

one he had never built.

The work was to answer the question he had postponed: what of him

should  outlast  him?  He  clarified  a  purpose—to  strengthen  the  next

generation of thinkers—and built a mentorship around it, giving away the

experience he had spent a lifetime accumulating. He wrote, in the Goethean

tradition of Dichtung und Wahrheit, an honest account of the lessons his life

had  taught,  so  that  they  would  not  die  with  him.  And,  warned  by  the

symmetry tracker against the over-giving into which the newly purposeful

so easily fall, he kept his Legacy work in balance with his own well-being

and relationships. The emptiness of his retirement filled—not with activity

for its own sake, but with the particular contentment of a person who has

finally turned outward, and found that the turning was what he had been

missing all along.

⁂

Five lives, five pillars, one pattern. In each case the trouble was not a

deficiency  of  effort  or  virtue  but  a  deficiency  of  symmetry—one  pillar

swollen, the rest starved, the conserved goods quietly leaking away. And in
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each case the remedy was not  to push harder on the strong pillar  but  to

restore the proportion of the whole. This is the entire teaching of the book,

rendered in particular lives: that a good life is not the maximisation of any

single thing,  but  the patient,  lifelong keeping of  a  balance—and that  the

balance,  once  kept,  conserves  what  no  amount  of  striving  in  a  single

direction can buy.

◌
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C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

Critiques and
Limitations

“Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.” 

— Voltaire

A framework that cannot survive its own criticism does not deserve to be

trusted, and I would rather raise the strongest objections myself than leave

them for a reader to discover with a sense of betrayal. What follows are the

four critiques I find most serious. I do not think any of them is fatal, but

honesty requires that I state them at their strongest, and that my answers be

more than reflexive defence.

The Charge of Privilege

The first and gravest objection is that the whole enterprise presupposes

privilege. To reflect on one’s manifesto, to tend five pillars, to attend Alpine

retreats—this is the leisure of people whose survival is already assured. The

person working two jobs to keep a roof overhead does not need a symmetry

tracker; they need a higher wage and a fairer system. There is real force in

this, and I will not pretend it away.

My answer is partial and I offer it as such. The framework’s core insight

—that a good life is balanced rather than maximised—is not a luxury good;

if anything the relentless trade-offs of a constrained life make the question
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of balance more urgent, not less. The principles cost nothing: the audit of

inherited scripts, the cultivation of the garden one can reach, the naming of

invariants.  What  costs  money  is  the  apparatus,  and  there  the  honest

commitment is to sliding-scale access, free resources, and partnership with

organisations that serve those the market ignores. But I concede the deeper

point: a framework for living well is not a substitute for a society arranged

so that living well is possible, and anyone who offers the former as a cure

for the absence of the latter is selling something. This book is not that cure.

It is a set of tools for the use you can make of the life you actually have.

The Risk of Over-Optimisation

The second  objection  is  that  the  framework,  despite  its  protestations,

risks turning life into a project to be managed—breeding the very anxiety it

claims to relieve, as users obsess over scores and symmetry and lie awake

worrying that their Relationships pillar has slipped three points. This is a

real danger, and it is one I feel acutely, because the disease and the proposed

cure share so much machinery.

The framework answers this structurally rather than with mere warnings.

It deliberately measures less than it could. It elevates the qualitative over the

quantitative  at  every  turn.  It  insists,  through  the  principle  of  self-

compassion, that progress matters more than perfection and that imbalance

is  information  rather  than  indictment.  And  it  returns,  here,  to  Noether’s

invariance:  the  reminder  that  some  things—your  worth,  your  values—

should remain constant regardless of any score, and that a person who lets a

dashboard tell them their worth has misunderstood both the dashboard and

themselves. Still, the danger is genuine, and the only complete safeguard is

the disposition the whole book cultivates: the wisdom to use the tool and

then set it down.
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The Question of Technology

The third objection is Heidegger’s, treated at length in Chapter Six and

not to be waved away: that any technology of the self risks reducing the self

to what the technology can measure, and that dependence on a companion

app  may erode  the  very  autonomy it  claims  to  serve.  I  have  built  what

defences I can—the framing of recommendations as questions, the constant

turn outward toward the world, the deliberate incompleteness of measure‐

ment. But I will not claim to have solved a problem that the wisest critic of

technology considered close to inherent. The honest position is vigilance:

the recognition that this danger is never defeated, only continually resisted,

and that the day the companion becomes the master is the day it should be

closed.

The Charge of Cultural Narrowness

The fourth objection is that the framework is provincially European—

that  it  draws  its  entire  foundation  from one  tradition  and  presumes  that

tradition’s  preoccupations  are  universal.  A  reader  formed  by  Confucian,

Buddhist, or African philosophical traditions might reasonably ask why Kant

and not Confucius, why Nietzsche and not the Buddha.

I accept the limitation and decline the apology. This is a European book,

written from a European place, drawing on the tradition I know well enough

to  use  rather  than  merely  cite.  I  would  distrust  a  book  that  claimed  to

synthesise all the world’s wisdom; such books tend to honour none of it.

What I will say is that the structural insight—balance over maximisation, the

conservation of what matters through symmetry—seems to me to point past

its  European  clothing  toward  something  more  widely  shared,  much  as

Noether’s theorem, discovered in one laboratory, turned out to describe the

whole physical universe. Whether that is so I leave to readers formed by
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other traditions to judge. The framework aspires to be adaptable. It does not

pretend to be complete.

◌
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C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

Scaling the Garden:
Future Directions

“Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it.” 

— attributed to Goethe

A living  framework  is  never  finished,  and  it  would  betray  its  own

principles if it pretended to be. This chapter looks forward—not with the

false precision of a roadmap, which the future always embarrasses, but with

the honest tentativeness of a gardener planning next season’s beds. The Life

OS is meant to grow, and growth implies directions not yet fully formed.

New Pillars, and the Right to Add Your Own

Five pillars capture much of a life but not all of it. There is a case for a

sixth concerned with creativity—the making of art, music, and new things,

which Goethe would have insisted belongs near the centre of any full life

rather than at its margins. There is a case for one concerned with spirituality,

understood broadly as the human relationship to meaning, mystery, and what

exceeds  the  self.  And  there  is  a  growing  case  for  one  concerned  with

environmental stewardship—the alignment of a life with the health of the

living world that sustains it, a concern Noether’s vision of hidden order in

nature anticipates in its own way. The deeper commitment, though, is to let

users define their own pillars, since the framework’s whole purpose is self-
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determination,  and  a  fixed  five  imposed  from  outside  would  quietly

contradict the autonomy it preaches.

Deepening the Companion

The technology will deepen, and the discipline is to let it deepen as a

companion and never as a master. More responsive guidance, drawing on

advances in language technology to offer reflection in real time. Symmetry

alerts grown more perceptive, noticing imbalance earlier and more gently.

Integration with the wearable instruments that increasingly accompany us,

so that the body’s data can inform the Vitality pillar without the user having

to  report  it  by  hand.  Even,  perhaps,  immersive  environments—a  virtual

Alpine retreat for reflection, a virtual salon for connection across distance.

Each of these is promising and each carries the Heideggerian risk, and the

rule  is  unchanging:  every  deepening  must  answer  the  test  of  whether  it

leaves the user more the author of their life or less.

Growing the Salon

The community will grow outward into the world—local chapters in the

cities  of  Europe,  beginning  where  the  need  and  the  readiness  meet;  a

programme to train guides in the patient Swiss tradition of apprenticeship

rather than the hurried credentialism that has cheapened so much coaching;

partnerships with universities that might teach the young to design a life

before circumstance designs it for them, with organisations whose missions

align,  with  the  Alpine  retreats  and  cultural  institutions  that  can  host  the

offline  life  the  framework keeps  insisting on.  The aim throughout  is  the

salon’s aim: depth over reach, cultivation over accumulation.
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The Discipline of Validation

Finally,  and  least  glamorously,  the  framework  must  submit  itself  to

evidence.  Claims about  human flourishing are  easy to  make and hard to

keep,  and  a  framework  that  refused  to  test  itself  would  be  just  another

confident voice in a crowded market of them. The commitment is to honest

study—following users over time, publishing what is found whether or not it

flatters, and remaining open to the possibility that parts of the framework are

wrong. This is the Swiss disposition applied to the framework’s own claims,

and the scientific spirit of the mathematician at its heart: to hold even one’s

most cherished structures provisionally, and to let the evidence have the last

word.

◌
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C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

The Path of the
Übermensch and the Gardener

“One must still have chaos in oneself to give birth to a dancing star.” 

— Nietzsche

We began with a paradox: that the most prosperous people in history

report a deep and growing unease, and that scarcity, for all its cruelty, held

something at bay that abundance has loosed. We have travelled, since then,

through five inheritances and five pillars, through a mindset and a method,

through critiques and horizons. It remains to gather the journey into a single

image,  and  the  title  of  this  chapter  offers  it:  the  Übermensch  and  the

gardener, the two figures between whom a self-determined life is strung.

The  Übermensch  is  Nietzsche’s  figure  of  self-creation—the  one  who

refuses inherited values, who overcomes the given self, who reaches toward

what  does  not  yet  exist.  He  is  Faust’s  striving  made  into  an  ideal  of

character.  He gives  a  life  its  forward  motion,  its  grandeur,  its  refusal  to

settle. Without him a life is merely comfortable, which we have seen is not

enough and may even be the disease.

The gardener  is  Voltaire’s  figure  of  cultivation—the one who,  having

seen through every grand system, turns to the small bounded plot and tends

it with patient care. She gives a life its groundedness, its peace, its daily

reality.  Without  her  a  life  is  merely  ambitious,  which we have seen can

consume itself and everyone near it.

T H E  PAT H  O F  T H E Ü B E R M E N S C H  A N D  T H E  G A R D E N E R

91



The error of our age is to imagine we must choose between them—to be

either the striver or the gardener, either the one who reaches or the one who

tends. The whole argument of this book is that we must be both, and that the

art of living well lies precisely in the tension between them, held rather than

resolved. The Übermensch reaches; the gardener grounds. The striving gives

the cultivation a direction; the cultivation gives the striving a home. And the

thing that holds them in their right relation—the discipline that keeps either

from devouring the other—is the one we inherited from a mathematician

who was never given her chair:  symmetry,  the keeping of a balance,  the

conservation through proportion of everything that matters and cannot be

directly seized.

This is what the Life OS finally is. Not a machine for maximising a life,

nor a refuge from the world’s difficulty, but an instrument for holding the

tension between reaching and grounding, ambition and peace, the star one

would give birth to and the garden one must tend to have the strength to bear

it. It will not hand you a purpose; no honest thing could. It offers a frame

sturdy enough to hold the purpose you discover, and a companion to walk

beside you while you do the discovering.

The journey does not end at the last page of a book. It begins, properly,

when you close it and turn to the one pillar of your own life most out of true,

and decide—freely, as the author of your own days—to do something about

it. Whether you are a striver who has forgotten the garden, or a gardener

who has forgotten to look up, or a seeker of the balance between them, the

path is the same: to live, at last, a life you have actually chosen.

Become who you are.

◌
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B A C K  M A T T E R

A Library of European Wisdom

The works below are those on which this book most directly draws. The classics

are widely available in many editions and translations; where a date is given

for a primary work, it is the date of original publication.

Philosophy and Literature

Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Practical Reason. 1788.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Faust: A Tragedy. 1808.

Voltaire. Candide, or Optimism. 1759.

Nietzsche, Friedrich. Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 1883.

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. Emile, or On Education. 1762.

Heidegger, Martin. The Question Concerning Technology. 1954.

Mathematics and Science

Noether, Emmy. “Invariante Variationsprobleme” (Invariant Variational Problems).

1918.

Byrne, Peter. The Perfect Theory: A Century of Geniuses and the Battle over

General Relativity. 2011.

Lederman, Leon, and Christopher Hill. Symmetry and the Beautiful Universe. 2004.
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Psychology and Systems Thinking

McAdams, Dan P. The Stories We Live By: Personal Myths and the Making of the

Self. 1993.

Baumeister, Roy F., and Todd F. Heatherton. “Self-Regulation Failure: An

Overview.” 1996.

Senge, Peter M. The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning Organiza‐

tion. 1990.

Swiss and European Culture

Safranski, Rüdiger. Goethe: Art and Science. 2007.

Pearson, Roger. Voltaire Almighty: A Life in Pursuit of Freedom. 1993.

Nehamas, Alexander. Nietzsche: Life as Literature. 1985.

McRae, Kenneth D. Conflict and Compromise in Multilingual Societies: Switzer‐

land. 1983.
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B A C K  M A T T E R

About the Author

Nicolas Buerkler is a builder and writer concerned with the question of

how to live well  in an age of  abundance.  Working at  the intersection of

finance, philosophy, and systems thinking, he developed the Life OS as a

framework for fulfillment, balance, and legacy—an attempt to put the great

European traditions of thought to practical use in ordinary lives. He writes

from Switzerland.

His work is animated by the conviction that the wisdom of Kant, Goethe,

Voltaire, Nietzsche, and Emmy Noether is not a museum to be visited but a

toolkit to be used, and that the deepest insight any of them offered—that a

good life is a balanced one, in which what is conserved matters as much as

what is gained—is needed now more than ever.

⁂

For more on the Life OS—the community, the platform, and how to begin—

visit wearedifferent.ai

or write to nicolas.buerkler@wearedifferent.ai

“The Life OS is not just a framework—it is a way of being. It

is a reminder that we are the authors of our own lives, and

that true fulfillment comes from living with intention, balance,

and harmony.” 
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— Nicolas Buerkler
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