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SYNOPSIS  
A stern, story-based, entertaining self-help manual for young people, that lays out a set of simple 
principles, which can help us become more disciplined, behave better, act with integrity, and balance our 
lives while enjoying them as much as we can. 
 

 
 
RULE 1   STAND UP STRAIGHT WITH YOUR SHOULDERS BACK  
RULE 2   TREAT YOURSELF LIKE SOMEONE YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR HELPING  
RULE 3   MAKE FRIENDS WITH PEOPLE WHO WANT THE BEST FOR YOU  
RULE 4   COMPARE YOURSELF TO WHO YOU WERE YESTERDAY, NOT TO WHO SOMEONE ELSE IS TODAY  
RULE 5   DO NOT LET YOUR CHILDREN DO ANYTHING THAT MAKES YOU DISLIKE THEM  
RULE 6   SET YOUR HOUSE IN PERFECT ORDER BEFORE YOU CRITICIZE THE WORLD  
RULE 7   PURSUE WHAT IS MEANINGFUL (NOT WHAT IS EXPEDIENT)  
RULE 8   TELL THE TRUTH—OR, AT LEAST, DON'T LIE  
RULE 9   ASSUME THAT THE PERSON YOU ARE LISTENING TO MIGHT KNOW SOMETHING YOU DON'T  
RULE 10   BE PRECISE IN YOUR SPEECH  
RULE 11   DO NOT BOTHER CHILDREN WHEN THEY ARE SKATEBOARDING  
RULE 12   PET A CAT WHEN YOU ENCOUNTER ONE ON THE STREET DOGS ARE OK TOO 
 
“The story of the golden calf also reminds us that without rules we quickly become slaves to our passions—and 
there’s nothing freeing about that.” 
  
“And the story suggests something more: unchaperoned, and left to our own untutored judgment, we are quick to 
aim low and worship qualities that are beneath us—in this case, an artificial animal that brings out our own animal 
instincts in a completely unregulated way.” 
  
“Ideologies are substitutes for true knowledge, and ideologues are always dangerous when they come to power, 
because a simple-minded I-know-it-all approach is no match for the complexity of existence.” 
  
“We experience much of our positive emotion in relation to goals. We are not happy, technically speaking, unless we 
see ourselves progressing—and the very idea of progression implies value. Worse yet is the fact that the meaning of 
life without positive value is not simply neutral. Because we are vulnerable and mortal, pain and anxiety are an 
integral part of human existence. We must have something to set against the suffering that is intrinsic to Being.*2 We 
must have the meaning inherent in a profound system of value or the horror of existence rapidly becomes 
paramount.” 
  
“In the West, we have been withdrawing from our tradition-, religion- and even nation-centred cultures, partly to 
decrease the danger of group conflict. But we are increasingly falling prey to the desperation of meaninglessness, 
and that is no improvement at all.” 
  



“It took a long time to settle on a title: 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos. Why did that one rise up above all 
others? First and foremost, because of its simplicity. It indicates clearly that people need ordering principles, and that 
chaos otherwise beckons. We require rules, standards, values—alone and together. We’re pack animals, beasts of 
burden. We must bear a load, to justify our miserable existence. We require routine and tradition. That’s order. 
Order can become excessive, and that’s not good, but chaos can swamp us, so we drown—and that is also not good. 
We need to stay on the straight and narrow path.” 
  
“The part of our brain that keeps track of our position in the dominance hierarchy is therefore exceptionally ancient 
and fundamental. It is a master control system, modulating our perceptions, values, emotions, thoughts and actions. 
It powerfully affects every aspect of our Being, conscious and unconscious alike. This is why, when we are defeated, 
we act very much like lobsters who have lost a fight. Our posture droops. We face the ground. We feel threatened, 
hurt, anxious and weak. If things do not improve, we become chronically depressed. Under such conditions, we 
can’t easily put up the kind of fight that life demands, and we become easy targets for harder-shelled bullies.” 
  
“It is for such reasons that I always ask my clinical clients first about sleep. Do they wake up in the morning at 
approximately the time the typical person wakes up, and at the same time every day? If the answer is no, fixing that 
is the first thing I recommend. It doesn’t matter so much if they go to bed at the same time each evening, but waking 
up at a consistent hour is a necessity.”  
  
“There is very little difference between the capacity for mayhem and destruction, integrated, and strength of 
character. This is one of the most difficult lessons of life.” 
  
“To stand up straight with your shoulders back is to accept the terrible responsibility of life, with eyes wide open. It 
means deciding to voluntarily transform the chaos of potential into the realities of habitable order. It means adopting 
the burden of self-conscious vulnerability, and accepting the end of the unconscious paradise of childhood, where 
finitude and mortality are only dimly comprehended. It means willingly undertaking the sacrifices necessary to 
generate a productive and meaningful reality (it means acting to please God, in the ancient language).” 
  
“So, attend carefully to your posture. Quit drooping and hunching around. Speak your mind. Put your desires 
forward, as if you had a right to them—at least the same right as others. Walk tall and gaze forthrightly ahead. Dare 
to be dangerous. Encourage the serotonin to flow plentifully through the neural pathways desperate for its calming 
influence.” 
 
“Chaos is the domain of ignorance itself. It’s unexplored territory. Chaos is what extends, eternally and without 
limit, beyond the boundaries of all states, all ideas, and all disciplines. It’s the foreigner, the stranger, the member of 
another gang, the rustle in the bushes in the night-time, the monster under the bed, the hidden anger of your mother, 
and the sickness of your child. Chaos is the despair and horror you feel when you have been profoundly betrayed. 
It’s the place you end up when things fall apart; when your dreams die, your career collapses, or your marriage 
ends. It’s the underworld of fairytale and myth, where the dragon and the gold it guards eternally co-exist. Chaos is 
where we are when we don’t know where we are, and what we are doing when we don’t know what we are doing. 
It is, in short, all those things and situations we neither know nor understand.” 
  
“Chaos is also the formless potential from which the God of Genesis 1 called forth order using language at the 
beginning of time. It’s the same potential from which we, made in that Image, call forth the novel and ever-changing 
moments of our lives. And Chaos is freedom, dreadful freedom, too.” 
  
“Chaos—the unknown—is symbolically associated with the feminine. This is partly because all the things we have 
come to know were born, originally, of the unknown, just as all beings we encounter were born of mothers. Chaos is 
mater, origin, source, mother; materia, the substance from which all things are made. It is also what matters, or what 
is the matter—the very subject matter of thought and communication. In its positive guise, chaos is possibility itself, 
the source of ideas, the mysterious realm of gestation and birth. As a negative force, it’s the impenetrable darkness of 
a cave and the accident by the side of the road. It’s the mother grizzly, all compassion to her cubs, who marks you as 
potential predator and tears you to pieces.” 
  
“There is simply no way to wall off some isolated portion of the greater surrounding reality and make everything 
permanently predictable and safe within it. Some of what has been no-matter-how-carefully excluded will always 
sneak back in. A serpent, metaphorically speaking, will inevitably appear. Even the most assiduous of parents 



cannot fully protect their children, even if they lock them in the basement, safely away from drugs, alcohol and 
internet porn. In that extreme case, the too-cautious, too-caring parent merely substitutes him or herself for the other 
terrible problems of life. This is the great Freudian Oedipal nightmare.49 It is far better to render Beings in your care 
competent than to protect them.” 
  
“We can terrify other people, consciously. We can hurt and humiliate them for faults we understand only too well. 
We can torture them—literally—slowly, artfully and terribly. That’s far more than predation. That’s a qualitative 
shift in understanding. That’s a cataclysm as large as the development of self-consciousness itself. That’s the entry of 
the knowledge of Good and Evil into the world. That’s a second as-yet-unhealed fracture in the structure of 
Existence. That’s the transformation of Being itself into a moral endeavour—all attendant on the development of 
sophisticated self-consciousness.” 
  
“You must determine where you are going, so that you can bargain for yourself, so that you don’t end up resentful, 
vengeful and cruel. You have to articulate your own principles, so that you can defend yourself against others’ 
taking inappropriate advantage of you, and so that you are secure and safe while you work and play. You must 
discipline yourself carefully. You must keep the promises you make to yourself, and reward yourself, so that you 
can trust and motivate yourself.” 
  
“Don’t underestimate the power of vision and direction. These are irresistible forces, able to transform what might 
appear to be unconquerable obstacles into traversable pathways and expanding opportunities. Strengthen the 
individual. Start with yourself. Take care with yourself. Define who you are. Refine your personality. Choose your 
destination and articulate your Being. As the great nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche so 
brilliantly noted, “He whose life has a why can bear almost any how.” 
  
“It was easier for people to be good at something when more of us lived in small, rural communities. Someone could 
be homecoming queen. Someone else could be spelling-bee champ, math whiz or basketball star. There were only 
one or two mechanics and a couple of teachers. In each of their domains, these local heroes had the opportunity to 
enjoy the serotonin-fuelled confidence of the victor.” 
  
“No matter how good you are at something, or how you rank your accomplishments, there is someone out there 
who makes you look incompetent.” 
  
“To begin with, there is not just one game at which to succeed or fail. There are many games and, more specifically, 
many good games—games that match your talents, involve you productively with other people, and sustain and 
even improve themselves across time.” 
  
“Dare, instead, to be dangerous. Dare to be truthful. Dare to articulate yourself, and express (or at least become 
aware of) what would really justify your life. If you allowed your dark and unspoken desires for your partner, for 
example, to manifest themselves—if you were even willing to consider them—you might discover that they were not 
so dark, given the light of day.” 
  
“You can only find out what you actually believe (rather than what you think you believe) by watching how you 
act.” 
  
“Attend to the day, but aim at the highest good.” 
  
“My clinical clients frequently come to me to discuss their day-to-day familial problems. Such quotidian concerns are 
insidious. Their habitual and predictable occurrence makes them appear trivial. But that appearance of triviality is 
deceptive: it is the things that occur every single day that truly make up our lives, and time spent the same way over 
and again adds up at an alarming rate.” 
  
“It is an act of responsibility to discipline a child. It is not anger at misbehavior. It is not revenge for a misdeed. It is 
instead a careful combination of mercy and long-term judgment.” 
  
“We assume that rules will irremediably inhibit what would otherwise be the boundless and intrinsic creativity of 
our children, even though the scientific literature clearly indicates, first, that creativity beyond the trivial is 
shockingly rare96 and, second, that strict limitations facilitate rather than inhibit creative achievement.” 



  
“Violence, after all, is no mystery. It’s peace that’s the mystery. Violence is the default. It’s easy. It’s peace that is 
difficult: learned, inculcated, earned. (People often get basic psychological questions backwards. Why do people take 
drugs? Not a mystery. It’s why they don’t take them all the time that’s the mystery. Why do people suffer from 
anxiety? That’s not a mystery. How is it that people can ever be calm? There’s the mystery. We’re breakable and 
mortal.” 
  
“Modern parents are terrified of two frequently juxtaposed words: discipline and punish. They evoke images of 
prisons, soldiers and jackboots. The distance between disciplinarian and tyrant or punishment and torture is, indeed, 
easily traversed. Discipline and punish must be handled with care. The fear is unsurprising. But both are necessary. 
They can be applied unconsciously or consciously, badly or well, but there is no escaping their use.”  
 
“Life is in truth very hard. Everyone is destined for pain and slated for destruction. Sometimes suffering is clearly 
the result of a personal fault such as willful blindness, poor decision-making or malevolence.” 
  
“This is life. We build structures to live in. We build families, and states, and countries. We abstract the principles 
upon which those structures are founded and formulate systems of belief. At first we inhabit those structures and 
beliefs like Adam and Eve in Paradise. But success makes us complacent. We forget to pay attention. We take what 
we have for granted. We turn a blind eye. We fail to notice that things are changing, or that corruption is taking root. 
And everything falls apart. Is that the fault of reality—of God? Or do things fall apart because we have not paid 
sufficient attention?” 
  
“A hurricane is an act of God. But failure to prepare, when the necessity for preparation is well known—that’s sin. 
That’s failure to hit the mark. And the wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23).” 
 
“Satan embodies the refusal of sacrifice; he is arrogance, incarnate; spite, deceit, and cruel, conscious malevolence. 
He is pure hatred of Man, God and Being. He will not humble himself, even when he knows full well that he should. 
Furthermore, he knows exactly what he is doing, obsessed with the desire for destruction, and does it deliberately, 
thoughtfully and completely. It has to be him, therefore—the very archetype of Evil—who confronts and tempts 
Christ, the archetype of Good. It must be him who offers to the Savior of Mankind, under the most trying of 
conditions, what all men most ardently desire.” 
  
“I once read of a particularly insidious practice at Auschwitz. A guard would force an inmate to carry a hundred-
pound sack of wet salt from one side of the large compound to the other—and then to carry it back. Arbeit macht 
frei, said the sign over the camp entrance—“Work will set you free”—and the freedom was death. Carrying the salt 
was an act of pointless torment. It was a piece of malevolent art. It allowed me to realize with certainty that some 
actions are wrong.”  
 
“If you say no to your boss, or your spouse, or your mother, when it needs to be said, then you transform yourself 
into someone who can say no when it needs to be said. If you say yes when no needs to be said, however, you 
transform yourself into someone who can only say yes, even when it is very clearly time to say no. If you ever 
wonder how perfectly ordinary, decent people could find themselves doing the terrible things the gulag camp 
guards did, you now have your answer. By the time no seriously needed to be said, there was no one left capable of 
saying it.” 
  
“The capacity of the rational mind to deceive, manipulate, scheme, trick, falsify, minimize, mislead, betray, 
prevaricate, deny, omit, rationalize, bias, exaggerate and obscure is so endless, so remarkable, that centuries of pre-
scientific thought, concentrating on clarifying the nature of moral endeavour, regarded it as positively demonic. This 
is not because of rationality itself, as a process. That process can produce clarity and progress. It is because 
rationality is subject to the single worst temptation—to raise what it knows now to the status of an absolute.” 
  
“Set your ambitions, even if you are uncertain about what they should be. The better ambitions have to do with the 
development of character and ability, rather than status and power. Status you can lose. You carry character with 
you wherever you go, and it allows you to prevail against adversity.” 
  
“Hell comes when lies have destroyed the relationship between individual or state and reality itself. Things fall 
apart. Life degenerates. Everything becomes frustration and disappointment. Hope consistently betrays. The 



deceitful individual desperately gestures at sacrifice, like Cain, but fails to please God. Then the drama enters its 
final act.” 
  
“Psychotherapy is not advice. Advice is what you get when the person you’re talking with about something horrible 
and complicated wishes you would just shut up and go away. Advice is what you get when the person you are 
talking to wants to revel in the superiority of his or her own intelligence. If you weren’t so stupid, after all, you 
wouldn’t have your stupid problems. Psychotherapy is genuine conversation. Genuine conversation is exploration, 
articulation and strategizing. When you’re involved in a genuine conversation, you’re listening, and talking—but 
mostly listening. Listening is paying attention. It’s amazing what people will tell you if you listen. Sometimes if you 
listen to people they will even tell you what’s wrong with them. Sometimes they will even tell you how they plan to 
fix it. Sometimes that helps you fix something wrong with yourself.” 
  
“Alcohol can cause ambiguity. That’s partly why people drink. Alcohol temporarily lifts the terrible burden of self-
consciousness from people. Drunk people know about the future, but they don’t care about it. That’s exciting. That’s 
exhilarating. Drunk people can party like there’s no tomorrow. But, because there is a tomorrow—most of the time—
drunk people also get in trouble. They black out. They go to dangerous places with careless people.” 
  
“A listening person tests your talking (and your thinking) without having to say anything. A listening person is a 
representative of common humanity. He stands for the crowd. Now the crowd is by no means always right, but it’s 
commonly right. It’s typically right. If you say something that takes everyone aback, therefore, you should 
reconsider what you said.” 
  
“A listening person can reflect the crowd. He can do that without talking. He can do that merely by letting the 
talking person listen to himself. That is what Freud recommended. He had his patients lie on a couch, look at the 
ceiling, let their minds wander, and say whatever wandered in. That’s his method of free association. That’s the way 
the Freudian psychoanalyst avoids transferring his or her own personal biases and opinions into the internal 
landscape of the patient. It was for such reasons that Freud did not face his patients. He did not want their 
spontaneous meditations to be altered by his emotional expressions, no matter how slight.” 
  
“A good lecturer is thus talking with and not at or even to his or her listeners. To manage this, the lecturer needs to 
be closely attending to the audience’s every move, gesture and sound. Perversely, this cannot be done by watching 
the audience, as such. A good lecturer speaks directly to and watches the response of single, identifiable people,*2 
instead of doing something clichéd, such as “presenting a talk” to an audience. Everything about that phrase is 
wrong. You don’t present. You talk. There is no such thing as “a talk,” unless it’s canned, and it shouldn’t be. There 
is also no “audience.” There are individuals, who need to be included in the conversation. A well-practised and 
competent public speaker addresses a single, identifiable person, watches that individual nod, shake his head, 
frown, or look confused, and responds appropriately and directly to those gestures and expressions. Then, after a 
few phrases, rounding out some idea, he switches to another audience member, and does the same thing. In this 
manner, he infers and reacts to the attitude of the entire group (insofar as such a thing exists).” 
 
“We feel invigorated and excited when we work to optimize our future performance, while playing in the present. 
Otherwise we lumber around, sloth-like, unconscious, unformed and careless.” 
  
“People motivated to make things better usually aren’t concerned with changing other people—or, if they are, they 
take responsibility for making the same changes to themselves (and first). Beneath the production of rules stopping 
the skateboarders from doing highly skilled, courageous and dangerous things I see the operation of an insidious 
and profoundly anti-human spirit.” 
  
“It’s worse, I think, for young men. As privileged beneficiaries of the patriarchy, their accomplishments are 
considered unearned. As possible adherents of rape culture, they’re sexually suspect. Their ambitions make them 
plunderers of the planet. They’re not welcome. At the junior high, high school and university level, they’re falling 
behind educationally. When my son was fourteen, we discussed his grades. He was doing very well, he said, matter-
of-factly, for a boy. I inquired further. Everyone knew, he said, that girls do better in school than boys. His intonation 
indicated surprise at my ignorance of something so self-evident. While writing this, I received the latest edition of 
The Economist. The cover story? “The Weaker Sex”—meaning males. In modern universities women now make up 
more than 50 percent of the students in more than two-thirds of all disciplines.” 
  



“Schools, which were set up in the late 1800s precisely to inculcate obedience,176 do not take kindly to provocative 
and daring behaviour, no matter how tough-minded and competent it might show a boy (or a girl) to be. Other 
factors play their role in the decline of boys. Girls will, for example, play boys’ games, but boys are much more 
reluctant to play girls’ games. This is in part because it is admirable for a girl to win when competing with a boy. It is 
also OK for her to lose to a boy. For a boy to beat a girl, however, it is often not OK—and just as often, it is even less 
OK for him to lose. Imagine that a boy and a girl, aged nine, get into a fight. Just for engaging, the boy is highly 
suspect. If he wins, he’s pathetic. If he loses—well, his life might as well be over. Beat up by a girl.” 
  
“The women at female-dominated institutes of higher education are finding it increasingly difficult to arrange a 
dating relationship of even moderate duration. In consequence, they must settle, if inclined, for a hook-up, or 
sequential hook-ups. Perhaps this is a move forward, in terms of sexual liberation, but I doubt it. I think it’s terrible 
for the girls. A stable, loving relationship is highly desirable, for men as well as women. For women, however, it is 
often what is most wanted.”  
  
“Who decided, anyway, that career is more important than love and family? Is working eighty hours a week at a 
high-end law firm truly worth the sacrifices required for that kind of success? And if it is worth it, why is it worth 
it?” 
  
“The increasingly short supply of university-educated men poses a problem of increasing severity for women who 
want to marry, as well as date. First, women have a strong proclivity to marry across or up the economic dominance 
hierarchy. They prefer a partner of equal or greater status. This holds true cross-culturally.” 
 
“In 1847, James Young Simpson used ether to help a woman who had a deformed pelvis give birth. Afterwards, he 
switched to the better-performing chloroform. The first baby delivered under its influence was named 
“Anaesthesia.” By 1853, chloroform was esteemed enough to be used by Queen Victoria, who delivered her seventh 
baby under its influence. Remarkably soon afterward, the option of painless childbirth was available everywhere. A 
few people warned of the danger of opposing God’s pronouncement to women in Genesis 3:16: “I will greatly 
multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children…” Some also opposed its use 
among males: young, healthy, courageous men simply did not need anaesthesia. Such opposition was ineffectual. 
Use of anaesthesia spread with extreme rapidity (and far faster than would be possible today). Even prominent 
churchmen supported its use.” 
  
“Men have to toughen up. Men demand it, and women want it, even though they may not approve of the harsh and 
contemptuous attitude that is part and parcel of the socially demanding process that fosters and then enforces that 
toughness. Some women don’t like losing their baby boys, so they keep them forever. Some women don’t like men, 
and would rather have a submissive mate, even if he is useless. This also provides them with plenty to feel sorry for 
themselves about, as well. The pleasures of such self-pity should not be underestimated. Men toughen up by 
pushing themselves, and by pushing each other.” 
  
“If they’re healthy, women don’t want boys. They want men. They want someone to contend with; someone to 
grapple with. If they’re tough, they want someone tougher. If they’re smart, they want someone smarter. They desire 
someone who brings to the table something they can’t already provide. This often makes it hard for tough, smart, 
attractive women to find mates: there just aren’t that many men around who can outclass them enough to be 
considered desirable (who are higher, as one research publication put it, in “income, education, self-confidence, 
intelligence, dominance and social position”).” 
  
 


