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Chapter 11 — Make Yourself Useful — 

Responsibility, Service, and Legacy

From Self-Improvement to Carrying Real Weight

Do not aim to be admired.

Aim to be missed.

The measure of a life is not how well you decorated it,

but how much would fall if you were not there.



345

I. Opening Narrative Scene 

The Weight You Choose and the Weight You Dodge

It begins, as these things often do, in the middle stretch of a life. Not youth, with its 
delusion of infinite tomorrows; not old age, with its irreversible arithmetic. This is 
the hour when a person begins to notice the shape of their days, and—if they are 
honest—the shape they have given nothing to but themselves.

Two people stand roughly the same age, the same professional tier, the same 
apparent competence. Both keep ledgers. Both train. Both have houses where 
surfaces stay clear for more than twenty-four hours. Both can explain cognitive biases 
and have opinions about nutrition. Yet when you stand close, you notice they inhabit 
time differently, as though one walks across a taut rope stretched over 
meaninglessness while the other stands ankle-deep in the earth of other people’s 
needs.

The first has spent years perfecting a kind of existential origami. Their life folds 
crisply: morning routine, strict diet, measured water intake, meditative breathing 
between meetings. Their calendar looks like the schedule of a machine that has 
learned to envy monks. Every habit gleams. Every metric improves. They are, in the 
simplest sense, excellent—so long as no one else is involved.

They call it optimisation. They speak reverently about boundaries, burnout 
prevention, self-investment, personal alignment. When invited to anything that 
complicates their immaculate programme, they decline with a serene tone that 
suggests they are defending a fragile republic on which the fate of civilisation 
depends. If a struggling colleague asks them for help, they offer a recommendation 
for a podcast. If a sibling hints at needing support, they send a link to an article about 
emotional labour. They are always “working on themselves,” and therefore always 
unavailable for anything that requires them to stop working on themselves.

The second person’s life is not nearly as photogenic. Their mornings begin with a list 
that includes other people’s crises, not just their own rituals. They are often late to 
meditate because a child spilled something, or because a colleague panicked, or 
because one of the ageing parents they quietly support needed the kind of 
reassurance no app can automate. Their ledger has more interruptions, but also more 
weight. They have learned the unglamorous art of shouldering burdens whose 
consequences will never be tweeted.

On Saturday mornings, the optimiser retreats into a perfectly curated weekend of 
“recovery.” A new ceramic mug, a meticulously ground coffee, a handwritten 
schedule titled Restorative Practices. They plan to journal, to realign, to recharge, to re-
centre. They guard it against contamination the way other people guard nuclear 
material. Meanwhile, the useful person spends their Saturday carrying boxes up 
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three flights of stairs for a young colleague who can’t afford movers. They do not love 
this task. Their back hurts. Their afternoon plans are gone. They do it anyway.

One weekend, the optimiser finally says aloud what has been simmering under the 
yoga mats and artisanal teas: “I don’t know why everything feels so meaningless. I’ve 
been working so hard on myself.”

The useful person, later that same evening, slumps at the edge of a child’s bed or 
sinks into a cheap office chair after staying late to help someone salvage a project. 
They are exhausted. They may complain, but beneath it there is something like 
belonging—a sense, barely articulated, that their life is stitched into other lives. 
Meaning has been woven into them through repetition, not because they sought it, 
but because they did what needed doing.

There is no romantic glow here. Service eats leisure. Responsibility costs sleep. Being 
relied upon is not the same as being adored; it is often quieter and far more 
demanding. But where the optimiser moves through a private museum curated 
entirely around their own improvement, the useful person moves through a home—a 
place with mess, with friction, with other humans who lean on them and 
occasionally irritate them, but whose lives have begun to form the outline of 
something larger than self-perfection.

The contrast tightens in a pair of small scenes.

In the optimiser’s flat: everything serene. A candle burns with the disciplined flame 
of someone who has mastered their environment. The fridge is stocked precisely. 
Curtains drawn. A weekend programme laid out like sacred scripture. And yet 
beneath the calm there is a sensation like falling—not a crisis, but a kind of 
weightlessness, as though they have lived so long without carrying anything that 
gravity has quietly abandoned them.

Across the city, the useful person stands in a dim kitchen long after everyone else is 
asleep. They close the dishwasher someone else forgot to switch on. They wipe a 
counter no one will inspect. They turn off the last light and pause, alone in the quiet. 
Their day has not been optimised. It has been spent. Something in them, tired though 
it is, holds shape.

And here comes the cut Wilde himself would have delivered with a wicked smile:

The optimiser has built a temple to self-mastery and is astonished to discover it 
makes a very poor home. The useful person has built a life that is inconvenient, 
demanding, unglamorous—and unmistakably lived.

The opening scene ends not with a speech but with a silence. One person 
surrounded by perfect objects asking, “Why does none of this feel like enough?” The 
other person turning out a light after carrying weight no one applauds, feeling—
though they might not name it—that their life has acquired ballast.
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The chapter now turns to the conceptual claim: excellence that stops at the self is 
unfinished; excellence that extends outward becomes legacy.

II. Conceptual Frame — From Self-Mastery to Being Needed

Virtue that never leaves your skin is ornament.
A life that circles endlessly around itself is a cul-de-sac.
You are not finished when you become impressive.
You are finished when you become indispensable.

Everything until now has been about construction. You have hammered habits into 
place, drawn ledgers, arranged hierarchies of value, cultivated strength, order, 
honesty, discipline, difficulty, and the capacity to stand alone. You have, in effect, 
built a structure capable of bearing weight. The question this chapter asks is 
offensively simple: what weight do you intend to bear?

If the answer is “only my own comfort, my own optimisation, my own carefully 
curated experience,” then all that labour has produced nothing more exalted than a 
high-end vanity. You have become a beautifully engineered container with nothing 
inside it but your own reflections.

Usefulness is the missing word. Not niceness. Not charm. Not being “supportive” in 
the vague modern sense of never disturbing anyone’s feelings. Usefulness: the 
capacity to reliably contribute to the wellbeing, stability, and growth of other people 
or of valuable projects. If you vanished for six months, whose life would materially 
deteriorate? Which work would stall? What would begin to fray? The honest answer 
to that question measures your usefulness far better than any list of personal 
achievements.

Responsibility is usefulness in a sustained form. It is not the occasional heroic 
gesture, nor the glamorous emergency. It is voluntarily accepting ongoing 
obligations whose consequences fall on you if you fail. A child you are raising. A 
team you lead. A client whose interests you guard. A body of work you maintain. 
The thing that will break if you neglect it for long enough—and rightly so, because 
you are the one who agreed to hold it.

Legacy is what happens when usefulness outlives you. It is the durable residue of 
your actions and creations after you have left the scene: people whose character has 
been shaped by your presence; institutions that still function because you built them 
properly; systems, ideas, or works that continue to generate value when you are no 
longer here to supervise them. Legacy is not a statue and a speech. It is a set of 
ongoing effects.

This chapter makes a distinction that modern life does its best to blur: feeling helpful 
versus actually carrying weight.
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Feeling helpful is easy. It lives in opinions, sympathies, and performative concern. 
You can feel immensely helpful while doing nothing that costs you an evening, a 
reputation, or a night’s sleep. You can share links, express outrage, “hold space,” and 
deliver advice in neat sentences, all without accepting any responsibility for 
outcomes. It is philanthropy conducted entirely with adjectives.

Carrying weight is different. It looks like showing up when you are tired and staying 
until the work is actually done. It looks like taking ownership of decisions whose 
consequences will arrive long after the applause has died. It looks like putting your 
name on a thing so that if it collapses, your reputation collapses with it. It is much 
less glamorous than feeling helpful and infinitely more useful.

The uncomfortable truth is that a well-ordered, disciplined, courageous self is not the 
final product. It is infrastructure. It is scaffolding. All the previous chapters have 
been about making you structurally sound enough that other people’s lives can 
safely lean on you without everything snapping. If you refuse that leaning, if you 
insist on remaining a perfectly engineered island, you have misunderstood the point. 
You have built a bridge and then congratulated yourself on how elegantly it fails to 
connect anything on either side.

This does not mean dissolving into self-sacrifice at every request. Responsibility is 
not the same as universal availability. In fact, taking serious responsibility for a few 
things usually requires saying “no” to a great number of trivial, flattering, or 
fashionable demands. The person who agrees to everything is not generous; they are 
unserious. They are too busy being liked to be useful.

The axis is not self versus others, as sentimental rhetoric insists. The axis is vanity 
versus responsibility. Vanity asks: “How do I feel about myself today? How do I 
look? How am I perceived?” Responsibility asks: “What have I built? What am I 
maintaining? Who is safer, stronger, or more capable because I exist?” One is an 
endless loop; the other is a line that continues past you.

This chapter is the outward turn of the entire book. Discipline without service is 
merely a more efficient way to be self-absorbed. Strength without responsibility is 
just decorative armour. Honesty that never inconveniences you for someone else’s 
sake is a parlour trick. Even the courage to stand alone becomes an odd party trick if 
you are never standing alone for anyone or anything beyond your own image of 
yourself.

The claim is not that you owe yourself to everyone. It is that you owe the best of 
yourself to something larger: a family, a craft, a company worth the name, a city, a 
cause, a body of work. You are meant to become the kind of person who can take 
hold of a piece of reality and say, “This part is mine to keep in order,” and then 
quietly do so for a very long time.

Philosophers and psychologists have been here before, long before “self-care” became 
an excuse to retreat from adulthood. Human flourishing has always been tied to 
generativity—to creating, sustaining, and protecting things beyond one’s immediate 
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pleasure. The research literature calls it generativity; older cultures called it duty, 
stewardship, fatherhood, motherhood, citizenship, calling. The language shifts; the 
structure doesn’t.

A life devoted entirely to therapeutic self-maintenance eventually collapses into the 
strangest kind of exhaustion: the fatigue of a person who has spent years lifting only 
their own reflection. A life that takes on real responsibility is tiring in a different way, 
but it grants something self-optimisation cannot manufacture: the sense that your 
existence has become part of the furniture that other people rely on. You move from 
being an interesting visitor in your own life to being a load-bearing wall in the lives 
around you.

This chapter, then, issues a blunt verdict on the work so far: if you will not carry 
anything, you have wasted the construction. The ledger, the habits, the strength, the 
solitary courage—they were never meant to terminate in the mirror. They were 
meant to prepare you to be of serious use, and to build things that remain after you 
are finished.

The next section will explain why, down the centuries and across the research, the 
people who shoulder such weight end up more alive, not less; more themselves, not 
erased. The paradox is simple: when you finally stop trying to make your life feel 
meaningful and begin to make it useful, meaning tends to arrive uninvited and 
refuses to leave.

III. Philosophical + Psychological Undercarriage 

You Were Not Built for a Private Paradise

If you strip the slogans off and look at a human being as calmly as an anatomist looks 
at a bone, something obvious emerges: you were not designed for a private paradise. 
You were built to live amongst other people, to take roles, to shoulder parts of a 
shared world. Even your nervous system gives you away; it lights up and reorganises 
itself when someone else depends on you.

Aristotle called this the polis: not a government office with bad plaster, but the idea 
that human beings are political animals—creatures whose virtues are meant to express 
themselves in common life. Courage is not an abstract quality you admire in the 
mirror. It is what you do when a colleague is being quietly destroyed in a meeting 
and you speak, knowing it might cost you. Justice is not a mood; it is how you 
allocate credit, blame, money, and opportunity when no one can see your 
spreadsheet. Temperance is not a private diet; it is the ability to restrain your 
appetites so that others don’t have to live in the wreckage of your impulses.

Flourishing—eudaimonia—is not a feeling you cultivate with scented candles. It is 
activity in accordance with virtue across an entire life. Activity means doing, not 



350

merely thinking about doing. Across a life means in roles: parent, mentor, citizen, 
engineer, neighbour, builder of a team, steward of a small, unfashionable craft. 
Without such roles, virtue remains ornamental. You can be privately “courageous” in 
theory for eighty years and still run when the one person who needs you finally 
calls.

This is not a condemnation of your pain. Some people reading this grew up in homes 
where responsibility was a weapon, used to justify neglect or cruelty. Some were 
crushed by “duty” long before they had a self to stand on. Others live under systems 
that genuinely exploit whoever is naïve enough to care. That is real. The answer, 
however, is not to declare all responsibility abusive and retreat into a perfectly 
defended, exquisitely empty life. The answer is to take better responsibility, chosen 
with open eyes, instead of letting the worst people and systems define the word for 
you.

Think of the periods in your own life when you have felt most solid—not high, not 
distracted, but grounded. It was probably not when you had the least asked of you. It 
was when you were in charge of something that mattered: a sibling who looked up to 
you, a project only you understood, a friend going through the kind of collapse 
where people either show up or quietly disappear. In those moments, life stopped 
being a spectator sport. The floor came up to meet your feet.

Rand, for all her sharp edges, understood this better than most of her critics. In her 
terms, a rational individual does not merely seek experiences; they produce values—
companies, technologies, books, systems, communities of exchange. These are not 
little shrines to the ego (at least not when they are worthwhile); they are ways of 
changing the world so that other minds can live and trade more fully. Properly 
understood, rational self-interest includes creating a reality better than the one you 
found. If what you call “self-interest” never forces you to carry weight for anyone 
else, it is just selfishness in a tailored suit.

Again, this is not about hero fantasies. It is about the ordinary architecture of a 
meaningful life. Modern psychology, when it is not busy excusing you from 
adulthood, confirms what older thinkers assumed. Erik Erikson spoke of 
generativity versus stagnation as the central conflict of mid-life. Generativity is the 
impulse to care for and guide the next generation, to build and maintain things that 
will persist after you. Stagnation is what happens when that impulse is choked: you 
circle your own concerns, nursing private pleasures and private grievances while the 
years blur together.

Pay attention to the words people use when they talk about meaning. They rarely say, 
“I felt most alive when I finally perfected my morning smoothie.” They say, “When I 
was raising my children.” “When we built that firm from nothing.” “When I 
mentored those students.” “When I looked after my father while he was dying.” 
These stories are not tidy. They involve loss, injustice, and sometimes failure. Yet 
when people look back, the periods they would not trade are almost always the ones 
in which other lives were tied to theirs by real responsibility.
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Meaning-making researchers put more careful labels on this, but the pattern is 
painfully simple: people report deeper meaning when they are responsible—for 
others, for a craft, for a cause. Endless self-pampering does not register the same way. 
It produces relief, pleasure, distraction. It does not produce the sense that “my being 
here matters.”

Your identity bends around this. Take on stable, real responsibilities and over time a 
sentence begins to form: “I am someone others rely on.” You may not even like it at 
first. It will sometimes feel like a trap. But that sentence changes your posture in the 
world. You start to plan further ahead because someone else’s future is linked to 
your competence. You curb certain impulses because you know exactly who will be 
hurt if you indulge them. You get up when you don’t want to because there is no 
substitute scheduled.

Refuse such roles and another sentence forms, just as surely: “I am someone whose 
absence would not change very much.” You may cover it with travel, gadgets, and 
sophisticated entertainment. You may feel outrage at the state of the world. But 
underneath, a part of you knows that nothing truly depends on you, and that 
knowledge is corrosive. It eats at your confidence and then pretends to be ennui.

None of this is to deny tragedy or structure. There are people trapped in situations 
where their responsibility is abused, their work stolen, their loyalty treated as a 
resource to be strip-mined. There are regimes and corporations that reward showy 
vanity and punish quiet usefulness. The world can be arranged so that the best are 
exhausted and the worst float to the top. But even there, if there is to be any hope, 
someone must decide: I will be the person who holds this one piece together—this 
ward, this department, this small company, this neighbourhood, this family line that 
has never had a stable adult before.

Responsibility is not a halo; it is the only thing heavy enough to anchor you to the 
world when despair starts whispering that nothing matters. You are not saved by 
more perfect introspection. You are saved, if at all, by fastening yourself to work and 
people that need you, and then showing up for them until your character has no 
choice but to match.

Responsibility as Antidote to Weightlessness

There is a kind of hollowness that no amount of comfort touches. It does not care 
how well you sleep, how clean your diet is, or how precisely your supplements are 
timed. It arrives when you suspect, often rightly, that if you quietly disappeared, the 
universe would adjust without so much as a limp.

If that thought has ever woken you at three in the morning, the problem is not that 
you are “too negative.” The problem is that you are seeing something true: without 
responsibility, existence does feel weightless. You can distract yourself, but you 
cannot respect yourself.



352

This is where responsibility stops being a moral lecture and becomes a survival 
strategy.

Peterson is right about this, however much one might quarrel with his style. The 
universe has teeth. Bodies fail. Systems go rotten. Institutions betray. If you stare long 
enough into that, it is not difficult to understand why people slide toward nihilism. 
“Nothing matters, everything breaks, why bother?” is not the conclusion of a fool; it 
is the conclusion of an honest mind that has looked at suffering and seen no 
counterweight.

Responsibility is the counterweight. Not slogans about it. Not abstract concern for 
“the world.” The concrete act of picking up a piece of reality—one life, one task, one 
corner of a broken system—and saying, “This part will be better because I am here, 
or it will be worse because I failed.” That “or” is the key. When your actions can 
meaningfully fail someone, they can also meaningfully protect them. Suddenly, what 
you do is not optional theatre. It matters.

Modern psychology, when it stumbles into honesty, calls this meaning through 
generativity. Erikson’s mid-life crisis is not primarily about wrinkles and hair loss; it 
is about the discovery that you will not be here forever and the terrified question, 
“Will anything remain because I was?” Take on responsibility for the young, for a 
craft, for a small institution, and the answer can begin to be “yes,” even if softly. 
Refuse, and the answer is “no,” no matter how aesthetically arranged your days 
become.

The data on meaning is almost embarrassingly consistent. People feel most alive 
when:

 someone else truly needs them,

 they are working on a task whose failure would harm more than their ego,

 and their effort is part of a story that extends beyond their own lifespan.

They describe these phases as hard, sometimes crushing, often unfair. They also 
describe them as the times when suicide lost its glamour, when the bottle lost some 
of its grip, when the constant ache of pointlessness finally eased. When you know a 
child will be terrified if you do not come home, or a team will be lost if you do not 
prepare, or a fragile project will die if you do not show up, the question “Why 
bother?” receives a very impolite answer: “Because if you don’t, they bleed.”

That is not guilt-tripping. That is dignity. You do not become less valuable because 
others rely on you. You become more yourself. Your days stop being interchangeable 
units in a self-improvement experiment and start to form a narrative with stakes.

Responsibility also rewires your sense of who you are. Psychologists talk about role 
identity—the way repeating a role shapes your self-concept. You can tell yourself for 
years, “I’m someone who cares about others,” while living in a way that costs you 
nothing. Take on a real responsibility—commit to a mentee, adopt a child, start a 
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company that actually pays salaries—and a different sentence begins to take shape: “I 
am the kind of person who shows up when it’s my turn.” That sentence is written 
not in ink but in repeated, often boring action.

And here, again, compassion is necessary. Many avoid responsibility not because 
they are shallow, but because they have been burned. They carried too much too 
early. They put faith in institutions and were repaid with betrayal. They nursed 
dying parents alone while siblings looked away. They were the family scapegoat, the 
office mule, the one everyone dumped on. It is understandable to recoil and swear 
never to be “used” again.

But there is a difference between being used and being needed, and the line is drawn 
by your own standards. You are used when you carry what you cannot endorse, for 
people who will not carry anything in return, in systems you despise but will not 
confront. You are needed when you choose what to support and why, and when you 
retain the right to say, “No more,” if the structure becomes corrupt. Responsibility 
does not mean submitting to every demand. It means choosing which burdens are 
worthy and then carrying them as if your life depends on it—because your sense of a 
life worth living certainly does.

There is, finally, the cosmic stake. Call it good and evil if you like, or order and chaos, 
or creation and decay. Every day, entropy eats at what has been built: families drift, 
cities rot, institutions slide toward corruption, children grow wild in the absence of 
adults who mean what they say. You cannot stop this everywhere. But you can 
choose a domain in which, for as long as you are alive, entropy has to go through 
you.

That is what it means to make yourself useful. Not merely to be efficient or admired, 
but to become the sort of person whose continued existence holds a line against 
disintegration in some specific place. A classroom that does not collapse into farce 
because you are the teacher. A department that does not become a snake pit because 
you quietly enforce standards. A family that, for the first time in three generations, 
has one adult who does not abandon it.

If that sounds grandiose, good. It should. The alternative is not neutrality; it is drift. 
In a world that constantly tempts you to live as a tourist, responsibility is the only 
reliable way to stop floating. You drive your stakes into the ground of other people’s 
futures and tie yourself there. It hurts. It also keeps you from blowing away.

By the end of this section, the point should be clear enough to feel almost insulting: 
usefulness and responsibility are not optional flourishes for saints. They are the 
natural next stage of any serious attempt at virtue. Without them, all your internal 
work remains a kind of rehearsal that never opens. With them, your life stops being 
an exhibition and becomes what it was always supposed to be: a contribution.
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Case in Point: George Orwell and the Practice of Usefulness

Orwell sits at the table long after the room has gone quiet. The light is poor. The page in front 
of him is already scored through with lines where sentences have died. He reads the last line 
again. It sounds clever. That is the problem. Cleverness is the first thing he mistrusts.

He scratches the sentence out.

The pen stops halfway across the page. He thinks about the word that had been there. It was 
accurate enough. It was also decorative. It did more work for the writer than for the reader. So 
it goes. The line is gone.

He begins again.

A new sentence appears, shorter. It says the same thing, but the weight now sits in the 
meaning rather than in the phrasing. He reads it aloud under his breath. If it sounds inflated, it 
dies. If it sounds like something a man could say plainly, it stays.

Another pause. A verb is wrong. Too abstract. He replaces it with one that bites harder and 
carries the idea without help.

Now the sentence stands.

This is the part people do not see when they quote Orwell’s rules about language. They see 
the rules printed on the page and imagine the clarity came from inspiration. It did not. It came 
from refusal. From the willingness to kill a sentence that admired itself. From the habit of 
asking, again and again, whether the line served the thought or merely decorated it.

He moves to the next paragraph.

A phrase creeps in that sounds familiar. It is the kind of phrase that has been used a thousand 
times before because it slides easily into a sentence. He stops and stares at it. Familiar 
language is dangerous. It lets the mind sleep. He crosses it out.

Another line takes its place, simpler and harder.

When the page is finished, it is quieter than it was when he began. Half the words are gone. 
The argument remains. In fact it is clearer now because nothing stands between the reader 
and the thought.

This is the discipline that made Orwell’s prose unmistakable. Not brilliance, not sudden 
inspiration, but the daily refusal to let language pretend to be thought. Every sentence is 
forced to justify itself. Every word must carry weight. Anything that exists merely to sound 
impressive is cut away.

That is why the writing survives. Not because it is ornate, but because it is honest. The page 
records the argument without the author standing in the way of it.
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IV. Diagnostic Section: Cultural and Personal Sabotage

When “Looking After Yourself” Becomes Hiding

There is nothing wrong with needing rest. There is nothing noble about running 
yourself into the ground for people who would step over your body to make a 
meeting. The modern revolt against that kind of martyrdom was overdue. 
Unfortunately, as with most revolts, the pendulum did not stop at sanity. It kept 
going until any demand beyond your own comfort began to look like abuse.

Self-care, properly understood, is the work of restoring your capacity to carry weight. 
Self-care absolutism is something else. It is the quiet decree that nothing and no one 
may ever be allowed to cost you very much.

You hear it in the slogans:

“Protect your energy.”
“Don’t carry anyone else’s problems.”
“You don’t owe anyone anything.”

There are times when each of those sentences is a necessary antidote. If you have 
spent ten years cleaning up after an addict who refuses help, you must stop carrying 
their problems as if they were your own. If your boss treats you as free overtime with 
a pulse, you are right to say no. If your family believes you are an organ bank for 
their convenience, you are right to withdraw.

But a medicine taken as a universal law becomes a poison. Applied everywhere, 
“You don’t owe anyone anything” quietly unbuilds your life. You stop taking calls 
from the friend who is always a bit of a mess. You edge away from the colleague who 
needs a mentor because “I don’t have the bandwidth.” You avoid long-term roles 
because they would tie you down. You say, “I’m focusing on me right now,” and then 
discover that “right now” has eaten a decade.

The result is not freedom. It is a very tastefully decorated isolation cell.

You end up with evenings beautifully preserved from interruption, and no one who 
would think to interrupt them. You become resilient, in the sense that nothing can 
hurt you—because nothing important is close enough to touch you. The boundaries 
are immaculate, and behind them there is not very much going on.

Alongside this sits the cult of endless adolescence. Advertising and entertainment 
conspire to sell you a picture of adulthood as a preventable condition. Commitments 
are portrayed almost exclusively as traps. Marriage is a sitcom punchline. Children 
are lifestyle-ending parasites. Long projects are for dupes who don’t understand how 
short life is. Civic duty is something your grandparents worried about before the 
internet gave us more important things to do.
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The ideal, in this picture, is perpetual flexibility. Rent, don’t own. Date, don’t vow. 
Contract, don’t build. Always be ready to vanish to another city, another job, another 
partner, another identity, at a month’s notice. Keep every door half-open, and you 
will never be stuck. The fact that you will also never be rooted is politely omitted.

It is convenient, of course, that a person without fixed responsibilities is also the 
perfect consumer. If you are bound to no one and nothing, then your primary project 
becomes curating experiences for yourself. New city, new streaming series, new 
gadget, new wellness retreat, new you. You become a permanent tourist, even in your 
own life. And tourists are profitable.

Again, there is a legitimate core here. Some people should not marry the first person 
who will have them. Some should not buy a house in the first town that will tolerate 
them. Some must leave family, country, or institution to survive. There are genuine 
traps, and walking into them with a smile is not virtuous; it is suicidal.

But when every bond is rebranded as a trap, something else is happening. You are no 
longer avoiding bad commitments; you are avoiding all commitments, because they 
might one day ask you to stay when you want to run. You begin to treat the very idea 
of being depended on as an insult.

The third cultural voice sits on top of these two like a crown: service as exploitation 
only. Because there really are bosses, partners, institutions, and causes that eat 
conscientious people alive, a fashionable cynicism has grown up around any form of 
service. If you are working late, you must be a victim. If you care about your team’s 
performance, you must be brainwashed. If you change your schedule to 
accommodate a child, an ageing parent, or a friend in crisis, you are “letting people 
walk all over you.”

It is easier, psychologically, to declare all service suspect than to do the harder work 
of distinguishing between being used and being truly useful. Then you never have to 
ask whether this demand is worth your time, whether this person deserves your 
sacrifice, whether this institution is flawed but salvageable. You can dismiss the 
whole question and retreat into the safety of doing nothing for anyone.

If you combine these three narratives—self-care as inviolable comfort, adulthood as 
an optional extra, service as naivety—the result is predictable. You get people who 
are exquisitely attuned to any hint of being needed and treat it like a red flag. Their 
worst fear is not failure, or even death. Their worst fear is being required.

And yet, in the same breath, they complain that life feels thin and strangely unreal, as 
if they are watching someone else play them on a screen.

It is not a mystery. If you spend long enough avoiding the weight of being needed, 
you will eventually be light enough to blow away.
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The Art of Never Quite Stepping In

Culture gives you the slogans; habit supplies the choreography. You do not wake up 
one morning and announce, “I refuse to be responsible for anything beyond myself.” 
You simply learn a set of moves that keep you forever just outside the circle where 
things actually depend on you.

The first move is refusal to commit, disguised as sophistication. You keep every 
option open. You avoid any role that would make you “the responsible one.” You are 
happy to help, as long as someone else is technically in charge. You like projects, but 
only as long as they can be abandoned cleanly. You enjoy people, but only as long as 
they do not ask you to be the person they call at three in the morning.

When real commitments appear—roles that would bind your time, your money, your 
reputation—you reflexively reach for delay:

“I’m not in a place to take that on.”
“I need to sort myself out first.”
“Once things are less hectic, I’ll think about it.”

This is chronic postponement of adulthood, and it can sound remarkably like 
prudence. Of course it is wise not to adopt responsibilities you cannot possibly 
sustain. Of course there are seasons in which your own survival is the only realistic 
project. But for many, “when I’m more stable” functions like “tomorrow” did in 
earlier chapters: a word that never quite meets a date.

The brutal truth is that some forms of stability do not arrive until you take 
responsibility. You do not become “ready for” long-term work, marriage, parenthood, 
leadership, or stewardship in the abstract, and then go shopping for a role worthy of 
your perfected self. You step into a role half-prepared, and the weight of it forces you 
to become the person who can carry it without dropping everything.

That is precisely why it is frightening. And precisely why endless preparation 
becomes a way to stay frightened forever without ever risking the cure.

Underneath the postponement, for many, lies an older wound: a deep confusion 
between being useful and being used. Perhaps you were the child parentified into a 
therapist. Perhaps you were the reliable one in a chaotic workplace and learned that 
“stepping up” meant “absorbing everyone else’s incompetence for free.” Perhaps you 
volunteered in a cause that chewed through idealists for the glory of a narcissistic 
leader.

If that is you, of course you flinch when someone says, “We need you.” You hear, “We 
will take until you break, then act surprised.” The reflex to dodge responsibility is 
not laziness; it is self-defence.

But if you let that reflex ossify into policy, you condemn yourself to a life in which no 
one ever needs you in a way you can respect.
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The necessary distinction is this: being used is when you are pressured or 
manipulated into carrying burdens that violate your own standards, for people or 
systems that refuse reciprocal obligation. Being useful is when you choose burdens 
that align with your values, knowing they will cost you, and knowing that without 
you some good would simply not happen.

If you erase that distinction, you are left with only two options: be a victim or be a 
tourist. Neither is good enough for an adult life.

On top of all this sits a particularly modern sabotage move: performative altruism. 
You sense, however faintly, that a life entirely about yourself is ignoble. You do not 
want to be open about that, so you look for cheaper ways to feel righteous.

It is much easier to “raise awareness” about a far-off issue than to raise your voice at 
the dinner table where your own father is cruel and everyone looks away. It is much 
easier to change your profile picture for a cause than to change your schedule to visit 
your grandmother who has begun to forget your name. It is much easier to post 
about injustice than to quietly become the one person in your office who does not lie.

You can love “humanity” loudly and avoid your own family silently. You can speak 
with great heat about “the system” while never once fixing a specific, local thing that 
is actually within your reach.

You will even be praised for it. Crowds adore the appearance of concern. Very few 
bother to check whether you are of any concrete use to anyone in your actual life.

Over years, this pattern hollows you out. You learn to perform feelings you do not 
translate into action. You develop a public self that looks noble and a private self that 
knows, uncomfortably, that if every stranger you claimed to care about vanished, 
your routine would remain largely unchanged.

That is the real indictment here, and it is not delivered with contempt but with grief: 
if you refuse to be genuinely useful to anyone or anything beyond yourself, you will 
eventually become useless even to yourself. You will stand in a life that feels cosmetic
—a well-lit showroom with no workshop behind it.

The Price of Carrying Nothing

There is a quiet experiment running in many lives:

“What happens if I never let anything heavy touch me?”

At first, the results look promising. You sleep when you like. You walk away from 
draining people. You say no to “unfair” demands. You refuse to be guilted into 
anything. You cut ties with chaos. Compared to the walking disasters around you, 
you look almost enlightened.

Then, slowly, side-effects appear.
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You notice that no one calls you first when things go wrong. You tell yourself this is a 
victory—no more being dragged into other people’s mess. But when something good 
happens, they do not call you first either. You have become safe, in the way that 
furniture is safe: pleasant to have in the room, irrelevant when actual decisions are 
being made.

You notice that the people you envy most are not the ones with the best holidays, but 
the ones who are visibly in the middle of something: raising a child, building a firm, 
repairing a marriage, looking after a sick sibling, holding together a team in a brutal 
season. They look older than you. They look more tired than you. They also look 
more real than you.

And then there are the 3 a.m. audits. The nights when your life files a quiet 
complaint.

You have hours with podcasts about “meaning” playing in your ears while you fold 
your carefully chosen clothes in your carefully curated flat, and somewhere under 
the noise a sentence begins to form: “If I dropped dead next month, what exactly 
would stop working?”

Sometimes there are answers—your employer, your landlord, your cat—but you can 
hear the hollowness of them. The question is not whether anyone would be briefly 
inconvenienced. The question is whether anything of real value would be left 
permanently worse because you are not there to do your job anymore.

If the answer is “no,” the appropriate reaction is not self-hatred. It is alarm.

Because this is the end-state of the sabotage we have been tracing. Self-care 
absolutism, endless adolescence, service-as-exploitation-only, performative altruism, 
habitual non-commitment—these are not random quirks. Together they form a single 
posture: never let your life become load-bearing.

You do not have to be religious to see the problem. A beam that refuses to bear 
weight is not “protecting its energy.” It is failing at the only reason it was installed.

The tragedy is that many who reach this point are not monsters. They are often 
sensitive, intelligent, wounded people who have simply believed every cultural 
message about safety. They were told, explicitly and implicitly, that becoming 
indispensable was the surest way to be destroyed. They were never told that 
becoming dispensable is the surest way to feel like a ghost in your own story.

So they hover at the edge of real roles, real duties, real loyalties, and comfort 
themselves with the thought that at least no one can “take advantage” of them. They 
do not notice that something else has quietly taken advantage: time.

Time is merciless with weightless lives. The years will pass whether you commit 
them to anything or not. At some point you will look back, and the question will not 
be, “Were you exploited?” It will be, “Did you ever give yourself to anything that 
deserved you?”
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This is why the chapter refuses to flatter your refusal to be useful as a form of 
enlightened self-protection. Yes, there are predators. Yes, there are systems built to 
chew up the conscientious. Yes, you will need good judgement and hard boundaries 
to avoid being turned into a convenience object.

But if you solve the problem of exploitation by abolishing responsibility altogether, 
you do not become free. You become pointless.

And pointlessness, in a human being, does not stay quiet. It leaks out as anxiety, as 
restless consumption, as constant reinvention, as an ache that none of the usual 
therapies quite touch. You can medicate it, narrate it, spiritualise it, or blame 
capitalism for it, but beneath the jargon the complaint is simple:

“I have arranged my life so that nothing genuinely depends on me, and now I cannot 
shake the feeling that my life does not genuinely matter.”

The chapter’s verdict is as blunt as it is uncomfortable: if you refuse to be useful to 
anyone or anything beyond yourself, you will eventually become useless even to 
yourself. Not because you lack value as a person, but because you have methodically 
declined every invitation to express that value in concrete, costly, enduring form.

The rest of the book will not ask you to feel guilty about that. It will ask you to stop 
doing it.

V. Constructive Section: Methods, Habits, Protocols 

Choosing What You Will Carry

Usefulness begins with a decision that sounds insultingly simple and feels 
terrifyingly permanent:

“I am responsible for this.”

Not “for the world,” not “for humanity,” not “for vibes,” but for a specific slice of 
reality that will be visibly worse if you neglect it and visibly better if you attend to it. 
Until something in your life fits that description, you are still rehearsing.

Start by choosing a domain. One is enough; more will come if you survive the first.

For some, the obvious domain is family. Perhaps you are the only competent sibling 
within driving distance of your ageing parents. Perhaps you have children who, left 
to the natural entropy of modern life, will be raised by screens, algorithms, and 
whatever happens to be fashionable this week. Perhaps your partner is brilliant and 
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chaotic, and either someone steadies the ship or you both learn to swim while the 
furniture floats past.

Choosing responsibility here does not mean becoming a martyr or an unpaid 
domestic servant. It means saying, in cold blood: “I will be the reliable one for these 
people in these ways, on these timelines.” It means accepting that your schedule, 
your preferences, and sometimes your comfort will move down the priority list when 
something in this circle breaks.

For others, the domain will be work. You stop hovering on the edges of projects, 
offering clever commentary, and instead say: “Give that to me. I will own it.” Not 
“help with it,” not “be part of the team,” but own it—deadlines, dependencies, 
failures, praise, and all. You become the person whose name is mentioned when 
things go right, and whose sleep is disturbed when they don’t.

Or perhaps your domain is craft. A skill, a discipline, a body of knowledge you 
refuse to let decay on your watch. Music, engineering, law, carpentry, mathematics, a 
particular corner of research—something you are willing to steward past your own 
lifespan. You become responsible not only for doing it, but for doing it well enough 
that others can learn from you instead of starting again from rubble.

Or community: a school board, a local organisation, a charity, a residents’ group, a 
religious or civic institution. Somewhere that would otherwise drift into mediocrity 
or corruption unless a few adults with spines quietly say, “No. We will not let that 
happen here.”

Whichever you choose, vagueness is banned. “I care about people” is useless. So is “I 
want to make a difference.” You must be able to write a sentence that would stand up 
in court:

“I am responsible for this team’s delivery schedule.”
“I am responsible for these two children’s evenings and mornings.”
“I am responsible for keeping this process working and improving it.”
“I am responsible for showing up every week to do this specific unglamorous job.”

Responsibility is not a mood. It is a contract you sign with reality. The first 
constructive act is to decide where you are willing to let reality write your name in 
the “accountable” column, and stop pretending that sharing inspirational quotes is 
the same thing.

Turning “Being Useful” Into Verbs

Once you have chosen a domain, the next temptation is to congratulate yourself on 
your noble intentions and carry on almost exactly as before. Responsibility, left in the 
realm of sentiment, becomes a kind of moral cologne: sprayed on generously, 
changing nothing.

So you must do the dull, grown-up thing and define “useful” in verbs.
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Take the domain and interrogate it with unromantic questions:

“In a normal week, what does it actually mean to show up here?”
“When things are unclear, what does it mean to take initiative rather than waiting?”
“How would an observer tell the difference between me carrying and me merely 
participating?”

If the domain is parenting, usefulness is not “loving my kids” in the abstract. It looks 
like being physically present at key times when their nervous systems are open and 
malleable—mornings, bedtimes, crises, transitions. It looks like handling logistics 
they cannot yet manage: meals, clothes, appointments, school forms, boundaries 
around screens. It looks like asking real questions, listening to the answers, and 
setting standards that will make them fit for the world, not merely comfortable in 
your house.

If the domain is mentoring, usefulness is not “being inspirational.” It is scheduling 
regular check-ins, reviewing actual work, giving specific feedback that can be acted 
on, advocating for the person when opportunities or threats appear. It is 
remembering what they told you last week and following up, so they learn that your 
care is not a burst of enthusiasm but something with a memory.

If the domain is project ownership, usefulness is not “being involved.” It is tracking 
deadlines, mapping dependencies, knowing who is doing what by when. It is being 
the one who asks, “What happens if this fails?” and then quietly puts in place a 
backup. It is making decisions when others stall, and taking the heat when those 
decisions turn out to be imperfect rather than hiding behind the fog of “team 
consensus.”

To make this concrete, you can write what amounts to a short job description for 
yourself, even if no one else ever sees it:

“As project owner for X, I will:
– maintain a current plan and timeline;
– send a weekly status update;
– identify blockers early and remove or escalate them;
– make a clear decision wherever ambiguity is slowing us down.”

Or:

“As the responsible sibling for Mum and Dad, I will:
– visit or call twice a week;
– organise medical appointments and know what medications they are on;
– coordinate with other family members and handle disputes like an adult.”

These sentences will not trend on social media. They will, however, tell you whether 
you are doing your job.

The point is ruthless clarity: your usefulness must be observable. If someone else 
cannot, in principle, watch your week and say, “Yes, that person is carrying 
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something specific,” then you are still in the realm of noble fog. The work of this 
section is to burn off the fog until what remains are actions that can succeed, fail, and 
be improved.

The Boring Architecture of Carrying

Responsibility does not live in grand moments. It lives in calendars, checklists, and 
the small, humiliating admission that your memory is not as noble as your 
intentions. If you want to become genuinely useful, you must stop treating structure 
as an optional aesthetic and start treating it as life-support for the people who rely on 
you.

Begin with standing touchpoints. If you are responsible for a team, that means 
scheduled check-ins that happen whether or not you “feel there’s much to discuss.” If 
you are responsible for a child, that means protected time each day when your phone 
is not in the room and you are not half-ghosted by work. If you are responsible for 
parents, that means a fixed call rhythm instead of “I’ll ring when things calm down,” 
which they never do.

Use the crude tools: recurring calendar events, reminders, alarms. Your ego will 
mutter that a serious person does not need such devices. It is lying. Serious people 
use whatever reduces the chance that someone else suffers because they trusted a 
brain that was busy scrolling.

Next, implement regular status reviews of whatever you carry. Once a week—fifteen 
minutes is enough—you ask blunt questions:

“What in this domain is working?”
“What is fraying, breaking, or about to?”
“What conversations am I avoiding here?”
“What would hurt if I ignore it for another month?”

Do this on paper. Responsibility hates vagueness. When you write, “Child: 
homework getting out of control; we need a basic routine,” or “Team: everyone 
unclear on priority; I have not communicated it,” you have moved from free-floating 
guilt to actionable failure, which is progress.

Then there is contingency planning, the unglamorous art of asking, “What if I am 
wrong, late, or hit by a bus?” A responsible person does not wrap their 
indispensability around themselves like a cape. They assume that, sooner or later, 
they will be absent or mistaken, and they make provision for that.

If you own a process at work, someone else should know where the files are and how 
to keep it limping along for a week. If you manage money for your household, 
someone else should know the passwords, the accounts, the creditors. If your 
absence would instantly convert order into chaos, you have not made yourself noble. 
You have made yourself a single point of failure.
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Finally, protect time for what you carry. Everyone is “busy.” The difference between 
the ornamental and the useful is that the useful have chunks of their week that are 
non-negotiable blocks dedicated to their responsibilities. They treat these as seriously 
as a court date or a surgery slot. They say no to lesser invitations—even attractive 
ones—because there is something heavier in the diary that will not move.

Responsibility is not episodic heroism. It is steady maintenance, often seen by no one, 
especially on the days when nothing goes wrong precisely because you did your job. 
The habit of carrying is built in those quiet, boring repetitions. The crises will take 
care of themselves; they always arrive. The question is whether, when they do, you 
have already been living like the sort of person who is allowed to be in the room.

Teaching Humans, Not Hoarding Talent

At some point, if you keep working on yourself, you will become competent at 
something. You will know how to write a clear brief, or run a meeting that ends on 
time, or calm a frightened child, or ship a product, or read a balance sheet, or hold 
your temper long enough to get through to someone who has never met an adult 
before.

When that happens, you face a new question:

“Will this die with me?”

There is a kind of small, tidy tragedy that plays out every day in offices, workshops, 
labs, and homes. A person becomes excellent and then spends the rest of their life 
guarding that excellence like a jealous dragon guarding a pile of gold in a cave no one 
visits. They complain that “no one else knows how to do it,” while carefully ensuring 
no one ever quite learns.

If you want a legacy rather than a private museum, you must treat at least part of 
your competence as seed, not jewellery.

Start by identifying one person—younger colleague, apprentice, child, student, new 
hire, late-blooming friend—who is not merely available, but hungry. Someone who, if 
shown how, will attempt to rise rather than attempt to take your chair.

Then offer something unfashionable: structured attention.

That looks like:

– A regular slot in the week that belongs to them.
– Reviewing their work with the same seriousness you demand for your own.
– Giving feedback that is clear enough to sting and specific enough to help.
– Letting them see not only your polished outputs but your process: drafts, dead 
ends, how you think.
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You do not need to become a motivational speaker. You need to become a responsible 
craftsman who is willing to leave the workshop door open and let someone stand at 
your elbow.

You will be tempted to replace this with grand gestures: one-off lectures, 
inspirational talks, forwarding articles with “Thought of you!” in the subject line. 
These have their place, but they are spice, not food. The real transfer happens in 
shared work, over time, when someone watches you handle boredom, setbacks, and 
stupidity without collapsing into either tantrum or surrender.

There is also the matter of modelling. If your mentee sees you keeping your ledger, 
doing your hard thing, telling the awkward truth, standing alone when necessary, 
they will learn more from those silent acts than from any number of tidy principles 
you recite at them.

If, on the other hand, you deliver stirring monologues about excellence and are 
perpetually late, disorganised, evasive, and easily cowed, they will also learn—but 
not what you hoped.

This is not sainthood. It is simple arithmetic. If your effort stops with your own 
competence, the total stock of reliability in the world increases by one person and 
then drops by one at your funeral. If you lift even two or three others, the line 
continues after you are no longer around to enjoy the applause you never got 
anyway.

Hoarding what you know feels safe and important. Passing it on feels risky and 
occasionally thankless. Only one of those behaviours deserves to be called legacy.

Building Things That Do Not Vanish With You

Teaching people is one half of legacy. The other half is building things that can keep 
working when you are no longer available to fix them.

Most people never attempt this. Their entire output consists of transient 
performances: meetings attended, messages sent, opinions expressed, feelings 
processed. When they are gone, their inbox vanishes, their chair is reassigned, and it 
is as if the tide came in and erased a footprint.

If you want more than that, you must ask a blunt question:

“What in my life would still exist, as a functioning structure, six months after I 
disappear?”

If the honest answer is “a few fond memories and some obsolete passwords,” you 
have some work to do.

Start with systems, not heroics. At work, that might mean turning your recurring 
improvisations into documented processes: checklists, templates, SOPs, code 
repositories, architectures that someone else could operate without phoning a 
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medium. The test is simple: could a competent stranger, handed your notes, keep the 
essential machine running? If not, you haven’t built a system; you’ve been freelancing 
inside your own job.

In your personal life, systems look like budgets that someone else can read, house 
routines that are written down, family calendars that don’t live solely inside your 
skull. You are not doing this to infantilise others. You are doing it so that, if you are 
ever unavailable, your contribution does not evaporate in a week of confusion and 
lost logins.

Then there are institutions and roles. You may not be founding a nation-state, but 
you can strengthen the local structures that make civilisation more than a slogan: a 
school board, a professional body, a charity, a research group, a standards committee, 
a small business that treats its staff like adults. To build legacy here is to leave behind 
norms, practices, and expectations that persist after you have left the room.

Write the dull documents. Draft the policy that stops the next idiot from breaking 
what you’ve just fixed. Establish the cadence of reviews that will continue because 
you made them make sense, not because you were there to enforce them.

Finally, there are artefacts: books, tools, datasets, designs, codebases, research, music, 
art. Things that can be picked up and used by people you will never meet. These do 
not have to be grand. A clear internal manual that outlives you is an artefact. So is a 
well-constructed open-source library, a curriculum, a body of legal argument, a 
pattern of thinking mapped carefully enough that someone twenty years from now 
can stand on it instead of starting again in the mud.

Treat your life as a bridge. Values, knowledge, and structure cross it into a future 
where your name will, quite properly, be forgotten. The question is not whether they 
will remember you. They almost certainly will not. The question is whether the 
world on the other side of your lifespan will be very slightly more coherent because 
you were here, or indistinguishable from what it would have been if you had stayed 
in bed and scrolled.

Putting Usefulness Into the Ledger

Usefulness becomes real the moment it takes up lines in your ledger and slots in your 
hierarchy, not just space in your head.

Until then, it is just another flattering story.

You already know how this works for habits, hard things, and courage. The same 
ruthless accounting must now apply to responsibility. Take the domains you have 
chosen to carry—family, work, craft, community—and give them a place, literally, on 
the page where your life is being counted.

Add the simple, indecently revealing questions.
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“Did I show up where people depend on me today?”
“Did I move forward the work that will matter after this week ends?”
“Did I leave anything more stable, clearer, or better for someone else?”

You do not need essays. A single line beside the day is enough:

“Showed up for kids’ homework. Called Dad. Ignored project X again.”
“Mentored J. properly. Dodged the budget review.”
“Protected team from pointless fire drill. Failed to speak to Mum.”

You will recognise the pattern by now. The point is not to produce a daily devotional 
to your own virtue. The point is to build a record that, if read by a hostile auditor, 
would still bear some resemblance to the truth.

Once a week, sit down with the ledger and your value hierarchy and ask the question 
most people spend their lives avoiding:

“Does my time reflect what I claim to care about?”

If you insist that your children, your marriage, your craft, your team, your God, your 
country, your research, your students, your patients, your customers are central—
and yet the week’s entries show forty hours sacrificed to trivia and almost nothing to 
the things you swear you would die for—then either your schedule or your story is 
lying. The ledger is there to refuse you the comfort of not noticing which.

This is where hierarchy returns with teeth. If you have written, in calmer moments, 
that “raising sane children” or “building honest systems” or “teaching the next 
generation” outranks “having an easy evening,” then the ledger becomes a daily 
referendum on whether you meant it or were merely enjoying the sound of your own 
principles.

There will be weeks where the answer is humiliating. You will see in black and white 
that you made yourself useful mostly to the algorithm and the appetites, not to the 
people and projects that would actually miss you if you vanished. Do not look away. 
That shame is not an enemy; it is the last remaining proof that your standards are 
alive.

Then act on the data. Adjust the coming week so that the responsibilities you have 
claimed get scheduled first, not squeezed into the gaps left after indulgence. Move 
the call with your parent out of the “if there’s time” category into the same sanctity 
bracket as a meeting with your boss. Treat the standing mentoring session as 
seriously as you would treat an investor pitch. Carve out blocks for the work that 
might still matter in ten years, and guard them from the thousand urgent 
irrelevancies that arrive each day pretending to be important.

Usefulness is not a mood, a halo, or a vague sense of being “there for people.” It is a 
set of contributions that can, in principle, be measured: things that work because you 
maintain them, people who are braver or more competent because you stayed, 
structures that do not fall down because you quietly keep tightening the bolts.
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The ledger’s role is simple and merciless. It asks, every evening:

“Where, today, were you genuinely of use?”

And if the honest answer, for too many days in a row, is “nowhere that cost me 
anything,” then you are not condemned. You are simply out of excuses.

VI. Exercise Set — Putting Weight on Your Shoulders On 

Purpose

These exercises are not about feeling more caring. They are about arranging your 
week so that other people could, in principle, notice if you disappeared. Do them on 
paper. Vague resolve has had more than enough chances.

1. Responsibility Inventory
Sit down with a blank page and write at the top:

“Where do other people already depend on me?”

Then list roles, not fantasies.

– Family: partner, children, parents, siblings, others who call you when things break.
– Work: team, clients, students, patients, colleagues, customers.
– Community: neighbours, organisations, religious or civic groups, anyone who 
would notice if you stopped turning up.

Under each role, answer in one or two brutal sentences:

“What am I genuinely responsible for here?”

Not what you like to imagine. What would actually fall apart, or degrade, or become 
harder, if you stopped doing it.

Examples:

“Child: school mornings, homework, doctor appointments.”
“Team: setting priorities, removing obstacles, protecting from pointless chaos.”
“Parents: weekly calls, medical logistics, checking in on money.”
“Community group: handling minutes, running the meeting, booking the room.”

Then mark, honestly, one role where you have been coasting. The one where you 
are present in name, absent in practice. Put a star or a skull beside it. That is the one 
this week is about.

If you find that you have written almost nothing under any role, resist the urge to 
turn this into an identity crisis. It is not proof that you are worthless. It is proof that 
you are currently unclaimed by anything beyond yourself. That can change.
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2. Useful Behaviour Definition
Take the starred role to a fresh page. At the top, write:

“If I were truly useful here for the next three months, what would that look like?”

Then describe it in behavioural terms. No abstractions, no slogans.

Wrong: “I would be a better parent / leader / friend.”
Right: “I would be home for bedtime four nights a week.”
Right: “I would send a clear priorities email every Monday.”
Right: “I would call Mum every Sunday and handle her prescriptions.”

Write for a full page. Force yourself to imagine the rhythms:

– What regular presence looks like (times, places).
– What decisions you would actually make, instead of avoiding.
– What conversations you would stop postponing.
– What boring maintenance you would take on (forms, budgets, logistics, check-ins).

Ask:

“If someone filmed my life for three months in this role, what scenes would convince 
a sceptic that I was genuinely carrying weight?”

Describe those scenes. You are writing a script, not an epitaph.

3. One New Responsibility Habit
From that page, choose one recurring action that would significantly increase your 
usefulness. Not ten. One.

Criteria:

– Small enough to be done every week (or every day) without theatrics.
– Concrete enough that a stranger could tell whether you did it.
– Heavy enough that, over time, it would noticeably change the role.

Examples:

– “Family: Fixed family dinner every Wednesday, no phones, I cook or coordinate.”
– “Work: Weekly 30-minute priorities check-in with my team every Monday at 9.”
– “Parents: Call every Sunday at 6 p.m. and handle any admin they mention.”
– “Mentoring: Weekly office hour for juniors on Thursday at 4 p.m.”

Now:

1. Put it in your calendar as a repeating event.

2. Add a line to your ledger:
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“Responsibility habit done today? Y/N (which one?)”

3. Commit, in writing, to four weeks of this habit. No heroics, no “until I feel like 
it.” Four weeks.

If you miss a day or week, note it honestly in the ledger and restart. The habit is not 
there to flatter your good days; it is there to survive your bad ones.

4. Mentor Target
On a new page, write:

“Who could I help grow?”

List names of people orbiting your life who are both willing and capable of growth:

– Younger colleagues who ask questions and do something with the answers.
– Students, apprentices, or juniors who seem hungry, not entitled.
– A child or teenager in your family who actually wants to learn from you.

From the list, choose one person. Not the most glamorous. The most ready.

Under their name, write:

“What can I realistically offer this person over the next six months?”

Examples:

– “Monthly one-hour review of their work.”
– “Weekly coding / writing session.”
– “Help them plan their next career move.”
– “Teach them basic financial literacy.”

Then define one first step:

– “Invite them for coffee and ask if they’d like regular feedback.”
– “Send a message offering a weekly review slot for the next month.”
– “Tell my son I will help him apply for X every Saturday at 10.”

Do the step within the next seven days. Put it in the calendar. If they decline, you are 
not allowed to sulk. Choose another name. This is not about being worshipped as a 
guru; it is about refusing to let your competence evaporate with you.

5. Legacy Question
Final page. At the top, write the date. Then write, slowly:

“If I died ten years from now, what would I want to exist that does not exist yet 
because of me?”

Sit with it. No phones. No music. Just the question.



371

Think in three directions:

– A person: “My child sane and strong.” “Three juniors doing better work than I ever 
did.”
– A structure: “A team that keeps good practices without me.” “A local programme 
that actually works.”
– A body of work: “A set of arguments / tools / designs / code / research that 
others can build on.”

Write what comes, even if it looks embarrassingly ambitious or pathetically small. 
You are not submitting this to an awards committee. You are trying to make explicit 
the ghost that has been tugging at your sleeve for years.

Then, under that, write:

“First action in the next seven days:”

Make it insultingly concrete.

– “Book a meeting with X to propose the project.”
– “Outline the chapters on one sheet.”
– “Email the school about volunteering.”
– “Start documenting process Y in a shared folder.”

When you have written the action, put it in your calendar and, if appropriate, in your 
ledger as that day’s “hard thing.”

Do not wait until you “feel ready.” Read what you have just written: a world ten years 
from now with or without this person grown, this structure standing, this work 
existing. That is the difference between a life that was merely well-managed and a life 
that was, however quietly, of use.

These exercises will not make you a saint. They will do something much less 
glamorous and more necessary: they will begin the slow transfer of your time and 
effort from the closed circle of self-optimisation into the open work of making other 
lives more stable, clearer, and braver because you were here.

That is the only kind of self-improvement the future will care about.

VII. Closing Synthesis + Aphorism 

In the end it comes back to those two rooms.

In one, the optimiser sits in a beautifully arranged flat. Shelves curated, habits 
tracked, body well-kept, mind sharpened. The calendar shows ten years of quantified 
self-improvement. The phone, if it lit up, would show a few polite messages, some 
distant admiration, perhaps a flurry of digital condolences. Nothing much in the 
physical world would need to be rearranged tomorrow to compensate for their 
absence. The systems that matter to them are all inside their own skin.
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In the other room, the useful person turns out the lights on a place that would be 
measurably worse if they vanished. A team that would flounder for a while. Children 
who would feel the ground tilt. A partner who would have to learn skills they never 
wanted to master because someone else carried them. A small organisation, a 
process, a circle of students, patients, clients, neighbours who stand straighter than 
they otherwise would have, because this person spent years doing the dull, 
unspectacular work of showing up. Their interior life may never have been 
photogenic, but the wake behind them is full of things that exist and function 
because they were there.

That is the real question this chapter has been asking under all the talk of virtue and 
legacy:

When you die, does anything fall?

The self you have built—through habit, ledger, hierarchy, strength, order, honesty, 
discipline, hard things, courage—is a tool. A finely tuned one, if you have done the 
work. Tools are not meant to be admired in the drawer. They are meant to be scarred 
by use. If you end your life gleaming, unscratched, and intact, the verdict is not 
“What a careful steward.” The verdict is “What a waste of potential effort.”

Responsibility is not theft of your life. It is the context in which your life acquires 
weight. Without it, everything you do floats: impressive, perhaps, but buoyant, 
unanchored, forgettable. Responsibility pins you to specific people and specific work. 
It gives your days edges. You are no longer free in the childish sense of having no 
claims on you; you become free in the adult sense of knowing exactly what you are 
for.

Legacy, stripped of sentimentality, is not a statue, a quote on a poster, or a viral clip 
of you saying something stirring. Legacy is brutally literal. It is:

– These people exist in this condition because you laboured for them.
– These institutions still work because you refused to let them rot.
– This craft is still alive in these hands because you passed it on.
– This code, this book, this research, this foundation, this practice continues to make 
lives calmer, clearer, safer, richer because you once stayed up late when it would have 
been easier to sleep.

Everything else—the applause, the titles, the decorative narratives—is set dressing.

You do not need to be a saint, a founder, or a public figure to have such a legacy. You 
only need to bind your disciplined self to something outside yourself and stay long 
enough that its survival and quality are no longer indifferent to your presence. Plenty 
of quietly excellent lives have left more behind in one family, one workshop, one 
classroom, one lab, one parish, one street than many celebrated careers leave in entire 
industries.

The question that should haunt you a little, in a useful way, is not “Am I special?” but 
“Where, exactly, would there be a hole if I were gone?”
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You are not training merely to feel better or look impressive. You are training so that, 
when the world looks around for someone who can be trusted with weight, your 
name is a plausible answer. So that when a child, a team, a problem, a community, a 
fragile new thing needs someone to stand between it and chaos, you are not 
disqualified by your own softness.

You are building a spine, not as an accessory, but as a structural beam in something 
larger than yourself.

The closing standard is simple and merciless:

Do not aim to be admired.
Aim to be missed.

The measure of a life is not how well you decorated it,
but how much would fall if you were not there.
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