Passage One

Why do smart people do dumb things?
Orthodox views prize intelligence and intellectual rigor highly in the modern realm of universities and tech industry jobs. One of the underlying assumptions of this value system is that smart people by virtue of what they've learned will formulate better decisions. Often this is true. Yet psychologists who study human decision-making processes have uncovered cognitive biases common to all people regardless of intelligence that can lead to poor decisions in experts and laymen alike.

Thankfully these biases can be avoided. Understanding how and in what situations they occur can give you an awareness of your own limitations and allow you to factor them into your decision-making.

One of the most common biases is what is known as the fundamental attribution error. Through this people attribute the failures of others to character flaws and their own to mere circumstance subconsciously considering their own characters to be stainless. "Jenkins lost his job because of his incompetence; I lost mine because of the recession." It also leads us to attribute our own success to our qualifications discounting luck while seeing others' success as the product of mere luck.

In other words we typically demand more accountability from others than we do from ourselves. Not only does this lead to petty judgments about other people it also leads to faulty risk assessment when you assume that certain bad things only happen to others. For example you might assume without evidence that the price of your house will go up even though 90 percent of them have dropped in price because you yourself are more competent.

Confirmation bias is sometimes found together with fundamental attribution error. This one has two parts. First we tend to gather and rely upon information that only confirms our existing views. Second we avoid or veto things that refute our preexisting hypotheses.

For example imagine that you suspect your computer has been hacked. Every time it stalls or has a little error you assume that it was triggered by a hacker and that your suspicions are valid. This bias plays an especially big role in rivalries between two opposing views. Each side partitions their own beliefs in a logic-proof loop and claims their opponent is failing to recognize valid points. Outwitting confirmation bias therefore requires exploring both sides of an argument with equal diligence.

Similar to confirmation bias is the overconfidence bias. In an ideal world we could be correct 100 percent of the time we were 100 percent sure about something correct 80 percent of the time we were 80 percent sure about something and so on. In reality people's confidence vastly exceeds the accuracy of those judgments. This bias most frequently comes into play in areas where someone has no direct evidence and must make a guess  estimating how many people are in a crowded plaza for example or how likely it will rain. To make matters worse even when people are aware of overconfidence bias they will still tend to overstate the chances that they are correct. Confidence is no prophet and is best used together with available evidence. When witnesses are called to testify in a court trial the confidence in their testimony is measured along with and against the evidence at hand.

The availability bias is also related to errors in estimation in that we tend to estimate what outcome is more likely by how easily we can recount an example from memory. Since the retention and retrieval of memories is biased toward vivid sensational or emotionally charged examples decisions based on them can often lead to strange inaccurate conclusions.

In action this bias might lead someone to cancel a trip to for example the Canary Islands because of a report that the biggest plane crash in history happened there. Likewise some people might stop going out at night for fear of assault or rape.

Repelling the availability bias calls for an empirical approach to a particular decision one not based on the obscured reality of vivid memory. If there is a low incidence of disaster like only one out of 100000 plane landings results in a crash it is safe to fly to the Canary Islands. If one out of one million people who go out is assaulted it is safe to go out at night.

The sunk cost fallacy has a periodic application and was first identified by economists. A good example of how it works is the casino slot machine. Gamblers with a high threshold for risk put money into a slot machine hoping for a big return but with each pull of the lever they lose some money playing the odds. If they have been pulling the lever many times in a row without success they might decide that they had better keep spending money at the machine or they will have wasted everything they already put in.

The truth is that every pull of the lever has the same winning probability of nearly one in a trillion regardless of how much money has been put in before  the previous plays were sunk costs.

In everyday life this can lead people to stay in damaging situations because of how much they have already put in stuck on the erroneous belief that the value of that time or energy they have invested will decay or disappear if they leave. The wisest course is to recognize the effects of the sunk cost fallacy and to leave a bad situation regardless of how much you have already invested.

While there are still more biases the key to avoiding them remains the same: When a decision matters it is best to rely on watertight logic and a careful examination of the evidence and to remain aware that what seems like good intuition is always subject to errors of judgment.
Passage Two


A life in film

At 12 years old Steven Spielberg was already visiting film shootings at Universal Studios in his office suit a packed lunch tucked into his briefcase. The young boy tried to immerse himself in film in any way possible. He had been given an administrative job at Universal Studios from a friend of his father's and every day even though he didn't have a legitimate security pass he would try to manipulate his way past the guards and into his personal paradise. Such persistence is hardly surprising from a boy whose lifelong conviction was to "Make sure you are right and go on!" (adopted from a 1954 Disney film).

When Steven was eight years old his father gave him a Brownie 8 mm film camera as his birthday present. Steven immediately began collecting footage of family events and he simulated action scenes with his miniature toy spacecraft populating his films with his neighborhood friends as actors. People quickly began to recognize his terrific talent and he won a prize for cinematography for his early westernThe Last Gunfight; years later he won a national contest for his film Escape to Nowhere. His film Firelight was twice analyzed by a national newspaper and was presented in the city theater as if it were a Hollywood premiere. By the time he was 17 years old Steven had established himself as a director with the artistic intuition of a man twice his age.
His achievements are certainly related to the personal obstacles and setbacks he faced from an early age. Steven's family moved often so that he was constantly trying to find his place in a turbulent environment with new people. Despite his natural intelligence Steven had a carefree attitude and put little effort into school. He consistently earned only a C average or lower. Socially he wasn't athletic or popular and since his conspicuous interest in film made him seem eccentric classmates shunned and mocked him.
His home life was not ideal either as his father's rigid engineering temperament could not understand his or his mother's artistic personalities. Steven would miss his father when he was gone for long work trips and then reverted to furiously arguing with him as soon as he returned. Finally when he was in high school his parents ended their unhappy marriage with a divorce. The theme of the lack of a father figure consistently infected Steven's films.
Unfriendly surroundings at home and school made Steven strive even harder to achieve in the film world. He applied to two of the best film schools in the country: the University of Southern California and the University of California Los Angeles. But even with a formidable 10 years of experiences in filmmaking and his friends at Universal Studios endorsing him his grades were too poor and he was flatly turned down at both institutions.
Unwilling to give up Steven entered the California State University where he hoped the program in TV and radio might open his way to Hollywood. Unfortunately the university was not suited to his experience and one academician recalled "Steven knew more about cameras mounts and lenses than anyone else in the department. He could teach there." Despite his manifest talent his low grades sabotaged transfer attempts forcing real film schools to withhold acceptance.

Steven contrived to rectify the situation on his own by diverting his attention away from academics. He cleaned his old suit and briefcase and returned to visiting Universal Studios where he had worked as a boy. He discreetly sneaked into any department he could such as shooting rooms editing and sound-mixing studios and he quietly watched until he was discovered and ordered to leave. Introducing himself under the pretext of being either an actor director or producer he would invite people to dinner to make connections and learn as much as he could. Even though he was caught and expelled at least once a day he always returned to smuggle himself back in again.

Steven repeatedly tried to prove himself to the Universal executives while working in a cafeteria to save up money for equipment. He would discretely create scenes and then shoot and re-shoot his movies. He kept upgrading from 8 to 16 and finally 35 mm film before he was allowed a screening. Finally his film Amblin was given a chance in front of the executives. It was a short silent film and the plot differed greatly from the sci-fi and combat films that would later predominate Steven's career. Still the short film was awesome enough to win Steven only 21 years old a seven-year contract with Universal Studios.

After directing smaller TV dramas and low-budget projects Steven earned the chance to direct his big Hollywood debut: a thriller film starring a shark! Jaws was a box office hit and it made Steven famous. He continued his relationship with Universal Studios to produce the notable movies E.T. Jurassic Park and Schindler's List.

As his first producer said "It is not by any coincidence that Steven is in his present position." Instead it is Steven's committed spirit that has strengthened him in standing fast against all rejections prejudice and skepticism and driven him to keep moving onward.
Passage Three
Traveling solo  
A blessing overall!
So you're ready to travel. Pick a place any place. Let's say you've always wanted to go to China. You've seen pictures of the Great Wall the Forbidden City Tian'anmen Square. You've always been fascinated with Chinese aesthetics and culture with red fragrant temples and venerable statues. You have a chunk of money saved and extra vacation time earned. Now is the time to go!

But maybe you haven't traveled much. You've never been to an exotic place where you can't speak the language or read the signs. A place where you'll have to do all the research for yourself find hotels get yourself around buy locomotive or bus tickets order your own food. You must figure all of this out while looking at the unfamiliar notation which you see wherever you look or go.

So now you're ready to realize your dream to explore China and find for yourself the soul of the country. Unfortunately right from the onset none of your friends share that dream. Your sister is pregnant and can't travel. Your best friend just got a new job and can't take time off. So what do you do? You could ask everyone you know  friends acquaintances co-workers. You could join a tour. Or you could go alone.

To travel alone is a difficult decision for anyone though especially for women. For me it came naturally. I made that trip to China and then zigzagged on a multinational excursion through Indonesia Thailand England and France.

But the reactions I've gotten from people I know fellow travelers and especially from the natives of the countries I've visited showed me that solo traveling is strange and even considered inconceivable or reckless by many people. People ask me if the isolation makes me sad or even if I'm more susceptible to violent or dangerous situations.

This has been sometimes a blessing sometimes a curse. I remember searching desperately for accommodations in Taiwan. The university listed in my booklet no longer had dormitories for travelers and I was lucky when the desk clerk called a young woman out of a nearby office. As it turned out she was offering to let me stay at her flat and even had a friend come show me around the city the next day.

Also in Taiwan I met two girls who smuggled me into their hotel room gave me one of the beds (they shared the other) and took me to a feast with their tour group. When they heard my next stop was their hometown they arranged for a bilingual friend to pick me up at the train station.

But there has also been the downside of those not-so-pleasant experiences. In Indonesia a cute boy gave me a ride on his motorbike and thought that gave him license to grope me illicitly. Many times in Indonesia boys menaced me assuming I was willing to pay for their company. In Japan I was picked up by a young man who refused to drop me at my Youth Hostel; he insisted I stay with his friends. The friends turned out to be four girls; I was safe but one snored like a lawnmower and it took me two days to escape.

I've been irritated and perplexed many times  not speaking a language not understanding or being understood. Once in Italy a hotel clerk tried to overcharge me and only gave up after 10 minutes of arguing. Another time in China a taxi driver insisted I pay more and I was rescued by the doorman of a fancy hotel.

Having a companion might have helped safeguard me from some of those problems. But it would have suppressed other opportunities  a long afternoon in Thailand all alone in the back of a hay wagon and then seven days in the back of a truck with a Brit two Aussies and two Norwegians! Eating ethnic food on my way through eastern Korea with four youthful Japanese salarymen. Getting sick in China and being nursed with chocolate bars and tissues by a couple from Texas.

The few times I have traveled with a companion I haven't had the same ample opportunities to meet people. Other travelers can swap stories with you about the local folklore of the places they've been to and often have credible insights into the place you're visiting. Locals are also more likely to see you as approachable and be upfront with you when you're on your own.

Of course you have to be careful not to endanger yourself by throwing caution to the wind. Watch your back but don't presume the worst and be overly fearful. Be friendly with people but watch out for those who are too friendly with you. Don't disregard your instincts. If you hear stories about criminals on a road take the road – just don't take much cash and don't accept Coca Cola from strangers.

The key to solo travel is to open your mind close your eyes and leap in! Everything that happens to you is an experience and good bad or neutral they will all benefit you in some way. Take those little annoyances those inefficiencies and those boring bureaucrats with a laugh. If you despise something just remember: You don't live there you can leave anytime and you'll never have to deal with this again!

Don't ever let a lack of companionship constrain you from doing what you really want to do. Once you go solo you'll be amazed at how sensational your travel experiences will be.
Passage Four

The joy of a prideful tradition
I first met him in 1965 when I rushed into his little shop to have the heels of my shoes repaired. He greeted me with a cheerful smile and instant hospitality. "You're new in this neighborhood aren't you?"

Indeed I had moved into a house at the end of the street only a week before.

"This is a fine neighborhood" he said. "You'll be happy here."

I sat there with my shoes off watching as he got ready to stitch up my shoes I'd entrusted to him. He looked sadly at the leather covering the mount of the heel. It was worn through because I had failed to have the shoes patched a month ago. I grew a little impatient for I was rushing to meet a friend. "Please hurry" I begged.

He looked at me over his spectacles. "Now don't worry. I won't be long. This handicraft is my specialty and I want to do a good job." He was silent a moment. "You see I have a tradition to live up to."

A tradition? In this simplistic little shop that was no different from so many other shoe-repair shops on the residential side streets of Washington? The thought seemed a bit absurd.

He must have sensed my bias for he smiled with a gleam in his eyes as he went on. "Yes I inherited a tradition. My father always told me 'Son do the best job on every shoe that comes into the shop and be proud of your fine work. If you work with dedication you'll always have happiness and money.'"

As he handed me the finished shoes he said "These will last a long time. I've utilized good leather."

I left in a hurry but I had a warm and grateful feeling. On my way home I passed the little shop again. There he was sitting amongst his tools still working. He saw me and he waved and smiled as cordial as could be. That was the beginning of our friendship a fellowship that came to mean more and more to me as time passed.

Thereafter we waved to each other in a friendly greeting when I passed his shop every day. At first I went in only when I had repair work to be done. Then I found myself lingering in his store or dropping in every few days just to chat with him for the joy he would impart.

He was a tall man bent from long years of work. What little hair he had was gray; his face was deeply lined. His personality was clear but never stern. And I remember best his fine dark eyes alive with his charitable carefree and humorous spirit.

He was the happiest man I've ever known. Often as he stood in front of his door overseeing the street working at a pair of shoes he sang a beautiful melody in a high clear voice. Neighbors nicknamed him "the singing cobbler". The neighborhood children loved him. He'd periodically pause his work to referee arguments or give out candy. He had no patience for bullying and would insist the children play fair in front of his store.

   One day I came away from my house filled with fury because of a poor job some painters had done on my house. My friend waved to me as I walked by so I went into his shop to vent my frustration. He let me speak angrily about the poor work and carelessness of present-day workmen. "They had no pride in their work" I said. "They just wanted to collect money for doing nothing! The undutiful attitude these days is almost a sin."

He consoled me saying "There's a lot of that kind around but maybe we should not blame them too rashly. Maybe their parents had no pride in their work. That's hard on a child. It keeps a child from learning what's important."

 "What can be done about it?" I asked.

He pondered that for a minute before answering. Then he looked at me seriously. "There is only one way. Every man or woman who hasn't inherited a prideful tradition must start building one. In this country each of us can make our own contribution to the fabric of society and we must endeavor to make it a good one. No matter what sort of work a person does if we give it our best each day we're starting a tradition for our children to live up to. When a person amends their ways and learns to take pride in their work a lifetime of happiness will ensue."

I traveled for a few months on business and shortly after my return I walked down the street looking forward to seeing my friend again. Yet when I arrived I found the door closed. There was a little sign: "Call for shoes at shop next door."

I went into the next shop and what I heard pierced my heart. Yes the old man had passed away. He was stricken with an infectious illness two weeks before and died two days later.

I went away with a wretched void in my heart. I would miss him terribly. But he had left me something an important piece of wisdom I will invariably remember: "If you have inherited a prideful tradition you must carry it on; if you haven't then start building one now."
Passage Five
Surviving an economic crisis
The economic slump so many people suffered through originated in the United States with a regulatory failure of mortgages rated less risky than they turned out to be. As large numbers of homeowners proved unable to repay their loans the companies that had the oversight and those that owned the loans (as well as their subsidiaries and their shareholders) lost sizable amounts of money. The effects of these drastic losses soon spiraled into the US job market as layoffs and terminations. The rebound was slow in coming. Many people experienced long months of struggles just like the character in this story.

Facing tenant eviction after several months of unpaid rent Sue Johnson packed up whatever she could fit into her two-door automobile and drove out of town.

She wound up at a motel putting down the $260 she had managed to scrape together from friends and from selling her living room set. It was all the money Sue had left after her unemployment benefits had expired. She faced life as a migrant a previously unimaginable situation for a woman who not that long before had held a corporate job in a large metropolitan city and was enrolled in a graduate business school.

Sue knew that in all likelihood she would end up living in her car. She was part of a hard-luck group of jobless people who called themselves "99ers" because they had exhausted the maximum 99 weeks of unemployment insurance benefits that they could claim.

Long-term unemployment was at record levels according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Modest payments of unemployment benefits were a lifeline that enabled people who were out-of-work to maintain at least an appearance of normalcy keeping a roof over their heads putting gas in their cars paying electric and phone bills.

Without the checks people like Sue who once was a director of client services at a technology company began to tumble over the economic cliff. The last aspects of their former working-class or middle-class lives were gone and all of them faced unsure futures.

When Sue received her last unemployment check she felt a wave of profound grief. With no income to deposit Sue's checking account deteriorated into negative balances. Her car was on the verge of being repossessed. And the constant harassment of the financing company for her car loan added to her daily stress. Each day like a ping pong ball Sue went back and forth between resolve and despair.

It was a sickening plunge considering that only a short year and a half before Sue was earning $56000 a year at her old job enjoyed vacationing in places like Mexico and the Caribbean and had started business school at an excellent university.

Initially Sue had tried to finish her university certification remotely but finally dropped out because of the stress from her sinking finances. She applied for every possible job in the employment spectrum from minimum-wage retail jobs to director positions.

Sue should have been evicted from her two-bedroom apartment for non-payment several months before she was but thankfully the process was delayed by paperwork and bureaucracy. Eventually the bureaucracy caught up with her and a municipal council gave her 10 days to leave her apartment for good. She had no choice but to comply.

That last day of her old life Sue wept as she drove away. She wondered if she would ever again be able to reclaim that life of comfort and respect. Sue even considered turning the steering wheel of her car into a tree and ending her life story right there.

Friends came to her aid. One friend wired her $200 while she was driving away from her old apartment enabling her to find refuge in a motel along the way. But Sue worried there wouldn't be any more charity for the money and gas she desperately needed.

Helped by gas cards donated by a church Sue decided to return to her hometown. She figured the health-care safety net there was better as well as the job market. She contacted a local shelter but learned there was a waiting list. Welfare was not an option because she didn't have young children. And Sue knew that none of her three adult sons were in a position to help her.

"I knew the only help I was going to get was from me myself" Sue said. "I thought to myself: I have to take care of myself. I really really need to get work. I need a job. I don't want to be seen as a parasite."

Sue's motel room was depressing. Lining the shelves underneath the television were her food supplies: rice and noodles that she mixed with water in the motel's ice bucket and heated up in a microwave; peanut butter and jelly; a loaf of white bread  the subsistence of a desperate person. Sue's days were spent surfing Internet job indexes applying for jobs where the silent "No." "No." "No." gave way to a feeling of helplessness.

Sue had all new struggles and obstacles to deal with too like what to do for an address for job applications. She worried about what would happen when her cell phone was cut off for non-payment and calls to her number would disappear into an invisible world she could not reach.

Finally an old friend sent Sue a ray of hope a small miracle: $300 cash  just enough for another brutal week of struggle.
Passage Six
Reflections of a Chinese mother in the West
A lot of people wonder how Chinese parents raise such successful kids. They are baffled that these parents produce so many children with an abundance of talent and whether they too could raise such a child.

The fact is that Chinese parents do things that seem provocative unimaginable even illegal to opinionated Westerners. Chinese mothers can dispense with formal courtesies and say to an obese child who gorges on food "Hey fatty lose some weight." By contrast Western parents must be humane tiptoe around the issue talk in terms of "health" and never ever mention the f-word. And still their kids end up in therapy for eating disorders and a negative self-image. I've thought long and hard about how Chinese parents can get away with what they do and I think there are three ideological differences between Chinese and Western parents.

First I've noticed Western parents cradle their children's self-esteem to insulate them from criticism. They worry about how their children will feel if they fail and constantly try to solve their children's worries regardless of how badly they perform. The presumption is that the child is tender not strong and as a result Western parents behave very differently than Chinese parents.

For example if a child comes home with an A-minus on a test a Western parent will most likely praise the child. For a Chinese mother an A-minus is no milestone; she will gasp in displeasure and ask what went wrong. If the child comes home with a B some Western parents though hesitant will still praise the child. Other Western parents will express disapproval but they won't question the child's intellect or risk insecurities calling the child "stupid" "worthless" or "gross". Privately Western parents may worry about their child but they will never tell the child.

If a Chinese child gets a B irrespective of the subject there would first be a screaming hair-tearing explosion. The Chinese mother would intensify her efforts and get dozens maybe hundreds of practice tests and use every tool at her disposal to get her child's grade up to an A.

Chinese parents demand perfect grades because they take it for granted that their child can get them and grades are a more important measure of success than "self-esteem". If their child doesn't get all A's the Chinese parents assume it's because the child didn't work hard enough. That's why the solution to substandard performance is always to punish and shame the child. Chinese parents believe that their child is hardy enough to take the shaming and to improve from it.

Second Chinese parents believe their kids owe them everything. The reason for this isn't clear but it's probably a combination of the Confucian doctrine of loyalty and the fact that parents have sacrificed so much for their children; so Chinese children must spend their lives repaying their parents by obeying them and making them proud.

Another area where Chinese and Westerners clash is that most Westerners don't believe offspring must show permanent gratitude to parents. My Western husband actually has this opposite view. "Children don't choose their parents" he once said to me. "They don't even choose to be born. It's parents who force life on their kids so it's the parents' responsibility to provide for them. Kids don't owe their parents anything. Their duty will be to their own kids." This strikes me as a terrible deal for the Western parents.

Third Chinese parents believe they know what's best for their children and therefore have ultimate authority over their children's desires and preferences. Chinese children have no rights to infringe which is why Chinese daughters can't have boyfriends in high school and there are no late curfews or trips to sleep-away camps. Also even the slightest defiance or indignation anything less than unquestioning obedience is extinguished and punished into submission. Don't get me wrong  it's not that Chinese parents don't care about their children. In fact just the opposite! Chinese parents give up anything and everything to help their children. They just have an entirely different parenting model.

Western propaganda often paints a portrait of Asian mothers as scheming indifferent militant people unconcerned with their kids' true interests. For their part many Chinese secretly believe they care more about their children and are willing to sacrifice more for them than Westerners who seem perfectly content to let their children turn out badly and shame their tradition and heritage. I think this is a misunderstanding on both sides. Of course there is also some overlap  all decent parents want to do what's best for their children. It's the methodology that's different.

Westerners preach respecting the children's individuality encouraging them to pursue their true passions supporting their choices and providing a positive and nurturing environment. But while Western children may have a high opinion of themselves and glowing self-esteem how do they perform in the real world? Chinese parents protect their children by armoring them for the future letting them see what they're capable of and conferring upon them skills work habits and inner confidence that no one can ever take away. When the time comes to perform Chinese children have a blueprint for success; they know how to compete with the best the world has to offer. The proof is in the pudding!
Passage Seven
The coming energy crisis
Two hundred years ago the world experienced an energy revolution that launched the Industrial Age. Ever since then with the rapid increase of population density the industrialized world's thirst for energy has more than tripled. Petroleum and natural gas are exploited as versatile and high quality energy products. Uranium is also tapped to fuel nuclear reactors and provide atomic energy.

Cheap energy is the lifeblood of human society. But there is a dark side to the near monopoly of non-renewable fossil fuels like coal oil and natural gas along with controversial uranium to supply our growing energy demands. The supply of these fuels is physically limited and their use threatens our health and environment. Multiple international treaties have been proposed to limit the use of fossil fuels for this very reason. Fears of global warming aside burning fossil fuels releases chemicals and particulates that can cause breathing problems cancer as well as brain and nerve damage. Nuclear energy once hailed as "too cheap to meter" has never been economically successful when all costs are factored in. Furthermore public opinion polls show nuclear energy is too closely associated with disasters like the Chernobyl reactor meltdown and the Fukushima explosion and with the danger that rebel insurgents could do damage with the toxic waste. Inexpensive and seemingly abundant non-renewable energy from dead plants and extinct animals fueled the 20th century economy but geologists climatologists environmentalists and many others are warning that the honeymoon may soon be over.

At some indefinite time in the near future the last drop of oil lump of coal or wisp of natural gas will be collected from the earth. The eventual depletion of fossil fuels that hitherto proved so reliable has left us with no choice but to prepare for a new age of energy synthesis. Most certainly human demand for energy will not decrease or plateau but surge as world population grows to nine billion over the next 50 years. By the year 2020 world energy consumption is projected to show a linear increase of 50 percent.

How will we meet the sky-rocketing energy demands of the future? Until we perfect the technology of cold fusion we'll have to focus on the development and increased production of energy from renewable energy source  sun wind water and so on. While renewable energy sources are promising an international confederation of scientists and engineers is working feverishly to overcome the various obstacles associated with these "new energy" technologies. The major challenge is to develop efficient and economically workable versions of these technologies.

Take solar energy for example. It is a good option because there is an unlimited supply of glittering sunlight. Making it work on a large scale however is much easier said than done. It would be cost prohibitive to take the intricate gadgets of solar energy from the fringe of "green" society to the mainstream for major world consumption. The solar apparatus itself is ready for many new business and consumer applications but it is way too expensive to replace the old combustion machinery of gears and motors with new electronic technology of semiconductors and transistors on a global or even a national scale.

Wind power which has been used effectively in some places for generations is also rapidly growing in the energy market. The principle behind it is that wind converts rotary force into electricity by turning the blades of the turbine clockwise or counterclockwise around an axis. Unfortunately wind power is very unreliable and its strength depends on local weather patterns temperature time of year and location. In addition to this unreliability wind power equipment is very expensive compared with other energy sources and won't become a viable alternative until we can slash the costs significantly. Also a "wind farm" requires enormous land clearing to produce significant amounts of energy.

Hydroelectric power is another source of clean and renewable energy. It can be harnessed by controlling the natural outflow of water with different methods. The most popular is through dams which unfortunately are no longer considered environmentally friendly. Most of the hydroelectric dams in the world are historically recent but all reservoirs eventually will fill up with mud and require very expensive excavation to clear them up to become useful again.

Biomass energy derived from plant and animal matter is still another renewable source being considered as a standby replacement for fossil fuels. Organic waste in the form of dead trees leaves animal corpses and food processing waste exists in abundance and can be used to produce energy. However there is no way to ventilate the direct burning of biomass as fuel without diffusing carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. These gases can pose a risk to the ozone layer increasing overall exposure of human beings to harmful UV rays from the sun. Besides it takes time and money to collect and transport biomass in its raw form to a central point for processing into fuel and the automation of such a process is too difficult. So for the time being biomass has too many costly drawbacks to be a workable alternative to fossil fuels.

Although renewable energies are not yet economically competitive with fossil fuels their price becomes more attractive when compared with the health and environmental costs associated with burning coal and oil. Perhaps the best solution to our growing energy challenges comes in a bulletin from the Union of Concerned Scientists: "Our society's future success cannot hinge on one single solution. The answer instead must come from a family of diverse energy technologies that share a unified purpose  they do not deplete our natural resources or destroy our environment." Despite the difficulties it is important to remember that an energy crisis is approaching at supersonic speeds and will soon be upon us. In order to inaugurate a new era in energy we must act quickly and work toward international collaboration to find the most effective solutions to our energy problems.
Passage Eight

A meaningful life
The death of an angel of animal rights activism does not rate with that of a drugged-out rock star. So when Henry Spira died of cancer in September 1998 his death passed without notice apart from a brief obituary in The New York Times. Yet Henry Spira's life tells us something important not only about the modern animal movement but about the possibility of an individual making a difference in the modern world.

I first met Henry when he turned up at an adult education seminar I was giving at New York University. I offered a course on "Animal Liberation" that attracted about 20 students. One student was an unusual specimen outside the regular aesthetic of an "animal person. His clothes were untidy and his hair uncombed. His language was so blunt and earthy that at times I thought I was listening to an assassin from a violent mob. Yet I couldn't help feeling intrigued with his direct way of speaking and his solemn secular oath to help animals in need.

I left New York soon after that but one day got a call from Henry. He talked with me about his work. I knew that for over a century the animal rights movement had been putting out graphic brochures leaflets and audio propaganda alerting people to the dreadful experiments on animals. But in all that time the number of animals used in experiments had risen from a small batch of a few hundred to more than 30 million. No activist had managed to stop a single experiment or improve the lives of animals living in tiny constricted enclosures. Henry changed that. One of his earliest campaigns permanently closed down a laboratory conducting experiments with toxic vapor on about 60 rabbits.

Following that success Henry rapidly moved on to bigger targets. He laid siege to Revlon over their use of rabbits to test cosmetics for potential eye damage and exerted enough pressure to persuade them to put $750000 into the search for alternatives. Having seen the boycott that Revlon had narrowly averted and being afraid of incurring similar wrath Avon Bristol-Myers and other major cosmetics corporations soon followed suit. Though it took 10 years for the research to achieve results it was largely Henry's public and judicious watchdog efforts that brought so many cosmetics corporations to where they now truthfully state their products are not tested on animals.

From decades spent working on the side of the weak and oppressed Henry became efficient at masterminding campaigns. His victory over Revlon didn't require wealth legislators or the help of big governments. He learned how to build public awareness campaigns how to shape malpractice lawsuits to successfully sue large companies and how to build committed groups of supporters for the cause.

We often assume that society has become too big and too bureaucratic for individuals to make a difference. How could one individual however humane and passionate possibly bring about change in the face of powerful global corporations ministerial indifference and complicated parliamentary rules?

Henry's life was dedicated to the cause of preventing suffering of innocent helpless animals especially those used in research. He didn't stand on the sidelines or try to get revenge for the suffering he observed. Henry was practical. He acted. He appealed to the public and created publicity kits to help common people become activists.

On April 21 1996 I sent Henry a fax telling him I was thinking about writing a book to chronicle his life and work. I asked whether I could stay with him for a few days in June to talk about it.

Henry called that evening. He said he'd really like me to write the book but he wasn't sure he was still going to be around in late June. He explained that he'd been diagnosed with cancer and asked whether I could come earlier.

I was in New York six days later. Henry had lost a lot of weight and lacked the energy I was used to seeing in him. His life expectancy was a matter of months. Death seemed to be stalking him.

The most remarkable thing about Henry though was the total absence of any sign of depression. Life had been good he said refusing to hear my sympathy and condolences. He said he'd done what he wanted to do and enjoyed it a lot. Why should he be depressed?

Henry's life did not terminate in the time his doctors predicted. For the next two years he kept working helping develop the material I needed for the book through interviews and questionnaires. When I began writing I never thought Henry would see a completed draft but he lived to see the book on sale in a New York bookstore. Then within a week wearing his favorite striped pajamas he died.

One essential mark of living well is to be satisfied with one's accomplishments when taking a retrospective look at life and to be able to accept death and face infinity calmly. Henry's life seemed to lack many of the things that most of us take for granted as essential to a good life. He never married or had a long-term live-in relationship. He had no children or successors. He never went to concerts to the theater or to fine restaurants. He didn't bring antibiotics to the needy or vaccinate the poor. He was never called a hero like the caped crusaders of our comic books. There is no fancy stone for him at the cemetery after his death. He just cared for the weakest creatures in his society. What gave Henry Spira's life depth and purpose? What did he  and others  find meaningful in the way he lived his life?
Passage Nine

Making the choice to be truly beautiful
Extreme makeovers are all the rage these days with too many people addicted to Botox injection parties and reality shows. Plastic surgery is on the rise. Many people are trying to match the extraordinary measures actors and actresses go through to look perfect on the screen. Yet the shortcuts to create biomedical happiness by having surgery taking supplements or dieting don't usually fulfill their promise. Besides beautiful people are not automatically happy people.

Attaining the highest degree of your beauty is not about looking good during social interaction or physiological perfection and you can't get there via technology. It's a growth process a transformation of self through awareness and learning. It's about meaning and being real. It's an emotional and spiritual walk and it requires faith fueled with liberal doses of loving kindness.

Every day I have the delight and privilege of loving Richard my husband a real human emotionally accessible man. We're about the same age and our looks have corroded a bit over time. After almost 20 years though we have grown together in ways that go far deeper than the surface of our skin. Our life is lovely even if it doesn't match the criterion of love in movie fantasies. We laugh together we share the struggles of daily life together and the thought that he might die before I do fills me with dread. All the muscle-bound male models in the world couldn't replace my very own sensual outgoing friend. It took me 37 years to find him and I'm not about to replace him with the so-called "esthetic perfection".

I work as a psychotherapist and clients come to my office every day scarred with emotional pain because their lives aren't "perfect" enough. They feel inadequate hopeless and frustrated with jealousy because they can't attain life as they see it on the big screen. It helps when I preface our sessions with the mention that tens of thousands of dollars go into every second of media they see that stars have dozens of people devoted exclusively to making them look good (even when they're naked) that the effort of maintaining their images is an exhausting full-time job. The "beautiful" people in the media are under enormous pressure to maintain their looks and for some reason my clients don't realize that they're exempt from that predominant pressure.

I underscore that all the face creams physical workouts dietary fads Prozac capsules and meditation regiments in the world aren't going to make their lives their bodies or their mental state much better. In fact they often hamper happiness by distracting from the things that lead to real inner beauty. Life is not about maintaining some young and stylish outward costume to hide behind. It's about growing and deepening your soul.

The only way I know to develop my soul is through feelings. Witnessing natural phenomena  the star-lit galaxy a centuries-old redwood the symphony of birds' songs in spring  stretches it making me feel humble and majestic all at the same time. Human relationships bruise collide and comfort teaching me maturity and passion. Love urges my soul to blossom and glow affection elicits feelings of eternity and so I learn to accept others as they are.

The humans in my life are not the barren self-absorbed "beautiful people" of the screen. We're ordinary real imperfect people. Together we work hard stumbling through life trying to be our best selves knitting together families and friendships and striving to illuminate the world with our personal ethics and aspirations.

We come from numerous backgrounds and we don't always approve of each other's decisions but we care for each other the best we can. We struggle to be less self-indulgent more compassionate and understanding. We try to resist the lure of novelty fads the manipulations of advertising. We survive through social phenomena that we don't agree with through interwoven natural and unnatural disasters that take our loved ones and possessions through fads and fancies that are often unhealthy. From each event we learn we stretch we sometimes fracture we process the emotional outcome and we move on. These life events are the soul's workout and though we may groan and complain we can feel the growth eventually.

The secret is that this growth is visible to others and the effort registers on one's entire being. It becomes an authentic element that makes the spirit glow radiantly like that of a saint. Have you ever seen an elderly person like that one whose wisdom shows in his eyes and whose love is evident as he gently enquires about your health or offers a brief sentiment that calms and affirms? The spirit that shines from within this person is true beauty and it can't be bought in a jar.

The miracle is that each of us has the total capacity to achieve this perspective this fullest embodiment of the highest expression of soul even as our mortal bodies wear out and degenerate.

In other words true beauty is not about looks. It's about choices. As we move through life and grow through each of its checkpoints we should seek out and build the kinds of experiences that reveal and purify our divine inner beauty. We must look at our own lives and decisions from a more valuable perspective than the media's shallow eye.

The decisions we make today affect the rest of our lives. We ourselves are ultimately the only people to whom we are accountable and for whom we are responsible. Each new decision we make can be a new resolution to build the beautiful future we long to have.
Passage Ten

Building the dream of Starbucks
Howard Schultz is not a household name to most North Americans but those living in urban or suburban communities know his company: the specialty coffee retailer Starbucks. With impressive velocity Starbucks has grown into the largest coffee roaster and retailer of specialty coffee in North America in a span of only a decade. By 2000 its coffee houses could be found in more than 3000 locations worldwide; even President Bill Clinton was seen in a snapshot with a Starbucks brew in his hand. According to the US weekly magazine Newsweek Schultz's merging of the three Cs coffee commerce and community surely ranks as one of the '90s greatest retail successes.

Schultz was born in 1953 and grew up in an extremely poor section of the Brooklyn borough of New York City. His mother worked as a receptionist and his father held a variety of jobs none of which offered decent pay or medical insurance. When Schultz was seven his father lost his job as a delivery driver when he broke his ankle in an accident. In the ensuing months the family was literally too poor to put food on the table.

During his youth Schultz was hounded by the shame of his family's "working poor" status. He escaped the hot Brooklyn summer one year to attend camp but would not return when he learned it was for low-income families. He was teased by boys in high school and ashamed to tell his girlfriend where he lived. The harsh memories of those early times stayed with him for the rest of his life.

Sports became an escape from the shame of poverty. Schultz earned an athletic scholarship to Northern Michigan University in 1975. He was the first person in his family to graduate from college as none of his predecessors had training beyond vocational school.

The bud of inspiration for his phenomenal coffee business began growing in a 1983 visit to Milan Italy. Schultz conceived of a new American way of life in the coffee bars of Milan. He sought to recreate such forums for people in the US to start their days or visit with friends. In 1987 at the age of 34 Schultz organized a group of investors and purchased the company that had formerly employed him the Starbucks Coffee Company in Seattle which he restructured as the Starbucks Corporation.

The public verdict was overwhelmingly positive. Schultz's premium coffee bars were an instant success acting as a stimulus of rapid growth and expansion not only for Starbucks but also for the coffee industry around the world. In 1992 Starbucks became the first specialty coffee company to go public affirming its magnitude and prospects.

Starbucks' first major venture outside of the northwestern part of the nation was Chicago where the company's specialty sales division developed new business with department stores and established Starbucks coffee bars adjacent to the business sections in national bookstores. Starbucks also formed a partnership with PepsiCo to create and distribute a new ready-to-drink coffee-based beverage and entered into a licensing agreement with Kraft Foods. As a company seeking to develop with a multilateral approach Starbucks even developed a relationship with the music industry to sell Starbucks-tailored CDs of classical brass and orchestral music in the coffee bars.

When Starbucks opened its first store in New York City it was a homecoming for Schultz but he did not act like the head of the reigning royalty of coffee he had become. The New York Times commented "The soft-spoken Mr. Schultz has barely a trace of a New York accent and a timid almost apologetic manner."

Schultz has also attracted considerable attention with his unconventional employment policies. He wanted to give Starbucks' employees both a philosophical and a financial stake in the business. He decreed that employees who worked the quota of 20 hours a week or more were eligible for medical dental and optical coverage as well as for stock options. At a time when other companies were trimming benefits as a cost-cutting measure Schultz who grew up in a family without any medical coverage was vocal in his belief that genuinely caring about your employees is critical to building a sturdy workforce. "Service is a lost art in America" he told The New York Times. "I think people want to do a good job but if they are treated poorly they get beaten down. We want to provide our people with dignity and self-esteem and we can't do that with lip service." Starbucks stipulates that every employee with at least half-time hours can receive health-care benefits. Schultz credits the utilization of such a benefits policy as the key to the company's growth because it has given Starbucks a more dedicated workforce and an extremely high level of customer service. The chain also achieved a dramatically low turnover rate half that of the average fast food business. This creates a significant numerical payoff for Starbucks since each new employee represents an expenditure of $3000 in recruiting and training costs and productivity losses.

Schultz has remained firmly committed to employee and community enrichment a philosophy which is embedded in the very core of Starbucks' business culture. He has never grown accustomed to success enough to forget his working-class roots. He dedicated his book to the memory of his father whom he had once spoken harshly to and accused of a lack of ambition. They were words Schultz would regret the rest of his life a reminiscence he wished he could scrub from his memory. His father received the diagnosis of lung cancer and died before his son became a millionaire. Schultz once told his audience that his crowning success was that "I got to build the kind of company that my father never got to work for."
Passage Eleven
What nature is telling you?
Let's sit down here, all of us, on the open prairie, where we can't see a highway or a fence, free from the debris of the city. Let's have no blankets to sit on, but let our bodies converge with the earth, the surrounding trees and shrubs. Let's have the vegetation for a mattress, experiencing its texture, its sharpness and its softness. Let us become like stones, plants, and trees. Let us be animals, think and feel like animals.

This is my plea: Listen to the air. You can hear it, feel it, smell it, taste it. We feel it between us, as a presence presiding over the day. It is a good way to start thinking about nature and talking about it. To go further, we must rather talk to it, talk to the rivers, to the lakes, to the winds as to our relatives.

You have impaired our ability to experience nature in the good way, as part of it. Even here we are conscious that somewhere beyond the marsh and its cranes, somewhere out in those hills there are radar towers and highway overpasses. This land is so beautiful and strange that now some of you want to make it into a national park. You have not only contaminated the earth, the rocks, the minerals, all of which you call "dead" but which are very much alive; you have even changed the animals, which are part of us, changed them into vulgar zoological mutations, so no one can recognize them.

There is power in an antelope, so you let it graze within your fences. But what power do you see in a goat or sheep, prey animals with no defenses, creatures that hold still while you slaughter them? There was great power in a wolf, even in a fox. You have inverted nature and turned these noble animals into miniature lap dogs. Nature is bound by your ropes and whips and is obedient to your commands. You can't do much with a cat, so you fix it, alter it, declaw it, and even cut its vocal cords so that you can experiment on it in a laboratory without being disturbed by its cries.

You have also made all types of wild birds into chickens — creatures with wings so impaired that they cannot fly. There are farms where you breed chickens for breast meat. Those birds are kept in low, repressive cages, forced to be hunched over all the time, which makes the breast muscles very big. One loud noise and the chickens go mad, killing themselves by flying against the walls of their cages. Having to spend all their lives stooped over makes an unnatural, crazy, no-good bird. It also makes unnatural, detached, no-good human beings.

That's where you've fooled yourselves. You have not only altered, declawed, and deformed your winged and four-legged cousins; you have done it concurrently to yourselves. You inject Botox, or use plastic surgery, synthetic make-up and countless drugs. You have filtered and remolded humans into executives sitting in boardrooms, into office workers, into time-clock punchers. Your homes are filled with families disconnected from one another but tied to one great entity, television.

 "Watch the ashes, don't smoke, you'll stain the curtains. Watch the goldfish bowl. Don't lean your head against the wallpaper; your hair may be greasy. Don't spill liquor on that table: You'll peel off its delicate finish. You should have wiped your boots; the floor was just cleaned. Don't, don't, don't …" That is absurd! We weren't made to endure this type of repression. You live in prisons which you have built for yourselves, calling them "homes", offices, factories.

Sometimes I think that even our pitiful small houses are better than your luxury mansions. Strolling a hundred feet to the outhouse on a clear wintry night, through mud or snow, that's one small link with nature. Or in the summer, in the back country, taking your time, listening to the humming of the insects or the flapping of birds' wings, the sun warming your bones through the nodding branches of trees; you don't even have that pleasure of coexistence with nature anymore.

You subscribe to the belief that everything must be germ free. No smells! Not even the good, natural man and woman odors. Eradicate the smell from under your armpits, from your skin. Rub it out, and then spray some botanical odor on yourself, stuff you can spend a lot of money on, ten dollars an ounce, so you know this has to smell good. Why do you keep such a distance from your bodies' functions, cavities and smells that you've alienated yourselves from the natural world, of which you are an integral part?

I think you are so afraid and intolerant of the world around you. You deplore the natural world; you don't want to see, feel, smell, or hear it. The feelings of rain and snow on your face, being numbed by an icy wind and warmed back up by a smoking fire, coming out of a hot sweat bath and plunging into a cold stream, these things are the spice of life, but you don't want them anymore.

You're cage dwellers, living in boxes which shut out the hot humidity of the summer and the chill of winter, living inside a body that no longer has a scent. You're hearing the noise from the hi-fi instead of listening to the sounds of nature. You're watching actors on TV having a make-believe experience when you no longer experience anything for yourself. That's your way. It's no good.

Passage twelve

Culture makes the business world go round
Edward Hall, a leader in the field of intercultural studies, famously said: "The single greatest barrier to business success is the one erected by culture." Can cultural differences have as big an impact on international business ventures as financial planning and visionary leadership? The surprising answer is: Yes!

A good example is the role of relationships in business dealings. While relationships play only a minor role in US business culture, they play a major role in Asian, African, and Middle Eastern countries. In these cultures, in varying degrees, relationship building is like a torch that lights and guides the way for business to occur.

Let's take the example of Kevin Johnston, a senior vice-president of a US company specializing in hospitality management. Kevin was put in charge of finalizing a merger with a company in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Virtually all of the complicated negotiations had been completed. What remained was a 3-day trip to the UAE for face-to-face meetings between the partners to sign the paperwork and close the deal.

Kevin was determined that nothing would detain him from succeeding. He sent out a memorandum across his company, enthusiastically describing the planned merger with the UAE partners. Having compiled all the necessary documents and graphs, with every figure and decimal in place, and having prepared a thorough exposition certifying the quality of his company, he packed his briefcase and headed for the UAE.

Kevin arrived in the UAE excited to seal the deal. He was treated with extraordinary hospitality: an elaborate hotel, blue ribbon foods, elegant convertibles with drivers to tour the city, a parade of entertainment, and beautiful gifts to commemorate the visit. He tried repeatedly to bring out his files, open the conversation and get down to business. But, surprisingly, for the three days he spent in the UAE, none of his Emirate colleagues seemed ready to hear his financial briefing. Each time Kevin tried to speak about the deal, his prospective partners seemed to "kidnap" the conversation, diverting it to other topics. They would inquire about his health, his family or his views on education and other important issues.

Upon leaving the UAE, Kevin felt exasperated and defeated. He hadn't been able to receive the thorough interrogation of the materials for which he had so carefully prepared. His progress toward closing the deal was exactly where it was when he left the US: nil.

The above case is a classic example of how a friction between different cultural expectations causes delay that, if not handled appropriately, will bring the deal to an abrupt end and leave both sides reeling. The substantial loss of revenue can never be refunded and can leave a struggling company falling without a parachute.

Kevin made the mistake of assuming that the "certifications" involved in sealing the deal were in his briefcase. He charged into the meetings like a bull. For many cultures, a person's certifications are established not only by their accomplishments, their education and abilities, but also by more personal connections. In this case, the UAE partners wanted to know if Kevin was a good man, a family man, a trustworthy man. This type of rating establishes a trusting relationship for them. Had Kevin patiently taken the time to establish relationships, he would likely have been asked to share his carefully prepared documents and have closed the deal.

Sociologists agree that another key aspect influencing global business is the concept of face. Cross-cultural differences in the way we save face impact our perceptions of trust and respect, which in turn impact our relationships and group cohesion.

Take the example of Ann, a US manager who took a reactionary approach to cultural differences. Ann thought being a nominee for the leadership position with a sales team based in Singapore was a climax of her career. Ann tried to establish a working relationship with each team member. After a few weeks of working on team unification and solidarity, presenting guidelines, and offering sales advice, she carefully compartmentalized goals for each member of the sales team.

Later, when the team convened face-to-face for their first quarterly review meeting, Ann, after praising a Chinese team member, boldly criticized and questioned a Korean, trying to extract the exact reason why he was lagging so far behind on his goals. The meeting immediately lost its groove. The entire group became solemn and, for the rest of the meeting, remained polite but largely mute.

Clearly, Ann was not familiar with the concept of saving face in other cultures. In US culture, saving face exists — but only minimally, and tactful but straightforward speech is highly valued. US managers routinely speak freely about someone else's accomplishments or failures in open, public settings, such as during meetings. This is different in Asian cultures. Singling out an individual due to praise or criticism, a daily habit amongst American managers, may cause Asians to become uncomfortable or deeply embarrassed.

Ann needs to consider more culturally appropriate ways to support and motivate her team. Providing feedback, especially negative feedback, in more private settings will be helpful. Most of all, she should work on giving more courteous and supportive praise and encouragement, which will help move toward the unification and cohesion that high functioning teams need in order to be successful.

Around the world, deeper structures such as relationship building and face saving are embedded in the values, beliefs and behavior of a culture. They are much harder to understand than the glossary of terms in any culture's language phrase book. The advice is: Always ask for clarification and seek new insights. For business success, it is essential to learn to mediate these deeper cultural differences. Though it may be a little complicated to incorporate them into your way of thinking and communicating, it is well worth the effort!
