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CHAPTER 1

1. What a Career Actually Is

◆

A career is not a story you tell about yourself.  It is the causal 

chain of your labor, your wage, and the external forces that act on 
both. Strip away the mythology and what remains is a sequence of 
economic transactions dressed in narrative clothing.

You were told a career is a calling. It is not. A calling is a theological 

concept,  and  the  corporation  is  not  a  church.  A  career  is  a 

mechanism. You sell  your capacity to act.  The employer buys that 

capacity  and  directs  it  toward  ends  that  are  not  your  own.  You 

receive  money,  which  is  stored  power,  the  ability  to  cause  other 

things to happen. That is the entire transaction. Everything else, the 

title, the badge, the identity, the sense of purpose, is decoration laid 

over the mechanism to make you submit to it willingly.

Spinoza  would  call  most  of  what  you  believe  about  your  career 

inadequate ideas. An adequate idea grasps the cause of a thing. An 

inadequate idea grasps only the effect and mistakes it for the cause. 

You feel pride when you are promoted. The pride is real, but it is an 

effect. The cause is that someone with more power than you decided 



your continued usefulness required a larger share of stored power, 

and that this share would cost less than the disruption of replacing 

you.  The  promotion  is  not  a  recognition  of  your  being.  It  is  a 

calculation.

Consider  the  layoff.  You  arrive  Tuesday  morning.  Your  badge  no 

longer works. A stranger from HR sits in a conference room with a 

folder.  Your  job,  your  identity,  your  self-conception,  all  of  it, 

terminated in nine minutes. If your career were what you were told 

it is, this would be impossible. A calling cannot be deleted in nine 

minutes  by  a  stranger  with  a  folder.  But  a  mechanism  can  be 

switched off. That is what happened. You were a part. The part was 

judged no longer worth its cost. The machine continued without you.

The practical implication is not despair. Despair is a passive affect, a 

sadness born of inadequate understanding. The implication is clarity. 

When you understand the career as mechanism, you stop expecting 

from  it  what  it  cannot  give.  You  stop  asking  it  to  validate  your 

existence.  You  stop  being  surprised  when  it  acts  according  to  its 

nature rather than yours. A knife cuts. You do not weep that the knife 

is not also a pillow.

What you can do, once you see the mechanism, is act within it with 

adequate ideas.  You understand that your labor is  power sold for 

stored power. You understand that the ends of the employer are not 

your ends, and that your continued presence is contingent on your 



usefulness to those ends. You understand that identity derived from 

the mechanism is  fragile  because the mechanism is  indifferent  to 

you.  You keep the  wage.  You refuse  the  mythology.  You begin  to 

separate what is in your power from what is not.

That separation is the beginning of freedom. Not freedom from the 

career, which would require freedom from the body and its needs. 

Freedom in the career, through understanding what it is and what it 

is not.

◆

CHAPTER 2

2. The Illusion of the Ladder

◆

There is no ladder. There never was. What you were sold as a 

ladder is a fiction designed to make you climb willingly toward ends 
that serve someone else.

A ladder implies a fixed structure with evenly spaced rungs, each one 

resting securely above the last, leading in a straight line to a visible 

summit.  This is  not how organizations work.  An organization is  a 

field of power relations, constantly shifting, and your position within 



it is determined not by how many rungs you have climbed but by 

how useful you are, to whom, and at what cost. The rungs are not 

real. The relations are real.

The ladder narrative exists because it produces compliant labor. If 

you believe there is a path, you will tolerate the present for the sake 

of  the  future.  You  will  accept  the  unpaid  overtime  because  it  is 

"investment."  You  will  endure  the  bad  manager  because  "he  is  a 

stepping stone." You will not ask whether the next position actually 

gives you more power over your life, or merely more responsibility 

at the same rate of subordination. The ladder makes you patient in 

exactly the way someone else needs you to be patient.

Spinoza writes that we are deceived when we imagine a thing is good 

because we desire it, rather than desiring it because we have been 

caused to regard it as good. The promotion you covet is not good in 

itself.  You  desire  it  because  the  entire  social  apparatus  of  the 

workplace has conditioned you to associate upward movement with 

increased  power  and  therefore  with  joy.  But  examine  the  actual 

promotion.  The  senior  manager  works  longer  hours.  He  answers 

email at midnight. He has more subordinates whose failures become 

his  failures.  He  has  less  control  over  his  time,  not  more.  He  has 

climbed and found the air thinner and the view no different.

Consider the colleague who spent fifteen years ascending, rung by 

rung,  doing  everything  correctly.  Networking.  Delivering.  Visible. 



The restructure comes. His entire layer is eliminated. He discovers 

that the rungs above him were attached to nothing. They were bolted 

to a structure that could be dismantled in a week by a consultant 

who has never met him. He did not climb a ladder. He climbed a 

scaffold, and the scaffold was rented.

The adequate idea is this. Your power does not increase because a 

title  changes.  Your power increases  when your capacity  to  act,  to 

cause effects aligned with your own nature, increases. Sometimes a 

promotion  does  this.  Often  it  does  the  opposite.  The  title  grants 

nominal  authority  while  subtracting  actual  autonomy.  You gain  a 

larger ofÏce and lose the ability to decide what you work on, when, 

and with whom.

Stop orienting toward the vertical. Orient toward the actual. Ask of 

any move,  does  this  increase  my power to  act,  or  does  it  merely 

increase my visibility to people who will  use me more efÏciently? 

The  ladder  is  a  story  told  to  children so  they  will  climb into  the 

machine. The machine does not care which rung you think you are 

on. It cares what you produce and what you cost. Understand that, 

and the fiction loses its grip.

◆

CHAPTER 3



3. Your Job Is Not Your Friend

◆

The job does not care about you. It cannot. Caring is a capacity of 

beings with an inner life and a conatus directed toward persistence. 
A job has neither. The organization that hosts the job has neither. 
What you feel as care from the workplace is a pattern of behaviors 
that produce in you the affect of being cared for, because that affect 
makes you more productive and less likely to leave.

This is not cynicism. It is description. The company sends a birthday 

cake. The manager asks about your weekend. HR launches a wellness 

initiative. These are not acts of friendship. They are mechanisms. The 

cake  costs  twelve  dollars  and  produces  a  measurable  increase  in 

retention.  The  weekend  question  costs  nothing  and  produces  a 

measurable increase in the likelihood that you will not quit before 

the  quarterly  deliverable.  The  wellness  initiative  exists  because 

burned out employees file disability claims that cost more than yoga 

sessions. None of this is hidden. It is simply not what it appears to be 

to someone who needs it to be something else.

Spinoza's account of friendship is precise. True friendship requires 

that two people share an adequate understanding of what is good for 

a human being, and that each rejoices in the other's power. This is a 



relation between whole persons. The job is not a person. The job is a 

function.  The  function  cannot  rejoice  in  your  power.  It  can  only 

consume your power and emit a wage.

The confusion arises because humans are built to read care into any 

consistent pattern of attention. Your brain, evolved for small bands 

of kin, cannot easily distinguish between a manager who genuinely 

likes you and a manager who has learned that liking you, performed 

convincingly, extracts more labor. You feel liked. The feeling is real. 

The cause of the feeling is not what you think.

Consider the colleague who gave ten years to the firm. Mentored the 

juniors. Stayed late. Believed he was part of something. The quarter 

turned.  The  numbers  moved.  He  was  escorted  out  by  the  same 

manager who had attended his daughter's christening. The manager 

was not being false at the christening. He was being a person. He was 

not being false at the exit. He was being a function. The person and 

the function coexist in the same body and do not consult each other. 

The colleague's error was not trusting the person. It was trusting the 

function and calling it a person.

The practical  implication is  severance.  Not  of  employment,  but  of 

expectation. Separate what the job is from what you wish it were. 

Take the wage. Accept the cake. Return the weekend question with a 

brief, sufÏcient answer. Do not mistake the pattern for a bond. Do 

not pour your need for recognition into a vessel that has no interior.



This  is  not  coldness.  Coldness  is  a  withdrawal  born  of  fear  or 

contempt.  What  is  being  described  is  clarity.  When  you  stop 

expecting friendship from the job,  you stop being wounded by its 

indifference.  You  become  free  to  engage  with  it  precisely,  as  a 

mechanism  that  exchanges  your  labor  for  stored  power,  nothing 

more. And then, paradoxically, you may do better work, because you 

are no longer asking the work to love you back.

The friend you need will not come from the org chart. Seek persons 

elsewhere,  or build a life in which the job's  indifference does not 

reach.

◆

CHAPTER 4

4. The Tyranny of the Performance Review

◆

The  performance  review is  not  an  evaluation  of  you.  It  is  an 

evaluation of  your usefulness,  performed by someone whose own 
usefulness  depends  on  managing  you  efÏciently,  recorded  in  a 
document whose primary function is to justify future decisions about 
your wage. Nothing about it is what it claims to be.

The  review  claims  to  measure  performance.  What  it  measures  is 



alignment. Did you do what your manager wanted, in the way your 

manager wanted,  producing outcomes your manager could report 

upward as evidence of your manager's own competence? If yes, you 

exceed expectations. If no, you need improvement. The criteria are 

not  objective.  They  are  the  preferences  of  a  specific  person  with 

specific incentives, formalized into language that sounds objective so 

it cannot be litigated.

Spinoza would say the performance review generates passive affects 

by design. A passive affect is one whose cause is external to you and 

only partly understood. You sit  in the room. Someone with power 

over your livelihood speaks words about your worth. You feel pride 

or  shame,  joy  or  sadness,  and  you  experience  these  feelings  as 

natural responses to an accurate assessment. But the assessment is 

not accurate. It is a judgment rendered under constraints you cannot 

see, by a person whose own conatus, whose own drive to persist in 

power, requires that judgment to come out a certain way.

Consider the rating. You delivered the project. It shipped. Revenue 

increased. The review says "meets expectations."  You ask why not 

"exceeds." The manager says the curve. There must be a distribution. 

Only  ten  percent  can exceed.  This  is  not  a  measurement  of  your 

performance. It is a quota system pretending to be a measurement. 

Your actual performance was a fact. The rating is a political artifact, 

a number assigned to a fact to satisfy a mechanism that has nothing 



to do with you.

Or consider the review that says you "lack visibility."  You did the 

work. The work was good. But the senior leaders did not see you do 

it.  The review treats this as a performance failure on your part, a 

deficit in you that you must correct. In Spinozan terms, this is the 

assignment of an internal property to what is actually an external 

relation. Visibility is not a property of you. It is a relation between 

you  and  the  people  who  hold  power.  The  review  reframes  a 

structural fact as a personal shortcoming, and you absorb it as such. 

You leave the room feeling inadequate.  You were not  inadequate. 

You were invisible to the wrong people, which is a different thing 

and a fixable one, or sometimes not fixable at all.

The adequate idea is this. The review is a document produced by a 

mechanism,  for  the  mechanism,  using  language  borrowed  from 

evaluation  but  serving  the  function  of  control.  Read  it  as  such. 

Extract from it  whatever useful information it  happens to contain 

about how your power is being perceived. Discard the rest. Do not let 

it  determine  your  sense  of  your  own adequacy,  because  it  is  not 

adequate to do so.

You are not your rating. You are a being with a conatus, striving to 

persist in your power. The rating is a mark on a paper that will be 

filed and forgotten. The paper does not know you. Do not let it tell 

you what you are.



◆

CHAPTER 5

5. Status Is a Relation, Not a Property

◆

You believe you have status. You do not. Status is not something 

you carry inside you,  like height or eye color.  Status is  a relation 
between you and others, and it exists only in their act of regarding 
you in a certain way. Remove the others and the status vanishes. It 
was never yours.

This is why status is so unstable and so consuming. A property, once 

acquired, tends to persist. A relation must be constantly maintained, 

because it depends on the continued behavior of beings you do not 

control.  The  senior  vice  president  has  status  only  so  long  as  the 

people beneath him continue to act as though he does. The moment 

they  stop,  the  moment  the  org  chart  shifts  or  the  board  loses 

confidence,  the status evaporates.  He is  the same person.  His title 

may even be the same. But the relation has changed, and the status 

was always in the relation, never in him.

Spinoza understood this. He writes that the power of any individual 

is its striving to persist in its being, but that this striving is always 



exercised in a world of other strivings, external causes that can aid 

or  hinder  it.  What  we  call  status  is  the  aggregate  effect  of  other 

people's strivings converging on a pattern of deference toward you. 

You did not generate this pattern alone. You cannot sustain it alone. 

It is partly in your power and mostly not.

Consider  the  director  who  is  feared  and  respected  across  the 

division. He enters a room and people adjust. He speaks and people 

listen.  He  attributes  this  to  himself,  to  his  force  of  character,  his 

decisiveness.  Some  of  that  is  true.  But  the  bulk  of  what  he 

experiences as his status is produced by the institutional apparatus 

that backs him, the authority delegated to his role, the consequences 

that  follow  from  disagreeing  with  him.  Remove  the  role  and  the 

apparatus, and the same man enters a room and nothing adjusts. He 

discovers that most of what he called his presence was actually the 

building's.

Or consider the expert, the person known for knowing things. Her 

status depends on being consulted, on being the one others turn to. 

This seems more stable, more rooted in actual capacity. But examine 

it. If the field shifts, if the technology she mastered becomes obsolete, 

if the organization restructures around a new competence, her status 

drains away though her knowledge remains. The knowledge was a 

property. The status was a relation, and the relation depended on 

others continuing to need what she happened to know.



The error is to internalize status as identity. You are told you matter. 

You  feel  that  you  matter.  You  build  a  self-conception  around 

mattering.  Then  the  relation  shifts,  and  you  discover  the  self-

conception was load bearing, and now there is nothing underneath 

it. This is the mid-career crisis. Not a crisis of the self, but a crisis of a 

self that was built on a relation and mistaken for a property.

The  adequate  idea  frees  you  from  this  fragility.  Understand  that 

status is external, relational, and contingent. Use it when you have it. 

Do not  attach to  it.  Do not  build your core sense of  power on it, 

because it  can be withdrawn by causes  you do not  control.  Build 

instead on what is more nearly in your power, your capacities, your 

understanding,  your ability  to  act.  These can be hindered but  not 

withdrawn by opinion. They are the nearest thing to a foundation a 

human being can have.

◆

CHAPTER 6

6. Why Most Career Advice Is Inadequate

◆



Most career advice is inadequate because it  addresses effects 

and ignores causes. It tells you what to do. It does not tell you why 
the  situation  is  what  it  is,  and  so  it  cannot  tell  you  whether  the 
recommended action will actually produce the desired effect in your 
specific case.

Spinoza defines an adequate idea as one that grasps the cause of a 

thing.  Most  career  advice  fails  this  test  at  the  first  hurdle.  It  is 

compiled from the experiences of people who succeeded, reported by 

those people, filtered through an industry that sells optimism. You 

receive a list of behaviors. Be visible. Network. Find a mentor. Lean 

in.  The  behaviors  may  have  accompanied  success  in  the  cases 

observed. That is correlation. The advice presents it as causation. It is 

not.

Consider  networking.  You are  told  to  build  relationships,  because 

relationships  lead  to  opportunities.  This  is  not  false.  But  it  is 

inadequate. It  does not ask what kind of relationship, under what 

conditions, produces what kind of opportunity, and for whom. The 

director who networks over golf with other directors is engaged in a 

different activity than the junior analyst who networks at industry 

mixers,  and  the  mechanisms  by  which  their  networks  produce 

effects are entirely different. The advice treats them as the same act 

because they share a word.

Or  consider  the  advice  to  follow  your  passion.  This  is  the  most 

inadequate idea in the entire genre.  It  inverts the causal order.  It 



assumes passion is a preexisting substance inside you, waiting to be 

discovered. Spinoza knew better. Passion, in his sense, is a passive 

affect, something that happens to you, caused by an external object. 

You do not choose it. You are acted upon by it. And what acts upon 

you can change, because the external causes change. The passion you 

feel at twenty-five for a field may evaporate at thirty-five when you 

finally see the field clearly. Basing a career on a passion is basing a 

career on weather.

The deeper inadequacy is this. Career advice assumes the system is 

meritocratic  and the individual  is  the variable.  Work on yourself. 

Improve  your  skills.  Manage  your  brand.  The  implication  is  that 

outcomes are determined by inputs, and if your outcomes are poor, 

your inputs were poor.  This is  sometimes true.  It  is  often false.  It 

ignores  the  vast  apparatus  of  external  causes  that  determine 

outcomes,  the  manager  who  dislikes  you,  the  restructure  that 

eliminates your layer, the market that crashes the quarter you are 

eligible  for  promotion,  the demographic  fact  of  who you are in  a 

culture that reads certain bodies as more authoritative than others.

An adequate approach to career would begin not with advice but 

with understanding. What is the nature of the organization? What 

are  the  actual  mechanisms  by  which  decisions  about  people  are 

made? What are the forces acting on the person giving me advice, 

and  do  those  forces  align  with  my  good?  Only  from  that 



understanding can action proceed coherently.

Treat each piece of advice as a hypothesis about a mechanism you do 

not yet fully see. Test it against the actual causes operating in your 

specific situation. Keep what survives. Discard the rest. Most of it will 

not survive. That is fine. The goal is not to have good advice. The goal 

is to have adequate ideas, and from them, effective action.

◆

CHAPTER 7

7. The Two Careers: Instrumental and 

Expressive

◆

You have two careers and you have been treating them as one. 

This is the source of most of your suffering at work.

The first career is instrumental. You sell labor. You receive a wage. 

You  use  the  wage  to  maintain  your  body,  your  housing,  your 

dependents,  the  conditions  under  which  you  can  continue  to  sell 

labor. This career is a means. Its end is outside itself. Spinoza calls 

this kind of thing useful. A thing is useful when it contributes to the 



persistence  and  power  of  your  being.  The  instrumental  career  is 

useful or it is nothing.

The  second  career  is  expressive.  It  is  the  trajectory  of  your 

developing capacities, your growing understanding, your increasing 

power  to  act  in  ways  that  express  your  nature.  This  career  may 

overlap with the instrumental one. Often it does not. The expressive 

career is not a means. It is the activity of an adequate being pursuing 

its own persistence through the exercise of its powers. It is good in 

itself,  because  to  act  from  your  own  nature,  with  adequate 

understanding, is Spinoza's definition of freedom.

The confusion is that you expect the instrumental career to satisfy 

the needs of the expressive one. You want the job to develop you, to 

fulfill  you,  to  be  meaningful.  Sometimes  it  does  these  things, 

incidentally,  when  the  organization's  needs  happen  to  align  with 

your growth. Often it does not. The organization needs your labor 

directed toward its ends. It does not need your fulfillment. When it 

provides development opportunities,  it  does so because developed 

you is more useful than undeveloped you, and the development will 

be in the direction of its needs, not yours.

Consider the engineer who is excellent at her craft and is promoted 

into  management.  The  instrumental  career  advances.  The  wage 

increases. The title improves. The expressive career collapses. She no 

longer  exercises  the  capacity  that  most  expressed her  nature,  the 



technical work. She now exercises a capacity she has less aptitude for 

and less joy in, the management of other people. She is more useful 

to the organization and less herself. She let the instrumental career 

make the decisions that belonged to the expressive one.

Or consider the person who stays in a well-paid role that requires 

nothing of  his  actual  capacities.  The instrumental  career is  stable. 

The expressive career atrophies. He goes home tired despite having 

done little, because the tiredness of unused power is heavier than the 

tiredness of exerted power. He is being paid to cease developing. The 

exchange looks favorable on a spreadsheet and ruinous in a life.

The adequate idea is the separation. Treat the instrumental career as 

what it is. A mechanism for generating stored power. Optimize it for 

that.  Take  the  wage,  do  the  work  competently,  do  not  expect  the 

mechanism to be a nursery for your soul. Treat the expressive career 

as  the  actual  trajectory  of  your  becoming.  Invest  in  it  separately, 

outside  the  job  if  necessary,  through  work  you  choose  for  its 

alignment with your nature rather than its alignment with someone's 

org chart.

Sometimes the two align. A job that pays you to develop exactly the 

capacities  you would develop anyway.  This  is  rare and should be 

held onto while it lasts. But it cannot be assumed. Assume separation, 

and you are free to pursue both careers with clarity. Assume unity, 

and you will sacrifice one to the other without knowing which.



◆

CHAPTER 8

8. Spinoza's Model: The Split Life

◆

Spinoza lived the split life. He ground lenses for a living. He wrote 

the Ethics on his own time, for its own sake, directed by no employer 
and answering to no market. He did not confuse the two activities. 
He did not expect the lens grinding to fulfill him. He did not expect 
the Ethics to pay his rent. He held them apart, and in holding them 
apart, he was free in both.

This is the model. Not a rule, but a demonstration that a life can be 

structured  around  a  clear  distinction  between  what  you  do  for 

persistence and what you do for power. The lens grinding paid for 

the body that housed the mind that wrote the Ethics. The Ethics was 

the  activity  of  that  mind  at  its  most  adequate,  pursuing 

understanding as an end in itself. The two were connected, because 

everything  is  connected  in  Spinoza's  universe.  But  they  were  not 

confused.

Most people today have inverted the model. They expect the job to be 

the Ethics. They want the wage-earning activity to also be the self-

expressing  activity,  the  fulfilling  activity,  the  activity  that  makes 



them feel alive. When it fails to be, and it usually fails, they conclude 

that they have chosen the wrong job, and they seek another. They 

search for a unity that the structure of employment makes unlikely, 

because employment is instrumental by design. The employer buys 

your labor for its ends. You are a means. The ends are not yours.

The split life does not require you to love your job less. It requires 

you to stop asking it to be what it cannot be. Grind the lenses well. 

Take the wage. Then, in the time that remains, which is smaller than 

you wish but real if you claim it, do the work that is yours. The work 

that no one is paying you to do, that no org chart contains, that no 

performance  review  will  ever  measure.  The  work  that  expresses 

your nature and develops your power.

The  objection  is  practical.  There  is  no  time.  The  job  consumes 

everything. The body is tired. The wage is barely sufÏcient. This is 

real and Spinoza did not face it in the same form. He lived modestly 

and had few dependents. But the principle scales. The split may be 

ninety and ten. The ten percent that is yours, that you guard, that 

answers to your conatus and not to the quarterly plan, may be the 

only part of your week that is actually yours. And it may be enough 

to  keep  the  expressive  career  alive,  so  that  it  is  there,  grown by 

however small a margin, when the circumstances shift.

Consider the accountant who writes fiction at five in the morning, 

before the ofÏce claims her. The accounting is the lenses. The fiction 



is the Ethics. She does not expect the firm to publish her novel. She 

does not expect the novel to pay her mortgage. She holds them apart. 

Both  suffer  from the  constraint,  slightly.  Both  survive.  She  is  not 

waiting for a future in which one becomes the other. She is living 

both now.

The  split  life  is  the  structure  of  a  life  that  has  understood  what 

employment is and refused to be consumed by it. The unity you seek 

will not come from the job. It will come from the integration of your 

own  activities  under  your  own  understanding,  an  integration  no 

employer can perform for you.

◆

CHAPTER 9

9. Conatus at Work

◆

Everything strives to persist in its being. This is Spinoza's conatus, 

the fundamental striving that constitutes the essence of each thing. 
You  strive.  Your  colleague  strives.  Your  manager  strives.  The 
company,  as  a  organized  body  of  human  striving,  strives.  The 
workplace is a field of conatus in collision, and most of what happens 
in it cannot be understood until you see this.



Your conatus is your drive to maintain your existence and increase 

your power to act. At work, this manifests as the drive to keep your 

job,  increase  your  wage,  expand  your  influence,  protect  your 

reputation,  avoid the circumstances that diminish you.  This is  not 

selfishness in the moral sense. It is the nature of a being. A stone does 

not choose to fall. You do not choose to strive. You strive because you 

are a mode of substance whose essence is striving.

The problem is that everyone else is striving too, and their striving 

intersects  with  yours  in  ways  that  are  not  harmonious.  Your 

manager's  conatus  drives  him to  protect  his  position,  which  may 

require suppressing your visibility. Your colleague's conatus drives 

her to secure the promotion you also want. The company's conatus 

drives  it  to  extract  maximum  labor  at  minimum  cost,  which  is 

directly opposed to your drive to sell minimum labor at maximum 

cost.  These  are  not  conflicts  of  values  or  character.  They  are 

structural collisions of striving, as inevitable as tectonic plates.

When you understand this, the workplace stops being personal. The 

manager  who  blocked  your  proposal  was  not  being  cruel.  His 

conatus computed that your proposal, if successful, would alter the 

power relations in the division in a way that diminished him. He 

acted to prevent that. You would have done the same in his position, 

because you are the same kind of being, driven by the same essence. 

This does not excuse the behavior. Excuse is a moral category. What 



it does is explain the behavior at the level of cause, which is the only 

level at which behavior can be changed or navigated.

Consider  the  colleague  who  takes  credit  for  your  work.  You 

experience  this  as  betrayal,  a  personal  violation,  evidence  of  bad 

character. Spinoza would say you are having an inadequate idea of 

the  event.  The  colleague's  conatus  perceived  an  opportunity  to 

increase his power, your work, at low risk, your inability to prevent 

the appropriation. He took it. The betrayal is real in its effect on you. 

But  the  cause  is  not  malice.  The  cause  is  striving  meeting 

opportunity. Understanding this does not make the action acceptable. 

It tells you where the lever is. The lever is not his character. The lever 

is  the  risk.  Increase  the  risk  of  appropriation  and  the  behavior 

changes, because the conatus recomputes.

The active affect, for Spinoza, is one that you understand adequately 

and that proceeds from your own nature rather than from external 

causes. At work, this means acting from an understanding of the field 

of striving rather than reacting to each collision as a personal affront. 

Your  colleague  competes.  You  do  not  feel  betrayed.  You  feel  the 

collision of two strivings and you act to protect your power.  Your 

manager blocks.  You do not  feel  wounded.  You see the structural 

threat and you redesign the proposal to pose less, or you build the 

coalition that makes blocking more costly than allowing.

You do not leave the field. You cannot. You are a striving thing in a 



world of striving things. But you cease to be bewildered by it, and 

bewilderment is the first thing the adequate idea destroys.

◆

CHAPTER 10

10. Hope and Fear in the OfÏce

◆

Hope  and  fear  are  the  two  affects  that  govern  most  of  your 

working life, and they are not what you think they are.

Spinoza defines hope as inconstant joy, born of the idea of a future 

thing whose outcome is uncertain. Fear is inconstant sadness, born 

of the same uncertainty. They are paired. They are two responses to 

the same condition, not knowing what will happen. Hope is the joy 

you feel when the uncertain future is imagined as favorable. Fear is 

the sadness you feel when it is imagined as unfavorable. Neither is 

grounded  in  knowledge.  Both  are  grounded  in  ignorance,  in  the 

absence of adequate ideas about what will actually occur.

The  ofÏce  runs  on  this  ignorance.  The  promotion  has  not  been 

announced.  You  hope.  The  restructure  is  rumored.  You  fear.  The 



quarterly  numbers  are  not  yet  public.  You  oscillate.  The  entire 

apparatus  of  internal  communication,  the  town  halls,  the  vague 

memos, the strategic silences, is calibrated to keep you in this state, 

because a person hoping is  a  person working hard,  and a person 

fearing  is  a  person  not  quitting,  and  both  are  useful  to  the 

organization.

Consider the employee who has been promised a promotion for two 

years.  The  promise  is  renewed each review cycle.  The  promotion 

never arrives. He stays. He works harder. He hopes. The hope is the 

mechanism of his continued compliance. If  he had adequate ideas 

about  whether the promotion would actually  occur,  he would act 

differently. He would leave, or he would stay on different terms. The 

uncertainty keeps him in place, laboring toward a future that may 

not come, because hope, however inconstant, is joy, and the human 

being clings to joy.

Now consider  fear.  The layoffs are coming.  No one says  when or 

whom.  The  entire  division  operates  under  a  cloud.  Productivity, 

paradoxically, increases. People arrive earlier. They send emails at 

midnight. They do not push back on unreasonable requests. Fear is 

doing what  fear  does,  constricting the striving into a  smaller  and 

more  obedient  shape.  The  organization  has  discovered  that 

controlled fear is  an efÏcient  management tool.  Not  terror,  which 

produces paralysis. A measured uncertainty, just enough sadness to 



make the alternative to compliance imaginable.

Spinoza's point is not that you should feel nothing. It is that hope and 

fear  are  passive  affects,  determined by external  causes,  rooted in 

inadequate ideas, and therefore not under your control. You did not 

choose to hope. The hope arose because you lack knowledge of the 

outcome and your imagination produced a favorable scenario. You 

did not choose to fear. The fear arose because the same ignorance 

produced an unfavorable  one.  In  both cases,  you are  being acted 

upon, not acting.

The  adequate  response  is  the  understanding  of  uncertainty.  The 

promotion may or may not come. The layoff may or may not hit you. 

These are facts determined by causes you cannot fully know. What 

you can know is  your own situation,  your skills,  your wage,  your 

alternatives, your actual power in either case. Knowing these, you act 

in the present. You do not live in the imagined future.

Hope and fear dissipate not when the future arrives but when the 

present  is  understood.  The  employee  who  knows  his  alternatives 

does not hope for the promotion. He evaluates it as a possibility and 

prepares for both outcomes. The uncertainty remains. The passive 

affects do not.

◆

CHAPTER 11



11. Ambition: The Master Passion

◆

Ambition is the striving for power, and it is the master passion of 

the working life. Everything else, the networking, the long hours, the 
careful self-presentation, the tolerance of indignity, is in its service. 
Understand ambition and you understand most of what you do at 
work.

Spinoza  defines  ambition  as  the  desire  to  arrange  things  so  that 

others  regard  us  favorably,  because  we  believe  their  favorable 

regard  increases  our  power.  Ambition  is  a  desire  for  a  desire  in 

others.  It  is  mediated,  indirect,  fundamentally  social.  It  is  not  the 

desire  for  a  thing but  the desire  to  be desired,  and this  makes it 

unstable, because it depends on the inner states of beings you cannot 

control.

The ambitious person is not simply greedy. Greed is the desire for 

money, which is stored power in a relatively stable form. Ambition is 

the  desire  for  status,  recognition,  influence,  the  regard  of  others, 

which is power in its most volatile form. Money can be counted and 

held.  Regard  cannot.  It  must  be  constantly  renewed,  performed, 

confirmed.  The  ambitious  person  is  therefore  never  at  rest.  Each 

achievement is insufÏcient the moment it is achieved, because the 



regard  it  produced  begins  immediately  to  decay,  and  must  be 

replenished by the next achievement.

Consider the executive who has accumulated everything the career 

promises. Title, compensation, authority, the corner ofÏce. He is still 

restless.  He  still  checks  who  was  seated  where  at  the  leadership 

dinner. He still feels a stab when a peer is mentioned in the trade 

press  and  he  is  not.  This  is  not  a  character  defect.  This  is  the 

mechanism  of  ambition,  which  by  its  nature  cannot  be  satisfied, 

because its object is not a state to be reached but a relation to be 

maintained, and relations require constant input.

Spinoza distinguishes between ambition that is active and ambition 

that is passive. Passive ambition is driven by the need to be regarded 

favorably, because the ambitious person believes, inadequately, that 

his  power  depends  on  others'  opinion.  He  is  acted  upon by  their 

opinion. His striving is directed outward, toward the management of 

perception,  and  his  joy  or  sadness  is  determined  by  whether  the 

perception is managed successfully. This is the condition of almost 

everyone who is called ambitious in the corporate context.

Active ambition is different. It is the striving to increase one's power 

to act, to develop one's capacities, to become more adequate, where 

the regard of others is a side effect rather than the goal. The active 

ambitious person does not seek regard.  She seeks real  power,  the 

ability to cause effects, and if others regard her favorably because of 



it,  well  and  good.  Her  joy  comes  from  the  increase  of  her  own 

capacity, which is more stable, because it depends more on her own 

nature and less on the opinions of others.

The practical question is which ambition governs you. If it is passive, 

you will  spend your life managing perception, and you will  never 

rest,  because  perception  is  a  vapor  that  must  be  continuously 

generated. If it is active, you will spend your life developing capacity, 

and you will  rest,  occasionally,  in the adequate joy of being more 

able than you were.

Most workplace ambition is passive, because the workplace rewards 

perception and measures  performance through the perceptions of 

others. To shift toward active ambition, you must decouple, partly, 

from  the  workplace's  evaluation  of  you,  and  develop  an  internal 

measure of your own power. This may cost you promotions. It will 

gain you a striving that is yours rather than a reaction to theirs.

◆

CHAPTER 12

12. Recognition: The Vapor You Chase

◆



Recognition is the act of being seen by others as what you believe 

yourself to be. It is the most sought after and least satisfying reward 
the workplace offers, and the reason it is unsatisfying is built into its 
structure.

You do the work. The work is good. You want this to be known. You 

want someone with authority to acknowledge what you did. When 

the acknowledgment  comes,  you feel  a  surge.  Joy.  Validation.  The 

sense that your being has been confirmed by an external witness. 

This feeling lasts approximately as long as it takes for the next task to 

begin, and then it is gone, and you need it again.

Spinoza would explain this precisely. Recognition is a joy that arises 

from  the  idea  that  another  person  regards  you  favorably.  But 

because  its  cause  is  external,  it  is  a  passive  affect.  You  did  not 

produce it. They produced it. And because they produced it, they can 

withhold it, withdraw it, or give it to someone else. The joy is not in 

your power. It is in theirs. And what is in another's power, Spinoza 

says, cannot constitute your adequate happiness.

The deeper problem is that recognition does not confirm what you 

want confirmed. You want to be seen as competent.  The manager 

says  "great  job."  But  he  says  "great  job"  for  many  reasons,  some 

unrelated to your competence. He may say it because he needs you to 

continue. He may say it because saying it is cheaper than paying you 

more. He may say it because he has a quota of positive feedback to 



distribute  each  quarter.  The  words  are  the  same.  The  cause  is 

different. You cannot know the cause, and so the recognition cannot 

confirm what you wanted confirmed. It is evidence of nothing except 

that someone said words.

Consider the employee who works all year for the one sentence in 

the annual review that says she exceeded expectations. She gets it. 

She feels the surge. Two weeks later she is let go in the restructure. 

The  sentence  did  not  protect  her.  It  was  a  vapor.  It  confirmed 

nothing. The power she thought it conferred was illusory, because it 

was never in the sentence. It was in the relation, and the relation 

changed.

The  trap  is  that  you  need  recognition  to  navigate  the  workplace, 

because the workplace is a system of perceptions, and perceptions 

determine outcomes. You cannot ignore it. The manager who does 

not see your work will not promote you, regardless of quality. So you 

pursue visibility, you document achievements, you ensure the right 

people  know.  This  is  necessary.  But  necessary  is  not  the  same as 

fulfilling, and conflating the two is the error.

The adequate idea separates the instrumental from the expressive. 

Recognition is instrumental. You pursue it because the mechanism of 

the workplace requires it,  as you pursue a wage because the body 

requires food. You do not expect the wage to nourish your soul. Do 

not expect recognition to either. It is a tool for navigating a system of 



perceptions. Use it. Do not live for it.

What you live for, if you are to be free in any Spinozan sense, is the 

adequate joy from understanding your own power and exercising it. 

This joy does not require an external witness. It is produced by your 

nature, by your mind grasping its own adequacy. No restructure can 

withdraw  it.  No  manager  can  withhold  it.  You  will  still  want 

recognition, because you are a social being. But it is demoted, a tool 

rather than a master.

◆

CHAPTER 13

13. Envy: The Hidden Engine

◆

Envy is the sadness you feel at  another's success,  and it  is  the 

hidden engine of  the workplace.  No one admits  to  it.  Everyone is 
moved by it. Most of what looks like professional motivation is envy 
wearing the mask of ambition.

Spinoza defines envy as hatred,  insofar as it  disposes a person to 

rejoice at another's misfortune and grieve at another's success. The 

definition is exact and unforgiving. Envy is not merely wanting what 



someone else has. That is emulation, which can be productive. Envy 

is the specific affect of suffering because another is flourishing. It is a 

sadness,  caused by the sight  of  someone whose power appears to 

exceed yours in a dimension you care about.

The  workplace  manufactures  envy  by  design.  It  ranks  people.  It 

publishes  the  rankings  in  promotion  announcements  and 

compensation bands. It creates a population of strivers, places them 

in  proximity,  gives  them  unequal  rewards,  and  then  expresses 

surprise when the unequal rewards produce suffering. This is like 

placing  fire  next  to  kindling  and  expressing  surprise  at  the 

combustion. The structure produces the affect. The individual is its 

vehicle.

Consider the colleague who is promoted and you are not. You say you 

are  happy  for  him.  You  may  even  feel  something  that  resembles 

happiness. But examine it. There is a stab. A contraction. A moment 

in  which  the  news  lands  as  a  diminishment  of  you,  because  his 

elevation, in the zero-sum logic of the ranking system, implies your 

failure to elevate. This stab is envy. It is not a moral failing. It is a 

structural  affect,  produced  by  a  structure  that  defines  success 

comparatively.

The danger of envy is that it  makes you stupid.  Envy is a passive 

affect,  and  passive  affects  produce  inadequate  ideas.  The  envious 

person  does  not  see  the  colleague  clearly.  He  sees  the  colleague 



through  the  distorting  lens  of  his  own  pain,  and  this  distortion 

produces bad decisions. He undermines the colleague. He attributes 

the promotion to politics rather than merit, which may be partly true 

but is never the whole truth. He redirects his energy from developing 

his own power to diminishing the other's, a strategic error because 

diminishing another rarely increases your own capacity.

Spinoza's  remedy is  not  to  stop feeling envy,  which is  like  telling 

water  to  stop flowing downhill.  The remedy is  to  understand the 

affect, which transforms it. When you see that your envy is produced 

by a structure that ranks people, and that your pain is a structural 

effect rather than a personal truth, the affect loosens its grip. You still 

feel the stab. But you do not act from it. You redirect your striving 

toward your own power.

Consider the employee who notices his envy and asks, what does the 

colleague's  promotion  tell  me  about  the  system's  values?  If  the 

system promoted him for skills I do not have, do I want those skills? 

If it promoted him for politics I do not want to practice, what does 

that  tell  me  about  the  system?  Envy,  understood,  becomes 

information.  It  reveals  what  the  system  rewards,  and  this 

information is useful for deciding whether to align with the system 

or to direct your striving elsewhere.

The envious person who does not understand his envy is the system's 

puppet. He suffers, and his suffering drives him to serve the system's 



logic of competition. The person who understands his envy feels the 

stab, names it, extracts the information, and proceeds according to 

his  own conatus.  This  is  the  move  from passive  to  active,  and  it 

begins with admitting that the stab exists.

◆

CHAPTER 14

14. Resentment: The Energy Leak

◆

Resentment  is  the  most  expensive  thing  you  carry,  and  it 

purchases nothing. It is the repeated re-experiencing of a past injury, 
the  mind  returning  to  the  moment  you  were  wronged,  and  each 
return costs you power that could have gone toward your persistence 
and your joy.

Spinoza understood resentment as sadness rooted in an inadequate 

idea.  The  injury  was  real.  The  wrong  was  done.  But  the  re-

experiencing of it is not caused by the wrong itself, which is past. It is 

caused by your mind's continued dwelling on the wrong, a present 

activity that produces in you the same sadness the original wrong 

produced.  You  are  being  injured  again,  now,  by  your  own 

imagination,  and the person who wronged you is  not even in the 



room.

The workplace generates injuries constantly. The credit taken. The 

promotion denied. The meeting where you were interrupted seven 

times. The restructure that moved your project to someone who will 

ruin it. Each is a real diminishment of your power, a real collision of 

conatus that left you smaller. The sadness is appropriate. What is not 

appropriate, and not useful, is carrying it.

Consider the employee who was passed over three years ago. The 

manager who passed him over has been promoted and left. The role 

he  wanted  has  been  restructured  out  of  existence.  The  entire 

situation that produced the injury no longer exists. But the employee 

still  tells  the  story.  Still  feels  the  heat  when  he  recounts  it.  Still 

positions  his  current  decisions  in  relation  to  that  past  wrong, 

choosing not to apply for a role because last time he was betrayed, 

not to speak up because last time he was ignored. The past injury, no 

longer  present  in  the  world,  is  fully  present  in  him,  consuming 

energy that should go toward his present.

Resentment is  an energy leak in the precise Spinozan sense.  Your 

conatus has a finite amount of force at any given moment. That force 

can be directed outward, toward understanding, toward developing 

capacity,  toward action.  Or it  can be directed inward,  toward the 

rehearsal of grievances, which produces no effect in the world and 

consumes the force that would have produced effects. The resentful 



person  is  like  an  engine  dissipating  power  as  heat.  The  fuel  is 

burning. The car is not moving.

The  remedy  is  not  forgiveness,  which  implies  the  wrong  was 

personal and the wrongdoer could have chosen otherwise. Spinoza 

does not believe in that kind of choice. The wrongdoer acted from his 

nature, under causes that determined him, and his action was the 

necessary effect of those causes. This does not make the action right. 

It makes it intelligible, and intelligibility is the beginning of the end 

of resentment.

To  stop  resenting,  you  do  not  need  to  forgive.  You  need  to 

understand.  Understand  the  cause  of  the  wrong,  the  structural 

conditions  that  produced  it,  the  conatus  of  the  person  who 

committed it. When you understand the cause adequately, the injury 

ceases to be a personal affront and becomes a fact about the world. 

You do not resent the rain. You build a roof.

The  energy  returns.  The  force  consumed  by  grievance  becomes 

available for action. You apply for the role. You speak in the meeting. 

This is not nobility. It is mechanics. Your being functions better when 

the leak is sealed, and the sealing is done by adequate understanding.

Resentment  is  the  past  taxing  your  present.  Understanding  is  the 

refusal  to  pay.  You  paid  the  tax  because  you  did  not  see  it  was 

optional. Now you see. The payment stops.



◆

CHAPTER 15

15. Composure Under Necessity

◆

The reorg comes on a Tuesday. Your manager is gone by noon. A 

stranger  sits  in  her  chair  by  three.  Everyone  around  you  is 
performing  emotion:  shock,  outrage,  performative  loyalty  to 
whoever arrives next. You feel the affect rise in your chest too. The 
temptation is to join the chorus, to say something, to act. This is the 
moment that decides careers, and almost everyone fails it.

Spinoza's central insight is that nothing happens against necessity. 

The  reorg,  the  firing,  the  skipped  promotion,  the  pivot  to  a  new 

strategy that erases your project. These are not injustices done to you 

by a hostile universe. They are effects following from causes in the 

exact  way  that  causes  produce  effects  in  every  other  domain  of 

nature.  Your manager was removed because the forces aligned to 

remove her. Your project was killed because its internal momentum 

was insufÏcient to resist the forces arrayed against it. None of this is 

personal. None of it requires your emotional participation.

The  person  who  understands  this  has  an  enormous  advantage. 

Composure is not a pose. It is not suppression. Suppression is still 



being acted upon, still a passive affect, still the body clenched against 

a reality it refuses. Composure is the active state of someone who has 

formed an adequate idea of what is happening. You see the causes. 

You  trace  the  mechanism.  The  affect  loses  its  grip  because  you 

understand its origin.

Consider  the  colleague  who  panics.  They  send  frantic  messages, 

schedule  emergency  coffees,  draft  impassioned  memos  defending 

their territory. Every action broadcasts weakness. They are governed 

by fear, and fear makes them predictable. The person who panics is 

the  person  who  gets  managed.  The  person  who  panics  accepts 

whatever  terms  are  offered  because  the  alternative  feels  like 

annihilation. Fear, Spinoza says, diminishes our power of acting. The 

frightened employee is literally less capable.

The composed employee does the opposite. They watch. They listen. 

They do not volunteer opinions in the first 72 hours of a leadership 

change.  They  complete  their  existing  obligations.  They  note  who 

aligns with whom, who is promoted, who is sidelined, what the new 

priorities actually are as revealed by resource allocation rather than 

rhetoric. They gather data. They form adequate ideas.

This is not passivity. Passivity is being acted upon by affects you do 

not understand. Composure is the active condition of operating from 

understanding.  The  composed  person  is  already  planning  while 

others are still reacting. They are mapping the new power structure. 



They are  identifying  which of  their  skills  transfer  under  the  new 

order and which do not. They are calculating their next move from a 

position of clarity, not desperation.

The practical rule is simple. When something destabilizing happens, 

do nothing visible for 72 hours. Do not email leadership. Do not post 

on  internal  channels.  Do  not  attend  voluntary  meetings  where 

emotions will be performed. Spend those three days thinking. Read 

the org chart. Read the financials if you can access them. Read the tea 

leaves  of  who got  promoted and who got  pushed out.  Form your 

adequate idea. Then act, precisely and minimally.

The  workplace  rewards  the  person  who  appears  unshaken.  Not 

because composure is a performance that fools people, though it does 

fool some. Because composure is the outward sign of someone who 

understands the game and is therefore dangerous in the right way. 

Leaders promote people who do not need to be managed through 

crises. They trust people whose judgment is not distorted by affect.

Your composure is not for them. It is for you. It is the condition under 

which your own power of acting is maximized. The person who rages 

at necessity is raging at nature itself. The person who understands 

necessity can work within it, bend it, and eventually redirect it.

◆

CHAPTER 16



16. The Adequate Idea of Your Boss

◆

Your boss is not a person. Your boss is a configuration of desires, 

fears,  constraints,  and  incentives  that  produces  predictable 
behaviors.  You  think  you  know your  boss  because  you  have  had 
lunches together, because she shares personal details,  because she 
seems reasonable in one-on-ones. You know almost nothing. What 
you  have  is  a  collection  of  affects  you  have  mistaken  for  a 
relationship.

Spinoza distinguishes between inadequate and adequate ideas.  An 

inadequate idea is a partial, confused perception that captures effects 

without causes.  Most employees operate on an inadequate idea of 

their  boss.  They  see  the  boss's  moods,  their  preferences,  their 

outbursts,  their  generosity,  and they  construct  a  narrative:  she  is 

supportive, he is difÏcult, she is political, he is hands-off. These are 

stories. They are not understanding.

An adequate idea of your boss requires you to identify the causes 

that produce their behavior. What does your boss want that she does 

not have? What is she afraid of losing? Who above her determines 

her fate? What metric is she measured on? What promise did she 

make to get this role, and what happens to her if she cannot keep it? 

These  are  the  mechanical  questions.  The  answers  produce  the 



behavior you observe.

The boss who seems supportive is  supportive because it  costs  her 

nothing  right  now.  The  conditions  that  make  support  cheap  may 

change. The boss who seems difÏcult is difÏcult because he is under 

pressure  you  cannot  see,  pressured  by  forces  above  him  that 

constrain  his  options.  Neither  personality  explains  anything. 

Incentive structures explain everything.

Consider the boss who promises you a promotion and then delays it 

for six months. The inadequate reading is betrayal.  You stew. You 

lose  trust.  You  perform  disappointment.  The  adequate  reading 

requires  asking  what  changed.  Did  the  budget  freeze?  Did  a  new 

director arrive with different priorities? Did your boss trade your 

promotion  for  a  different  concession  in  a  meeting  you  were  not 

invited  to?  The  behavior  is  the  same  in  both  readings.  But  the 

adequate  reading  tells  you  what  to  do  next,  and  the  inadequate 

reading tells you only how to feel.

The  practical  discipline  is  this.  Build  a  model  of  your  boss  as  a 

system,  not  a  character.  Map  inputs:  their  boss's  priorities,  the 

metrics they are judged on, the political debts they owe, the rivals 

they  fear.  Map  outputs:  the  decisions  they  make,  the  favors  they 

grant, the people they protect, the people they sacrifice. Over months, 

the model becomes predictive. You begin to know what your boss 

will do before they do, because you understand the forces acting on 



them.

This sounds cold. It is cold. It is also the only basis on which you can 

work  with  a  boss  effectively.  The  employee  who  operates  on 

personality  will  be blindsided every time the incentives shift.  The 

employee who operates on the model will  anticipate the shift and 

already be positioned for it.

One  warning.  Do  not  confuse  understanding  with  sympathy. 

Understanding your boss's constraints does not mean forgiving their 

failures or trusting their promises. It means you know exactly when 

to trust and when not to. You know which commitments will hold 

because  the  incentive  structure  supports  them.  You  know  which 

commitments are empty because the structure will not permit them 

to hold.

Your boss is a node in a network of forces. See the forces. Then you 

see the node clearly. Then you can work with the node, around the 

node, or despite the node. That is the adequate idea.

◆

CHAPTER 17



17. Positioning Over Performance

◆

The  best  performer  in  your  organization  is  not  the  most 

promoted. This is not a paradox. It is the single most misunderstood 
dynamic in corporate life. Performance is what you do. Positioning is 
where  you  stand  relative  to  the  flows  of  power,  visibility,  and 
decision-making. These are different axes. Most people optimize the 
first and ignore the second. They are the ones who work hardest and 
advance slowest.

Spinoza's ethics is not a morality of effort. It is an analysis of power. 

A thing's  power of  acting is  its  capacity to produce effects.  In the 

workplace, your power of acting is not determined by how much you 

produce. It is determined by your position in the causal chain. The 

person who controls  what  gets  decided has  more power than the 

person who executes  what  was decided,  regardless  of  who works 

harder.

Consider two engineers.  One writes  excellent  code,  ships features, 

stays  heads-down,  and  has  a  reputation  for  reliability.  The  other 

writes adequate code, ships features, but sits in every architecture 

review, comments on every design document, and has a relationship 

with  three  directors  outside  their  direct  reporting  line.  When the 

reorg comes, the second engineer is offered the staff role. The first 



engineer  is  told  to  keep  up  the  good  work.  The  first  engineer  is 

furious. They feel betrayed by a system that does not reward merit.

The system did not betray anyone. The system rewarded positioning. 

The  second  engineer  occupied  a  node  in  the  network  that  more 

decision-makers  could  see.  Their  work  was  visible  to  people  who 

make promotion decisions. The first engineer's work was visible only 

to their immediate manager,  who has limited political  capital  and 

limited incentive to spend it on someone else's career.

Positioning is not politics in the cynical sense. It is not scheming or 

flattery. It is the strategic selection of where you place yourself so 

that  your  work  enters  the  streams  of  visibility  that  matter.  The 

person  who  chooses  projects  with  executive  sponsorship  over 

projects  with  technical  interest  is  positioning.  The  person  who 

volunteers to present at the quarterly review instead of letting their 

manager  summarize  is  positioning.  The  person  who  builds  a 

relationship  with  the  product  org  when  engineering  is  being 

reorganized is positioning.

The Spinozan point  is  precise.  Power is  relational.  Your power of 

acting is not a property you possess. It is a function of your relations 

to other things. A skill that no decision-maker knows you have is not 

power.  It  is  potential  that  will  never  actualize.  The  same  skill, 

positioned in the line of sight of someone who controls resources, 

becomes power.



This  means  you  must  think  about  positioning  as  a  first-order 

concern, not an afterthought. Before you take on a project, ask: who 

will  see  this?  Whose  problem  does  it  solve?  Does  it  enter  the 

awareness of someone who controls promotions, budgets, or hiring? 

If the answer is no, the project may be worth doing for learning, but 

it will not advance your position. Do not confuse the two.

The  hard  truth  is  that  excellent  performance  in  a  low-visibility 

position  is  a  trap.  It  feels  virtuous.  It  feels  safe.  You  are  praised 

locally. You are appreciated by your team. But you are invisible to 

the people who decide your trajectory. You become the indispensable 

person who is never promoted because promoting you would create 

a hole no one wants to fill.

Position yourself where the decisions are made. Performance follows 

positioning, not the other way around.

◆

CHAPTER 18

18. Power Mapping the Organization

◆



Every organization has two structures. The first is the org chart, 

which shows who reports to whom. The second is the power map, 
which shows who actually decides what.  These structures overlap 
partially  and  diverge  substantially.  The  org  chart  is  public.  The 
power map is hidden. The org chart is what HR maintains. The power 
map is what determines your career.

Spinoza teaches that power is not a substance someone holds. It is a 

relation.  A person has power insofar as  other things act  for their 

ends. In an organization, power flows through the paths by which 

decisions  get  made,  resources  get  allocated,  and  careers  get 

advanced. To map power, you trace the decisions back to their actual 

causes, not their nominal ones.

Start  with  the  last  three  significant  decisions  that  affected you or 

your team. Who made the call? Not who announced it. Who made it. 

Trace the chain. Your manager told you the project was cancelled. 

Who  told  your  manager?  Whose  budget  concern  drove  the 

cancellation? Which executive flagged the concern? What meeting 

produced the flag? You are looking for the point where the decision 

actually  originated,  the  person  whose  judgment  could  not  be 

overridden.

Do this for five decisions. Patterns emerge. You will find that two or 

three names appear repeatedly across unrelated decisions. These are 

the power nodes. They may not be the most senior people on the org 

chart.  They  may  be  directors  who  control  budgets,  principal 



engineers who control technical direction, or staffers to the CEO who 

control information flow. Their titles vary. Their function is constant: 

they are the people whose assent is required for things to happen.

Next, map the information flows. Who knows what before it becomes 

public? Who is consulted before announcements? Who is present in 

the meetings where options are narrowed? Information asymmetry 

is power. The person who knows the reorg is coming three months 

before it is announced has a power that no title confers. They can 

position, prepare, and negotiate from advantage. Find these people. 

They are on your power map.

Then map the veto points. For any major decision, there are points 

where a single person can block. The legal team can veto a product 

launch. The finance team can veto a hire. The founding engineer can 

veto a technical direction. Veto power is negative power, but it is real 

power. The person who can stop something has leverage over the 

person who wants it to proceed.

The completed power map tells you three things. First, who to build 

relationships  with.  Not  everyone,  strategically.  The  three  or  four 

people  who  appear  on  the  map  repeatedly  are  worth 

disproportionate  investment.  Second,  who  to  avoid  antagonizing. 

Some  people  have  no  formal  authority  but  can  quietly  kill  your 

career with a well-placed concern. Third, where the gaps are. If your 

power map has a node that no one in your network reaches, that is a 



structural vulnerability. Fix it.

Most employees never build a power map. They operate on the org 

chart and are confused when decisions seem arbitrary. Decisions are 

never arbitrary. They follow the power map. If you cannot see the 

map, you are a piece being moved by players you cannot identify. 

Build the map. Then you are a player.

◆

CHAPTER 19

19. The Leverage Principle

◆

Leverage is the capacity to make your absence costly. Not your 

presence  valuable.  Your  absence  costly.  These  are  different 
conditions and most employees confuse them. Valuable presence is 
praised,  appreciated,  and  ultimately  taken  for  granted.  Costly 
absence is feared, negotiated around, and compensated. If you want 
power in an organization, pursue the second, never the first.

Spinoza's account of power is precise. A thing acts insofar as it has 

the  power  to  produce  effects.  But  power  is  also  defined  by  what 

happens when the thing is removed. Remove a cog from a machine 

and the machine may keep running, because the cog was adequate 



but  not  necessary.  Remove a  gear  from the  transmission and the 

machine stops. The gear has leverage. The cog does not.

In the workplace,  leverage comes from controlling something that 

others need to act.  This can be a system, a relationship, a body of 

knowledge, a process, or a decision point. The specific form matters 

less than the property: if you are removed, the thing becomes harder, 

slower, or impossible for someone else to do.

Consider the engineer who is the only person who understands the 

billing system. They did not intend to build leverage.  They simply 

became the person who maintained a system no one else wanted to 

touch. Over time, every billing issue routes through them. They are 

not  praised  for  this.  They  are  not  given  awards.  But  when  they 

request  resources,  they  receive  them.  When  they  push  back  on 

deadlines, the deadlines move. When they ask for a raise, the raise 

appears.  Not because they are liked.  Because their absence would 

create a problem no one wants to solve.

This  is  leverage.  It  is  not  about  being  indispensable  in  a  general 

sense.  It  is  about  controlling  a  specific  choke  point  that  creates 

friction if disrupted.

Build  leverage  deliberately.  Identify  the  systems,  relationships,  or 

knowledge  domains  that  your  organization  depends  on  but 

underinvests in. These are leverage opportunities. The legacy system 



everyone  avoids.  The  vendor  relationship  no  one  owns.  The 

compliance process everyone fears. The cross-team coordination that 

no  one  has  formalized.  These  spaces  are  unglamorous.  That  is 

precisely why they are available. No one is competing for them.

Move into the space. Master it. Become the person who is consulted 

when the thing breaks, when the vendor escalates, when the audit 

comes.  Do  not  advertise  this.  Do  not  ask  for  recognition.  Simply 

become the node through which the function passes.

The danger of leverage is that it can become a cage. The engineer 

who  owns  the  billing  system  may  find  they  can  never  leave  the 

billing system. They have built negative leverage, the power to make 

their absence costly, but they have not built positive mobility. This is 

why leverage is necessary but not sufÏcient.  You need leverage to 

have power where you are.  You need transferable power to have 

power anywhere else. The next chapter addresses this directly.

For now, the principle. Stop trying to be valuable. Valuable people 

are retained,  not  promoted.  They are given more work,  not  more 

authority.  Build  leverage  instead.  Make  your  removal  expensive. 

Then  negotiate  from  that  position,  not  from  the  position  of  your 

contributions or your effort or your good attitude.

Effort is abundant and cheap. Leverage is scarce and expensive. Be 

scarce.



◆

CHAPTER 20

20. Transferable Power vs. Institutional 

Power

◆

There are two kinds of power in a career. Institutional power is 

granted by the organization: your title, your budget, your headcount, 
your access to systems and information. Transferable power is what 
you carry with you when you leave: your skills, your network, your 
reputation,  your body of  work,  your understanding of  how things 
work.  Institutional power is  rented.  Transferable power is  owned. 
Most  employees  spend  their  careers  accumulating  the  first  and 
neglecting the second. When the rent ends, they have nothing.

Spinoza makes the distinction sharply.  There are powers  that  are 

internal to a thing, expressions of its essence. And there are powers 

that  are  external,  granted  by  the  arrangement  of  other  things.  A 

body's internal power goes where the body goes. Its external power 

vanishes when the arrangement changes. The VP who loses their title 

loses  their  institutional  power  overnight.  The  engineer  who  loses 

their title loses nothing, because their power was never in the title.

Consider the director who has spent twelve years at one company. 



She has a large team, a substantial budget, and deep knowledge of 

the internal politics. She is feared and respected. She believes she is 

powerful. Then the company is acquired. Her title is eliminated in 

the  consolidation.  Her  team  is  distributed  to  other  directors.  Her 

budget is absorbed. She is offered a role two levels below where she 

was, reporting to someone she has never met. She accepts, because 

her  alternatives  are  thin.  Her  LinkedIn profile  says  "Director"  for 

twelve  years,  but  the  market  sees  a  specialist  in  one  company's 

internal processes. Her transferable power is low. Her institutional 

power was high and is gone.

Now consider the engineer who has spent the same twelve years at 

the same company. She has a title two levels below the director. But 

she has published technical work externally. She has relationships 

with engineers at five other companies. She has a skill set that is in 

market demand. She has shipped things that appear on her GitHub 

and in conference talks. When the acquisition comes, she does not 

negotiate from weakness.  She has an offer within two weeks.  Her 

institutional power was modest.  Her transferable power was high, 

and it goes with her.

The rule is simple but almost no one follows it. For every hour you 

invest  in  building  institutional  power,  invest  an  hour  in  building 

transferable power. If you are deep in a proprietary system, spend 

equivalent  time  on  a  transferable  equivalent.  If  you  are  building 



internal  relationships,  build  external  ones  in  parallel.  If  you  are 

mastering your company's processes, master the general principles 

that underlie them.

This  feels  inefÏcient.  Why build a reputation externally when the 

internal one pays this quarter? Why learn the general skill when the 

specific  one  gets  the  promotion?  Because  institutional  power  is 

contingent. It depends on conditions you do not control. The reorg, 

the acquisition, the new boss,  the strategy pivot.  Any of these can 

zero out your institutional power in a week. Transferable power is 

robust. It survives context changes because it is not dependent on a 

single context.

The employee who has only institutional power is an employee who 

cannot leave. Not because they are loyal, but because they are weak 

outside the walls.  They will  accept  worse terms,  worse treatment, 

and  worse  conditions  than  someone  with  transferable  power, 

because they have no alternative. The organization knows this. The 

organization treats them accordingly.

Build what you can carry. Everything else can be taken.

◆

CHAPTER 21



21. The Exit Strategy: Begin on Day One

◆

You  start  a  new  job.  You  are  excited,  or  at  least  performing 

excitement.  You  want  to  prove  yourself.  You  want  to  learn  the 
systems, meet the team, understand the culture.  The last thing on 
your mind is leaving. This is exactly when you should begin planning 
your  exit.  Not  because  you  intend  to  leave  soon.  Because  the 
conditions  under  which  you  leave  will  determine  the  conditions 
under which you stayed.

Spinoza's  argument  is  that  to  understand a  thing  adequately,  you 

must understand its causes and its ends. A job is not a destination. It 

is a segment in a causal chain. You entered it for reasons. You will 

leave it for reasons. If you have not thought about the exit, you have 

not understood the job. You are inside a process whose endpoint you 

have not defined, which means the endpoint will be defined for you, 

by someone else, on their timeline.

The employee who does not plan their exit is the employee who gets 

caught. The reorg comes, the layoff arrives, the boss turns toxic, the 

role is eliminated, and they are scrambling. They have not updated 

their resume in three years. They have not interviewed in five. Their 

network is entirely internal. Their skills are tuned to a context that 

no longer exists. They negotiate from desperation and accept the first 



offer that appears.

The  employee  who  began  planning  the  exit  on  day  one  is  in  a 

different position. Their resume is current,  because they update it 

every quarter with new scope and new outcomes.  They interview 

twice a year, even when happy, because interviewing is a skill that 

atrophies and a signal source that decays.  They maintain external 

relationships, because they understood from the start that internal 

relationships are necessary but insufÏcient. They know their market 

rate,  because  they  track  it.  They  know  what  roles  their  current 

experience qualifies them for, because they have been watching the 

market.

This is  not disloyalty.  The concept of loyalty to an employer is an 

affect imposed on you to make you manageable. The employer is not 

loyal to you. The employer is a structure that will retain you as long 

as you are useful and remove you when you are not.  There is no 

moral dimension to this. It is the nature of the arrangement. Treating 

it as a moral relationship is a category error that costs people years 

of their careers.

Begin on day one means: maintain the infrastructure of departure at 

all  times.  Keep  your  external  network  warm.  Keep  your  skills 

market-relevant.  Keep  your  financial  runway  at  six  months 

minimum, twelve preferred. Keep your resume updated. Keep your 

interview skills sharp. Keep your awareness of the market current.



The paradox is that this makes you better at your current job. The 

person who can leave is the person who does not need to stay. The 

person who does  not  need to  stay  negotiates  from strength.  They 

push back on unreasonable demands because the cost  of  pushing 

back is lower than the cost of submission. They ask for what they are 

worth  because  they  know  what  the  market  will  pay.  They  make 

decisions  from clarity,  not  from fear  of  losing  the  one thing they 

have.

The  exit  strategy  is  not  about  leaving.  It  is  about  the  power  that 

comes from being able to leave at any time. That power changes how 

you show up. It changes what you accept. It changes what you build. 

Begin on day one. The exit is not the end of the job. The exit is the 

frame that gives the job its meaning.

◆

CHAPTER 22

22. The Side Venture: Your Real Career

◆

The job pays your rent. The side venture builds your future. If 



you have no side venture, you have no future outside the institution 
that currently employs you. You are entirely dependent on an entity 
that is indifferent to your existence. This is not a stable position.

Spinoza  argues  that  the  mind  seeks  what  increases  its  power  of 

acting. A side venture, whether it is a business, a body of creative 

work,  a  consulting  practice,  an  open  source  project,  or  a 

systematically developed expertise, is the construction of power that 

you own. Unlike institutional power, it cannot be revoked by a reorg. 

Unlike institutional relationships, it does not vanish when your email 

is deactivated. It is yours because you built it, and it persists because 

its causal basis is your effort, not your employment status.

The objection is always the same. I do not have time. You have time. 

You  have  evenings  and  weekends  and  the  hour  before  the  first 

meeting and the hour after the last one. You have lunch hours and 

commute  time  and  the  dead  spaces  in  the  day  where  you  are 

performing availability rather than producing value. The question is 

not whether you have time. It is whether you are spending your time 

on what compounds or on what consumes.

Not everything qualifies as a side venture. A side venture is not a 

hobby.  A  hobby  is  consumption.  A  side  venture  is  production.  It 

creates something that accumulates: a body of work, an audience, a 

skill set, a revenue stream, a reputation. If your evening activity does 

not accumulate, it is not a side venture. It is leisure, which is fine, but 

do not confuse it with career infrastructure.



The side venture serves three functions. First, it builds transferable 

power. Whatever you build externally is yours. It follows you across 

jobs, across reorgs, across layoffs. It is the ultimate form of the power 

you carry.  Second,  it  changes your posture internally.  The person 

who has a side venture is not the person who depends entirely on 

their  salary.  They  can  take  risks.  They  can  push  back.  They  can 

decline work that serves the institution at the expense of their own 

development. Third, it may become the exit. Many of the best career 

moves begin as  side ventures that  grew until  the institutional  job 

became the side venture and the side venture became the career.

The mechanics are simple. Allocate ten hours per week, minimum, to 

something  that  compounds.  Choose  something  aligned  with  your 

interests and your market. Write, build, consult,  teach, create. The 

specific form matters less than the consistency. What compounds is 

not the brilliance of any single effort. It is the accumulation of effort 

over time. Two years of ten hours per week is a thousand hours. A 

thousand hours is enough to build something real.

Do not tell your employer. There is no benefit to disclosure and there 

is  risk.  The  employer  may  construe  the  side  venture  as  divided 

loyalty,  as insufÏcient commitment, as a threat.  None of these are 

true,  but  the  affect  the  employer  experiences  is  real  and  the 

consequences are real. Keep it quiet. Let the work speak when it is 

ready to speak.



Your job is a single stream. Your side venture is a second. When the 

first  stream narrows or  dries,  the second carries  you.  The person 

with two streams is never desperate. The person with one is always 

one decision away from crisis.

◆

CHAPTER 23

23. Money as Strategic Freedom

◆

Money is not a reward. Money is optionality. The employee who 

understands this  treats money differently from the employee who 
sees it as compensation for labor. Compensation is what you receive 
for what you gave. Optionality is what you purchase for what you 
might  need  to  do.  The  first  is  backward-looking.  The  second  is 
forward-looking. The second is the one that matters.

Spinoza  defines  freedom  as  acting  from  necessity,  which  means 

acting from your own nature rather than from external compulsion. 

External compulsion in the workplace is everywhere. The boss who 

can demand extra hours because you cannot afford to lose the job. 

The  project  you  cannot  refuse  because  the  bonus  is  structured 

around  it.  The  toxic  colleague  you  cannot  confront  because  your 

financial runway is two weeks. Each of these is a loss of freedom, and 



each is caused not by the boss or the project or the colleague, but by 

the  absence  of  the  thing  that  would  make  you  immune  to  their 

pressure.

Money is the material that buys immunity. Not luxury. Not status. 

Immunity.  The person with twelve months of  expenses saved is  a 

different  employee  from  the  person  with  two  weeks.  They  make 

different  decisions.  They  accept  different  terms.  They  tolerate 

different conditions. The difference is not character. It is runway.

Consider  the  employee  who  is  offered  a  promotion  that  requires 

relocation to a city they do not want to live in, for a role that will 

consume their life, at a salary increase that looks significant but is 

consumed by the higher cost of living. The employee with no runway 

accepts.  They  cannot  afford  to  decline.  The  promotion  is  not  an 

opportunity.  It  is  a  compulsion  dressed  as  an  opportunity.  The 

employee  with  twelve  months  of  runway  declines,  negotiates,  or 

explores alternatives. They have the freedom to act from their own 

nature rather than from financial fear.

The strategic use of money is to convert it into runway as quickly as 

possible. This means living below your means, consistently, for years. 

Not as a lifestyle virtue. As a power acquisition strategy. Every dollar 

of runway is a dollar of freedom. Every month of expenses saved is a 

month you can operate without institutional permission.



The objection is  that this  is  obvious.  Everyone knows they should 

save. But most people do not save at the rate that would produce 

meaningful  freedom,  because  they  convert  income  into  lifestyle 

rather than into runway. The lifestyle upgrade feels earned. The new 

apartment,  the  better  car,  the  dinners  out.  Each  of  these  is  a 

conversion  of  optionality  into  consumption.  Each  reduces  your 

freedom  by  increasing  your  fixed  costs  and  therefore  your 

dependence on the income stream.

The rule is brutal. Until you have twelve months of runway, every 

dollar  spent  on  lifestyle  upgrade  is  a  dollar  spent  reducing  your 

power of acting. You are buying comfort at the price of freedom. This 

is  not a moral  judgment.  It  is  a mechanical  analysis.  Higher fixed 

costs mean lower ability to refuse, to negotiate, to wait, to walk away. 

Lower ability to refuse means the institution has more power over 

you.  More  power  over  you means  worse  terms,  worse  treatment, 

worse outcomes.

Money is not for spending. Not yet. Money is for standing. Build the 

runway  first.  Then  the  spending  becomes  a  choice  rather  than  a 

necessity. The person who spends from surplus is free. The person 

who spends from income is  managed by their own costs.  Manage 

your costs. Buy your freedom. Then operate from it.

◆



CHAPTER 24

24. The Reputation That Compounds

◆

Reputation is the residue of your past actions as they exist in the 

minds of others. It is not what you are. It is what other people believe 
you  are,  based  on  the  effects  you  have  produced  over  time.  In 
Spinozan terms, reputation is the idea of you that other minds hold. 
This idea is not arbitrary. It is caused by your actions. But it is also 
shaped by the interpretive frameworks of the people who hold it, 
which means it is only partially under your control. The part that is 
under your control is the part you must manage.

Most employees do not manage their reputation. They assume that 

good  work  produces  a  good  reputation  automatically.  This  is  the 

inadequate idea. Good work produces a reputation only if the good 

work  is  visible,  legible,  and  attributed.  Work  that  is  invisible 

produces no reputation. Work that is visible but illegible, meaning 

the observer cannot tell what was done or who did it,  produces a 

confused reputation. Work that is visible and legible but attributed to 

someone else produces a reputation for someone else. These are the 

three  failure  modes,  and most  employees  fall  into  at  least  one of 

them.

Reputation compounds. This is its most important property. A first 



impression creates a framework. Subsequent actions are interpreted 

through that  framework.  If  the framework is  positive,  subsequent 

actions are read generously. A mistake becomes a learning moment. 

A  strong  quarter  becomes  confirmation  of  excellence.  If  the 

framework  is  negative,  the  same  actions  are  read  harshly.  The 

mistake  becomes  evidence  of  incompetence.  The  strong  quarter 

becomes a fluke.

This is why the first six months in a role, a team, or a company are 

disproportionately  important.  The  reputation  you  establish  early 

becomes  the  lens  through  which  everything  after  is  seen.  The 

employee  who ships  something  visible  and  valuable  in  their  first 

quarter  is  operating  from a  positive  framework  for  the  next  two 

years.  The  employee  who  spends  their  first  quarter  onboarding 

quietly,  learning,  being  careful,  is  operating  from  a  neutral  or 

negative framework that they will spend the next two years trying to 

correct.

Build reputation deliberately. Choose early projects for visibility and 

attribution potential,  not for interest or comfort.  Ensure that your 

work  is  attributed  to  you.  This  does  not  mean  stealing  credit.  It 

means  making  sure  the  people  who  matter  know  what  you  did. 

Present your own work. Write the document that has your name on 

it.  Be the person who speaks in the meeting where the decision is 

made.



Reputation  also  compounds  externally.  The  internal  reputation  is 

bounded  by  the  company.  The  external  reputation,  built  through 

publications,  talks,  open source work, and visible projects,  follows 

you  everywhere.  It  is  the  most  transferable  form  of  power.  An 

external reputation means that when you enter a new company, you 

arrive with a framework already established. You do not start from 

zero. You start from whatever reputation preceded you.

The danger of reputation is complacency. A strong reputation can 

mask  declining  competence.  The  person  who  was  excellent  three 

years ago and has been coasting on reputation since will eventually 

be exposed. The lag between decline and exposure can be long, but it 

is  finite.  Maintain  the  substance.  Reputation  is  the  shadow. 

Competence  is  the  body.  The  shadow  follows  the  body.  Do  not 

optimize the shadow and neglect the body.

Build both. The body through sustained work. The shadow through 

strategic  visibility.  A  strong  body  with  no  shadow  is  invisible.  A 

strong shadow with no body is a fraud. You need both to compound.

◆

CHAPTER 25



25. When to Stay, When to Leave

◆

The  question  of  whether  to  stay  or  leave  is  the  question  that 

consumes the most career energy and produces the least clarity. This 
is because most people frame it as a question about feelings. Am I 
happy here? Do I feel valued? Is this the right fit? Feelings are affects, 
and affects are confused ideas that tell you something is happening 
but not what to do about it. The question is not how you feel. The 
question is whether your power of acting is increasing or decreasing 
in this environment.

Spinoza defines the good as that which increases our power of acting 

and the bad as that which decreases it. Applied to a job, the question 

becomes  mechanical.  Is  this  position  increasing  my  capacity  to 

produce effects, or is it diminishing it? Is my skill set growing, or is it 

atrophying? Is  my network expanding,  or  is  it  contracting?  Is  my 

reputation  being  built,  or  is  it  being  eroded?  Is  my  leverage 

increasing, or is it being diluted?

Stay  if  your  power  of  acting  is  increasing.  This  means  concrete 

indicators,  not  impressions.  You  are  gaining  skills  that  are 

transferable. You are building relationships with people who have 

power and will have more. You are shipping work that is visible and 

attributed. You are controlling something that creates leverage. You 



are  being exposed to  new domains,  new problems,  new decision-

makers. The job is a vehicle for accumulation, and the accumulation 

is real.

Leave if your power of acting is decreasing. This also means concrete 

indicators.  Your  scope  has  been reduced.  Your  projects  are  being 

reassigned. Your boss has changed and the new boss has a different 

network that does not include you. You have been moved to a role 

that is lower visibility. You are learning nothing new. Your network 

inside the company is contracting because allies are leaving and you 

are not replacing them. The job has become a vehicle for extraction, 

and the extraction is happening to you.

The hard cases are the ones where power is flat. You are not growing, 

but you are not declining. The work is comfortable. The money is 

acceptable. The boss is tolerable. Nothing is wrong, exactly. This is 

the trap of stasis. Flat power is declining power, because the world 

does not hold still. Your skills are depreciating relative to the market 

even if they are not depreciating in absolute terms. Your network is 

aging, which means the people in it are leaving their positions, which 

means  your  access  is  decaying.  Comfort  is  the  affect  that  masks 

decline.

The rule: if your power of acting has been flat for six months, you are 

already declining. Act accordingly.



Do not leave from anger. Anger is an affect that produces confident 

decisions and poor outcomes. The person who leaves in a rage leaves 

without preparation, without leverage, without a plan. They take the 

first offer that validates their anger, which is usually a worse offer 

than they could have secured from a position of calm.

Do not stay from fear.  Fear of the market,  fear of change, fear of 

losing the known. Fear is the affect that keeps people in declining 

positions for years past the point of rational departure. The fear is 

real,  but  the  thing  feared,  the  uncertainty  of  departure,  is  less 

dangerous than the certainty of decline.

Leave from clarity. Stay from clarity. The decision is not emotional. It 

is  strategic.  Are you accumulating power or  losing it.  Answer the 

question honestly. Then act.

◆

CHAPTER 26

26. The Art of the Quiet Departure

◆



The loud departure is a mistake. The employee who announces 

their resignation in a blaze of honesty, who tells the exit interviewer 
everything wrong with the company, who sends a farewell email that 
is actually a manifesto, has confused self-expression with strategy. 
They feel righteous. They have achieved nothing. They have burned 
bridges  they  may  need  to  cross,  and  they  have  provided 
entertainment to people who will forget them in a week.

Spinoza's principle is that the wise person acts from understanding, 

not from affect. The affect of righteous departure is strong. You have 

been frustrated, constrained, underappreciated. Leaving releases the 

pressure. The temptation to speak is the temptation to let the affect 

govern the  action.  But  the  affect  does  not  serve  your  interests.  It 

serves  the  affect  itself.  The  affect  wants  expression.  Your  career 

wants something else entirely.

The  quiet  departure  serves  three  strategic  functions.  First,  it 

preserves  the network.  The people  you are leaving will  scatter  to 

other  companies.  Some  will  become  hiring  managers.  Some  will 

become customers.  Some will  become collaborators.  The way you 

leave determines how they remember you, and how they remember 

you determines whether the door is open or closed in five years. The 

person  who  departs  cleanly,  completes  their  handoffs,  and  says 

nothing negative is remembered as a professional. The person who 

departs  loudly  is  remembered  as  a  liability.  Both  memories  are 

simplifications.  But they are the simplifications that govern future 

decisions.



Second,  the  quiet  departure  protects  information.  Your  honest 

assessment  of  the  company's  problems  is  valuable  information. 

Giving it away for free on the way out is a transfer of value to an 

entity that is  about to cut your pay to zero.  If  your assessment is 

accurate,  it  is  worth  money  in  the  right  context:  a  consulting 

engagement,  a  competitive  intelligence  brief,  a  negotiation with  a 

rival firm. It is worth nothing as a parting shot in an exit interview 

that will be summarized, sanitized, and filed by an HR person who 

has no power to act on it.

Third, the quiet departure preserves your own composure. The loud 

departure feels cathartic in the moment and corrosive in the weeks 

that follow. You replay what you said. You worry about who heard. 

You check whether the bridge is truly burned. This is mental energy 

spent on the past, energy that should be spent on the next position. 

The quiet departure leaves nothing to replay. You said the minimum. 

You were gracious. You moved on. The energy goes forward.

The  mechanics  are  specific.  Give  notice  in  a  private  conversation 

with your manager. Do not tell peers first. Do not let the information 

leak through side channels. When asked why you are leaving, give a 

reason that  is  true but  incomplete.  A new opportunity that  aligns 

with your direction. Do not elaborate. Do not critique. Complete your 

remaining  work  at  the  same  quality  as  before.  Document  your 

handoffs  thoroughly.  Offer  to  help  with  transition  for  a  defined 



period.  Decline  the  exit  interview  or  participate  with  absolute 

neutrality. Send a brief, warm farewell message to the people you 

want to stay in contact with. Then leave.

Do not explain your decision to everyone who asks. Most people who 

ask are not seeking to understand your decision. They are seeking to 

process  their  own  feelings  about  their  own  situations.  Your 

departure is a mirror they hold up to themselves. Their reaction is 

about them, not about you. Give them nothing to react to. Be kind, be 

brief, be gone.

The organization will survive your departure. This is not an insult. It 

is  a  fact.  The machine will  adjust.  Your job is  to  ensure that  you 

survive it too, with your network intact, your reputation enhanced, 

and your energy directed forward.

◆

CHAPTER 27

27. Managing Up Without Servility

◆



Managing  up  is  the  practice  of  shaping  the  decisions  of  the 

person above you so that they align with your interests. This is not 
the  same  as  pleasing  them.  Pleasing  is  servility.  Servility  is  the 
posture of someone who has confused the boss's approval with their 
own power. The servant gains nothing durable from service. They 
gain  temporary favor,  which is  withdrawn the  moment  the  favor 
becomes inconvenient. Managing up is different. It is the exercise of 
influence  through the  strategic  provision  of  what  the  boss  needs, 
structured so that your interests advance alongside theirs.

Spinoza's account of useful relationships is precise. Two people are 

most useful to each other when their natures are complementary, 

meaning each has what the other needs and neither can easily get it 

elsewhere. This is the basis of real managing up. You identify what 

your  boss  actually  needs,  not  what  they  say  they  need,  and  you 

provide it reliably. In exchange, you receive what you need: scope, 

visibility, protection, sponsorship. The exchange is not explicit. It is 

structural. It is the arrangement of mutual dependence that Spinoza 

identifies as the strongest form of alliance.

The  boss  who is  managed  well  does  not  feel  managed.  They  feel 

supported. This is the correct outcome. The boss who feels managed 

becomes defensive, because the implication of being managed is that 

someone  else  has  power  over  you,  and  no  one  in  a  position  of 

authority  wants  to  feel  that.  The  skill  is  to  make  the  boss  feel 

supported while ensuring that the support advances your position. 

This is not deception. It is the alignment of your actions with their 

needs in a way that also serves your ends.



What  does  your  boss  actually  need.  Return  to  the  adequate  idea. 

They need their boss to see them as effective. They need their metrics 

to improve. They need problems solved before they escalate.  They 

need to look good in the meetings where their performance is being 

evaluated.  They  need  someone  they  can  trust  to  handle  things 

without  requiring  their  attention.  Provide  these  things,  and  you 

become  indispensable  to  the  boss's  success.  Indispensable  to  the 

boss's success is a position of leverage.

The specific tactics follow from the needs. Anticipate what your boss 

will be asked in the next review and prepare the material they will 

need to answer well. Identify the problem that is about to become 

their problem and solve it before it arrives. When you bring them a 

problem,  bring  two  options  and  a  recommendation.  Never  bring 

them a problem that you could have solved yourself, unless solving it 

required authority you do not have. Make them look competent in 

every room they enter, and make sure they know it was your work 

that did it.

The  line  between  managing  up  and  servility  is  the  line  between 

influence and dependence. The servant depends on the master for 

their  position.  The  manager-up  does  not.  They  have  transferable 

power, a network, a runway, and alternatives. They provide value to 

the boss from a position of strength, not desperation. This is why the 

previous chapters matter. You cannot manage up effectively if you 



cannot afford to lose the job. The boss can smell the fear. And fear 

converts managing up into begging.

The employee who manages up well is the employee the boss fights 

to keep. When the reorg comes, the boss protects them. When the 

promotion  cycle  opens,  the  boss  advocates  for  them.  Not  from 

loyalty.  From self-interest.  The  boss  advocates  because  losing  you 

would  make  their  job  harder.  This  is  the  correct  basis  for 

advancement.  Not  gratitude.  Not  affection.  Mutual  dependence, 

clearly understood and strategically maintained.

Serve  the  boss's  interests  by  advancing  your  own.  This  is  not 

servility. This is power.

◆

CHAPTER 28

28. The Meeting: A Theater of Affects

◆

The meeting  is  not  where  decisions  are  made.  The meeting  is 

where decisions are performed. The actual decision was made before 
the  meeting,  in  conversations  between  two  or  three  people,  in  a 
hallway, a direct message, a one-on-one. The meeting is the theater in 



which  the  already-made  decision  is  presented  as  a  collective 
outcome, and the participants perform their roles in a script they did 
not  write.  Understanding  this  is  the  difference  between  being  a 
player and being an extra.

Spinoza's account of human interaction is that most of what passes 

for collective deliberation is actually the collision of affects. People 

enter meetings in states of hope, fear, rivalry, and loyalty. They speak 

from these states. Their contributions are not arguments. They are 

expressions of their affective condition, shaped by their position in 

the power map. The person who speaks first is asserting dominance. 

The person who agrees too quickly is signaling allegiance. The person 

who  raises  a  concern  is  either  genuinely  identifying  a  risk  or 

performing  diligence  to  cover  themselves.  You  cannot  tell  which 

from the words. You can tell from the power map.

Learn to read the meeting as a display of affects, not as a deliberative 

process.  Watch  who  speaks  and  who  is  silent.  Silence  is  never 

neutral.  The  person  who  says  nothing  is  either  irrelevant  to  the 

decision, which means they have no power, or they are choosing not 

to reveal their position, which means they have power and are being 

strategic.  Watch  who  interrupts  whom.  Interruption  is  a  power 

claim. The person who interrupts is asserting that their contribution 

outranks the speaker's right to finish. Watch who is interrupted and 

accepts it. That acceptance is a concession of status.

Watch who defers to whom. When a question is asked, the eyes go 

somewhere. They go to the person whose judgment is trusted, or to 



the person whose authority is feared. Follow the eyes. They reveal 

the power map more accurately than any org chart. The person the 

room looks to is the person who actually decides, regardless of who 

called the meeting or who holds the title.

The  tactical  implications  are  specific.  First,  do  not  try  to  win 

arguments in meetings. Arguments are not won in meetings. They 

are won in the conversations before the meeting, where the actual 

decision  is  shaped.  If  you  need  a  decision  to  go  your  way,  build 

support  in  one-on-ones  beforehand.  Enter  the  meeting  with  the 

outcome already secured. The meeting becomes the announcement, 

not the debate.

Second,  choose your contributions carefully.  Every statement  in  a 

meeting is a signal. Speaking too often signals anxiety. Speaking too 

rarely signals disengagement. Speaking with precision at the moment 

of maximum leverage signals competence. The right contribution is 

the one that reframes the discussion at the point where it is about to 

resolve in the wrong direction. One such contribution per meeting is 

worth more than ten contributions that add color.

Third,  never show your affect.  The meeting is a stage.  The people 

who perform their  frustration,  their  enthusiasm,  their  impatience 

are  giving  away  information  about  their  internal  state,  which  is 

intelligence  that  others  will  use  against  them.  The  composed 

participant reveals nothing.  They note who is emotional and why. 



They note whose affect shifted when a topic was raised. They leave 

the meeting with more intelligence than they entered with,  while 

others leave having performed their feelings for free.

The meeting is not your enemy. It is your observatory. Attend it as an 

observer first, a participant second. Read the affects. Read the power. 

Contribute only when the contribution changes the outcome. Leave 

with the map updated. The person who does this in every meeting, 

for a year, knows the organization better than the CEO.

◆

CHAPTER 29

29. How to Say No

◆

Every yes is a debt. You pay it in time, attention, and the forward 

motion  of  your  own  projects.  Most  people  say  yes  because  the 
immediate cost of no feels higher than the deferred cost of yes. This 
is a failure of calculation, not character.

Spinoza understood that every finite mode, every bounded thing, has 

a determinate power of acting. You are bounded. Your conatus, your 

striving to persist, can only express itself through what you actually 



do. When you say yes to everything, you disperse your power across 

a thousand small commitments until nothing remains for the work 

that matters. The person who cannot say no is not generous. They are 

dispossessed.

The first rule: never explain. Explanation invites argument. "I cannot 

take this on" is complete. "I cannot take this on because my plate is 

full  and  I  have  the  quarterly  review"  is  a  negotiation.  You  have 

handed them leverage. Now they can offer to move the review, to 

extend the deadline, to reduce the scope. You gave them the material 

to override you. Say no and stop.

The second rule: offer the alternative, not the apology. "I cannot take 

this on, but I can point you to the documentation" is useful. "I cannot 

take this on, I am so sorry, I wish I could" is weakness. Apologies are 

social lubricant and nothing more. They signal that you feel guilty, 

which signals that you might be moved. Do not signal this.

The third rule: say no immediately. Delay is a partial yes. When you 

say "let me think about it," you have not protected your time. You 

have merely  postponed the  moment  of  conflict.  The other  person 

interprets your delay as ambivalence, which they will exploit. A fast 

no is a clean no. A slow no is a fight.

There  are  people  who  will  be  angered  by  your  no.  This  is  their 

problem, expressed through you. They have built their expectations 



on your compliance, and your refusal collapses a structure they were 

relying on. Let it collapse. The structure was never yours. You did not 

consent to be a wall.

The most important no is the one you say to your manager. This is 

where most people fail.  The manager asks you to take on another 

project.  The implicit  threat  is  that  refusal  will  be  remembered at 

review time. It will. But so will the work you did poorly because you 

were spread across six projects. The memory of a no is finite. The 

consequence of a dozen half-finished projects is career-ending.

Calculate the cost. Every yes consumes a quantity of your power of 

acting. When that quantity exceeds your capacity, the excess comes 

from somewhere. It comes from sleep, from health, from the quality 

of your core work, from the side venture that might one day free you. 

Every yes to someone else's project is a no to your own exit.

The person who says no well is not feared. They are respected. They 

are the person whose yes means something, because their no is real. 

A  reputation  for  selective  commitment  is  worth  more  than  a 

reputation for availability. The available person is used. The selective 

person is chosen.

Say no. Mean it. Do not soften it. The cost of clarity is a moment of 

discomfort. The cost of ambiguity is a slow erosion of everything you 

intended to do.



◆

CHAPTER 30

30. The Performance of Enthusiasm

◆

Enthusiasm is a currency. The organization trades on it. Meetings 

require it. Presentations demand it. The annual review measures it 
alongside output as though the two were equivalent. They are not. 
Output is what you produce. Enthusiasm is what you perform. Learn 
the difference and you conserve enormous energy.

Spinoza distinguished between active and passive joy. Active joy is 

the increase of your power of acting through your own causes. You 

built something. You understood something. Your capacity expanded. 

Passive joy is the increase of your power through an external cause. 

Praise  excites  you.  Recognition  inflates  you.  The  thrill  of  the 

promotion.  None  of  these  originate  in  you.  They  originate  in  the 

opinion of others, which can change without your consent.

The performance of enthusiasm is the management of passive joy in 

others.  Your  manager  needs  to  believe  you  are  motivated.  Your 

colleagues need to believe you are engaged. The organization runs on 

this belief. When it fails, people are managed out. Not because their 



output  dropped,  but  because  their  performance  of  engagement 

dropped. The company reads the face, not the timesheet.

This is not cynicism. It is mechanics. You are a finite mode with finite 

energy.  If  you  spend  your  actual  enthusiasm  on  the  daily 

performance of enthusiasm, you will have nothing left for the work 

that matters. The solution is to separate the performance from the 

feeling. Perform enthusiasm in the room. Feel whatever you actually 

feel in the quiet of your own work.

The performance is simple. Speak first in meetings, even if you have 

little to say. A leading sentence signals engagement. Nod when others 

speak.  Ask  one  question  per  meeting.  It  does  not  matter  if  the 

question is profound. It matters that it exists. Use the vocabulary of 

the organization.  Say "alignment"  when they say "alignment."  Say 

"north star" if  that  is  the local  dialect.  Do not resist  the language. 

Resistance is a tell. The person who refuses the corporate vocabulary 

is the person who is checking out. You are not checking out. You are 

building the bridge.

Do  not  overperform.  Overperformance  is  as  dangerous  as 

underperformance. The person who is too enthusiastic is suspected. 

They  are  either  faking  it,  which  everyone  can  sense,  or  they  are 

genuinely  that  excited about  quarterly  objectives,  which is  worse. 

The  genuine  enthusiast  will  burn  out  and  take  the  team's 

expectations with them. Calibrate to the median. Be slightly above 



average in expressed enthusiasm and nowhere below it.

The hardest part is the meeting you do not care about. The strategy 

session  for  a  product  you  know  will  fail.  The  all-hands  where 

leadership  presents  numbers  you  have  already  seen.  Here  is  the 

mechanism: your body is present. Let your face follow. Sit forward. 

Make eye contact with the speaker. Take notes, even if the notes are 

about your own work. The appearance of attention is the substance 

of  attention in this  context.  Nobody knows what  you are writing. 

They know that you are writing.

What you must never do is believe your own performance. This is 

the trap. The person who performs enthusiasm long enough begins 

to  feel  it.  They  become  dependent  on  the  recognition.  They  start 

working for the praise rather than the outcome. This is the path to 

becoming  a  permanent  resident  of  the  organization.  You  have 

merged with the external cause. Your joy is now passive, dependent 

on the opinion of managers.

Perform the enthusiasm. Do not ingest it. Let it stay on the surface, 

like makeup. At the end of the day, wash it off. Return to your own 

work, your own causes, your own active joy. The performance is a 

tax you pay for the salary. The active joy is the investment that buys 

your freedom.

◆



CHAPTER 31

31. Email as Causal Engineering

◆

Most people treat email as communication. It is not. Email is 

causal engineering. Every email is an attempt to alter the state of the 
world:  to  move  a  decision,  to  create  an  obligation,  to  record  a 
position, to shift responsibility. If your email changes nothing, it was 
noise. If it changes something, it was engineering.

Spinoza's doctrine of adequate and inadequate ideas applies directly. 

An adequate email is one where you understand both the cause that 

produced it  and the effect you intend it  to produce.  Why are you 

writing? What state do you want to exist after the recipient reads 

this? If you cannot answer both questions, do not send. You are not 

communicating. You are performing the gesture of communication.

The first principle: every email should create a decision point. "Here 

is the plan. I will proceed unless I hear otherwise by Friday." This is 

causal. It forces action or acquiescence. The recipient must respond 

to stop you or accept your direction by default. Compare this with 

"What  do  you  think?"  which  creates  nothing.  It  opens  a  loop.  It 

invites  opinion  without  consequence.  It  transfers  your  power  of 

acting to someone who may not exercise it.



The second principle: write for the forward. Every email you send 

should be forwardable by the recipient without explanation. If your 

manager  cannot  forward  your  email  to  their  manager  without 

adding  context,  you  have  failed.  Write  so  that  your  email  stands 

alone.  The  subject  line  is  the  thesis.  The  first  sentence  is  the 

conclusion.  The body is  the evidence.  Anyone who reads only the 

subject line should know what you want.

The third principle: never ask a question you can answer yourself. 

"Should  we  use  the  vendor  or  build  internally?"  is  an  email  that 

hands  your  power  to  someone  else.  "I  recommend  the  vendor 

because the build cost exceeds the license cost by 2.3 times and the 

timeline  is  four  months  shorter.  I  will  proceed  with  the  vendor 

unless there is a strategic reason to build." This email retains your 

power.  You  have  done  the  analysis.  You  have  made  the 

recommendation. You have created a decision point that defaults to 

your preferred outcome.

The email that changed nothing: "Just wanted to share an update on 

the project. Things are going well. We are on track. Let me know if 

you  have  any  questions."  This  email  is  a  nullity.  It  informs  no 

decision. It creates no obligation. It exists so the sender can feel they 

have  communicated.  It  is  the  email  of  a  person  who  does  not 

understand that communication is action.

The email that changed everything: "We are three weeks behind on 



the migration because the vendor has not delivered the API. I have 

identified a workaround that will recover two of those weeks. I need 

your approval to redirect 20 hours of engineering time this week. If I 

do not have approval by Wednesday, we will miss the Q3 deadline. 

Attached  is  the  cost  analysis."  This  email  is  causal.  It  states  the 

problem, the solution, the cost, the deadline, and the consequence of 

inaction.  It  creates  a  decision  that  must  be  made.  It  cannot  be 

ignored.

Most  emails  are  written  from  anxiety.  The  sender  fears  being 

invisible,  so  they  send  updates  nobody  needs.  They  fear  being 

blamed, so they send emails that document their awareness without 

requiring action. These emails are defensive. They protect nothing. 

The only protection is causation. If your email caused the right thing 

to happen, you are protected. If it merely recorded your existence, 

you are not.

Send fewer emails.  Make each one count.  An adequate email  is  a 

lever.  An inadequate  email  is  a  weight.  You are  already carrying 

enough weight.

◆

CHAPTER 32



32. Protecting Your Attention

◆

Attention is the substance of your power of acting. Spinoza called 

it the conatus in practice, the striving that maintains your existence. 
Where  you  direct  your  attention  is  where  you  direct  your  life. 
Everything else is downstream. If you cannot control your attention, 
you cannot control anything.

The organization is designed to capture it. Instant messages, status 

meetings, standing check-ins, open ofÏces, the shared calendar that 

anyone can populate with a recurring thirty-minute drain. Each is a 

mechanism for extracting your attention and redistributing it to the 

organization's  priorities.  You  are  not  asked.  You  are  expected  to 

comply.  The  assumption  is  that  your  attention  belongs  to  the 

company because the company pays for your time.

They  pay  for  your  time.  They  do  not  pay  for  your  mind.  The 

distinction is everything.

The  first  tactic:  batch  your  attention.  Do  not  check  email 

continuously. Check it twice. Once in the morning, once before you 

leave. Between those checks, the inbox does not exist. If this sounds 

impossible, you have already lost. The impossibility you feel is the 



withdrawal  symptom  of  a  person  whose  attention  has  been 

colonized. Treat it as diagnostic.

The second tactic: refuse the calendar default. When someone sends 

a meeting invitation, the calendar accepts it  by default.  This is  an 

engineering choice made by someone who does not care about your 

attention.  Override  the  default.  Accept  meetings  only  when  you 

understand what decision will be made and why your presence is 

required for it.  If  the meeting has no decision,  it  has no purpose. 

Decline. If you cannot decline, attend and work on your own tasks 

while  appearing  to  listen.  The  appearance  of  attention  in  a 

purposeless meeting is not dishonesty. It is triage.

The third tactic:  create the unavailable block.  Block two hours on 

your  calendar  every  day.  Label  it  something  that  sounds 

organizational: "Deep Work" or "Strategic Review" or "Planning." Do 

not explain further. During those two hours, you are unreachable. 

Turn off notifications. Close the laptop. If someone interrupts, say "I 

am in a block until 2. I will find you after." Do not apologize. The 

block is not a favor to yourself. It is the condition of your continued 

adequate performance.

The fourth tactic: treat your phone as a hostile entity. It is designed 

by engineers who have spent billions learning how to capture your 

attention and hold it. Every notification is an extraction. Turn them 

off. All of them. If someone needs you urgently, they can call. Nobody 



calls. The urgency was never real.

The deepest threat is not the interruption itself. It is the adaptation. 

After months of continuous interruption, you become incapable of 

sustained attention even when the interruptions stop. Your mind has 

been reshaped. It expects the next ping. It cannot settle. This is the 

permanent  cost  of  inattention  to  your  attention.  You  have  been 

modified  by  external  causes.  Your  power  of  acting  has  been 

diminished, not by a single event, but by the accumulated weight of a 

thousand small thefts.

The person who protects their attention in a workplace designed to 

dissipate  it  has  an  enormous  advantage.  Not  because  they  are 

smarter. Because they have preserved the capacity to think. Most of 

their colleagues have not.  Most  of  their colleagues arrive at  5 PM 

exhausted by the day's interruptions, having produced nothing that 

required  the  mind  they  lost  at  9:15  AM  when  the  first  message 

arrived.

Protect your attention as you would protect your savings. It is the 

same thing. It is the capital that compounds into competence, into 

leverage, into the option to leave.

◆

CHAPTER 33



33. The Body at Work

◆

The body is not a vehicle for the mind. It is the mind, extended in 

space. Spinoza understood this. The mind and the body are one thing, 
conceived in two attributes. When the body deteriorates, the mind 
does  not  watch  from  a  distance.  It  deteriorates  too.  You  cannot 
separate  them.  The  ofÏce tries.  It  treats  the  body as  irrelevant,  a 
transport mechanism that carries the brain from home to desk and 
back. This is a fatal error.

Consider the body at the desk job. The shoulders roll forward. The 

hip flexors shorten. The cervical spine extends unnaturally toward 

the screen. The glutes deactivate from hours of sitting. The eyes lose 

their capacity for distance,  locked at a fixed focal length for eight 

hours. The cortisol rises from low-grade stress that never resolves 

because the stressor is never a predator you can flee or fight. It is the 

inbox.  It  is  the  deadline.  It  is  the  colleague  whose  tone  you  are 

interpreting.

This is not a minor cost. This is the systematic degradation of your 

power of acting. A body that cannot move well cannot think well. The 

relationship is not metaphorical. It is mechanical. Shallow breathing 

reduces oxygen to the prefrontal cortex.  A compressed diaphragm 

restricts  the  breath.  Chronic  sitting  weakens  the  stability  muscles 



that support posture, which weakens the breath further. The cycle 

compounds.  You become a person who thinks at a lower capacity 

because  you have  allowed your  body to  become a  lower-capacity 

body.

The first  practice:  stand.  Not at  a standing desk,  which is  another 

piece of ofÏce furniture designed to make your captivity ergonomic. 

Stand and walk. Every forty-five minutes, leave the desk. Walk for 

five minutes. Not to the kitchen. Not to a colleague. Walk outside if 

possible. Walk the hallway if not. The point is to restore the body to 

motion, which restores the mind to its full capacity.

The second practice: breathe. The breath at the desk is shallow, high 

in the chest, rapid. It is the breath of a prey animal. Twice an hour, 

take five breaths that fill the belly first, then the ribs, then the chest. 

Slow the exhale. This is not wellness. This is maintenance. The breath 

is the lever that regulates the nervous system. A regulated nervous 

system  thinks  clearly.  A  dysregulated  one  reacts.  Most  workplace 

decisions  are  made  by  dysregulated  nervous  systems  and  called 

strategy.

The third practice: eat for function. The ofÏce feeds you sugar and 

refined carbohydrates because they are cheap and they produce a 

brief spike in energy that mimics engagement. After the spike comes 

the crash. The crash is interpreted as fatigue, which is treated with 

caffeine,  which  produces  another  spike,  which  produces  another 



crash. This is not a diet. It is a metabolic roller coaster that destroys 

your capacity for sustained attention. Eat protein and fat. Skip the 

ofÏce snacks. Drink water. Treat caffeine as a tool, not a foundation.

The  fourth  practice:  sleep  is  non-negotiable.  The  person  who 

sacrifices sleep to work more has misunderstood the exchange. They 

are  borrowing  cognitive  capacity  from  tomorrow  at  compound 

interest. The work they produce at midnight is lower quality than the 

work they would produce at 9 AM after eight hours of sleep. They 

will spend Thursday fixing what they built on Wednesday at 1 AM. 

This is not productivity. It is destruction with a deadline.

The  body  is  the  substrate  of  everything.  Your  career,  your  side 

venture, your exit plan, your freedom. All of it runs on the body. The 

person who ignores the body to advance the career is trading the 

foundation for the structure. The structure will  collapse. It  always 

collapses. Maintain the body and the mind follows. Neglect the body 

and no amount of ambition will compensate.

◆

CHAPTER 34

34. OfÏce Politics Without Contamination

◆



OfÏce politics  is  not  optional.  It  is  the causal  structure of  the 

organization. Who speaks to whom. Whose recommendation carries 
weight. Which alliance determines the budget. The person who says 
"I do not do politics" is not above politics.  They are inside politics 
without knowing it. They are the piece that gets moved.

Spinoza's insight: every finite mode exists in a network of relations. 

You cannot exist in the organization without relations. The question 

is not whether you participate in politics. The question is whether 

you participate adequately. Adequately means with understanding of 

the  causes  and  effects.  Inadequately  means  blindly,  surprised  by 

outcomes you should have predicted.

The first  principle:  map the  power.  Not  the  org  chart,  which is  a 

fiction. The real power. Who makes the decisions when the meeting 

is over and the room is empty. Whose opinion the director trusts. 

Who controls  the budget  line.  This  map is  not  written down.  You 

build  it  by  observation.  Watch  who  is  consulted  before 

announcements. Watch who is present in rooms that have no reason 

to include them. Watch who is promoted and who is passed over, and 

trace the line of relation to the decision-maker.

The second principle: form no factions. Factions are traps. When you 

join a faction, you inherit its enemies. You are bound to its positions 

regardless of merit. When the faction falls, you fall. Spinoza warned 

against binding your power of acting to things outside your control. 

A  faction  is  precisely  this.  Maintain  relations  with  everyone.  Ally 



with no one permanently. Be the person who can work across the 

lines. This makes you useful to all factions and dependent on none.

The  third  principle:  never  gossip.  Gossip  is  the  most  common 

currency  of  ofÏce  politics  and  the  most  destructive.  It  feels  like 

bonding. It is not. It is a mutual exchange of hostages. The person 

who  gossips  with  you  will  gossip  about  you.  When  you  listen  to 

gossip, you are contaminated by it. You now carry information that 

affects  your perception of  people  you have no reason to  perceive 

differently.  You  also  carry  the  risk  that  your  listening  will  be 

reported as agreement. When someone gossips to you, say nothing. 

Change  the  subject.  Leave  the  room.  Do  not  participate,  even 

passively.

The  fourth  principle:  manage  upward.  Your  manager  is  not  your 

friend.  Your  manager  is  a  node  in  the  power  structure  whose 

decisions  affect  your  conditions.  You  must  understand  their 

incentives, their pressures, their fears. Not to manipulate. To align. 

When you understand what your manager needs, you can deliver it, 

and the delivery creates the conditions for your own advancement. 

This  is  not  servility.  It  is  causal  understanding.  The  person  who 

resents their manager and refuses to understand them is the person 

who will be surprised by their own stagnation.

The  fifth  principle:  never  make  it  personal.  The  colleague  who 

undermines you is not your enemy. They are a finite mode acting 



from  their  own  nature,  pursuing  their  own  persistence.  Their 

undermining  is  not  about  you.  It  is  about  them.  When  you 

personalize it, you become emotional, and emotion is the enemy of 

adequate judgment. Respond to the action, not the person. Counter 

the move. Document the pattern. Protect your position. Do not nurse 

a grievance.  Grievances consume energy that belongs to your exit 

plan.

The cleanest approach to ofÏce politics is to be useful, observable, 

and uncontaminated. Useful: your work creates value others depend 

on. Observable: the right people see that value. Uncontaminated: you 

carry no factions, no gossip, no grudges. This combination is rare. It 

makes you the person who is trusted because you have nothing to 

protect  except  your  work.  In  a  political  environment,  trust  is  the 

highest currency. Earn it by being the person who does not trade in 

the lesser currencies.

◆

CHAPTER 35

35. The Art of Being Underestimated

◆



Being underestimated is an advantage you cannot purchase.  It 

must be cultivated.  Most people spend their careers fighting to be 
overestimated.  They  inflate  their  titles,  their  contributions,  their 
proximity to power.  This is  a strategy of exposure.  When you are 
overestimated, you are watched. Your failures are visible. Your gaps 
are documented. You have raised the expectations against which you 
will be measured, and the world is eager to measure you down.

Spinoza's principle: the less you are perceived as a threat, the more 

freedom you have to act. Power that is not seen is power that is not 

opposed. The person who is underestimated moves through rooms 

without triggering the defensive response that more visible operators 

trigger. They are not watched. They are not countered. They are not 

factored into the calculations of others. This invisibility is a resource.

The first tactic: do not correct minor underestimations. If someone 

assumes you are junior when you are senior, let them. If someone 

assumes you contributed less than you did, let them. The correction 

costs  you  nothing  and  gains  you  nothing,  except  the  exposure  of 

being someone who cares about perception. The person who corrects 

every misperception is the person whose self-image is fragile,  and 

fragile self-images are easy to manipulate. Let them think you are 

less. Then do more.

The second tactic:  ask questions you already know the answer to. 

This is not deception. It is calibration. When you ask a question, you 

learn who can answer it and who cannot. You learn the power map 

of knowledge in the room. You also position yourself as a learner, 



which is non-threatening. The person who asks is the person who is 

taught. The person who declares is the person who is challenged. Ask 

first. Declare later, or never.

The third tactic:  let  others  take credit  for  your work in the short 

term. This is painful. It is also strategic. When you fight for credit, 

you  make  enemies.  When  you  let  credit  flow  to  others,  you 

accumulate  goodwill,  and  goodwill  is  a  form  of  power  that 

compounds silently.  The work itself becomes your reputation over 

time. People notice who actually produced the results. They notice 

quietly,  without  the  friction  of  a  public  claim.  The  person  who 

produces  consistently  does  not  need  to  claim.  The  evidence 

accumulates.

The  fourth  tactic:  be  competent  but  not  flashy.  Flash  attracts 

attention. Attention attracts opposition. The flashy performer is the 

person  who  is  watched,  evaluated,  and  eventually  resented.  The 

quiet competent is the person who is relied upon, which is a different 

and  more  durable  form  of  power.  Reliance  creates  dependency. 

Dependency creates leverage.  The person who cannot be replaced 

because they quietly do the work that holds things together has more 

real  power  than  the  person  whose  visibility  exceeds  their 

contribution.

The fifth tactic: keep your plans invisible. This is the most important. 

The side venture, the freedom calculation, the exit strategy. If anyone 



at work knows, you have exposed yourself. Underestimation is not 

just  about  competence.  It  is  about  ambition.  The  person  who  is 

perceived  as  having  no  ambition  outside  the  organization  is  the 

person  who  is  not  watched  for  departure.  They  are  trusted  with 

information because they are assumed to be staying. They are given 

latitude because they are assumed to be loyal. Use this latitude. Use 

this trust. Build the bridge in silence.

The danger of being underestimated is that you begin to believe the 

underestimation. You internalize the lowered expectation and lower 

your  own.  This  is  the  failure  mode.  You  must  hold  two  beliefs 

simultaneously:  the world sees you as less  than you are,  and you 

know exactly what you are. The gap between these is your operating 

space.  It  is  the  room  in  which  you  build  the  exit  without  being 

observed.

Do  not  confuse  this  with  false  modesty.  False  modesty  is  a 

performance, and performances are detected. True underestimation 

is the result of strategic restraint. You do not announce. You do not 

display. You do not correct. You simply act, quietly, in the direction of 

your freedom, while everyone watches the louder people.

◆

CHAPTER 36



36. The Freedom Calculation

◆

There is a number. You do not know it yet, but it exists. It is the 

amount of money you need to walk away. Not to retire. Not to never 
work again. To work on what you choose, at the pace you choose, for 
the people you choose. This number is not abstract. It is calculable. 
And the fact that you have not calculated it is the reason you feel 
trapped.

Spinoza's ethics begins with power. Every thing strives to persist in 

its  being.  For  a  human being,  this  striving  expresses  itself  as  the 

pursuit  of  what  increases  power  and  the  avoidance  of  what 

diminishes  it.  Employment,  for  most  people,  is  a  mixed  case.  It 

provides  the  money  that  sustains  the  body,  but  it  constrains  the 

mind,  and  the  constraint  diminishes  the  power  of  acting.  The 

question is not whether to remain employed. The question is how to 

arrange the conditions under which employment becomes optional 

rather than necessary.

The freedom calculation has three components.

The first is your runway. How many months can you live without 

income before you must take any job? Calculate this precisely. Take 

your  savings,  divide  by  your  monthly  burn  rate,  and  subtract  a 



margin for unexpected expenses. This is your runway. If it is three 

months, you are vulnerable. If it is twelve, you have options. If it is 

twenty-four,  you  have  power.  Every  dollar  you  save  extends  the 

runway, and every month of runway is a month in which you can 

say no, negotiate, build, or wait.

The second is your freedom number. This is the amount of capital 

that, invested conservatively, produces enough income to cover your 

baseline  expenses.  Take  your  annual  expenses,  divide  by  a 

conservative withdrawal rate, typically 3 to 4 percent. If you spend 

$40,000  a  year,  your  freedom number  is  between $1  million  and 

$1.33  million.  This  is  the  number  at  which  employment  becomes 

truly optional. You do not need to reach it to begin building freedom. 

You need to know it so you know what you are building toward.

The third is  your replacement income. This is  what you can earn 

outside the organization. Not what you earn now. What you could 

earn if your side venture scaled, if your consulting rate held, if your 

portfolio  of  work produced what  it  is  capable  of  producing.  Most 

people  dramatically  underestimate  this  because  they  have  never 

tested it. They assume their salary is their value. It is not. Their salary 

is  what  one  employer  pays  for  one  constrained  version  of  their 

capacity.  Unconstrained,  the  same capacity  may produce more or 

less. You will not know until you test.

The calculation is not about the number. It is about the relationship 



between  the  number  and  your  behavior.  Once  you  know  your 

runway, your freedom number, and your replacement income, you 

have a map. Every financial decision can be evaluated against the 

map. Does this purchase extend or shorten the runway? Does this 

project build or delay the replacement income? Does this job change 

accelerate or block the path to the freedom number?

The person who has done the calculation behaves differently from 

the person who has not. The calculated person is not desperate. They 

know exactly what they need and how long it will take. They can take 

risks  that  the  uncalculated  person  cannot,  because  the  risk  is 

bounded by understanding. They can decline opportunities that the 

uncalculated person accepts out of fear, because they know which 

opportunities  move  them toward  freedom and which  move  them 

toward a more comfortable cage.

The most important effect of the calculation is psychological. Fear of 

leaving is always a fear of the unknown. The calculation converts the 

unknown into the known. You know your runway. You know your 

number.  You  know  your  replacement  income.  The  fear  does  not 

disappear, but it becomes specific. You are no longer afraid of "what 

if I cannot survive." You are afraid of a specific shortfall, at a specific 

time,  under  specific  conditions.  Specific  fears  can be  planned for. 

Vague fears paralyze.

Do  the  calculation  tonight.  Use  your  real  numbers,  not  your 



aspirations. The real burn rate. The real savings. The real expenses. 

The number that emerges may be sobering. It may reveal that you 

are further from freedom than you hoped. Good. The adequate idea 

is  the  true  idea.  You  cannot  build  toward  freedom  from  a  false 

estimate of where you are. You can only build from the truth. And 

the truth, once known, is the most powerful cause you have.

◆

CHAPTER 37

37. Building the Bridge

◆

You do not jump from the organization to freedom. You build a 

bridge.  The bridge is  the body of  work,  relationships,  and income 
streams that exist before you leave, growing in parallel with your 
employment, until the day the bridge can carry your full weight. On 
that day, you cross. The mistake most people make is to believe the 
transition is a moment. It is not. It is a construction project that takes 
years, and the years are the point.

Spinoza  taught  that  every  effect  requires  an  adequate  cause. 

Freedom is  an  effect.  The  adequate  cause  is  the  bridge  you  built 

while still employed. The person who quits without a bridge is not 

free. They are falling, and they call the fall freedom because they do 



not understand causation. The bridge is the cause. The crossing is the 

effect.

The bridge has three struts. The first is skill. While employed, you are 

being paid to develop capabilities. Most people use these capabilities 

only for the employer.  This is  a waste.  Every skill  you develop at 

work  is  portable.  The  project  management,  the  stakeholder 

communication,  the  technical  capability,  the  domain  knowledge. 

These  are  yours.  You  carry  them  out  the  door.  The  question  is 

whether you are consciously developing the skills that will matter on 

the other side, or merely accumulating the skills the employer needs.

Audit  your  skills  against  your  intended  future.  If  you  intend  to 

consult,  you  need  client  acquisition,  pricing,  and  delivery.  If  you 

intend  to  build  a  product,  you  need  building,  shipping,  and 

distribution. If you intend to write, you need voice, discipline, and 

audience. Are you developing these at work, or only the skills the 

organization values? If  the latter,  you are building the employer's 

bridge, not yours. Redirect. Find the projects, the roles, the stretch 

assignments that build the skills you need for the bridge. Get paid to 

build your own infrastructure.

The second strut is relationships. The organization gives you access 

to  people  you  would  never  meet  otherwise.  Clients,  vendors, 

partners,  the  senior  leader  who  respects  your  work.  These 

relationships belong to the organization on paper.  They belong to 



you in practice. People work with people, not logos. The relationship 

you build through the employer can continue after the employer is 

gone,  if  you  have  maintained  it  as  a  genuine  human  connection 

rather than a transactional one.

Begin  now.  Keep  a  private  record  of  the  people  you  meet  who 

impress  you.  Not  their  title.  Their  character.  Reach  out  to  them 

outside the context of the current project. Have coffee. Ask what they 

are working on. Offer something without asking for anything. These 

are not networking activities. They are the foundations of the bridge. 

When you leave, these are the people who become your first clients, 

your first collaborators, your first referrals.

The third strut is income. The bridge must produce money before 

you cross it.  This is the test of whether the bridge can carry your 

weight.  If  your side venture produces zero revenue while you are 

employed, it will produce zero revenue the day after you quit, plus 

the added pressure of desperation. Build the income while the salary 

covers  your  baseline.  Start  small.  One  client.  One  contract.  One 

product.  One  subscriber.  The  first  dollar  earned  outside  the 

organization  is  more  important  than  the  ten  thousandth  dollar 

earned inside it, because the first dollar proves the bridge exists.

The bridge takes time. Two years. Three. Sometimes five. This is not 

failure.  This  is  construction.  The  person  who expects  to  quit  and 

figure it out is the person who will return to employment within six 



months, worse off than before, because they have demonstrated to 

themselves  that  they  cannot  survive  without  the  structure.  The 

bridge  prevents  this.  The  bridge  means  you  cross  into  something 

real, not into a void you must fill with panic.

Build  it  quietly.  Build  it  consistently.  Do  not  announce  it.  The 

organization does not need to know. Your colleagues do not need to 

know. The bridge is yours. When it is finished, you will know. And on 

that day, the resignation letter will be the easiest thing you have ever 

written, because it will change nothing. Everything will already have 

changed.

◆

CHAPTER 38

38. The Subscription Model of Independence

◆

The  worst  income  is  the  income  that  stops  when  you  stop.  A 

salary stops when you are fired. An hourly rate stops when you are 
sick. A project fee stops when the project ends. Each of these ties your 
survival to your continuous activity.  You are a machine that must 
run to produce. When the machine stops, the output stops, and the 
output is all you have.



Spinoza's concept of adequate cause applies here. An adequate cause 

is one whose effect follows necessarily from its nature. A salary is an 

inadequate cause of freedom because its nature is to require your 

ongoing presence. It  produces income only under the condition of 

your  submission.  The  effect,  freedom,  does  not  follow  from  this 

cause. It cannot.

The subscription model is different. A subscription produces income 

because of a relationship that was built once and maintained at low 

cost. The work that created the subscription was done in the past. 

The  work  that  maintains  it  is  fractional.  The  income  continues 

because the value continues. The cause and the effect are properly 

aligned. You built something adequate, and the income follows from 

its nature, not from your daily exertion.

There are forms this  takes.  A newsletter  with paid subscribers.  A 

software product with a monthly license. A course that people buy on 

a  rolling  basis.  A  retainer  arrangement  with  a  client  who  values 

ongoing access. A community with a membership fee. Each of these 

is  a  subscription  in  the  broad  sense:  recurring  revenue  from  a 

relationship, not a transaction.

The first principle: build the thing once. The subscription model only 

works  if  the  underlying  value  is  durable.  A  newsletter  that  is 

valuable this month and forgotten next month will churn. A product 

that  solves  a  problem  today  and  is  obsolete  tomorrow  will  lose 



subscribers. You must build something whose value persists across 

time, which means you must understand the problem deeply enough 

to know which problems are permanent and which are fashionable.

The  second principle:  optimize  for  retention,  not  acquisition.  One 

hundred subscribers who stay for three years are worth more than 

one thousand subscribers  who stay for  three months.  The cost  of 

acquisition is paid once. The value of retention compounds. Every 

subscriber who renews is a vote of confidence in the durability of 

your value. Every subscriber who leaves is information. Learn from 

both. But build for the ones who stay.

The  third  principle:  price  for  survival,  then  for  growth.  In  the 

beginning,  the  subscription  must  cover  your  baseline.  If  it  covers 

your  runway,  it  gives  you the  option to  reduce employment.  If  it 

covers your full  expenses, it  gives you the option to leave. Do not 

price  for  luxury.  Price  for  independence.  The  subscription  that 

covers your freedom number, even modestly, is more valuable than 

the one that promises wealth but delivers volatility.

The fourth principle: diversify the base. A single client retainer is a 

subscription, but it is a fragile one. If the client leaves, the income 

stops. Build multiple streams. Not dozens. Three to five is sufÏcient. 

Enough that the loss of any one is survivable. This is the portfolio 

principle  applied  to  income.  Each  stream  is  a  cause  of  income. 

Multiple  causes  mean the  effect,  survival,  follows even when one 



cause fails.

The hardest part is the beginning. The first subscriber is the hardest. 

The first  hundred are  harder  than the  next  thousand.  This  is  the 

valley. Most people quit in the valley because the income does not 

justify the effort, and they are correct in the short term. In the short 

term,  the  salary  is  more  efÏcient.  But  the  salary  is  a  chain.  The 

subscription  is  a  bridge.  You  are  not  optimizing  for  this  month's 

income.  You  are  optimizing  for  the  structure  of  your  income.  A 

structure that depends on your presence is a cage, even if it is a well-

paid cage.  A structure that  depends on a relationship is  a  bridge, 

even if the bridge is modest.

Build the subscription. Let it grow slowly. Let it prove itself while the 

salary underwrites the risk.  When the subscription income equals 

the salary, you will face a choice. That choice is the subject of the 

next chapter.

◆

CHAPTER 39



39. When the Side Venture Becomes the 

Main Venture

◆

There is a moment when the math changes. The side venture that 

was  supplementary  becomes  sufÏcient.  The  income  that  was 
secondary  becomes  primary.  The  job  that  was  the  main  venture 
becomes the obstacle  to  the venture that  now matters  more.  This 
moment is the most dangerous moment in the transition, because the 
decision it demands is irreversible in feeling, even if it is reversible 
in fact.

Spinoza wrote that the mind strives to imagine what increases its 

power of acting and to remember what afÏrms its existence. When 

the  side  venture  grows,  it  increases  your  power.  You  feel  it.  The 

energy, the clarity, the sense that your work is yours. This feeling is 

not illusion. It is the adequate idea of your own power, expressed as 

joy. The danger is that the joy of the side venture makes the job feel 

worse than it is, and you quit before the math actually supports the 

decision.

The threshold is  not when the side income equals the salary.  The 

threshold  is  when  the  side  income  equals  the  salary  minus  the 

benefits,  plus a margin for volatility.  Health insurance,  retirement 



contributions, the employer's share of taxes. These are real costs that 

you will absorb. Add them to your monthly burn rate. Now the side 

income must cover not just your current expenses but the hidden 

expenses the employer was paying. Recalculate the freedom number 

with these costs included.

If  the side income, averaged over six months,  covers the adjusted 

burn rate with a 20 percent margin, the math supports the transition. 

The 20 percent is not arbitrary. It is the volatility buffer. Side income 

fluctuates.  A client  cancels.  A product  launch underperforms.  The 

buffer  absorbs  the  fluctuation  without  forcing  you  back  into 

employment. Without the buffer, one bad month becomes a crisis. 

With the buffer, one bad month is a data point.

The psychological threshold is different from the mathematical one. 

You will  feel  ready before the math supports it,  and you will  feel 

unready  after  the  math  has  supported  it  for  months.  This  is  the 

nature  of  the  transition.  The  feeling  lags  the  reality.  Trust  the 

calculation. The calculation is the adequate idea. The feeling is the 

passive affect, the residue of years of employment conditioning that 

equates the salary with safety.

When you cross the threshold, do not quit dramatically. Do not write 

a manifesto. Do not explain your reasons to people who did not ask. 

Resign with the same economy you used to say no: clearly, briefly, 

without apology. Two weeks notice. A transition document. A clean 



handoff. You are not leaving because you are angry. You are leaving 

because the bridge is finished and the side venture can carry your 

weight.

The first  month after is  disorienting.  The structure that organized 

your days is gone. The calendar that told you where to be is empty. 

The colleagues who provided social context are absent. You will feel 

a  loss  that  the  income  cannot  explain.  This  is  the  loss  of  the 

container.  Employment  was  a  container,  and  containers  provide 

shape.  Without  the  container,  you must  provide  your  own shape. 

This  is  the  real  work  of  independence.  Not  the  work  of  earning 

money. The work of structuring your own time, your own standards, 

your own definition of a day well spent.

The failure mode is returning to the container too quickly. In the first 

difÏcult month, when the side income dips or the loneliness hits, the 

temptation  is  to  take  a  contract,  a  part-time  role,  anything  that 

restores the structure. This is not always wrong. Sometimes a bridge 

contract is the right financial decision. But it must be a choice, not a 

flight.  The  person  who  runs  back  to  employment  at  the  first 

discomfort has not left.  They have taken a vacation from the cage 

and returned because the open air was too large.

Give yourself three months. Three months in which you do not seek 

employment, in which you live on the bridge you built, in which you 

learn the shape of your own days. If after three months the math 



does not hold, adjust. Take a contract. Reduce expenses. But do not 

adjust from fear in week two. Adjust from evidence in month three. 

The difference between fear and evidence is the difference between a 

person who left and a person who visited.

◆

CHAPTER 40

40. The Spinozan Portfolio Career

◆

The  career  you  were  taught  was  a  column.  One  job,  one 

employer,  one  ladder,  climbed rung  by  rung  until  you reached a 
height from which you could not descend and did not want to. This 
structure is obsolete. It was designed for a world in which companies 
lasted fifty years and employees lasted forty. Neither condition holds. 
The column has been replaced by a grid, and the people who thrived 
in the column are the people most disoriented by the grid.

Spinoza's  metaphysics  offers  a  better  model.  Every  finite  mode is 

constituted  by  its  relations.  You  are  not  a  substance.  You  are  a 

pattern of relations: to work, to people, to income, to meaning. The 

portfolio career is the explicit recognition of this. You are not one 

thing.  You  are  a  composition  of  activities  that  together  constitute 

your working life.  The composition is intentional.  Each element is 



chosen because it increases your power of acting, not because it was 

the only option available.

A portfolio career has three to five elements. Fewer is dependency. 

More is dispersion. Three to five income streams, each meaningful, 

each maintained at a level that does not require your full attention 

but  does  require  your  deliberate  care.  The  elements  should  be 

different  enough  that  the  failure  of  one  does  not  cascade  to  the 

others, but related enough that they reinforce each other.

An example. You consult two days a week for clients in your domain. 

You maintain  a  paid  newsletter  that  distills  what  you learn from 

consulting. You have a small product that automates a process you 

repeatedly encounter. You teach a course once a quarter. These four 

elements  are  related:  the  consulting  generates  the  insight,  the 

newsletter distributes it,  the product operationalizes it,  the course 

deepens  it.  But  they  are  independent:  if  consulting  dries  up,  the 

newsletter,  product,  and  course  continue.  If  the  product  fails, 

consulting,  newsletter,  and course continue.  The portfolio  absorbs 

shocks that a single income stream cannot.

The first  principle  of  the  portfolio:  each element  must  be  able  to 

survive the loss of the others. This is the test of independence. If your 

consulting depends on your newsletter for leads, and your newsletter 

depends on your consulting for content, they are not independent. 

They  are  one  stream  wearing  four  costumes.  True  independence 



means each element has its own cause of existence, its own audience, 

its own revenue. They may reinforce each other, but each must be 

able to stand alone.

The second principle: time is the constraint, not money. The portfolio 

career does not fail because it does not earn enough. It fails because 

it demands more time than you have. You must calculate the time 

each element requires, not the income it produces, and ensure the 

total fits within the hours you are willing to work. If the portfolio 

requires sixty hours a week to maintain, you have not built freedom. 

You  have  built  a  more  complex  job.  The  goal  is  not  maximum 

income. The goal is adequate income at a sustainable rhythm.

The third principle:  let  elements die.  A portfolio career is a living 

system, and living systems require pruning. The consulting practice 

that no longer interests you must be ended, not maintained out of 

inertia. The product whose market has shifted must be sunset, not 

propped up with effort that belongs to a newer element. The capacity 

to  end  things  is  the  capacity  to  evolve.  Without  it,  the  portfolio 

becomes a museum of past decisions, each requiring maintenance, 

together consuming the attention that should be building the next 

thing.

The fourth principle:  the portfolio  is  not  the goal.  Freedom is  the 

goal.  The  portfolio  is  the  structure  that  supports  freedom.  If  the 

portfolio has become a source of anxiety,  a set of obligations that 



collectively weigh more than the job you left, you have miscalibrated. 

Reduce. Simplify. Drop the element that produces the least freedom 

per hour of attention. Recalculate. The portfolio should feel lighter 

than  employment,  not  heavier.  If  it  does  not,  the  composition  is 

wrong, and the composition can be changed.

The  person  who  builds  the  portfolio  correctly  has  something  the 

column  never  offered:  the  ability  to  say,  at  any  moment,  "I  am 

reducing  this  element  and  increasing  that  one,"  and  to  have  the 

reduction  and the  increase  both  be  real.  This  is  the  substance  of 

freedom.  Not  the  absence  of  work.  The  presence  of  choice  about 

which work.

◆

CHAPTER 41

41. What Freedom Actually Requires

◆

You have been told that freedom is the absence of constraint. This 

is a child's definition. Freedom is not the absence of constraint. It is 
the presence of adequate power. A stone dropped from a height is 
free  of  constraints  in  the  trivial  sense.  It  has  no  supports,  no 
attachments, no relations. It also has no power. It falls. The falling is 



not freedom. It is necessity unmodified by any capacity to act.

Spinoza understood this.  Freedom, for  him,  is  not  the removal  of 

external causes. It is the development of adequate ideas, such that 

your actions follow from your own nature rather than from external 

forces you do not understand. The free person is not the person with 

no constraints. The free person is the person whose constraints are 

chosen,  understood,  and integrated into a life that expresses their 

power.

What freedom actually requires, then, is not what most people think 

it requires.

It requires money. Not wealth. Money. Enough money that the basic 

conditions of existence, food, shelter, health, do not force you into 

subjection.  The  person who has  calculated  their  freedom number 

and built toward it has done the necessary work. The person who has 

not, who romanticizes freedom without doing the math, will discover 

that freedom without a financial foundation is not freedom. It is a 

different form of precarity, dressed in the language of liberation.

It  requires  structure.  This  is  the  surprise.  The person who leaves 

employment expecting the absence of structure to feel like liberation 

discovers,  within  weeks,  that  the  absence  of  structure  is 

disorientation. The day has no shape. The week has no arc. The work 

that was organized by the organization must now be organized by 

you. This is harder than the work itself.  Most people cannot do it. 



They drift. They become productive in bursts and paralyzed between 

them.  They  mistake  the  paralysis  for  freedom and the  bursts  for 

proof.  The  structure  you  must  build  is  not  the  organization's 

structure. It is your own. A rhythm of work, rest, and attention that 

you  designed  and  that  you  maintain  because  you  understand  its 

purpose.

It requires discipline. Not the discipline of obedience, which is what 

the organization called discipline. The discipline of self-governance. 

You decide what matters. You do it. You decide what does not matter. 

You do not do it. This sounds simple. It is the hardest thing in the 

transition  from  employment  to  independence.  In  employment, 

discipline is enforced by external consequences. In independence, it 

is enforced by internal ones, and internal consequences are quieter, 

slower, and easier to ignore. The person who cannot enforce their 

own standards will, within a year, be back in an ofÏce, grateful for 

the structure they used to resent.

It  requires  solitude.  Independence  is  lonely.  Not  the  loneliness  of 

being  alone,  which  can be  chosen and enjoyed.  The  loneliness  of 

being responsible.  Every  decision is  yours.  Every  failure  is  yours. 

There  is  no  manager  to  absorb  the  blame,  no  team  to  share  the 

weight,  no  organization  to  provide  the  narrative  that  your  work 

matters. You must generate the meaning yourself. This is a capacity 

that  must  be developed.  It  does not  arrive automatically  with the 



resignation letter.

It requires the acceptance of imperfection. The portfolio career, the 

independent life, is messier than employment. The income fluctuates. 

The plans change. The clients leave. The product does not sell. This is 

not failure. This is the texture of a life that is actually being lived, as 

opposed  to  performed.  Employment  smoothed  the  texture.  It 

provided  the  salary  that  arrived  regardless  of  whether  the  work 

mattered.  Independence  removes  the  smoothing.  You  feel  every 

bump. This is the cost of authenticity. Pay it willingly.

It requires the ongoing work of understanding. Spinoza's free person 

is not free because they have escaped the causal order. They are free 

because  they  understand  it.  They  act  from  adequate  ideas.  They 

know why they do what they do. They know what their actions will 

cause.  They  are  not  surprised  by  the  consequences  of  their  own 

choices  because  they  have  thought  them  through.  This 

understanding is not achieved once. It is maintained continually. The 

free person is the person who keeps thinking, keeps recalculating, 

keeps  refining  their  understanding  of  the  causal  relations  that 

constitute their life.

Freedom is not a destination. It is a practice. The practice of adequate 

ideas,  adequate power,  and the discipline to maintain both in the 

face of a world that will constantly try to return you to a state of 

passive affect, where your actions are determined by forces you do 



not understand and cannot control.

◆

CHAPTER 42

42. The Final Adequate Idea

◆

Everything in this book converges on one idea. Not a technique. 

Not a strategy. An idea. The adequate idea of your own power.

Spinoza's philosophy is built  on a single conviction: to understand 

the  cause  of  a  thing  is  to  be  freed  from  the  passivity  that  thing 

produces in you. When you do not understand why you are anxious 

at work, the anxiety controls you. It is a passive affect, an external 

force acting upon you, and you are its patient. When you understand 

the cause of the anxiety, the specific mismatch between your power 

and the demands placed upon it, the anxiety does not disappear. But 

it changes nature. It becomes a signal rather than a master. You can 

act on a signal. You cannot act on a master.

This is the entire project. The chapters on tactics were chapters on 

understanding. How to say no is not a communication technique. It is 



the understanding that every yes diminishes your power of acting, 

and  that  the  protection  of  your  power  requires  the  refusal  of 

demands that exceed your capacity. Email as causal engineering is 

not  a  productivity  hack.  It  is  the  understanding that  every  act  of 

communication  is  an  intervention  in  the  causal  order,  and  that 

inadequate communication diminishes you by scattering your power 

without effect.

The chapters on the body, attention, and ofÏce politics were chapters 

on the  material  conditions  of  power.  Your  power of  acting  is  not 

abstract. It runs on a body that breathes, a mind that attends, and a 

network of  relations that  either supports  or undermines you.  The 

person who neglects any of these has diminished their own power, 

and a diminished power cannot produce freedom.

The chapters on the exit were chapters on causation. Freedom is not 

received.  It  is  caused.  The  bridge  is  the  cause.  The  subscription 

income  is  the  cause.  The  portfolio  is  the  cause.  The  freedom 

calculation is the adequate idea that makes the cause intelligible. You 

do not leap into freedom. You construct it, deliberately, over years, 

from materials you gathered while still inside the structure that was 

holding you.

The final adequate idea is this: you are a cause. Not a patient. Not an 

object upon which the world acts. You are a finite mode of substance, 

a particular expression of the power that constitutes all things, and 



your specific power is the capacity to understand and to act from 

that understanding. The organization, the salary, the manager, the 

meeting,  the  inbox,  none  of  these  are  your  cause.  They  are 

conditions. They act upon you. But they do not determine you, unless 

you let them, by failing to understand them and therefore failing to 

act from your own nature rather than from the external forces that 

would shape you if you did not shape yourself.

The free person, Spinoza wrote, thinks of nothing less than of death, 

and their wisdom is a meditation on life. This is not a consolation. It 

is  a  declaration.  The  free  person  is  not  free  because  they  have 

escaped mortality. They are free because they have made their life 

adequate  to  their  understanding.  They know what  they are.  They 

know what they can do. They do it.

You will  not  be perfectly  free.  No finite mode is.  You will  always 

operate under constraints you did not choose, in conditions you did 

not  create,  with  a  power  that  is  bounded  by  the  nature  of  finite 

existence. This is not a flaw. It is the condition under which all power 

operates. The question is not whether you can eliminate constraints. 

The question is  whether you understand them, and whether your 

actions  follow  from  that  understanding  or  from  the  confusion  of 

passive affect.

The person who has read this book and understood it  will  not be 

transformed.  Transformation is  a  fantasy  of  passive  change,  as  if 



understanding were a force that acts upon you rather than a power 

you exercise. You will not be transformed. You will be equipped. You 

will  have  the  tools:  the  calculation,  the  bridge,  the  portfolio,  the 

discipline of attention, the practice of saying no, the understanding of 

your own body as the substrate of your power. The tools do not make 

you free. Using them does.

Begin where you are. Calculate the number. Protect the attention. Say 

the no you have been avoiding. Build the bridge, one strut at a time, 

in the silence of  a plan you do not announce.  Maintain the body. 

Understand  the  politics  without  being  contaminated  by  them.  Let 

yourself be underestimated, and in the space that underestimation 

creates,  build  the  thing  that  will  make  the  underestimation 

irrelevant.

The final adequate idea is not the end of the work. It is the beginning 

of  it.  The understanding is  not  the  exit.  It  is  the  condition under 

which the exit becomes possible. You now have the understanding. 

The rest is causation.

You are the cause. Act.
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