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“Freedom… is the opportunity for self-discipline” 

[attributed to a French person by Dwight Eisenhower] 

 

 

 

2016 marked my 10-year wedding anniversary and that marriage is the central pillar of my social identity. 

It is where family and friendship coincides, and the basis upon which the meaningful relationships I have 

are developed. 

 

I thought that having children would make me more selfish, because I’d be focusing my efforts and 

attention on propagating my own genes rather than considering humanity as a whole. Friends that I have 

without children tend to be more philosophical, globalist, and interesting. I realise, however, that being a 

parent makes me a role model, and this encourages me to become a better person. It means that when I see 

distant tragedies I feel greater empathy than I did before. Children mimic behaviour and setting a good 

example outweighs instruction. While parenting is a selfish act,1 it can lead to personal development. 

I also thought that the circle of life meant that I care for my children because my parents cared for me. And 

then my children would care for their children and so on. Upbringing passes from one generation to the 

next, with the gift of “becoming a grandparent” being sent back in return. That’s not really a circle though, 

more of a straight line. Indeed, recently I’ve seen how much support and care my grandparents required, 

and how your duties as a child revert back to your parents when they age. Providing grandchildren isn’t 

your ultimate gift to your parents; it is being there. 

I believe that the thread of ancestry to descendants isn’t self-involvement, it’s self-realisation, and this 

essay collates some of the books that I’ve read in pursuit of being a better father, husband, and son. As I 

move through the 4 stages of life2 the content will develop. 

  

                                                
1 See Bryan Caplan’s ‘Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids’, explained in this NPR interview: 
https://www.npr.org/2011/04/22/135612560/selfish-reasons-for-parents-to-enjoy-having-
kids?t=1578340605698 
2 The 4 stages of life are (i) mimicry; (ii) self-discovery; (iii) commitment; and (iv) legacy. It is an 
intuitively convincing progression, but I had a compelling urge to write my memoir before having children. 
I felt that I needed to get a big part of my literary and intellectual legacy complete before I was able to 
commit to a family. See https://markmanson.net/four-stages-of-life. 



 

 

3 

I. Father 
 

“There are parts of the cultural heritage of a society that are more effectively transmitted through 

the family.” FA Hayek, 1960, p.90 

 

When both of my children had turned three it seemed to be a real turning point in terms of their 

development. At three they can (by and large) – talk; talk to adults; sleep at night; dress themselves; feed 

themselves; go to the toilet by themselves. You can leave them in a different room without fearing that 

they’ll die. Horizons open. 

 

When they were growing up I organised their photos into these categories:  

• Newborn (birth – 2 months old) 

• Baby (2 months – 1 year) 

• Toddler (1 year – 3 years).  

When they both turned 3 I went through those albums and made them a printed collection. Since 

then, the photos become less frequent and more of a conflation. Those special, early periods have 

been recorded. It’s passed.  

 

When they were younger, my job was to keep them alive. To survive. But increasingly I understand that 

physical development (i.e. weighing, measuring, testing) has taken a back seat to their emotional and 

mental development. It’s incredible to watch this all happen on a daily basis. It frightens me that my 

daughter’s problems have transitioned from “Daddy I banged my knee” to “Daddy my best friend has 

spread a rumour about me and people are calling me names”. 

Before having my own children, I adhered to Bryan Caplan’s “selfish” school of parenting (which ties 

nicely into free range kids).3 The idea is that: 

• Not being stressed is the biggest gift you can give your children.4 

• If you’re the type of parent who worries about good parenting, you’re almost certainly already a 

good parent. 

• Most of the factors that drive children’s future prospects are outside of your direct control. 

 

Peter Gray’s Free to Learn provides a thought prompting defence of children’s natural desire to learn, and a 

disheartening attack on the outdated school system that imprisons them.5 Primary schools aren’t merely 

                                                
3 For a Guardian review of Caplan’s book, see 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2011/may/15/parenting-less-fuss-more-fun.  
4 Chapter 12 of Steve Peters’ The Chimp Paradox, seems like an excellent guide to diagnosing and dealing 
with chronic stress. 
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safe spaces for jobsworths and nonces, and I have healthy respect for much of the quality teaching that can 

take place. But perhaps the most important thing you want from a primary school is effective role models, 

and yet my son hasn’t had a single male teacher for his whole formal education. It always struck me as 

perverse that the school calendar reflects the outdated farming schedule (the vexing “harvest festival” 

remains something my own children mark even though the abundance of cheap processed food and global 

supply chains makes the concept of a harvest obsolete). Gray goes way beyond this, arguing that schooling 

reflects that type of person we want children to be: 

• Although the ideal hunter-gatherer is assertive, wilful, creative and willing to take risks: hunter 

gatherers’ permissive parenting serves well to foster those traits. 

• The ideal farmer [i.e. serf] is obedient, rule abiding, and conservative; farmers’ strict discipline of 

children seems designed to cultivate those traits… parents use corporal punishment ultimately to 

teach their children to respect the hierarchy of power. 

The question isn’t really what type of child you want to nurture, it’s what skills will be most useful in the 

labour market that your children will find themselves in. And the point isn’t simply that formal schooling is 

unfit for purpose, but that it’s actively bad. (And no, a “school council” or other forms of popularity contest 

doesn’t fix this; they exacerbate it).  

 

By segregating children by age, by caging them in so they can’t avoid those who harass them, by 

indoctrinating them in a setting where competition and winning – being better than others – are the 

highest values, and by denying them any meaningful voice in school governance, we establish the 

breeding grounds for bullying (Gray, 2013, p.79). 

 

Tim Harford’s Messy has a great chapter on openness and adaptability, with plenty of lessons for parents. I 

particularly like the comparison between ladders and climbing walls. Because ladders have rungs in the 

same direction, and an equal distance apart, they stop our thinking. This is why climbing walls (or better 

still, trees) are so much better. They require more mental engagement, they are “messier”, and more 

dangerous. But since children adjust for risk such dangers can be confronted. 

 

“What matters most is not the topic of their play but the skills they’re using while they’re engaged 

in it” Eliot, 2009, p.1366 

  

The key point here is that all play is good. Playing is practice at being a grown up, it’s how children learn 

to be an adult, and Peter Gray (2013) lists 6 main types or play: 

1. Physical play – e.g. tag, wrestling, sword fighting. Trying to pin your kids on the floor to see if 

they can escape is a form of jiu jitsu and develops highly useful safety skills. What I find 

                                                                                                                                            
5 For a video interview see here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zB5_KAOjboc. 
6 Eliot, L., 2009, Pink Brain Blue Brain 
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fascinating is that in the game of tag the thrill is to be chased. No one wants to be the dominant 

player, in the position of power. Simulating a threat is what provides all the pleasure! 

2. Language play – kids spontaneously seek to learn language skills, and they do so through playful 

exploration of sounds (from cooing sounds from around 2 months to babbling when older). Listen 

to kids engaged in role play and they will typically experiment with different voices. It can be 

incredibly annoying to hear, but serves a very useful purpose. When adults play with language we 

call it poetry, or impressions. 

3. Exploratory play – this is how we develop an understanding, and involves imagination and 

creativity. When adults engage in exploratory play we call it science. 

4. Constructive play – perhaps Bob the Builder was so successful because it drew upon the human 

need to build – not just shelter but tools and other devices. Is there anything more human, more 

powerful than fashioning a stick into a sword? Not all constructive play is 3 dimensional, because 

drawing relies on the same skills of generating a physical representation of a mental image. Not all 

constructive play is physical, it can also be virtual (e.g. Minecraft). And construction is as 

intellectual as it is manual – it requires as much design as it does manufacturing. (Writing a story 

is therefore a form of constructive play as well as language play). 

5. Fantasy play – imagination provides the foundation of logical thought, and some of the greatest 

contributions to economics arose from the realm of imagination.7 If this is the area where the 

disjoint between childhood and adulthood is so clear, perhaps it’s the adults who have it wrong. 

I’ve begun playing some Dungeons and Dragons with the kids and published a fictional story.8 I 

embarked on those activities as a way to connect with my children, but found value in their own 

sake. There is a firm link between creative thought, strategic vision, and sound project planning. 

6. Social play – our survival rests on cooperation, we need to curb impulses and find ways to get 

along with each other. Role playing is how children put themselves into the shoes of another 

person, and also prompts negotiation practice. As a professional educator I utilise role playing 

activities all the time – even senior executives find fun in interpersonal games, and acting like a 

child can unlock learning outcomes. 

The 2020 coronavirus pandemic prompted schools to shut down at short notice. It was a remarkable natural 

experiment and I was fascinated by the attempt to emulate school. Some of my observations: 

• Both children, my son in particular, seemed much happier. His behaviour improved, especially on 

a Sunday afternoon/early evening. 

• The structure works well if it serves the kids. Sometimes they wanted to bring the classroom into 

the home, and have a set 30-minute period for an activity. So we made a schedule and they went 

for it. But the main reason for the schedule is that it serves the adults. 

                                                
7 See Aligica, P.D., and Evans, A. J., 2009, “Thought experiments, counterfactuals and comparative 
analysis”, Review of Austrian Economics, 22:225-239. 
8 It’s called Sammi the Monkey and you can find out more here: https://anthonyjevans.com/books/sammi/.  
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• Homeschooling isn’t necessarily the right thing to do. No schooling is a valid option. 

• Evaluation is superfluous. When kids are playing they encounter constant feedback. If one of them 

leaves a role-playing game, the other will know that they’ve failed at the task. If they create a 

tower of cards, and it falls down, they don’t need an adult to tell them that it didn’t work. Kids 

often learn through trial and error and quick, immediate feedback is very useful. Having an 

assessment, at a distant future point in time, doesn’t help the kids. It may be useful for parents, and 

we need to assess students to assess teachers, but if our focus is on learning then assessments 

become less relevant. Indeed, as Gray (2013) argues, they can be counterproductive, “evaluation 

facilitates the performance of those who are already skilled and inhibits that of learners… with 

their incessant monitoring and evaluation of students’ performance, schools seem to be ideally 

designed to boost the performances of those are already good and to interfere with learning” 

(p.133, emphasis added). 

• When you see how much time kids actually spend engaged in a learning activity at school, it’s less 

time than you think. By the time they have all the materials ready, have understood the 

instructions, and are actually engaged in a task, it’s soon time to put things away. 

• They began a role-playing game and set up a tent in the garden. We let them pursue this and they 

played it non-stop for 3 consecutive days. Then they started playing Minecraft. Because they’d 

had so much outdoor time we let them and for pretty much 3 solid days they were in front of a 

screen. But then they moved on to something else. Back into the garden, and loads of football. It 

made me wonder whether at school they are given the solid time required to fully get into an 

activity. If I’m writing an article I need a few days to think about it, before I’m in the right 

headspace for concentrating properly. Maybe school is interval training and they crave focus. 

• We had a simple rule – all play is learning, so any playing is good.9  

• Learning can also come from studying, such as reading books and completing worksheets. This 

isn’t playing, but we encouraged it. And the kids liked it best when we “played” schools. Critically 

though any studying needed to be followed with application, and practice. 

• My main bugbear was TV, and in particular YouTube. This clearly wasn’t play (bad). But my kids 

made a convincing claim that it could be considered studying, since they learn from the videos and 

then apply what they’ve learnt. So we said that if they watch some Minecraft videos, and then play 

Minecraft, that’s ok. And clearly, watching Blue Peter, or other educational shows on TV is 

wholesome.10 But it’s clear to me, as an adult, that most TV that I watch is mindless entertainment. 

It’s pure leisure, used to unwind. So literally the only activity I nagged them not to do was to 

watch shit TV. (And yet I should respect their preferences, be humble as to whether I can identify 

                                                
9 Specifically, all play is learning how to be a grown up. It’s about developing useful skills. This is why 
role play is so important.  
10 Blue Peter is the classic wholesome children’s programme that informs and entertains. See 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/shows/blue-peter. Avid viewers can obtain a special “Blue Peter badge” which 
provides free entry to a range of UK attractions. My daughter and I both have one.  
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the point of certain shows, and acknowledge that their school’s response to the lockdown was to 

massively increase expected screen time). Perhaps the following checklist can be used:  

ü Are you learning something?  

ü Is it age appropriate?  

ü Are you enjoying it? 

When the kids are getting fractious with each other it can be hard to encourage them to play nicely together. 

One strategy I take is to interject myself as a nuisance, and provide them with an even bigger problem. 

Since goal harmony beats team harmony, their behaviour improves. (Think about any Hollywood film 

where a group of people who dislike each other are faced with, and overcome a common problem. “Team 

building” programmes that provide a group challenge is therefore a bit misleading. It’s the imposed goal 

that does the work, not any improved dynamics of the team). Give children shared goals and watch them 

prosper. 

I also think it’s dangerous to view your role as a parent in terms of a debate between the forces of nature 

and the forces of nurture. Really, it’s neither, because: 

“we can be active agents who in part control how those interactions play out…it is the individual 

who is the agent of action” (Mischel, p.278) 

 

Whilst Descartes famously said, “I think, therefore I am”; we might say “I think, therefore I 

can change what I am” (Mischel, p.278). This ties in nicely with my book chapter, “Only Individuals 

Choose”.11 

 

So, I believe in self-improvement, and want to cultivate that in my children. But I also recognise that 

reading to them of an evening is largely for my benefit, and my love of books and reading is part of a far 

broader set of abilities that will impart themselves on my kids in various multifaceted ways… 

We should strive to simplify childhood.12 

 

Kids can be fussy eaters, but if they’re hungry they’ll (largely) eat what’s on offer. Some things I like to do: 

• Have a good quality knife that’s a pleasure to use, and for snacks cut fruit carpaccio with 

some nuts and raisins.  

• Minimise washing up and cooking complexity. Serve items separately, prison style, so 

they can’t complain that one element is stopping them from eating.  

• Serve vegetables before the rest of the meal. 

                                                
11 Evans, A.J., 2010, “Only Individuals Choose”, in Boettke, Peter J., (Ed.) Handbook on Contemporary 
Austrian Economics, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
12 Here’s a nice article on simplifying childhood: https://raisedgood.com/extraordinary-things-happen-
when-we-simplify-childhood/. 
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• Don’t force them to eat leaves – as The Economist reports, “some biologists speculate 

that children’s famously finicky attitude to eating up their greens is actually a sensible 

reaction to a world where lots of plants are toxic.”13  

An instinctive aversion to mushrooms is totally sensible. If they’re not old enough to rationally comprehend 

that the food on their plate is safe, maybe wait until they are. It’s hard to fight sensible, inbuilt evolutionary 

impulses. If you try to, have patience and take small steps.  

“The same goes for new situations. Imagine a child who’d more afraid of the ocean than other kids 

the same age. Thoughtful parents recognize that this fear is natural and even wise; the ocean is 

indeed dangerous. They they don’t allow her to spend the summer on the safety of the dunes, and 

neither do they throw her in the water and expect her to swim. Instead they signal that they 

understand her unease, while urging her to take small steps. Maybe they play in the sand for a few 

days with the ocean waves crashing at a safe distance. Then one day they approach the water’s 

edge, perhaps with the child riding on the parent’s shoulders. They wait for calm weather, or low 

tide, to immerse a toes then a foot, then a knee. They don’t rush; every small step is a giant stride 

in the child’s world. When ultimately she learns to swim like a fish, she has reached a crucial 

turning point in her relationship not only with water but also with fear.” (Cain, 2012, p.249) 

There are some simple steps to cope with feelings of nervousness: 

• Smile 

• Stand up straight 

• Make eye contact 

And if children are worried about new situations, practice them. Arrive early. Walk through the process. 

Find the concern and walk through a routine.14  

 

I like being silly: 

 
And I don’t feel ashamed of “Dad jokes”: 

                                                
13 See “Thyme to touch” The Economist, November 16th 2013 
14 I try to arrive early whenever I make a public speech and “own” the space. In group work I recognise that 
my usefulness can come from tasks such as chairing or note taking rather than making spontaneous 
contributions or unplanned remarks. Having an agenda, and asking people to prepare comments in advance, 
are ways to cater to different people. Chapter 11 of Cain (2012) has excellent advice for parents of children 
that are introverts.  
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The sibling relationship is an important one, and only superficially amounts to bullying. I see it more as a 

form of testing boundaries of love and engaging in counter signalling. 

• To our friends we are nice (with signals such as asking them how they are, sharing our food, etc). 

• But with our close friends we take the piss, trip them up, because only friends would find that 

funny. 

Teasing with siblings is the ultimate bond of security and love because only a confident peacock can cut off 

their tail. It isn’t that we can “be ourselves”, but that we can test elements of ourselves in a safe 

environment. 

 

Just before my daughter’s 5th birthday I attempted to do the classic Marshmallow Test.15 

Interestingly, I failed. I found it too difficult to leave her on her own, and stopped it after just 5 minutes. I 

then set up a camera for my son (he’d turned 3 a couple of months before) and managed to get to 10 

minutes. The kids seemed better at it than I was! The test is as follows: 

• Set them up in a quiet room with a bell, a plate with 1 marshmallow on it, and a plate with 2 

marshmallows on it. 

• The instructions are: If you want to eat a marshmallow you need to ring the bell to call me back 

into the room. I will be close by and we can stop whenever you want. However, if you don’t ring 

the bell, and wait until I come back into the room myself, you can have 2 marshmallows. 

• The standard test is for 20 minutes. As mentioned, without a monitoring device I found this 

unbearable! 

                                                
15 Read about the Stanford marshmallow experiment here 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanford_marshmallow_experiment. For a book on the principle more 
broadly, The Marshmallow Test, by Walter Mischel.  
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The “test” is one of self-control, which is an important prerequisite for independence.16 But the purpose of 

the experiment is not really to categorise your child. It’s not about trying to measure the extent of their self-

control. It’s more about seeing how they cope with situations that require self-control, and then using that 

as a basis to develop their skills. (Note that like many seminal psychological studies the marshmallow test 

has failed to replicate.17 Variables such as household income may underpin self-control and later 

performance, and in certain situations (e.g. low household income) a focus on present resources is perfectly 

sensible. I don’t think this undermines the usefulness of the test, it merely shows that we should exercise 

caution before making too many causal claims). 

 

Generally speaking, self-control is easier when we cool the present and heat the future. Being hot makes 

us react quickly to emotional stimuli, and triggers our feelings. Babies are often “hot” in this sense, 

responding to immediate and stressful conditions. And from an evolutionary perspective this was very 

important for dealing with danger. The cool system is slower to operate, more reflective and aids rational 

and strategic thinking. It is only fully developed in young adults, and is not the natural way to deal with 

pressure. But in situations where you want to exercise self-control, the crucial thing is to recognise the need 

to move from hot to cool thinking. Mischel mentions how: 

• Create a distraction (my daughter did this by finding a notepad and drawing a picture). 

• Make the focus of your attention more abstract (i.e. think of the shape, or the colour, rather than 

the feel or the taste). 

• Imagine that you’re looking at a picture, rather than the real thing. 

                                                
16 It’s so hard to incubate independence, but I’m sure waiting for them to come to you for help before 
intervening must play a key role.   
17 See https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2018/6/6/17413000/marshmallow-test-replication-mischel-
psychology 
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• Ask what someone else in your position would do. 

• Sing to yourself. 

• Have a mantra. 

 

Ultimately what these have in common is that you’re generating cognitive distance between yourself and 

the temptation. You can heat the future by imaging the pleasure you will get from achieving your goal. 

(Another option is chunking. Split an extended commitment into smaller periods with rewards at whichever 

intervals required to keep on track). 

An example of a regular marshmallow test that I engage in is that I don’t eat any popcorn before a movie 

starts. I must confess to being a little militaristic about encouraging my children to adopt the same rule, but 

it does give me pleasure to see them adopt if for themselves, on occasion.18  

At Christmas I insist that they have a single advent calendar to share, and remind them that when I grew up 

I was one of three. The point isn’t cost, or gluttony. It’s building the anticipating and the sense of shared 

self-control. I remember at school hearing about friends who’d eat the chocolate from their entire advent 

calendar in one go. I found this deplorable, and unfathomable. 

 

Recipe for ensuring success 

1. Track progress (ensure it’s done in a visible, prominent place) 

2. Celebrate milestones 

3. Use encouraging posters 

4. Involve other people (either as company or for encouragement) 

 

Young children do not have well developed causal reasoning, and this is perhaps why negotiations are so 

fraught. I try to make clear “If/Then” scenarios (e.g. “if you don’t eat your dinner then you won’t get any 

pudding”, or “if you eat your dinner then you will get pudding”) and then follow through. I find that if a 

threat isn’t credible (e.g. “if you don’t stop crying then I’ll leave you here” or “if you don’t tidy your room 

then we won’t go to the zoo”) your bluff will be called. Writing down an “If/Then” scenario makes me 

more likely to follow through, and generate credibility. 

 

Self-esteem is how you view yourself in comparison to others. (Be careful of allowing innate 

feelings of jealousy and insecurity drive your self-esteem. Remember that all humans are created 

equal.) 

Self-confidence is what you believe you are capable of doing. 

 

                                                
18 The actual rule that I follow is that I don’t start eating popcorn until the first sustained dialogue within 
the film. But I permit them to adopt the weaker version of just waiting for the movie to start. After all, I’m 
not a monster! 
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According to Temple Grandin, “observant teachers can tell the difference between a massive fear reaction 

and the calculated use of bad behaviour to avoid tasks the person does not want to do” (Thinking 

in Pictures, p.175). I must not be an observant teacher, because I can rarely tell whether my kids are 

genuinely scared of something or simply trying to get out of a task. Perhaps they’re such good actors 

because they’ve convinced themselves… 

 

Do our children see us being hard on ourselves and exercising delayed gratification? It’s hard, because a lot 

of our gratification (in my case a glass of wine and a TV show) comes when they’re asleep. But we should 

demonstrate it. Indeed the main objective is to make good behaviour an intrinsic goal, so we’re not 

rewarding behaviour but seeing that behaviour as a reward in itself. 

 

“If you aren’t consistent and are tough on your children but lenient with yourself, there is a good 

chance they’ll adopt the self-reward standards you modelled, not the ones you imposed on them” 

(Mischel p.225) 

 

Don’t hot house but do provide a focal point for learning. It’s your job to ensure it isn’t stressful but give 

them an attainable target and watch them flourish as they rise to meet it. Kids love a goal.  

 

Make sure you set tasks that get progressively harder. Yes, it feels good to iron your shirts for the week and 

you deserve a beer at the end of it. But are you improving? (No!) This is why playing a musical instrument 

is such a good means of development – as you get better it doesn’t get easier. The challenge progresses 

with your abilities. The same thing applies to games such as Lego.  So do things that have the potential for 

unlimited growth. Then you can avoid the Narcissism Epidemic by focusing on the pursuit of success 

and not protection from failure.19 

 

Even something as simple as a card game, where the skill set involves paying attention, memory, thinking 

ahead – these are the basic building blocks of intelligence.  A standard deck of cards holds infinite 

potential. I’ve never played chess myself, but I’ve tried to learn with my kids. We started off with a single 

piece each, with a simple objective (e.g. reach the end of the board). Once we’d understood the rule for 

each piece in isolation, we began combining them. Each day they begged me to learn how the queen could 

move, or to let them use all of their pawns. Any yet as soon as we had a full board, their interest declined. 

Partly because it was so much more complex, but also, I believe, because they’d experiences a sense of 

achievement and wanted a different activity.  

 

                                                
19 For more on the narcissism epidemic see here: https://health.usnews.com/health-news/family-
health/brain-and-behavior/articles/2009/04/21/narcissism-epidemic-why-there-are-so-many-narcissists-
now.  
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As they get older, don’t worry too much about screen time. Social media use doesn’t lead to anxiety or 

suicide,20 there’s no evidence that screen time damages mental health21 and “There is no evidence that 

killing animated characters on a screen increases a person’s likelihood of harming people in real life” 

(Gray, 2013, p.179). The problem with screen time is not that it’s damaging, but the opportunity cost of 

what they might otherwise be doing. But it’s only a cost to them if they that feel they’re missing out. If you 

are worried about screen time just recognise that video games are one of the rare situations where kids play 

freely, “without adult intervention and direction” (Gray 2013, p.11). Video games are a closer substitute to 

television than to outdoor play, but if they don’t have opportunities to play outdoors with other kids, don’t 

be surprised that they play indoors with computers. Interacting with a device helps reading, typing, 

dexterity, and spatial awareness. Encourage them to play creative and social games, where they interact 

(safely) with others.22 

 

When I think back to my own childhood, there was a noticeable difference between playing with kids of 

different ages outside of school, versus being with friends the same age within school. My best times were 

meeting new people on campsites or after school “Friday club”. Perhaps the biggest downside of school is 

the obstruction to mixed age play. Young people gain through observation and seeing what comes next – 

“part of the natural process of growing up is to look ahead, at those who are further along but not so far 

along as to be out of reach” (Gray, 2013, p.191). Older children can also provide an alternative to parental 

supervision, creating space for younger children to shine in a safe environment. Peter Gray (2013) retells an 

occasion where “I could not possibly have felt so tall if an adult were next to me” (p.221). 

Benefits of mix age play to older children: Leadership (and nurturing); Teaching experience; 

Justification for creative play. 

Benefits of mix age play to younger children: Observe new skills; Receive inspiration; Receive 

care and emotional support. 

 

One way to replicate that is by holidaying with friends who have their own children, or spending lots of 

time with cousins. The best thing to give you kids in the summer holidays is other kids of different ages to 

pay with. Consider whether your child experiences child culture, where the mixture of age groups permits 

rituals to pass on to future “generations”, independent of adult supervision. This isn’t to say that mixed age 

play beats same age play. No doubt your best friends will be of similar age, and oftentimes, for many 

things, same age is optimal. But facilitating mixed age play on top of that can have additional benefits, and 

giving children the freedom to choose who they play with is key. 

                                                
20 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jul/07/too-much-screen-time-hurts-kids-where-is-
evidence 
21 https://nyti.ms/2TAfpuy 
22 This isn’t to say that I haven’t ever resorted to unplugging their Nintendo Switch to force them outside 
more. I’m worried that too much screen time makes them ill-tempered and damages their posture. We’ve 
tried to agree on some set rules around when to play, and how long for. But I recognise that my instincts 
may be wrong on this.  
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I believe the worst words you can say to a child are “Because I say so”. As David Deutsch points out, those 

four simple words contain many themes of false and bad philosophy.23  

(i) It doesn’t serve as an explanation. It could explain anything, and thus explains nothing. 

(ii) It only addresses “the form of the question, and not the substance”. It is about who is 

speaking, not what is spoken. “That is the opposite of truth seeking”. 

(iii) It “reinterprets a request for a true explanation” (“why is this?”) as a “request for justification” 

(“who approves this?”). 

(iv) It “confuses the non-existent authority for ideas with human authority” (resting on power).   

(v) It claims to “stand outside the jurisdiction of normal criticism.” 

 

*** 

 
Teach kids about moral dilemmas, which “arise when two legitimate moral values clash” (Brooks 

2015, p.258). They are not mere dilemmas. 

 

If you have a mere dilemma, however, and can’t decide which option to take try to pre-live them both. Our 

instinct is to favour our present self’s opinion of what one’s future self should want to do. Rather, we 

should recognise that our future self will be pretty similar to our present self, and if something wouldn’t be 

enjoyable today, we shouldn’t commit to doing it down the line. “When my graduate students are fortunate 

enough to have more than one job offer and are tortured about their decision, I suggest that they imagine, as 

concretely as they can, living life in each job, one full day at a time, as if the job were happening now” 

(Mischel, p,133). If the prospect of doing an activity in a few days time doesn’t excite you, don’t commit to 

it in the distant future. 

 

I have two concrete examples of advice I acquired from having read Mischel. 

1. My daughter was given a speaking role for the school nativity and expressed concerns about 

having to talk in front of everyone. 

• I showed her some videos of me doing public speaking and explained the process by 

which I learnt how to do it (i.e. I shared similar worries in a similar situation) 

• We practiced in front of a smaller audience of adults 

• We spoke about breathing as a way to remain calm 

• In other words, the way to deal with phobias is to allow them to watch someone they trust 

encounter the problem in a calm, step-by-step manner, and then follow them. 

2. My son would often have tantrums where he’d seem unable to calm down by himself. 

• I took a photo of him and asked him to explain what he saw. This provided a little 

distance and engaged the cooler part of his brain. 

                                                
23 Deutsch, D., 2011, The Beginning of Infinity, Penguin, p.311. 
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• When it comes to tantrums – don’t isolate or punish just try to talk them down and show 

them how to calm down. If children haven’t yet learned out to regulate their emotions 

isolation is counterproductive. You don’t get children to act better by making them feel 

worse. 24 

 

Looking back, I have two main regrets about my parenting choices. The first is the overreliance I had on 

my wife’s sobriety when we returned home from dates. One night when she was away I realised that the 

alcohol I’d consumed would have put me over the legal driving limit. I played out a scenario where one of 

my kids was ill in the night, and I’d be responsible for their safety and wellbeing. I’d been naïve to assume 

that once they’re asleep the evening becomes mine and I can totally relax, have a drink, and watch a movie. 

It prompted me to think of the occasions when I’d returned home from a night out, paid the babysitter, and 

just zonked asleep. Neither my wife nor I would have been in a fit state to drive the car but I knew that 

she’d be competent and functional. So my ability to enjoy a night out with friends rested on her sense of 

responsibility. I also read studies showing that even when asleep children can be affected by raised voices 

and stressful situations. I comforted myself on the fact that my wife and I don’t argue loudly, scream at 

each other, or create an environment that would scare a child. And yet I thought about all the violence in 

the movies that we’ve watched late at night. I thought about the sub-woofer and the mangled efforts to 

reduce the volume when we anticipate gun shots. I reflected on going to give my daughter a kiss goodnight 

and hearing a torture seen shaking the floorboards from the room below. Now, if my wife is away I only 

have 1 glass of wine. If we’ve used a baby sitter I won’t get too drunk. And I use subtitles for some movies 

so that we have the volume on lower. I should have been doing those things all along. 

 

Mishel (p.251) provides some dimensions for what constitutes character (which is , or “an engraved set of 

disciplined habits, a settled disposition to do good” (Brooks 2015, p.53)). Character is our private 

behaviour, and personality is our public impression. Virtue is what we do when no one is watching, it’s 

what we “put out into the world” (Cain, 2012, p.70). 

I think it’s useful to reflect on whether you can find good examples of each of the following: 

• Self-control 

• Focus on the goal – “I paid attention and resisted distractions” 

• Temper control – “I remained calm even when criticised or otherwise provoked” 

• Grit – “I finished whatever I began” 

• Optimism – “I stayed motivated, even when things didn’t go well” 

• Zest – “I approached new situations with excitement and energy” 

• Social intelligence – “I demonstrate respect for the feelings of others” 

                                                
24 For an article on why time outs and taking away toys doesn’t work, see 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/parenting/science-says-no-to-time-outs-so-whats-a-parent-to-do-
with-an-unruly-kid/article28434433/?cmpid=rss1&click=sf_globe.  
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• Curiosity – “I wondered whether…” 

• Gratitude – “Thank you” 

 

According to Rachel Simmons’, ‘Odd Girl Out’, girls are under intense social pressure to be considered 

“nice”. Fights between boys are seen as a predictable side effect of male adolescence, but for girls it is seen 

as deviant behaviour. This encourages their aggressive acts to be indirect or covert. Since boys benefit from 

the fact that it’s more socially acceptable for them to misbehave, they have less need to subterfuge their 

conflicts. But conflicts are part of any relationship and don’t necessarily threaten them. I think the key 

causes of problems are: 

(1) School – i.e. involuntary social intensity 

(2) Boredom, and the focus on trivial personality issues 

The solution is perspective, which can be provided by travel and education.25  

 

Children do have some control over the friends they make, and the social situations that they’re exposed to. 

A good point is to choose friends based on your bond, not status/popularity. The goal for helping a child in 

a complex social dilemma is to make them stronger and more self-loving. Here’s some advice on how to 

bully-proof your child:26 

• Don’t just walk away – this disempowers them and will not be an effective strategy throughout 

life. Bullying shouldn’t be ignored or handed over to an adult to deal with. Strategies to confront 

and cope need to be developed. 

• Don’t hit back – this means that the other person involved is controlling your behaviour, whereas 

you want your behaviour to influence the other person’s actions. Act with independence and 

define yourself separately to the conduct of other people.  

• Don’t label – casting roles as “bully” and “victim” can be counterproductive. It may be overly 

simplistic (the “bully” is probably reflecting and rehearsing behaviour that they’ve experienced, as 

a “victim”, in other contexts), and it is dangerous to treat yourself as a victim. Splitting between 

bullies and victims caricatures memories (and can also perpetuate a stereotype that women are non 

aggressive). 

• Listen – acknowledge their pain even if it appears minor to you, encourage and reward them for 

confiding in you, don’t judge their behaviour, don’t make it about you, retain their autonomy. 

Treat everything in confidence and don’t seize control. Don’t over react and don’t ever let them 

regret confiding in you. Disassociate yourself. Show unconditional love.  

• Make the home a sanctuary – give them physical and emotional space.  

                                                
25 It can help to understand that it’s a common problem but this needs to be done without detracting from 
the unique situation. There’s a fine line between “you’re not the only one” and “here’s my experience”. 
26 These notes are based on a newspaper cutting where Elaine Harrington, London director of the Parent 
Practice, spoke to Anna Maxted; and Chapter 9 of Simmons, 2005, Odd Girl Out. Page 239 has some good 
examples of leading questions.  



 

 

17 

• Keep a record – document specific incidents and make clear distinctions between mild banter that 

might be misunderstood and clear examples of physical, mental, or social aggression.  

• Don’t accuse other parents – approach this as a broader issue that requires communication rather 

than a personal issue that prompts defensiveness and argument. 

• Build self-esteem – if children are focusing on events that damage their self-esteem, ensure you 

are doing enough to help build it. Praise specific achievements and cultivate a positive impression. 

• Teach strategies – if the problem is related to social media confront those formats and devise 

strategies. Banning the use won’t work.  

• Rehearse effective responses – saying “that’s not kind” can be a simple rebuttal to an attempt to 

create a confrontation. Give children concrete ideas to cope and let them practice. 

• Find an alternative – if the bullying takes place in school, ensure there’s other opportunities for 

socialising and opportunities to develop in different directions. Mix up dynamics and spend time 

with different friends. Use outside clubs. Change routines to avoid unnecessary conflict. 

 

In ‘Cinderella Ate my Daughter’, Peggy Orenstein mentions a study that compared New Year’s resolutions 

of girls at the end of the nineteenth century with those at the end of the twentieth century (p.140). This is an 

example from the past: 

Resolved: to think before speaking. To work seriously. To be self-restrained in conversations and 

actions. Not to let my thoughts wonder. To be dignified. Interest myself more in others 

Compared to: 

I will try to make myself better in any way I possibly can… I will lose weight, get new lenses, 

already got new haircut, good makeup, new clothes and accessories. 

 

I found it interesting how Simmons unpicked attention seeking behaviour. For example, the phrase “I’m so 

fat” services three purposes. It’s one upmanship (because it alludes to the fact that other people really are 

fat). It seeks positive reinforcement (i.e. “oh no you’re not”). And it’s putting oneself down, which signals 

that you don’t want to be seen as “all that”.  

I found David Brooks’ ‘The Road to Character’ to be a useful resource (although I didn’t like feeling as if 

he was trying to convert me, and I think he uses economic thinking as a strawman – individualism isn’t 

necessarily atomising27). The main conflict of vision that underpins it is whether you believe that humans 

are risen apes, capable of anything we wish to achieve (and that our pure heart is the best guide to realise 

what that is); or fallen angels, capable of greatness but constantly having to strive against ourselves.28 

 

                                                
27 Again, see Evans, A.J., 2010, “Only Individuals Choose”, in Boettke, Peter J., (Ed.) Handbook on 
Contemporary Austrian Economics, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
28 For a short video by David Brooks on these themes see https://youtu.be/xYP1K42n2pc.  
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Our brains evolved for the relevant tasks of survival and the phenomenal pace of technological and social 

change imply that our instincts won’t always be correct. 

• There’s an elephant in the brain. Robin Hanson’s point is that we are a PR machine for 

ourselves, attempting to rationalise and explain our behaviour. The “elephant” in our brain is the 

mental flaws we pretend not to be aware of – the contradiction between what we say about 

ourselves and our actions. Revealed preference can go a long way. 

• There’s a chimp in the brain. Steve Peters uses a nice analogy of how the “chimp” part of our 

brain, responsible for survival, can dominate our “computer” and “human” parts. The chimp is 

geared toward quick, clear, emotional decisions with little regard for long term implications. We 

can tell if the chimp is in control if we’re doing things we don’t want to do or feeling things we 

don’t wish to feel. The problem is that chimps are quicker and stronger than humans so in real 

time we can’t wrestle control. Instead, we need to put systems in place that reduce the chimp’s 

impact. The chimp isn’t us, we don’t have to follow it. 

• Let the chimp out every now and then, speak honestly and openly in a conducive 

environment. 

• Box it – rationalise your behaviour and train the chimp to accept the human point of view 

• Reward it – bribe the chimp to let you complete a task with the offer of a future treat. 

• Distract it – engage in an activity (e.g. counting to 10) to give your human time to get 

involved. 

Most worry is the chimp being in charge, and typically happens at night. When my children are 

worried about something and can’t get to sleep I want to hear the problem (i.e. exercise the chimp 

until it tires) but recognise that worry can feed into itself and sometimes it’s best to recognise that 

the chimp is in charge, it’s time for sleep, and things will seem better in the morning.29 

 

According to Kurt Hahn, founder of Gordonstoun, there were 6 societal ills:30 

• Lack of physical fitness 

• Decline of initiative and enterprise 

• Decline of imagination 

• Decline of craftsmanship 

                                                
29 My chimp is particularly worried about stairs, for some reason. Sometimes when we’ve stayed away 
from home I’ve been unable to sleep due to a fear that the kids will be up in the night and fall down the 
stairs. On one occasion, I was unsatisfied by attempts to fashion a stairgate and resorted to sleeping on the 
landing like some sort of protective guard dog. Now I recognise that this is the chimp being in full control, 
I’m better at saying to myself “it’s a valid concern but we have taken reasonable efforts to minimise the 
risk and it isn’t as dangerous as it feels. This instinct to worry comes from a good place, but isn’t helpful 
right now.” 
30 Gordonstoun is a famous Scottish public school that the Duke of Edinburgh attended. His desire for his 
son, the Prince of Wales, to attend despite the heir’s notoriously sensitive character was controversial and 
featured heavily in Season 2 of The Crown. See https://www.radiotimes.com/news/on-demand/2019-03-
25/the-crown-season-2-prince-charles/.  
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• Decline of self-discipline 

• Decline of compassion 

 

If you aim to please others, or to win, you are destined to fail. The best aim in life is personal excellence, 

which means “doing your best, regardless of the standard that you achieve” (Peters, 2012, p.261). Personal 

excellence is always achievable, but never a given. Doing your best is different to achieving your best. You 

can fall short of an attainable goal, but if you do so make sure it’s due to bad luck or the excellence of 

others, and not through a lack of planning and commitment. If you don’t do your best, you’re not trying.  

Your confidence should stem on the parts you control, and not on the outcome. When you take an exam 

you can place your confidence on the fact that you will do your best. That’s better than placing your 

confidence on your ability to get a high score. The former can relax and calm you. The latter will drive 

anxiety and fear. 
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II. Husband 
 

“Marriages are exposures. We may be heroes to our spouses but we may not be idols.”  

[Leon Wieseltier’s wedding toast to Cass Sunstein and Samantha Power (see Brooks 2016, p.176)] 

 

• Follow the strengths of your resume virtues – what it says on a CV 

• Focus on the weaknesses of your eulogy virtues – what people would say at a funeral 

 

I devoured the Neapolitan Novels by Elena Ferrante because I understand them to represent the best 

glimpse into the intensity and rivalry of close female relationships. I thought it would help me understand 

my daughter as she approaches adolescence, but then recognised the relevance more broadly. All 

relationships are a balance between the fear of isolation (which is why some people stay in bad 

relationships) and fear of suffocation (which is why some people leave good ones).31 

 

I’m sure that financial stability is a keystone of a stable marriage. Not because material things matter, but 

because poverty is horrible. Being wealthy means: 

- The luxury of a big shop (i.e. fewer high frequency tasks, such as daily shopping, that are 

necessary due to liquidity constraints) 

- Consumer durables (such as bikes and shoes) are bought when they’re needed, instead of special 

occasions 

- Minor losses can be absorbed (e.g. unexpected bills don’t impact living standards) 

- A guest bedroom 

 

I’m sympathetic to the concept of the “mental load”.32 The gist is that husbands may believe that they share 

in the workload by offering to help, but this reinforces the view that it is the wife’s responsibility to 

organise. But in the same way that free-riding can often be at route a disagreement about the value of the 

task, we should avoid the assumption that there’s a fixed amount of “work” that needs doing. In other 

words, a prior conversation needs to occur about whether an activity needs to take place. And if it does, an 

agreement about roles and responsibilities. This is crucial because otherwise an attempt to share the mental 

load may in fact duplicate it. I think that the key factors are: 

• Develop better routines – to paraphrase WH Auden, routines are not monotony they are in fact a 

sign of ambition. They “provide the scaffolding with which you can build your best life” (Tim 

Farris). 

                                                
31 The key reasons why people remain with unsuitable partners are (i) the (unlikely) hope that things will 
change; (ii) the fear of abandonment.  
32 See here https://english.emmaclit.com/2017/05/20/you-shouldve-asked/. 
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• Better communication. Talk about where you are on a love map:33 

 
Remember that romance is cheap. I was reading a list of the most romantic holiday destinations and one 

mentioned Paris, 

… it’s not known as the City of Love for nothing. Grab a baguette, some Brie, and a bottle of wine, 

and have a romantic picnic by the Seine – yes, drinking outside is legal. 

So that was our 10th wedding anniversary (albeit followed by a trip to the ‘Caveau de la huchette’)… 

 

Read novels: they refine our ability to understand other people and enlarge our experiences. 

Don’t read novels: they turn us into psychopaths. 

 

The early stages of a relationship are all about getting to know each other. As memory fades, and people 

develop, it’s worth checking in. One way to do this is to complete the Proust Questionnaire over a nice 

bottle of wine. 34 

 

I think I’m a better husband when I am alert, relaxed, and communicating well. To improve these things, I 

find the following useful: 

1. Have a sleep plan. Nothing prepares you for the tiredness of being a parent, and when we had two 

children both under two I felt permanently knackered. Being tired makes one irritable and unable 

to think clearly. A sleep plan will always be far easier for men to achieve than women (because 
                                                
33 For more love maps see https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/allegorical-maps-of-love-courtship-
and-matrimony.  
34 https://www.vanityfair.com/magazine/2000/01/proust-questionnaire. I’ve removed a few of the questions 
that I don’t really understand. 
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they tend to be the first responders) but all the more reason to have one. Adopting a sleep plan 

meant that I now enjoy getting up before 8am. It has become a normal part of my routine and this 

has helped massively. (If you struggled to wake up early, The Chimp Paradox has good advice on 

how to get out of bed. It involves the distraction of a countdown that links voice to action. So, for 

example, on 5 you wiggle your toes, on 4 draw back the sheets, on 3 sit up, on 2 get out of bed, on 

1 raise two hands in triumph. “Reasoning with the Chimp about getting out of bed generally 

doesn’t work. Blocking the Chimp from thinking can be used in a lot of different scenarios with 

good effect” (Peters, 2012, p.66)). 

2. Minimise commuting. As Eli Dourado reports: “In a survey, Kahneman and Krueger find that 

commuting is one of our most unpleasant experiences. Happiness research suggests that although 

you can adapt to most negative shocks in your life, you can’t adapt to a long commute. Long 

commuters are more likely to divorce and less likely to exercise. Adding 20 minutes to your 

commute leads to as much job dissatisfaction as a 19-percent pay cut.”35 

3. Mindfulness. The basic principle is highly compatible with being a secular hermit and I try to find 

time for sporadic meditation. I like the Headspace app so much I no longer feel that I need 

it.36 Good diet and exercise is also crucial for this. 

4. Find a vocation – which is a “problem addressed by an activity you intrinsically enjoy”. You 

don’t find that by looking within and finding your own passion, you must look without and 

consider what life wants from us (see Brooks, 2015 p.266). 

5. Have a purpose. The simple act of starting each day with a short, written list of objectives gives 

you direction and a sense of achievement. Ensure your purpose is aligned, or better still, shared 

with your partner. 

6. Choose kindness (be generous about intentions) not contempt (negativity). Attributing bad 

intentions is a classic sign of being a miserable person.37 

7. Smile – it makes you relax and is contagious. 

8. Take time for each other. It’s easy to be busy but being busy is a decision.38 We make time for 

priorities (note we don’t “find” time) and should treat the most important people as a priority. Be 

careful about making your partner the residual claimant for your time. Most of us run out of time. 

9. Consider accelerators and brakes. Adding accelerators won’t work if the problem is the brake. 

10. Turn in the same direction. If in conversation there’s a distraction, e.g. “look! There’s a 

goldfinch!” are you turning towards each other (i.e. is this an instance of shared joy), or turning 

away from each other (i.e. I’d rather think about that instead).  

 

                                                
35 See https://elidourado.com/blog/move-the-needle-on-progress/ for links to those studies. 
36 https://www.headspace.com/headspace-meditation-app. 
37 See https://www.alternet.org/2018/06/here-are-14-habits-highly-miserable-people/.  
38 In this video Debbie Millman explains how busyness is a decision that you make. As I often say to 
students: “You had enough time, but you made a choice not to prioritise this task.”  
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Another consideration, and something I want to write about at length, is to understand the distinction 

between introverts and extroverts. Susan Cain’s 2012 book Quiet has had a big impact on me – I 

remember reading it with a big bottle of Peroni and a Pollo Forza in the Pizza Express at Hong Kong 

airport, gobsmacked at recognising some of my own habits and idiosyncrasies, and enlightened by the 

explanation for why I do them. For example, I’ve always been frustrated and annoyed at having to go to the 

toilet prior to any public speaking event. I cursed my weak bladder and resorted to abstaining from eating 

or drinking for several hours before a talk. And although there is an element of nerves having a 

physiological role, I learnt that it isn’t about bodily functions at all. It’s a need to be alone, and sheltered, to 

generate energy.  

Another example is that I couldn’t reconcile my ability and capability at public speaking with being 

naturally shy.39 Well, it turns out that many successful actors are introverts. It’s perfectly compatible to be 

socially reticent but commanding on stage.  

Some key points about introverts: 

• We don’t want to come “out of our shell” – it’s part of our skeletal system.40 

• We don’t feel that being more outgoing is desirable. 

• We’re not afraid to speak up, we’re just overstimulated and struggling to cope. 

• We have two ears and one mouth, and use them in that proportion. 

• We’re better observers than participants. 

• We need space for contemplation – sterile airports and neutral hotel rooms are great for this.  

• We’re thin skinned, literally. We’re more likely to sweat and have higher blood pressure.  

• We can self-monitor (i.e. modifying our behaviour by taking cues from people around us) but this 

isn’t meant to be a deception. It’s a strategy born from modesty and a desire to fit in without 

knowing how to do so.   

• We may appear to be aloof and unfriendly but when overwhelmed by negative emotions (such as 

shame or anxiety) we struggle to recognise other people’s needs. 

• We only enjoy small talk with people who we’ve already formed a serious connection with.  

• We slow down when we’ve made an error, we don’t speed up. 

• We hiss when threatened (“back off”), instead of biting (attacking). 

• We stay home on New Year’s Eve. 

 

My strategies for big public events are to do things that I think benefit my career; but (1) accept that I find 

it difficult, and it takes a toll; (2) get training to help; (3) reward myself when complete. 41  

                                                
39 I don’t mind considering myself to be shy, but according to Cain it can be a mistake to use this label with 
children, “she’ll believe the label and experience nervousness as a fixed trait rather than an emotion she can 
control” (2012, p.249). 
40 There’s a common myth that a tortoise lives inside it’s shell. The shell is in fact part of the tortoise.  
41 David Freeman has written a great article on his experience in a leadership position at the ONS, as an 
introvert. See https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/working-leading-introvert-ons-david-freeman-1f/. 



 

 

24 

I am conscious of the fact that I free ride a little on my wife’s commitment to our local community, but I 

also think that we should challenge the widespread implication that community interaction is always 

enhancing. As Mary Douglas said, “now is the time for realism, for saying quite coolly that community 

imposes constraints on individual members. Anyone who wants to criticise rampant individualism should 

remember how a real community works, the censorship it deploys, the exclusions and downgradings and 

ostracism”.42  

 

Chapter 10 of Quiet, focuses on the communication gap between different personality types. What I found 

especially useful is instead of debating which activities to do, talk about what it is about a specific activity 

that you do or do not enjoy. This opens up the potential for modifying an activity in a way that makes it 

mutually tolerable (or perhaps even beneficial). It provides a strategy to help fix a problem rather than 

avoid it. The example in the book is that Greg is outgoing and Emily is more pensive. He wants regular big 

dinner parties with lots of guests, and she wants a quiet night in. Their solution is to hold an event only 

once a month; with buffet style food (i.e. not sit down); and Emily isn’t obliged to mingle. A regular date 

night is a good communication facilitator because it involves alcohol but doesn’t involve children.  

 

There is also good guidance for dealing with trauma (Brooks 2015, p.100): 

1. Show up – provide a ministry of presence. 

2. Never compare – this situation is unique, and it isn’t about you. 

3. Do the practical things – e.g. make lunch, tidy, get affairs in order. 

4. Don’t minimise what is going on – platitudes aren’t necessary, and sometimes things aren’t for the 

best. 

 

The four red flags of a relationship are:43 

• Criticism 

• Contempt 

• Defensiveness 

• Stonewalling 

 

Listen to jealousy, it’s “an ugly emotion but it tells the truth” (Cain, 2012, p.218). Be wary of depression, 

“hunger leads to eating and satiety, fear leads to flight, lust leads to sex. But sorrow is an exception. Sorrow 

doesn’t direct you towards its own cure. Sorrow builds upon sorrow” (Brooks 2015, p.226). And according 

to Samuel Johnson, “The safe and general antidote against sorrow is employment”. 

Relational aggression comes in several forms.  

                                                
42 Douglas, M., and Isherwood, B., (1979) The World of Goods, (Routledge, 1996 edition, p. xxii) 
43 See https://www.stylist.co.uk/life/break-up-divorce-relationship-love-breakup-reason-why-affair-
celebrity-split-brangelina-advice-expert/66167.  
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i. Indirect aggression (e.g. silent treatment) 

ii. Social aggression (e.g. targeting self-esteem or social status via rumour spreading) 

It includes non-verbal gesturing and the use of body language.  

 

I am worried about the fact that divorce is contagious.44 My daughter was about 8 before any of the circle 

of friends that we know through her baby group, or school, got divorced. I wondered if there’d be a tipping 

point, where once someone has gone first, it lowers the pressure on others. It seems to have happened. I’ve 

always been critical of people who divorce, especially if they have children, believing that marriage vows 

are real and should be clung to. Some say, “well if they aren’t happy they should move on”. I think they 

should choose to be happy. The idea that a marriage can end because people “grow apart” is incoherent to 

me. So, when I hear that friends are having difficulties, I would encourage them to stay together, and to 

work through it as adults. Attending to the health of the marriage of other people is important public duty.  

By saving their marriage, I strengthen my own. Accordingly, undermining their marriage, would be 

undermining my own, and destroying society. 

 

Ensure that you’re aligned on where common tasks fit on the following matrix: 

 
And don’t ignore the bottom right until they become important and urgent.45 

 

I grew up placing a premium on integrity, and practically actively seeking situations in which to 

demonstrate the righteous path. I remember a professional situation where I had a choice to make. One 

option was to do what I considered to be the right thing – consistent with the law and ethical custom. But I 

knew that it would have a negative impact on other people. I chose to do it, and commended my courage. 

And yet I didn’t bear the cost. In hindsight, it was a selfish act, and I could have overlooked it. Brooks 

(2015, p.160) uses an example from Mary Anne Evans: 

“Yes, she had an obligation to follow her individual conscience… but it was her moral duty to 

mute her own impulses by considering their effect on others and on the social fabric of the 
                                                
44 McDermott, R., Fowler, J., and Christakis, N., “Breaking Up is Hard to Do, Unless Everyone Else is 
Doing it Too: Social Network Effects on Divorce in a Longitudinal Sample” Social Forces, 92(2):491-519 
45 See “Stephen Covey RIP”, The Economist, July 21st 2012 
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community…. By the time Mary Anne Evans became the novelist George Eliot, she was an 

avowed enemy of that kind of stark grandstanding.” 

 

I used to have a blasé attitude towards sin, equating it to doing something “naughty”. But Brooks (p.56) 

shows a plethora of examples that demonstrate how dangerous our (inevitable) sins are for the social order. 

 
Guilt, blame and regret are important emotions that tell us when we’ve done something wrong and need to 

make amends. But once we’ve recognised this, and shown suitable remorse, they’ve served their purpose. 

“Living with guilt, blame or regret is a terrible stick that will destroy any chance of happiness or 

constructive living. Think carefully if you are using these against yourself and ask what purpose they 

serve” (Peters 2012, p.266). 

 

After they had both retired my parents began competitive carriage driving.46 They became very good at it, 

winning many national events and reaching an international standard. Although my mother has always 

loved horses and rode throughout her adult life, it was an entirely new endeavour for my father. But he 

jumped into it whole heartedly and clearly enjoyed it a great deal. What struck me was that it was an 

activity that combined three different skillsets: 

(i) Physical – it constituted great exercise for both the driver and the groom, requiring 

stamina and strength. It was an outdoor activity that can be done in all weather.  

(ii) Mental – both parties need to plan and then memorise their routes. The night before a 

competition you would need to go over the plan and visualise the routine. All of the 

actions needed to be timed and then adjusted based on conditions.  

(iii) Teamwork – they needed each other’s skills. My mother was excellent at 

communicating with the horse and having a competitive streak. My father was 

excellent at monitoring the progress and communicating with the driver.  

I’d love to find a shared hobby that performs a similar function. 

  
                                                
46 This is where one person (the driver) is in a seated position on the carriage and using reins to steer a 
horse. Another person (the groom) stands on the back of the carriage and is responsible for shifting the 
weight to compensate for sudden changes in speed and direction. My parents used a single horse (April) but 
carriage driving can be done with pairs or fours. A competition involves three activities: dressage 
(assessment is made with regard to the appearance of the competitors and their ability to perform, from 
memory, some pre-set movements); cones (the carriage needs to clear a circuit within a time constraint and 
gets penalised for making contact with gates; and marathon (competitors need to complete a lengthy circuit 
to an imposed time constraint, with a series of obstacles that need to be navigated at speed). To some extent 
you can see that competitive carriage driving is defined to test physical, mental and teamwork skills.  
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III. Son 
 

Take your job seriously, but never yourself. 

 

My parents are fit and healthy and I’m thankful. We go on physically demanding holidays and I cherish my 

time with them. I have seen my grandparents age, and recognise the closing chapters of a life well lived. 

That experience made me want to learn more about the end. 

 

I highly recommend ‘Being Mortal’ by Atul Gawande.47 He argues that,  

“Our most cruel failure in how we treat the sick and the aged is the failure to recognise that they 

have priorities beyond merely being safe and living longer; that the chance to shape one’s story is 

essential to sustaining meaning in life; that we have opportunity to refashion our institutions, our 

culture, our conversations in ways that transform the possibilities for the last chapters of 

everyone’s lives (p.243). 

The goal of modern healthcare is to keep the elderly alive and safe but this is usually because we shy away 

from difficult conversations about what quality of life is important to them, and what trade-offs they are 

willing to make. People with serious illness often have priorities other than extending their life at any cost, 

including “strengthening relationships with family and friends; being mentally aware; not being a burden 

on others, and achieving a sense that their life is complete (p.155). Because we often delay this 

conversation until it’s too late, we care for the elderly in an intrusive, expensive, and unsatisfactory way. 

Some steps to mitigate this: 

• Talk early and often about care home desires (the 3 plagues of nursing home existence are 

boredom, loneliness, and helplessness, but my prediction is that “being put in a home” will 

become less of a problem over time as people will be more likely to associate care homes with 

university halls rather than a military barracks.) 

• Be prepared to ask tough questions, such as:  

• What is your understanding of what is happening to you, and the potential outcomes? 

• What are your fears if X does happen? What are your hopes? 

• What are your goals if the condition worsens? How do you want to spend your time if the 

condition worsens? What course of action bests serves your understanding of the 

situation? Who do you want to make your decisions? 

• What trade-offs are you willing and no willing to make? 

• Have a living will or advanced healthcare directive.48 Some key questions that a hospital may ask 

include: 1. Do you want to be resuscitated if your heart stops; 2. Do you want aggressive 

                                                
47 For a Guardian review see here: http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/oct/22/being-mortal-medicine-
what-matters-atul-gawande-review. 
48 For example, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Advance_healthcare_directive. 
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treatments such as intubation and mechanical ventilation; 3. Do you want antibiotics; 4. Do you 

want tube or intravenous feeding if you can’t eat on your own? (p.179). 

 

I fear not being able to engage in independent living, and then daily living (p.15).  

8 activities of independent daily living 8 activities of daily living 

1. Going to the shops 

2. Preparing food 

3. Housekeeping 

4. Laundry 

5. Manage medications 

6. Make phone calls 

7. Travel independently 

8. Handle finances 

1. Use the bathroom 

2. Eat 

3. Dress 

4. Bathe 

5. Groom 

6. Get out of bed 

7. Get out of a chair 

8. Walk 

 

When I get old, I’ll want to have a pet bird. They provide spontaneity, companionship, and the chance to 

take care of something (p.125). I can’t see myself living in England, hobbling around a pedestrianised city 

centre underneath a chilly and overcast sky. Give me a wooden shack near a beach on the edge of the Black 

sea. The first time I fall I’ll know that’s the end of my independence, and I’ll need care. And I know that 

the probability of having a fall reaches 100% when the following conditions are met: poor balance; muscle 

weakness; and on more than 4 prescriptive medications (p.40).  

 

Reading Peter Singer’s Practical Ethics was a revelation for me because it explained how movements away 

from a sanctity of life approach are about increasing the moral significance of animals, without detracting 

from the moral significance of intellectually impaired, physically disabled or terminally ill human beings. 

By challenging the speciesism that produces arbitrary distinctions between human and non-humans, we 

should either take animal death more serious, human death less seriously, or a bit of both. My interpretation 

is as follows:  

- Life is a journey 

- It’s wrong to start a doomed one 

- The more you plan and prepare for a life, the worse it is not to proceed (babies) 

- Ending it right when you’re still figuring out what kind of journey it will be is especially tragic 

(children) 

- All journeys will come to end, may they be long, interesting, and not finished before their time 

(elderly) 
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Singer provides some difficult, but sensible ideas on when we might decide to end that journey for 

ourselves (p.201): 

Euthanasia is justified when the person killed: 
1. Lacks the ability to consent to death, because they lack the capacity to understand the choice 

between their own continued existence of non-existence, or 
2. Have the capacity to choose between their own continued life or death and to make an informed, 

voluntary, and settled decision to die. 
 

 

The sensitive person: “just sits simply through the nights of pain and darkness, being practical, human, 

simple, and direct” (p.101). As Montaigne recognised, we don’t have to learn how to die: 

“If you don’t know how to die, don’t worry; Nature will tell you what to do on the spot, fully and 

adequately. She will do the job perfectly for you; don’t bother your head about it.” 

 

So don’t worry. 
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