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Preface: Why We Need to Relearn the Art of Human Relations
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In our time, success has been given a shape that is all too clear.

Income, home, reputation, position—these things seem to form a measurable path.

People are pushed into a world of competition and comparison, rarely stopping to ask: Do these standards truly answer the needs of our hearts?

We see people who navigate the workplace with strategic skill, who move through the business world with ease, who handle social situations with perfect composure.

These figures often become projections of our ideals, and also sources of invisible pressure.

However, it is only when we personally enter into relationships and collaborations that we begin to understand: many of our struggles do not stem from a lack of ability, but from a skewed understanding of the human heart.

We try to trade harshness for respect, only to be met with distance.

We try to trade cleverness for advantage, only to be met with defensiveness.

We try to trade perfection for acceptance, only to be met with alienation.

And so, the questions arise:

Why is it that the harder we try to prove ourselves, the harder it is to get close to others?

Why, in the pursuit of success, do our hearts grow ever more solitary?

This book begins with such questions.

It does not attempt to offer methods for manipulating others, nor does it promise quick-fix techniques. Instead, it returns to an older perspective—how, amidst power, interest, and uncertainty, can we understand each other's motives and adjust our own positions.

Though separated by centuries and civilizations, Guiguzi, the ancient Chinese classic of strategy, and the Western classic The Art of Worldly Wisdom ask the same enduring question: how we observe the world, how we respond to others, and how we ultimately find our place among them.

These texts are neither pure strategy nor abstract ethics, but a kind of practical wisdom that exists between reality and introspection.

This book attempts to build a bridge between ancient thought and the modern condition.

Through the observation of real-life situations, it re-examines the meaning of words, silence, advance and retreat, and waiting.

Not for the sake of winning, but for the sake of not losing our way in a world of change.

If these chapters have any ambition, it is perhaps only to remind the reader of this: in the world of human relations, what is truly worth learning is not how to gain the upper hand, but how to maintain clarity and measure within our connections.

This book is for those who feel weary in their relationships, and also for those who are still willing to think about how to coexist with others.

If you have ever felt a sense of emptiness in the midst of competition, or a sense of loneliness in the midst of a crowd, then perhaps this book can accompany you, in another way, to newly understand the distance between people and the world.
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Part One: 

Core Social Principles
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Chapter 1: Don't Be the "Nice Guy," Be a Person of Value—Creating Scarcity and Exchange Value
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The Root of the Problem

In the landscape of human relationships, a certain type of person is often seen.

They are accustomed to being friendly to everyone, the first to extend a hand when a need arises, never asking questions when a request is made.

They believe that continuous giving will eventually be exchanged for goodwill and respect.

However, experience often points to a different outcome—such kindness is easily taken for granted, rather than seen as a response to be cherished.

The problem is not with kindness itself, but with its lack of differentiation.

When giving loses its boundaries, it ceases to be a choice and becomes a resource that can be accessed at any time.

In economics, value originates from scarcity.

Gold is prized because it is not easily obtained; air is not priced because it is everywhere.

The same principle quietly operates within our relationships.

A person who can be summoned at any moment, because of their availability, seems to have less weight. A person who is selective, who knows how to hold back, is, on the contrary, valued for their finiteness.

From this, we can see that value in a relationship comes not from constant giving, but from choosing when to give.

This is not an encouragement of coldness, but a reminder of measure.

When every act of giving carries a clear boundary, when kindness is no longer an automatic reaction but a conscious decision, only then can it be seen as an exchange, not a depletion.

In this way, relationships can return to a state of balance—not one side endlessly giving, but both sides gradually forming a sense of reciprocity in their responses.

The Consensus of Eastern and Western Wisdom: Value Comes from Scarcity

In the West, Baltasar Gracián, in The Art of Worldly Wisdom, articulated this principle in a very pragmatic way:

"Do not make yourself too easily available... The more difficult a person is to get, the more they are prized... Keep people in a state of 'desire,' not 'satisfaction.'"

He believed that when you are "nice" to everyone, you lose your mystery, your allure. But when you help others selectively and conditionally, you are sending a signal:

"My time and energy are valuable and need to be respected and exchanged."

In the East, Guiguzi, a legendary teacher of strategists in ancient China who focused on the art of understanding human motives, was also deeply versed in this principle. In the "Reactions" chapter of the Guiguzi, he states:

"Words have images, and events have parallels. Through these images and parallels, we can observe what lies beneath."

This means that by observing the words and actions (the images and parallels) of others, one can judge their true intentions and value. A person who always makes easy promises and gives unconditionally, their "image and parallel" is one of being "cheap" and "easily obtainable," and naturally, they will not be cherished.

According to Guiguzi, effective strategy begins with 'Power Assessment' and 'Emotional Intelligence.' You must evaluate the other party's leverage and true motivations before deciding your move. Treating everyone with the same blanket 'niceness' is a strategic failure known as 'naive kindness'—it reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of interpersonal dynamics.

In the "Flying and Clamping" chapter, Guiguzi further points out:

"The art of 'flying and clamping' lies in inducing others to speak, so as to hook their minds."

This means that by guiding the other person to speak, you can probe their inner thoughts. A person who knows how to create a sense of scarcity will make the other person proactively "state" their needs, rather than you proactively "giving." When the other person proactively "asks," only then does your "giving" appear valuable.

Case Study: The Tragedy of the "Nice Guy"

Case 1: The Price of Unlimited Help

I have a friend, Little Li, who is a typical "nice guy." In his company, no matter who asked him for help, he would say "yes" without hesitation. If a colleague needed him to work overtime, he would set aside his own plans; if a friend needed to borrow money, he would transfer it without a second thought; even if a stranger asked him for directions, he would guide them in detail.

At first, he received a lot of praise for this "niceness." Colleagues said he was "easy to get along with," and friends said he was "loyal."

But gradually, things began to change.

Colleagues began to habitually make all sorts of requests, as if he were an "all-purpose assistant." Whenever there was an urgent task, the first person they thought of was Little Li. They even began to say in front of him, without any concealment, "Only you can do this," or "You're so smart, this should be easy for you." Little Li initially felt needed, but gradually, he began to feel used.

Friends started to treat him like an "ATM," coming to him whenever they were in need. They would say, "I know you have money, lend me some," or "You're so capable, help me find a job." Little Li agreed every time, but he found that when he himself ran into difficulties, these friends all disappeared.

His own work and life, because they were occupied by all this "helping," became a mess. He often worked late into the night, busy with other people's projects. His personal time was constantly encroached upon, and his family began to complain that he was never home. His health also began to suffer; he became more and more tired, more and more depressed.

Finally, when he truly ran into difficulties and needed help from others, those he had once helped were nowhere to be found. Only then did he understand that his "niceness" had not won him respect and gratitude, but had instead won him the fate of "being used."

Case 2: The Power of Selective Help

In stark contrast to Little Li was his colleague, Little Wang. Little Wang's help was selective. He would decide whether to help based on the other person's "attitude" and "willingness to reciprocate."

When a colleague asked him for help, he would say, "I'm busy right now, but if this is important, I can help you after X time." When a friend asked to borrow money, he would say, "I can lend it to you, but I need a clear repayment date." When someone tried to take advantage of him, he would say directly, "It's not convenient for me."

At first, some people were disappointed by his "coldness." But gradually, they began to respect him. They discovered that Little Wang's help was "precious" and "worth being thankful for." They began to cherish his time more, and to respect his boundaries more.

And when they truly needed help, they would cherish Little Wang's help even more, and would be even more grateful to him.

More importantly, because Little Wang protected his own time and energy, his work efficiency was higher, and his quality of life was better. He had time to take care of himself, time to spend with his family, and time to develop his own interests. He appeared more energetic, more confident. And this confidence and vitality, in turn, further enhanced his value in the eyes of others.

Applying the Principle: How to Create a Sense of Scarcity


Set "Conditions for Helping":



Don't help everyone unconditionally. Instead, you can set some conditions. For example, you can say, "I can help you, but I need you to do something for me in return." Or, "I can help you, but you need to complete Y task within X time." The benefit of doing this is that it makes the other person understand that your help has a "price" and needs to be "exchanged."


Use "Time" to Create Scarcity:



When someone asks you for help, don't immediately say "yes." Instead, you can say, "I don't have time right now, but I can help you after X time." In this way, you are sending a signal to the other person: "My time is limited and precious." This will make the other person cherish your time more, and will also make them more grateful for your help.


Distinguish Between "Can Help" and "Willing to Help":



Even if you have the ability to help someone, you don't have to. You can say, "I have the ability to help you, but I'm not really willing to right now." Such honesty will often win the other person's respect, because they will understand that you are making a "choice," not being "forced" to help.


Establish an "Expectation of Reciprocity":



When you help others, you can clearly express your expectations. For example, you can say, "I can help you, but I hope you can help me in the future too." Or, "I can help you, but I hope you will thank me." The benefit of doing this is that it can establish a "reciprocal" relationship, rather than a "one-way" one.

Deeper Thought: The Relationship Between Value and Respect

The value of a person is often directly proportional to their "scarcity." When you become "easily obtainable," your value decreases. And when you become "difficult to obtain," your value increases.

Creating a sense of scarcity is, in essence, about protecting your own value. This is not selfishness, but self-respect.

When you respect your own time and energy, others will also respect your time and energy. When you clearly express your boundaries, others will also respect your boundaries.

Starting today, try to change your "nice guy" habits. Don't help everyone without limits, but help selectively and conditionally. You will find that when you become "difficult to ask," you will, on the contrary, become more "precious."
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Chapter 2: Apologize Generously and Directly—The Art of Taking Responsibility
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Why Is Apologizing So Hard?

In the realm of human relationships, no one can walk without ever stumbling. People make mistakes, they hurt others unintentionally, and they feel remorse for their actions afterward.

Mistakes themselves are not rare; what truly sets people apart is their attitude when facing them.

Most people tend to take a step back.

They either try to cover up their faults or shift the responsibility. Language follows, like a self-protective barrier: It wasn't my fault, it was just the circumstances.

Others choose to defend themselves. Reasons are layered upon reasons, motives are painted as well-intentioned, and situations are explained as unavoidable. The mistake is thus wrapped in explanations, yet never directly acknowledged.

However, there is another path.

Not escape, not defense, but acknowledgment.

On the surface, this seems close to showing weakness; on a deeper level, however, it is a form of stability.

When a person can face their own errors and is willing to bear the consequences, what they convey is not fragility, but a certainty of their own standing.

An apology is not self-deprecation, but a way of stepping back into the relationship. When responsibility is caught, the crack has a chance to be mended; trust is no longer just an expectation, but can be placed once more.

Perhaps true strength lies not in never making mistakes, but in being willing to respond with honesty after a mistake has been made.

The Consensus of Eastern and Western Wisdom: Admitting Mistakes is a Sign of Strength

In the West, Baltasar Gracián had a unique insight into "apologizing" in The Art of Worldly Wisdom:

"A person who can face their own mistakes often wins more respect than one who tries to hide them... for the former shows confidence and strength, while the latter shows fear and weakness."

He believed that when you try to justify your mistakes, you are actually sending a signal to the other person: "I am afraid of being blamed, I dare not face my own mistakes." But when you apologize directly, you are sending another signal: "I am strong enough to admit my shortcomings."

In Eastern strategy, while Guiguzi may not explicitly detail the act of 'apologizing,' his philosophy encompasses the profound wisdom of 'advancing by retreating.' The core of the Di Xi (Mending Cracks) chapter focuses on repairing fissures and managing crises. It teaches that one must stabilize the foundation before a minor rift becomes an irreparable breach.
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