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  Foreword


   


   


  Rush, rush, rush! That is how my usual workday is (and, to some extent, my weekends as well). As a senior academic at the ambitious and “Most Happening Campus” at Sunway University, Malaysia, there is a perpetual sense of never having enough time to get everything done, no matter how hard I try not to take on new commitments. The constant juggling of tasks and responsibilities, coupled with the pressure to excel in multiple domains, often leaves me feeling flustered and inadequate. When I had the privilege of reading the manuscript for The Tyranny of Speed by Sandy Clarke and Eugene Tee, the insights from the book spoke to me directly, validating my own struggles with the relentless pace of modern life.


  Sandy, a licensed professional counsellor and co-author with Eugene of Mindfulness and Emotions: Understanding Your Mind and the Benefits of Being Present, serves as a reminder for me to slow down, to stop and smell the roses (or any other flower without a bee in it). His perspectives, rooted in mindfulness practices and from interviews with renowned figures in psychotherapy, including the legendary Dr Irvin Yalom, bring a wealth of relatable examples that illuminate the book’s key points. Sandy is, to me, synonymous with stopping the rush and being aware of our immediate surroundings and internal processes.


  Eugene is a seasoned academic and respected researcher with a Master of Applied Positive Psychology from the University of Pennsylvania under the guidance of Dr Martin Seligman. He complements Sandy’s approach with his methodical understanding of emotions and their impact on our experience of time. Together, they offer a compelling guide to navigating the challenges of our fast-paced world. I first met Eugene at a regional conference on psychology in Singapore in 2016. Since then, we have continued to keep in touch and helped each other on various occasions, including referring each other for several events. I met Sandy through Eugene at a forum where they launched their first book together in 2019. We have since worked with each other one way or another on podcasts and events and promoting each other’s work.


  Coming back to this book that you now have in your hands, as a clinical—and sometimes cynical—psychologist, it is all too easy for me to overlook my own mental health amid the daily rush. Reading The Tyranny of Speed was therapeutic, as it laid bare the factors that drive our compulsion to hurry through life. The authors expertly tie emotional reasoning to our priorities for work, personal growth, and social well-being, emphasising the role of mindfulness in identifying the triggers, opportunities, and maintaining factors behind our hurried existence.


  One of the book’s essential themes is the connection between emotion regulation and time management. Procrastination, for example, is framed not as a time management problem but as an emotional one. By utilising their definition of mindfulness from their first book—“conscientious awareness”—we can better understand our own patterns of thought and emotion that contribute to the feeling of being overwhelmed by the demands on our time. This awareness is crucial in breaking free from the cycle of self-criticism and inadequacy that often accompanies our attempts to keep pace with the world around us. Think about it. Or, better yet, let Owlvin and Owliver illustrate it for you.


  

    [image: Comic showing two owls in conversation. Owliver: Owlwin, what is the first thing you say to yourself when you procrastinate? Owlwin: Easy! "I don't feel like doing this now." Owliver:"Feel"? Owlwin: Oh ya!]

  


  Another key insight from this book is the importance of balancing individual efforts to manage time while recognising the broader social and systemic changes taking place around us. The authors recognise that our struggle with the “tyranny of speed” is not merely a personal battle but one that is deeply influenced by the expectations and norms of our technology-driven, ever-accelerating world. Through the central theme of this book, they offer valuable advice on fostering healthier relationships with ourselves, other people, and technology, emphasising the importance of setting boundaries and cultivating a sense of intentionality in our interactions.


  The Tyranny of Speed reminds me of psychoanalyst Karen Horney’s concept of the “Tyranny of the Should”, which refers to the split between our idealised self and our real self. In today’s digital age, “should” has been replaced by “speed”, as the rapid advancement of technology and the rise of artificial intelligence have created a culture where everything seems to be due yesterday, and we must always be “on” and available. The result is a vicious cycle of distress, where our collective anxieties and hurried lives feed into and fuel each other, creating a pervasive sense of worry and urgency that permeates our society. In our constant rush to keep up with the demands of modern life, we inadvertently contribute to a shared atmosphere of unease, perpetuating the very cycle from which we struggle to break free. Perhaps most importantly, The Tyranny of Speed encourages readers to reconnect with their most cherished values and to use them as a compass for navigating the pressures of daily life. Among my favourite things about the book are the reflection prompts at the end of each chapter, which are powerful tools for recalibrating our sense of self and realigning our intentions with what truly matters to us. By taking the time to consciously examine our priorities and emotional responses, we can begin to break free from the tyranny of speed and live more purposefully. In an age where ancient wisdom is increasingly supported by scientific research, The Tyranny of Speed stands out as a timely and important work. Its blend of science and practice, drawing on mindfulness, emotional intelligence, and healthy relationships with ourselves and others, provides a timely and much-needed antidote to this toxic culture and the unrelenting avalanche of to-dos.


  The book’s insights echo the timeless wisdom found in various philosophical traditions, such as Stoicism, Taoism, and Buddhism, all of which emphasise the importance of self-knowledge, moderation, and cultivating meaningful relationships and experiences that enrich our lives. Sandy and Eugene have written a valuable book that not only diagnoses the problem of our hurried existence but also offers a roadmap for cultivating a more balanced and fulfilling life. Their work serves as a reminder that true well-being lies not in the relentless pursuit of productivity and achievement but in our ability to be present, connect with others, and align our actions with our deepest values. I highly recommend The Tyranny of Speed as a book to read, re-read, and share with others. Its insights are current and evergreen, offering a much-needed perspective on the challenges of living in a fast-paced world. As you embark on this journey of self-discovery and intentional living, may you find the courage to embrace the present moment, connect deeply with what matters most, and savour the richness of a life lived at a more humane pace.


   


  Dr Alvin Lai Onn Ng, DPsych


  Professor of Psychology


  Department of Psychology


  School of Medical and Life Sciences


  Sunway University




  Preface


   


   


  The seed for The Tyranny of Speed was likely planted on a Friday morning in June, 2012. I (Sandy) had just finished a short stay at Amaravati Buddhist monastery, and made my way into London Euston—a major railway station that connects destinations through the UK.


  I was heading back to Glasgow and—as you can imagine—coming from a monastery environment into a hub of hurried commuters was quite the culture shock. Don’t get me wrong—there’s plenty that goes on inside the monastery; it’s not all meditation and chanting. But the feel of life is different.


  I vividly recall watching the busyness unfold all around me and thinking, “Is this how we live? No wonder we’re so stressed!” And again … you might think monastery life is all warm humming and cosy introspection. It sure is a wonderful fantasy, but a monastery doesn’t look after itself—there’s lots to be done.


  Early in my stay at Amaravati, I remember feeling agitated. My mind kept wandering ahead to my to-do list once I returned home; it felt weird not to be tied to a laptop, meeting some deadline, or doing something that surely needs to be done as quickly as possible. As the Buddhists would have it, the mind is never satisfied. Or, perhaps, the mind is conditioned to never be satisfied. On certain social media platforms, we never read, “I’m thrilled to announce I’m perfectly content.” We’re likely instead to read cookie-cutter posts about how the world is volatile and uncertain and that we must keep pushing ourselves, learning, growing, and developing.


  The world will always be volatile and uncertain, and it always has been. Just ask the dinosaurs! I’m sure they all had dreams to optimise their potential. As the saying goes, if you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.


  That leads me to the COVID-19 pandemic years, where the entire world suddenly found itself rushing to make sense of and protect itself against a virus that spread rapidly, disrupting lives, economies, and everyday social routines.


  We were all in the grip of this “new normal” and struggling to juggle home and work life, while figuring out the nuances of the various and shifting social protocols: were they temporary? Was this new normal here to stay? Who knew?


  We also had to deal with the death of loved ones and worrying about whether those remaining—ourselves included—would contract the virus and to what extent it would affect us. In short, the physical, mental and emotional toll it took on all of us was something many of us had never known.


  And yet, the productivity messages kept on coming. As one person posted on X (formerly Twitter), if we didn’t come out of the pandemic with a new business or new skill, we didn’t lack time—we lacked discipline. If there were a Museum of Bad Takes, this might be the opening piece. Around the same time, in 2021, Eugene and I were discussing a report over dinner stating that, in a single year, health-related issues due to overwork killed significantly more people worldwide than malaria—which is still considered a major health problem (more on this later in the book).


  As we talked more about the speed of living across different areas of our lives, it felt like we lived in a tyrannical cycle of endless doing: the biggest room is the room for improvement precisely because it can never be filled. But that doesn’t stop individuals and organisations from demanding that we do more and at quicker speeds than before.


  Tyranny describes something that’s cruel and harsh and wields absolute power. A tyrannical government will dictate every facet of life to the point their citizens will eventually stop living and simply exist.


  And so, The Tyranny of Speed started life as an outline of ideas about how our environment and societal expectations influence our tendencies to rush through our lives in the service of “getting things done.” Let me be clear: nowhere in the book do we argue that we should all build a Zen garden and spend most of our time in blissful repose. Getting things done is important. Growth and development are important. Where the problem lies is how we’re going about getting things done and—often—what important things are we sacrificing in the meantime?


  When I work with clients who are experiencing anticipatory grief (i.e. they know a significant loss is going to happen), I might say something like, “When we lose someone we love, we often wish for one more day. One more day to share that important message, to recount treasured memories, to sing our favourite song together one last time. The time you have right now is your ‘one more day.’ What would you like to do with it?”


  And that’s really what this book is about. It’s not a manifesto against ambition or success—it’s a call to pay attention to what we’re trading away in the race to get ahead. Because when the dust settles, it’s not the pace we kept that will matter most. It’s what—and who—we made time for along the way.


   


  Sandy Clarke




  Introduction


   


   


  There is more to life than increasing its speed.


  Mahatma Gandhi


   


  When was the last time you truly noticed your surroundings on your daily commute? Are you able to describe many of the sights and landmarks you pass every day? If you are struggling to remember, you are not alone. In our fast-paced world, it is all too easy to get caught up in the whirlwind of busyness, rushing from one task to the next without a moment to pause and take in the beauty surrounding us. If you are feeling bad about this, don’t worry. It happens to the best of us—including Buddhist monastics who have been practising mindfulness and meditation for several decades.


  This is a truth that Ajahn Brahm, Buddhist abbot of Bodhinyana Monastery in Perth, Australia, knows all too well. In his book, Opening the Door of Your Heart, he shares a personal anecdote that perfectly illustrates the perils of living life in the fast lane. For 10 years, Ajahn Brahm would make the 2.2-kilometre journey up the hill to his monastery by car, never once having the opportunity to slow down and absorb his surroundings. It was only on one particularly fine day, when he decided to walk instead of drive, that he was struck by the transformation in the landscape. The hillside, which had always seemed so mundane when viewed through a car window, suddenly came alive with a beauty he had never been able to appreciate properly before. As he stopped to take in the scene, the richness and intricacy of the natural world burst into life in a way he had never seen on that familiar stretch.


  This experience led Ajahn Brahm to a profound realisation: when we are moving at speed, our senses don’t have the opportunity to fully engage with what is around us. Life becomes a blur, a series of shadows and impressions that lack depth and vibrancy. Only when we slow down and allow ourselves to be fully present do we give ourselves a chance to truly perceive, to allow our surroundings to leave a lasting imprint on our consciousness. Ajahn Brahm’s anecdote is more than just a charming tale—it is a resounding metaphor for the way many of us live our lives. We are so focused on getting to our destination that we forget to appreciate the journey. We are so intent on ticking off items on our to-do lists that we fail to notice the beauty right in front of us. We are so conditioned to value speed and productivity that we have forgotten how to slow down and savour the moment.


  Nowadays, we are constantly bombarded with messages urging us to do more, be more and achieve more. We are caught in a cycle of relentless productivity, always striving to optimise every moment of our lives. However, as Ajahn Brahm’s story illustrates, this constant need for speed comes at a steep cost. When we’re perpetually in a rush, we miss out on the beauty and wonder surrounding us. We fail to truly see and appreciate the things that matter in life. The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 brought this issue into sharp focus. The enforced slowdown caused by lockdowns and restrictions led many to question whether the pressure to constantly optimise our time is really the key to fulfilment and happiness or if there is something fundamentally misguided about this always-on, forever-available approach to life. These are the questions that The Tyranny of Speed seeks to explore. Over the course of this book, we will examine the pervasive impact of our speed-obsessed culture on important aspects of our lives, from our work and relationships to our personal growth and sense of self. We will also confront the ways in which our constant busyness is eroding our physical and mental health, leaving us stressed, exhausted and unfulfilled.


  However, this is not just a book about the problems of fast-paced living. It is also a reflection on possible remedies. We’ll invite you to imagine a different way of living, one that values presence over productivity, intention over inaction and savouring over striving. We’ll draw on research from psychology, wisdom from philosophy and spirituality, and lessons from our own lived experiences to build a compelling case for the benefits of slowing down.


  In the pages that follow, we argue that slowing down is not about doing less—it is about experiencing more. It is about carving out space in our lives for the things that truly nourish and fulfil us and having the presence of mind to appreciate the beauty in everyday moments. These may seem like small things, but they are the very stuff of life, the moments that give our existence meaning and texture. In a world that glorifies speed and efficiency, the act of slowing down can feel almost revolutionary or plain wrong, depending on your perspective (“I feel so guilty if I take time to rest” is a common refrain). It goes against the grain of everything we have been taught to value. However, as we’ll argue, it is a revolution essential for reclaiming our humanity and our right to a life well-lived. By stepping off the treadmill of constant busyness and resisting the tyranny of speed, we open ourselves up to a richer, more nuanced way of living. We give ourselves the chance to reconnect with what really matters. As the English poet Robert Herrick eloquently reminds us:


   


  Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,


  Old Time is still a-flying;


  And this same flower that smiles today,


  Tomorrow will be dying.


   


  In the first half of our book, we look at some of the ways life has become automatic, monotonous and fast. In the second half, we provide strategies and practices for incorporating a more deliberate way of living into your daily life. We will challenge the notion that slowing down means compromising your ambitions, arguing instead that a more intentional approach to life can help you achieve more of what truly matters to you—deeper relationships, more impactful work, and a greater sense of well-being and purpose.


  At its heart, The Tyranny of Speed is a call to live life on your own terms, to question the narratives (typically found on social media and through corporate-speak) that demand constant optimisation and striving. Ask yourself: What really matters to me? What kind of life do I want to live? What do I want to be remembered for? These are not easy questions, but they are essential ones, especially in the aftermath of the global pandemic, which caused so many of us to re-evaluate our priorities and consider what we want our “new normal” to look like. This book is our contribution to that conversation, a plea not to let this moment of reflection pass without examining the beliefs and behaviours that have led many throughout the world to the point of burnout and disconnection, not just from what they do but also from who they are.


  A slower, more intentional way of living is not just possible but necessary. In a world that is speeding along ever faster, slowing down is an act of personal resistance—a way of saying “No” to the tyranny of speed and “Yes” to the things that make us feel alive. It is a choice to prioritise depth over breadth, quality over quantity, and being over doing. We invite you to join us on this journey, to question the status quo and start experimenting with a different way of being. We do not claim to have all the answers—indeed, the path to a slower, more intentional life will look different for everyone. However, we hope that by asking the right questions and exploring the possibilities, we can inspire you to find your own way and craft a life rich in meaning and joy. This book is our invitation for you (and a reminder to ourselves!) to reclaim the richness and beauty that await us when we step off the hamster wheel of constant busyness. It is our invitation to you to step out of the car and walk (metaphorically)—and, in doing so, to reawaken the joy of living. So, take a deep breath, turn the page, and let us begin.


   


  Sandy Clarke & Eugene Tee, PhD




  Chapter 1


  Why the Rush?


   


   


  Has it ever struck you that life is all memory, except for the one present moment that goes by you so quick you hardly catch it going?


  Tennessee Williams


   


  What makes us do good things? What is it that inspires us to help others in need? If we invite you to think of someone you would call in times of stress, who crosses your mind—and why? If we were to guess the kind of person who made their way to the front of your mind, glowing like a shining example of generosity, we would make some obvious assumptions. That person is kind and consistently so; they possess strong values of care, giving, and perhaps sacrifice. They are loyal. More often than not, they put the needs of others before their own, and they might even subscribe to religious faith or have some spiritual bent. This glimmering angel you have in mind likely strives to serve a purpose bigger than themselves, so, of course, they will endeavour to help anyone in need, let alone their friends. You might even say something like, “I wish I could be more like them—they are what it means to be a wonderful human being”.


  Now, far be it from us to strip you of the notion that the person you have in mind might not be the epitome of goodness your mental snapshot provides. They might be considerate, helpful, and consistently more so than others. It might even be, in the case of this specific individual, that their values and religious or spiritual beliefs contribute to their desire to help others. However, is there more to helping others than meets the eye? Can other factors diminish a person’s will or ability to alleviate the suffering of those in need?


  Many of us might think of “good people” as always being so, regardless of the situation. Psychologists would refer to this as “dispositional factors”—individual characteristics that influence a person’s behaviour and actions. These can include their genes, temperament, personality traits, the environment of their upbringing, and so on. For example, your friend Jon was raised in a loving, spiritual family with caring and attentive parents in a friendly and supportive community. Jon grew up to be conscientious, considerate, and kind, and therefore, he is seen by most as a good person who is always there to lend a hand when needed. These dispositional factors, we can say, have helped Jon to be the kind and helpful person admired by all.


  On the other hand, being a good person in any given situation also depends on what is known as “situational factors”, otherwise known as external factors. These describe influences outside ourselves over which we have little or no immediate control. Situational factors include the environment we find ourselves in, the people around us, our workplace, the school we attend, and any expectations and demands placed upon us. There is another key situational factor we have not yet mentioned which can have a massive effect on our capacity to help others. Of course, like any good clickbait article, you will need to read on a bit further to find out what it is.


  In the 1970s, two behavioural scientists from Princeton University, John Darley and Daniel Batson, wanted to find out what makes people do good for others. In their 1973 paper, From Jerusalem to Jericho: A Study of Situational and Dispositional Variables in Helping Behavior,1 they describe their experiment as being inspired by the parable of The Good Samaritan to get to the heart of whether dispositional or situational factors are more likely to determine whether a person acts in a positive, helpful way. For their study, they decided to recruit students from the Princeton Theological Seminary; in other words, young men hoping to become priests. In total, 40 students took part in the three-day experiment. Upon recruitment, the students believed they were taking part in a study of the vocational careers of seminary students, which partly examined whether the motivation behind students’ religious faith was intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsic motivations describe doing something as its own reward without expecting to receive something in return. An intrinsic motivation for becoming a priest might be, “I want to comfort people in their suffering”. Extrinsic motivations, on the other hand, relate to reward-driven behaviour. So, an extrinsically motivated theology student might confess that joining the priesthood is his way of increasing his chances of getting into Heaven. If you do a good thing, you are positively rewarded in return. The extrinsically motivated theologians might have benefited from a re-reading of Matthew 6:1. (That is right, one of us went to Sunday School!)


  There was, however, a twist in the tale. Unbeknown to the participants, there was a cunning test of their intrinsic goodness that would soon reveal the limitations of people’s kindness, much as we like to think of generosity as something free-flowing and boundless. At the start of the experiment, participants went to one building to fill out some personality questionnaires. They were then asked to proceed to another building to record either a general talk or a brief sermon on The Good Samaritan. The reason given for this was that the current office was “tight on space”, so participants were to walk to a free office in a nearby building to record their talk.


  The students were randomly categorised into three different conditions:


  

    	They were early for the recording, so they had plenty of time to get to the next building.


    	They were just on time, so they should head to the next building now to avoid being late.


    	They were behind schedule, so they needed to rush to make the recording. The poor assistant on the other side was waiting for them to record the talk.


  


  As each of the students made their way through the narrow alleyway to the next building, they encountered a “victim” sitting slumped in a doorway. The victim was a research assistant (who was in on the study’s real aim). The assistant would cough twice and groan in pain as each lone student passed. If asked if he needed help, the victim would give a series of replies, ranging from “No, it’s alright” all the way through to thanking the student if they refused to leave him without getting help. It turned out that whether each student stopped to help the victim had nothing to do with their desire to become priests. It also had nothing to do with the fact that some of them had the story of The Good Samaritan in mind. If it was not either reason, what was the deciding factor on whether or not someone was likely to offer help?


  How much of a hurry they were in.


  According to the results, 63% of the participants who had plenty of time stopped to aid the victim; 45% of those “on time” decided to stop, and just 10% of those who were running late stopped to help the stranger slumped in the doorway. There are three interesting observations to be made from these findings. First, not one of the students could have failed to notice the victim, so those who did not offer help willingly made that choice. Second, these were Princeton students studying to become priests—bright minds who were called to give succour to the poor and the needy and put service before self. Across the three experiment conditions, more than half of the participants chose not to offer help to someone they found struggling in an alleyway. They would have had to step over the victim to get to the next stage of the study they thought was being conducted. Finally, it is fascinating to think that prosocial behaviours are not simply dependent on a person’s inherent kindness or motivations; instead, the time we have (or believe we have) plays an important role in whether or not we choose to behave in helpful ways. As the authors of the study noted in their conclusion, “A person not in a hurry may stop and offer help to a person in distress. A person in a hurry is likely to keep going”—even if they are on their way to talk about The Good Samaritan (and ironically proving the point Jesus was making). The parable serves as an example to “love your neighbour as yourself”, but it seems we might find it challenging to love others when we are in a rush, even in their time of need. To be fair to the Princeton students, as far as we know, Jesus never had to rush for a school assignment. You might be wondering, “What about the students who had plenty of time to reach the other building—surely all of them should have stopped to help the victim?”


  In their paper, Darley and Baston noted that, while the students had plenty of time to reach the building, they appeared “aroused and anxious” after their encounter with the victim. Why? Because they were caught in a dilemma. We think it is likely that most of the students who did not stop actually wanted to offer their assistance; however, they also knew an assistant was waiting for them to record a talk (and they had already committed to the second part of the study). Therefore, some students were caught between helping the victim and fulfilling their commitment. Perhaps they thought another person would soon follow behind to help the stranger, and they were probably reassured if the victim said they were alright. Or maybe—despite having some time—they believed they would be running late if they stopped to offer help. Could the students have stopped to help and still reached the assistant on time? Perhaps. However, the perception of not having enough time would have been enough to have the student hurrying to the next building. Conflict, rather than indifference, made the students carry on without offering assistance simply because somebody depended on them being somewhere else.


  This creative study showed that situational factors like the environment, people and time matter more than dispositional factors like personal traits, upbringing and values. They play a big role in determining if we engage in positive behaviours. We might even have our values and positive beliefs in mind at times when they come in handy, but that does not necessarily mean we will act on them. As the authors observed, the students’ inclination to help did not increase even with the story of The Good Samaritan in mind, but being in a hurry decreased their inclination to help. In their paper, they wrote that “ethics becomes a luxury as the speed of our daily lives increases is at least an accurate description”. They wrote this in 1973. The speed of life has increased quite a bit over the last half-century.


   


  Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!


  The Red Queen (to Alice, in Through the Looking-Glass)


   


  Staying Ahead of Ourselves


  Being in a hurry is not new to the modern age. The Jewish priest and the Levite featured in The Good Samaritan were respected religious figures of their day and would have been considered virtuous people. In encountering the battered, half-dead man as they made their way along the road, they would have been reminded that cleanliness is next to godliness. Avoiding the poor soul in need would have partly been a matter of avoiding uncleanliness and thus remaining “clean”. However, there is also the consideration that the priest and the Levite would have had important matters to tend to and places to be. So, even if they were inclined to help the stranger on the street, their commitments would have compelled them to carry on down the road. The Good Samaritan is a parable that was first shared more than 2,000 years ago. Since then, the world has become smaller and more connected. Our perception of time has changed significantly since the time of the Industrial Revolution, when technological advances began to instil a new message that “time is money”, combined with the old puritanical attitude that “the Devil makes work for idle hands”—a poetic way of reminding us that if we are not being productive with our time, we will soon be up to no good. What better remedy for keeping the Devil at bay than to keep ourselves endlessly busy?


  In his 1936 silent comedy film, Modern Times, Charlie Chaplin portrays his famous “Little Tramp” character as a factory worker who struggles to get to grips with the modern, industrialised world. In one scene, we see Chaplin’s character working at lightspeed alongside his fellow workers to keep up with the assembly line, only for the floor supervisor to come along and tell him he must work even faster. In his attempts to increase his work rate, he burns out. Eventually, he falls inside the conveyor belt and becomes a “cog in the machine” itself—an image many organisations today still conjure even though the nature of work has long since changed from manufacturing to knowledge work. In another absurd scene, the tramp is shown strapped to an automatic feeding machine while his hands continue to work (desk lunches, anyone?). Time is money, and we see the machine being sold to the factory owner as “a practical device which automatically feeds your men while at work. Don’t stop for lunch: be ahead of your competitor. The Billows Feeding Machine will eliminate the lunch hour, increase your production, and decrease your overhead.”


  Modern Times is an entertaining slapstick comedy. It is also one that carries a sincere and sombre message. Made three years before the Second World War, Chaplin warned about the dangers of rapid industrialisation. In 1936, not only were people in danger of becoming overly dependent on machinery, but the relentless advance of technology could also blur the lines between man and machine. What would Chaplin have made of social media, online video calls, smartwatches, and the ability to have almost anything delivered straight to our door without needing to move? Modern technology has brought countless advantages to our age that previous generations would have struggled to imagine. Even so, we do believe in the importance of being mindful of the harmful effects of technical expediency.


  If you were to choose to be born at any point in time in the history of humankind, you could not pick a better time than now. Over the past 70 years, humans have, on average, seen a significant increase in life expectancy. A male born in Malaysia in 1960 could expect to live until 60 years old, whereas a male born in 2019 has a life expectancy of 74 years. For females born in Malaysia, they could expect to live for 61 years on average in 1960, compared to an impressive 78 years’ life expectancy for those born in 2019.2 Across the span of the last seven decades, humans worldwide have been living longer, enjoying healthier and safer lives, as well as being freer, happier and smarter according to Steven Pinker,3 Professor of Psychology at Harvard and author of Enlightenment Now and The Better Angels of Our Nature.


  Yet, despite our increased longevity, material wealth and safety, young people today are suffering from higher levels of stress, depression, anxiety and suicidality compared to previous generations.4 As life becomes more convenient and the world more connected, an interesting paradox has presented itself: while the external world offers increasing comfort and convenience, our inner world struggles to keep up with the changes. As a result, we become mentally and physically affected by the new challenges and demands that come with modern life. Eugene likes to use a phrase to neatly sum up this tension: we are 1.0 systems operating in a 6.0 environment. In other words, there has not been a great deal of change in the modern human species over the last 100,000 years when it comes to the size of our brains, physical stature or capacity.5


  Our environment, however, has changed a great deal, and rapidly so, over a short period. The authors of this book are old enough to remember life before the Internet (and the screeching whines of dial-up modem connections). In the space of a few decades, so much has changed so quickly, and the demands of those rapid changes have placed an enormous strain on both our psychological and physical well-being, as adaptable as we are. Compared to our grandparents and the generations before, the speed of life has left us “increasingly overfed, malnourished, sedentary, sunlight-deficient, sleep-deprived, and socially isolated”.6 These detrimental effects have contributed to an increase in mental health issues, particularly among young people. In our efforts to run as fast as we can just to keep up, our priorities have shifted from those of past generations to current concerns, including greater material wealth, higher status, and the constant pressures to be more, do more, climb higher and work harder. In his book, The Depression Cure, Stephen Ilardi points out that if we were asked, we would not claim that we value things over people. Neither would we say that family, friends and social connections are unimportant. However, as Illardi observes, many of us now live “as if achievement, career advancement, money, material possessions, entertainment, and status matter more”, adding that “such things don’t confer lasting happiness, nor do they protect us from depression. Loved ones do.”


  Sleep deprivation. Malnutrition. Social isolation. Sunlight-deficiency. Sedentary lifestyles. In a world of relative abundance and convenience, why do these problems exist at all? We might be forgiven for thinking that, as our material life becomes increasingly convenient, it would afford us more time to nurture the important things in life. These would include our health and well-being and the social connections that enrich our lives and make us feel like we matter. Instead, many of us will have said (several times, probably) that we “don’t have time” for exercise, self-care or spending more time with loved ones. If we are being honest, these can sometimes feel like another item on the to-do list. And even if we do slow down and spend some time enjoying life for its own sake, a sense of guilt might arise, reminding us that we should be making “better use” of our time, as though doing anything that does not have a productive purpose is the sin of our age. However, running twice as fast to get somewhere also has a downside. It quickly leads to burnout. In our rush to stay ahead of ourselves, life can feel as though it whizzes past like the trees lining the road as we speed past in the car. If we forget to slow down once in a while, we might find that we reach our destination quicker than expected without having enjoyed much of anything at all along the way.


  In 2011, a former palliative care nurse published her first book, The Top Five Regrets of the Dying. Bronnie Ware spent several years caring for people in the final weeks of their lives and wrote about their final reflections in a blog that finally grew into a bestselling book. What is intriguing about their most common regrets is that none of them was about failing to climb the career ladder further or enjoy higher salaries. Not a single one lamented failing to attain a PhD or Professorship, or some other goal-orientated outcome that would have given them more social or professional prestige. The most common of the top five regrets heard over many years by Bronnie Ware was, “I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me”.7 Looking back on their time, patients at the end of their lives realised that many of their ambitions, hopes and dreams went unfulfilled. They had been preoccupied with their “ought self”—a term introduced by ET Higgins’s self-discrepancy theory in the 1980s. Our ought self describes how we think we should be, often according to the expectations we perceive are placed on us by others and societal norms. For example, we might think we should be hardworking, successful, kind, generous and independent, and there is also a good chance these messages would have been instilled in us from an early age. While there is nothing wrong with any of these qualities, by living mostly according to expectations set by others, we risk losing sight of who we are and what is truly important to us. Our “ideal self”, on the other hand, describes how we would like to be. However, living into our ideal self becomes increasingly difficult as we feel more pressured about living a life expected of us rather than the one we want to live. As Ware noted, “Most people had not honoured even a half of their dreams and had to die knowing that it was due to choices they had made or not made. Health brings a freedom very few realise, until they no longer have it.”


   


  Time is more valuable than money. You can get more money, but you cannot get more time.


  Jim Rohn


   


  The Illusion of Forever


  We all have limited time, and none of us knows what will come once our time is up. One thing that is for sure is that we experience this life only once, and despite its hardships, challenges and imperfections, there is so much to enjoy and cherish. Yet, we often approach life as if it were elsewhere, constantly striving to be anywhere but here—reaching for some distant goal or fleeing from imagined threats. Even in moments when we are doing nothing much, there is a certain restlessness that arises as we scroll repeatedly and aimlessly through social media as though we are unsure of what to do with a present moment void of progress, evaluation or some measure that indicates how we are doing. We might begin to sit down and relax after a hard day, but just a few seconds would lapse before our mind looks for the next thing to do. Life has become so busy, so filled with demands and plans that compete for our attention, that it feels alien to live in a moment of simply enjoying life. Have you ever told someone that after a busy day or workweek, you “really need to unplug” or “recharge the batteries”? In the very language that we use, we subconsciously see ourselves as machines that constantly need to be plugged in and switched on, working our way from one task to the next. So often, we reject the gift of the present only to regret it later.


  We might yearn for rest yet feel guilty for taking time out. We ought to be doing something, even if that something is not clearly defined. The more we have on our plates and the less we sleep, the more impressive it appears to a culture that places a premium on the “grind till you drop” mindset. Being busy is a badge of honour: there is no such thing as work-life balance—only integration. Work is life; life is work. Such a slogan would have been at home among the dystopian mantras found in George Orwell’s novel, 1984: “War is peace, “Freedom is slavery, Ignorance is strength” ... work is life. If we are not being productive and constantly busy, what (and who) would we be? A dualistic, either/or response might say that we would be unproductive, useless, idle, inefficient, lazy, helpless or inept. However, a more nuanced consideration would show that a lack of productivity and busyness does not have to mean being idle and inactive. There are many ways to be actively engaged that do not rely on our striving to be an entrepreneur, an intrapreneur (whatever that is), a side hustler, or a continuous learner with a growth mindset who uses their lunchtimes to master data analysis or the intricacies of cryptocurrencies. Perhaps an ideal life might be one in which we are able to tend to all our important commitments while allowing room for enjoying life, doing things that bring us pleasure and—it is a radical idea, we know—having sufficient time for rest without the added guilt and sense of shame. (We believe the phrase, “earn your rest” should be thrown into the nearest black hole, never again to see the light of day.)
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