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In 2011, Marc Andreessen famously wrote, “Software is eating the world.” He cited the example of Borders, one of the largest brick-and-mortar bookstores, which famously decided to hand over its online business to Amazon.

Amazon is now worth $1.3 trillion. Borders, on the other hand, no longer exists.

In the years since Andreessen made this statement, the world has witnessed a litter of companies that have folded under the tsunami of the software wave, often touted as the “Third Industrial Revolution.” Blockbuster and Circuit City, to name a few, have become clichéd business school case studies of what not to do in the face of fast-moving technological changes. In reality, no company was left untouched.

Then came the pandemic. Not that you need me to remind you, of course.

Vast populations across the world were forced indoors. The lucky ones used the internet and software to stay in business. Every industry had to find innovative ways to conduct business in a zero-touch fashion. The ubiquity of QR codes is a sobering reminder of this trend.

During this phase of the so-called Third Industrial Revolution, not only did more companies consume more software; some companies turned into software. Comcast, Hulu, DoorDash, etc. are all now pieces of software we carry around in our pockets. Companies that couldn’t adapt just went away.

With AI, we are now dead center of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

Many companies are poised to become AI driven, or as the last round taught us, they will turn into AI themselves.

Unlike the last round, though, this time it’s not merely the adoption of technology that will decide the mortality of businesses. Rather, it is going to be about how companies manage the fuel powering all AI.

Data.

The piles and piles of bits and bytes of information companies have amassed in databases. What many don’t realize is that their data defines the identity of the company itself. It’s not so different to how we humans are defined by the years of data we collect in the form of our memories. These memories inform our perspectives and differentiate us from each other.

Data is at the core of AI. A company will eventually use its data to make decisions with AI—which will help it form its identity to stand apart from its competitors. Without data, one might think artificial intelligence is just an incredibly fast and powerful computer. But without data, AI is actually of no use to anyone. Once you start feeding it the right data, though, it can amplify human intelligence and performance.

The provenance for the quest for artificial intelligence can be traced to early visionaries who were driven by a singular focus: the ability to synthetically replicate human intelligence. But what is intelligence if not the ability to make choices in Real Time? After all, both humans and companies are the sum total of all the choices they make in Real Time.

And by Real Time I mean what we experience as Now.

The Three Pillars of Now

Our environment is constantly feeding us data—information that our brains must then interpret to make the best decision possible. As an avid lover of golf, I can assure you that no golfer who cares about their score swings mindlessly. Instead, they gauge the conditions at the time of the swing—the direction of the wind, the distance to the green, the position of the water trap or sand trap—to decide how they will swing. The slightest error in positioning will send the ball astray—and then they have to manage the repercussions.

With AI, we have an opportunity to create new insight on which way the wind is blowing, so to speak. It becomes the caddy with the insight to say, “No, now is the time to use the 3 wood, not the 2. Shift your left foot one inch forward for optimal power.”

As the world moves faster and faster, AI will continue to develop exponentially. As it does, the very definition of Real Time will change. It’s natural for change to accompany a sense of uncertainty. Yet in the long run, we are the ones who reap the benefits when the impossible becomes possible.

Today, none of us think twice about turning on our GPS and following the directions it provides. I’ve yet to meet the person who wants to go back to carrying a paper map they have to glance at while in traffic. We don’t have to be even that drastic. Remember when GPS apps did not have traffic information? Now we take it for granted that the directions change automatically, rerouting us to avoid unexpected traffic or a road closure based on fresh data. This is the power of Real Time.

To keep with the highway analogy, all technology requires a power source, and in the case of generative AI, the fuel is highly curated fresh data. The more fuel in the tank, the farther and faster we can go.

As for the boundaries of the technology highway, who sets them? Who is deciding the speed limit? Who is painting the lane markers?

This is the opportunity and responsibility before us as leaders—to draw the lane markers so we can harness the power of Now to amplify human capabilities while avoiding a collision.

We must consider the long-term impact of the decisions we make. As humans, we have an obligation—a moral responsibility—to think beyond Now. As leaders, we must use this power to not only improve our personal score, if you will, but to improve the entire game. We have to elevate our vision above the narrow focus of Now to consider the far-reaching consequences of our decisions.

Working backward from the moment the decision is made, one could argue that there are three components—or pillars—that come together to form the moment of Now:

Information. A vast collection of moments, transactions, and data has accumulated over the years. This unique corpus of data and the way each data point is connected to another is memory, which serves as the foundation to define your identity. Erase someone’s memory, and you take away their true identity. If you have a massive repository of well-connected data, you are considered knowledgeable and even wise.

1.Context. Using this memory and vast collection of data, we perform reasoned analysis. These are further nuanced by layers of our own opinions formed by the circumstances and people around us. This context generates emotions, coloring our analysis of the data.

2.Choice. Finally, there is the moment we use context on top of memory to make a decision. It is the impetus to create a new moment—the moment of Now.

Life, as we define it, is a series of Now. What will we do with it?

Time Is Now

Before we can decide how to use AI, we have to understand its relation to Real Time. We must first pause to consider the power of Now: How it is shaped through Information, how it is given Context by technology and human behavior, and how it drives Choice. The moment we are in is not isolated—it has been shaped by the past, is powered by the present, and molds the future.

Therefore, this book will be divided into three sections:

Part I: How We Got Here

This section will be semi-autobiographical, showing my own journey and the powerful impact mere seconds—a single decision—can make on one’s destiny. My story rides the wave of technological change, in the shift from typewriters to computers, from door-to-door sales to the seismic shift in the world of selling online. Throughout these stories, the technological and cultural seeds were being planted that would lead to generative AI.

Part II: Where We Are
 
This section will take a look at the reality of today and where many companies find themselves. Again, this will mirror parts of my own story, including my journey into Silicon Valley, leading up to when I became CEO of SingleStore. This is not because I have all the answers but because I myself am on a learning journey as a student of how Real Time, data, and AI are impacting our world.

Part III: Where We Are Going

As generative AI evolves, there are implications and decisions we all must make about how we will shape our future. After all, there are companies utilizing data in such a way that they know more about what you will do next online than you yourself do. On top of this, we must recognize how the changing speed of Real Time and information sharing can be both a competitive advantage—and the spark that lights the powder keg.

The question most are facing now is “What do we do with AI?” Before we can answer this, however, we must demystify AI. We must understand what it should and should not do. While artificial intelligence holds great potential for good, it also wields great potential for harm. So how do we as leaders make decisions that are in the best interest of society versus what is only best for profit?

This last point is the heart and soul of this book. In this era of AI, data, and the acceleration of Real Time, we have a responsibility as leaders to pursue a conscious capitalism, where a profitable organization imparts its value to employees, customers, and the community as well. The choices we make bear weight beyond the bottom line and will impact generations to come.

In light of this, we need to become more conscious about what we do, why we do it, and how we do it. We must make a shift from “Can we do it?” to “How are we going to do it?” We have to accept that while we will never reach a state of perfection, we can find meaning and solace in the process of incremental progress.

Perhaps you are reading this and couldn’t care less about my personal journey. If so, I take zero offense to it. If that’s you, by all means skip ahead to chapter 8, where the conversation shifts to the future and to demystifying artificial intelligence. While part I and part II could be seen as the appetizers and salad, part III is the main course. Although you will miss some of the context from the lessons beforehand, part III can still serve you as a practical guide.

In the end, it’s about deciding now what kind of world we will have tomorrow. We can be selfish and afraid—or we can be courageous and selfless. I am optimistic that we can choose the latter.

History has shown us that the present is better than the past. The future can be better than the present if we are good stewards of Now. This is not the time to exploit or run away from the potential of generative AI. Rather, with the right information available to us placed in the right context, Now is the time to leave an impact on this world by choosing to do what’s right.
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Every human heart beat is a universe of possibilities.

—GREGORY DAVID ROBERTS, SHANTARAM


Life is a series of Now, and each passing moment has echoes of the past and will have reverberations into the future. Our memories are made of the information we take in throughout our lives and give us our identity. The current context gives us impetus. How we choose to act in the Now is what makes us, us.

This book is about my journey of the discovery of Now and how the three pillars of Now—Information, Context, and Choice—helped me shape a billion-dollar company specializing in transacting, analyzing, and contextualizing data in real time to amplify human intelligence and capabilities.

While this book is centered on my story, life has taught me that our stories never belong to us alone. They are part of a greater story begun long before we came into the world—a tapestry of moments woven together from the decisions and choices of our ancestors.

In the rush of life, it’s easy to forget the impact a single moment can make. It’s easy to neglect the power of Now. Until Now comes rushing toward you to change everything.

On a gorgeous February day in 2010, such a Now met me head on. It had been a mild winter in the Bay Area, and I was into CrossFit at the time. While recovering from my workout, I was feeling pleased with myself and thinking about the day ahead, which I assumed would be filled with chasing around my little ones.

I was still in my workout clothes when my phone rang—and I saw it was my mother calling me from India. Knowing how uncharacteristic it was for her to call at such an hour, my heart skipped a beat. Whatever she had to say, it was unlikely to be good news.

My fears were confirmed right away. My grandmother had passed away. The grandmother who had helped, in a substantive way, to shape me into the person I am today.

My mind rushed back to the last time I had seen her—my cousin’s wedding years before in Delhi. After the wedding, my life had been filled with a series of moves from country to country.

Sorrow washed over me mixed with regret. Year after year, I’d told myself, “Next year, I will make the time to go visit.” But now? I would never see her again. An extreme river of grief flowed through me, and I so regretted the carelessly discarded yesterdays that I will never get back.

[image: img012]

This Now I was experiencing was a combination of three pillars—my memories of my grandmother (Information), my emotional analysis of her loss (Context), and my own decision to delay visiting her despite knowing the limited time I had left with her (Choice).

As the Buddhist thinking goes, “Life is a series of Now.”

This is the true power of Real Time. In a single moment, your world can be altered. Knowing how to act in that moment requires great discernment. It necessitates knowing where you have been, knowing where you want to be, and deciding how you want to get there.

The implications here are not only personal—they are interpersonal. They are global, even. Our actions ripple to impact others for generations. Our stories are shaped by events that preceded us. To repeat the opening quote, they open a “universe of possibilities.”

To understand the power of Now, we must become students of how it forms through Information, Context, and Choice. By doing so, we can become the leaders the world needs by becoming better humans.

Information

In technical terms, our memory is the collection of the data that shapes our identities. The longer we live, the more information we take in. Yet it also includes the events that happened outside of our control, before our lives began.

It wasn’t until after my grandmother died that I learned she had been adopted. In life, she had been a strong, self-possessed woman. I adored her for all she was—she filled rooms with her infectious laughter and walked with the grace and dignity of a highly educated person despite the fact that she had no formal education herself.

The circumstances of how she ended up alone at less than a month old, whether she was abandoned or whether her biological parents had died, were never clear to us. The best we can piece together is that she was likely orphaned from a Brahman family in India. When my paternal great-grandfather heard about her circumstances, he made a split-second decision to bring her up as his own daughter.

Part of his motivation in this was likely the circumstances that faced orphaned children in India. It was a very unsafe world for such children, who often ended up begging on the street or being forced into sex slavery.

Meanwhile, my paternal great-grandfather was a merchant of some means. Even though he was newly married at the time, when he caught wind of an orphaned newborn, it stirred his compassion. Within this context, he and his new bride—my great-grandmother—made the choice to adopt my grandmother, their hearts overflowing with a generosity and kindness they passed on to her.

This single decision, now frozen in time, not only changed her fate but created mine. In 1936, at the age of thirteen, she married my grandfather. He was working as a government servant, a clerical worker in the British Empire, trained to be subservient to the Raj, something that seems so far‑fetched in the world I inhabited decades later. He put his head down, rode his bicycle to work, and on his way dropped off his kids to a government school in what is now known as Old Delhi.

They lived together in a one-bedroom, government-sanctioned house. As my father told me many times, it was a happy home. “We grew up not knowing want,” he said—a sentiment that could not be shared by everyone.

My dad then went on to become an officer in the Indian Army. By the time I was born in 1970, he was doing well for himself and our little family.

As one might expect in a military family, we moved a lot, and at one point he was assigned to a field position in Ladakh on India’s border with Tibet and China. Families could not go there, so my mother and I moved to Delhi to be with my grandmother, aunts, and uncles. When I was age three to six, we lived in the same house all together, and I was fortunate to spend so much time with my grandmother.

Every morning at six thirty, I’d wake up eagerly, much to the surprise of most adults in the family and specifically my mother. I loved to accompany my grandmother to the Hindu temple. She would take a brass container, and I would help her collect fresh flowers to submit as an offering. In those walks, I observed her piety and her kindness, and I learned the nature of karma. The serenity of the temple, the sounds, and the basic act of sitting still was very appealing to me. Very peaceful. I surprise myself today as I recollect how I felt at that rather young age.

She taught me, “If you do good, good will come back to you. The universe is not good or bad but reactive.”

I found extreme solace and serenity in those experiences with her, and my mind goes back to her lessons often. Even after my dad was reassigned to Kanpur and we joined him there, I would visit her every summer and continue our ritual together. When she came to visit us, she would follow the same routine at the local temple.

As she cultivated my soul, my mind was cultivated at home. Our house was a typical Indian home in that education was always the highest priority. Growing up under British rule, the philosophy of my grandparents was simple: “Your country can be invaded and taken over, drought can take away your crops, but nothing can take away your education.”

As a result, almost the entire side of my father’s extended family has a master’s degree. Since I was an only child, our nuclear family’s agenda was centered on my schooling. It was important that I was at school on time, wearing the right uniform, with all the resources I needed to be successful. After school was sports, and my dad’s army life afforded me an opportunity to play tennis, squash, and billiards, and during the blistering heat of the summer, a nice cool dip finished off the evening.

In school, there was a huge emphasis on what we would today call STEM, especially the math and science portions. Fortunately, I was good at math, but what really caught my attention were these new things called computers entering the school. We were taught the basics of coding, such as the Fibonacci sequence … which may sound trivial now but was magic in those days. While I was never set on becoming a developer, I credit those lessons with teaching me the power of structured thought—something I treasure to date.

Having such a template in my mind is the greatest aspect to which I attribute my modest success. The value of structured thought is one I’ve paid forward to my own children, ensuring they have a basic foundation for programming because of the mental advantages it provides. This is the ethos that has carried forward from my family’s value of education—to educate yourself as much as you can because it’s never a waste.

From an uneducated, orphaned child, married at an early age to a kind man, who then went on to raise a family, my grandmother is the genesis of my journey. A journey that led her great-granddaughters to be strong, independent women attending some of the most sought-after educational institutes in the world. I think you can tell, I am proud of my daughters. And equally proud of my older son, who too embraced a similar path. With my youngest child, little Chance, who is at the ripe old age of six as I write, I can’t be objective, as I truly believe his only role is to be my reason to be deliriously happy! He has in his possession the best golf swing I have seen.

All these events have helped shape me into who I am today. Without the choice my great-grandfather made to adopt my grandmother, my father would have never been born. Nor would I.

You can say the same for yourself. From a genetic standpoint, your Now was decided by a billion other “Nows” that came before. Those Nows opened doors that would never have opened without them and led to helping you make choices you never thought would present themselves. We often seem to refer to that as luck, but it just may be the reflective nature of the good choices made way before we had a choice. Similarly, the future is being decided with each Now. What you choose matters. Way more than you think. In life and in business.

And much more when you have a never-before-available tool like AI.

Context

When you think of Real Time, what comes into your mind? Maybe it’s a phrase like right now, in a flash, instantaneous, or in the blink of an eye. For me, I think about the world of navigation.

For thousands of years, humans have relied on the stars to gain our bearing in the universe and to help us chart direction across the sea. By knowing the position of the stars and planets at any moment, one could deduce one’s position on the earth. But how real is this type of Real Time? Think about that—sailors were making real-time decisions on direction based on light that was millions of years old!

As technology changes how we can accomplish our goals, it changes the definition of Real Time. If a ship captain today insisted on using the stars to guide their way when they are equipped with a state-of-the-art navigation system, you’d insist on having a new captain.

Growing up in India, I constantly had to ask people for directions. I was dependent on the knowledge of others to figure out where to go and how to get there. Even if you were traveling by train, you had no say in the path itself. You just consulted the train schedule based on when you needed to arrive at your destination. This was Real Time.

Then websites like MapQuest came along, allowing us to see multiple options to navigate our way. We felt more in control of the journey and could print out the directions immediately rather than having to wait for an updated map to become available. This was also Real Time.

Today’s Real Time is the AI-enhanced GPS you rely on to navigate your commute. You can think of Real Time as the blue dot that indicates where you are in the moment. You can see where you just left—and you have some predictive data on what lies ahead. It may tell you where to turn for the fastest route, but you are the one who must turn the wheel.

As the speed of Real Time has increased, so has the level of control we have. We have more power to decide what to do at any moment. These decisions carry great weight, not only for ourselves but for the world around us. With this power, we have a responsibility to ask ourselves how we will use it.

Before we can act, then, we must first learn.

It is no different with AI. The heart of AI is data—that is, the information it learns. If we see AI not as artificial intelligence but as amplified intelligence, it means we must recognize that these tools have the potential to both help and harm. The difference is in who has the control—us.

We control the data. We steer the ship.

Consider how the printing press revolutionized communication. A machine was able to print a Bible in a fraction of the time it took for monks and scribes to do by hand. For the first hundred years, this was the primary use of the printing press. But eventually it would be put to use for other purposes—literature and politics—disseminating information in a way that changed the fabric of society.

We have seen this do much good in the form of literacy and innovation. We have also seen it do much harm in the form of slander and misinformation. The printing press itself does not decide the moral direction of what it prints—we humans do.

For leaders, this should be our daily food for thought: How are we utilizing the tools before us? Are we being responsible? Are we doing good for the world over the long term—or only what is good for ourselves or for the quarterly report?

Real Time thinking is never isolated to the current moment. It looks back, shaped by the data. It gains nuance and color from the context of the present moment. And it uses these to look ahead. It sees the power of Now to influence the future, to drive our choices.

Choice

As a teenager, I admit I had some pent-up resentment for what I viewed as my parents’ overrotating on education in their parenting—what some refer to as “tiger parenting.” Specifically, I didn’t understand why I had to study for six hours a day when I knew I could finish my work satisfactorily in two hours. Why not have four hours for myself to enjoy life?
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“A story prompting the reader’s journey to embracing the

new world of Al, told through the eyes of a fellow traveler.”

—VINOD KHOSLA, Founder, Khosla Ventures
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