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The Lack of Silence  
 

Robert M. Pirsig. He had a second book out, less well-known, called Lila (Lila: an 

Inquiry into Morals). And Lila is an anthropological study of Native Americans. And 

one of the distinguishing characteristics between these two cultures is their approach 

were silence. What he found was when he went and sat around with Native 

Americans. They would sit around the fire and hang out for two, three hours without 

saying a word. Just sit around. Look at one another. Smile. Have a good time. 

Introspect. Just be there for hours. While he points out that in our culture, we feel 

very uncomfortable with the absence of words, with the absence of sound or noise. 

We have to fill up all the gaps. This is an important cultural difference. And we pay 

a price for this lack of stillness. A price that we'll talk about a lot, when I talk about 

relationships, when I talk about virtue and morality and when we talk about 

happiness and wellbeing in general. 

In his wonderful book of teaching, Parker Palmer-- it's called The Courage to teach 

says the following-- Words are not the sole medium of exchange in teaching and 

learning. We educate with silence as well. Silence gives us a chance to reflect on 

what we have said and heard. In authentic education, silence is treated as a 

trustworthy matrix for the inner work students must do, a medium for learning of the 

deepest sort. 
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Chip Away the Excess Stone 
 

One day Michelangelo was asked by a journalist of his time, "how did you create 

this most amazing masterpiece, David?" to which Michelangelo responded, "it was 

easy. I went to the quarry. I saw this huge piece of marble. And in it I saw David. 

All I needed to do was to chip away the excess stone, to get rid of the marble that 

shouldn't have been there. And when I got rid of this excess stone, there was David. 

"Not obviously easier said than done. But the story captured the metaphor of what 

this class very much is about. It's about chipping away the excess stone. It's about 

getting rid of limitations, of barriers, whether it's the fear of failure, something that 

we didn't have as kids. But today most people in our culture have it. It's about 

chipping away perfectionism that is debilitating and often hurts us. It's about 

chipping away our ability for success, because maybe we are afraid of success. 

Maybe we feel guilty about some of the things that we have in our life, and that in 

turn limits us. Maybe it's about chipping away the limitations on our relationships in 

while we don't thrive within them. 
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The Importance of "Time-Ins" 
 

David Foster and Matthew Wilson (Both of them are from MIT) scanned the brains 

of rats while they were in a maze and after they went through the maze. And here's 

what they found. "What the results suggest is that while there certainly is some 

record of your experience as it is occurring. in other words when they were doing 

the maze, when you try to figure out: 'What was important? What should I keep and 

throw away?' during periods of quiet wakeful introspection. What they show was 

rats who went through the maze and went through the maze again and again, learned 

far less than rats who took time aside, chilled out a little bit after a maze, had more 

margarita. Experience, embrace stillness.  

This has implications and they showed implications to human beings as well. Not 

only have those of the rat raced, all human beings. So, what they say is that "replay 

might constitute a general mechanism of learning and memory". Both learning, 

understanding, as well as memory, retention. When we reflect, when we replay the 

material, we are much more likely to retain, to remember what we have just been 

through. So, the importance of time aside cannot be over-emphasized. 
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A Longitudinal Study by John Carter 
 

So here is a longitudinal study that was done by John Carter. John Carter, professor 

of leadership management of the business school across the river, came to Harvard 

in 1972, joined the faculty and started to follow Harvard class, MBA class of 1973 

and followed them through 20 years. And what he was interested in was to find all 

the information he could about this class. What he found 20 years later, early 90s 

when this study ended was these students were extremely successful, or ex-students 

were extremely successful, students were extremely successful, very wealthy, 

having a lot of impact, whether it's on the organizations, on the community. They 

did extremely well. But within the large group of highly successful Harvard MBAs, 

he found a small group that was extraordinarily successful, more successful than the 

rest of group, whether in terms of income, whether in terms of impact, whether in 

terms of overall quality of life. Extraordinarily successful. What he wanted to 

identify was why--what distinguishes this small group from the rest of the pack: very 

successful, but not quite as successful as that small group. And he found only two 

things. It was not their IQs that made no difference whatsoever to their long-term 

success. 
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It was not where they came from, pre-MBA, what they did had nothing to do with 

it. Two and two things along mattered in terms of determining who will be the 

extraordinarily   successful    and    the    rest:    the    first    thing    was    the    

extraordinarily successful groups really believe in themselves. They thought they 

could do well. They were driven. They were motivated. And we'll talk about it in 

future lecture as belief in self-fulfilling prophecies. They thought "I'm going to make 

it. I'm going to succeed." That's the first thing. The sense of the confidence. The 

second thing that he found was this group, they were always asking questions, --

always asking questions, initially of their boss, later of their employees, of their 

partners, children, parents, friends. They were always asking question. They were 

always at the state of curiosity. Always looking up, opening up, wanting to 

understand the world the more. They didn't say "Now I have my MBA. That's it. I 

know enough. “They were life-long learners. They were always asking questions. 

These two distinguishing characteristics account for the difference between the 

extraordinarily successful and those who were successful. 
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The Question of the Question 
 

The question that has guided me whether it's in writing the book, whether it's in 

creating this class, whether it's first and foremost my personal life is what I call "the 

question of the question", which is "how can we help  ourselves and others, 

individuals, communities and society become happier?" Note that it is not about 

helping ourselves and others become happy. It is about becoming happier. Why? 

Because many people ask me, "So Tal, are you happy?" And I can't really answer 

that question. I don't know what it means. How do I determine whether or not I am 

happy? Is it compared to someone else? Is there a certain point beyond which I 

become happy? Happiness is not a binary either-or, zero-one-- either I'm happy or 

I'm unhappy. Happiness resides on a continuum. So, my answer to this question-- 

"am I happy?" is today I'm happier than I was 15 years ago when I started focusing 

on this pursuit. 15 years from now I certainly hope to be happier than I am today. 

Happiness is lifelong pursuit. Hopefully this class is part of that pursuit, but just part. 

You'll not be happy at the end of class. Hopefully you'll be happier. Cos many people 

sit here during the lectures on self-esteem, for example, or when we talk explicitly 

about happiness, they say, "Wait. Do I have self-esteem?"--Thinking to themselves. 

"Do I have high self-esteem or low self-esteem?" Irrelevant. Impossible to answer 

also. The question   is    "how    can   I    improve my self-esteem, my healthy self-
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esteem, not narcissism of course? How can I become happier?" That's an important 

question. And this is the question of questions. 
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The Study of at-Risk Population 
 

Psychologists, starting in the late 1940s, studied at-risk population. More and more 

money-- government money, university money, philanthropist money-- went into 

study in the cities or places where more prone to later-on crime, teen pregnancy and 

so on. So, this study they put in a lot of money, a lot of effort into this. The question 

that the psychologists asked was "why do these individuals fail? why does such a 

high percentage of students in that as-risk population end up dropping out of school? 

Getting pregnant? Crime?" --And we'll talk about the statistics later on next week. 

"Why do so many of these individuals fail?" Now an important question, good 

intentions of the psychologists, smart people, lot of money, lot of resources going 

in. However, very little change was introduced. Very little change came about as 

results of these studies. And the situation in many areas continued to exacerbate. 

Certain didn't get any better, despite the good intentions, despite the resources, 

despite the brain power that twined into the researching into this question. Interesting 

answers-- well, we need better education, we need better buildings, we need more 

resources, but very little change actually in practice came about. 
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And then there was a paradigm, quite literally a paradigm shift in the 1980s. Through 

the work of Antonovsky who I mentioned last time and I'll mention again today, 

through the work of Antonovsky, and other people like Ellen Langer, other people 

like Alice Isen, different questions started to be   asked   by   psychologists. Instead 

of asking what did these individuals fail, positive psychologists started to ask what 

made some individuals succeed despite unfavorable circumstances? Maybe it was 

the case that many failed, but not everyone. Some succeeded and succeeded big time. 

And what psychologists started to do then was to ask why. What is it about them that 

is so successful? And that, in the words of Frost, made all the difference. The 

psychologists started to identify elements, aspects of these individuals and studied 

them in depth, starting to study the successful individuals, and identify elements that 

they could then teach later in creating interventions based on what they had studied. 

And suddenly, there were results, real results, tangible results, after decades of 

virtually zero results, simply based on the question. And the main concept that came 

out at that time, through the research of these psychologists who started to ask the 

positive question, started to focus on what is working on the successful children. The 

concept that came out was the concept of resilience. Now today everyone talks about 

resilience. We talk about resilience in school, at work, in the job, in the bedroom. 

Everywhere resilience. However, at that time in the 1980s, very few people even 

talked about or knew what that means. When they studied resilience, which is 
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defined as following, it made all the difference. Resilience, -- a class of phenomena 

characterized by patterns of positive adaptation in the context of significant adversity 

or risk. These kids, who succeeded-- ended up succeeding, and they look through 

longitudinal studies-- 5 years later,10 years,30 years later, the kids who succeeded, 

were resilient. Initially, when they studied these kids, the assumption was these must 

be super kids, extraordinary kids, one in a hundred, one in a thousand- not really 

replicable, therefore. However, what they found when they continued to study those 

people who work, those people who succeeded, despite the unfavorable 

circumstances, -- what they found was these were not super kids. In fact, these were 

ordinary kids with ordinary characteristics that led to extraordinary results. For 

example, let me share with you some of the things. These kids were optimistic, -- 

not optimistic in the detached Pollyannaish sense, -- optimistic in that they believe 

in things that would work out well, and we'll talk a lot about optimism as an 

interpretation style, in the work of Martin Seligman and Karen Reivich. 

They were optimistic in the sense of thinking, "well, it may not work well this time. 

It will work out later. I have learned from what had just happened." They had faith 

and sense of meaning in life. Sometimes it was religious faith, not always. It was 

doing something that they really believed in. Many of them were idealistic. One of 

main topics we will discuss in this class is that to be idealistic is to be realistic, 

because   we   have   a   real   internal   need, innate   need   for idealism. So, these 
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kids experienced sense of meaning, whether it was meaning in terms of personal 

success and how I will make it, or sense of meaning in their community contributing, 

something meaningful in sense of purpose. By the way, when I go through all these, 

these are no less important for any other person in the world. This resilience as we 

mentioned earlier is just not important for the at-risk population. It's as important at 

Harvard. And not just during exam period. It's important that resilience is associated 

with wellbeing. So, think about these characteristics and you display them. And the 

interesting   thing   about   all   these   characteristics    they    can    all    be    learned. 

that I'll mention here is that they can all be taught; In many ways, this class is about 

that. And when the psychologists identified these, they started to teach them and the 

individuals started to learn and that made all the difference. In addition to the faith 

and sense of meaning, pro-social behavior, helping other people, shifting from 

helplessness to helpfulness, they were significant. One of the things that we'll talk 

about is how meaningful it is to help other people. And how much it doesn't just only 

help others, it also helps us. And   we   enter   an upward   spiral   between   self-help   

and   other-help. Because when we help others, we are helping ourselves. 

When we help ourselves, we help others. And so on and so on. So, they were pro-

social. They were helping other people. They focused on their strength rather than 

primarily deficiencies. They did not ignore their weaknesses, but they asked, "what 

am I good at? What am I really, really good at?" And again, part of this course, you'll 
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identify your strength, whether it's through online test, whether it's through reflection 

papers, whether it's in section. You'll think about it whether it's through your 

readings. Identify the strength. What are they good at? They set goals for themselves. 

They were future-oriented, not just thinking about how bad things are today perhaps, 

but also thinking about "this is where I want to be 5 years or 10 years from now." 

We are going to devote three classes to goal setting, very significant part of 

resilience. They had a role model. Someone who they said about "I want to be like 

her; I want to be like him." It could be a teacher. It could be a parent, sibling, and 

friend. Sometimes, it was a historical figure or a fictional character, someone that 

they want to emulate, to be like. That gave them strength. That gave them sense of 

direction. And finally, most significantly, they did not bowl alone. They had social 

support. They did not say: "well I am tough enough to do it by myself." Rather they 

said: “I’m tough enough to reach out for help." Because that does require certain 

toughness. The strength to admit weaknesses as well, the strength to admit a need. 

Now think about these: do you have these things here for yourself at Harvard in life? 

And if not, you can cultivate all of these things, whether it's a social support-- and it 

doesn't have to be a hundred people whom   you   talk   to   everyday; it   can   be   

one    or    two    close    friends, mom, dad, roommates--   makes   a   big   difference.   

No.   1    contributor    to    resilience. Now the important thing about social support 

is identifying the right people. People who, when you reach out to them, will reach 



15 
 

back to you and will be able to give back. I want to show you an example now of a 

not so good role model for social support.  

Think about what a question did. For decades, many kids who potentially could have 

been helped weren't helped, because the right question was not asked as well. And 

it was only after positive question, the focusing on the positive question was asked 

that suddenly psychologists were able to see what was right in front of them for 

decades. It was right there, apparent evident, waiting to be discovered, but they 

completely missed it. Smart, well-intentioned, well-funded, but also didn't ask the 

right question. Questions create reality. They create possibilities. A question begins 

a quest. 
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Questions Create Reality 
 

Questions create reality. The questions we ask very often determine the quest that 

we will pursue, the path that we will take, the life that we will lead, whether it's 

individually, whether it's interpersonally, whether it's organizationally. What is the 

question? Many of you I know are going into consulting. What's the question that 

most consultants ask, either explicit question or implicit question, the first time 

when they meet a client? --"What's wrong? What can we improve? What are the 

weaknesses that we need to strengthen them?" Again, important questions to ask. 

But if you only ask these questions, then you are ignoring the strengths, the virtues 

of the organization. And what you are doing, you are enervating, you are 

weakening the organization over time. It is as important, if not more important, to 

also appreciate what is working, organizationally, interpersonally, as well as 

individually. It is important to appreciate what is good. 

I mean, look at the word, and ―appreciate Two meanings: first meaning-- to say 

thank you for something, not to take it for granted. And that's a nice thing to do. 

We shouldn't take for granted our virtues, our successes. We shouldn't take for 

granted others. That's a nice thing to do. But appreciate has a second meaning, 

which is to grow. Money appreciates in the bank. The economy hopefully 

appreciates. When we appreciate the good, the good appreciates-- the good grows. 
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Unfortunately, the other side of the same coin applies as well. When we don't 

appreciate the good, when we take   it   for   granted, the    good    depreciates. And 

that's what   happens   in   most relationships after the honeymoon phase. That's 

what happens to most people, especially to very driven people who want to 

improve, who want to get better. And that's good thing, if that is what makes you 

happy. At the same time, it's equally important to also appreciate what is good 

inside me what my strengths, what my virtues are. And we are going to do a lot of 

that in the course. And again, not to go to the point of narcissism. If anything, 

narcissism-- and we'll talk about it in the second last lecture in the semester- 

narcissism is not about self-confidence, about self-esteem. 

It's exactly the opposite. We are talking about grounded self-confidence. 

Grounded, generous, benevolent happiness. Stavros and Torres in the wonderful 

book on relationships, "We see what we look for and we miss much of what we 

are not looking for even though it is there. Our experience of the world is heavily 

influenced by where we place our attention." 

Questions very often create reality. The first important thing to understand about 

questions is that we need to understand the questions. And here I want to defer to 

a very important philosopher, a 20th and 21st century philosopher, who illustrates 

the importance of understanding questions-- So the first step is really 

understanding the question. But once we understand it, it is also important to know 
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what questions are we going to ask. The reason is that a certain question directes 

you to a certain part of reality.  

hink about the following question: what question is mostly asked by couples 

beyond the honeymoon phase? so they go through the honeymoon phase whether 

it's a month, a year or sometimes two years. What questions do they begin to ask 

after that period of time? "What's wrong? What's not working? How can we 

improve the relationship?" Now that's a very important question to 

ask. Very important. But if that's the only question or the only questions that we 

ask, then that is the only thing we will see. The only things that we will see are 

our deficiencies, the things that are not working, the things that need to be 

improved, the weaknesses of my partner, of the relationship. If the only questions 

that I ask are "what is not working", "what's wrong, what do I need to improve"-- 

and again, these are not questions we need to do away with, they are important. 

However, if they are the only questions, and usually they are the only questions 

that are asked or primarily asked, then as far as the couple is concerned, not 

objectively, but as far as the couple is concerned, good things do not exist in the 

relationship. Or think about it at an individual level. This is very important. What 

is the question that we, most Americans, most Australians, most Chinese, most   

Israelis, most   Europeans, Africans-- what is the question that is mostly asked 

about the self? And the reason why I mentioned all these places is because this is 
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cross-cultural study. People mostly ask themselves, "what are my weaknesses? 

What do I need to improve?" Very often to the exclusion of "what are my strengths? 

What are my virtues? What am I good at?" And if the only question that we ask 

ourselves are the only questions that are "what are my weaknesses? Deficiencies?", 

then the only thing we'll see in ourselves are weaknesses and deficiencies. And as 

far as we are concerned, the good things-- our strengths, our passions, our virtues-

- the wonderful things within us do not exist. Just like as far as you are concerned, 

the children on the bus did not exist. 

Now I ask you, could a person who only or primarily focuses on weaknesses and 

does not see, does not appreciate their strength, their passions, their virtues-- can 

a person like that experience high levels of self-respect, self-confidence, 

happiness? And we wonder, why do so many relationships fail? And we wonder, 

why depression, anxiety and low self-esteem are increasing so much? The 

intentions are there. They are good. We are asking "How can we improve? What 

can we do better?" But if we don't also ask the positive question, that part of reality 

will not exist as far as we are concerned. Just like for the psychologists for decade, 

the answer to their questions, the solution to the problem that they wanted to solve 

did not exist, even though it is right there, in front of their very eyes within the 

successful kids, within their resilience. 
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Think about what a question did. For decades, many kids who potentially could 

have been helped weren't helped, because the right question was not asked as well. 

And it was only after positive question, the focusing on the positive question was 

asked that suddenly psychologists were able to see what was right in front of them 

for decades. It was right there, apparent evident, waiting to be discovered, but 

they completely missed it. Smart, well-intentioned, well-funded, but also didn't 

ask the right question. Questions create reality. They create possibilities. A 

question begins a quest. What they did in positive psychology again, a great deal 

through the work of Antonovsky was move us from the pathogenic model to the 

salutogenic model. Salutogenes is the foundation, the origin of health. And 

Antonovsky was talking about, he said that it's important to study illness, mental 

illness, physical illness, but it's equally important to study the healthy people, the 

healthy individuals to see how they make it, whether it's people at Harvard. 

Harvard is a stressful environment. However, there are some people who are able 

to go through it, to do well, to thrive, flourish and-- well still going through the 

ups and downs, we all do-- overall experience it as a much more positive 

experience as a happy experience overall. How do they do that? Why? 

Antonovsky said we need to study that so that we understand the origin of health. 

And he studied these things and it made a big difference in the field as a whole. 

Quote Antonovsky: "All those familiar with the history of science are aware that 
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important advances come with the formulation of the new questions. The question 

is the breakthrough; the answer comes with difficulty, but it is the new question 

that is important. The salutogenic question, I submit to you, (that is what is 

working) is a radically new question, which provides the impetus for formulating 

a new paradigm to help us understand health and illness. It has serious implications 

for researcher and clinician, biological and social scientist alike." It was that 

question that essentially created the field of positive psychology as well as positive 

sociology. He was a sociologist by training as well as many other fields. Questions 

make a difference. Questions create reality. 
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Marva Collins 
 

I mentioned earlier that one of the most important things in cultivating resilience 

is having a role model. I want to share with you now my role model, in fact, the 

person who is the reason why I decided to become a teacher. 

Her name is Marva Collins. Marva Collins was born in Alabama in the 1930s. 

Her father was African American; her mother, Native American. she was born at 

a time in a place where there was a great deal of discrimination. Fortunately, for 

Marva, her father really believed in her and said to her from a very young age, 

"Marva, you can make something of your life. You can become a secretary." Now 

the reason why he said secretary is because that was where the glass ceiling, or 

rather concrete ceiling exists for a person of her ethnic background, a person of 

her gender. Marva Collins worked hard. She was smart. She succeeded. She made 

it. And she became a secretary. 

After a few years of working as a secretary, doing well, she decided this was not 

for her and what her calling in life. Her real passion was in teaching. She wanted 

to be a school teacher. She went to night school. A few years later, she got her 

teaching certificate, got married and with her husband moved to Chicago. There 

she joined the public school system in inner city, Chicago. The reality that she 

found, that she encountered there was a reality of much crime, much drugs and 
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more than anything, hopelessness. The hope of the teachers was to keep the 

students in school for as long as possible. Why? --So that they don't join the street 

gangs at the age of 12; so that they are protected from the drugs, from crime. 

"How can we keep the students in school for as long as possible?" asked the 

teachers. Marva Collins walks into this reality and says, "Things are going to be 

different." 

On the first day of class, -- she teaches first graders to fourth graders     on the first 

day of class, she says to her students, "We are going to do a lot of believing in 

ourselves." And she repeats this message over and over and over again, like a 

broken record throughout the semester and the year and years. "I believe in you. 

You can do well. You can succeed. Take responsibility for your life. Stop blaming. 

Stop blaming the government. Stop blaming your teachers. Stop blaming your 

parents. It is up to you to succeed." And she continues with this message over and 

over and over again. Having really high expectations of her students, looking at 

what they are good at, their strength and cultivating those. Miracles begin to 

happen. These students, considered by many of the teachers to be "unteachable"- 

these "unteachable" ones by the time that they are in fourth grade are reading 

Euripides, Emerson and Shakespeare. These "unteachable" ones at the age of 10 

are doing high school mathematics. Now rumor begins to spread about Marva 

Collins, because how can she keep these students in class for so long, when all the 
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other students are just trying to get out of school? She must be using force. 

And Marva Collins has enough of these rumors, leave the public school system, 

opens up her own school in her own kitchen with 4 students and initially, two of 

them her own kids. Gradually, more and more students join the Marva Collins 

school, Westside preparatory she calls it. All the students that initially joined the 

school are public school dropouts. Marva Collins is the last resort before the 

street. And the miracles continue. Gradually more and more students come in. 

She has to move out of her home. They wretchedly rent a small shack in Chicago 

place, freezing in winter, scorching hot in summer. And yet the students are 

driven by their passion. And they continue. Miracles continue to happen to them. 

Every one of Marva Collins' students graduates from elementary school. 

Everyone goes to high school and graduates from high school. Every one of her 

students ends up in college and graduates from college. Yes, those "unteachable" 

ones. Marva Collins lives in a dire poverty for decades, somehow making ends 

meet. After all, most of her students can't pay. But somehow, months to months, 

she makes it. 1979 it changes overnight. A producer, from the television CBS 

program "60 Minutes" finds out about Marva Collins and creates a 15 minutes 

segment on her. Overnight she becomes famous. November,1980, new President 

elect Ronald Reagan calls up Marva Collins. offers her to be his secretary of 

Education. So I guess her father was right. Marva Collins turns his offers down 
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and says, "I love to teach too much. My place is in the classroom. 8 years later 

almost to the day, new president elect George Bush Sr. calls Marva Collins once 

again, offering her to be his secretary of education. Once again, I love to teach 

too much." My place is in the classroom. In 1995,a wealthy philanthropist donates 

tens of millions of dollars to Marva Collins. Now there are Marva Collins schools 

all over the country where thousands of students learn, where hundreds of 

teachers from all over the world come and see the miracle of Marva Collins. 

Today there are Marva Collins graduates who are politicians, business people, 

lawyers, doctors, and more than anything, teachers. Because they know what their 

teacher has done for them. 

I want to show you a brief excerpt of this extraordinary woman. You can turn the 

volume up a little bit please. This is soft. Marva Collins "Positive Learning" I 

think I did pretty wonderful. I think I'm bright. I think I am unique. And I'll teach 

every child of me to think that. When they misbehave, their punishment is they 

have to write 100 reasons why they are too wonderful to do what they are doing. 

And they have to be alpha order. I am adorable. I am beautiful. I am courageous. 

I give them the first ones until they get the hang out of it. I am delightful. I am 

effervescent. I am fabulous. I am heavenly. I am idolized. I am just wonderful. I 

am a kindred spirit. I am lovable. I am momentous. I am never, never under line. 

And it goes on to z. And if they do it again, then they have to use another synonym. 
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They can't use adorable any more. Now the children will say to a new student, I 

know why you don't behave. Coz I'm tired of telling Ms. Collins how wonderful 

I am. Now she is wonderful.  

So, what's her message? First of all, she herself is the message as a role model. 

And she studied with her kids, role models. They read fiction books. They read 

historical books. They   read books   about   heroes   and   talk   about   heroes.   

They   all identify   role   models.   They identify role   models   in   their   

neighborhood, in   their families, constantly doing that, which is exactly what 

you need to cultivate resilience. First and foremost, she herself is the role model. 

She has high expectations. We are going to do a lot of believing in ourselves. We 

are going to do well, succeed. She expects a lot. She sees the potential. She 

appreciates that potential in each individual. 

Stop blaming others. Take responsibility for your life. Marva Collins is no push-

over. If you see her in the classroom, she is tough. She is demanding. At the same 

time, she respects each individual. She is not one of the Pollyannaish "feel-good", 

"let's make them all feel good" at all cost. Not at all. She believes in them. She 

respects them. And she is tough and demanding-- important combination for 

leadership. It's why I mentioned earlier in the context of great leadership book. 

There are many very nice ex-CEOs whose primary aim was to be nice and to be 

liked, the keys to get the job done, to get the work done, while being respectful. 
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Sense of optimism. You can do well. You are going to do well, helping them set 

goals for themselves and for community. And finally, from focusing on 

deficiencies to focusing on strength. Howard Gardner from the ED(Education) 

school here talks about multiple intelligences, says that we need to stop asking 

whether or not a student is smart. What we need to ask is what is the student smart 

at. And when we identify what that student is smart at, strong at, virtuous at, good 

at, then we appreciate it. And when we appreciate it, it and the whole person 

appreciates. What would happen to a seed-- seed is potential-- flower, tree-- what 

would happen to a seed, if it is not watered, if no light is shed on it? It will 

wither and die. 

The exact same thing with human potential. If we don't water it, if we don't shed 

a light on it, it will wither and die. The same with interpersonal relationship 

potential. If we don't-- we'll talk a lot about relationships: how to cultivate healthy 

long-term relationships-- if you don't water it, if you don't shed light, if you don't 

appreciate the good, the good will depreciate. Essentially, what Marva Collins 

does is create for students-- what the research in resilience does is create a very 

different model than the conventional wisdom. The paradigm shift essentially is 

from being a passive victim because the government is not putting enough 

money, which is an issue, not belittling it. It's important to have those external 

affects the internal like more resources. But that's not enough. 
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From   an   inactive, from   a   passive   victim, she   changes   her perspective to 

be an active agent. You are not "unteachable". You can thrive. You can do well. 

You can succeed. And what she does, essentially, is take them to the extreme of 

continuum, because every event, every person can be situated somewhere along 

this continuum, I mean different places with different things. Think about your own 

life. What are you, passive victim in different situations or an active agent?  
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No One Is Coming 
 

There is a wonderful story about responsibility in the book by Nathaniel 

Branden. We are going    to    read    some    stuff    by    Nathaniel    Branden    

when    we    talk    about self-esteem. Nathaniel Branden talks   about   six   

pillars   six   important   pillars   in self-esteem. One of   those   pillars   is   self-

responsibility.   People   who   have   high self-esteem take responsibility. People 

who want to cultivate high self-esteem and create confidence, take responsibility 

for their lives and so on. So, in his workshop, one of the main things that he says 

there in his book is that understanding that you have to take responsibility for 

your life is recognizing understanding that no one is coming. No one is coming 

to-- the knight in shining armour who will take you to the happily-after land. No 

one is coming to make your life better for you. No one is coming. You are 

responsible for your life, for your self-confidence, for your self-esteem, for 

your happiness. No one is coming. So he was talking about this in one of his 

workshops that's a three-day workshop. And this was already on the third day and 

the workshop was going well. The participants were getting a lot out of it. And 

he said, he told them about this idea that no one is coming. And one of the 

participants raises his hand and says, "Dr. Branden, that's not true." And Nathaniel 

Branden asks him, ‖ What do you mean?" And he says, "Dr. Branden, you came‖, 
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to which Branden responded, "Yes, I came. But I came to tell you that no one is 

coming." No one is coming. 

It's up to you to make the most out of this experience, 1504,your sections, your 

Harvard experiences and beyond. And we, as the teaching staff, can't wait to 

create the right conditions for that to happen. See you on Thursday. 
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The Power of Minorities 
 

Primarily the people who started are Emerson and Moscovici and many others who 

have done research showing how minority-- very often one person can history is a 

record of the power of minorities, and of minorities of one, "-- a lot to backed that 

up in social science research. Margaret Mead, the anthropologist: "Never doubt that 

a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is 

the only thing that ever has." All  change begins in the mind of single person or a 

small group." And then it expands. Now the question is "how does it expand" and 

"why is it so difficult for us to understand, accept, assimilate and live according to 

the fact that we can make a difference, if we understand that what we need to 

understand is how change happens. Change happens exponentially. Our 

connection to other people and their connection to others and so and so create an 

exponential function which explains for an example-- that those of you are familiar 

with-- "butterfly effect" how a butterfly flapping its wings in Singapore can 

theoretically cause a tornado in Florida. Because on particle hits another and 

another and another. 

It   also   explains   the   phenomenal   6   degrees   of    separation:    how    we    

are    all connected and interconnected in a web potentially of goodness.   To   

illustrate the exponential nature of human networks, let's look at smiles. What do 
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we know from research   is that   smiles   are   contagious.   Someone   smiles--   

makes   you    smile.    You smile-- you make someone smile. And so on and so 

on. You know, even some goes pass you on the street and you don't smile 

ostensibly you don't smile-- there are certain micro-muscles in your face that are 

moving that actually make you feel better. So, smiles are contagious. Now if you 

smiled to-- or make three people smile, and these three people-- each one makes 

three other people smile. And those nine people make three-- each one-- three other 

people smile. Within 20 degrees of separation from   you   initial   smile   to   the   

three   people, the   entire   world   will   be smiling. Exponential   nature   of    

social    networks.    The    same    with    making    other people    feel good-- 

complimenting people. If you make three people-- or even better, four people and 

so on and so on. Within very little time, the whole world will be made to feel 

better. This is the nature of an exponential function. So, smiles and laughers are 

contagious.  

What is the nature of exponential function so that we can understand the power of 

one? I'm looking for someone to make a deal with me. Here is the deal: What I 

am going to do is ask you-- this is all voluntary, you don't have to do it-- here's 

the deal. I am going to ask you to give me each day-- or rather I'm going to give 

you, whoever signs the deal with me, 1000 dollars every single day for the next 30 

days. And what you will give me in return is on the first day, one cent-- one penny; 
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on the second day, two cents; third day, 4 cents... Every day, twice as much as the 

previous day, starting with one. Who would like to make this deal with me? 

Again, every day I give you for the next 30 days 1000 dollars. What you'll do is 

every day for the next 30 days give me one cent, next day two, four, eight and so 

on. 

Anyone? Any takers? One. Looking for some more. So that's 30000 down for me. 

Anymore? Ok, good. Alright. So here' s the deal. Here is what will happen. On the 

30th day, I will give you another 1000 dollars-- you'll have a total of 30000 dollars 

from me. On the 30th day, I will be getting from you in total, including the first 29 

days-- no, rather on the 30th day, I'll be getting from you 5,368,709 dollars and 12 

cents. Double that, times by two, this is the money I will be making in one month. 

One cent on the first, two on the second, and so on. For most people, it seems 

extraordinary because people don' understand the nature of exponential function 

and therefore don't understand the nature of the power of one. Here is another 

example. 

imagination-- when I was a kid, my dad told me about the invention of the chess 

game-- some of you know the story. So, the inventor of the chess game-- he was 

in India, and went to the local king. The king was very impressed with the game 

and said, "How can I reward you?" And the chess player said, "No, it' OK really." 

The king said, "No. I want to reward you. How can I reward you?" So, the inventor 



34 
 

of the chess game said, "Ok. What I like is on the first block, first square, I would 

like one grain of rice. On the second, I'd like two grains of rice. On the third, four 

grains of rice and so on and so on. That's my request." And the king said, "Are you 

sure that's all you want? I'm prepared to give you a lot. This is a wonderful game." 

And the inventor said, "Yes." So, the king told his assistant to go and get the man, 

give the man his wish. When they started to calculate how much rice would be 

need to fill up all blocks, all the way to 2 to the power 63. They realized that the 

rice could fill up the entire world with a thick layer. Again, misleading—fail  to 

understand it because we don't understand the nature of exponential change. 

Another-- last one. So how many times do you think-- you all have a piece of paper 

in front you-- how many time do you think you need to roll over the piece of paper 

for the piece of paper to reach the moon? The moon, 240000 miles away from us. 

How many times do you need to fold the piece of paper so that you can reach the 

moon. 41 times. So, if you can have a piece of paper here, and you fold it 41 times 

by the end of the class, you can reach the moon. I don't know why they make such 

a big deal out of the person landing on the moon. Seems quite simple to me. And 

here is the point. We underestimate our capacity to affect change. Because we 

underestimate the growth    of    exponential    function.    We    are    influencing    

people     and     the     world every minute of our lives. The question though is in 

which direction are we going to do it. Are we going to be a force for change? 
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Be deliberate? Be practical idealists? Or just have the good intentions without 

the effort that's necessary to bring about a positive exponential function.  

We underestimate our capacity to effect change because we underestimate the 

growth of an exponential function What if the world is just a big disappointment? 

Unless you take the things that you don't like about this world and you flip them 

upside down and you can start that today. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 


