
Both up and down revert to mean 
 
Cliff Devries has lived half his life with total paralysis on his right side. 20 years ago, doctors 
found a 6-inch tumor near his brain. Surgery left him paralyzed from the neck down. After 
months of hard work, he regained use of his left side. Every year on his birthday, Cliff does 
something that doesn't come easy to him anymore. Watch the video to see what he does. 
 

 
 
Few months back, I met a passionate teacher. I am going to call the teacher as X to maintain 
anonymity. X has Asperger Syndrome, which is a developmental disorder affecting the ability to 
effectively socialize and communicate. 
 
X can’t walk properly nor see the big picture. For example, X has seen the same movie 35 
times. But couldn’t tell the plot of the movie. If you move X’s coffee cup a little, X would think 
that it is someone else’s cup. X struggles to socialize with others. 
 
In spite of all the challenges, X is an amazing teacher. X takes 2-3 classes weekly and travels 
across United States. X spends 10 hours every week to learn new skills. While teaching, X uses 
a lot of tricks to compensate for shortcomings in communication and social skills. I sat in the 
class and was blown away by X's depth of knowledge, dedication, and passion for teaching. 
 
Cliff and X reminded me of another example from Ray Dalio’s book Principles. A friend of Ray 
Dalio dove into a swimming pool, hit his head, and became a quadriplegic. His four limbs got 
paralyzed. But he approached his situation well and became as happy as anybody else. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOoI-8aRbSM


Chris, X, and Ray Dalio’s friend had terrible blows in their lives. In spite of all the hardships they 
were able to work hard, learn new things, challenge themselves and get better at what they do, 
add value to the society, and be happy as anybody else. 
 
How is that possible? What are some deeper lessons can we learn from them? I reflected on 
these questions for some time. Given below are some observations and lessons that we can all 
learn. 
 
Both up and down revert to mean: At some point in our lives we badly wanted to own a 
house, car, promotion, stock, and other materialistic things. We crave for it and a simple thought 
of owning that item would cause a huge dopamine rush. What happens to our happiness after 
we get that coveted item? It tapers off due to phase transitions in our brain. 

 
Rather than a logic gate, a neuron is more like a voltage-to-frequency converter. This curve, 

which looks like an elongated S, is variously known as the logistic, sigmoid, or S curve. Peruse it 

closely, because it’s the most important curve in the world. At first the output increases slowly 

with the input, so slowly it seems constant. Then it starts to change faster, then very fast, then 

slower and slower until it becomes almost constant again. The transfer curve of a transistor, 

which relates its input and output voltages, is also an S curve. So both computers and the brain 

are filled with S curves. But it doesn’t end there. The S curve is the shape of phase transitions of 

all kinds. The effect of financial gains and losses on your happiness follows an S curve, so don’t 

sweat the big stuff. Mood swings are phase transitions. So are birth, adolescence, falling in love, 

getting married, getting pregnant, getting a job, losing it, moving to a new town, getting 

promoted, retiring, and dying. The universe is a vast symphony of phase transitions, from the 

cosmic to the microscopic, from the mundane to the life changing. - The Master Algorithm 

 
It takes a bit longer for our brain to mean revert after facing a loss compared to a similar gain. 
This is because losses and gains are asymmetrical. Evolution programmed it this way as it gave 
us survival advantages. In his masterpiece Thinking Fast And Slow, Daniel Kahneman posed 
the following question. What proportion of the day do paraplegics spend in a bad mood? 
 
During the early days paraplegics will undergo a lot of suffering. But over time they get used to 
their condition, and be able to focus on newer things. Kahneman tells that most long-term 
circumstances of life, including paraplegia are part-time states that one inhabits only when one 

https://www.amazon.com/Master-Algorithm-Ultimate-Learning-Machine/dp/0465065708


attends to them. I experienced it first hand with my father. He suffered from stroke, which 
affected his right side. In spite of that he lived a happy and purposeful life for 17 years. 
 
Next time when you see someone suffering from a condition. Don’t assume that they will be 
unhappy. Chances are very high that they could be much happier than you and me. Also, don’t 
crave too much for materialistic things. S-curve will ensure that our happy state after getting that 
item will not last long. 
 
Having a strong purpose in life: X is in his 60’s and has all the reasons to relax and live on 
savings and benefits. But X chose to work hard and get better at his trade. My hypothesis is that 
X has a strong purpose in life. This could be to become an excellent teacher. 
 
My father had a strong purpose in life. It was to make sure that my younger brother completes 
his higher secondary education. Purpose in life for one person will be very different from another 
person. Purpose can change from day to day and from hour to hour. 
 
The key is to have a strong purpose at a given moment. It gives us hope and strength during 
difficult times. This is beautifully summarized by Friedrich Nietzsche quote: He who has a why to 
live can bear almost any how. 
 

I doubt whether a doctor can answer this question in general terms. For the meaning of life 

differs from man to man, from day to day and from hour to hour. What matters, therefore, is 

not the meaning of life in general but rather the specific meaning of a person’s life at a given 

moment. To put the question in general terms would be comparable to the question question 

posed to a chess champion: “Tell me, Master, what is the best move in the world?” There simply 

is no such thing as the best or even a good move apart from a particular situation in a game and 

the particular personality of one’s opponent. The same holds for human existence. One should 

not search for an abstract meaning of life. Everyone has his own specific vocation or mission in 

life to carry out a concrete assignment which demands fulfillment. Therein he cannot be 

replaced, nor can his life be repeated. Thus, everyone’s task is as unique as is his specific 

opportunity to implement it. - Man's Search for Meaning 

 
Struggle and Evolve: Why is Chris forcing himself to do something that doesn’t come easily for 
him? More than a decade back I wrote a note to self to have $x in my bank account so that I can 
live happily without doing anything. I have surpassed my $x goal long back. Am I doing nothing? 
 
Of course not. I have new goals. I am working hard to acquire the skills needed to achieve my 
new goals. Would I sit quietly after achieving my goals? No. I will come up with few more goals 
and struggle hard to achieve it. 
 
In his wonderful book Principles, Ray Dalio writes, chasing after our goals forces us to evolve, 
and it is the evolution and not the rewards themselves that matters to us and to those around 
us. By jumping into the swimming pool, Chris is forcing himself to evolve. 

https://www.amazon.com/Mans-Search-Meaning-Viktor-Frankl/dp/080701429X


In my early years, I looked up to extraordinarily successful people, thinking that they were 

successful because they were extraordinary. After I got to know such people personally, I 

realized that all of them—like me, like everyone—make mistakes, struggle with their 

weaknesses, and don’t feel that they are particularly special or great. They are no happier than 

the rest of us, and they struggle just as much or more than average folks. Even after they 

surpass their wildest dreams, they still experience more struggle than glory. This has certainly 

been true for me. While I surpassed my wildest dreams decades ago, I am still struggling today. 

In time, I realized that the satisfaction of success doesn’t come from achieving your goals, but 

from struggling well. - Principles 
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