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Preface: Why Naval?
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If you had to name the single most distinctive thinker produced by the twenty-first century, a surprisingly large number of thoughtful people would offer the same name: Naval Ravikant. He is a billionaire investor and the co-founder of AngelList, but more than that, he is a philosopher who happens to have built companies, and a meditator who happens to have become wealthy. What makes him unusual is not the money. It is the architecture of his mind.

Naval became a global cultural figure not through a memoir or a bestseller but through a single Twitter thread posted in 2018. “How to Get Rich (without getting lucky)” was not a listicle of hustle tips. It was a complete philosophical system compressed into two hundred and forty characters at a time: leverage, specific knowledge, permissionless income, accountability, judgment. Millions read it and felt, many for the first time, that someone had handed them a map rather than a motivational poster.

This book does not treat Naval’s life as a success story. It treats it as a case study in how a mind is built. We will follow him from the public libraries of the South Bronx, where an immigrant child discovered that books were the only free passport available to him, through the carnage of the dot-com crash, through the founding of AngelList, and into the quieter, stranger territory of his later years, when a man who had achieved almost every material goal turned inward and began asking what any of it was actually for.

Along the way we will examine his ideas in depth: what he means by specific knowledge and why it cannot be taught in school; how he distinguishes between wealth and money; why he believes happiness is a skill and not a condition; how game theory shapes every relationship he enters; and what kind of reading practice produced the unusual density of insight that characterizes everything he says.

One caveat before we begin. Do not finish this book and try to become Naval Ravikant. That would be both impossible and beside the point. Naval himself is deeply suspicious of imitation. His philosophy insists on the irreducible uniqueness of the individual. The purpose of studying his life is not to copy its surface but to extract its underlying principles and then reconstruct those principles in the specific material of your own existence.

The story begins in 1974, in New Delhi. A boy is born who will one day help reshape Silicon Valley and, more quietly, the inner lives of millions of people he will never meet.
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ROOTS — The Philosopher Forged by Scarcity
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Chapter 1: From New Delhi to the Bronx
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Naval Ravikant was born in 1974 in New Delhi, India. His father was a pharmacist; his mother managed the household. To outward appearances the family occupied the familiar middle ground of the Indian professional class: comfortable enough to be educated, constrained enough to understand that comfort was not guaranteed. It was not a childhood of dramatic deprivation, but it was one shaped by the quiet awareness that resources were finite and that the future was not automatically secure.

When Naval was nine years old, his family emigrated to the United States. Their destination was the South Bronx, one of the five boroughs of New York City, and at that time one of the most economically distressed urban neighborhoods in the developed world. The South Bronx of the early 1980s carried the scars of a decade of arson, abandonment, and municipal neglect. Unemployment was high, schools were underfunded, and the streets absorbed the collateral damage of the crack epidemic that was beginning to spread across American cities.

For a nine-year-old who spoke English with an accent, who had no friends, no cultural reference points, and no money, the Bronx was a hard landing. His parents’ marriage did not survive the pressures of immigration and economic stress. They divorced, and Naval and his younger brother were raised by their mother, who worked multiple jobs to keep the household solvent. There was no money for extras. There was very little time.

What there was, however, was the New York Public Library system.

The branch library became Naval’s refuge and, without exaggeration, his first university. He went after school every day and read without a plan or a curriculum. He read science, mathematics, history, philosophy, and fiction. He read because there was nothing else to do and because, gradually, he came to understand that reading was the mechanism by which the world made sense. Books did not ask about his accent or his family’s income. The logic of a mathematical proof was indifferent to his immigration status. In a world full of things he could not control, books were the one domain where effort and intelligence produced reliable results.

Decades later, in interviews and on his podcast, Naval has returned to this period again and again as the origin point of the habits that would define him. “I read a lot as a kid,” he has said, “because it was basically the only thing I could do. We didn’t have much money, there wasn’t much television, there was no internet. There were just books.” The reading habit that began in the Bronx as an act of survival would persist, unchanged in its intensity, through every subsequent phase of his life.

Scarcity gave Naval something beyond bibliophilia. It gave him the particular alertness that belongs to people who understand, at a visceral level, that their position in the world is not fixed. Children who grow up wealthy rarely study the mechanisms of wealth; those mechanisms are the water they swim in, invisible
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