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      This book emerged from forty years of listening. To the patients who trusted me with their suffering and their hope, who taught me more about human resilience and the costs of scarcity thinking than any text or training could: this book exists because of what you showed me. Your stories—anonymized and aggregated as they must be—are its foundation.

      To my parents, who survived partition and built a life from the ashes of displacement: you taught me that trauma can either perpetuate cycles or break them, and that the choice between scarcity and abundance is made fresh in each generation. Your choice made mine possible.

      To the daughter whose single question to her father opened this book: it captures what the book is ultimately about— whether we recognize the cages we've built around ourselves and whether we're willing to put them down.

      To the colleagues across psychiatry, psychology, social work, and public health who have done the unglamorous work of treating addiction, trauma, and serious mental illness in systems designed to punish rather than heal: your persistence in the face of institutional indifference is the evidence that abundance thinking is possible even under conditions designed to prevent it.

      To the researchers and policy analysts whose work on criminal justice reform, drug policy, climate economics, inequality dynamics, and conflict resolution provided the empirical foundation for this book's claims: I have stood on your shoulders throughout. Any errors in interpretation or application are mine alone.

      To the philosophers, historians, and systems thinkers who have examined these questions before me with greater sophistication and deeper learning: I am aware this book is an act of trespass across disciplinary boundaries. I have tried to honor your work while bringing it into conversation across domains you might not have connected yourselves.

      To the activists, organizers, and practitioners who do the daily work of building alternatives to scarcity-based systems—the restorative justice facilitators, the community organizers in hollowed-out towns, the climate activists, the advocates for immigrants and the incarcerated—you are planting trees whose shade you may never sit in. This book is an attempt to explain why what you do matters and why it's harder than it should be.

      To the readers who will resist this book's arguments, who will find its Nietzschean framework troubling, who will see its analysis of power as naive, who will object to its treatment of Israel-Palestine or any other domain: thank you in advance for engaging seriously enough to disagree. The book is strongest where it wrestles with genuine objections, and those objections come from readers who care enough to push back.

      To the corporate principals, institutional leaders, and policymakers who might read this: I know the constraints you face. I know the quarterly pressures, the electoral cycles, the board expectations, the stakeholder demands. I'm not asking you to be saintly. I'm asking whether you might be willing to examine whether the constraints that feel absolute are actually structural—and whether you have more power to change structures than you've allowed yourself to believe.

      To the editors, agents, and publishing professionals who take risks on books that don't fit neatly into existing categories: this one doesn't fit. It's philosophy but accessible. It's memoir but analytical. It's policy but personal. It's critique but constructive. Thank you for seeing that the absence of a clear category might be a feature rather than a bug.

      To my teachers in psychiatry who taught me to listen for patterns across individual cases, to my teachers in philosophy who taught me to examine inherited assumptions, to my teachers in systems thinking who taught me to see connections others miss: this book is what happens when those three forms of training converge in one person over forty years.

      And finally, to the man in the Talmud planting his carob tree: you've been with me since childhood, a story that made no sense in a world oriented toward accumulation and immediate return. Forty years later, you make more sense than almost anything else. This book is an attempt to explain why—and an invitation to others to plant their own trees.

      The work of remembering what we are is never finished. It begins again with each generation, with each person, with each choice. I hope this book serves that remembering for some who read it. If it does, I will have planted something worth planting.

      Ravinder Bhalla

      South Orange, New Jersey

      March 2026

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my parents,

        who survived partition and taught me

        that trauma can either perpetuate cycles or break them.

        For the corrections officer's daughter,

        who asked her father the question that opened this book.

        And for the patients who trusted me with their suffering⁠—

        you showed me what abundance looks like

        even in conditions designed to prevent it.
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          THE SNAKE AND THE MIRROR

        

      

    

    
      In the summer of 2023, a man who had spent thirty-two years as a corrections officer in a maximum-security prison sat across from me and described, in one sentence, what three decades inside the system had done to him—and to everyone in it. You will meet him properly in the first chapter. What matters here is what his sentence opened.

      This haunted me. Not just the personal tragedy of a man realizing he'd spent his adult life diminishing himself while believing he was serving a higher purpose. But the pattern he'd stumbled upon—something ancient, universal, and hiding in plain sight.

      The ancient Greeks, Egyptians, and Norse peoples all recognized this pattern. They called it the ouroboros—from the Greek words oura (tail) and boros (eating). The image of a serpent consuming its own tail, forming a perfect circle. In its darkest interpretation, it represents the profound irony of self-destruction disguised as self-preservation. The creature that devours itself while believing it's feeding itself. The cycle that consumes everything it touches, including the one perpetuating it.

      This was what my patient had discovered. He and the inmates were caught in such a cycle. The system claimed to protect society by punishing criminals but created more criminality. It claimed to restore order but generated disorder. It consumed everyone—guards and inmates alike—while calling itself justice.

      Within a week of that conversation I was seeing the same structure everywhere: in defense budgets, in climate policy, at the border, in our politics.

      

      I did not set out to write a book about humanity's collective future. I am a psychiatrist. Over nearly four decades in practice, my training taught me to focus on the individual—the singular person sitting across from me, their particular suffering, their specific path toward healing. The systems, the politics, the grand trajectories of civilizations—these seemed beyond my scope.

      But I kept seeing the same psychological patterns in my patients that I saw in our collective behavior. The person who cannot stop working themselves into exhaustion because they fear scarcity, despite having plenty. The nation that cannot stop militarizing because it fears threats, despite being the most powerful on earth. The mechanism is identical: a deep, inherited belief in scarcity that no amount of abundance can satisfy. A bottomless pit consuming everything fed to it.

      I realized that the traditional boundaries between individual psychology and collective behavior are artificial. A corrections officer who dehumanizes inmates becomes dehumanized himself—this is both a personal tragedy and a systemic one. A society that walls out immigrants diminishes itself—this is both a political choice and a psychological condition. The same cognitive biases that sabotage personal financial decisions sabotage climate policy. The same inability to think past immediate gratification that ruins individual lives ruins civilizations.

      And I encountered Nietzsche—not as a philosopher to be studied at academic distance, but as a diagnostician of precisely the condition we face. His concept of ressentiment describes our current politics with uncomfortable precision: the aggression that, unable to express itself outward, turns inward and then outward again in disguised form. His concept of amor fati—love of fate, affirmation of existence including its difficulties—offers a way out. But only if we're willing to do the hardest work: coming to terms with our own mortality, our own limits, our own complicity in the cycles we deplore.

      

      I'm writing this as someone who has indirectly survived. My parents fled violence from what is now Pakistan to India during the partition. My father narrowly escaped death. I grew up with the intergenerational trauma of partition, displacement, and loss. I chose psychiatry partly to understand the cycles of harm I'd witnessed and experienced.

      I could have emerged from this history with a scarcity orientation: the world is dangerous, trust no one, accumulate and defend. Many people with similar backgrounds do, and it's rational given what they've experienced. But what I saw instead, over four decades of clinical practice, was this: the people who harmed my family were themselves operating from profound scarcity—historical grievances, fear of the other, the conviction that only violence could secure safety. And the response to that harm—more violence, more fear, more defensive accumulation—created the conditions for future harm. The cycle consumed everyone.

      Abundance thinking, for me, isn't naive optimism. It's a hard-won understanding that the alternative to the cycle is not to defeat the enemy but to change the conditions that create enemies.

      

      This book makes a simple but uncomfortable argument: most of humanity's major crises are not separate problems requiring separate solutions. They are manifestations of a single pattern—scarcity thinking that creates self-devouring cycles. We spend trillions building walls instead of bridges, prisons instead of schools, weapons instead of partnerships—because we believe we must protect what we have against those who would take it.

      The alternative is abundance thinking. Not as naive optimism or denial of limits, but as the psychological and practical recognition that we can invest in others from overflow rather than defend against them from scarcity. This is not utopian. It is arithmetic. The money we spend on walls could uplift the economies people are fleeing. The billions on prisons could restore communities. The trillions on weapons could create partnerships. In most cases, the abundance approach costs less and works better.

      So why don't we do it? Because abundance thinking requires coming to terms with our own mortality—and most leaders, political, corporate, personal, have not done this work. They think in electoral cycles, not generations. In quarterly earnings, not decades. They cannot plant for futures they won't see because they haven't faced the fact that they will die and their accumulation will mean nothing.

      The leader who has truly reckoned with mortality asks different questions. Not "How do I maximize my power during my term?" but "What world do I leave to the next generation?" Not "How do I accumulate enough to feel secure?" but "What is enough, and what should I do with the overflow?"

      But this book is not ultimately about what we've been doing wrong. It is about what we've forgotten.

      We were born into abundance—every one of us, regardless of circumstance, color, belief, or position. Life itself is abundance. The self-devouring cycles consuming our civilization are not the price of being human. They are the cost of forgetting what we are.

      This book is an invitation to remember.

      Maybe it's time.
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          WHAT IS ABUNDANCE?

        

      

    

    
      The word "abundance" has been corrupted.

      In popular usage, it means having more—more money, more possessions, more comfort, more security. It appears in books promising that positive thinking will manifest wealth, in advertisements suggesting that consumption creates fulfillment, in spiritual literature treating scarcity as a personal failing curable by better affirmations.

      This is not what I mean by abundance.

      Abundance, as I use the term throughout this book, is a psychological and philosophical orientation toward reality. It is not about how much you have. It is about how you think, what you value, and how you engage with constraints, threats, and possibilities.

      To understand what abundance is, we must first understand what it replaces.

      

      The Scarcity Orientation

      Scarcity thinking operates from a fundamental conviction: there is not enough. Not enough resources, security, time, dignity, or life itself. This conviction—whether based on actual material conditions or psychological inheritance—creates a defensive crouch toward existence. When you think from scarcity, you hoard what you have, defend against those who might take it, optimize for immediate survival rather than long-term flourishing, and treat every interaction as zero-sum: someone's gain is your loss, someone's rise is your fall.

      This orientation feels rational, even inevitable. Constraints are real. Threats exist. Death is certain. Why wouldn't we defend ourselves, accumulate what we can, secure our position before it's too late?

      The answer lies in what scarcity thinking produces. It narrows our time horizon to the immediate. It reduces our circle of concern to the tribal. It transforms complex situations into simple binaries: us versus them, safety versus threat, mine versus yours. And crucially, it creates the very conditions it fears. The person who hoards creates the scarcity they dread. The nation that builds walls creates the fortress mentality that makes walls feel necessary. The civilization that extracts without limit creates the instability that makes accumulation feel urgent.

      Scarcity thinking is self-fulfilling. That is its deepest danger.

      

      The Abundance Orientation

      Abundance thinking begins with a different question. Not "Who is taking what's ours?" but "What could we create together?" Not "How do we defend against threats?" but "How do we address root causes?" Not "What can we extract before it's gone?" but "What can we plant for those who come after?"

      This orientation doesn't deny constraints. Resources are limited. Threats are real. Death is certain. But within those constraints, the abundance orientation asks what's possible rather than what's threatened. It invests rather than extracts. It creates rather than defends. It thinks in generations rather than quarters.

      Consider two communities facing the same economic decline. Jobs have disappeared. Young people are leaving. Infrastructure is crumbling. This is real scarcity—actual material conditions deteriorating.

      From scarcity thinking: blame outsiders, defend against threats, hoard remaining resources, accept decline as inevitable. This response creates a cycle. Blame generates resentment that poisons social fabric. Defense against outsiders prevents partnerships that could bring investment. Hoarding starves the innovation that could create new industries. The decline accelerates, now burdened with internal division and demoralization.

      From abundance thinking: diagnose root causes, invest in possibility, open to partnership, plant for the next generation knowing results won't appear for years. Investment generates returns. Partnership creates resilience. Planting yields harvests. The cycle spirals upward rather than downward.

      Same situation. Same constraints. Radically different outcomes—because the orientation determines how we use what we have.

      

      The Mortality Connection

      This brings us to what may be the deepest source of scarcity thinking: our relationship with death.

      If you have not come to terms with your own mortality—really faced it, not just acknowledged it intellectually—you cannot think from abundance. Because abundance thinking requires investing in futures you won't see, planting trees in whose shade you won't sit, caring about what happens after you're gone.

      Scarcity thinking is often, at its core, mortality denial. If I can accumulate enough, control enough, secure enough, maybe I can hold death at bay. But this is an illusion. No amount of accumulation prevents death. And the attempt to use it to deny mortality actually diminishes the life we have—we spend our years hoarding, defending, extracting, and miss the possibility of flourishing in the time that remains.

      Abundance thinking emerges from facing mortality squarely. Yes, I will die. My time is limited. Nothing I accumulate will come with me. So what do I want to do with the time I have? What do I want to leave behind? What meaning do I want my life to have had?

      These questions open different possibilities. Not "How do I accumulate before I die?" but "What do I create?" Not "How do I defend myself?" but "What conditions do I want to make possible?" The leader who has faced their mortality asks what world they leave, not what power they hold.

      

      What Abundance Is Not

      Abundance is not pretending resources are unlimited. The climate crisis is real. Poverty is real. Constraints exist. Abundance thinking acknowledges all of this—but chooses to respond by addressing root causes rather than defending against symptoms.

      Abundance is not positive thinking or manifestation. Thinking optimistically doesn't make problems disappear. Abundance thinking is rigorous, clear-eyed assessment of reality combined with the choice to invest in solutions rather than merely manage threats.

      Abundance is not naive optimism or denial that predatory actors exist. Some people are genuinely malicious. Some ideologies are genuinely destructive. But abundance thinking recognizes that most people, most of the time, respond to their conditions. Create conditions of opportunity and dignity, and most people flourish. Create conditions of desperation and humiliation, and extremism grows.

      Abundance is not privilege blindness. In fact, some of the most profound abundance thinking comes from people who have faced genuine scarcity and emerged with clarity about what matters. The refugee who lost everything and chooses to build again. The formerly incarcerated person who mentors others. The community that suffered disaster and comes together rather than fracturing.

      Abundance is not about having more. It is about thinking differently.

      

      The Question of Evil and Power

      Before proceeding, we must address an objection many readers will have: What about evil? What about the genuinely malicious? What about power's corrupting influence?

      If you believe human nature is fundamentally selfish and corrupt—that people are inherently bad and power inevitably makes them worse—then abundance thinking will seem naive at best. Why invest in others if they'll exploit your generosity? Why choose partnership if power corrupts everyone who holds it?

      This is not a trivial objection. It deserves a serious answer.

      I am a psychiatrist. I have spent nearly four decades working with people who have done terrible things—child abusers, domestic violence perpetrators, people who have killed. I have treated victims of profound cruelty. I am not naive about human capacity for harm.

      But here is what four decades of clinical practice has taught me: what we call evil is almost never what we think it is. The popular conception of evil is ontological—some people are just bad, born wrong, fundamentally different from the rest of us. This conception is comforting because it's simple. It is also almost always wrong.

      What I've observed instead: people who do terrible things are almost always operating from profound scarcity. Not just material scarcity, though that's often present. But psychological scarcity—a deep, often unconscious belief that there is not enough safety, love, worth, or life itself. The child abuser was almost always abused themselves. The domestic violence perpetrator often operates from terror of abandonment so profound that control becomes the only available response. Even terrorism emerges from conditions that make dignity and agency feel impossible through any other means.

      This is not to excuse these actions. The harm is real. Accountability is necessary. But understanding the mechanism matters enormously if we want to reduce harm rather than merely punish it. Because if evil is emergent from scarcity thinking operating under certain conditions, then we can change those conditions. We can create structures that make abundance thinking viable. We can address the scarcity that drives destructive behavior.

      Power corrupts precisely when it's held from scarcity thinking. The leader who fears losing power becomes tyrannical. The leader who needs constant validation demands absolute loyalty. The leader who sees the world as zero-sum treats every challenge as existential threat. Power doesn't create these tendencies—it amplifies them. The scarcity thinking was already present.

      But consider leaders who held enormous power and wielded it from abundance: Washington choosing to step down rather than become king. The architects of the Marshall Plan choosing to invest in defeated enemies. Mandela choosing to share power rather than dominate after liberation. These are not examples of power failing to corrupt. They are examples of abundance thinking strong enough to resist corruption.

      The person operating from abundance doesn't need the power to feel whole. They're already whole. When you don't need the power, you can use it well.

      

      The Nietzschean Framework

      Friedrich Nietzsche provides the philosophical foundation for understanding why this shift is so difficult and what it actually requires.

      His concept of the will to power is often misunderstood as advocacy for domination. Nietzsche meant something more subtle: the fundamental drive toward growth, self-overcoming, and the expansion of capacity. Scarcity thinking perverts this drive into mere accumulation and domination. If I can't create, I'll take. If I can't build, I'll destroy. Abundance thinking channels it toward genuine creation: I build institutions that outlast me, I invest in what I'll never see completed, I create value rather than extracting it.

      His concept of ressentiment explains how scarcity thinking becomes entrenched. When we cannot act, when we feel powerless, the energy doesn't disappear—it turns inward, becomes resentment, and projects outward as blame and moral condemnation of those who have what we lack. The politics of scarcity is the politics of resentment. Someone must be blamed for our decline. Someone must be defeated for us to feel powerful. The politics of abundance is the politics of creation: What can we build together? What possibilities can we unlock?

      And his eternal recurrence—the thought experiment asking whether you could will your life to repeat eternally, exactly as it is—becomes the ultimate test.

      

      The Wisdom We Were Born With

      Nietzsche's most quietly radical observation was not about power or morality. It was about the body.

      The body, he insisted, carries more wisdom than the deepest philosophy.

      He meant this literally. The body does not operate from scarcity. In every cell and every process, it trusts in the regenerative abundance of the system it inhabits.

      Scarcity thinking feels natural because it is cognitively loud—it activates alarm systems, demands immediate attention, generates urgent action. Abundance is quieter, more fundamental, more easily drowned out by the noise of fear. But it is there, in every breath that comes without anxiety, in every act of genuine love that gives without calculating return, in every moment of creation that produces something that didn't exist before.

      This is the ground on which the abundance framework stands. Not as aspiration but as recovery. Not as something we must build but as something we must stop destroying.

      

      The Central Message

      This is what the book you are about to read is ultimately about.

      We were each born into an abundance deeper than wealth or circumstance—the unearned fact of being alive, conscious, and capable of meaning—and scarcity thinking works by making us forget it. The cycles consuming our civilization are not human nature running its course; they are the cost of that forgetting. And what has been forgotten can be remembered.

      The book you are about to read traces what the forgetting has cost us—in human lives, in wasted resources, in manufactured suffering across every domain of civilization. And it traces what remembering might make possible.

      Let's begin.
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            The Pattern We Cannot See

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a story from the Talmud about a man who plants a carob tree. A passerby sees him and asks, "How long until this tree bears fruit?"

      "Seventy years," the man replies.

      "And you expect to live seventy more years to eat its fruit?"

      The man pauses from his digging. "I did not find the world desolate when I entered it. My ancestors planted for me. I plant for those who come after."

      This story captures something we have lost. Not the capacity to plant trees—we still do that—but the capacity to plant for those we will never see. To invest in timescales beyond our own lives. To think as ancestors rather than as consumers.

      Instead, we think in electoral cycles. In quarterly earnings. In our own projected lifespan. And this short-term thinking, multiplied across billions of individual decisions and thousands of institutional policies, creates self-devouring cycles that consume everything they touch—including us.

      
      The Corrections Officer

      A few years ago, I sat across from a man who had spent thirty-two years as a corrections officer in a maximum-security prison. He was in his early sixties, broad-shouldered, with hands that had controlled thousands of inmates over those decades. But those hands trembled as he tried to explain why he had finally come to see me.

      "I became what I was guarding against," he said in our third session.

      I waited. This is what you learn as a psychiatrist: the most important things take time to say.

      "When I started in 1991," he continued, "I believed in the system. These were bad people who had done bad things. My job was to keep them locked up, keep everyone safe. Simple." He paused, staring at his hands. "There were about 1.2 million people locked up in this country when I started. Within two decades it had nearly doubled, past two million. It was still near that when I retired in 2023. And here's the thing—crime rates had peaked in 1991, the year I started, then dropped steadily for those same two decades. Crime was falling and we kept building more prisons, kept filling them, kept ruining lives."

      He looked up. "Including our own. Because every day, every time I had to enforce the rules, use force, deny someone's humanity because the system required it—I lost a piece of myself. I became harder. Colder. I stopped seeing them as people. But that meant I also stopped being fully human."

      "What changed?" I asked.

      "My daughter." His voice cracked slightly. "Last year she looked at me and said, 'Dad, you've been angry my entire life. What happened to you?' And I realized she was right. I had become the threat. Not to society. To my own family. To myself."

      He looked up, and I saw something rare: the exact moment someone recognizes a pattern they've been living inside their entire adult life.

      "It's like we were all trapped in the same cage," he said. "I just had the keys. But the cage was inside both of us. The more I dehumanized them, the more I dehumanized myself. We were consuming each other."

      
      The Pattern Everywhere

      This conversation haunted me—not just as a personal tragedy, but because of what he'd stumbled upon: a pattern that repeats across every domain of human civilization.

      A colleague shared research on military spending: the United States spends over $800 billion annually on defense, much of it to counter threats that previous military actions helped create. Money spent on wars creates refugees. Refugees flee to borders. Borders require more money to fortify. Fortification creates more desperation. Desperation fuels the next conflict. The cycle consumes itself while claiming to provide security.

      Reading about climate policy, I saw it again. We extract fossil fuels to power growth. Growth produces emissions that warm the planet. Warming creates disasters requiring adaptation. Adaptation requires economic activity. Economic activity requires more energy. More extraction, more emissions, more warming. Each disaster worse than the last.

      Headlines about immigration revealed the same structure. We spend billions on walls and detention centers instead of investing in the economic development of the countries people are fleeing. The instability perpetuates. The walls require reinforcement. More people flee. More billions required.

      Always the same pattern: protection that produces the threat it claims to prevent. Solutions that perpetuate the problems they claim to solve.

      We are the snake. We are consuming ourselves. And somehow, we cannot see it.

      
      The Same Pattern, Different Scales

      At the institutional level, consider what my patient witnessed over thirty-two years: crime rates peaked the year he started his career and fell for two decades, yet incarceration nearly doubled. We were feeding the cycle even as the conditions that supposedly justified it improved. We now spend over $80 billion annually on a system with recidivism rates exceeding 60 percent. We imprison people, which traumatizes and dehumanizes them, which makes them more likely to commit crimes upon release, which leads to more imprisonment. The snake eats its tail while we call it criminal justice.

      At the geopolitical level, consider Afghanistan. The Soviet Union spent a decade and lost 15,000 soldiers trying to control the country. Failed. The United States spent two decades and over $2 trillion. Failed. Afghanistan's entire GDP is roughly $20 billion annually—we spent five times Afghanistan's entire economy every year trying to control it. The result: nearly identical conditions to 2001, but with hundreds of thousands dead and a generation traumatized. We could not occupy a people indefinitely. The cycle always wins.

      At the environmental level, the extraction cycle accelerates with each iteration. We extract fossil fuels to power growth. Growth produces emissions. Warming creates disasters. Disasters require adaptation. Adaptation requires more economic activity. More economic activity requires more energy. Each disaster is worse than the last. Each adaptation more expensive. The cycle compounds.

      At the immigration level, Congress has now committed some $85 billion to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement—a $75 billion infusion under the 2025 reconciliation law on top of a roughly $10 billion annual budget. Guatemala's entire GDP is
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