Chapter 04: To Be or To Do?
Ego is the Enemy — Ryan Holiday ¢ Executive Breakdown

John Boyd's Ultimate Dilemma

Vv Legendary Air Force strategist John Boyd gave young officers a brutal ultimatum: 'To be
somebody or to do something? Which way will you go?"

v Choosing 'to be' means chasing ranks, titles, awards, and prestigious promotions by
compromising independence and kissing rings.

v Choosing 'to do' means focusing entirely on solving critical problems, serving a higher cause, and
creating lasting institutional impact.

B3 The Rot of Institutional Prestige

Vv Chasing titles forces individuals to surrender intellectual honesty, playing political games to
protect an artificial public identity.

v/ Bureaucracy rewards conformity and hollow polish, systematically penalizing those who
challenge orthodoxies to produce real reform.

v Boyd stayed a colonel and retired with zero ceremonial glory, but revolutionized modern warfare,
aviation design, and military strategy.

E) Substance Over Symbolism

v Those obsessed with 'being' someone are endlessly fragile, crushed whenever titles, followers, or
external accolades are withheld.

v Those committed to 'doing' something are antifragile, energized by difficult challenges regardless
of whether anyone notices or applauds.

v At every crossroads in career and life, ask Boyd's question to separate vanity from genuine,
enduring contribution.

@ Chapter Summary

v John Boyd's fork in the road separates those who chase superficial titles ('to be') from those who
solve real problems ('to do').

v/ Chasing external prestige requires constant moral and intellectual compromise to appease the
gatekeepers of established hierarchies.

v Lasting historical impact is created by individuals who remain indifferent to applause and
measure life by the substance of their contributions.

v Choosing 'to do' grants complete intellectual autonomy, freeing you from the paralyzing fear of
losing status or approval.




