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About the book

### Book Review: My Life as an Experiment by A.J. Jacobs

Overview  

A.J. Jacobs takes readers on an uproarious adventure through his unique,

real-life experiments in "My Life as an Experiment." This book is not just a

collection of quirky anecdotes; it’s a fascinating exploration of human

behavior fueled by Jacobs' insatiable curiosity and a scientific approach to

self-improvement.

Key Themes  

Jacobs boldly investigates the limits of human experience by fulfilling

extraordinary "what ifs"—from following his wife's every request for an

entire month to completely outsourcing his daily tasks to India. Each

experiment serves to question societal norms and our own capabilities,

presenting a humorous yet insightful look at personal development.

Writing Style  

Combining sharp wit with deep reflections, Jacobs crafts a narrative that is

as entertaining as it is enlightening. His humorous perspective invites

readers to reflect on their own lives, urging them to challenge the mundane

and strive for greatness beyond the ordinary.
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Conclusion  

"My Life as an Experiment" is a beautifully written testament to the power

of curiosity. As you delve into Jacobs’ escapades, you will find inspiration

to rethink your own life, encouraging a pursuit of extraordinary possibilities.
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About the author

Profile: A.J. Jacobs

Name: A.J. Jacobs  

Birth Date: March 20, 1968  

Profession: Author & Journalist  

Overview:  

A.J. Jacobs is a modern American author and journalist celebrated for his

humorous and immersive style of experiential writing. Known for tackling

unique personal challenges, Jacobs artfully documents his findings with a

blend of humor and insightful commentary.

Notable Works:

1. The Know-It-All  

   - Premise: A journey through the Encyclopaedia Britannica, as Jacobs

reads the entire collection to become the ultimate know-it-all.

   - Impact: This book garnered extensive attention and acclaim, establishing

him as a distinctive voice in non-fiction.

2. The Year of Living Biblically  

   - Premise: An exploration of living according to biblical principles for an

entire year, interpreting the scriptures as literally as possible.
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   - Themes: This work combines humor, self-exploration, and cultural

insights.

3. My Life as an Experiment  

   - Focus: Continues his quest to push the limits of curiosity and endurance,

exploring the complexities of human experiences through daring personal

projects.

Style and Themes:  

Jacobs' writing seamlessly integrates comedy, self-reflection, and cultural

critique, setting him apart in contemporary literature. His unique ventures

invite readers to engage with the intriguing outcomes of his ambitious

experiments, making profound observations about life and society.
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1. The Introduction: A.J. Jacobs' Quest for a
Year of Experiments

In the introduction of "My Life as an Experiment," A.J. Jacobs sets the stage

for a remarkable journey that involves a full year of personal

experimentation aimed at self-discovery, growth, and understanding the

complexities of life. Jacobs, known for his engaging and often humorous

writing style, embarks on this adventure motivated by a desire to learn about

various aspects of the human experience. His journey is not merely a quest

for knowledge but also a profound exploration of how these experiments

impact his life and the lives of those around him.

Jacobs outlines the idea that life is filled with numerous practices and

philosophies that can either enhance or detract from our well-being. He

proposes to investigate these practices by immersing himself in different

disciplines for a month at a time, effectively turning his life into a living

laboratory. The experimental nature of his approach is reflected in his

willingness to test long-held beliefs and societal norms, often challenging

the boundaries of conventional living.

As he initiates this quest, Jacobs is acutely aware of the absurdities and

limitations inherent in daily life, leading him to ponder the question of

whether or not we can truly improve ourselves through systematic

experimentation. For example, early in his journey, he references a common

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


stereotype about men and their daily habits, jokingly noting how many men

fail to read self-help or life improvement books. This light-hearted

introduction softens the philosophical weight of the topic while inviting

readers to reflect on their own life choices and habits.

Moreover, the introduction highlights the interconnectedness of the

categories Jacobs plans to explore, such as religion, gratitude, and health. He

emphasizes that these experiments will not only serve as personal challenges

but will also aim to reveal insights applicable to a broader audience. In doing

so, Jacobs positions himself as both an experimenter and an everyday

person, sharing relatable experiences that illuminate the often-overlooked

complexities of human behavior.

A compelling aspect of Jacobs' introduction is his admission that he is far

from an expert in these fields; he is merely curious and willing to learn

through experience. This humility resonates with readers, making his

journey feel more accessible and relatable. He shares his anticipation for

evaluating the outcomes of these trials, buoyed by a mix of excitement and

trepidation about what he might discover about himself and the world

around him.

Ultimately, Jacobs’ introduction serves as the foundation for a year filled

with challenging, reflective, and, at times, whimsical experiences. His quest
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is not just about personal change but also about the insights it could provide

on how to achieve a well-rounded, fulfilling life. As readers are drawn into

his explorations, they are invited to consider how the principles he

investigates might apply to their own lives. By establishing this context at

the beginning of his book, Jacobs effectively creates a framework for

understanding the transformative power of intentional living through

experimentation.
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2. Chapter 1: The Year of Living Biblically:
Embracing Religious Laws

In "My Life as an Experiment," author A.J. Jacobs embarks on a remarkable

journey in Chapter 1, undertaking a year-long commitment to live according

to the rules of the Bible. This endeavor is not merely an academic exercise;

rather, it becomes a profound exploration of how ancient texts can shape

modern lives. Jacobs's quest, titled "The Year of Living Biblically," pushes

him to scrutinize religious laws, often overlooked by contemporary society.

Jacobs's journey begins with a detailed examination of the biblical text,

where he encounters numerous laws—some straightforward and others

perplexingly complex. He immerses himself in reading the Bible cover to

cover, working to understand the nuances of various laws outlined in both

the Old and New Testaments. For instance, he grapples with vivid mandates

such as the prohibition against mixing fabrics from different sources

(Leviticus 19:19) and the chaotic nature of stoning an adulterer

(Deuteronomy 22:22). These seemingly archaic laws compel Jacobs to

consider their relevance and applicability in the 21st century, leading to

moments of humor and frustration, as he realizes that many are impractical

for modern living.

As he commits to adopting these laws, A.J. Jacobs quickly discovers the

challenges inherent in endeavoring to live a wholly biblical lifestyle. He
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attempts to follow the Ten Commandments strictly, which brings him into

conflict with his everyday experiences. For example, Jacobs reflects on how

simply adhering to the commandment "You shall not bear false witness"

complicates minor social interactions, such as attending parties or making

small talk, where white lies often grease the wheels of conversation.

In tackling these rules, Jacobs also faces logistical hurdles. He constructs a

list of commandments and practical laws to integrate into his daily routine.

He ardently tries to observe the Sabbath, which beckons a reconsideration of

how leisure is defined in a fast-paced world; even turning off his phone and

refraining from work becomes a surreal challenge in a digitally driven era.

In parallel, Jacobs's attempts to embrace the notion of "loving thy neighbor"

lead him into unique situations, from reaching out to strangers on the street

to even practicing kindness to those who might test his patience. He

illustrates this aspect of his experiment through various encounters, such as

engaging with religious leaders and even pursuing interfaith dialogues,

which evoke reflections on personal biases and social cohesion.

Additionally, the year is punctuated by reflections on the nature of faith

itself. Jacobs, who identifies as a secular Jew, contemplates the role that

spirituality, tradition, and inter-personal connections play in one’s life.

While he initially approaches the Bible as a set of rules and constraints, he
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begins to unravel deeper insights about community, moral responsibility,

and individual introspection. Through his exploration, Jacobs unearths the

essence of rituals, understanding that they often serve a purpose far beyond

mere adherence to law.

As Jacobs encounters fellow practitioners and adherents of various faiths

throughout his journey, he finds resonance with aspects of their beliefs that

challenge his own understanding of faith and moral practice. For instance,

friendly discussions with devout Christians reveal how contemporary

interpretations of biblical laws have shifted over time, thus inviting Jacobs to

consider how interpretive flexibility might enrich his own perceptions.

Ultimately, Chapter 1 of "My Life as an Experiment" is not solely about

observing biblical laws; it is a deep dive into the human experience shaped

by ancient wisdom. Jacobs emerges from his year of living biblically not

with absolute answers but with open-ended questions about morality, ethics,

and the fabric of community. His narrative is both humorous and

introspective, ultimately advocating for a thoughtful examination of how

ancient teachings can continue to inspire and inform our modern lives, even

when they are met with skepticism and laughter.
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3. Chapter 2: The Power of Gratitude: My
Month of Thankfulness

In Chapter 2 of "My Life as an Experiment," A.J. Jacobs embarks on a

transformative journey centered around gratitude. Following his previous

experiment of living according to biblical principles, Jacobs decides to

dedicate an entire month to practicing thankfulness in a more structured and

deliberate way. This chapter delves into the profound effects that a

consistent focus on gratitude can have on one’s outlook on life,

relationships, and overall well-being.

Jacobs begins by outlining his intention to express thanks not only to the

people in his life but also to inanimate objects and experiences that often go

underappreciated. He sets the ground rules for his month of thankfulness,

committing to acknowledge his gratitude publicly and privately, through

various means such as journaling, verbal expressions, and letters. By doing

so, he aims to explore how deliberately practicing gratitude can alter his

mindset and dramatically shift his experience of daily life.

Throughout the month, Jacobs employs a variety of techniques to enhance

his gratitude practice. One significant method includes writing thank-you

notes—not just to friends and family, but also to the workers in industries he

often overlooks, such as garbage collectors and mailmen. This exercise not

only makes him feel more connected to his community but also provides
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him with the opportunity to learn about the hard work and dedication of

those whose contributions he previously took for granted.

Jacobs also notes the impact that gratitude has on his interpersonal

relationships. By expressing appreciation more freely, he discovers that the

simple act of thanking someone can deepen connections and improve overall

mood for both parties involved. For example, a heartfelt thank you to his

wife Julia for her support and patience during his various experiments

fosters a more loving and open relationship between them. This insight leads

him to recognize how gratitude can serve as a powerful tool in nurturing

bonds and promoting emotional health.

Throughout this month, Jacobs also studies the scientific research

surrounding gratitude. He references studies suggesting that individuals who

regularly practice gratitude report higher levels of happiness and satisfaction

in life. He learns that gratitude can even foster physical health, reducing

symptoms of depression and enhancing resiliency in stressful situations. He

brings this academic insight into his narrative, connecting personal

anecdotes with a broader understanding of the psychological weight

gratitude can carry.

One memorable event during his month occurs when he finds himself at a

coffee shop. While enjoying his drink, he feels compelled to thank the
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barista, not just for the coffee but for the warmth and smile she brings to her

work. This moment becomes a catalyst for a series of exchanges filled with

appreciation between him and the employees, revealing how contagious

gratitude can be. The cheerful interactions brighten the day for both Jacobs

and the barista, illustrating how shared recognition of kindness enriches

social interactions.

Towards the end of the chapter, Jacobs reflects on his month-long

experiment, expressing how a deliberate focus on gratitude has reshaped his

worldview. He feels more engaged with life, finding beauty in mundane

routines and enhanced meaning in everyday interactions. The chapter

culminates in a profound realization: gratitude not only elevates his personal

happiness but also creates ripples of positivity in his communities,

encouraging others to notice and appreciate the often-overlooked aspects of

their lives.

In summary, Chapter 2 of "My Life as an Experiment" serves as an

enlightening exploration of the transformative power of gratitude. Jacobs

presents both personal experiences and reflective insights that underscore the

significant differences a focused practice of thankfulness can make in one’s

life. This chapter stands as a testament to gratitude's power not only to

enhance personal satisfaction but also to foster deeper connections and a

richer sense of community.
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4. Chapter 3: The Science of Flossing:
Exploring Dental Hygiene’s Impact

In the pursuit of better health and well-being, A.J. Jacobs dives deep into the

often-overlooked realm of dental hygiene in Chapter 3 of "My Life as an

Experiment." This chapter, aptly titled "The Science of Flossing," reflects

Jacobs’ humorous and rigorous approach to life experiments, as he

investigates the true impact of dental care, specifically the act of flossing, on

overall health.

Jacobs begins his exploration by addressing the overwhelming amount of

mixed information available regarding dental care. Many people, including

himself, tend to consider flossing merely a ritualistic act, often performed

half-heartedly or skipped altogether without much thought. However,

Jacobs’s curiosity leads him to the underlying science—examining whether

flossing is truly beneficial, or simply a suggestion from dentists that has

become ingrained into routine.

In his research, Jacobs uncovers a plethora of studies that indicate the

significant relationship between oral health and overall health. He highlights

how poor dental hygiene can lead to a cascade of health issues, including

heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory infections. For instance, a notable

study by the American Heart Association found that gum disease can

increase the risk of cardiovascular disease due to inflammation and bacteria
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entering the bloodstream. This connection painted a stark picture of the

consequences of neglecting oral care, leading Jacobs and readers alike to

reconsider the importance of simple habits like flossing.

Determined to fully embrace this dental challenge, Jacobs commits to daily

flossing, documenting not only his progress but also his struggles. His

encounters range from the mundane to the humorous. He shares anecdotes

about the revelation of discovering the "correct" flossing technique and the

initial discomfort often associated with the act. Jacobs compares the

experience of docking a sailboat for the first time: intimidating yet

rewarding. He recounts his clumsy attempts to master the technique,

reminding readers that even simple tasks can have a learning curve. 

While discussing the physiological impacts of flossing on his dental health,

Jacobs also explores the psychological effects of committing to this daily

habit. He describes a newfound sense of accomplishment and pride

whenever he adheres to his flossing routine, highlighting how such small

victories can lead to more significant changes in one’s self-esteem and

overall mindset. This revelation suggests that our habits, no matter how

trivial they may seem, can heavily influence our perception of ourselves,

ultimately affecting our wider life choices.

Throughout this chapter, Jacobs also touches upon societal perceptions of
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dental care, examining how culture influences one’s attitude towards

flossing. He candidly acknowledges the stigma around bad breath and its

connection to one’s social standing. By delving into historical practices of

oral hygiene, he presents an enlightening narrative on how civilizations

prioritized dental health in various ways, underscoring the progression of

oral care to contemporary practices.

One significant takeaway from Jacobs's experimentation with flossing is the

interplay of personal commitment and communal standards of health. He

raises a compelling question: If flossing is so crucial, why do dental

associations struggle to encourage compliance among the population? He

discusses the factors that contribute to this gap, like accessibility, education,

and the general dismissiveness surrounding dental health compared to other

health concerns.

In closing the chapter, Jacobs reflects on what he has learned—not just about

flossing, but about the importance of small, healthy habits in promoting

general well-being. He conveys a pivotal message that emphasizes how

embracing seemingly mundane activities can lead to broader insights about

personal health, hygiene, and the essential interconnectedness of body and

mind. By the end of this chapter, Jacobs realizes that flossing, while an

essential dental ritual, has become a metaphor for his journey through life: a

small, necessary practice that contributes to greater health and happiness. 
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Jacobs’ humorous yet earnest exploration of flossing serves as an engaging

reminder that simple acts of self-care are profoundly significant. In doing so,

he encourages readers to take their health seriously, one floss at a time.
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5. Chapter 4: Embracing the Art of
Self-Improvement Through Life Experiments

In this chapter, A.J. Jacobs delves deep into the essence of personal

development and self-improvement through the lens of life experiments.

Jacobs passionately describes how experimenting with various aspects of his

daily life provided him with profound insights into his own personality,

habits, and the world at large. He argues that by engaging in life experiments

— whether they be grand endeavors or small, manageable tasks —

individuals can unlock the potential for transformative growth within

themselves.

Jacobs begins with a personal narrative that illustrates his foray into

purposeful experimentation. He decided to consciously focus on one

self-improvement goal at a time, noting that while multi-tasking in

self-development can be appealing, it often leads to overwhelm and

inadequate results. Instead, by centering his efforts on specific experiments,

he was able to track his progress and reflect meaningfully on the changes he

was making.

An important aspect of this chapter revolves around the concept of \'small

changes leading to big transformations.\' Jacobs emphasizes the significance

of manageable modifications in one’s routine. He shares anecdotes of

seemingly minor life experiments that led to substantial shifts in his attitudes

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


and behaviors. For instance, he recounts his commitment to drinking a

gallon of water every day for a month. Initially, the task seemed trivial.

However, he soon discovered that staying adequately hydrated not only

boosted his energy levels but also improved his mood and concentration.

This simple experiment taught him valuable lessons about the connection

between physical well-being and mental sharpness.

Furthermore, Jacobs explores the idea of \'mindfulness experiments\' —

practices aimed at fostering greater awareness of one’s thoughts and

feelings. He recounts his attempt to meditate daily for several weeks, a

challenge that forced him to confront his incessant thoughts and distractions.

Throughout the process, he learned to appreciate moments of stillness and

noticed the positive changes in his stress levels. The simplicity of focusing

on his breath each day was a profound exercise in reclaiming his mental

space.

Jacobs also highlights the interplay between inquisitiveness and

self-improvement. He recalls an illuminating experiment in which he

immersed himself in various authors’ works for a month, reading books he

had previously dismissed. This experience opened his mind to new

perspectives, illustrating how exposing oneself to different ideas can serve as

a fertile ground for personal growth. Engaging with unexpected narratives

encouraged him to reassess his own beliefs and biases, underscoring the
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importance of flexibility in one’s worldview.

The chapter also emphasizes the potential of life experiments to cultivate

resilience. Jacobs shares instances where his attempts at self-improvement

did not yield the intended outcomes. Rather than becoming discouraged, he

framed these moments as valuable learning opportunities. For example,

when he tried to adhere strictly to a new diet but found himself slipping into

old habits, he reflected on the behavioral patterns that led to these setbacks.

Such reflections contributed to his understanding of the complexities of

personal change and the necessity of patience and persistence in overcoming

obstacles.

In discussing the theme of community, Jacobs explains how sharing his life

experiments with others created an environment of mutual support and

accountability. He highlights interactions with friends who tried out similar

experiments, fostering a meaningful shared experience. This aspect of social

learning not only enhanced the enjoyment of his individual projects but also

deepened his connections with others.

Finally, the chapter closes with reflections on how these life experiments are

not merely a means to an end — they are, in fact, an ongoing journey of

self-discovery. Jacobs advocates for a mindset of perpetual inquiry, urging

readers to see their lives as a series of experiments where each outcome
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contributes to their growth. He inspires readers to approach

self-improvement with the same curiosity and openness as scientists,

emphasizing that even failures can yield invaluable insights. By embracing

the art of self-improvement through life experiments, Jacobs suggests that

individuals can navigate their personal growth journeys with excitement and

courage, knowing that each attempt is an opportunity to learn and evolve.
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6. The Conclusion: Reflections on the Lessons
Learned from My Life Experiments

In concluding my journey chronicled through various life experiments, I find

it essential to reflect on the myriad lessons gleaned from each endeavor. The

essence of my pursuits was to confront challenges, explore belief systems,

and ultimately, discover strategies for self-improvement—all of which

yielded profound insights into not only my own existence but also into the

broader nuances of life itself.

One of the most significant lessons extracted from my experiment of living

biblically for a year was the transformative power of commitment. By

consciously embracing biblical laws—often with humor and humility—I

learned the importance of sticking to a goal and the depths of discipline. For

instance, adhering to tenets that prohibited envy, dishonesty, and judgment

transformed my interactions with others. I found myself more mindful and

compassionate instead of critical. This commitment highlighted the idea that

when we fully invest ourselves in a principle, no matter how foreign it might

seem at first, we emerge with a clearer understanding of our values and

priorities.

Furthermore, my month dedicated to gratitude unlocked another layer of

self-awareness. Practicing daily expressions of thankfulness, even for small

acts, taught me to focus on the positive aspects of my life rather than the
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negative. One illustrative case was during a particularly tedious workweek

when gratitude was focused on simple joys—my morning coffee, the

kindness of strangers, the warmth of friends. It shifted my perspective

dramatically. Instead of viewing life as a series of burdens, I discovered joy

in ordinary moments. This experience underlined a vital lesson: that

gratitude is not just a response to good experiences but a powerful practice

that can reshape our outlook and enhance our overall happiness.

Exploring the science of flossing, I gained insights into health and wellness

habits and the importance of establishing routines that may seem mundane

but are crucial for overall health. Initially, I approached flossing with a

reluctance akin to many—a chore rather than a necessity. Yet, as I

incorporated it into a daily ritual, its benefits extended beyond physical

health; it served as a reminder of taking personal responsibility for my

wellbeing in more profound ways. I realized that small acts of self-care

aggregate into larger wellness over time, fostering a greater sense of agency

and control in my life.

Perhaps most importantly, these experiments collectively enlightened my

understanding of the art of self-improvement. Each experiment was a

window into different aspects of the human experience, encouraging me to

engage with life actively rather than passively. For example, tackling the

challenge of gratitude amid adversity, like loss or disappointment, taught me

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


resilience and the ability to find meaning and balance in chaos. It pointed out

that self-improvement is not just about habits but about embracing the full

spectrum of life—its joys, challenges, and everything in between.

In retrospect, the amalgamation of these varied experiments painted a

holistic picture of personal growth. They reinforced the belief that life is not

static; it is an ever-evolving series of choices and experiences. Each

experiment became an avenue for reflection, learning, and adaptation. By

leaning into discomfort and embracing new perspectives, I found the

courage to question norms and foster change.

As I share these reflections, it’s evident that life experiments, while unique

to the individual, are foundational to understanding ourselves and the world.

They are never merely about achieving specific outcomes; rather, they speak

to growth, exploration, and discovery. Each lesson learned resonates beyond

its immediate context, encouraging others to embark on their own quests of

self-experimentation. Ultimately, the greatest lesson from my life as an

experiment is simple yet profound: to live intentionally and embrace the

journey of learning that is both personal and universal.
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