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Introduction: What Rosalind Franklin Photographed 

 

 

My father started smoking when he was a teenager. By the time I was in middle school, he had been 

smoking for over three decades. It was simply what he did — as ordinary and unremarkable as the 

way he took his coffee or the chair he sat in at the dinner table. 

Then he got sick. 

After months of coughing and ignoring what his body was telling him, he finally went to the doctor. 

The news was stark. The doctor gave him a choice framed as a timeline: quit now, and live many 

more years. Keep smoking, and the years ahead could be counted on one hand. 

This was the 1970s. There were no nicotine patches. No prescription gum. No pharmaceutical aids 

of any kind — the first of those wouldn’t be approved for another decade. No support groups 

worth mentioning. No app on his phone tracking his progress and sending him encouraging 

notifications. There was nothing except the diagnosis, the doctor’s words, and whatever was 

happening inside my father’s mind on the drive home. 

Then he did the most remarkable thing I’ve ever seen him do. 

He quit. Cold turkey. Completely. As far as I know, he never smoked again. 

He lived another forty years. 

I’ve thought about that a lot over the years — not just as a son grateful for the extra decades, but as 

someone who has spent thirty years working with people trying to change their behavior. Because 

what my father did should have been nearly impossible. He had a habit encoded over thirty years. 

He had a powerful physical addiction. He had no tools, no support system, no gradual taper. Every 

force that keeps people locked in their patterns was working against him. 

And he just… stopped. 



The question that has driven most of my career isn’t why people fail to change. That part, I’ve come 

to understand fairly well. The question I pondered for years was this one: what was different about 

my father in that moment? What shifted? What made the impossible not just possible but apparently 

— in his case — permanent? 

It wasn’t willpower. He’d had willpower before. He’d probably tried to quit before, or at least 

thought about it. It wasn’t a new method or a better technique. It wasn’t discipline he suddenly 

found that had been hiding somewhere. 

Something else changed. Something underneath the habit. Something invisible. 

——— 

 

What Was Already There 

In 1952, a chemist named Rosalind Franklin sat in her laboratory at King’s College London and did 

something that would change the course of biology. Using a technique called X-ray crystallography, 

she captured an image of a DNA fiber in its hydrated form. The image — known as Photo 51 — 

revealed something that had never been clearly seen before: the precise structure of the molecule 

that carries the instructions for all living things. 

She didn’t create the double helix. She didn’t invent Deoxyribonucleic Acid (DNA). But for the first 

time in human history, she had photographed what was already there. 

The structure had existed long before anyone had the tools to see it. It was running in every cell of 

every living organism on earth. It was determining what got built, what could be expressed, what got 

passed on. All of this silently, invisibly, without anyone’s awareness or consent. 

Photo 51 didn’t build the structure. It revealed it. And once it could be seen — once it could be 

studied, named, and understood — everything changed. 

Your habits have a structure underneath them. 

You didn’t consciously design it. It built itself — from the beliefs you absorbed before you were old 

enough to question them, from the environments you were placed in, from the groups you wanted 

to belong to, from the identity you constructed over years of accumulated choices. It has been 

running mostly without your awareness, producing the same results, reinforcing the same patterns. 

This book is Photo 51 for your habits. 

It won’t give you another method for building better habits. There is no shortage of those, and if 

methods alone worked, you wouldn’t be reading this. What it will give you is something more 

fundamental: a way to see what’s actually running underneath your habits — and understand why 

every attempt to change them that doesn’t address that underlying structure eventually fails. 

——— 



You’re Not Broken 

Before we go any further, something needs to be said directly. 

If you’ve tried to change something in your life — your health, your finances, your relationships, 

your career — and it hasn’t held, you probably have a story about why. Maybe it’s that you don’t 

have enough discipline. Maybe you’re just not the kind of person who follows through. Maybe the 

timing was never right, or life kept getting in the way, or something always seemed to come up right 

when you were building momentum. 

Here’s what I’ve learned after thirty years of working with people who are trying to change: the story 

is almost never accurate. 

You are not broken. You are not lazy. You are not someone who just can’t get it together. What you 

are — what most people are — is someone who has been working very hard inside the wrong 

structure. Trying to get results that the current design was never built to produce. 

Think about it this way: 

A hospital and an airport are both large, complex buildings. Both take enormous resources to 

construct. Both serve the people who use them. But you can’t land a plane at a hospital. It’s not 

designed for that. Doesn’t matter how skilled the pilot is, how powerful the engines are, or how 

committed everyone on board is to landing. The architecture — the design, the structure, what it 

was built to do — determines what’s possible there. And landing planes is not possible at a hospital. 

Just as performing complex diagnoses, treatments and surgical procedures on a plane are not 

possible. 

A lot of us are doing exactly that in some area of our lives. Trying hard. Showing up. Genuinely 

wanting the outcome. And not getting it — not because something is wrong with us, but because 

we’re trying to land somewhere that was never designed to receive us. 

That’s what this book is about. Not trying harder. Not finding a better system. Understanding the 

structure that’s already running — and learning what it would take to build one that actually gives 

you a chance at the outcome you want. 

——— 

Architecture: What It Means Here 

The word “architecture” shows up a lot in this book. It’s worth saying clearly what it means — and 

what it doesn’t. 

Architecture is just the word for how something is designed and structured to serve a purpose. 

Every building has one. So does every system, every organization, every relationship — and every 

person’s behavior. 

 



A hospital has an architecture designed around delivering medical care. An airport has an 

architecture designed around moving people and aircraft. A shopping center has an architecture 

designed around retail. Same basic materials — steel, concrete, glass, people, systems. Completely 

different designs. Completely different outcomes. Because the purpose determines the structure, and 

the structure determines what’s possible. 

Here’s what most people don’t realize: success has an architecture. And so does failure. 

The person who keeps getting the results they want isn’t luckier than you, or more disciplined, or 

built differently. They’re running an architecture that’s aligned with the outcome they’re after.  

The person who keeps getting results they don’t want isn’t weaker or less capable. They’re running 

an architecture that’s pointed toward familiar results — often without knowing it. 

Architecture doesn’t guarantee success. You still need to show up, make good decisions, and do the 

work inside whatever structure you build. But without the right architecture in place, none of that 

other effort matters as much as it should. The pilot can be world-class. If there’s no runway, the 

plane doesn’t land. 

Your architecture is made up of your beliefs, your habits, your identity, the people around you, the 

environments you live and work inside, and the way you talk to yourself. All of it working together, 

mostly below the surface, producing the results you’re currently getting. Some of it you chose 

deliberately. Most of it assembled itself from your experiences, your upbringing, the groups you 

belonged to, and the conclusions you drew — often before you were old enough to question them. 

It has been running for years. Quietly. Reliably. Producing exactly what it was built to produce. 

The question is whether what it’s built to produce is what you actually want. 

——— 

The Architecture Is Already Running 

There is no standing still. That’s one of the foundational ideas in this book, and it’s worth sitting 

with. 

You are always producing results. Every day, the architecture you’re running is building something 

— in your health, your finances, your relationships, your work, your sense of purpose. It doesn’t 

take a day off. It doesn’t wait for you to be ready. It just runs, producing whatever it was designed to 

produce, whether that’s what you want or not. 

The only question is whether you’re the one doing the designing — or whether it’s designing itself. 

My father’s smoking habit was architecture. The beliefs underneath it — about who he was, what he 

needed, what stress required, what men of his generation did — were architecture. The social 

environment that normalized it was architecture. All of it had been building for over thirty years 

without his deliberate participation. 



Then the doctor’s words created something I’ve come to call The Moment — a crack in the 

automatic structure through which my father could finally see what he had built, and what it was 

costing him. And in that moment, something else became available that hadn’t been strong enough 

before: a reason. A Why. Something finally larger than every force pulling him back toward the 

familiar. 

I don’t know exactly what my father’s Why was. He didn’t talk about it in those terms. Maybe it was 

the simple animal desire not to die. Maybe it was the thought of his kids growing up without him. 

Maybe it was both, tangled together into something that hit him in the chest with a weight that every 

previous attempt to quit had never carried. 

Whatever it was, this time it was strong enough. And once he could see what was running — really 

see it — and once the Why was real, changing the habit turned out to be the easiest part. 

That’s the central argument of this book. 

Habits are not the problem. They’re the output — the visible surface of a structure that runs much 

deeper. Attacking the habit without addressing the structure underneath it is why so many attempts 

to change eventually collapse. You’re not fighting a behavior. You’re fighting an architecture. And 

you can’t change what you can’t see. 

——— 

What This Book Is — and Isn’t 

There are good books about building better habits. James Clear will teach you how to make them 

small and sustainable. Charles Duhigg will explain the mechanics of how habits form. BJ Fogg will 

show you how to make them almost effortless. Those books contain real and useful ideas. 

This book asks a different question. Not how do you build a better habit — but why do you have 

the ones you do? Not what system will finally make it stick — but what structure is making it resist 

change in the first place? 

That’s a more fundamental question. And it leads somewhere those books don’t go. 

What you’ll find here is a framework, not a formula. A formula says: do these steps and get this 

result. A framework says: here’s how this works. Here’s the terrain. You still have to navigate it. 

Things will still get hard. The framework doesn’t promise to make the work easy — but it does 

promise to make the work make sense. And when you understand what you’re actually working 

with, you stop wasting energy on the wrong things. 

This isn’t therapy. It’s not a substitute for clinical support when that’s what’s needed. It doesn’t 

require ideal conditions. It requires only one thing: the willingness to look honestly at what’s running 

and decide what to do about it. 

That willingness is the only prerequisite. 

——— 



A Note on the Science 

You’ll find research in this book. Not a lot — this isn’t a science textbook — but enough to show 

that what’s described here is grounded in real findings about how people actually work. When the 

research shows up, it’s there to confirm something you’ve probably already felt, not to impress you 

with credentials. 

The most important thing the science tells us is this: the patterns you’re living in aren’t random, and 

they’re not permanent. They were built. And what was built can be understood, examined, and 

rebuilt. 

——— 

My father lived to be eighty-seven. He watched his grandchildren grow up. He sat at tables and told 

stories and was present for things that, without that doctor’s appointment and whatever happened 

inside him on the drive home, he would never have seen. 

He changed one of the most stubborn habits a human being can have — cold turkey, with no tools, 

in a single decision that held for the rest of his life. 

He didn’t find more willpower. He found his Why. And his Why made the invisible structure of his 

habit finally visible — and finally changeable. 

You have an architecture running right now. It built itself without your full participation. It has been 

producing the same results, reinforcing the same patterns, for longer than you probably realize. 

Two questions will return throughout this book. I want to put them in front of you now, at the 

beginning, so they can do their work while you read. 

1. What would you do if you could see the architecture that runs your life? 

2. And if you could see it — would you change it? 

Rosalind Franklin’s photograph didn’t create the double helix. It revealed what was already there. 

Once it could be seen, everything that followed became possible. 

That’s what this book is for. 

——— 

Author’s Note 

Thanks for reading the introduction! I hope you enjoyed it.  If you’d like to read the rest of 
the book, you can get a paperback from Amazon, or a PDF copy here: 

https://habitdna.org/the-book  

Best, 

James 

https://habitdna.org/the-book

