
You can get everything you want and still lose everything that
makes wanting it worthwhile.

The ambition test most successful people take
too late

The most dangerous business risk is not failure.

It is becoming so effective at getting what you want that you lose the ability to
recognize what you are doing to people-and eventually, what you are doing to
yourself.

Charles Foster Kane built an extraordinary empire: newspapers, magazines, radio, and
industrial enterprises. He could shape public opinion, attract talented people, and
turn a failing newspaper into one with more than 200,000 readers.

By conventional measures, he won.

But his life offers a warning for anyone who wants influence, ownership, and
control: success can amplify your character without repairing it.

Kane’s childhood separation left him with a profound loss. As an adult, he tried to
answer that loss through possessions, public power, and relationships organized
around his terms. He built Xanadu-an immense private world-yet ended isolated in a
decaying palace, still trying to influence a nation that had stopped listening.

The pattern is worth noticing early:

Provision becomes control. Kane builds Susan an opera house and uses his
money and newspapers to support her career. But she did not want that
career. What looks like generosity becomes coercion when the recipient’s
wishes no longer matter.

Loyalty becomes compliance. Kane recruits people into his organization, but
Leland questions whether they share his principles or simply follow the
available employment. If people cannot disagree with you safely, you do not
have loyalty-you have dependence.

Conviction becomes self-justification. Kane claims to serve ordinary people
with honest news, then manipulates headlines and uses sensational coverage
to shape reality. A mission statement is not evidence of integrity; repeated
choices are.
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Independence becomes isolation. "There’s only one person in the world to
decide what I’m going to do-and that’s me," Kane says when his political
scandal threatens his family. Autonomy can be admirable. Refusing every
compromise when others bear the cost is something else.

A practical ambition check:

1. Ask the people closest to you what your success is costing them.

2. Separate help from ownership: would you still offer it if the other person
made a different choice?

3. Track whether disagreement changes your mind-or merely identifies someone to
defeat.

4. Measure loyalty by honest counsel, not praise or obedience.

5. Define success in terms that include people you cannot replace.

Kane’s tragedy is not that he lacked ambition. It is that he repeatedly confused
control, provision, and public influence with love and mutual connection. He wanted
to be loved, but demanded love on his own terms.

That is a poor strategy in business and an even worse one in life.

The final lesson is not that wealth or influence are evil. Kane’s achievement was
real. His contradictions were real too: honest and crooked, tolerant and intolerant,
loving and destructive. No single word explains a human life.

So build something substantial. Pursue independence. Learn to win.

But decide now what you will not sacrifice to win-and keep checking that your
methods are not quietly destroying the relationships and values that give the
victory meaning.
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