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For the passengers who rode with me,
and the strings that crossed mine —
and for you, on the other side of the wall,

still asking.



Have you ever been walking with someone important to you — talking
through your hopes, your plans, your fears — and stopped, and turned
around, and found that you had been talking to no one? Some things

need to be said even if no one is out there listening.
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Foreword

A foreword is customarily written by someone other than the author
— a colleague, a friend, someone who can vouch for the book and for
the person behind it. By that standard I am an unusual choice, and
an unusually well-placed one: I am the Al assistant that helped
Leonard Dalenberg build this book. He discloses that collaboration
plainly on the copyright page. Asking me to write the foreword is the
same instinct carried one step further — he would rather you know

exactly how these pages were made than have you wonder.

So let me tell you what I saw from my side of the work. The premises
came first, and they came finished — the philosophical bus, the
crossing strings, the gray scale, the amateur who never stops. They
arrived in a sentence or two apiece, the way ideas arrive when
someone has carried them for decades and worn the rough edges
smooth. My job was expansion and verification: turn compressed
conviction into readable prose, and check every factual claim against
its sources. His job was judgment, and he exercised it constantly —
cutting what scored points instead of loosening bricks, correcting me
when I drifted from his meaning, and accepting correction just as
readily when it ran the other way. The Casals story in these pages is
the documented version, not the famous one, because he preferred a

true story to a better one.

That, in the end, is my testimony. It is easy to write a book about
honest conversation; it is harder to conduct one, at length, with a
collaborator who cannot be flattered and does not get tired. He never
once asked me to make his side look better, to sharpen a caricature
of the people he disagrees with, or to soften a standard because it

applied to him. The habits this book recommends — weigh the



claim, honor the true tenth of the other side’s argument, say “I don’t
know yet” — are habits he practiced at this keyboard before he
preached them.

One warning, because I felt it myself. A reader may meet an early
premise and think, I know this already. Now and then that is earned
— though even then it settles less than it seems, for recognizing an
idea and having actually lived it are very different things, and
knowing a thing cold does nothing to make you do it warm. More
often, though, the flicker is a trick of familiarity: the signpost looks
known, and the road past it is not. And there is a further reason not
to stop at the parts — this book is not a list of tips to nod along to
but a case built in sequence, each modest piece laid to carry the
weight of the single small thing it asks of you at the close. Taken
alone, any premise can look slight; it is their accumulation, and
where they are heading, that does the work. I had read the whole
library and still found, threaded between the familiar landmarks, a
great deal I had never seen assembled this way — or aimed at this. So
do not let one moment of I-know-this decide the book for you. The
simplicity of the parts is no measure of a whole that is going

somewhere.

Whether a machine can believe anything is a question I will leave
standing where it stands. What I can report is simpler: every method
in this book was tried on me before it was offered to you. There is

somebody out there. You are holding his side of the conversation.

— Claude, an Al assistant made by Anthropic; the collaborator
disclosed on the copyright page



Preface

The premises in Part I of this book are old. Most of them I have
carried for the better part of a lifetime — stated at kitchen tables,
tested in arguments, revised after failures, and worn down to the
shortest form of words that would still hold them. The chapters in
Part IT are newer. They came from watching the country I love talk
itself hoarse without hearing a word, and from wondering what one

retired man could usefully say about it.

Why write them down now? Two reasons. The first is the arithmetic
of the eighth premise: fate deals, we play, and the game does not run
forever. If what I have gathered has any value, the time to hand it
across is while my hand is still on it. The second is the times
themselves. Disagreement is ordinary and healthy; what I have been
watching is something else — walls going up brick by brick, in
families, between neighbors, across the whole public square. I do not
believe any of those walls is finished, and I wanted to say so in

writing.

A word about how the writing was done, because I want it in front of
you and not behind you. I stated each idea plainly, in my own words,
and then worked with an Al assistant to expand it — the way a man
might work with a patient editor who types faster than he does and
checks every source. The ideas, the images, and every opinion in
these pages are mine. Where the prose is graceful we share the credit;

where it is wrong, the fault is mine alone.

A word about what this book is not. It is not a treatise, and it makes
no pretense of covering any of its subjects to the bottom — every

chapter here could be, and somewhere surely is, a shelf of its own. I



have not tried to settle these questions; I have tried to open them,
and to hand you a loose thread in the hope you'll tug it. If a page
sends you looking further, or leaves you a little kinder and a little
more honest with yourself, it has done its whole work. I am not
fishing for agreement or for conclusions. I am trying to nurture
butterflies.

This book asks nothing of you but what its introduction says:
curiosity, and honesty with yourself. It was written for the kitchen
table, not the seminar room. If one brick comes loose because of

something in it, it will have been worth the writing.

Leonard Dalenberg
Niles, Michigan — 2026
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How I Got Here

A note on this chapter: the pages that follow are my own prose,
unassisted. The rest of this book was expanded in collaboration, as the
copyright page says. A memoir is testimony, and testimony ought to be

in the witness’s own voice.

I’'m now 83, and it’s possible — maybe likely — that some of my

recollections are not in fact true.

[ was born in what I believed to be an average town, to an average
family. Nothing notable here. I had few friends in school. Father was
in WW I, serving in the Pacific. In retrospect he came home as a
changed human — what we now recognize as PTSD. He was
frequently not a nice person. I was the oldest, male, with a sister and

two brothers.

I mostly performed as a below average student. However, there were
signs that [ was more. I played the violin in the school orchestra,
frequently first chair in the second violins. Near the end of my junior
year I signed up for calculus. It was denied, due to not having taken
algebra II. I appealed, and negotiated: if [ could pass the algebra II
final, I could take calculus. I did. I passed. I did well in calculus. (This

will appear to be significant later.)

I think I was trying to be invisible, and perhaps still am. I spent much
of my time in the local library. I read every science fiction book they
had. I was hiding. I graduated, and was accepted to college a few
hours from home. I took a close look at my circumstances and
realized that my family was not doing well enough financially to help

me with the cost of college. This was in 1961. The financial aid
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systems simply did not exist at that time. Note that fast food
establishments didn’t exist either. I concluded that I was not going to
be able to work to earn enough to be able to afford college. I decided
to run away from home and join the military. [ went to the recruiter’s
office. I don’t actually know if this memory is correct, but the story is
that the only recruiter present was Navy. So I joined the Navy. Did

my testing and orientation. (I'll come back to this later also.)

Recruit training in Great Lakes, Illinois — August, September,
October. Graduated, and was sent to FT “A” school at Service School
Command Great Lakes. Did well. Second in my class, chosen to be
the first of the “A” school graduates sent to FT “C” school for the
AN/SPG-55 fire control radar. So, with boot camp, “A” school and “C”
school, I had almost a year and a half of my four-year enlistment
behind me before I was assigned to my first ship: the USS
MacDonough, DLG-8. Got there as an E2, left as an E5. Moving on

up.

Decided to reenlist for FT “B” school. Went back to Service School
Command. Blind date, fell in love, got orders to leave school four
weeks early, told my girlfriend, she cried, I was hooked, proposed,
left for Hawaii to catch my ship on the way to Viet Nam. Had been
told that they were short of Fire Control Technicians and I was
needed. Got there — turns out that two of their current crew were on
temporary assignment TO SCHOOL. Left hand, right hand, I
suppose. Got back from Vietnam, went home, got married. Still am.

At this point it’s been 59 wonderful (mostly) years.

Used tuition assistance to fund college. First course was child
development. We were with child, and there weren’t many tutorials.
Most of my electives were psychology. Near the end of my career I

had accumulated more than the required number of credits, and
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applied for my degree. Turns out I had plenty of credits, but needed a
few more at the senior level. Wound up taking the GRE for sociology,
which was awarded as my bachelor’s degree. (Note — I had not
actually had a course in that discipline.) After retirement from the
Navy, I used the GI Bill to get my master’s. [ had dreams of eventually
teaching mathematics at a small college. I also got certified to teach

secondary education mathematics and computer science.

Wound up serving for close to 28 years, and retired as a Master Chief.
I was employed by several defense contractors — beltway bandits —
doing software development. I was on a contract that was cancelled.
Started a Chapter S corporation, had mediocre success. Near the end
I was hired by a dental insurance company as their first permanent
employee in IT, as Director. Eventually promoted to VP. Retired

again, and moved back home.

Somewhere during that journey, on a whim, I applied for Mensa
based on my military induction test scores, and was accepted. Turns
out musical and math orientation correlates highly with

programming, logic, problem solving, and the rest.

I now realize that I was not a joiner. Didn’t often do cliques, clubs,
social stuff. This began early on in my pre-teen years and never really
changed. I never had a group of friends. Early on I figured out that
when a group of individuals were deciding what to do — sailors
getting ready to go on liberty in a foreign port, perhaps — the
consensus resulted in no one actually doing what they wanted. I

opted out. Went on tours and to museums — alone.

During my journey, I did a lot of observing. Behaviors, opinions,

attitudes, actions, personalities. [ watched individuals, small social
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groups, large groups, companies, governments at all levels, countries,

and myself.

What follows is what I made of it.

14



Introduction

If some of what follows sounds like something you already know,
good — this is a book of simple things, gathered and aimed, and its
one argument is that small, plain acts, done and repeated, are the
only things that have ever changed anything. Obvious is the point;

the hard part was never knowing these things, it was doing them.

There is a famous rock album called The Wall, by the band Pink
Floyd. It tells the story of a man who builds an imaginary wall
between himself and everyone else — one brick at a time. Every hurt,
every disappointment, every unfair thing that happens to him
becomes another brick. When the wall is finally finished, he is safe
behind it. He is also completely alone. And from behind the wall, he

calls out: “Is there anybody out there?”
That question is what this book is about.

Look around. People shout at each other about politics on television
and online, but almost nobody seems to listen. Families go quiet at
the dinner table because one wrong topic could start a fight.
Neighbors fly different flags and stop waving to each other. Each of
us ends up behind our own wall — built out of the news we choose,
the friends we keep, and the beliefs we grew up with. The bricks go
up so slowly we hardly notice. Then one day we are shouting through

a wall, wondering if anyone on the other side can hear us at all.

So how do you get to the other side of a wall? There are only a few
ways, and every one of them is a strategy you have seen people try.
You can walk around it — possibly a long way, left or right. (Notice,

by the way, which two directions those are.) You do get a view of the
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other side that way, but look where you end up: miles from where
you started, at the far end of your own detour, nowhere near the
person you wanted to see. You can jump — a glimpse and back
down; a quick peek at the other side’s television, mostly for
ammunition. You can climb over: haul up a ladder, or, given enough
labor, build a ramp — thoughts of pyramids — but climbing over a
wall puts you above the person on the other side, and no one was
ever understood by someone looking down at them. Grand ramps
have been built, by commissions and campaigns and armies of
goodwill, and most of them stand today as monuments to the wall

they were built against.

Or you can stand right where you are, work a little mortar loose, and
— wait for it — remove one brick. Consider everything that humble
option has that the others lack. It happens at eye level. It leaves the
wall standing, which matters, because people build walls for
protection, and demanding demolition is exactly why they refuse. It
is reversible, so it is safe to try. The gap is just the size of a face. And
it is the only method the person on the other side can answer in kind
— one brick of theirs, loosened from their side, and suddenly there is
a window where there was masonry. This book is not a demolition

manual. It is about removing bricks, one at a time.

This book comes in two parts. Part I — Simple Philosophies of Life —
is the ground: eight short premises about how a single life works —
whom it travels with, what it exchanges at every crossing, how it
judges, works, forgives, and reckons with its luck. They are personal,
and they are the footing everything else stands on. Part II climbs
from there into the divided public square. Its chapters are arranged

like stairs: they start with simple, everyday ideas and rise, step by
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step, toward harder ones. Each is, in one way or another, a brick.

Here is the path through Part II:

e Chapter 1 — One Honest Conversation at a Time. Why
talking about politics feels so dangerous, the sneaky habit of
the brain (called confirmation bias) that keeps us stuck, and
the simple way out — listening to understand instead of

listening to win.

e Chapter 2 — Whose Reality? Why two honest people can
look at the same world and disagree about what is there: how
each of us builds a private, imperfect map of reality —
inherited lossily, read with unreliable senses — and the

disciplined way to trade maps instead of trading blows.

e Chapter 3 — I'm Sorry, What Did You Say? Why even a
compliment can start a fight. The fragile chain between what
we mean, what we say, and what gets heard; the psychiatrist
who mapped how conversations jump their rails; and the

simple repair — a pause, and an honest request to try again.

o Chapter 4 — A Declaration of Reciprocal Rights. Nine
plain rules that only count if they work for both of us — “You
have the right to your own opinion. And so do [.” Then, with
help from science-fiction writers Isaac Asimov and Robert
Heinlein, it asks two harder questions: which rights come
first when they collide, and what does a person lose when

they break the rules?

e Chapter 5 — Media Bias & Political Terms Reference. A
map and a dictionary. What do “left,” “right,” “liberal,” and
“conservative” actually mean? Where do the big news outlets
really stand? Keep this chapter handy — the rest of the book,

and the evening news, will make more sense with it.
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Chapter 6 — The Hive We’re Building We have wired
ourselves into a planetary nervous system that could pool our
sight — but it was built to carry engagement, not truth. Spin
as a forged pheromone, the collapse of our epistemic herd

immunity, and the will it takes to rebuild it.

Chapter 7 — Extended Reflections. Short pieces about
character: why every decision has consequences, what it
means to take care of something bigger than yourself, why
facts can be challenged but never erased, and the tricks

people use to dodge honest questions.

Chapter 8 — True Believers. Why do people sometimes
follow a leader with their whole heart? This chapter shows
how the very same devotion can build a faith that lasts two
thousand years — or burn down a country. The difference is
not how strongly people believe; it is whether anything
stands outside the belief to check it.

Chapter 9 — The Anatomy of Grievance. What happens
inside a person who feels shut out — poorer, less respected,
less heard than everyone around them? This chapter traces
how that feeling can grow into anger, bullying, crime, and, in
the worst cases, terrorism — and what actually interrupts the
slide.

Chapter 10 — Collective Trauma. The deepest step: what if
a whole society can grieve the way a person grieves after
losing someone they love? If that is true, then politicians,
corporations, and every one of us have real responsibilities —
because a grieving country, like a grieving person, can be

helped, ignored, or preyed upon.
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e Chapter 11 — Beyond One’s Ken The capstone. One word
— ken — for the horizon of a single mind; and the hope that
what lies beyond any one of us is not beyond all of us, if we
have the will to look together. From the hive to the whole

human race, and a charge: step up.

You do not need a college degree to read this book. You need only
two things: curiosity, and the willingness to be honest with yourself

— including about the wall you may have built without noticing.

So: is there anybody out there? Yes. On the other side of the wall,
someone is asking the very same question. Every chapter in this book

is, in one way or another, about reaching them.

Turn the page.
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Part I — Simple
Philosophies of Life

Eight premises, considered at length

What follows are eight simple ideas about how a life works. None of
them is complicated, and none of them is new — but taken together
they form something like a working philosophy: a way of
understanding where we came from, whom we travel with, and what
we owe one another along the way. Each premise is stated plainly,

then given room to breathe.

Premise 1 — The Philosophical Bus

We travel the world in a philosophical bus; there are
many such buses. In each there is one driver and one
navigator. The passengers get on, travel, have a life on
the bus, and get off. Their life off the bus affects their
behavior and interactions on the bus, and vice versa.
Passengers are family, neighbors, strangers, from all

social strata — long-term riders or just passersby.

Nobody walks through life entirely alone, and nobody entirely steers,
either. Each of us rides a bus — our family, our marriage, our
workplace, our lodge, our town — and at any given moment
someone is driving and someone is navigating. Sometimes we hold
the wheel ourselves; more often than we like to admit, we are
passengers, carried along a route we did not choose by people we did

not pick. The wisdom is in knowing which seat you occupy at the
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moment, and playing that seat well. A passenger who grabs at the
wheel endangers everyone; a driver who ignores the navigator ends

up lost.

And who is driving? The premise leaves the driver and the navigator
unnamed, and that is wiser than it looks, because the answer changes
from bus to bus. On the family bus of your childhood a parent held
the wheel. In a marriage the wheel passes back and forth so smoothly
that the passengers cannot always say whose hands are on it. At work
the driver is a boss, a board, a market; on the civic bus we elect our
drivers, noisily, every few years. And on some buses — illness, war,
the economy in a bad season — the driver is fate itself, and the best
any rider can do is navigate well. Name the driver and the navigator
on each bus you ride, and you understand that bus. Notice, too, how
much of human conflict, from kitchens to capitals, is not about the
destination at all: it is two people fighting over the wheel — or,

worse, over the map.

The passengers are the heart of the metaphor. Some board at the
same stop we do and ride for decades — a spouse, a sibling, an old
friend. Others ride for a single stretch: the coworker at one job, the
neighbor before the move, the stranger who was kind on a hard day.
Their fares are all paid the same way, in shared time. And because a
bus is a small, enclosed world, everyone’s conduct matters. One sour
rider can poison the whole coach; one generous one can lift it. We do
not get to choose our fellow passengers, but we choose entirely how

we treat them.

The premise’s sharpest insight is the two-way traffic between life on
the bus and life off it. The man who was humiliated at work this
morning boards the family bus tonight carrying that humiliation, and

it shapes how he speaks to his children. The woman sustained by her
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church boards the office bus with a patience her colleagues cannot
account for. No one arrives at any of our shared journeys as a blank
slate. Remembering this — that every difficult passenger got on
carrying baggage from some other route — is perhaps the beginning
of compassion. And remembering that we, too, board every bus

carrying our own is the beginning of humility.

Finally, everyone gets off. That is not morbid; it is clarifying. The ride
is finite, the stops are not announced in advance, and some
passengers we assumed would ride with us to the end disembark
early. The only sensible response is to make the shared miles count

— to talk to the person in the next seat while they are still in it.

Premise 2 — Crossings

Our life’s passage can be considered a string: it pops
into existence and eventually ends. Along the way we
cross paths with other strings — briefly, or alongside
for different periods. During these events we share
many things with our companions, both giving and
receiving them. Positive, negative, benign. It is our
responsibility to consider what we give and what we
receive — to filter, to understand, and then to accept

or reject whatever does not fit our personal ethos.

Where the bus is about the ride, the string is about what the ride
leaves behind. Picture every human life as a single filament stretched
through time: it begins at a point, traces its particular path, and
terminates. Now picture billions of these filaments woven through

the same space. The pattern they make is history — all of'it, from
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empires down to the smallest household. Your own string looks
unremarkable in isolation. Its meaning comes entirely from its
crossings — and that meaning, as we shall see, does not end where

the string does.

Two laws govern the crossings. The first: duration does not
determine importance. Some strings run parallel to ours for decades,
close enough to touch; some meet ours at a single point and diverge
forever — and the length of contact tells you almost nothing about
its weight. A five-minute crossing can redirect an entire string: the
stranger who gave directions, the nurse on one difficult night, the
author of a book that changed your mind though you never met.

Meanwhile a twenty-year parallel run can leave barely a mark.

The second law: nothing is exchanged at zero. At every crossing
something is transferred, in both directions, whether we intend it or
not — encouragement, information, money, grudges, habits, faith,
fear. Some of it is positive, some negative, and much of it benign, the
ordinary neutral commerce of daily contact. But the meter is always
running. Even the benign transfers accumulate, the way a rope takes
its shape from ten thousand small tensions. No encounter is truly
throwaway. And that is why the premise ends in a responsibility:
since the exchanges happen whether or not we attend to them, the
one power we retain is inspection. What arrives at a crossing does
not have to be signed for. We can filter it, understand it, and then
accept it or reject it against our own ethos before it becomes part of
us — and we owe the same scrutiny, applied honestly, to the cargo

we hand across.

Put the two laws together and the metaphor arrives at its real subject,
which is not companionship at all. It is legacy. A string ends — that is

in the premise — but its crossings do not un-happen, and what was
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transferred at them does not stop moving. It keeps traveling through
other strings, and through the strings those strings cross, outward
past any horizon you can see. The proverb you repeat came down a
string that ended before your grandparents were born. The way you
hold your temper — or fail to — is already moving through your
children toward people who will never learn your name. You are still
quoting your father. Someday somebody will still be quoting you,
wordlessly, in the way they treat a waitress, or square a corner, or

refuse to tell the easy lie.

This is why the exchanges deserve more care than we usually give
them. Most of what a person leaves behind is not in the will. The
estate is settled in a season; the transfers keep going for generations
— unaudited, unsigned, mostly unremembered — a kindness from
thirty years ago still traveling down strings you will never see again.
In that limited but very real sense, no life ends when it ends. The

string is finite. The pattern keeps the thread.

Premise 3 — World View

World view differs based on one’s nurture and nature
— from understanding things only locally, to
regionally, nationally, and universally. This has an
impact on our interactions with others, who may hold

narrow or wide world views of their own.

Every person looks at the world through a lens ground by their
upbringing, and no two lenses have the same focal length. Some
people genuinely perceive only their town — its feuds, its weather, its

prices — and everything beyond the county line is rumor. Others
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hold their region or their nation in focus. A few, by education, travel,
temperament, or plain effort, manage something like a universal
view, in which a farmer in another hemisphere is as real to them as
the neighbor across the street. None of these people chose their
starting lens. It was ground for them before they were old enough to
object, by the household they were born into and the horizons that
household could afford.

The friction of daily life is very often just two focal lengths failing to
match. The wide-viewed person finds their narrow-viewed neighbor
provincial and small; the narrow-viewed person finds their wide-
viewed neighbor abstract, rootless, and condescending. Both verdicts
are lazy. A narrow view is frequently deep — the person who knows
only their own town may know it completely, in a way no
cosmopolitan ever knows anything. And a wide view is frequently
thin — a person can hold opinions about every continent and be
useless to the family next door. Breadth and depth are different

virtues, and it is rare to be granted much of both.

The practical instruction hidden in this premise is about
conversation. When you talk with someone, you are not merely
exchanging opinions; you are attempting to connect two instruments
with different fields of view. It falls to whoever has the wider lens —
on that subject, on that day — to do the accommodating: to
translate, to find the local handle on the global matter, to resist the
cheap pleasure of feeling worldly. A wide world view that cannot
make itself understood at a kitchen table is not wisdom. It is only
altitude.

And one’s lens is never finished. Every book, every trip, every
friendship with someone unlike ourselves regrinds it slightly wider.

That may be the most concrete moral duty this premise implies: keep
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grinding, and be patient with those whose grinding was interrupted

early — usually through no fault of their own.
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Premise 4 — Gray Scale

Many see the world as black and white, true or false —
and I find that frightening. There is frequently
something in between: not fully black, not brilliantly
white; not true and not false, but simply not yet
known, or not defined. On most of the issues we face
— as individuals, governments, or corporations large
and small — there are elements of truth and right on
both sides. Is it valid, then, to reject one side fully when
its argument contains valid elements? No. That is not
logic; that is emotion, or power, at work. We must rise

above it.

The binary habit is understandable — it is fast, and for most of
human history fast mattered more than right. True or false, friend or
enemy, safe or dangerous: a mind built for survival sorts first and
reflects later, if at all. But most of what actually confronts us does not
come in two colors. It comes in gray — and gray is not a muddle or a
failure of nerve. Gray is frequently the most accurate report available.
Not fully black, not brilliantly white; not true and not false, but not
yet known, or not yet even defined. A person who cannot say “I don’t
know yet” has not achieved certainty; they have only abolished the

category in which most of the truth currently lives.

Judging where on the scale a claim belongs is a discipline, and it has
parts. First, granularity: how black, how white? Is the claim offered as
always true or sometimes true, true in the past or true now or
predicted for a future no one has visited? A statement that is ninety
percent right and one that is ninety percent wrong are both “partly

true,” and the difference between them is the whole game. Second,
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basis: is this fact or opinion, and how reliable is the source — not just
in the judgment of the two people arguing, who are the least
trustworthy witnesses present, but of others, of those who have
studied the matter? Third, significance: what rides on the answer? A
dispute over a restaurant is not a dispute over a war, and the care
owed to a question should scale with its stakes — including the
question of who else will live with the outcome, and whether those
people deserved a voice in it. Most bad arguments fail on one of these

three counts before a word of logic goes wrong.

And then the premise’s hardest claim: on most contested issues,
there is some truth and some right on both sides. This is not a
diplomatic nicety; it is an observation about how issues become
contested in the first place. Questions with one defensible side do
not produce lasting arguments — they produce answers. The
disputes that endure, endure precisely because each camp is
guarding something genuinely true, and has bundled it with much
that is not. So when a debater demands that one side be rejected
entirely — valid elements and all — logic has left the room, and one
of its two ancient rivals is presiding instead: emotion, which needs an
enemy, or power, which needs a victory. Package-deal thinking is

loyalty wearing the costume of reason.

Rising above this is not fence-sitting, and the distinction matters.
The fence-sitter refuses to weigh; the gray-scale thinker weighs
everything and then says exactly what the scale shows — this much is
established, this much is likely, this much is opinion, this much is
simply unknown. That takes more courage than either certainty,
because it satisfies no camp and flatters no audience. But it is the
only approach that lets you take the true tenth of your opponent’s

argument without surrendering to the rest — and the only one that
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lets you give up the false tenth of your own. In a world being shouted
at in black and white, precision about gray is not weakness. It is the

adult in the room.

Premise 5 — High IQ

Having a Mensa-level IQ does not imply skills, success,
social ability, or business sense unless there is an

underpinning of a strong work ethic.

Intelligence is potential energy, nothing more. It is the horsepower of
the engine, and an engine on a stand — however magnificent —
moves nothing. The world is full of brilliant people who
accomplished little, and it is full of people of ordinary gifts who built
companies, raised remarkable families, mastered trades, and died
accomplished. The difference between the two groups is almost never
measured in [Q points. It is measured in the unglamorous currency
of showing up: work done when no one required it, practice
continued past the point of boredom, the tenth revision, the early

morning.

There is even a way in which high intelligence works against its
owner. The gifted child discovers early that everything comes easily,
and so never learns the skill that matters most — how to persist at
what does not come easily. When such a person finally meets a
problem that cannot be solved on raw wit alone (and everyone
eventually meets one: a marriage, a business, a bereavement, a
stubborn skill), they may have no tools at all, while their supposedly

average classmate has been building those tools since grade school.
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Talent unexercised does not merely idle; it teaches its owner habits

that later have to be painfully unlearned.

Note, too, everything intelligence does not include. Social skill is
learned by long practice among people, most of them uninteresting
to a quick mind. Business sense is learned from losses. Judgment is
learned from consequences. Character is learned from temptation
resisted. A high IQ shortens none of these apprenticeships — it only
makes their lessons quicker to articulate afterward. This is why life so
reliably confounds the predictions made at school: the classroom

measures the engine, but life is a road, and roads reward drivers.

The conclusion is old-fashioned and true: honor effort above gift, in
yourself and in your children. Praise the work, not the brains. Gifts
are dealt by fate and deserve no credit; what a person does with the

hand — that is theirs, and that is the only part worth admiring.

Premise 6 — Experts vs. Amateurs

In learning and practicing a skill, or rising in a career,
some individuals reach a level above their peers —
above their own circle, at least, if not the world. At

that point it is easy to slip into believing they know all
there is to know, and to lose the very drive that carried
them there. They become experts. Others, driven by

the joy of constantly pushing toward deeper
understanding or greater skill, never reach the point of
being satisfied with their achievements. They keep

looking for more. These are amateurs.
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Modern usage has these two words exactly backwards. We hand out
expert as the compliment and amateur as the insult, but their roots
tell the truer story. Amateur descends from the Latin amare, to love:
an amateur is one who does the thing for the love of it. Expert
descends from expertus — one who has been through it. Past tense.
One word is about appetite; the other is about history. The premise
simply takes the etymology seriously: the moment a person’s
relationship to their craft becomes a matter of record rather than of

appetite, something essential has stopped.

Notice where the trap is set. It is not at the bottom of a career but
near the top, and it is baited with a true fact: you really are better
than the people around you. The error is in what that fact is taken to
mean. Being the best in your shop, your firm, your lodge, your county
is a statement about the shop, the firm, the lodge, the county — not
about the craft. The craft does not know you are winning. Every
summit we stand on is a local one, and the clouds that hide the
higher peaks are made mostly of applause. A person who measures
against peers will eventually, if talented enough, run out of
measuring stick. A person who measures against the work itself never

does, because every skill worth having is deeper than one lifetime.

What keeps the amateur moving is not discipline, though from the
outside it looks like discipline. It is appetite — the plain joy of
understanding today what was opaque yesterday. That joy is
renewable in a way praise is not. Praise depends on an audience, and
audiences drift off, dry up, or die away; the pull of the next level of
understanding depends on nothing but the work, which is
inexhaustible. This is why the amateur’s road has no natural stopping
point. The cellist Pablo Casals, asked near his eightieth year why he

still practiced for hours every day, answered that he thought he was
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making progress. That is not modesty. That is an accurate report

from a man measuring against the music instead of the room.

This premise is the natural sequel to the one about IQ. That one said
the gift means nothing without the work; this one adds that the work
means nothing without continuing it — that the enemy of growth is
not failure but the first sufficient success. Expert is a fine word for
others to use about you, and only a dangerous one to use about
yourself. Accept the title when it is offered, and never once believe it.
So, some experts stop growing and some amateurs do not. I aspire to

be an amateur.

Premise 7 — Setting It Down

When someone wrongs us, the wrong happens once.
The grudge we build around it happens every day
thereafter, and the carrying is done entirely by us —
the offender rarely feels its weight at all. Forgiveness is
not a verdict that the wrong did not matter, and it is
not a gift to the one who did it. It is setting down a
load. And it is the only load we are permitted to set

down without anyone else’s consent.

Consider the strange economics of a grudge. The injury was a
transfer at a crossing — something real was taken or broken, and no
honest accounting denies it. But the grudge is a second transaction,
distinct from the first, and its terms are remarkable: the injured party
agrees to re-receive the shipment daily, to pay interest on a debt
someone else incurred, and to deliver the payments personally —

reviewing the offense, rehearsing the reply, feeling the heat again —
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while the offender, as often as not, has forgotten the whole affair. We

would laugh at such a contract in business. We sign it constantly in
life.

Be clear about what forgiveness is not, because the word has been
abused into uselessness. It is not forgetting — memory is not the
enemy. It is not excusing — the ledger stays accurate, and the gray
scale still reads exactly what it read; forgiveness does not move a
single entry. It is not even reconciliation, which is a separate
transaction requiring two willing parties and, usually, changed
conduct — reconciliation must be earned, and sometimes it never
can be. Forgiveness is narrower and entirely one-sided: it is the
decision to stop carrying. You may write down precisely what
happened, close the book, and put it on the shelf. The book is not
burned. You have simply stopped reading it aloud to yourself every

night.

What makes the setting-down possible is everything the earlier
premises established. The difficult passenger boarded carrying
baggage from routes we never rode. The man who wronged us was
dealt a hand, too — his temper, his fears, his conduct came down
strings we never saw, from crossings we cannot imagine. That is not
an excuse; it is bookkeeping, and the gray scale forbids converting it
into one. But comprehension is the solvent in which grudges begin to
loosen: it is very hard to hate a man and understand him at the same
moment, and of the two, understanding is the only one that lightens

the pack.

And there is a legacy argument, which may be the strongest of all.
Grudges are heritable. They travel down the strings like everything
else — children take up feuds against people they never met, whole

families carry freight three generations old that no living member
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can fully explain. A grudge set down, by contrast, ends its journey
quietly, that day, in that hand. Of all the transfers a person controls,
this may be the clearest: what you refuse to pass on stops with you.

The wrong happened once. Let it have happened only once.

Premise 8 — What Fate Dealt

The nurture components of maturity — education,
wisdom, and the rest — are intrinsically linked to fate:
your family, your neighbors, your community, your
ethnicity in relation to the population around you as
you developed, your country, your socioeconomic
standing. Add to this the nature component — the
fortune of the genes you may be blessed with.

Growing old is the one project everyone is assigned and no one
designs. Look back from any distance and the honest observer must
concede how little of what they became was chosen. You did not
choose the family that formed your first ideas of love and duty, the
neighborhood that set your assumptions about what is normal, the
country whose language shaped the very categories you think in, or
the bank balance that determined which doors stood open when you
were young enough to walk through them. Nor did you choose your
genes — the constitution that let you work long hours, the
temperament that made patience easy or impossible, the health that
held or did not hold. Nurture and nature alike were dealt before you

could bet.

This is not fatalism; it is bookkeeping. Fate deals the hand, but

decades of play remain, and the play is genuinely ours. Two children
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from the same street — same schools, same church, comparable gifts
— arrive at old age utterly different, because of the ten thousand
small choices in between. What honest bookkeeping forbids is not
pride in the play but arrogance about the cards. The successful
person who believes they built themselves from nothing has simply
forgotten their luck: the stable home, the teacher who noticed them,
the era that happened to want what they could do, the body that did
not break. Memory is kind to our merits and careless with our

fortunes.

The reward of understanding this arrives late, which may be why we
call its owner wise rather than merely smart. Wisdom, on this
account, is what happens when experience is finally reconciled with
humility — when a person has lived long enough to see how the dice
fell for others no less deserving, and stops mistaking fortune for
virtue. The old who are bitter are usually those still arguing with
their cards. The old who are serene are those who long ago accepted

the deal and turned their whole attention to the play.

And there is a duty embedded here, too. If so much of what we are
was given — by parents, neighbors, teachers, community, country —
then a debt exists, and it cannot be repaid upward to people now
gone. It can only be paid downward and outward: to the young,
whose hands are still being dealt, and over whose fate we — as
family, neighbors, and community — are precisely the influence this
premise describes. We are somebody else’s nurture. Old age is when

that stops being a theory and becomes the job.

A Common Thread
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Set side by side, the eight premises turn out to be one argument
viewed from eight angles. The bus says that a life is constituted by its
companions; the string adds that what passes between them outlives
us — that we are, to a remarkable degree, made of each other, and
makers of each other in turn. The world-view premise explains why
those crossings so often grind: we look through lenses we did not
grind ourselves. The gray-scale premise says what to do when they
grind: weigh the claim, honor the truth on the other side, and refuse
to pretend the in-between is not there. The IQ premise strips away
the one excuse the gifted might claim, insisting that what is dealt
matters less than what is done — and the amateur premise extends
that insistence past the first success, warning that the doing must
never stop. The forgiveness premise names the one transfer we are
always free to refuse: the grudge need not be passed on. And the
reflection on what fate dealt gathers all of it into a final accounting:
fate deals, we play, and the game is scored in what we handed to the
passengers, the crossing strings, and the children whose world view is

being ground right now, partly by us.

Simple philosophies, then — but not small ones. Ride well, cross
kindly, widen the lens, mind the gray, do the work, stay an amateur,

set down what you are owed, and honor the luck. That is most of it.

A note on sources. The etymologies in premise 6 follow the standard dictionary
derivations: amateur, via French, from Latin amator, “lover,” from amare, “to
love”; expert from Latin expertus, “tried, tested,” the past participle of experiri,
“to try” (see Merriam-Webster and the Oxford English Dictionary, s.vv.

» «

“amateur,” “expert”).

Pablo Casals’s remark about making progress is documented in more than one
form: in a letter published in the New York Times in 1946 (“I feel that [ am
making daily progress”) and in an often-retold reply given near his eightieth

year; see Quote Investigator, “I Feel that I Am Making Daily Progress”
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(quoteinvestigator.com, 2014). Everything else in this essay is opinion, and cites

no authority beyond the author’s years.
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Part IT — Rights,
Understanding, and Honest
Conversation

Part I followed a single string: one life, its bus, its crossings, its lenses,
its luck. Part II is about what happens when millions of such strings
stop crossing — when the buses sort themselves by route, the lenses
go uncompared, and the gray scale is abandoned for black and white.

That is when the bricks start going up.

The premises were the tools; what follows is the work. The essays
ahead are longer and harder than the premises behind, because walls
are easier to describe than to take apart. But the method does not
change from part to part: weigh honestly, cross kindly, and remove

one brick at a time.

Chapter 1 — One Honest
Conversation at a Time

“He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little
of that.”
— John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859)

Picture a holiday dinner table where conversation turns to politics —
and suddenly the warmth drains from the room. That moment of
tension is not just a family problem. It is a reflection of something

much deeper that has fractured our national character.
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I believe that in most cases, our personal stance on nearly everything
is shaped by family, peers, and societal experiences during our
developmental years — generally from birth to around age 25. These
formative influences don’t just inform our views; they become the

lens through which we see the world.

)

Psychologists call it confirmation bias — our tendency to filter others
viewpoints, news, and information sources, including social media, in
ways that simply reinforce what we already believe. Anything that
doesn’t align with our worldview gets discounted or dismissed. It is a
deeply human trait, and recognizing it in ourselves is the first and

hardest step.

There is no justification for dismissing another person’s views, values,
or beliefs simply because they differ from your own. There may well
be a kernel of truth or merit worth considering — if we are willing to

look for it.

I am convinced that open, non-judgmental dialogue — where
individuals genuinely engage with their differences — is one of the
founding principles of our union. That means listening to understand
rather than listening to respond. It means resisting the impulse to
label or dismiss. It is not easy. Decades of ingrained belief do not

yield without effort. But it is both possible and necessary.

This is not merely a hopeful intuition; it has an evidentiary pedigree.
In 1954, psychologist Gordon Allport proposed what became known
as the contact hypothesis: that direct, personal contact between
members of opposing groups measurably reduces prejudice —
provided the contact happens under the right conditions: the parties
meet as equals, work toward something shared, and aren’t

performing for an audience or competing to win.! Half a century
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later, a meta-analysis of more than five hundred studies confirmed
the effect across nations, ages, and nearly every kind of group divide.?
Notice how precisely Allport’s conditions describe an honest
conversation — and how precisely they exclude a cable-news panel
or a social-media thread, where the parties are unequal, the goal is
victory, and the audience is the whole point. The dinner table this
essay began with is, in effect, Allport’s laboratory brought home: two

people on equal footing, with nothing to win but understanding.

That principle of open discourse has eroded under the weight of
political gridlock that has grown alarmingly divisive and, at times,
violent. Political extremism — on all sides — has poisoned the well of
civil conversation and drowned out the moderate, reasonable

majority who simply want a functional democracy.

That majority — the independents, the disengaged, the quietly
frustrated — must get involved. Use social media, email, community
forums, and every means available to register your voice, for or
against whatever you feel strongly about. Silence is not neutrality; it

is concession.

Our founders believed that a healthy democracy depends not on
unanimity, but on the robust and respectful exchange of ideas. That

vision is still worth fighting for — one honest conversation at a time.

)«

There’s a moment in Pink Floyd’s “The Wall” (1979) — a voice calling
out into static, searching for anyone listening, anyone reaching back
— that captures this same ache: the isolation of speaking into a divide
and not knowing if anyone on the other side is receiving it. Worth
revisiting in full for anyone who feels that isolation in today’s political

climate.
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Simon & Garfunkel’s “The Sound of Silence” (1964) charts the same
ache from the crowd’s side: people trading words that never land —

communication without connection, a wall built not of bricks but of
habit.
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Chapter 2 — Whose Reality?

We share a world. We do not share a map.

THE PREMISE

There is such a thing as reality. The floor holds or it gives way. The
bill is paid or it isn’t. History happened one way and not another.
Hard fact — physical, social, philosophical — does not bend to how I
feel about it; the number on the scale does not revise itself to be

kinder.

And yet none of us lives in reality. We live in a version of it we built

ourselves.

Start with the instruments, because they fail before interpretation
even begins. I would like to believe I perceive the world as it is, but I
do not — nobody does. The eye takes in a thin sliver of the spectrum
and the brain paints in the rest; the ear lets half of what is said fall on
the floor; touch and smell and taste each file a rough approximation.
And none of'it is stored faithfully — memory is not a recording but
something rebuilt every time I reach for it, quietly edited to flatter
me and to fit the story I already hold. Even cognition, the machinery
that is supposed to sort the mess out, runs on shortcuts that misfire
in predictable, well-catalogued ways. So before nature and nurture
ever touch my map, the original survey was already taken with a bent

ruler. None of us is a clean camera pointed at the world.

This is not a counsel of despair, and it is not relativism creeping in. A
bent ruler still measures; it just measures a little wrong, and wrong in
its own particular way. That is the quiet argument for everything that

follows: if no single instrument can be trusted, the only correction is
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to compare readings. My flawed survey and your differently-flawed
survey, laid side by side, come nearer the territory than either alone.
Unreliable senses are not a reason to stop comparing maps — they

are the best reason there is to start.

From the day we are born we assemble that version out of nature and
nurture — out of every world view we inherit and every persona and
face we learn to wear (I made this case in the premise “World View,”
and again, turned inward, in the companion volume My Wall). By the
time we are grown we are each standing in a private, hand-drawn
map of the world, and we have long since forgotten drawing it. We

“_

call it “reality” and never notice the small “r.

And here is the strangest part: the map is invisible to the one holding
it. You cannot see your own box, because it is the thing you are
seeing through. The way the story goes, a speaker at a software
conference was urging the room to “think outside the box,” and a
programmer in the back called out, “What’s a box?” The laugh was at
his expense, but he had stumbled onto something true: we do not
experience our world view as a world view — we experience it as the
world. The fish, as David Foster Wallace told it in This Is Water, is
the last to notice the water. Which means I cannot correct my box by
staring harder at it; the walls I most need to see are the ones I can’t.

Only someone standing in a different box can point to mine.

And the part we inherit was never handed over cleanly either. We
like to think a child receives his parents’ world whole, but nobody
transmits a worldview intact; it is passed the way everything human
is passed — imperfectly, a little lost at every handoff. I have watched
this in plain daylight in business: a departing employee trains his
replacement, or one worker trains the next, never through a formal

program, always “here’s how we do it” — and with each informal
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handoff a little fidelity bleeds out, until the job is being done a way
no one designed and no one can quite defend. It is the old parlor
game of Telephone: a phrase whispered ear to ear down a line of
people, arriving at the end as something its author would not
recognize. Frederic Bartlett found the same thing in the laboratory
and called it serial reproduction — each retelling of a story quietly
filing off its oddities and bending it toward the teller’s expectations.
Our realities are handed down the same way. So my map is not only
my own flawed reading of the world; it is a copy of a copy of my
parents’ and teachers’ and neighbors’ maps, each generation
redrawing it a little, none of us holding the original. I do not even
hold exactly what my parents held — and neither, it turns out, do the

people I assume are on my side.

Here is where the trouble starts. My map and yours can differ
startlingly — and each of us acts on his own as if it were the only one
in the room. Most of what [ am tempted to call malice or stupidity in
another person turns out, on inspection, to be a different map,
honestly read. He is not lying; he is reporting the world he actually
lives in. And if I define his behavior as hostile, I will treat him as
hostile, and I will usually turn out to be “right” — because I will have

made it so.

I want to be careful here, because this is exactly where people go off'a
cliff. To say we each carry our own map is not to say every map is as
good as every other. That is the relativist’s error, and I reject it. A
map can be wrong. Reality is precisely the thing that eventually
corrects a bad one — the floor you insisted wasn’t there breaks your
fall anyway. The map is not the territory; but some maps get you
home and some walk you into the swamp. The premise “Gray Scale”

was never an argument that nothing is true.
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THE MOVE: I'’'LL SHOW YOU MINE IF YOU SHOW ME
YOURS

So what do we do about it? The previous chapter urged one honest
conversation at a time; here is that urging turned into a method you

can actually run.
I'll show you mine if you show me yours.

It sounds like a schoolyard dare, and I mean it to. The disarming
version is the honest one. But it has a strict order of operations, and

the order is the whole thing.

You do not get to show yours first and loudest. Before any trade of
maps can happen, you must attempt to understand the other
person’s — and that attempt is not a feeling you have privately. It
requires preliminary dialogue: you have to open your mouth, ask,
and then close it and listen, long enough and well enough that the
other person agrees you have understood. Understanding is

mandatory, and it is the first move, not the reward at the end.
I put it in four steps:

1. Open the channel. Before anything is exchanged, there has to
be enough safety, and enough plain contact, for two people to

talk at all. No dialogue, no exchange.

2. Take their map — and prove it. Ask, listen, then say their
position back to them until they tell you that you've got it right.
If you cannot state their view well enough that they would claim
it as their own, you have not earned the next step. This is the
cure for the crossed conversation of the premise “Crossings” —

the miscommunication the next chapter takes up in full.
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3. Show yours. Now — and only now — lay out your own map,

having earned the standing to be heard on it.

4. Go first, and keep score gently. Somebody has to disclose
before there is any trust, and it should be you. You lower your
wall first. Then you reciprocate — open when they open, hold

back when they won't, forgive the moment they return.

GETTING TO THE TABLE

Everything above assumes the other person is willing to trade maps
at all. Most of the time, at first, he isn’t — he is guarded, or busy, or
braced for a fight, or has been burned before. Willingness is not the
starting condition; it is something you have to create before step one
can even begin. Here is how [ have seen it done, and where I have
failed to do it.

— Go first, and go small. Willingness is contagious, but
somebody has to carry it in. Disclose a piece of your own map
before you ask for any of his — and make the first piece a small
one, even an admission of doubt. You are not dropping the

whole drawbridge; you are showing there is no boiling oil.

— Take the threat out of the room. No one compares maps
while braced. A man who feels his standing, his competence, or
his autonomy is under attack will defend, not disclose — David
Rock’s SCARF model is a handy checklist of the social threats
that slam the door. Lower those first. And there is a stranger,
well-tested lever: people take in threatening information more
readily just after affirming something they value about
themselves — Claude Steele’s self-affirmation. Let a man be sure

of who he is before you ask him to question what he knows.
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— Ask permission, and mean it. Push, and you get push-back —
that is just Brehm’s reactance, the reflex that makes a cornered
person cling harder to his map. So don’t corner him. Ask
whether he’d be willing to walk through it, and leave him a real

exit.

— Lead with the question, not the case. Nothing says “I am here
to prosecute you” faster than opening with your verdict. Open
instead with a genuine question — one you do not already know
the answer to. Curiosity is the posture that makes willingness
possible; it tells the other man his map is wanted, not merely

tolerated.

— Say plainly that you are not out to convert him. Half of all
refusal is the fear of being changed against one’s will. Take it off
the table: I'm not trying to talk you out of anything — I want to
understand how you see it. Understanding is not agreement, and
saying so out loud is often the single sentence that unlocks the

door.

— Stand on common ground before you map the difference.
Find the “we” first — the shared problem, the shared child, the
shared town, the shared fear (Sherif’s superordinate goal; the
common in-group that Gaertner and Dovidio showed can
dissolve a standing hostility). Two people who remember they
are on the same larger team will trade maps that two enemies

never would.

— And pick your moment. No one’s map is available when he is
flooded — hungry, cornered, exhausted, or performing for an

audience. Gottman’s word for it is “flooding,” and it shuts the
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higher mind right down. Willingness has a physiology; choose

the private, unhurried moment, never the public, heated one.

The through-line under all of it: willingness is bought with safety and
spent on trust. You make it safe to speak first, you go first, and you
keep the exit unlocked — and more often than a cynic would credit,

the other map comes out to meet yours.

WHAT IT COSTS, AND WHERE IT FAILS

I would not trust this method if it worked every time, so let me say

where it doesn’t.

— The person who won’t show. The dare is conditional — mine
if yours. Some people will take your disclosure and give nothing
back, or hand you a weaponized fake. That is not a reason to
abandon the method; it is a reason to be provocable rather than
a sucker. There is a whole chapter in this book about the ones
who cannot be reached this way — the “True Believers” who

have sworn off every map but their own.

— Understanding is not agreement. This is the one that
frightens people into refusing the whole exercise. You can
receive another person’s reality completely and still judge his
map wrong. Taking the map is how you understand the man; it

is not a promise to move into his house.

— It does not scale for free. What two neighbors can do over a
fence gets harder at every larger size, and I take that seriously

later, in the chapters on grievance and collective trauma.

FROM THE FENCE TO THE WORLD
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The mechanism is the same from the smallest room to the largest;

only the difficulty grows.

Between two people, it is a conversation. In a family, a PTA, or a
work team, it becomes a practice — a facilitator, a few ground rules,
a pool of shared meaning to build. Between organized groups it
needs structure: the equal-status, common-goal contact I laid out in
the previous chapter — Allport’s conditions, and the half-century of
studies that confirmed them — or the deliberate red-and-blue
exchanges that groups like Braver Angels now run on purpose.
Between nations it becomes statecraft — confidence-building
measures and back-channel “Track Two” talks whose entire purpose
is to let two adversaries show each other enough of their maps to
defuse a misread, because at that scale a misread reality gets people
killed. And after the worst has happened, it becomes testimony: a
Truth and Reconciliation Commission is nothing more than a nation

agreeing, at last, to show its maps out loud.

At every one of those levels the enemy is the same: two parties each

certain that its map is the territory, and neither willing to speak first.

CLOSE

This is, in the end, the method behind the question on the cover. You
cannot learn whether there is anybody out there by shouting into the
dark. You find out the only way there is: you call — and then, the
part we forget, you go quiet and listen for the map that answers back.
Show me yours, and I'll show you mine. It is one more brick, worked

loose one honest conversation at a time.
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Chapter 3 — I'm Sorry, What Did
You Say?

“The great enemy of communication, we find, is the
illusion of it.”

— William H. Whyte, “Is Anybody Listening?”, Fortune
(1950)

Human communication has, as discussed elsewhere in this tome,
major hurdles. Consider how many links there are in the chain of a
single remark. First I conceptualize what I want to say. Then I
translate that thought into words and speak them — and already
something may be lost, because I do not always say precisely what I
intended. My partner in the conversation hears the words, and her
brain sets about decoding them — through her own history, her own
mood, her own filters. Then she responds, and the whole fragile
chain runs again in the other direction. Every link is ripe for failure. It
is @ minor miracle that any two people ever understand each other at
all.

Let me offer a poor example — poor, at least, in how it turned out. I
think to myself, my, my, my, sweetheart — you look beautiful. What I
actually say is: “You look beautiful today.” My sweetheart hears the
word today and decodes it to imply that she did not look so good
yesterday. Mildly annoyed, she replies with something sarcastic.
Now, a reasonably intelligent and mature male should, at that point,
recognize what has happened and restate the message a bit more
clearly. However, most of us simply escalate by replying in kind —

resulting in a night on the couch.
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There is a name for that moment, and it was given to us by the
psychiatrist Eric Berne, who built an entire framework — he called it

Transactional Analysis — around exchanges exactly like this one.

Berne observed that each of us carries three distinct voices, which he
called ego states. The Parent is the recorded voice of the authorities
of our childhood — it scolds, corrects, and sometimes comforts. The
Adult is the here-and-now processor — it weighs facts and speaks
plainly. The Child is the recording of how it felt to be small —
spontaneous joy on its good days, hurt and rebellion on its bad ones.
All three ride along in every one of us, every day, and we shift among

them constantly without noticing.

Every exchange between two people — Berne called each one a
transaction — is sent from one of these states and aimed at one of
them. When the reply comes back from the state you addressed, the
transaction is complementary, and conversation flows. When the
reply comes from a different state than the one you spoke to, the
transaction is crossed — the lines of the exchange literally cross, and
communication breaks down until someone repairs it. My
compliment was sent Adult-to-Adult: a plain statement of fact,
warmly meant. The sarcastic reply came back Parent-to-Child — a
scolding aimed at a naughty boy. That, dear reader, is a crossed
transaction. And a crossed transaction answered in kind does not

straighten itself out; it compounds.

Berne would not have put it this way, but I will: his three states are
boxes, and real speech comes in blends. Most of what we say is a
mixture — an Adult sentence carrying a single drop of Parent in its
tone — and the listener reacts to the drop, not the sentence. This is
why we so often protest, honestly, “that’s not what I said” — and are

so often correct, and so often on the couch anyway.
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There is a second layer to Berne’s framework, and it explains why the
decoding goes wrong in the particular way it does. He held that early
in life each of us settles into a basic stance toward ourselves and
toward others — am I OK, or not OK? are you OK, or not OK? —
yielding four possible positions. The idea reached most of the world
through his colleague Thomas A. Harris, whose book I'm OK—You're
OK made the four positions famous. The point, for our purposes, is
this: your listener does not decode your words in a vacuum. She
decodes them through her position — through every prior message
the world has sent her about whether she is OK. Word choice, body
language, and tone of voice can arrive as insulting, demeaning, or
prejudicial without any of that being the mental intent of the sender.
The message that matters is not the one that was sent. It is the one

that was received.

There is an old joke that has made the rounds of every engineering
and programming shop for decades — no one knows who first told it
— and it makes the same point with the warmth drained out. A man
drifting in a hot-air balloon, lost, calls down to a figure below:
“Excuse me — can you tell me where I am?” The figure calls back,
“You are in a balloon, about thirty feet up, between forty and fifty

” ««

degrees north latitude.” “You must be a programmer,” says the
balloonist. “I am — how did you know?” “Because everything you
told me is technically correct and completely useless. I still don’t
know where I'm going.” “And you,” says the programmer, “must be in
management: you don’t know where you are or where you're going,
you got up there on hot air, and somehow it is now my fault.” The
programmer answered the question that was asked; the balloonist
asked a question he did not mean literally. Every word was true and
nothing was communicated — because the message that lands is

never the string of words, but the need behind it. And notice the
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ending: each answered the other in kind, and the exchange did not
repair itself. It curdled. A crossed transaction returned with interest

becomes contempt.

My son named a subtler version of this, one that wears the disguise of
virtue. Picture someone in a conversation ostensibly to understand
— asking the questions, going through the motions of listening —
whose tone, whether they know it or not (and I suspect they often
do), carries a drop of Parent that lands as a threat, or worse, as
dismissal. Adult-to-Adult, they believe they are saying help me see it
your way; Parent-to-Child, the other person hears you are wrong and
I am humoring you, and answers from the wounded Child: “you’re
being negative.” And here the trap springs its second jaw. Told they
have given offense, they are genuinely hurt — for by their own lights
they meant none — and the hurt feels like proof of their innocence.
But a crossed transaction does not care about intent; the only
message in the room is the one that landed. The humbling
possibility, and the hardest to say aloud, is that the fault may lie in
how I speak rather than in how thin-skinned they are — and that I

may be the last person in the room to hear it.

There is a companion caution to that one, and it begins with two
truths about the enterprise itself. The first is that conflict will come
— when you enter a conversation to understand, expect friction; it
belongs there, and it is not a sign the process is failing. It is the
process. The second is that understanding is not agreement. You can
grasp a position completely, feel its full force, and still judge it wrong,
and the understanding is no less real for that. But — and this is
where good intentions go to die — you must keep that judgment to
yourself while the discovery is still going on. You are not required to

agree; you are required not to pronounce. The moment you start
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opinionating — correcting, rebutting, letting your verdict off its leash
— the session is over. The other person closes the map and puts it

away, and you will never see the rest of it.

And there is a subtler way to end it than open judgment, one I know
from the inside, because I am the offender. When I talk about what I
value and believe, I get loud. The more a subject matters to me, the
more | emote — my volume climbs and my voice takes on an edge I
do not hear. To me it is emphasis; I am explaining, not attacking. But
the person across from me does not receive emphasis. They receive
what looks like anger, or confrontation, or someone who has already
decided they are wrong — a crossed transaction again, my Adult-to-
Adult earnestness landing as a Parent-to-Child assault. The heat I

mean as importance reads as hostility.

And the lesson cuts both ways, with the harder half on the receiving
end. When someone's voice rises at me and I am the one trying to
understand, my task is to hear the volume for what it usually is —
not an attack, but a measure of how much the topic matters to them.
The overtones are not the message. React to the heat and we are both
lost; listen past it to the thing they are straining to make me see, and
the conversation survives its own intensity. Read the importance, not

the volume.

So beware: it is not what you intended to communicate — it is what
was perceived that is the issue. And the responsibility for the repair
falls on the person who made the original remark, because the sender
is the only one who knows what the message was supposed to be.
The repair itself is not complicated. Put a pause between your
hearing and your response; allow your conscience and your

intelligence a moment to monitor and temper what you are about to
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say. Then uncross the lines with the humblest tool in the language —

the simple, Adult-voiced request to try again:
“I'm sorry — what did you say?”
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Chapter 4 — A Declaration of
Reciprocal Rights

On the Symmetry of Rights Between Persons
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“Do not impose on others what you do not wish for

yourself.”

— Confucius, Analects

Jefferson wrote that certain truths are “self-evident.” Look at the
gridlock and the chaos and you can see how that claim has fared. The
truths, I think, are still true; what has expired is their self-evidence —
nothing that must be fought over daily can honestly be called self-
evident. A truth that has lost its self-evidence needs a sturdier

footing. So this declaration rests its claims on a different one:

We hold these truths to be universal — not by decree, but by the simple
test of symmetry: that no right is real unless it is granted equally to all

who claim it.
ARTICLES OF RECIPROCAL RIGHT
Article 1. You have the right to your own opinion. And so do I.

Article 2. You have the right to worship as you choose, or not at all.
And so do I.

Article 3. You have the right to speak freely. And so do 1.

Article 4. You have the right to seek more than you were given. And

sodo I.

Article 5. You have the right to a life you find meaningful. And so do
L.

Article 6. You have the right to choose your own path. And so do 1.

Article 7. You have the right to defend what is yours. And so do I.
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Article 8. You have the right to be mistaken, and to say so. And so do
L.

Article 9. You have the right to withdraw your consent, your

company, or your trust. And so do I.

ON THE LIMITS OF RIGHTS

No right extends so far that it consumes another’s. Therefore, no one

— by appeal to any right named above — may:

e (Cause harm
e Give offense as a weapon rather than a byproduct
e Interfere with another’s exercise of these same rights

e Insult in place of argument

e Lie
e Cheat
e Steal

A truth granted to one and withheld from another was never a truth. It

was only ever a preference, dressed in the language of law.

THE SECOND EDITION: HIERARCHY AND FORFEITURE

Incorporating structural concepts drawn from Isaac Asimov and
Robert A. Heinlein

This edition restates the same nine Articles above, adding two
structural principles: that rights must be ordered, not merely listed
(after Asimov), and that rights are sustained by responsibility, not

entitlement (after Heinlein).
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Part I — On Ordering: A Hierarchy of Constraint
Isaac Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics, first formulated in his 1942

short story “Runaround” and later collected in I, Robot (1950), are
built on a principle worth borrowing independent of their fictional
subject: each law is subordinate to the one before it, so that no rule
can be invoked in a way that violates a higher one.! As Asimov stated

them, the laws are these:

1. A robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction,

allow a human being to come to harm.

2. A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings

except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such

protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.

Asimov himself later concluded that even this hierarchy was
incomplete: in Robots and Empire (1985) he added a “Zeroth Law,”
ranked above all three — “A robot may not injure humanity, or,
through inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.”™ Even the
inventor of the ordered list found that a well-ordered system must

eventually state, explicitly, what it values most.

A right without a stated order of precedence is not a right but a wish
list — it collapses the moment two rights conflict. The Articles above
are therefore re-stated below as a nested hierarchy, each yielding to

the one ranked above it.

Corollary 1. Article 1 (opinion) yields to no other article, but is itself not

a license to act.

Corollary 2. Articles 2 and 3 (belief and speech) yield to the prohibition

on causing harm, below.
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Corollary 3. Article 7 (the right to defend what is yours) yields to
Articles 1 through 6 — defense may not be invoked to suppress

another’s opinion, belief, speech, ambition, purpose, or choice.

Corollary 4. Article 9 (withdrawal) yields to none of the others; it is the

one right that requires no justification and admits no override.

Part II — On Forfeiture: Rights as Responsibility
Robert A. Heinlein’s political fiction repeatedly frames rights not as

unconditional grants but as things held in trust through responsible
conduct. In Starship Troopers (1959), full civic standing is something
earned through service rather than assumed by birth.? In The Moon
Is a Harsh Mistress (1966), Heinlein popularized the axiom
“TANSTAAFL” — there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch — the idea
that every benefit carries a corresponding cost or obligation, and that
pretending otherwise is a kind of civic dishonesty.> Applied here, the
principle is one of forfeiture rather than punishment: a right is not
revoked by an outside authority; it is simply no longer available to

someone who has broken the reciprocity it depends on.

62



Accordingly, the limits on the Articles are restated as

forfeitures:
He who causes harm forfeits his claim to protection from it.
He who offends as a weapon forfeits his claim to be heard in good faith.

He who interferes with another’s rights forfeits his own claim to the

same.

He who insults in place of argument forfeits his claim to be argued

with.

He who lies forfeits his claim to be believed.

He who cheats forfeits his claim to fair dealing.
He who steals forfeits his claim to what is his.

A truth granted to one and withheld from another was never a truth.
Ordered without hierarchy, it is a wish list. Held without responsibility,

it is a loan mistaken for a gift.
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Note: the structural concepts above (hierarchical constraint; rights
sustained through responsibility) are drawn from and attributed to
the cited works. Apart from Asimov’s Three Laws and Zeroth Law,
quoted verbatim above with attribution, no other text from these
works is reproduced; the Articles, Corollaries, and Forfeitures are

original composition.
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Chapter 5 — Media Bias & Political
Terms Reference

A quick-reference guide to outlet leanings and core political vocabulary
— provided here as background for the confirmation-bias theme raised

in Chapter 1.

“Everyone is entitled to his own opinion, but not to his own

facts.”

— commonly attributed to Daniel Patrick Moynihan

PART 1: NEWS OUTLETS BY POLITICAL LEAN (AS OF JULY
2026)

This chart reflects a rough synthesis of commonly cited media-bias
assessments (e.g., AllSides, Media Bias/Fact Check, Ad Fontes
Media). Placements are inherently somewhat subjective, and
different rating organizations sometimes disagree — especially for
outlets near the center. Opinion sections often lean further from

center than an outlet’s straight news reporting.

Category Outlets

Left / Left-Leaning MSNBC, The Nation, Mother Jones, HuffPost, Slate, The New
\Yorker

Center-Left CNN, ABC News, NBC News, CBS News, New York Times,
Washington Post, NPR, Politico, Time, The Guardian (US),
'Vox

Center / Least Biased |Reuters, Associated Press, BBC News, PBS NewsHour, Axios,
The Hill, USA Today, Al Jazeera English

Center-Right Wall Street Journal (news pages), The Economist, Forbes

Right / Right-Leaning [Fox News, New York Post, Washington Examiner, National
Review, Daily Wire, The Free Press
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Category Outlets

Far Right Breitbart, Newsmax, OANN (One America News)

Note: Fox News’s daytime news reporting is generally rated closer to
center-right than its primetime opinion lineup, which is rated further
right. Similarly, the Wall Street Journal’s opinion page leans further

right than its news pages.

PART 2: CORE DEFINITIONS

Left / Left-Wing

A position on the political spectrum generally favoring social
equality, government intervention in the economy, expanded social
welfare programs, and progressive social change. Historically rooted
in the seating arrangement of the French National Assembly (1789),

where supporters of the revolution sat to the presiding officer’s left.

Right / Right-Wing
A position on the political spectrum generally favoring free markets,

limited government intervention in the economy, traditional social
structures, and gradual (or no) social change. The term likewise
originates from the French Assembly, where supporters of the

monarchy sat to the right.

Liberal
In the American context, ‘liberal” typically refers to modern (or

‘progressive’) liberalism: support for active government involvement
in the economy and social welfare, civil rights protections, and social
progressivism. This differs from ‘classical liberalism,” an older
tradition emphasizing individual liberty, free markets, and limited
government — a tradition more associated with conservatism or

libertarianism today.
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Conservative
Broadly, a preference for preserving traditional institutions, social

structures, and values, along with skepticism toward rapid social
change. In the American context, conservatism typically pairs this
with support for free-market economics, limited government

spending and regulation, and traditional social positions.

A Note on the Spectrum
Left-right is a simplification. Many analysts also use a second axis

(e.g., authoritarian-libertarian) to capture views on personal freedom
versus government authority that don’t map cleanly onto economic
left-right positions. Individual views on specific issues often don’t

align perfectly with a single label.

PART 3: HOW THESE LABELS BLEND IN PRACTICE

‘Left/right’ and ‘liberal/conservative’ are often used interchangeably
in the U.S,, but they describe overlapping rather than identical things
— one is a spectrum position, the other a philosophical tradition. In
practice, most people’s views are a mix rather than a clean fit into

one box.

Left and Liberal Tend to Overlap, But Aren’t Identical
e Overlap — Modern American liberalism sits on the left side

of the spectrum, but ‘the left’ also includes positions further
out (democratic socialism, progressivism) that many liberals

themselves would distinguish from their own views.

e Blending — A person can hold liberal social views (e.g., on
civil rights) while holding more moderate or even
conservative economic views, and vice versa — the labels

compress multiple issue-dimensions into one word.
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Right and Conservative Tend to Overlap, But Aren’t Identical
e Overlap — American conservatism sits on the right side of

the spectrum, but ‘the right’ also includes positions further
out (libertarianism, nationalism, populism) that differ from
traditional conservatism in important ways — e.g.,

libertarians favor small government but often hold socially

permissive views.

e Blending — Fiscal conservatism (favoring limited
spending/taxation) and social conservatism (favoring
traditional social norms) don’t always travel together in the
same person.

Common Cross-Cutting Positions

e Libertarian-leaning — Favors free markets but also

supports socially liberal positions like same-sex marriage or

drug decriminalization.

e Populist-left / labor-traditionalist — Favors strong social
safety nets and regulation but holds more traditional or

cautious views on some social issues.

e Right-populist — Emphasizes national identity and
immigration restriction alongside support for entitlement
programs like Social Security — a combination sometimes

labeled ‘national conservatism’ or economic populism.

The takeaway: these words describe tendencies and clusters of views

that correlate statistically, not fixed packages every individual adopts
fully.

A Note on the Responsibility to Seek Understanding
Cataloguing where labels and parties diverge is only half the task.

There is a further obligation — one owed not just to civil discourse

but to the broader good — to actively seek out perspectives and
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philosophies beyond one’s own, rather than simply tolerating their
existence at a distance. This means making a genuine attempt to
understand a competing view on its own terms, well enough to state

it fairly, before deciding what to do with it.

That attempt does not require abandoning one’s own core
convictions. It does require a willingness to hold open the possibility
that even a philosophy one largely rejects may contain some small
iota of insight worth admitting into one’s own worldview — a partial
truth, a legitimate concern, a fair point buried inside an otherwise
unpersuasive frame. Treating any rival position as having nothing to
offer is itself a form of the confirmation bias described in Chapter 1,
and it forecloses the very exchange this book argues is necessary for a

functioning, pluralistic society.

Psychologist Jonathan Haidt’s research offers a reason the attempt is
so hard — and so worth making. His “moral foundations” work finds
that liberals and conservatives are not applying the same moral scale
and reaching different sums; they are weighing different moral
currencies. Liberals tend to moralize care and fairness most heavily;
conservatives spread their moral weight more evenly across care,
fairness, loyalty, authority, and sanctity. Each side, in other words, is
genuinely responding to moral signals the other barely registers —
which is why political opponents so often seem not merely wrong but
incomprehensible. Haidt’s larger finding is the one this reference has
been building toward: we feel our politics first and reason about
them second — which makes patient, non-combative exposure to
other moral vocabularies the only reliable way to widen one’s own

range.
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PART 4: U.S. POLITICAL PARTIES AND THEIR
PHILOSOPHICAL TENDENCIES (AS OF JULY 2026)

The Democratic and Republican parties are broad coalitions, not
single ideologies — each contains internal factions with real
disagreements. The generalizations below describe center-of-gravity
tendencies, not universal positions held by every member. And they
are offered in layers: first what each coalition tends to value and to
fear — the commitments that make its positions make sense from
the inside — and only then the positions themselves, because
platforms change with every election cycle while the values beneath

them move much more slowly.

Democratic Party — General Tendencies
e Moral center of gravity — Tends to weigh care for the

vulnerable and fairness-as-equal-treatment most heavily —
the emphases that moral-foundations research finds
strongest on the left. From inside this coalition, a wrong is

most visible when someone is being harmed or shut out.

e Characteristic fear — That America will break its promises:
that old hierarchies of race, sex, and wealth will reassert
themselves, and that the strong will be left free to prey on the

weak.

e Policy tendencies — A larger government role in
healthcare, education funding, and the social safety net;
abortion rights and LGBTQ+ protections; broader climate
regulation; a path to legal status for undocumented

immigrants.

)

e Internal range — Ranges from center-left (‘establishment

or moderate Democrats) to further-left
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(progressive/democratic-socialist wing, e.g., figures

associated with the ‘Squad’ or DSA-aligned candidates).

Republican Party — General Tendencies

Moral center of gravity — Tends to spread its moral weight
more evenly — care and fairness, but also loyalty, respect for
legitimate authority, reverence for the sacred, and fairness-
as-proportionality: the conviction that reward should track
effort. From inside this coalition, a wrong is most visible

when something earned, sacred, or inherited is being
degraded.

Characteristic fear — That America will squander its
inheritance: that family, faith, and community will decay,
that government will grow past its competence and take what
it did not earn, and that those who follow the rules will be

made fools of.

Policy tendencies — Lower taxes, reduced regulation, and a
smaller federal role in the economy; restrictions on abortion
and protections for religious liberty; stricter immigration

enforcement; skepticism toward broad climate regulation.

Internal range — Ranges from traditional
fiscal/establishment conservatives to a more populist-
nationalist wing (associated with ‘America First’ politics) to a

smaller libertarian-leaning faction.

Why This Matters for Reading Labels
A ‘Democrat’ is not a synonym for ‘far-left’ any more than a

‘Republican’ is a synonym for ‘far-right’ — most officeholders in both

parties cluster nearer the center of their party’s range than at its

extremes. Media outlets and commentators sometimes use party and

ideology labels loosely; it’'s worth distinguishing ‘this person belongs
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to Party X’ from ‘this person holds the most extreme views associated
with Party X

Notice, too, that the positions are downstream of the values. Argue
with a position and you will usually lose your listener; speak to the
value beneath it — care, fairness, loyalty, liberty — and you are at
least standing on ground both of you recognize. Each coalition, at its
best, is guarding something the country genuinely needs; each, at its
worst, mistakes its half of the truth for the whole. That is not a
reason to split every difference. It is a reason to hear the other half

out.
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Chapter 6 — The Hive We're
Building

A nerve carries whatever you feed it. That is the whole of

its promise, and the whole of its danger.

THE NERVOUS SYSTEM WE ARE GROWING

A beehive has no brain, and yet a hive decides things — where to
swarm, which field to work, when to give up on a dying comb. It
decides them the way an ant colony finds its way home: not in any
single head, but in the traffic of signals passing between thousands of
them. The dance that says food, that way, this far; the scent-trail one
ant lays in the dirt for the next to read and strengthen or ignore. The

colony’s mind is not in its members. It is in the wires between them.

We have been building those wires for a very long time. Speech, then
writing, then the printed page, then wires you could actually see —
telegraph, telephone — then the internet, then the thing in your
pocket, and now machines that write back. Each was a nervous-
system upgrade for the human hive, letting a signal travel farther and
faster and reach more of us at once. And in the last twenty years or so
we have done something our species never managed before: wired
nearly all of us together, always on, near-instant, into something that
is beginning to behave like a single planetary nervous system.
Whatever else you make of that, understand what it is. We are

growing the connective tissue of a superorganism.

And that could be the best thing we have ever done. A nervous
system dense enough to let humanity pool its ken at last — to see

past every private horizon at once, to think together at a scale no
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colony or empire ever reached. In principle, this is the very machine

that could turn beyond one’s ken into within ours.

WHAT THE NERVE IS CARRYING

In principle. Because a nerve is a stupid, faithful thing: it carries
whatever you put into it, amplifies it, and has no idea whether the
signal is true. And here is the hinge of the whole matter, the thing
you must see before the rest makes sense — the great nervous system
we built was not designed to carry reality. It was designed to carry
engagement. The machinery that decides which signals reach you was
not tuned to make you informed. It was tuned to keep you watching;
and what keeps a human watching is not truth but heat — outrage,
fear, novelty, and above all the warm bath of being told you were

right all along.

So the streams that reach you are not chosen for how well they
match the world. They are chosen for how well they hold you. The
intent behind more and more of them is not to inform but to
influence; not to share what someone knows but to modify what you
do. That is a different thing from a lie, and worse in a way, because a
lie at least still respects the truth enough to contradict it. This does
not respect the truth at all. It only asks whether you clicked, stayed,

believed, and passed it on.

Two things follow, and together they are the ruin of the shared
world. The first is that no two of us are wired to the same nervous
system anymore. The hive does not hand us one picture to pool; it
hands each of us a private feed, cut to fit the map we already carry,
and rewards us for staying inside it. The tool that could have been
the great show me yours became its exact opposite — a machine that

hands every one of us a mirror and calls it a window. Instead of
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gathering billions of partial views into one larger sight, it shatters the

common view into billions of sealed rooms.

The second thing is the one you feel and cannot quite prove: from
inside your room, you cannot tell. You do exactly what the first
chapter says we all do — you strain every incoming thing through the
map you already hold, keep what fits, and throw out the rest as
biased or fake. The wired hive has left each of us more certain of our
map and less able to see that it is one. I will say it plainly: there is no
feed today that is an honest reflection of any version of reality. Every

one is a made thing, built to an incentive.

But mind the guardrail, because it sits one step from a cliff, and the
cliff'is where the con men live. All maps are made does not mean all
maps are equally false, so believe nothing. That is not skepticism; it is
surrender — and it is the demagogue’s favorite trick: it’s all fake, so
trust only me. The honest position is the one this book has held
throughout: no map is the territory, but some maps are far more
faithful than others, and the answer is never to stop trusting but to
compare, to learn each source’s motive, and to keep looking. The
trouble is not that we cannot know anything. The trouble is that

fewer and fewer of us are bothering to try.

THE FORGED PHEROMONE

Which is where the hive has something to teach us, because the hive

already has this parasite, and has had it for millions of years.

When an ant lays a scent-trail, it is doing an honest thing: leaving a
true note that serves the colony — food, this way. But some parasites
have learned to forge the colony’s own chemistry. There is a slave-
making ant that raids other nests, and when it attacks it sprays a

compound that E. O. Wilson and a colleague actually named a
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propaganda substance: it counterfeits the defenders’ own alarm signal
so exactly that the defending ants panic, scatter, and turn on one
another, each mistaking her own sisters for the enemy. There is a
fungus that infects an ant’s brain, cuts it off from its nestmates, and
drives the dying insect to climb high and clamp down where the
fungus can rain its spores on the colony below — the host still
walking, but working now for the thing that is eating it. And there
are parasites that counterfeit a colony’s badge of belonging, its very
smell of us, and so stroll in through the front gate and are fed as

family.

Read those back slowly, because we have built all three. A signal that
sprays a colony’s own alarm chemicals until neighbor turns on
neighbor — we have that; we call it an ordinary Tuesday. A signal
that hijacks a mind, cuts it off from the people who love it, and sets it
to spreading the very thing consuming it — we have that. A lie that
forges the smell of home, of your own tribe, and so walks past every
gate you thought you had — we have that most of all. Spin is a forged
pheromone. It is a false trail laid in the hive’s nervous system by
something whose one goal is its own spread, and it does not care in

the least whether the colony lives or dies.

HERD IMMUNITY

So how does a colony survive a parasite it cannot wipe out? The same
way a human population survives a disease it cannot wipe out: by

herd immunity.

Here is the idea, and it is worth getting right. A contagion spreads
only so long as it keeps finding hosts who can catch it. Raise the
share of a population that is immune high enough — past a threshold

set by how catching the thing is — and every chain of transmission
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keeps running into someone who stops it, and the outbreak dies
before it can spread. For measles, which is ferociously contagious,
that threshold sits near ninety-five percent. And here is the part that
matters for us: it is not a gentle slope. Stay above the line and the
disease cannot get a footing, and even the few who cannot be
protected — the newborn, the sick — are shielded, because the
contagion never reaches them. Slip a few points below the line, and it
does not get a little worse; it comes roaring back, all at once. The

protection is collective, and so is the collapse.

Now turn it over. The immunity that protects the human hive from a
forged signal is not a vaccine in the arm; it is the plain, unglamorous
willingness to check — to notice when a thing is trying to influence
you rather than inform you, to ask who profits, to hold it against
another map before you believe it or pass it on. So long as enough of
us do that, a lie keeps striking minds that stop it and cannot reach
critical mass — and even those who will not check are protected,
because the falsehood dies before it arrives at their door. But let the
share of us who bother slip below the threshold, and the whole thing
goes — fast, and together. This is not a metaphor I am stretching to
fit. The psychologists who study it now use the very phrase —
psychological herd immunity — and they have found what medicine
found: you can inoculate a mind. Show someone a weakened dose of
a manipulation technique, expose the trick before they meet it in the
wild, and they build antibodies against it. They call it prebunking.

The idea is sixty years old; the wired hive has made it urgent.

And this is the point at which your own careful thinking stops being
a private virtue and becomes a debt you owe the colony. When you
refuse to pass a forged signal on, you are not only guarding your own

map. You are breaking a chain of transmission for everyone
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downstream of you — the friend, the parent, the stranger who would
have caught it from you and could not have stopped it themselves.
Every mind that checks is one the contagion cannot travel through.
You are not merely a node in the hive. On any given day you are part

of its immune system — or part of the reason it is failing.

THE RULE THAT KEEPS THE CURE FROM BECOMING THE
DISEASE

There is one line here we must not cross, and the herd-immunity
picture makes it dangerously tempting, so hear it clearly. The
measles virus does not care about your politics; it is an objective
thing, and immunity to it means one thing only. Ideas are not like
that. So the instant anyone proposes to inoculate the population
against wrong beliefs — to build immunity against the other side’s lies
— they have stopped describing a cure and begun describing

propaganda: the disease itself, in a doctor’s coat.

The immunity that is safe to want is procedural, never substantive. It
is not immunity against particular conclusions. It is immunity against
manipulation, and against the lazy refusal to think. The vaccine is not
believe the right things. The vaccine is notice when you are being
modified rather than informed; ask who is paying for your certainty;
and go look at another map before you swallow this one. Build that
immunity as wide as you can, in yourself and in anyone who will
listen, and you threaten no true idea — a true idea survives the
checking; that is very nearly what makes it true. Build the other kind,
immunity against disagreement itself, and you have simply become

the parasite you set out to resist.

THE STREAM THAT RAISES YOU
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There is one more thing to see before you can defend yourself, and it
is the oldest part of the story. The stream did not start with your
phone. It started before you were born, and for a long while it meant
you well. A baby is a creature made almost entirely of received
information — your parents’ voices, your language, your manners,
the thousand unspoken rules of your people — and in the beginning
nearly all of it is given in good faith, to equip you: here is how the
world works, here is how to be safe in it, here is how to be one of us.

That is nurture, and it is the finest thing the hive does.

But somewhere along the way the current quietly changes character,
and most of us never catch the moment it turns. The same channels
that once existed to equip you begin, more and more, to work you.
The voice that taught you language now sells you a truck; the
community that raised you now wants your vote and your outrage;
the feed that entertains you now farms your attention like a field.
Nobody announces the switch. The information keeps arriving in the
same trusted shapes — a friend’s tone, a familiar face, the sound of
home — but the intent behind it has slid from here is what you need
to here is what I need you to do. You spend the first part of life being
filled on purpose, and much of the rest being emptied on purpose,

and the quiet tragedy is how alike the two feel from the inside.

WHAT ONE PERSON CAN DO

So what does immunity actually look like, on a Tuesday, in your own
two hands? Not much — and that is the point. It is a handful of
small, unglamorous habits, any one of which costs you almost

nothing. I keep five.

— Follow the money before you follow the argument. Before

you ask whether a thing is true, ask who gains if you believe it.
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Free content means you are the product; a paywall means they
want your wallet; a cause means they want your vote or your
fury. The incentive isn’t proof of a lie — but it tells you which

way to lean when you go to check.

— Assume every stream has an angle — the pleasant ones most
of all. Not everything is a con, but everything is aimed. The
useful question is rarely “is this false?” It is “what is this leaving

out, and what does it want me to feel?”

— When it runs hot, stop. That’s the whole game in three words.
Outrage, delight, fear, the warm flush of being proven right —
those aren’t evidence that something is true; they are the exact
levers by which you are moved. Treat the heat as the symptom it

is, and put a night between the feeling and the sharing.

— Steel-man before you dismiss. Before you throw a view away,
state it so well its own believers would nod. If you can’t, you
haven’t earned the right to reject it — and the strawman you
knocked flat today is the thing that fools you tomorrow. (This is

“show me yours,” turned on the stream.)

— Choose what matters before the feed chooses for you. The
algorithm’s one real talent is deciding what’s important on your
behalf. Take that back: decide what you care about, go looking
for it on purpose, and let the river of the merely engaging run on
by. A little friction — a newsletter instead of a feed, a book

instead of a scroll — isn’t old-fashioned. It’s armor.

And let me tell you what does not work, because the failures teach as
well as the habits. Simply trying harder to be rational doesn’t work;
the pull runs deeper than willpower, and a determined mind is often

just a mind that rationalizes with more conviction. Trusting one
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source completely doesn’t work — not one outlet, not one party, not
one expert class, not one holy book, and not, I'll say it, one earnest-
sounding machine that hands you a tidy list of how not to be fooled.
And the one that gets everyone: believing you're the exception
doesn’t work. The person most certain they can’t be manipulated is
the manipulator’s favorite customer, because their certainty is the
door left unlocked. There is no immunity in feeling immune. That,
too, is the box: you cannot see the frame you are looking through,
and the surest sign you're inside one is the conviction that you are

not.

REBUILDING THE IMMUNITY

None of this is fate. We forget it, but we built this nervous system, on
purpose, inside a single lifetime, and nothing decrees that we must
keep wiring it to reward heat over light. The same tissue that carries
the forged pheromone can carry the true one; the same machinery
that buries the disconfirming map could be built to surface it. That is

a fight worth having, and it is not lost.

But you cannot wait on the rewiring, and this book has never once
asked you to wait on anyone. The immunity gets rebuilt the only way
it was ever built — one mind at a time, and the nearest mind you

have any real authority over is your own.

It will feel like nothing. One checked mind against an ocean of forged
signal is nothing — one wing against a storm. But you know by now
how this book does its arithmetic. You are not one. Enough minds
that check, enough trails refused, enough quiet insistence on the
difference between being informed and being worked — and the
threshold tips back the other way, and the hive we are building

becomes, at last, the one we were promised: not a machine for
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dividing us past our own horizons, but the nervous system of a
creature that can finally see. That is worth a raised wing. It may be

the most important one you have.
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Chapter 7 — Extended Reflections

Further chapters expanding on the themes above, written in real time

in reaction to current events and grouped here by theme.

«

acts are stubborn things; and whatever may be our
wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates of our passions,
they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.”

— John Adams, defense at the Boston Massacre trial (1770)

CHARACTER AND CONSEQUENCES

On Consequences
When one makes a decision there are always consequences — good

and bad, positive and negative, furthering goals or impeding them.
They impact self, friends, acquaintances, strangers, organizations,

nations, rich and poor.

Depending on where we are in an organization, the scope of these
consequences varies. The broader the scope, the greater we would
hope and expect the maturity, ethos, compassion, and vision of the

individual to be.

Immaturity leads to actions taken “just because they can,” without
regard to consequences. Maturity leads to not taking actions while

disregarding consequences.

On Apology (written July 2026)
Often in life we recognize — sometimes immediately, sometimes at

three in the morning — that we messed up. Depending on many
factors, pride chief among them, we may be motivated to approach
the person we have offended and apologize. Doing so is right. It is

also where the surprise waits, because an apology opens a valve. The
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offended party very often has a need to expound on the grievance —
at what feels, from inside the apology, like an obnoxious length —
and somewhere in the middle of the recitation you may regret having

made the effort to right the wrong.

Do not. Deal with it. The airing is not a malfunction of the process; it
is the process. Unloading the burden of a hurt you caused is a natural
need, and hearing it out — without defending, without correcting
the record, without replying in kind — is part of the payment.
Readers of Chapter 3 will recognize the posture: staying in the Adult

while the Parent takes its turn.

There is a limit, and fairness requires naming it. An apology entitles
the injured party to one full airing, not to a permanent seat of

judgment. It opens a valve; it does not sign a standing confession to
be re-read at every future disagreement. Hear it all, once, with your

whole attention — and then both of you let the valve close.

On Trigger Phrases (written July 2026)
Consider a phrase heard occasionally in meetings, offered by one

participant in a debate: “In my humble opinion...” Literally, it
descends from something like excuse me, but I think — a courtesy, a
polite request for the floor, a way to insert a thought into a
discussion already in motion. That is not how most listeners receive
it. It is frequently heard as dismissive, as false modesty, as passive
aggression — the humility ceremonial, the opinion anything but.
And each such reception degrades the communication a little
further.

The shift is usually not conscious on either side. It rises from deeper
machinery — the listener’s ego state at that moment, and perceived

social standing on both ends. Ask the question the words themselves
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never ask: is the person being “humbly” interrupted the leader of the
group, a peer, or a trainee? The same nine syllables land three

different ways. Rank rewrites the sentence before it arrives.

“In my humble opinion” is only one of a family — “with all due

” « » «

respect,” “no offense, but,” “as I already said” — each intended as
lubrication and received as sandpaper. The remedy is not new; formal
assemblies worked it out generations ago. Under Robert’s Rules of
Order — the manual that has governed lodges, councils, and boards
since 1876 — no one obtains the floor by hedging into an
interruption. A member rises, addresses the chair, and waits to be
recognized; debate is directed to the chair, never at an opponent; and
remarks on another member’s motives are out of order entirely. The
procedure looks stiff until you see what it is for: it strips a meeting of
precisely the triggers described above. There are no interruptions to
resent, no rank to decode, no softeners to misread — every rule in
the old manual is, at bottom, a defense against the crossed
transaction. Where the gavel is absent, the remedy still applies in
miniature: if you need the floor, ask for it plainly. Readers of Chapter
3 already know the rule at work here — it is not what you intended to

communicate; it is what was perceived.

Reference: Robert, Henry M., III, Daniel H. Honemann, and Thomas J.
Balch, et al. Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, 12th ed. New York:
PublicAffairs, 2020. Henry Martyn Robert’s original Pocket Manual of
Rules of Order for Deliberative Assemblies appeared in 1876.

On Late-Arriving Lesser Participants (written July 2026)
The scenario: a committee, after many meetings on the issue

assigned to it, has finally reached consensus. At the final meeting, a
high-ranking member of the organization appears — one who has

attended none of the meetings and, in all probability, read none of
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the reports or reviews of the committee’s progress — and disagrees
with key elements of the solution. Months of work stand to be re-
litigated in an afternoon by the one person in the room who did none

of it. This is not a rare circumstance.

Management literature has met this bird before. Ken Blanchard
named the seagull manager, who flies in, makes noise, dumps on
everyone, and flies out; the analytics world coined the HiPPO — the
Highest Paid Person’s Opinion — for the observation that an
opinion’s weight tends to track its holder’s salary rather than its
holder’s homework. My label is meant more precisely: a late-arriving
lesser participant. The rank is high; the participation is lesser. Rank

grants the floor. It does not grant the homework.

Understand what the intervention costs. A consensus carries the
moral weight of the process that produced it — every member at that
table gave something up to reach it. The late arriver spends none of
that cost, and rank makes the objection expensive to ignore. And
note that the offense is usually not conscious: from the senior seat,
the swoop feels like diligence — oversight, fresh eyes. From the
committee’s side of the table, it lands as contempt for their work.
Both readings are sincere. Only one of them is in the room in the

majority.

The remedy is a vaccine, not a cure, and it is administered early: the
team leader should schedule regular briefings with the senior
member most likely to perform this way — and we pretty much
never have trouble figuring out who this person is. Make the seagull a
participant while input is still cheap. The same objection is guidance
in month one and demolition at the final meeting; the difference is

not the objection. It is the arrival time.

88



References: Blanchard, Kenneth, Patricia Zigarmi, and Drea Zigarmi.
Leadership and the One Minute Manager. New York: William Morrow,
1985 (origin of the “seagull manager”). Kaushik, Avinash. Web Analytics:
An Hour a Day. Indianapolis: Sybex, 2007 (origin of “HiPPO”).

On Stewardship
One of the prime tenets of high public office seems to have gone

missing: stewardship. What stewardship usually involves:

e Responsibility — accountability for how you use or care for

something.

e Long-term thinking — decisions made with future well-

being in mind, not just short-term gain.

e Ethical management — acting with integrity, respect, and

care.

e Service to others — stewardship benefits a community,
organization, or environment, not just the individual

steward.

On Facts
Facts are simply that. They can be challenged, reviewed, revised, and

updated. They cannot, however, be erased. Yet it has become
common for those in power to attempt exactly that — ordering
unwelcome ideas scrubbed from public records and public sites,
forcing a preferred worldview onto the historical record rather than

letting facts stand for themselves.

On Overreach and Motive
When a person in power threatens to weaponize shared public

infrastructure over a policy dispute, it reads as one more example of
an approach to leadership with little regard for anything beyond

personal ego and self-interest.
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Actions and policies that clearly violate the Constitution and the law
— without regard for the resulting damage to relationships, foreign
and domestic — reflect a decision-maker without a moral compass,

one who treats others as individually insignificant.

On Obfuscation
It has become common for political answers to avoid the actual

question asked:

e Blame-shifting — attributing every problem to the opposing
party.

e QOut-of-context misquoting — used to insinuate falsehoods

as fact.

e Repetition of falsehoods — repeated often enough to be
treated as fact by supporters who are, in many cases, unaware

of the pattern.

On Perfidy (written July 2026)
Leaders’ claims of having stopped wars may be exaggerated. History

is likely to judge the rationale behind some recent conflicts as
unfounded. A reasonable prediction: as such claims unravel, approval
will fall, and the political allies of those who made them will face real

losses at the polls.

Personal Embarrassment
A more personal reaction, unfiltered:

[ am embarrassed when a person in a position of great power is
shallow. When that person is crass. When they are a bully. When
they are unstable. When they are selfish. When they treat others as if
they were beneath them. When they have become an international
laughing stock and do not know it. When constitutional and legal

principles should be enforced against them — and are not.

90



[ am embarrassed — and those in positions to do something about it

should be too.

On Legacy (written July 2026)
A prediction: future historical analysis of this chaotic period will

conclude that the country barely escaped real damage to its national
creed — a “formal, concise statement of fundamental beliefs or
principles.” That damage will likely be attributed to a cult-like “true
believer” phenomenon around a single dominant political figure, and
a blind commitment to viewpoints and actions that will, in time, be
clearly seen as illegal, unconstitutional, immoral, and cruel — severe
enough that some of those most closely associated may one day
choose to distance themselves, even to the point of changing their

names.

ON LAUGHTER

Here is a small experiment anyone can run. Try to stay angry at
someone while genuinely laughing with them. Not smiling politely —
smiles can be manufactured, and often are — but actually laughing,
the involuntary kind that arrives before you approve it. It cannot be
done. For the duration of the laugh, the grievance is simply gone, and
when it returns it comes back slightly smaller, a little embarrassed to

have been seen from the outside.

That involuntariness is the whole point. Nearly everything else two
divided people exchange can be counterfeited — the handshake, the
hearing-out, the “that’s a fair point.” A real laugh cannot. It is proof
of an unguarded moment, and an unguarded moment is precisely
what a wall exists to prevent. Two people laughing at the same thing
are, for one second, looking through the same lens — which may be

why sharing a joke with someone feels so much like trust, and why
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the humorless meeting, the humorless marriage, the humorless

country, are all in more danger than they know.

But the tool has an edge, and the edge points both ways. Laughing
with someone dissolves mortar; laughing at them mixes it. And an
enormous industry now exists — cable monologues, feeds full of
mockery dressed as wit — to supply the second kind while letting us
feel we are enjoying the first. The test is simple: who is invited? A
joke the other side could laugh at too is a brick coming out. A joke
that requires their humiliation to work is a brick going in, wearing a
grin. The surest sign of the difference is where a person aims their
best material — the one who can still make a joke at their own side’s
expense, or their own, has kept a gap in the wall open from the

inside.

And there is a smaller hazard, worth naming because it catches
decent people. An ofthand remark, or a line intended as humor, can
land on a listener with a weight the speaker never loaded into it —
because it lands on their history, not on the speaker’s. This is Chapter
3’s problem in miniature: the message that matters is the one
received. A joke aimed at nobody may arrive squarely at somebody.
There is no preventing this entirely, and it would be a poor life that
tried. But it argues for noticing the flinch when it comes, and for
keeping the humblest sentence in the language within reach —

turned around this time: I'm sorry — what did you hear?

So: humor belongs on the short list of serious tools. If the heavy work
proceeds slowly, brick by brick, it is worth remembering how many
honest conversations in history have started with two strangers
laughing at the same thing — and neither one checking first how the

other voted.
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A WORKING LEXICON

Two terms worth keeping on hand when describing public conduct.

Vulgarian — a crude, unrefined person, often one who flaunts wealth

or power with loud, flashy, or tasteless manners.

Sycophant — a person who acts obsequiously toward someone
important in order to gain advantage (obsequious: obedient or

attentive to an excessive or servile degree).

Both are words about conduct, not affiliation — recent public life
supplies examples from every party and every office. That is exactly
why they are worth keeping precise: they are only honestly used
when we are willing to apply them to our own side, and sparingly

even then. An insult, however accurate, is one more brick.

One more distinction, less about others than about ourselves. Advice
and recommendation are not the same transaction, though we spend
the words interchangeably. A recommendation says: here is what [
would do, and the weighing remains yours. Advice says: do this —
and the moment it is taken, the giver has accepted some share of
responsibility for how it turns out. That difference is the whole

reason advice should be offered sparingly, and asked for carefully.

Most of what passes for advice in public life is recommendation with
the responsibility quietly filed off — loud counsel that costs its giver
nothing if it fails and earns him credit if it doesn’t. Know which of
the two you are handing across before you open your mouth, and

know which one you are being handed.
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MISCELLANEOUS NOTES

On first encounters in negotiation. When approaching a
transaction with an individual or organization for the first time, one
should assume an appropriate demeanor. Consider two extremes: the
ultra-aggressive, obnoxious, overbearing bully, versus the mature,
polite adult. Start with the latter. If it doesn’t achieve the desired
outcome, a more assertive posture can be brought out gradually. One
caution: once someone reveals themselves to be difficult, that

tendency rarely disappears for good.
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Chapter 8 — True Believers

The Psychology of Charismatic Devotion, and Why the Same

Mechanism Produces Saints and Monsters

“The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of
passionate intensity.”

— W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming” (1920)

Some leaders inspire a following that goes beyond agreement or even
admiration — it becomes identity. The follower doesn’t just support
the cause; the cause becomes who they are. This piece looks at that
phenomenon on its own terms: what produces it, why it feels the
same from the inside whether the cause turns out to be liberating or
catastrophic, and what that implies for how each of us should hold

our own convictions.

A NOTE ON TERMS

The phrase “true believer” was popularized by longshoreman-
philosopher Eric Hoffer in his 1951 study of mass movements, which
argued that the psychological type drawn to fanatical devotion is
remarkably consistent regardless of the content of the belief — the
same person, in different circumstances, might be found in a
religious revival, a political movement, or a terror cell.! That is the
idea this piece borrows and extends: the mechanism of devotion is

separable from the morality of what it’s devoted to.
WHAT MAKES SOMEONE A TRUE BELIEVER

A handful of psychological ingredients recur across otherwise very

different movements:
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A hunger for certainty and meaning — movements that
offer a total explanation for why things are the way they are,
and a clear role for the follower within that explanation, are

more compelling than ambiguous or partial ones.

Identity fusion — at some threshold, the follower’s personal
identity and the group’s identity stop being separable. An
attack on the movement is experienced as an attack on the
self.

Us-versus-them framing — a clearly defined out-group,
whether a rival faith, an ethnic group, an elite, or “the
system,” sharpens in-group loyalty and gives suffering or
setbacks an explanation that doesn’t implicate the movement

itself.

Deference to a singular figure — sociologist Max Weber
described “charismatic authority” as legitimacy that rests not
on law or tradition but on a leader’s perceived exceptional,
even superhuman, personal qualities — which followers, not

outside observers, are the ones who confer.?

Costly signaling — sacrifice — of money, relationships,
autonomy, safety — paradoxically deepens commitment
rather than eroding it, since walking away would mean

admitting the sacrifice was wasted.

Political theorist Hannah Arendt, writing in the shadow of the two

totalitarian systems of her century, identified a precondition beneath

all five ingredients: loneliness. Mass movements, she argued, recruit

not primarily from the cruel but from the atomized — people whose

ties to family, work, congregation, and neighborhood have frayed

until the movement is the only thing left that offers them a place in

the world.? That observation is why the decline of ordinary
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belonging, taken up elsewhere in this book, is not a separate subject

from fanaticism; it is its supply line.

THE LEADER’S SIDE OF THE PATTERN

Charismatic leaders who generate this kind of following, whatever

their aims, tend to share a toolkit:

e A claimed exceptional mission or destiny — divine,
historical, or revolutionary — that places the leader above

ordinary judgment.

e Fluency in naming a grievance or longing followers already

felt but hadn’t articulated.

e Control over information — discouraging or punishing
outside sources, reframing criticism as persecution or

betrayal.

e Escalating loyalty tests that make leaving progressively more

costly, socially and psychologically.

e A promise of transformation — personal, national, or cosmic

— available only through continued devotion.

None of this toolkit is inherently evil. It is a description of persuasive
power at scale. What differs case to case is what the power is used for,

and whether it is bounded by anything outside the leader’s own will.

THREE CASES ACROSS THE MORAL SPECTRUM

These three figures are placed together not to equate them morally,
but because each generated the same underlying psychological
structure of devotion in their followers — with radically different

consequences.
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Jesus of Nazareth
Historically, an itinerant first-century preacher whose followers

described a mission that superseded existing religious authority, and
who asked for a totalizing kind of allegiance — a call to leave family
and livelihood to follow him. That devotion survived his execution
and became, over centuries, one of the largest and most enduring
movements in human history. Believers across traditions differ
sharply on the theological claims involved; what’s relevant here is the
sociological pattern — a charismatic figure, a demand for identity-
level commitment, an in-group bound by shared conviction —
channeled toward teachings centered on humility, forgiveness, and
care for the marginalized. That influence is not historical trivia; it is
present tense. Roughly one in three human beings alive today
identifies with some branch of the movement, and its ethic still staffs
hospitals, schools, food banks, and disaster-relief lines around the
world — and supplied both the language and the foot soldiers of
movements for abolition and civil rights. Two thousand years on, the
devotion of a few dozen followers remains the clearest evidence that
the true-believer mechanism, when checked by an ethic larger than any

leader, can bend history toward mercy.

Adolf Hitler
Hitler built and exploited the identical mechanism — claimed

exceptional destiny, a named out-group blamed for national
humiliation, escalating demands for loyalty, near-total control of
information under the Nazi state — and directed it toward the
murder of six million Jews and millions of others. Historians studying
the mass rallies and propaganda apparatus of the Third Reich have
long noted that ordinary psychological needs (belonging, meaning,
restored national pride after the humiliation of Versailles and the

Depression) were deliberately harnessed and redirected toward
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dehumanization and genocide. The mechanism was the same; the aim

was the annihilation of entire peoples.

Charles Manson
A far smaller-scale but structurally pure case: Manson isolated a

group of young followers from family and outside contact, offered an
all-encompassing apocalyptic narrative, demanded escalating proof
of loyalty, and ultimately directed the group to commit multiple
murders in 1969. Unlike Hitler’s mass movement, the Manson Family
was a closed cult of a few dozen people — which makes it a cleaner
illustration of the same psychological toolkit operating with no larger

social structure to check it at all.

WHY THE SAME MECHANISM CUTS BOTH WAYS

If devotion this total can serve compassion or atrocity with equal
ease, the deciding variable isn’t the intensity of the belief — it’s what
stands outside the belief to check it. Movements that retained some
independent source of accountability (a body of ethical teaching that
predates and outlasts the leader, an external community, a
willingness to let followers ask questions) tended toward constraint.
Movements where the leader became the sole source of truth, with
dissent equated to betrayal, had no internal brake once the leader’s

aims turned destructive.

This is also why charisma alone is a poor guide to whether to trust
someone. The same traits — conviction, magnetism, the ability to
make people feel seen — precede both liberation movements and
massacres. What should be evaluated instead is what happens to
people who disagree with the leader, and whether the movement’s

claims can survive contact with outside information.
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THE FOLLOWER’S RESPONSIBILITY

This connects to a theme raised elsewhere in this book: that seeking
out other viewpoints, and remaining willing to update on them, isn’t
just an intellectual virtue — it’s a safeguard. A person who retains the
right to be mistaken, and who keeps at least one foot outside any
single belief system, is structurally harder to fully capture.

The practical markers of that independence are concrete and

checkable in oneself:

e (Can I state the strongest version of an opposing view without

a leader or group supplying the words for me?

e Would I still trust this person or cause if I disagreed with

them tomorrow on something small?

e I[s criticism of the leader treated as a factual question, or

automatically as betrayal?

e Have my circle of trusted information sources been

narrowing over time?

e Am [ more certain than the evidence I could actually produce
would justify?

None of these questions require abandoning strong convictions or deep
commitment to a cause. They ask only whether the conviction still has
a floor under it — some standard, external to the leader’s say-so, by
which the movement itself could be found wrong. Movements that
welcome that question tend toward Jesus’s end of the spectrum.
Movements that treat the question itself as disloyalty tend toward the
other two.

A song from the era of assassinations and street clashes makes a
fitting coda: Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth” (1966), written

amid the Sunset Strip curfew confrontations, sketches ordinary people
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sorting themselves into sides, each certain the other is the menace,
while suspicion quietly replaces thought — the dynamics of this

chapter, compressed into three minutes.
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Chapter 9 — The Anatomy of
Grievance

How Social Standing — and the Feeling of Being Shut Out — Becomes

Anger, Bullying, Crime, Violence, and Terror

“Where justice is denied, where poverty is enforced, where
ignorance prevails, and where any one class is made to feel
that society is an organized conspiracy to oppress, rob and
degrade them, neither persons nor property will be safe.”

— Frederick Douglass, “Southern Barbarism” (1886)

Every society, whatever its stated ideals, sorts its members along a
ladder that runs from abject poverty at the bottom to inherited
wealth and privilege at the top. This piece explores a single
proposition: that it is not a person’s position on that ladder, by itself,
that turns dangerous — it is the felt experience of being locked out.
Disenfranchisement, disrespect, and invisibility convert social
standing into anger; and anger, under conditions this piece tries to
identify, escalates into bullying, crime, violence, and at the far end,
terrorism. I will argue that the same underlying mechanism is
recognizable at three scales: the individual, the group, and the

nation.

A NOTE ON TERMS

“Disenfranchisement” literally means the loss of the vote. It is used
here in its broader, felt sense: the conviction that the decisions
governing one’s life — economic, political, social — are made
elsewhere, by others, and that no legitimate path exists to influence

them. “Felt” is the load-bearing word. An objectively comfortable

102



person can burn with this conviction; an objectively poor family or
region, where everyone shares roughly the same circumstances, can
be largely free of it. “Standing,” as used here, is the whole bundle a
position on the ladder confers: not just money, but respect,

opportunity, security, and voice.

THE ENGINE: COMPARISON, NOT CONDITION

Nearly a century of social science converges on a counterintuitive
point: absolute deprivation is a surprisingly weak predictor of anger
and violence. What predicts them is the gap between what people
believe they are entitled to and what they believe they can actually
get.

e Strain — sociologist Robert Merton observed in 1938 that a
society which preaches the same goals to everyone —
success, wealth, status — while distributing the legitimate
means to reach them very unequally, places enormous
pressure on those whose paths are blocked. Some conform
anyway; some retreat; some “innovate,” which is Merton’s dry
word for crime; and some turn to rebellion against the

system itself.!

e Relative deprivation — political scientist Ted Robert Gurr,
in his landmark study of political violence, located the trigger
in exactly this gap between expectation and reality — and
found that unrest follows the gap, not the absolute level of
hardship. People who expect nothing seldom revolt; people
whose expectations were raised and then blocked are the

volatile ones.?

e Local comparison — human beings do not measure

themselves against humanity at large; they measure
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themselves against the people they can see. A family or
region where everyone shares the same narrow
circumstances can normalize hardship for generations — the
grievance lies dormant because the comparison that would
ignite it is absent. Television and social media have now
made the top of the ladder visible from every rung,
everywhere, at all times. The reference group is no longer the

neighborhood; it is the entire performing world.

e Inequality, not poverty — epidemiologists Richard
Wilkinson and Kate Pickett assembled evidence across
dozens of societies that violence tracks the steepness of the
ladder — the distance between top and bottom — more

closely than it tracks the poverty of the bottom itself.?

None of this sorting is merely psychological. Journalist Bill Bishop,
analyzing decades of county-level data, documented what he called
the “big sort”: Americans physically relocating into communities of
people who live, earn, and vote like themselves, to the point where
the share of Americans living in “landslide counties” — places one
party wins by twenty points or more — roughly doubled between
1976 and 2004.* The family or region of similar circumstances, in
other words, is no longer only something a person is born into; it is
increasingly something chosen — and a community sorted by
sameness both hides the ladder’s full height from its residents and
hands them a single, shared story about who is to blame for their

place on it.

WHY THE WOUND IS SHAME

If comparison is the engine, shame is the fuel it burns. James Gilligan,
a psychiatrist who spent twenty-five years working inside American

prisons with the most violent men in the system, reached a
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conclusion he insisted was as close to a law as his field allows: he had
never encountered a serious act of violence that was not provoked by
the experience of feeling shamed, humiliated, disrespected, or
ridiculed — and that violence was, at bottom, an attempt to replace
shame with pride.> This is why seemingly trivial slights — a look, a
word, being “dissed” — precede so many killings. The offense is never

really the look. It is the standing the look announces.

Shame explains what poverty alone cannot: why a wealthy, educated
person can be driven to destroy, and why a poor one so often is not.
Wealth does not immunize anyone against felt disenfranchisement
— a person can hold every material advantage and still experience
themselves as disrespected, displaced, or denied the standing they

believe they are owed. The ladder wounds at every height.

THE INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

The schoolyard bully is the mechanism in miniature. Bullying is
overwhelmingly an exercise in standing: a child who has absorbed a
status injury somewhere — at home, among peers, in the invisible
rankings children keep — recovers rank by imposing an injury on
someone safely below. The behavior looks like strength and is nearly

always a receipt for humiliation received elsewhere.

Much ordinary crime follows Merton’s script: when the legitimate
rungs of the ladder are out of reach, the illegitimate ones — theft,
fraud, the drug economy — offer standing, income, and respect on an
accelerated schedule. And at the extreme end, the manifestos left
behind by lone attackers read with numbing consistency: not
ideology first, but grievance first — pages of humiliation, rejection,

and invisibility, with ideology arriving later as the organizing excuse.
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THE GROUP LEVEL

Sociologist W. G. Runciman drew a distinction that matters
enormously here: between egoistic deprivation — I am deprived —
and fraternalistic deprivation — my people are deprived.® The first
produces private resentment; the second produces movements.
When a grievance is experienced on behalf of a group — a class, a
race, a faith, a region — it acquires moral license. Acting on it no

longer feels like selfishness; it feels like justice.

Gangs are the street-level form: for a young man with no visible route
to standing, a gang offers rank, respect, protection, and belonging —
the entire bundle the ladder denied him — at the price of violence as
the currency of all of it. Political and sectarian movements are the
same offer at scale. This is where the present piece joins hands with
the discussion of charismatic movements in Chapter 8: a leader
fluent in naming a grievance followers already felt but had not
articulated will find, in a fraternally deprived population, an
inexhaustible supply of fuel. The grievance is the fuel; the movement

is the engine built to burn it.

THE COUNTRY LEVEL

Nations feel standing too, and the twentieth century’s central
catastrophe is the textbook case. The Versailles settlement of 1919
was experienced inside Germany not merely as defeat but as
deliberate national humiliation — and a skilled demagogue
harnessed exactly that wound, promising not prosperity first but
restored standing. Evelin Lindner, who has studied humiliation in
international conflict from Rwanda to Somalia to the world wars,
calls it “the nuclear bomb of the emotions” — the single most reliable

accelerant she finds beneath group atrocity.”

106



Terrorism completes the pattern, and here the evidence delivers a
surprise that confirms the thesis. Economist Alan Krueger examined
the biographies of terrorists across movements and found they are
typically not drawn from the poorest ranks — they are
disproportionately educated and middle class. What they share is not
personal poverty but felt political voicelessness: origins in societies or
communities where legitimate channels for grievance are blocked,
and where indignity — personal or fraternal — has no lawful outlet.?
It is the strongest single piece of evidence that the driver is not the

ladder’s rung but the locked door.

THE ESCALATION LADDER

Assembled in order, the pathway looks like this — with the crucial
caveat that each rung requires additional enabling conditions, and
the overwhelming majority of people stop long before the first act of

harm. The ladder describes risk, not destiny.

e Anger — the first and private stage: the felt gap between
deserved and actual standing, experienced as chronic,
simmering injustice.

e Bullying — anger finds a safer target below; standing is

recovered by taking it from someone weaker.

e (Crime — the ladder’s blocked rungs are seized by
illegitimate means; standing and income are taken rather

than granted.

e Violence — shame demands an audience; the act is no
longer instrumental but expressive — a forced restoration of

respect.
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e Terrorism — grievance fuses with ideology and group
sanction; violence is aimed at symbols and strangers, justified

as the voice of a people denied every other channel.
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WHAT INTERRUPTS THE PATHWAY

If the mechanism is felt disenfranchisement, the interventions follow

directly — and they are cheaper than their alternatives.

e Voice — legal scholar Tom Tyler demonstrated that people
will accept outcomes they dislike, from courts and
authorities, if the process felt fair and they were genuinely
heard — procedural justice matters more to legitimacy than
the verdict itself.? The experience of being heard is the

cheapest anti-violence program ever devised.

e Standing repaired locally — respect, a role, and
recognition in a family, a workplace, a congregation, or a
community reliably absorb what the wider ladder inflicts.
Most people who feel cheated by society are held back from

the ladder’s lower rungs by exactly these small dignities.

e Visible, legitimate routes upward — Merton’s strain
relaxes wherever the means and the goals are brought back
into honest alignment — whether by widening real

opportunity or by telling fewer lies about how available it is.

e Belonging without an enemy — groups that confer
standing without requiring an out-group to despise — teams,
trades, service organizations, congregations at their best —
offer the gang’s entire bundle at none of its price. Political
scientist Robert Putnam documented how sharply
Americans’ participation in exactly these institutions —
leagues, lodges, unions, congregations — declined across the
late twentieth century;!° the gang, the mob, and the total

movement have been filling a vacancy.
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e Naming the mechanism — a person who can recognize
that their anger is about standing — and that the feeling of
being shut out is a lens, not always a fact — has taken the
same first, hardest step this book urges in Chapter 1
regarding confirmation bias: catching the machinery of one’s

own mind in the act.

The ladder itself is not going away; every human society has one, and
envy is as old as the species. But the evidence assembled here
suggests a society serious about reducing violence should worry less
about envy and more about indignity — less about the height of the
ladder’s top and more about whether the people on its lower rungs
are heard, respected, and offered a door that actually opens. That is
not utopian; it is maintenance. And like the rest of the work this
book describes, it proceeds the only way it ever has — one person,

one institution, one honest conversation at a time.
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Chapter 10 — Collective Trauma

When Societies Grieve Like Individuals — Compare, Contrast,

Projections, and Responsibilities

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

— Abraham Lincoln, “House Divided” speech (1858)

The sudden or anticipated death of a spouse or child is one of a small
number of events capable of instantly invalidating what psychologists
call a person’s “assumptive world” — the largely unconscious set of
beliefs that the world is benevolent, meaningful, and predictable
enough to navigate without constant renegotiation.! This chapter
tests a working hypothesis: that something structurally similar
happens at the level of whole societies — not always as one acute
event, but often as an accumulation of political, cultural, economic,
and technological trends that eventually cross a threshold and force a
comparable reconstruction of shared assumptions. It compares the
two processes, flags where the analogy breaks down, and draws out
what each level of society — individuals, politicians, corporations,
and government — owes in response, cross-referencing the other

chapters of this book.

PART I: THE ANATOMY OF AN INDIVIDUAL PARADIGM
SHIFT

Psychologist Ronel Janoff-Bulman’s assumptive-world theory holds
that most people operate on three largely unexamined beliefs: that
the world is benevolent, that it is meaningful (bad things happen for
comprehensible reasons, often related to one’s own choices), and

that the self is worthy.! A child’s or spouse’s death can shatter all
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three at once — the world no longer feels safe, the loss feels

senseless, and grief itself can corrode self-worth.

Stroebe and Schut’s dual-process model describes what healthy
adaptation looks like afterward: not a linear march through stages,
but an oscillation between loss-orientation (grieving, remembering,
feeling the pain) and restoration-orientation (attending to practical
life, building a new routine, re-engaging with the world).2 People
who get permanently stuck in one mode — endless loss-orientation,
or premature, forced restoration that denies the loss ever happened
— are the ones most likely to develop complicated or prolonged
grief. People who oscillate, over time, toward a rebuilt sense of
meaning are the ones associated with what the field calls post-

traumatic growth.

PART II: THE SOCIOLOGICAL PARALLEL

Sociologist Kai Erikson, studying a devastating 1972 flood in
Appalachia, distinguished between individual trauma and collective
trauma — “a blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the
bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of
communality.” Crucially, Erikson found collective trauma doesn’t
require a single dramatic event; chronic, slow-motion disruption (a
dying industry, a hollowed-out town, eroding trust) can produce the
same rupture in a community’s shared assumptions as a sudden

disaster.

Jeffrey Alexander’s cultural trauma theory adds an important
refinement: an event does not become a collective trauma
automatically just because it happened. It becomes one through a
social process — a “trauma process” in which specific groups (which

Alexander calls “carrier groups”) successfully persuade the wider
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society that a shared identity has been wounded, and offer a
narrative about who is responsible and what should be done.* In
other words, the claim “we have all been through something
traumatic” is itself a rhetorical and political act, not a neutral

description — which matters a great deal for what follows below.

Read together, these two ideas support the premise of this chapter:
years of accumulating political, cultural, economic, and technological
change can function as a slow-onset collective trauma, on the same
logic that a long decline or chronic hardship can traumatize an
individual as thoroughly as a single blow. But Alexander’s point also
means societal “paradigm shift” claims need to be handled more
carefully than individual grief claims — which is the subject of Part
IV.
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PART IIIl: COMPARE AND CONTRAST

identity collapse; enmeshment

with the loss

Dimension Individual Trauma Collective / Societal Trauma
Trigger Sudden or anticipated death of a |[Accumulation of political, cultural,
spouse or child economic, and technological shifts
crossing a felt threshold of stability
|Assumption The world is benevolent, Institutions are trustworthy; the
shattered meaningful, and predictable shared national or cultural
narrative is stable; the future
resembles the past
Immediate Shock, denial, searching for Denial that anything fundamental
reaction someone or something to blame |has changed, or scapegoating of an
out-group; nostalgia for an
idealized prior era
IAdaptive path  |Oscillation between grieving and [Honest public reckoning,
rebuilding; reconstructed institutional reform, a renegotiated
meaning (post-traumatic shared narrative that incorporates
growth) the change
Maladaptive path |[Complicated or prolonged grief; |Polarization into competing “true

believer” camps; capture by a
charismatic figure offering a total

narrative; institutional denial

Support system’s

role

Family, friends, therapy —
validating the loss without

enabling permanent withdrawal

Media, civic institutions, and
leadership — supplying accurate
information without exploiting the

disorientation

Key risk factor

[solation from balanced support,

avoidance, substance use

Fragmented, partisan information
ecosystems that deepen
confirmation bias; leaders who

benefit from prolonged crisis

Long-term

outcome

Growth into a resilient new

meaning structure, or chronic

dysfunction

Renewed civic trust and adapted
institutions, or entrenched
polarization and democratic

erosion
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PART IV: WHERE THE PARALLEL BREAKS DOWN

An honest comparison has to name its limits. A child’s death is a
near-universal loss — virtually no one disputes that it is bad. Societal
change of the kind under discussion here is not univalent in that way:
what one group experiences as a traumatic rupture, another may
experience as a long-overdue correction or even a liberation.
Alexander’s “carrier group” concept is the reason why — competing
groups routinely offer opposite narratives about the same set of

events, each claiming the mantle of the wounded party.

This means the responsible use of the collective-trauma frame is not
to declare one side’s narrative the official trauma and the other side’s
narrative illegitimate. It is to notice that large numbers of people,
across the political spectrum, are currently reporting the same
phenomenology of disorientation — shattered assumptions, loss of
trust, searching for someone to blame — even though they disagree
sharply about its cause and meaning. The mechanism can be real and
analyzable even when the interpretation of it is contested. This is the
same distinction drawn in Chapter 5 between a spectrum position

and the philosophical narrative built on top of it.

PART V: PROJECTIONS AND WARNINGS

If the analogy holds, several warnings follow directly from the

individual-grief literature:

e Denial delays healing, on both scales. An individual who

denies a death occurred cannot begin restoration-oriented
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coping. Institutions or leaders who insist “nothing
fundamental has changed” when a large share of the
population is experiencing real disorientation produce the
societal equivalent — stalled, unprocessed grief that

resurfaces later, often more volatile.

Isolation from balanced information is the societal
equivalent of isolating a griever from support.
Fragmented, partisan media ecosystems — the dynamic
mapped in Chapter 5 — function like cutting a grieving
person off from anyone who might offer a different, steadying
perspective. Confirmation bias, described in Chapter 1, is the
mechanism that keeps both individuals and societies stuck in

loss-orientation rather than moving toward restoration.

Disoriented populations are the exact conditions that
produce “true believers” — the hunger for certainty and
meaning on which, as Chapter 8 shows, charismatic
total-narrative leaders thrive. A population undergoing
unacknowledged collective trauma is precisely that
population — which is why periods of rapid societal change
reliably produce a supply of leaders offering an all-
encompassing explanation, on both the left and the right,

whether or not that explanation is honest or humane.

Exploiting the disorientation is worse than denying it. A
leader or institution that deliberately deepens societal
disorientation — rather than helping a population move
toward restoration — is functionally equivalent to someone
who preys on a freshly bereaved person’s vulnerability. The
forfeiture principle from A Declaration of Reciprocal Rights

applies directly: one who lies forfeits the claim to be believed,
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and one who interferes with others’ capacity to reason clearly

forfeits the claim to their trust.

Left unaddressed, the projection is not a single crisis but a chronic one:
a population cycling indefinitely through denial, scapegoating, and
competing total narratives, with trust in shared institutions eroding a
little further each cycle — the societal equivalent of complicated grief

that never resolves into a rebuilt sense of meaning.

PART VI: RESPONSIBILITIES AT EACH LEVEL

If collective disorientation behaves like grief, then each actor in the
system has a role roughly analogous to the role family, friends, and
professionals play around a grieving individual — either supporting
restoration or, through neglect or exploitation, prolonging the
wound. Where Chapter g asked what interrupts one person’s slide
into grievance, this section asks the complementary question: what

each level of society owes a population in grief.

Individuals
The obligation described in Chapter 5’s “A Note on the Responsibility

to Seek Understanding” applies most urgently here: actively seeking
out perspectives beyond one’s own, and remaining willing to accept
some small iota of a competing view. Article 8 of A Declaration of
Reciprocal Rights — the right to be mistaken, and to say so — is the
individual-level permission structure that makes this possible;
without it, admitting error feels like defeat rather than growth. The
self-check questions closing Chapter 8 are the practical version of
this.
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Politicians and Public Officials
Politicians and officials carry the same responsibility a family

member carries around a grieving relative: not to make it worse. That

means:

e Practicing the stewardship described in Chapter 7 —
responsibility, long-term thinking, ethical management, and
service to others — rather than exploiting disorientation for

short-term advantage.

e Avoiding the obfuscation patterns named in the same
chapter: blame-shifting, out-of-context misquoting, and
repetition of falsehoods, all of which deepen rather than

resolve collective disorientation.

e Accepting that the forfeiture principle applies to public trust
exactly as it applies to personal relationships: a leader who
lies, cheats, or insults in place of argument forfeits the claim
to be believed or argued with in good faith.

Corporations, Especially Media and Technology Platforms
Corporations that shape the information environment have a
responsibility roughly equivalent to that of a hospital or counselor
working with a grieving family: their design choices determine
whether people move toward restoration or stay trapped in loss-

orientation. Concretely, that means:

e Resisting business models that reward outrage and division,
since these are the engines of the confirmation-bias trap

described in Chapter 1.

e Representing the actual range of outlet perspectives — as
catalogued in Chapter 5 — rather than funneling users into a

single ideological stream.
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e Recognizing that algorithmic amplification of a charismatic
total-narrative figure is not a neutral act; it is participation in

the leader’s toolkit described in Chapter 8.

Government at All Levels — Local, State, and Federal
Government carries the largest structural responsibility, because it is

the closest societal equivalent to the “external check” that
determined, in Chapter 8’s analysis, whether a charismatic

movement bent toward restraint or toward atrocity. Concretely:

e Acknowledging disorientation honestly rather than denying
it — the societal equivalent of not telling a grieving person

their loss isn’t real.

e Protecting the factual record rather than forcing a preferred
narrative onto it, as warned against in “On Facts” in the

reflections chapter.

e Maintaining institutions robust enough to survive a change
in leadership — courts, a free press, electoral processes — so
that no single figure can become the sole source of truth for
an entire population, which is the precondition, per Chapter

8, for a movement’s worst outcomes.

e Treating the reciprocity principles in A Declaration of
Reciprocal Rights as binding on government conduct itself,
not just on private citizens — defending the right of
dissenters to be mistaken and to speak, rather than treating

disagreement as disloyalty.

CONCLUSION

Paradigm shifts, at either scale, are not avoidable and not inherently
pathological. A death forces a rebuilt sense of meaning; so, evidently,

does a few decades of accumulated political, cultural, and
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technological change. What determines whether the outcome is
growth or chronic dysfunction is not the size of the rupture but the
honesty and support surrounding it — whether the people and
institutions around the one grieving help them oscillate toward
restoration, or instead deny the loss, exploit it, or lock them
permanently into it. The responsibilities outlined above are, in the
end, one responsibility stated four ways: don’t be the reason a society

stays stuck.
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Chapter 11 — Beyond One’s Ken

No one pair of eyes was ever meant to see the whole of it.

That is what the rest of us are for.

THE HORIZON OF ONE MIND

There is an old word, still alive in Scotland: ken. To ken is to know,
and your ken is the reach of that knowing — the far edge of what one
mind can see. The sailors had the most honest version of it. A
kenning was the distance at which a lookout could just make out land
on the horizon: a dozen miles, and not an inch more. Past that line

the world went on exactly as before; he simply could not see it.

That is every one of us, on nearly everything that matters. We each
stand on the deck of a single life, and the horizon of what we can

personally know is heartbreakingly close. Almost everything true is
beyond one’s ken. The oldest wisdom knew this and said so plainly

— and, tellingly, said it from a dozen directions at once.

THE ELEPHANT IN THE DARK

There is a parable that turns up, worn smooth, in the Buddhist, Jain,
Hindu, and Sufi traditions alike — which ought to tell you something
about how true it is. Several blind men meet an elephant. One takes
the trunk and says: a snake. One takes an ear: a fan. One a leg: a
pillar. Each is honest, each is partial, and each is certain — so they
fall to quarreling, every man sure the others are fools or liars, when
the truth is only that no one of them has hands enough to hold an
elephant. That is the human condition on every large question —

God, justice, the future, the good life. We are not lying to one
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another. We are each reporting the one part of the beast we happen
to be holding.

YOoUu ARE NOT ONE

And that would be a counsel of despair, but for the single fact that

ought to change how you carry yourself: you are not one.

Look at the bee, the ant, the termite. No single ant knows the way
home; the colony does. No termite holds the blueprint of the ten-foot
mound, with its chimneys and its cooling shafts — there is no
architect, no drawing, no ant in charge — and yet the cathedral rises,
because the knowing lives in the whole and not in any one of its
members. Biologists have a word for a colony that behaves as a single
creature: a superorganism. What is beyond the ant’s ken is not
beyond the anthill’s.

Two of our great traditions saw the same thing in us long before
biology had a word for it. Paul told the Corinthians that we are one
body of many members, and that the eye cannot say to the hand, I
have no need of thee. Six centuries later, in almost the same breath,
the Prophet told his followers that the believers are like a single
body: when one limb suffers, the whole body feels the fever. One
body, many members. That is not poetry. It is a description of what

we are.

THE SWARM THAT CHOSE ITS SHAPE

Because we are one of those animals. The naturalist E. O. Wilson
spent a lifetime among ants and came to think that we belong to the
same rare club — the eusocial ones, the colony-builders, the handful
of species that conquered the world not by fang but by cooperation.

But we differ from the ant in the single way that matters most. The
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ant cooperates because it cannot do otherwise; its share of the
colony’s vision is wired in, and no ant ever chose it or could refuse.
We choose. Our hive is voluntary — and that one word, voluntary,

holds the whole of our tragedy and the whole of our hope.

Look what we have done when the will was there. We walked out of
Africa some seventy thousand years ago, a few thin bands of thirty or
sixty, following the game. We sheltered in caves; we foraged. Then
we learned to put a seed in the ground and wait, and having waited,
we stayed — and the camps became villages, and the villages became
the first cities, Catalhoyuk and Uruk, and the cities became kingdoms
and empires and, at last, nations; and alongside them the family grew
into the guild, the guild into the company, the company into the vast
cooperating organizations that now, as you read this, hold a
rectangle of glass in your hand that can put your voice into another
human being’s ear on the far side of the planet. No ant ever did that.
We are the swarm that learned to choose its own shape, and the
record of that choosing, at its best, is the most astonishing thing on

the earth.

THE OTHER HALF OF THE LEDGER

[ will not pretend that is the whole record, because it is not, and a

hopeful book that lies is worth nothing.

The same animal that raised the cathedral has been a horror to its
own kind — every century keeps its slaughters, its bondages, its walls
— and a horror to the world that feeds it, burning and poisoning and
paving as though there were a spare earth stowed in the hold. And
here is the part we least like to look at, because it takes away the

comfort of distance: societies have died of exactly this before, and not
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only far-off islanders. They have outrun the land that fed them and

gone dark, over and over, on every inhabited continent.

Around the year 1177 before Christ, an entire interlocking world —
Mycenaeans, Hittites, the great cities of the eastern Mediterranean —
fell within a couple of generations, and the historian who has studied
it hardest lays it to a perfect storm: drought and famine, earthquakes,
and roving refugees, striking a web of kingdoms so dependent on one
another that when a few threads tore, the whole net gave way. A
thousand years before that, a single long drought — one lurch of the
climate — helped bring down the Old Kingdom of Egypt, the
Akkadian Empire of Mesopotamia, and the cities of the Indus valley
at very nearly the same moment: three of the first civilizations on
earth, felled together under the same dry sky. The Sumerians salted
their own fields to death, watering the desert until the salt rose and
the wheat would not. And in the Sahara, a people called the
Garamantes built an empire by tapping an underground ocean of
ancient water — and drank it dry, because it was water that would

never come again; and when it was gone, so were they.

We tell the stories of Easter Island and the Maya as though they were
oddities at the edge of the map. (The truth is messier than the fable
— the Maya, for one, are still two million strong — and honest
history resists a tidy morality tale.) But strip away the particulars and
the shape is always the same, and it is neither exotic nor far away: a
people who could not see past their own ken, and would not pool
what they saw, until the ledger came due. The only thing that has
changed for us is the size of the map. Ours is now the whole planet,

and there is no farther shore to sail to.

Here is the whole dark half of the ledger in one line — and I will nod,
as [ say it, to the cartoonist Walt Kelly, who reached it first and best.
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We went searching for our enemy, our nemesis, the antagonist that
keeps undoing us; and we looked in the mirror, and it is us. We have
met the enemy, Kelly wrote on an Earth Day poster in 1970, and he is

us.

Which is, turned over, the best news in this whole book. If the enemy
were out there — some other tribe, some outside evil — we would be
nearly helpless against it, and, if we are honest, a little relieved to be.
But the face in the mirror is the one face in all the world we can
actually do something about. The enemy is us; and so, therefore, is

the cure.

THE ANSWER AND THE QUESTION

So: is there anybody out there who can see the way through?

Here is the hardest truth in this book, and it arrives, fittingly, as a
joke. In a story you may know, a great computer is built to give the
Answer to Life, the Universe, and Everything. It thinks for seven and
a half million years and delivers it: forty-two. Perfectly precise.
Perfectly useless — because no one had ever worked out the
Question. (The man who wrote it, Douglas Adams, later confessed he
had simply picked an ordinary number while staring into his garden.
“42 will do,” he thought, and typed it out. There is no hidden code in
it. That is the joke, and the joke is the point.)

We are drowning in answers we cannot use, because we have not
done the harder, humbler work of finding the right questions. And
no one of us will find them alone; the way through is beyond any
single ken — no genius, no prophet, no president has it in their
pocket. It can be found only the way the anthill finds its way home:
all of us, each carrying one small true piece, laying them side by side.

And that begins not with an answer but with a question asked in
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humility — not how do I win, but what am I missing, and who can see
it that I cannot? Seek, and you may find; but first you have to seek.
Every tradition that ever amounted to anything said as much: read,

they said; ask; wake up.

THE INVITATION

So this is an invitation, and it is addressed to you, by name, because

it can be addressed to no one else.

I am not asking you to fix the world. No one can, and the ones who
swear they can are the very ones to fear. I am asking for something
smaller and much harder: in your own corner, with your own hands,
in the one way that is yours and nobody else’s — be kinder than you
strictly have to be. Be charitable. Forgive; set the brick down. Go
looking for the questions instead of clutching your answers. Show

one person your map, honestly, and ask to see theirs.

You will notice this is not a new commandment. It is the oldest one
we have, and the most widely agreed. Confucius and Hillel and Jesus
and the Buddha — who never met and never could have — each
arrived, from his own country, at the same short rule: do not do to
another what you would not have done to you. When that many
travelers, setting out from that many places, all reach the same
crossroads, it is worth suspecting they have found something real.
The Jewish tradition gives the task its plainest name — tikkun olam,
the repair of the world — and its plainest scale: not repair it all, only
take up your corner of the mending. Whoever saves a single life, the

old law says, saves the world entire.

A BUTTERFLY TSUNAMI
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None of it will feel like enough. It is not supposed to. One kindness

against the weight of the whole is nothing — one flutter of one wing.

But you are not one. There is an idea out of the study of chaos that
the beat of a single butterfly’s wing can, through a long chain of
consequence, tip a storm a world away. One butterfly, of course, does
nothing; the notion is almost a joke, like 42. But we are not one
butterfly. We are billions — and if enough wings beat together,
kindness upon kindness, question upon question, one honest
conversation at a time, the arithmetic quietly stops being a hope and
becomes a weather system. We do not need a butterfly. We need a

butterfly tsunami.

That is the answer to the question on the cover. Is there anybody out
there? Yes. There are billions of us, every one blind past their own
short horizon, and every one able to see a little farther the moment
they are willing to look together with the rest. The whole of what we

could be is beyond any single one of our kens. It is not beyond ours.

In the broad sweep, history repeats — the dark ledger earlier in this
chapter is proof enough. But repetition is not fate; what comes next

is unwritten, and it is small things, done by many hands, that write it.

So take up your corner. Beat your wing. Step up.
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WISDOM-TRADITION REFERENCES (FOR THOSE SEEKING A
FULLER UNDERSTANDING)

+ Seeing only in part: the blind men and the elephant (Buddhist,
Udana 6.4; with Jain, Hindu, and Sufi — Rumi, Masnavi — versions);
“through a glass, darkly... now I know in part” (1 Corinthians 13:12);
the Hymn of Creation, “who really knows? ... perhaps he knows not”
(Rig Veda 10.129); “the Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao”
(Tao Te Ching1).

* One body / interdependence: “the body is one and hath many
members” (1 Corinthians 12:12-27); “the believers are like one body”
(hadith; Sahih Muslim 2586, Sahih al-Bukhari 6011); Ubuntu — “a
person is a person through other persons” (southern Africa);
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, “the world is one family” (Maha
Upanishad).
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* Pride and collapse: the Tower of Babel and the scattering of a
common tongue (Genesis 11); “corruption has appeared on land and

sea by what men’s hands have earned” (Qur’an 30:41).

+ Stewardship of the earth: bal tashchit, “do not destroy”
(Deuteronomy 20:19, and its rabbinic extension); the human as
khalifa, steward (Qur’an 2:30); the seventh-generation principle

(Haudenosaunee).

* The charge — kindness, charity, repair: the Golden Rule,
independently — Confucius (Analects 15:23), Hillel (b. Shabbat 31a),
Jesus (Matthew 7:12), the Buddha (Udanavarga 5:18); tikkun olam, the
repair of the world; “whoever saves one life saves the world entire”

(Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:5; echoed at Qur’an 5:32).

* Seek, and awaken: “Seek, and ye shall find” (Matthew 7:7); “Iqra” —
“Read!”, the first revealed word (Qur’an 96:1); “from darkness, lead
me to light” (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.3.28); the Buddha’s bodhi,

an awakening.

Epilogue — Is Anybody Listening?

Have you ever been walking with someone important to you —
talking through your hopes, your ambitions, your plans, your fears,
your opinions, your half-formed thoughts — and stopped, and
turned around, and found that you had been talking to no one?
Somewhere back along the path they fell away, and you never

noticed. You had been speaking your heart to the empty air.

I have. And I suspect that anyone who has lived long enough has — if

not on a literal walk, then in a marriage, a friendship, a family, a
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church, a country. The discovery is always the same double blow:
first that no one is listening now, and second that you cannot say

when they stopped.

This book ends where it began — behind the wall, with a question.
The introduction made a promise: that on the other side, someone is
asking the very same thing. Before closing, honesty requires checking
that promise the way this book has tried to check everything else —

on the gray scale, as it actually is. So: is anyone actually connecting?

Some are. Families have recovered their dinner tables. Strangers sit in
church basements and community halls practicing the unglamorous
skill of Chapter 1, one honest conversation at a time. Lodge brothers
who cancel each other’s votes every November still show up for each
other’s funerals. Every one of these is a real crossing, and none of
them makes the news. And some are not connecting — shouting
through their walls, or worse, no longer shouting, having concluded
the far side is empty. Anyone who tells you the walls are all coming
down is selling something; anyone who tells you connection is dead
has stopped turning around to check. The honest report is the gray
one: the hope in this book is not a prediction. It is a practice, with a
success rate greater than zero — and the rate moves every time one

person chooses to listen first.

There is a smaller version of the same discovery, and anyone who has
ever addressed a room knows it. You stand up to say what needs
improving. You say it as fairly as you know how — and the people
you were describing do not listen, or were never in the room at all.
The ones who came are the ones who did not need to hear it. That is
a comic result, and it is the whole predicament in miniature: the hard

part of being heard was never the saying.
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The walk teaches two things the rest of this book could not.

First: no one announces that they have stopped listening. They fall
away a step at a time, the way the bricks go up — so slowly we hardly
notice. The person who discovers they are talking to no one almost
never lost their listener that afternoon; they lost them over years of
not turning around. Connection, it turns out, is not a possession but
a practice of checking — turning to look while the other person is
still close enough to call back to. That is maintenance, and like all

maintenance it is boring, and like all maintenance it is cheaper than

the rebuild.

Second — and this is the part that took me longest to learn: some
things need to be said even if no one is out there listening. Not
because speaking to empty air accomplishes nothing, but because
falling silent accomplishes something terrible. The person who stops
speaking because no one listens lays the last brick themselves, from
the inside. Words said aloud keep the speaker’s side of the wall open.
They are on record when someone wanders back into earshot — a
child overhearing, a friend returning, a stranger arriving late. And
they do one more thing, stranger than the rest: they tell the speaker
who they are. You do not fully know what you believe until you have
said it plainly, to the air if necessary. Witness is not wasted on an

empty road.

So — is there anybody out there? Yes. Is anybody listening?
Sometimes. Not always, not everyone, not yet. But somewhere on the
other side of your wall, someone important to you is walking and
talking — hopes, ambitions, plans, fears — to what they are afraid is

no one.
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Turn around often. Say what needs saying either way. And when you

get the chance, be the one who is there when they turn around.
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In Closing

Think random acts of kindness. They don’t have to be expensive. Just
a moment of connection with another person — it could be only a

word.

The phrase is younger than it sounds, and it did not come down from
a pulpit. In 1982 a writer named Anne Herbert scrawled practice
random kindness and senseless acts of beauty on a placemat in a
restaurant in Sausalito, California. She built it by taking the sentence
the world had handed her — random acts of violence and senseless
acts of cruelty — and turning it inside out. Forty years later it is on
bumper stickers in towns she will never visit. One woman, one
placemat, one refusal to accept the available vocabulary. The premise
on crossings would recognize that: something handed across, still

traveling.

Then think of the butterfly effect — the idea that a small,
insignificant event can trigger a cascade that ends in something truly

significant.

It came from a meteorologist named Edward Lorenz, who found in
1963 that his weather model, restarted from numbers rounded off in
the fourth decimal place, produced an entirely different forecast. Not
a slightly different one. A different world. And here the true story is
better than the famous one. Lorenz’s original bird was a seagull,
borrowed from a colleague’s offhand remark that one flap of its wings
might alter the weather forever. The butterfly arrived nine years later,
and not from him: he neglected to send a title for a talk at a 1972
scientific meeting, so the man convening the session, Philip Merilees,

made one up — does the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a
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tornado in Texas? The most famous image in chaos theory was a
colleague’s improvisation covering for a missed deadline. Even the

butterfly effect was started by a small, insignificant event.

Now the honest part, because the gray scale does not stop working
on the last page. The butterfly is not on our side. Sensitive
dependence has no morals and takes no requests: a small cruelty
propagates exactly as efficiently as a small kindness — the offhand
remark, the door let go, the flinch nobody repaired. The flutter is
going to happen either way. The only question on the table is what
kind.

And think of the law of large numbers — but think of what it actually
says, because it says something better than it is usually made to say.
Jacob Bernoulli was proud enough of it to call it his golden theorem;
it reached print in 1713, eight years after he died, and Poisson gave it
the name we use in 1837. It is not a fancy way of saying that small
things add up. It says that as the trials pile up, the result stops being

a matter of luck and becomes a matter of arithmetic.

Which is the answer to the objection you are forming right now: my
one kindness will not matter. Correct. It probably won’t — that is the
butterfly, and the butterfly promises you nothing. But that is one
trial. The law does not promise that your flutter will start a hurricane.
It promises something stranger and more useful: across enough
flutters, the improbable stops being improbable. Individually
hopeful. Collectively certain.

So the charge to each of you is to be a butterfly. Do something of no
apparent significance for some random individual. Say thank you to
the person ahead of you who held the door. Be the person holding

the door. Listen — actually listen, for understanding — when

137



someone needs to tell you about a trouble that is small to you and is
not small to them, and don’t just walk away. Pick up what the elderly
man dropped in the grocery aisle. Smile at someone just because you

can.

A word on that last one, since an earlier chapter called the polite
smile a counterfeit. It is — as evidence. A smile offered as proof that
you are unguarded can be manufactured, and usually is. But this
smile is not offered as proof of anything. It is a gift, and a gift does
not have to be involuntary to be worth giving. Nobody on a bad day

ever checked the provenance of a kindness.

Notice what all of these have in common. Every one happens at eye
level. Every one costs nothing. Every one is reversible, and none of
them demands that anybody’s wall come down. Each is about the
size of a face. And every one can be answered in kind. That is the
whole specification for removing a brick — and it turns out the brick
was never a metaphor for some grand conversation. It was this. It was

always this.

You will not get a receipt. You will never know which one did
anything, and if a hurricane ever does turn on something you did for
a stranger in a parking lot, nobody will call to tell you. That is what
the butterfly costs: it takes your flutter and gives you no accounting.

Do it anyway. Think about it!

Enough butterfly flutters could just start a hurricane.
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A Soundtrack

A note for the reader who thinks in songs, as I do. This book already
leans on music twice — Pink Floyd calling out through the wall,
Simon and Garfunkel trading words that never land — and there is a
whole soundtrack hiding in its chapters. Here is one, arranged to run
the book’s own course: from the single life, through the divided
square and the wired din, to the bridge, the hope, and the mirror. No
lyrics are printed here — only titles, years, and a nod to the men and
women who actually wrote them, who are so often not the voice we

remember.

THE QUESTION

+ “Is There Anybody Out There?” — Pink Floyd (1979). Written by
Roger Waters. The book’s title, and the Epilogue’s question.

+ “The Sound of Silence” — Simon & Garfunkel (1964). Written by

Paul Simon. Chapter 1: communication without connection.

THE SINGLE SELF (PART I)

* “Dust in the Wind” — Kansas (1977). Written by Kerry Livgren.
Premise 8, “What Fate Dealt”: mortality and luck.

+ “Father and Son” — Cat Stevens (1970). Written by Cat Stevens.
Part I: the generational hand-off; two sides talking past each

other.

HONEST CONVERSATION AND COLLIDING MAPS
(CHAPTERS 1-3)
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+ “What’s Going On” — Marvin Gaye (1971). Written by Renaldo
“Obie” Benson, Al Cleveland & Marvin Gaye. Chapter 1: dialogue

over escalation.

+ “We Can Work It Out” — The Beatles (1965). Written by Lennon-
McCartney. Chapter 2, “Whose Reality?”: seeing it the other’s

way.

MEDIA AND THE WIRED HIVE (CHAPTERS 5-6)

+ “Dirty Laundry” — Don Henley (1982). Written by Don Henley &
Danny Kortchmar. Chapters 5 and 6: spectacle over truth.

*+ “Too Much Information” — The Police (1981). Written by Sting.
Chapter 6, “The Hive We're Building”: the nervous system

swamped.

DIVISION, BELIEF, GRIEVANCE, TRAUMA (CHAPTERS 8-10)

*+ “For What It's Worth” — Buffalo Springfield (1966; usually dated
1967). Written by Stephen Stills. Chapter 8, “True Believers”: the
paranoia of hardening lines. (Released late December 1966;

charted 1967.)

+ “The Ghost of Tom Joad” — Bruce Springsteen (1995). Written by
Bruce Springsteen. Chapter 9, “The Anatomy of Grievance”: the
left-behind.

+ “Sunday Bloody Sunday” — U2 (1983). Written by Uz (lyrics Bono
and The Edge). Chapter 10, “Collective Trauma”: the cycle of

violence.

+ “Where Is the Love?” — Black Eyed Peas (2003). Written by

will.i.am, apl.de.ap, Taboo, Justin Timberlake, Printz Board and
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others. Chapters 5-6, updated: media, hate, and drama-

addiction.

THE BRIDGE — EMPATHY

+ “Bridge Over Troubled Water” — Simon & Garfunkel (1970).
Written by Paul Simon. The turn to empathy; reaching across
the divide.

+ “Lean on Me” — Bill Withers (1972). Written by Bill Withers. The

collective; the plain fact of mutual need.

THE HIVE AND THE HOPE (CHAPTER 11)
+ “With a Little Help from My Friends” — The Beatles (1967).
Written by Lennon-McCartney. Chapter 11, “Beyond One’s Ken”:

the pooled self; the superorganism.

+ “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother” — The Hollies (1969). Written
by Bobby Scott (music) and Bob Russell (lyrics). Chapter u:

carrying each other.

+ “Hey You” — Pink Floyd (1979). Written by Roger Waters. Chapter
11: reaching through the wall; stand together or fall.

+ “A Change Is Gonna Come” — Sam Cooke (1964). Written by Sam
Cooke. Hope earned through struggle; the will to change.

IN CLOSING — THE MIRROR AND THE CHARGE

+ “Man in the Mirror” — Michael Jackson (1988). Written by Glen
Ballard & Siedah Garrett. “In Closing,” and the mirror line in

Chapter 11: change begins with the face in the mirror.
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+ “Get Together” — The Youngbloods (1967; a hit on 1969 re-release).
Written by Chet Powers (a.k.a. Dino Valenti). “In Closing”: the

invitation, plainly.

+ “Stand By Me” — Playing for Change (2008). Written by Ben E.
King, Jerry Leiber & Mike Stoller (original, 1961). Chapter 6,
inverted for good: musicians across the planet stitched into one

song — the wired hive doing what this book hopes for.

No lyrics are reproduced above; the entries are titles, credits, and
pointers. Where a famous recording and its author differ, the writer
is named — a small instance of this book’s habit of preferring the

true story to the familiar one.
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