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F O R E W O R D 

When I began writing these pages, I wasn’t trying to win an argument. I was trying to 
understand why so many well-intentioned people—myself included—keep missing what’s 
right in front of us. This book began not as a thesis, but as a confession—twenty-two of 
them, to be exact.


Each chapter you’re about to read is a reckoning with a different blind spot: moral, 
economic, political, emotional, and deeply personal. Together, they form a map of 
contradictions that I’ve spent my life trying to navigate. I studied business and sociology—
two disciplines that claim to explain behavior through reason and data, yet often overlook 
the unseen motives that drive us. I coached baseball, where emotion and trust often 
outweighed statistics. I ran a juice shop in Brooklyn, where every sale became a negotiation 
between health, psychology, and human nature. Through it all, I’ve wrestled with the uneasy 
truth that objectivity is never pure—it’s filtered through the biases we mistake for insight.


I’ve watched liberals preach equality while ignoring incentives, conservatives champion 
responsibility while ignoring luck, and the media profit from outrage while pretending to 
arbitrate truth. I’ve done my own version of all three. These twenty-two confessions are my 
attempt to hold the mirror steady, even when I don’t like what I see.


This book was born from frustration, but it’s sustained by love—love for a country that gave 
my mother work when she arrived in the late 1960s, even as it turned on her friends; love 
for the idea that growth is possible, even when systems appear fixed; and love for truth, 
however elusive, however uncomfortable. Each confession is both an admission and an 
invitation—to question the moral shortcuts that shape our politics, our economics, and our 
daily lives.


I don’t write to be agreed with. I write to make myself—and maybe you—less certain. 
Certainty is the oxygen of modern politics; humility is the oxygen of progress. These pages 
are an exercise in breathing humility again. If they make you uneasy, that’s not failure—
that’s the point. Discomfort means you’re still capable of thinking for yourself.


What follows are not solutions but perspectives. Each confession exposes a different corner 
of the same paradox: that our best intentions often carry our deepest blind spots. Seeing 
them doesn’t make us weak—it makes us honest.


— Jose Franco 
Brooklyn, New York




P R E FA C E 

Each of the twenty-two confessions that follow stands on its own yet connects to the others 
like chambers in a single heart. The first confessions wrestle with illusions—of fairness, 
growth, neutrality, and moral certainty—revealing how even noble ideas like equality and 
compassion can blind us when detached from consequence. Midway through, the tone turns 
inward, confronting the paradox of incentives, the seductions of ideology, and the quiet 
complicity of comfort. Later confessions stretch outward again, examining the weight of 
history, the distortions of technology, and the stories we tell to make sense of our 
contradictions. Read together, they are less an indictment than a journey—a record of one 
writer’s attempt to reconcile love for humanity with the humility of knowing he cannot see 
the whole picture. If there is a single thread running through these pages, it is this: progress 
begins not with certainty, but with confession.




“To see the truth, one must first forgive oneself for being blind.”


Fyodor Dostoevsky




T H E  M I R A G E  O F  G O O D  I N T E N T I O N S 


Confession 1: I’ve spent much of my life watching well-intentioned people argue 
about what’s “fair.” I grew up in the Bronx, where fairness wasn’t some theory you 
debated in class—it was about who got the bigger slice of pizza when you only had 

money for one. Later, as I moved into business and coaching, I saw how often adults cling to 
the same idea: If we mean well, then good things will follow.


But that’s not how life works. Meaning well is not enough. I’ve learned the hard way that 
the road to economic struggle is often paved with compassionate words that don’t add up 
once reality enters the room. And yet—if we dismiss compassion entirely, we lose our 
conscience. So the challenge is not to throw out empathy, but to marry it with honest 
thinking about second- and third-order effects.


That’s what this book is about: showing how good intentions sometimes become mirages—
beautiful from afar but empty when you finally arrive.


When I say “mirage,” I mean policies that look like they’ll solve problems but create new 
ones instead. Many well-meaning liberals—and sometimes conservatives too—get caught in 
this trap. They assume if a policy feels good, it must do good.


But here’s the problem: people respond to incentives, not intentions. If we don’t think about 
what comes after the first effect of a policy, we risk making the problem worse. Economists 
call this “second-order” and “third-order” thinking. To keep it simple:


First-order effect: What happens right away.


Second-order effect: What happens after people adjust to the change.


Third-order effect: The long ripple effects that may be the opposite of what we intended.


In 2020, governments around the world gave people extra money to survive the pandemic. 
In the U.S., unemployment checks sometimes paid more than working. The intention was 
good—nobody wanted families starving. But the second-order effect was that some 
businesses couldn’t find workers even when they reopened. The third-order effect? Inflation, 
supply shortages, and a slower recovery for some communities. 

Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” created food stamps, Medicare, and Medicaid. These 
programs helped millions, especially the elderly and poor children. But over time, some 



policies unintentionally discouraged work because benefits were lost too quickly when 
income rose. Good intentions, mixed outcomes.


Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal saved capitalism from collapse. Relief jobs and Social 
Security gave hope. Yet critics argue some programs slowed recovery by burdening 
businesses. Here we see the constant tension: short-term relief vs. long-term growth.


Elizabethan Poor Laws (1600s England) 
The first welfare laws tried to care for the needy but punished the “able-bodied poor.” They 
forced people to work under harsh conditions. Compassion and control collided, showing 
that even centuries ago, governments struggled to balance help with incentives.


So what do we do with this? If good intentions can backfire, does that mean we do nothing? 
No. It means we need solutions that balance heart and head.


Short-term fixes: Emergency aid should be time-limited and taper gradually, so people don’t 
face a “benefits cliff.”


Structural reforms: Policies like the Earned Income Tax Credit encourage work while helping 
low-income families.


Mindset shift: We must teach citizens, not just policymakers, to think in second- and third-
order terms. This means asking: “What happens next? And after that?”


Now, let me be honest with myself. I could also be guilty of overcorrecting. Sometimes, 
when I focus too much on second- and third-order effects, I sound cold. I risk forgetting the 
first-order suffering of people who just need help today. Realism can become a shield that 
justifies inaction. So I remind myself: solutions must start with empathy, even if they end 
with hard trade-offs.


Back in the Bronx, fairness wasn’t about theories. It was about whether the smallest kid got 
bullied out of his slice of pizza. I still believe fairness matters. But fairness requires more 
than good intentions—it requires seeing the full picture, from the first bite to the last 
crumb. 


So I’ll leave you with this question: When we make policies, are we chasing a mirage, or are 
we building a road that can actually be walked?




T H E  J U S T  W O R L D  FA L L A C Y  I N  
E C O N O M I C  P O L I C Y 


Confession 2: When I was a kid in the Bronx, I wanted to believe the world was fair. 
If I studied hard, if I worked hard, if I was kind—then life would reward me. My 
mother wanted the same thing. She came to America legally in the 1960s and 

believed this country would reward honesty and effort.


But reality doesn’t work that way. I saw kids who studied less than me still get ahead 
because their parents had money or connections. I saw workers in my mother’s factory get 
deported while others, no more deserving, stayed behind. The idea that life is fair—that the 
world hands out rewards based on effort and virtue—is what psychologists call the “just 
world fallacy.”


This fallacy shows up in economic policies too. Politicians often design programs as if 
fairness will naturally flow once a law is passed. They assume if a policy is aimed at justice, 
it will create justice. But like my childhood lesson in the Bronx, intentions don’t guarantee 
outcomes.


The just world fallacy is the belief that good people will automatically do well, and bad 
people will fail. In economics, this belief leads to policies that assume fairness is baked into 
the system.


The truth? Markets don’t automatically reward virtue. And governments don’t automatically 
correct injustice. If anything, both markets and governments are shaped by power, 
incentives, and history. If we assume fairness is automatic, we stop asking hard questions 
like:


Who actually benefits from this policy?


Who gets left behind?


What happens in the second and third order after the law is passed?


Ignoring these questions leads to policies that promise equality but often deepen inequality.


Student Loan Forgiveness in the U.S. 
The idea behind student loan forgiveness is simple: relieve debt, create fairness. But here’s 
the catch—much of the relief goes to people with college degrees, who are already more 



likely to earn higher incomes over their lifetimes. The policy assumes helping students 
automatically means helping the most vulnerable. That’s the just world fallacy at work.


Lesson: Without thinking through who truly benefits, fairness can turn upside down.


The GI Bill (1944 onward) 
The GI Bill gave veterans access to college and housing loans. On paper, it looked fair. In 
practice, Black veterans were often excluded due to discrimination in banks and universities. 
A program designed to reward service ended up reinforcing racial divides.


The Great Depression (1930s U.S.) 
Many believed those who lost everything during the Depression must have been careless. 
That’s the just world fallacy again—assuming bad outcomes reflect personal failure. In truth, 
systemic collapse wiped out millions of families who had done everything “right.”


Fairness doesn’t follow personal virtue when entire systems fail.


19th Century British Empire 
British free-trade policies were sold as “fair exchange” with colonies. But in practice, wealth 
flowed to London while colonies like India were drained of resources. The rhetoric of 
fairness masked exploitation.


So how do we design policies without falling for the just world fallacy?


Always ask, who benefits first? If the answer is “the already well-off,” redesign the policy.


Direct aid to low-income borrowers rather than blanket loan forgiveness.


Build feedback loops into every policy. If outcomes don’t match intentions, adjust quickly.


Racial equity audits in education and housing programs.


Stop assuming fairness happens by itself. Teach future leaders to separate intentions from 
outcomes.


In schools, pair moral lessons with economic literacy—show kids how incentives and history 
shape results.


Here’s my blind spot: I sometimes swing too hard against “fairness talk.” But humans need 
fairness as a moral compass. Without it, cynicism takes over, and we risk justifying cruelty. 
The key is to use fairness as a starting point, not an end point.




Growing up, I wanted the world to be fair. In some ways, I still do. But fairness doesn’t just 
appear because we declare it. Policies, like people, are messy. If we stop at “good 
intentions,” we fall for the just world fallacy.


So here’s the question I ask myself now: When we call something fair, are we naming reality
—or are we comforting ourselves with a story?




T H E  M Y T H  O F  T H E  F R E E  M A R K E T  
A N D  T H E  Q U I E T  H A N D S  T H AT  G U I D E  

I T 


Confession 3: When I first heard the phrase “free market,” I thought it meant a 
system where everyone played by the same rules, and the best ideas, products, or 
people naturally rose to the top. It sounded clean, almost moral in its simplicity. But 

over time, I’ve come to see that markets are never truly free. They are shaped, guided, and 
sometimes manipulated by policies, power, and circumstance. Pretending otherwise blinds 
us to the real forces at work.


In 2020, when COVID-19 shut the world down, many small businesses were told to close 
their doors while larger corporations with better access to credit lines and government 
support weathered the storm. I remember sitting in my juice shop in Brooklyn, staring at an 
empty register, while Amazon’s trucks crisscrossed the city nonstop.


The market wasn’t “free.” It was structured in a way that tilted toward those who already 
had scale, infrastructure, and political access. If anything, it reminded me that markets are 
embedded in relationships of power. Those who argue for “non-interference” in markets 
often fail to admit that interference already exists—it just favors some over others.


Take the Marshall Plan. After WWII, the U.S. poured money into Europe to rebuild its 
economies. This wasn’t “free market” altruism; it was strategic. A strong Western Europe 
meant stronger trade partners and a bulwark against Soviet communism. The success of 
Germany and Japan after reconstruction was less about laissez-faire capitalism and more 
about deliberate, state-led design.


Adam Smith warned of the dangers of monopoly and unchecked power in The Wealth of 
Nations. He never claimed that markets, left alone, naturally produced justice. He saw the 
tendency of merchants to collude against the public interest. What the Marshall Plan 
showed is that well-designed interference—guided by long-term vision—can shape markets 
toward stability and shared prosperity.


The Great Depression shattered faith in the “self-correcting” market. Unemployment 
soared, banks collapsed, and people lined up for bread. It wasn’t the market alone that fixed 
the crisis. It was the creation of institutions like Social Security, unemployment insurance, 
and financial regulation under Roosevelt’s New Deal. These weren’t perfect solutions, but 
they gave ordinary people enough stability to survive and rebuild trust in the economy.




Ha-Joon Chang’s 23 Things They Don’t Tell You About Capitalism echoes this reality: 
capitalism has always needed a framework, rules, and active guidance. Without them, it 
tends toward instability. The belief in a “natural order” of markets is more ideology than 
truth.


Even before WWI, global markets were far from free. Colonial powers shaped trade to 
benefit themselves, extracting resources from colonies at low cost and selling manufactured 
goods back at higher prices. This wasn’t a marketplace of equals; it was economic 
domination masked as commerce.


Thomas Piketty, in Capital in the Twenty-First Century, shows how wealth accumulation 
often flows from structures like this—legal frameworks, colonial systems, inheritance laws
—not pure merit or effort. To ignore these forces is to misunderstand how inequality 
reproduces itself.


Today, semiconductors—tiny chips that power everything from cars to smartphones—are a 
perfect example of how markets are steered. The U.S., China, and the EU are all pouring 
billions into chip production. Why? Because leaving it to the “free market” would mean 
ceding power to whichever country could dominate production. No government is willing to 
let that happen. Here again, politics and strategy guide markets as much as supply and 
demand.


For years, I believed if I just worked harder, my business would thrive by merit. What I 
failed to account for was the scaffolding that supported others but not me—networks, 
policies, inherited advantages. This isn’t an excuse, but a recognition. Success is not simply 
a reflection of talent or grit; it’s shaped by context.


This realization forced me to check a blind spot: the temptation to moralize failure. It’s easy 
to think, “If I failed, I alone am at fault.” But that ignores the systems that tilt outcomes. 
The danger of believing in the “free market” myth is that it makes winners arrogant and 
losers ashamed—when both are, in part, products of the same hidden rules.


So what do we do? If markets aren’t free, then we should demand transparency in how 
they’re structured. That means:


Clear acknowledgment of state support. Corporations already benefit from subsidies, tax 
breaks, and bailouts. These should be openly tracked and justified.


Leveling the field for small players. Programs that support entrepreneurs, local businesses, 
and workers should be designed not as charity but as recognition of imbalance.




Teaching market literacy. Kids should learn not just how to balance a budget but also how 
markets are shaped by power, law, and history.


In other words, we must strip away the illusion that markets are neutral. They are human 
creations. And like all creations, they can be designed with care—or left to decay into 
systems that serve the few.


When I hear politicians talk about “free markets” today, I no longer nod in agreement. I 
pause. I ask: free for whom? Free from what? And at whose expense?


Markets, like people, need guardrails. They need accountability. Left unchecked, they will 
reflect not freedom but power. And if we are honest with ourselves, the more we see the 
scaffolding, the more we can demand it be built with fairness rather than myth.




T H E  M I R A G E  O F  G R O W T H  A N D  T H E  
B L I N D  S P O T S  O F  C A P I TA L I S M 


Confession 4: When I was a boy in the Bronx, I remember staring at the neon signs 
of stores that seemed eternal—always lit, always buzzing, always selling. Growth 
felt natural, unstoppable. Bigger meant better. It was only years later, sitting with 

books spread across my stoop—Adam Smith, Thomas Piketty, and Ha-Joon Chang’s 23 
Things They Don’t Tell You About Capitalism—that I started questioning whether what I 
grew up seeing as “normal” was in fact a mirage.


Capitalism thrives on growth. GDP goes up, markets expand, and politicians of every stripe 
celebrate. But growth alone doesn’t tell the full story. If wealth accumulates at the top faster 
than it spreads across society, then the glow of neon is a trick of the light. To understand 
this, I want to wrestle with blind spots—my own and capitalism’s—through stories from 
different times.


The years after WWII are often called the “Golden Age of Capitalism.” In America, the GI 
Bill helped veterans buy homes and get college educations, union membership was high, 
and inequality shrank. But let’s not romanticize it.


For Black veterans returning from war, the GI Bill didn’t offer the same benefits. Banks 
redlined neighborhoods, colleges quietly excluded, and whole communities were locked out 
of generational wealth. The postwar boom looked like inclusive growth, but its blind spot 
was racial inequality—one that still shapes wealth disparities today.


Ha-Joon Chang warns us that capitalism is never neutral. Its “rules of the game” are written 
by those who benefit most. Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century shows that when 
unchecked, returns on capital outpace economic growth, leading to concentration of wealth. 
Post-WWII America temporarily bucked that trend through heavy taxation and 
redistribution—but only for some.


If we look back before the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, we see another growth story with 
shadows. Industrial expansion in Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries produced 
enormous wealth. But it also produced crushing inequalities, imperialism, and resource 
extraction in colonies.


Adam Smith warned against monopolies and the capture of state power by merchants, yet 
by 1914, European empires had created global systems of extraction. This “growth” helped 
fuel tensions that erupted into WWI. The blind spot here is the belief that economic 



progress can be detached from justice. When wealth is built on the backs of colonies, it 
carries within it the seeds of conflict.


Fast forward to today. The last five years show us the blind spots of capitalism in sharper 
relief. During the COVID-19 pandemic, stock markets soared even as millions lost jobs. 
Companies like Amazon expanded massively, while essential workers—delivery drivers, 
nurses, warehouse staff—often risked their health without fair compensation.


The blind spot was obvious: we celebrated resilience of “the economy” while ignoring that 
“the economy” is not an abstract number but people’s lived realities. GDP went up again 
once the dust settled, but who benefitted? Who carried the risk?


Growth, measured as GDP, hides more than it reveals. It doesn’t account for environmental 
destruction, unpaid care work, or mental health crises. If a hurricane wipes out a town and 
rebuilding begins, GDP goes up—even though the community is suffering.


Economists like Joseph Stiglitz have called for “beyond GDP” measures. Bhutan tried Gross 
National Happiness, the UN has Human Development Index, and Kate Raworth’s 
“Doughnut Economics” pushes for balancing human well-being with ecological boundaries. 
These are attempts to correct capitalism’s blind spot: mistaking growth for progress.


Imagine your classroom is graded not just on how much everyone learns, but on how many 
pencils the school buys. The school brags every year: “We bought more pencils than ever!” 
But some kids don’t even get a pencil, while others hoard dozens. Measuring pencils doesn’t 
tell us if kids are learning. GDP is like counting pencils. It’s growth, but not always 
progress.


Progressive Taxation and Redistribution 
Piketty argues for global progressive wealth taxes to prevent runaway inequality. After 
WWII, the U.S. taxed top incomes at over 70%. This curbed concentration of wealth and 
funded public goods. Today, even a modest wealth tax could rebalance opportunity.


Ha-Joon Chang emphasizes that markets are not natural—they’re made. Policies like labor 
protections, safety nets, and antitrust enforcement aren’t “interventions”; they’re the rules 
that make markets fairer. 
If nations tracked health, education, equality, and sustainability with the same attention as 
GDP, political incentives would shift. Policies would be judged not just on growth, but on 
real well-being.




Here’s where I admit my own weakness. I grew up believing hard work and grit were 
enough. If you outworked others, you’d rise. But reading Smith, Piketty, and Chang shows 
me how often the system tilts the field. My blind spot has been to underestimate structural 
barriers. Hard work matters, yes—but not everyone starts at the same line.


I don’t want this book to pander to any ideology. Conservatives and liberals alike use 
“growth” as a rallying cry. But growth isn’t neutral. Unless it’s shared and sustainable, it’s a 
mirage.


Walking past those neon signs in the Bronx, I thought they glowed forever. But lightbulbs 
burn out. Capitalism’s glow is the same—it dazzles, but without correction it blinds. The 
real task is to see past the shimmer and ask: growth for whom? growth at what cost?


Answering those questions won’t give us perfection. It won’t solve inequality overnight. But 
it will keep us honest. And honesty, I think, is the first step to justice.




T H E  I N C E N T I V E  T R A P  A N D  T H E  
PA R A D OX  O F  B O U N DA R I E S 


Confession 5: I’ve often wondered where the line sits—between human ambition 
that pushes us forward and the human hunger that devours us whole. In my own 
life, I’ve seen how incentives, both large and small, twist motives and cloud 

intentions. But the trap isn’t only personal—it’s structural, woven into politics, activism, 
business, sports, and even the fragile bonds of community. The paradox is that incentives 
are both necessary for progress and corrosive when left unchecked.


What follows are not abstractions, but lived contradictions—case studies that show how 
hard it is to draw the line between motivation and manipulation, justice and exploitation, 
progress and vanity.


Politics is the most obvious arena where incentives distort. Take the spectacle of modern 
campaigns: a candidate’s primary incentive isn’t always to govern wisely but to win loudly. 
This is why Donald Trump became a masterclass in using incentives—he understood that 
attention itself was the prize, not policy nuance. His rallies and tweets weren’t just tools of 
communication; they were tools of incentive alignment. The crowd rewarded outrage, so 
outrage became the currency.


Compare that with someone like Jimmy Carter. Carter often chose the harder, quieter road—
placing morality above political advantage, as with his stance on human rights in foreign 
policy. The incentive structures of Washington punished him for it. He was seen as weak, 
ineffective. His presidency, in many ways, was undone not by incompetence but by his 
refusal to play the incentive game with the same ferocity as those around him.


The paradox here is brutal: Carter’s decency is remembered fondly only after his presidency, 
while Trump’s brazenness still commands airtime. The incentive system rewarded the 
loudest, not the wisest—an echo of the same pattern that repeats in every domain.


Activism, at its best, is a collective struggle for justice. But here too incentives warp 
intentions. Consider Al Sharpton, a figure who sits uncomfortably in American public life. 
For some, he’s a voice for the voiceless; for others, he’s a man who discovered that outrage 
could be a career. Incentives pushed him toward visibility—the louder the protest, the 
greater the attention, the larger the platform. The paradox is that without such visibility, 
many causes he championed may have remained ignored.




Contrast him with someone like Ella Baker, who believed in grassroots organizing rather 
than personal spotlight. Baker deliberately avoided the camera’s glare, focusing on 
empowering communities to lead themselves. History, though, hasn’t given her the same 
recognition. The incentive trap here is stark: those who play the game of spectacle often 
leave a larger historical footprint than those who avoid it, even when the latter’s work is 
arguably deeper and longer-lasting.


So where do we draw the line? At what point does the activist’s megaphone serve the cause, 
and at what point does the cause serve the activist?


The world of business thrives almost entirely on incentive structures. Profits reward 
efficiency, risk-taking, and innovation—but they also incentivize exploitation. Look at the 
Sackler family and Purdue Pharma, architects of the opioid crisis. Their incentive wasn’t 
healing pain but maximizing sales, no matter the cost. Marketing campaigns disguised as 
medical education fueled addiction, and the rewards were staggering—billions in profit.


Now contrast that with Patagonia, the outdoor clothing company. Its founder, Yvon 
Chouinard, deliberately built incentives against excess. He gave away ownership of the 
company to a trust dedicated to fighting climate change. He rewired the reward system, 
flipping the trap on its head. The paradox, of course, is that such countercultural acts stand 
out precisely because they are so rare.


The line between exploitation and innovation in business is not fixed. It shifts depending on 
who holds power, what consumers demand, and how regulators enforce—or fail to enforce
—ethical limits.


Sports might seem pure—a test of skill, discipline, and heart. But incentives here too muddy 
the waters. Consider Lance Armstrong. His incentive wasn’t merely to win, but to dominate, 
to be untouchable. The cycling world, sponsors, and fans all rewarded him for superhuman 
performances, creating an incentive system that practically demanded cheating. Armstrong 
obliged, until the truth caught up.


On the other hand, look at Jackie Robinson. His incentive wasn’t only personal glory; it was 
survival and dignity in a hostile environment. Robinson’s restraint in the face of racist abuse 
wasn’t weakness—it was a strategic adaptation to a system where retaliation would cost not 
just him but the broader cause of integration. The paradox of sports is clear: one athlete 
bends morality to win, another bends his will to uphold it. Both were shaped by the 
incentive structures of their time.




Even at the level of neighborhoods and families, the paradox persists. I think of my own 
time coaching baseball at the Parade Grounds in Brooklyn. Incentives were always in play—
parents wanting their kids to shine, kids wanting playing time, coaches tempted to win at all 
costs. I made choices that favored process over short-term results: long practices, merit-
based playing time, high expectations of punctuality. Not everyone liked it. Seventeen 
players left the team after a 40–5 season. The incentive structures in youth sports didn’t 
reward discipline or delayed gratification—they rewarded playing time and trophies.


The paradox is one I live with still: was I right to stick to my principles, or should I have 
bent to the system’s incentives to keep more players engaged? The line is never clear.


All these case studies leave me circling the same unanswerable question: where do we draw 
the line?


In politics, do we reward the loudest because they mobilize attention, or condemn them for 
drowning out the wise?


In activism, do we elevate those who seek the spotlight, even if the spotlight distorts the 
cause?


In business, do we praise profit-making innovators even when their methods harm the 
public?


In sports, do we lionize champions regardless of how they achieved their glory?


In communities, do we prioritize belonging over principle, or principle over belonging?


The trap is that incentives are unavoidable. To live without them would mean to live 
without structure. But to live wholly within them is to risk moral blindness. The paradox is 
not solvable—it is only livable.


What I’ve learned is this: the most honest life may be one that constantly questions the 
incentive structures it inhabits, knowing that every reward carries a hidden cost, every 
spotlight casts a shadow.




T H E  L I N E  B E T W E E N  M O R A L I T Y  A N D  
I N C E N T I V E 


Confession 6: When I think about morality and incentive, I am often reminded of the 
paradox that shapes not only individuals but entire systems. The paradox lies in 
how we draw the line: when do we honor principles at the cost of gain, and when do 

we justify compromise in the name of survival, progress, or even justice? This question 
threads itself through politics, activism, business, and sports alike. Each domain tempts us 
with incentives while quietly testing the durability of our moral boundaries.


Consider Abraham Lincoln. The Emancipation Proclamation is celebrated as a moral turning 
point, but it was also a strategic incentive. Lincoln issued it not purely from moral 
conviction—he admitted as much—but as a wartime measure to weaken the Confederacy 
and rally European powers against siding with the South. Morality and incentive were 
braided together, indistinguishable in practice, but distinct in motivation. 
Contrast this with Richard Nixon, whose incentives to maintain power during Watergate led 
to moral erosion and national distrust. Both men were shaped by the political incentives of 
their time, but their choices revealed very different relationships to morality.


In activism, the paradox often sharpens. Al Sharpton has long been criticized for leveraging 
outrage into visibility. Supporters argue he elevated issues that would have otherwise been 
ignored, using media incentives to serve broader moral goals. Critics claim he blurred lines, 
commodifying injustice for influence. 
Compare this with Greta Thunberg. Her activism operates differently, rooted in sacrifice—
refusing flights, enduring criticism, and deliberately avoiding personal enrichment. Yet even 
here, incentive creeps in: her visibility grants her cultural power, a commodity in its own 
right. The line between message and self becomes hard to trace.


In business, morality is frequently reframed as “corporate responsibility,” but incentive 
often lurks just behind the curtain. Consider Patagonia’s commitment to environmental 
sustainability. At one level, it embodies moral conviction—founder Yvon Chouinard 
famously transferred ownership into a trust dedicated to climate causes. At another level, it 
aligns perfectly with consumer incentives: customers who buy Patagonia want to believe 
they are purchasing morality alongside gear.


 
In contrast, Uber’s early growth strategy showcased how incentives can erode morality. 
Drivers were enticed with bonuses, regulators were evaded with “Greyball” software, and 



workers’ rights were skirted in the name of market dominance. For Uber, morality became 
negotiable so long as incentive promised rapid expansion.


Sports make the paradox visceral. Lance Armstrong justified his doping by pointing to the 
culture of cycling, where “everyone was doing it.” The incentive to win—and to embody the 
myth of human triumph—was so strong that morality seemed irrelevant. His eventual 
downfall reminds us that incentives can implode when the moral ledger finally demands 
payment.


On the other hand, Jackie Robinson’s breaking of baseball’s color line shows a rare 
alignment of morality and incentive. Branch Rickey, the Dodgers’ general manager, saw both 
an ethical imperative and a business opportunity in integrating the game. Robinson endured 
humiliation not only for moral progress but because the incentive to compete at the highest 
level demanded it. His success proved that sometimes, morality and incentive can advance 
in tandem.


The trouble lies in where we choose to draw the line. Too rigid a devotion to morality can 
paralyze action—idealism untethered from incentive risks irrelevance. Too much devotion to 
incentive corrodes principle, leaving us with hollow victories and short-lived gains. 
Even in my own life, I see this paradox. Coaching baseball, I insisted on punctuality and 
respect for the game. These were moral lines. Yet, I also knew that stricter adherence to 
these principles came at the cost of losing some players who preferred leniency. Was my 
choice moral or incentive-driven? Perhaps both. The line was not fixed—it shifted with 
circumstance, shaped by what I was willing to risk or lose.


Across domains, the pattern repeats. Leaders and institutions survive by threading morality 
through incentive, not by eliminating one in favor of the other. The real challenge is honesty
—acknowledging when morality is being traded for gain, when incentive disguises itself as 
virtue, and when compromise may be the most moral choice of all. 
Perhaps the paradox is not one to be solved, but one to be carried. Like a tightrope walker, 
we balance incentive in one hand and morality in the other, hoping not to fall into hypocrisy
—or worse, into self-deception.




C O L L E C T I V E  C O N V I C T I O N S  A N D  
T H E I R  C O N S E Q U E N C E S 


Confession 7: When one person clings to a belief, it can be dismissed as 
stubbornness. When thousands cling together, it becomes a movement. Convictions 
scale. They harden into slogans, creeds, and policies. They build parades and armies, 

schools and prisons. They can carry a people through despair, and they can also carry them 
straight into disaster.


I’ve lived long enough to recognize that what binds us together can just as easily blind us 
together. The same solidarity that gives a community its strength can also make it deaf to 
reason, hostile to difference, and cruel to dissent. Collective conviction, for all its power, is 
as fragile as glass—useful, beautiful, but dangerous if wielded carelessly.


The end of World War II could have repeated the mistakes of Versailles. Germany was 
broken, its cities reduced to rubble, its people exhausted. The victors had every reason to 
demand punishment. And yet, the United States and its allies chose another path: 
investment. The Marshall Plan poured billions into rebuilding not only Germany but much 
of Western Europe.


It was not pure compassion—there was strategy at work. Rebuilding Europe was a way to 
block communism’s spread. But even mixed motives can yield humane outcomes. Europe 
recovered. Trade flourished. Former enemies became allies. A collective conviction—that 
prosperity prevents war—proved stronger than vengeance.


It showed me that sometimes the best collective beliefs are the ones that admit their own 
complexity. The Marshall Plan wasn’t naïve. It was pragmatic compassion.


More than a century earlier, Europe faced a similar choice after Napoleon’s defeat. At the 
Congress of Vienna, monarchs and diplomats restored borders and old dynasties, seeking to 
prevent another revolutionary firestorm. Unlike Versailles, they did not humiliate France too 
severely. Their balance-of-power system gave Europe relative stability for nearly a century.


But here, too, was a blind spot. That “stability” rested on suppressing democratic 
aspirations. Nationalist and liberal movements were sidelined in favor of aristocratic order. 
Peace was preserved, but progress was delayed.


The paradox was clear: the conviction that peace mattered above all created both longevity 
and repression. Stability for some came at the cost of liberty for others.




When the towers fell in 2001, America found rare unanimity. Flags waved. Neighbors spoke 
to each other with tenderness. For a moment, fear bound the country together. The 
conviction was simple: never again.


But grief and fear, when weaponized, can turn solidarity into tunnel vision. The invasion of 
Afghanistan and later Iraq were carried forward by that unity. To question the wars at the 
time was to risk being branded unpatriotic. And so trillions were spent, countless lives lost, 
and the promise of “security” turned into the reality of occupation and instability.


Collective conviction gave the country clarity in the moment, but blindness in the long run.


Today, collective conviction expresses itself not in world wars but in culture wars. One side 
believes it is defending freedom against creeping authoritarianism; the other believes it is 
protecting justice against encroaching fascism. Each side is convinced it is safeguarding 
democracy, while the other is dismantling it.


The blind spot lies in mutual refusal. Conservatives fear rapid cultural change will dissolve 
traditions. Liberals fear delay will entrench injustice. Both fears are valid. But neither side 
can admit the other’s truth without feeling disloyal to its own. Conviction becomes a shield 
that blocks empathy.


It’s not that Americans no longer share convictions—we share too many, all clashing at 
once.


I’ve seen this dynamic even in the smallest groups. On the baseball teams I coached, the 
collective belief that hustle guaranteed victory sometimes blinded players to the reality that 
strategy mattered more. In my neighborhood, collective pride can drift into suspicion of 
newcomers. Even in my family, love sometimes hardens into control, as if concern justifies 
intrusion.


Convictions bind, but they also bind too tightly. They give us meaning, but they also 
demand loyalty that can suffocate. Without them, we drift apart. With them, we risk losing 
sight of the individuals they’re supposed to serve.


So where do we draw the line? Perhaps not by discarding convictions altogether, but by 
holding them with humility. By remembering that every banner we wave leaves someone 
standing outside it.




History teaches that collective conviction can rebuild nations or tear them apart. It can lead 
to investment in peace or obsession with war. It can create bridges or burn them.


The real danger is not conviction itself but the certainty it brings. When a people believe 
their cause is beyond question, they stop asking questions. And when they stop asking, they 
stop seeing.


If there’s any lesson I want to carry forward, it’s this: the strongest collective convictions are 
those that leave room for doubt. Doubt keeps solidarity honest. Doubt keeps communities 
flexible. Doubt keeps nations from confusing power with righteousness.


Convictions will always guide us. But without doubt, they can just as easily blind us.




T H E  W E I G H T  O F  H I S T O RY  A N D  T H E  
S T O R I E S  W E  T E L L 


Confession 8: I walk through a history museum, I’m always struck less by the 
artifacts themselves than by the stories attached to them. A rusted sword is just a 
blade until someone tells you it belonged to a knight who fought for freedom. A 

faded flag is just cloth until it’s tied to a revolution. What lasts longer than the objects are 
the interpretations—the convictions that frame them as noble, shameful, or inevitable.


Nations are not built only on armies and economies. They are built on stories. And the blind 
spot we rarely confront is that these stories, however comforting, are always partial. They 
lift up heroes and silence the nameless. They glorify victories and minimize atrocities. They 
give us meaning but also distort our view of the past, and in turn, of ourselves.


America’s postwar story is the story of “the good war.” We remember liberating Europe, 
defeating fascism, and rebuilding democracies. That story is true—but not the whole truth. 
Japanese Americans remember internment camps. Black veterans remember fighting abroad 
for freedoms they were denied at home. Vietnamese, Korean, and Latin American citizens 
remember the Cold War as something other than noble.


The blind spot in America’s story is its insistence on being the protagonist of every chapter. 
The narrative of exceptionalism keeps us from acknowledging how often our actions abroad
—while told as benevolence—looked like domination to those on the receiving end.


European powers wrote themselves into the role of “civilizers” during the height of 
imperialism. Africa, Asia, and the Middle East were cast as backward lands awaiting 
progress. Maps drawn in London and Paris were justified as natural order.


But those who lived under colonial rule told different stories—stories of stolen resources, 
broken families, and resistance against impossible odds. These accounts were sidelined in 
the West until much later, when the damage was undeniable.


The blind spot here was not just arrogance but a failure of imagination: the inability to 
conceive that one’s own story might not be universal.


We now live in a country split between dueling stories. For one America, history is a march 
of progress—slavery ended, civil rights won, democracy expanding. For the other America, 
history is proof of betrayal—values corrupted, traditions eroded, liberties under siege. Both 
stories contain pieces of truth. Neither is the whole.




The blind spot is the belief that the other story is entirely false. Each side sees the other as 
delusional, when in fact both are holding fragments of a larger, more complicated history. 
What is missing is the humility to weave those fragments together without fear that doing 
so will weaken our own.


The American South after the Civil War offers a cautionary tale. Instead of facing defeat 
honestly, many Southerners embraced the “Lost Cause” myth—that their fight had been 
noble, that slavery had not been central, that they were victims rather than perpetrators of 
injustice. Statues went up. Textbooks softened slavery’s brutality. Generations were raised 
on half-truths.


That story sustained identity and pride but also prolonged racism, violence, and division. 
The blind spot was treating narrative comfort as more important than historical honesty.


The paradox is this: we need stories to live. Without them, history is just noise. But stories 
also deceive us. They elevate the past into something cleaner, sharper, and more purposeful 
than it ever was.


I think back to my own family stories—tales of migration, sacrifice, survival. They inspire 
me, but I also know they are selective. They skip over mistakes, soften failures, and polish 
rough edges. That’s what stories do. They give us meaning at the cost of accuracy.


If collective conviction gives us belonging, collective storytelling gives us identity. But both 
share the same danger: when we mistake the story for the truth, we blind ourselves to the 
parts that don’t fit.


The challenge, then, is not to stop telling stories but to tell them honestly—acknowledging 
gaps, contradictions, and multiple perspectives. A nation that can only tolerate a single story 
is a nation unable to see itself clearly.


History’s weight is not in its artifacts but in its narratives. And if we are to carry that weight 
responsibly, we must learn to live not with one story, but with many. Only then can the past 
serve as a guide, rather than a chain.




E C O N O M I C S  A S  A  S T O RY  W E  T E L L 


Confession 9: The older I get, the more I see economics not only as a science of 
numbers and incentives but as a story—a way of explaining the world to ourselves. 
GDP, inflation, unemployment rates: these are not just measures, they are 

narratives. They tell us who is winning, who is losing, and how we should feel about the 
direction of society.


But stories, even when written in equations, have blind spots. They simplify complexity. 
They carry assumptions about human behavior that may not hold. They make predictions 
that can never capture the fullness of reality. Like myths, economic stories can inspire or 
mislead, liberate or deceive.


In the decades after 1945, the Western world embraced a powerful economic story: growth 
equals progress. Rising GDP was synonymous with rising well-being. Factories expanded, 
suburbs blossomed, and consumer goods filled homes.


The story worked for many. But it also hid inequalities. Women entering the workforce were 
often paid less. Minorities, even with jobs, faced segregation in housing and education. 
Environmental costs were ignored until smog and polluted rivers forced recognition.


The blind spot was equating growth with justice. The story measured output but not 
distribution, prosperity but not fairness.


In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, nations told themselves another story: the gold 
standard guaranteed stability. Pegging currencies to gold was believed to discipline 
governments and secure international trust.


But this rigid faith left economies brittle. When the Great Depression struck, countries 
clinging to the gold standard deepened their misery. It was only when they abandoned it—
when they allowed flexibility—that recovery became possible.


The blind spot was mistaking rigidity for security, as if rules alone could shield nations from 
crisis.


In our time, the reigning economic story is that markets know best. Stock indexes flash 
across television screens like sacred texts. A rising Dow is taken as a sign of national health, 
even if wages stagnate and communities crumble.




The blind spot is obvious but seldom admitted: markets reward profit, not morality. They 
are efficient in allocating resources but indifferent to fairness. Yet the story persists because 
it offers clarity in a messy world: prices rise, prices fall, meaning seems to emerge.


The 2008 Financial Crisis


Before the crash, the story was that financial innovation—derivatives, mortgage-backed 
securities—spread risk and stabilized the system. That narrative justified reckless lending 
and borrowing. When the bubble burst, the story collapsed.


Yet even after the wreckage, new narratives emerged. For some, it was proof government 
should regulate more. For others, proof government should regulate less. The blind spot 
was not only in the faulty models but in our eagerness to cling to simple explanations after 
the fact.


The paradox is this: without stories, economics would be incomprehensible to most. 
Narratives translate data into meaning. But stories also smuggle in values and biases, 
turning tools into ideologies.


I think about this in my own life. When I lost weight and started Stoop Juice, I often told a 
story of discipline and transformation. That story was true—but partial. It omitted luck, 
timing, and support I received from others. Economics works the same way: it highlights 
one thread of reality while cutting out the rest.


Economics, like history, is always a story in disguise. We need these stories to make sense of 
the world, but we also need to question them constantly. When we mistake GDP for justice, 
or markets for wisdom, we trade clarity for truth.


The task, then, is not to discard economic stories but to tell better ones—stories that 
acknowledge costs as well as gains, fairness as well as growth, humility as well as ambition. 
Because if we don’t, we risk becoming captives of our own myths, chasing numbers while 
losing sight of people.




T H E  I L L U S I O N  O F  N E U T R A L I T Y 


Confession 10: I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve heard someone insist they are 
“just being objective.” Judges, journalists, teachers, even neighbors debating politics 
at the stoop—each one convinced their position is free of bias. The claim of 

neutrality carries power. It reassures us we are above the fray, untouched by ideology. But if 
I’ve learned anything from business school, from coaching, from philosophy, it’s that 
neutrality is almost always an illusion.


No decision is made in a vacuum. Every choice is shaped by incentives, by history, by hidden 
loyalties and fears. Even silence is not neutral—it is a position that often benefits the status 
quo. The danger is not that neutrality is impossible. The danger is pretending it is. 


The United States liked to imagine itself as a neutral arbiter after 1945—a benevolent power 
guiding the world toward democracy. But the Marshall Plan, NATO, and interventions 
abroad were not neutral acts. They were choices shaped by fear of communism and the 
pursuit of influence. To frame them as “neutral” was to mask power with benevolence.


The blind spot wasn’t in helping Europe rebuild—that was wise and generous. It was in 
denying that America’s generosity also served its own interests. Neutrality became a story 
that hid complexity.


In the 19th and early 20th centuries, scientists claimed neutrality in measuring skulls, 
classifying races, and ranking civilizations. Their “objective” findings conveniently aligned 
with imperial conquest and slavery’s legacy. Phrenology and eugenics were dressed up as 
neutral science, when in truth they were steeped in cultural prejudice and economic 
incentive.


This is the cruelty of false neutrality: it doesn’t just disguise bias, it weaponizes it.


Modern journalism loves to advertise neutrality by “both-sidesing” every issue. A climate 
scientist is paired with a climate denier, as if one represents truth and the other an equally 
valid counterweight. The illusion of neutrality serves ratings, but it distorts reality.


The blind spot is assuming that balance equals fairness. Sometimes one side is simply 
wrong. Neutrality, in these cases, isn’t balance—it’s abdication.


Police departments often describe themselves as neutral enforcers of the law. Yet who gets 
stopped, searched, or charged tells another story. Neutral laws applied in unequal societies 



reproduce inequality. “I’m just doing my job” becomes the shield behind which systemic 
bias hides.


The illusion of neutrality here is perhaps the most dangerous, because it cloaks harm in the 
language of duty.


The paradox is that neutrality can be both essential and impossible. We want judges who 
rule impartially, journalists who report fairly, referees who enforce rules evenly. We depend 
on the aspiration to neutrality even as we know it cannot be pure.


The challenge is not to abandon neutrality but to practice it with humility—to admit that 
neutrality is an aspiration, not a guarantee. The danger is in claiming neutrality as fact, 
rather than striving for it as discipline.


I think back to the early years of running Stoop Juice. I told myself I was a “neutral” small 
business owner, just offering healthy drinks without politics. But neutrality was impossible. 
My choices—what to sell, where to open, who I hired—were shaped by my values, my 
background, my vision of community. Customers projected their own politics onto me, 
whether I liked it or not. The store was never neutral. It was a reflection of me, and of the 
neighborhood’s contradictions.


Admitting that doesn’t weaken its integrity. It strengthens it. Because only by 
acknowledging the impossibility of neutrality can we begin to act responsibly.


Neutrality is a comforting mask. It makes us feel wise, above the chaos. But history shows 
again and again that neutrality is never empty—it always leans, always favors, always carries 
hidden weight.


The task, then, is not to be neutral but to be honest about where we stand and why. To 
strive for fairness without pretending to float above the fray. To admit that even when we 
aim for objectivity, we carry stories, scars, and incentives that shape our view.


Neutrality, in the end, is less about absence of bias and more about presence of humility.




T E C H N O L O GY ’ S  M I R R O R  A N D  
M A G N I F I E R 


Confession 11: Every generation believes it is living at the edge of something 
unprecedented, and in some ways, we are right. The tools in our pockets today 
would have looked like magic to people even 30 years ago. Technology has become 

our mirror and our magnifier. It reflects our desires back to us, and it enlarges them until 
they dominate whole societies.


But technology doesn’t solve the paradoxes we’ve been circling in these chapters—it 
amplifies them. It sharpens blind spots, spreads convictions, reinforces stories, and makes 
neutrality harder than ever to maintain. The question is no longer whether technology will 
change us. It already has. The question is whether we are willing to see what it reveals.


In the decades after 1945, technology was cast as the savior of modern life. Nuclear power 
promised endless energy. Computers promised efficiency. Space exploration promised new 
frontiers. Each breakthrough carried with it the story that progress in technology meant 
progress in humanity.


But Hiroshima and Nagasaki told a different story. Nuclear energy could light cities or 
incinerate them. The blind spot was the faith that tools themselves are neutral, when in 
reality, tools reflect the values of the people who wield them.


Go further back. In the 19th century, industrialization promised prosperity. Factories, 
railroads, and mechanization reshaped the world. Yet these same tools produced child labor, 
pollution, and brutal class divides.


Technology magnified both wealth and poverty. It sped up progress but also entrenched 
inequality. The blind spot was the belief that innovation alone would lift all boats, when in 
truth it lifted some while drowning others.


Our own age is ruled by algorithms. Social media platforms decide what we see, what we 
believe, and often, how we vote. These systems are not neutral. They are engineered to 
maximize engagement—often by rewarding outrage, division, and sensationalism.


The blind spot is our willingness to treat the feed as a mirror of reality, when it is in fact a 
funhouse mirror, warped by incentives we rarely notice. Outrage becomes profitable. 
Nuance becomes invisible.




The 2016 U.S. election revealed how vulnerable democracies are when technology amplifies 
misinformation. Fake news spread faster than verified facts. Bots disguised as citizens fueled 
division. Foreign interference exploited domestic blind spots.


And yet, when confronted, tech companies framed themselves as “platforms,” not 
publishers—neutral conduits rather than active participants. Once again, the illusion of 
neutrality disguised responsibility.


Even in sports, technology magnifies paradoxes. Instant replay is meant to ensure fairness, 
yet fans argue endlessly about what counts as “indisputable evidence.” Performance-
enhancing drugs blur the line between natural talent and artificial advantage. Wearable data 
trackers promise insights but raise privacy concerns.


The same tools that make sports more precise also make them more contentious.


The paradox of technology is that it promises control while often reducing it. We design 
algorithms to serve us, and then we adjust our behavior to serve them. We invent tools to 
save time, only to fill the saved time with new demands. We believe we are mastering the 
world, but more often, we are mastering ourselves into exhaustion.


When I started Stoop Juice, I thought technology would make everything easier. Social 
media would bring customers. Point-of-sale software would simplify accounting. Delivery 
apps would expand reach. All of that was true—and yet, I found myself spending more time 
glued to a screen than connecting face-to-face with neighbors. The tools magnified my 
ambition, but they also magnified my distraction.


Technology, I realized, is a mirror. It shows us more of who we already are—disciplined or 
careless, generous or greedy, curious or fearful. The danger is in mistaking the mirror for 
something else, in blaming the tool instead of recognizing the reflection.


Technology is neither savior nor villain. It is an amplifier. It takes our blind spots and makes 
them bigger. It takes our convictions and spreads them faster. It takes our stories and echoes 
them louder.


If we are to live responsibly with technology, we must see it not as destiny but as reflection. 
The question is not whether algorithms are biased—they are, because we are. The question 
is whether we have the humility to confront what they reveal about us.


The future of technology is not only about what we build, but about whether we are willing 
to look honestly into the mirror it holds up.




C A P I TA L I S M ’ S  PA R A D OX  O F  
I N C E N T I V E S 


Confession 12: Capitalism is often described as the engine of prosperity. It rewards 
effort, risk, and innovation, lifting standards of living across centuries. I’ve seen this 
at work in my own life—losing weight, starting Stoop Juice, carving a path for 

myself not by inheritance but by discipline and risk-taking. Incentives mattered. They 
pushed me forward when willpower alone might have faltered.


But the same system that rewards ambition also rewards exploitation. The same incentives 
that create innovation also create inequality. Capitalism thrives on human creativity, but it 
also thrives on human blind spots—our willingness to look away when others are left 
behind, so long as the numbers rise. The paradox of capitalism is that it works, but never for 
everyone.


The decades after 1945 are often called capitalism’s golden age. In the United States, 
productivity rose and wages followed. Unions had bargaining power, and the middle class 
expanded. Incentives encouraged both corporate profit and worker security.


But this story had limits. Many minorities were excluded from suburban housing by 
redlining. Women’s labor was undervalued. The prosperity was broad, but not universal. 
The blind spot was the assumption that rising tides would always lift all boats.


Go back further, to the Gilded Age before World War I. Railroads, steel, and oil tycoons 
amassed fortunes. Philanthropy built libraries and universities, but working conditions in 
factories were brutal. Incentives favored efficiency and consolidation over safety and dignity.


The paradox was clear: the same system that produced Carnegie’s libraries also produced 
children working twelve-hour shifts. Incentives worked—but not for the most vulnerable.


Now, in the 21st century, capitalism delivers abundance while concentrating wealth. Tech 
entrepreneurs become billionaires, while gig workers scrape by with no security. Incentives 
drive platforms to maximize shareholder value, even at the expense of communities.


The blind spot lies in assuming inequality is just the cost of progress, as though prosperity 
for some is enough to justify exclusion for many.


During the pandemic, stock markets soared even as unemployment reached levels not seen 
since the Great Depression. Stimulus packages propped up some families, but wealthier 
households—already invested in markets—gained the most. The incentive structures of 



capitalism rewarded those positioned to profit, while frontline workers risked their lives for 
modest pay.


The paradox sharpened: capitalism can generate resilience and adaptability, but without 
safeguards, it amplifies vulnerability.


Incentives are powerful because they tap into human ambition. But they are dangerous 
when ambition is divorced from accountability. Incentives produce skyscrapers and 
smartphones, but also sweatshops and financial crashes.


The paradox is not in whether capitalism works—it clearly does. The paradox is in how it 
distributes both rewards and risks.


Running Stoop Juice taught me this firsthand. Discounts could attract customers, but 
sometimes at the expense of long-term sustainability. Incentives pushed me to expand, but 
expansion carried risks I wasn’t always prepared for. What worked for the store sometimes 
worked against my own health or family balance.


Capitalism doesn’t hand out moral instruction. It hands out opportunities—and 
temptations. The line between innovation and exploitation is not drawn by the system. It’s 
drawn by us.


Capitalism’s strength is that it channels self-interest into productivity. Its weakness is that it 
cannot, on its own, decide where fairness belongs. Incentives are blunt instruments. They 
push, they pull, but they don’t guide.


If capitalism is to serve humanity rather than the reverse, it requires what every system 
we’ve studied requires: humility, vigilance, and a willingness to confront its blind spots. 
Otherwise, the engine that drives prosperity may also drive us straight into division and 
despair.




R E D I S T R I B U T I O N ’ S  P R O M I S E  A N D  
B L I N D  S P O T S 


Confession 13: Liberals often point to redistribution—taxing the wealthy, funding 
public programs, expanding safety nets—as the moral counterweight to capitalism’s 
excesses. The logic is simple: if capitalism concentrates wealth, government can 

rebalance it. And to be fair, redistribution has accomplished much good. Public schools, 
Social Security, Medicare, unemployment insurance—these programs have lifted millions 
out of poverty and given people a fighting chance when markets alone would have 
abandoned them.


But redistribution, like capitalism itself, carries blind spots. It can stabilize without solving. 
It can relieve symptoms while ignoring causes. It can become a political football rather than 
a genuine tool for justice. And too often, it is designed in ways that create dependency 
without opportunity, or resentment without solidarity.


Postwar Europe embraced redistribution through robust welfare states. Universal 
healthcare, housing programs, and public pensions expanded opportunities for millions. In 
countries like Sweden, redistribution underpinned decades of stability and growth.


Yet the same programs also revealed limits. As globalization intensified, sustaining generous 
benefits required higher taxes, which sometimes fueled backlash. Immigrants were 
scapegoated as “free riders.” Redistribution worked, but it did not erase tensions over 
identity and belonging.


In the late 19th century, Germany’s Chancellor Otto von Bismarck pioneered social 
insurance—pensions, healthcare, accident coverage. His aim wasn’t purely compassionate; it 
was strategic. By giving workers security, he hoped to blunt the appeal of socialism.


Redistribution here stabilized society but also exposed its blind spot: it treated symptoms of 
inequality without confronting root causes in the labor system. The programs kept workers 
loyal but didn’t change their lack of power in the workplace.


Today in America, redistribution takes the form of heated debates over healthcare, student 
debt relief, and progressive taxation. Proposals from politicians like Bernie Sanders and 
Elizabeth Warren promise fairness through redistribution. Critics argue such policies stifle 
innovation and punish success.




The blind spot is that redistribution alone cannot create opportunity. Canceling student 
debt, for example, may provide relief, but it doesn’t address why higher education costs 
soared in the first place. Raising taxes may reduce inequality in the short term, but without 
rethinking incentives, wealth will concentrate again.


During the COVID-19 pandemic, the expanded Child Tax Credit cut child poverty in 
America nearly in half. It was redistribution at its most effective. Yet within a year, Congress 
let it expire. Critics feared it discouraged work; supporters lamented political short-
sightedness.


The episode reveals redistribution’s paradox: it can deliver enormous benefits, but its 
survival depends on political will. And politics, driven by polarization and media incentives, 
rarely sustains policies that lack bipartisan narrative power.


The paradox is this: redistribution is essential but insufficient. It can soften capitalism’s 
sharp edges but not reshape its foundation. It can buy time, but it cannot, on its own, create 
opportunity.


Redistribution too easily becomes a story politicians sell—one side promising fairness 
through government, the other warning of dependency. Lost in the noise are the deeper 
questions: How do we design systems where opportunity doesn’t need to be redistributed 
because it was fairly distributed to begin with?


Running a small business taught me something redistribution never touches: dignity comes 
not only from security but from participation. When people feel they have no stake in 
creating value, no role in shaping outcomes, redistribution feels like charity instead of 
justice.


I don’t dismiss redistribution—it saved families during the pandemic, it gave me and my 
family benefits at different points in our lives. But I’ve come to see it as a patch, not a 
blueprint. Without confronting how incentives are structured, redistribution risks being a 
bandage on a wound that never heals.


Redistribution is necessary because inequality is real. But it is not a cure-all. The blind spot 
of liberal economics is treating redistribution as the final solution rather than the first step.


True justice requires more than shifting resources. It requires reshaping systems—so that 
opportunity is not handed down from above but built into the fabric of daily life. Without 
that, redistribution may relieve today’s pain but leave tomorrow’s wounds untouched.




T H E  M A R K E T ’ S  FA I T H  I N  S E L F -
C O R R E C T I O N 


Confession 14: If liberals lean on redistribution as a cure-all, conservatives lean on 
markets. The conviction runs deep: left alone, markets will correct themselves. 
Competition will weed out inefficiency. Innovation will rise from necessity. 

Government, in this view, should step back, because every intervention risks distortion.


There is truth in this story. Markets have lifted billions out of poverty, expanded access to 
goods once unimaginable, and rewarded creativity in ways that centralized planning rarely 
could. But the blind spot is in treating markets as self-policing organisms, as if they carry an 
inherent moral compass. Markets balance supply and demand. They do not balance justice 
and injustice.


In the postwar United States, markets flourished under a mix of regulation and freedom. 
When deregulation surged in the 1980s—airlines, trucking, telecommunications—
competition often did drive down prices and expand choices. For consumers, the benefits 
were real.


Yet deregulation also produced volatility and concentration. The savings and loan crisis of 
the 1980s revealed that without oversight, self-correction can come at enormous cost. 
Markets corrected—but only after millions lost savings and trust.


In the 19th century, laissez-faire was nearly a religion. Governments embraced non-
interference, convinced that markets would naturally balance. But the Industrial Revolution 
proved otherwise. Unchecked factories exploited laborers, polluted rivers, and ignored 
safety. The so-called corrections came only after strikes, deaths, and uprisings.


The blind spot was the assumption that suffering was temporary turbulence rather than a 
structural flaw. The “invisible hand” did not save the children in the mines.


The 2008 financial crisis exposed once again the limits of self-correction. Mortgage-backed 
securities were hailed as innovations that spread risk. When the bubble burst, markets did 
correct—but only after taxpayers provided massive bailouts.


The irony is sharp: those who argued most fervently for free markets were first in line for 
government rescue. The correction did not come from competition. It came from 
intervention.




Perhaps the most glaring blind spot of market faith is climate change. Left alone, markets 
reward fossil fuels because they remain profitable. The costs—floods, fires, hurricanes—are 
externalized onto communities and future generations. Here, the “self-correction” may 
come only after irreversible damage.


Markets don’t account for the unprofitable truth that survival is more valuable than 
quarterly returns.


The paradox is that markets do self-correct—but often too late, and at costs borne by those 
least able to pay them. Crashes eventually clear bubbles. Scarcity eventually spurs 
innovation. But the “eventually” is where human suffering piles up.


Conservatives often frame intervention as distortion, but the distortion is pretending 
markets are moral agents. They are not. They are efficient calculators of profit, not guardians 
of fairness.


When I first opened Stoop Juice, I believed the market would reward quality and effort. To 
some extent, it did—regular customers came back because they trusted me. But there were 
also weeks when chains undercut prices, when landlords raised rents, when the “market 
correction” meant neighbors lost jobs and stopped buying smoothies.


The market didn’t care that I was part of the community. It didn’t care about loyalty or 
fairness. It cared only about numbers. I survived not just by hustling but by adapting—
seeking partnerships, renegotiating terms, relying on networks outside the cold logic of 
profit. The correction came, but it didn’t come neutrally.


The blind spot of market faith is not in recognizing the power of competition—it’s in 
mistaking that power for justice. Markets can innovate, expand, and correct. But they cannot 
decide whose pain is acceptable or whose dignity matters.


A society that trusts only in self-correction risks repeating the same cycle: growth, crisis, 
bailout, repeat. The task is not to abandon markets but to strip away the illusion that they 
are self-sufficient guardians of fairness. Without that humility, faith in markets becomes not 
discipline but dogma.




B I N A RY  P O L I T I C S  A N D  T H E  
B U S I N E S S  O F  O U T R A G E 


Confession 15: If redistribution is liberalism’s blind spot, and market faith is 
conservatism’s, then the media has found a way to profit from both. Politics in 
America has been reduced to a binary: left versus right, red versus blue, socialism 

versus capitalism. Each side is caricatured, each nuance stripped away. What remains is 
outrage—profitable, addictive, and corrosive.


I don’t say this lightly. For years, I watched my own mother, now in her seventies, cycle 
between networks that confirmed her views. When she was younger, she worked in a factory 
and felt the sting of immigration raids. Today, she believes immigration is out of control. 
Both experiences are real. But the media doesn’t invite her to wrestle with that complexity. 
It offers her certainty instead. And certainty sells.


In the decades after 1945, American politics was marked by a surprising degree of 
consensus. Democrats and Republicans argued, but there was broad agreement on the Cold 
War, on expanding suburbs, on building infrastructure. Media outlets were fewer, and their 
reach was broad.


That consensus frayed in the late 20th century as cable television and talk radio carved 
audiences into ideological niches. What had once been a shared conversation fractured into 
parallel echo chambers. The blind spot was assuming that more choice meant more truth, 
when in practice it meant more division.


Propaganda is not new. Before and during World War I, governments on all sides used 
posters, films, and newspapers to inflame nationalism and demonize enemies. Neutrality 
was dismissed as weakness. Citizens were told they faced a simple binary: victory or 
annihilation.


The blind spot here was the same one we face now: reducing complexity into moral 
absolutes. Propaganda works not because people are foolish but because it simplifies a 
chaotic world into something digestible.


Social media platforms and 24-hour news channels have perfected what earlier 
propagandists could only dream of. Outrage is not a side effect—it is the product. 
Algorithms reward anger, fear, and moral certainty because these keep people clicking, 
sharing, and returning.




And so redistribution becomes “socialism.” Market faith becomes “greed.” Politicians like 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Zohran Mamdani, and Donald Trump are turned into 
philosopher-kings of their audiences, larger-than-life figures onto whom millions project 
their hopes and fears. Nuance is unprofitable; binary narratives are gold.


Donald Trump mastered the media by embodying conflict. Every tweet was a provocation. 
Every rally a spectacle. Outrage kept him at the center of the story. Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez, though on the opposite side, operates in a similar dynamic. Every viral post 
challenges the establishment, every debate clip fuels the fire of admiration or disdain.


Both are skilled communicators. Both are sincere in their convictions. And yet both are 
caught in the same cycle: media turns them into symbols, philosopher-kings whose 
authority flows not from nuance but from clarity, certainty, and performance.


The blind spot is ours as much as theirs—we mistake amplification for wisdom, visibility for 
truth.


The paradox is that binaries simplify politics enough for citizens to feel engaged, but they 
also hollow politics out. People rally to their side with passion but little patience for 
complexity. Media profits, politicians rise, but solutions stagnate.


Binary politics promises clarity but delivers gridlock. It mobilizes conviction but blinds us to 
compromise.


I think about my own attempts at nuance—my free ebooks, my essays, the late-night drafts I 
post at stoopjuice.com. They’re not designed to confirm anyone’s certainty. They’re written 
to wrestle with paradox, to point out blind spots, to ask questions I don’t fully know the 
answers to. And unsurprisingly, they don’t go viral.


In a media environment addicted to outrage, nuance is invisible. AOC, Mamdani, and Trump 
dominate because they give people clarity. I remain obscure because I refuse to. Yet I can’t 
see another way forward. Outrage may sell, but humility sustains.


Binary politics feeds on the very blind spots of liberal and conservative economics. 
Redistribution is framed as handouts. Market faith is framed as cruelty. Neither side is given 
space to explore its strengths or admit its weaknesses. The media’s business model 
demands conflict, not resolution.


The danger is not just polarization—it’s paralysis. If outrage is profitable, then solutions will 
always be neglected.




The task for those of us who see the blind spots is to keep writing, speaking, and living in 
ways that resist the binary. Not because it will make headlines, but because it is the only 
way to build communities that can see beyond outrage.




T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R - K I N G  A N D  
O T H E R  B L I N D  S P O T S 


Confession 16: Plato imagined that society would be best governed by “philosopher-
kings”—wise, rational rulers who saw beyond illusion and acted only in the pursuit 
of justice. It is a seductive dream. Who wouldn’t want leaders unshackled from 

greed, ambition, or ignorance? But dreams often stumble when they meet reality. 
Philosopher-kings, whether ancient or modern, are still human. They carry their own blind 
spots, and their followers project onto them illusions of certainty.


Today’s politics mirrors Plato’s dream in unexpected ways. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, 
Zohran Mamdani, Donald Trump—each has been elevated into something more than 
politician. To their supporters, they are philosopher-kings: bold truth-tellers who see clearly 
in a fog of corruption. Yet like Plato’s vision, this faith overlooks their humanity. It mistakes 
conviction for wisdom, clarity for truth.


Philosophy, for all its power, carries blind spots of its own. And we repeat them.


The Illusion of Certainty


Plato believed in a realm of perfect forms, with philosophers uniquely qualified to glimpse 
them. His philosopher-kings, then, would rule from a place of absolute knowledge. The 
blind spot is obvious: human beings never escape subjectivity. Our truths are always partial, 
shaped by culture, desire, and limitation. To believe otherwise is to risk authoritarianism 
disguised as wisdom.


Today’s philosopher-kings—whether progressive firebrands or populist strongmen—inherit 
this same blind spot. They present their vision as self-evident truth, their followers treat it 
as gospel, and nuance gets trampled.


The Blind Spot of Pessimism


Arthur Schopenhauer saw life as suffering, driven by a blind will to survive and reproduce. 
His philosophy exposes the cruelty beneath polite society. But his blind spot was that in 
focusing so sharply on suffering, he risked missing the resilience, joy, and cooperation that 
also define human existence.


In politics, we see echoes of Schopenhauer’s pessimism when leaders emphasize only decay, 
corruption, and threat. Populists thrive by painting a picture of unrelenting decline. Like 



Schopenhauer, they reveal real truths about suffering—but blind themselves to hope and 
possibility.


The Blind Spot of Simulation


Jean Baudrillard argued that modern life is dominated by simulations—images and symbols 
that replace reality. Disneyland, advertisements, social media feeds: we live in hyperreality, 
where the copy is more real than the original. His insight explains a lot about today’s 
politics, where perception outweighs policy and “optics” dominate truth.


But Baudrillard’s blind spot was fatalism. If everything is simulation, then resistance feels 
futile. Why act, if reality itself is gone? In politics, this can paralyze those who might 
otherwise fight for change. If Trump is only spectacle, or AOC is only performance, then we 
risk dismissing them entirely and ignoring the material consequences of their actions.


The Blind Spot of Memory


Marcel Proust, in his sprawling search for lost time, revealed how memory constructs 
identity. He showed us that the past is never fixed, always reinterpreted. This is a gift—but 
also a danger. The blind spot is nostalgia: the tendency to mistake memory’s reconstruction 
for reality.


Politics thrives on this Proustian blind spot. “Make America Great Again” is less a policy 
than a memory, reconstructed into myth. Progressives, too, lean on nostalgia for past 
movements—civil rights marches, New Deal coalitions—without acknowledging how 
different today’s context is. Memory guides, but it also deceives.


Trump channels Plato’s certainty, Schopenhauer’s pessimism, Baudrillard’s spectacle, and 
Proust’s nostalgia. His rise is as much philosophical as political. AOC and Mamdani mirror 
the same archetypes from the other side—certainty in their vision, critique of suffering, 
mastery of media, appeals to memory of movements past.


The danger isn’t in their sincerity. Many are earnest. The danger is in our willingness to 
elevate them beyond human limitation, to cast them as philosopher-kings immune to blind 
spots.


Philosophy sharpens thought. It gives us frameworks to see what is hidden. But it also 
tempts us into mistaking frameworks for truth. Plato’s perfect forms, Schopenhauer’s 
relentless suffering, Baudrillard’s endless simulations, Proust’s pliable memory—all capture 
something real. Yet each leaves something out.




The paradox is that philosophy clarifies while blinding. It pushes us deeper into truth even 
as it obscures other truths. Politics, when infused with philosophy, inherits both the 
wisdom and the blind spots.


When I write essays, or when I talk to neighbors about politics, I try to resist the temptation 
of certainty. I have blind spots too. My ebooks on stoopjuice.com are filled with attempts at 
objectivity, but they are still my subjectivity. They are not Plato’s forms. They are my 
grappling with what I see and don’t see.


What comforts me is that self-confrontation is possible. Unlike Plato’s philosopher-kings, I 
don’t need to claim certainty. Unlike Schopenhauer, I don’t need to deny joy. Unlike 
Baudrillard, I don’t need to collapse into despair. Unlike Proust, I don’t need to sanctify 
memory. I can admit my limits and still act.


Today’s politics repeats philosophy’s oldest blind spots. We elevate leaders as philosopher-
kings, mistaking charisma for wisdom. We embrace pessimism without balance, spectacle 
without substance, memory without accuracy.


The task is not to abandon philosophy, but to practice it humbly—to see its insights without 
worshipping them, to question its blind spots without discarding its truths. Leaders, like 
philosophers, are human. They will stumble. They will err. The danger is not in their 
humanity but in our refusal to see it.


If democracy is to survive, it will not be through philosopher-kings but through 
communities willing to think, question, and act together—even knowing we are blind in 
places.




W H E N  I D E A L S  M E E T  PAV E M E N T 


Confession 17: Philosophy is clean on the page. Politics is messy in practice. 
Activism sits in between—born of ideals but carried out on the street, in meeting 
halls, in community centers, in late-night strategy calls. It is where convictions 

collide with exhaustion, where visions of justice meet the reality of human frailty.


I’ve always admired activists, not because they are flawless, but because they dare to test 
ideals against reality. Yet activism carries its own blind spots. The closer you get to the 
ground, the more you see the paradox: movements succeed because of conviction, and they 
stumble because conviction blinds them to complexity.


The Civil Rights Movement embodied this paradox. Leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Ella Baker held fast to ideals of equality and nonviolence. Their conviction transformed 
public opinion and reshaped laws.


But the movement also fractured. Some grew impatient with nonviolence and turned toward 
militancy. Others argued over whether to prioritize legal reforms or economic justice. The 
blind spot was not that their ideals were wrong, but that no single tactic or vision could 
hold together the vast diversity of Black experiences in America.


And yet, even fractured, the movement changed the nation. The paradox of activism is that 
it often succeeds not by unity but by persistence in the face of disagreement.


Long before women won the right to vote, suffragists organized tirelessly. Their ideals were 
clear: women deserved full citizenship. But the movement, too, carried blind spots. Some 
leaders prioritized the votes of white women, sidelining Black women’s voices. Others 
compromised with racist arguments to win allies.


Here, activism revealed its paradox: the pursuit of justice for some was achieved at the 
expense of others. The blind spot was the failure to see that partial justice is unstable 
justice.


Modern activism thrives in grassroots spaces—mutual aid networks during COVID, climate 
strikes led by young people, movements for racial justice after George Floyd’s murder. These 
movements remind me that conviction is alive and urgent.


But they also reveal new blind spots. Social media amplifies voices but also incentivizes 
purity tests, where disagreements are punished as betrayal. Coalitions fracture over 



language, tactics, or who gets the spotlight. Activism risks turning inward, more focused on 
guarding identity than building solidarity.


The paradox is that identity fuels activism—it gives people the courage to stand up—but it 
can also trap movements in endless internal conflict.


Occupy Wall Street


Occupy Wall Street, launched in 2011, crystallized frustration with inequality. The slogan 
“We are the 99%” gave voice to millions. But the movement resisted hierarchy, resisted 
demands, resisted compromise. That purity was a strength—and also its downfall. Without 
structure, Occupy struggled to translate outrage into policy.


The blind spot was equating leaderlessness with justice, as though power could be 
dismantled simply by refusing to wield it.


The paradox of activism is that ideals need compromise to survive, but compromise risks 
betraying ideals. Movements must be pure enough to inspire, flexible enough to adapt, and 
humble enough to admit mistakes. Few manage to balance all three.


When I coached baseball, I sometimes thought of my players as activists in miniature. Each 
brought his own vision of how the game should be played—aggressive at the plate, cautious 
on the bases, loud in the dugout, quiet on the field. My job was to honor those instincts 
while guiding them toward collective success.


Activism works the same way. A leader who suppresses every disagreement may win unity 
for a season, but at the cost of trust. A leader who allows every disagreement to dominate 
may lose momentum altogether. The art is in walking the line—demanding enough 
discipline to move forward, enough openness to stay human.


Activism is where philosophy gets dirt under its nails. It is where the noble dream of 
philosopher-kings breaks down and where ordinary people, with all their flaws, test justice 
in real time.


The blind spots of activism are many: impatience, purity, exclusion, exhaustion. But its 
power lies in refusing to let blind spots end the story. Movements stumble, fracture, and fall 
short. And yet, across history, they return.


Perhaps that is the true lesson: activism is not about perfect clarity but about stubborn 
persistence. It is about ordinary people daring to live as if justice were possible, even when 
they cannot see it clearly.




W H E N  B U S I N E S S  W E A R S  
A C T I V I S M ’ S  C L O T H E S 


Confession 18: There’s an old saying in marketing: if you want people to buy 
something, make them feel it says something about who they are. In the last decade, 
corporations have learned to wear activism’s clothes. They tweet slogans, post 

solidarity messages, change logos during Pride Month, and launch ad campaigns that 
promise not just products but virtue.


At first glance, it looks like progress. CEOs speak about equity. Sports leagues celebrate 
inclusion. Brands align with causes once considered too risky. But beneath the surface lies a 
paradox: business thrives on profit, not principle. And when activism becomes branding, 
ideals risk being hollowed out, repackaged, and sold back to us.


In the Cold War, American corporations framed themselves as symbols of freedom. Coca-
Cola wasn’t just a drink—it was proof of democracy’s superiority. McDonald’s wasn’t just a 
burger—it was a taste of liberty. Business cloaked itself in national ideals, positioning 
consumption as activism.


The blind spot was the assumption that buying could replace citizenship, that consumer 
choice was political power. This narrative obscured how both corporations and governments 
excluded many from full participation in democracy.


In the Gilded Age, tycoons like Andrew Carnegie gave away fortunes to build libraries and 
universities. Their philanthropy was real and enduring. But it also diverted attention from 
the brutal labor conditions that created those fortunes.


Here, business wore the clothes of activism long before hashtags. The blind spot was 
mistaking charity for justice, generosity for fairness.


Now, corporations race to declare themselves allies in social justice struggles. Nike runs ads 
championing Colin Kaepernick. Banks proclaim support for Black Lives Matter while lending 
practices continue to disadvantage minority communities. Oil companies sponsor climate 
awareness campaigns even as they expand drilling.


The blind spot is not that corporations are insincere—sometimes they are, sometimes not. 
The blind spot is our eagerness to accept symbolic gestures as substantive change. We buy 
sneakers or sip coffee, believing we’ve joined a movement, when in reality we’ve joined a 
marketing campaign.




Perhaps no example is clearer than the NFL’s response to Colin Kaepernick. First, the league 
shunned him. Then, as public opinion shifted, it aired commercials embracing social justice 
messaging. The NFL wore activism’s clothes, but only after profit and image demanded it.


The paradox is that the league’s symbolic activism both raised awareness and diluted the 
original risk Kaepernick took. His kneeling was radical because it cost him his career. Their 
commercials cost nothing.


The paradox is this: when businesses adopt activist language, they amplify causes but also 
tame them. They make ideals visible but also marketable. They can spread messages faster 
than grassroots movements ever could, but at the cost of turning justice into a brand 
identity.


Running Stoop Juice, I faced a much smaller version of this dilemma. Should I market the 
store as a place of health and justice, aligning with every trend? Or should I let the store be 
what it was—a neighborhood spot where people came for juice and conversation? I chose 
the latter, because I knew that the moment I turned every glass of kale juice into a moral 
statement, I risked losing the honesty of what I was doing.


Big corporations don’t have that luxury. They are trapped in a cycle of chasing relevance. But 
that cycle reminds me: activism that sells too easily often sells out something essential.


When business wears activism’s clothes, it can feel like progress. But clothes can be 
costumes. Justice cannot be reduced to a logo change or a 30-second commercial.


The task is not to reject every corporate gesture but to ask: what lies beneath? Are wages 
fair? Are practices sustainable? Are communities respected? If the answers are no, then the 
gestures are camouflage, not commitment.


Activism belongs to people, not to brands. And if we forget that, we risk mistaking 
purchases for participation, consumption for citizenship.




S P O R T S  A S  A  S TA G E  F O R  O U R  
PA R A D OX E S 


Confession 19: Sports are supposed to be simple. Two teams, one ball, a clock that 
runs out. The rules are clear, the winner is obvious. But sports have always been 
more than games. They are stages where business, activism, and politics collide in 

front of the largest possible audiences. On the field, we see stripped-down competition. Off 
the field, we see society wrestling with its contradictions.


I’ve coached enough to know that what happens between the lines is never just about talent. 
It’s about discipline, teamwork, identity, and sometimes rebellion. The paradox of sports is 
that they are sold to us as escapes from politics while functioning as some of the most 
political arenas we have.


When Jackie Robinson broke baseball’s color barrier in 1947, it wasn’t just a sporting 
achievement—it was a national reckoning. The field became a battleground for America’s 
racial contradictions. Robinson carried the weight of ideals—dignity, courage, fairness—
while enduring abuse from fans and opponents.


The blind spot of those celebrating integration was that Robinson’s triumph did not erase 
systemic racism. One man’s courage could not dismantle a segregated society. But his 
presence forced Americans to see what had been hidden in plain sight.


Long before World War I, international sports already carried political weight. The modern 
Olympics, revived in 1896, were framed as a celebration of unity and peace. Yet almost 
immediately, they became showcases for nationalism, where nations sought prestige 
through medals.


The blind spot was believing sports could be neutral when in truth they were instruments of 
power and pride. The Games reflected global hierarchies even as they claimed to transcend 
them.


In 2016, Colin Kaepernick knelt during the national anthem to protest racial injustice. The 
act was quiet, nonviolent, respectful—and explosive. Some saw it as courage, others as 
betrayal. Kaepernick’s career never recovered, but his gesture ignited a movement.


The NFL, as I wrote in the last chapter, eventually cloaked itself in social justice branding. 
The paradox of sports as activism was laid bare: a single player risked everything, while a 
billion-dollar league risked nothing yet claimed the mantle of progress.




The World Cup brought another paradox. Soccer’s biggest stage showcased unity and global 
celebration. Yet it was built on the backs of exploited migrant workers, thousands of whom 
died in preparation for the tournament. Human rights groups protested; FIFA insisted on 
neutrality.


Here again, sports amplified both the beauty of human cooperation and the cruelty of 
hidden exploitation. The blind spot was our willingness to cheer without asking who paid 
the price for the spectacle.


Sports embody fairness: the same rules for everyone, outcomes determined by performance. 
But they also embody inequality: billion-dollar leagues, exploited labor, political theater.


The paradox is that sports give us the clearest vision of meritocracy on the field while 
masking hierarchies off it. We believe in the purity of the game even as money, politics, and 
identity swirl around it.


When I coached teenagers at the Parade Grounds in Brooklyn, I tried to make sports a place 
where hustle mattered more than status. But even there, paradoxes crept in. Parents argued 
about playing time. Talent was unevenly distributed. The kids who could afford extra lessons 
had advantages.


Sports taught them life lessons, yes, but also revealed life’s inequalities. The field was fair; 
the world around it wasn’t. That tension never went away—it only sharpened as they grew 
older.


Sports are not escapes from politics. They are mirrors of politics—compressed, dramatized, 
made visible. They show us our ideals of fairness and our blind spots of inequality. They 
remind us that competition can be noble but also cruel, that victory can unite and divide at 
the same time.


If sports are to be more than entertainment, we must watch them honestly. To cheer not just 
the plays, but to question the structures beneath them. To see the paradox: that even in 
games, justice is never just a game.




T H E  B L I N D  S P O T S  O F  L A N G U A G E 


Confession 20: We like to think words clarify. We imagine that when we name 
something, we understand it better. But language is never neutral. It sharpens and it 
blurs. It reveals and it conceals. Every word carries histories, metaphors, and 

assumptions that shape how we see the world.


Politics, business, activism—all rely on words to persuade. Yet those same words can trap 
us. “Freedom.” “Justice.” “Growth.” “Security.” These are not just descriptors; they are 
battlegrounds. The paradox of language is that it gives us the power to communicate but 
never guarantees we are saying—or hearing—the same thing.


In the decades after 1945, America framed its struggle as a fight for “freedom.” The Soviet 
Union framed it as a fight for “justice.” Both words carried moral weight, but each concealed 
as much as it revealed. America’s “freedom” often ignored Jim Crow. The Soviet Union’s 
“justice” often ignored gulags.


The blind spot was mistaking language for reality, as if the right word proved the right 
action.


In the 19th century, European empires described colonization as “civilizing missions.” The 
phrase cloaked violence in benevolence. By naming exploitation as uplift, empire disguised 
cruelty as kindness.


Language here wasn’t just communication—it was justification. The blind spot was 
assuming that a noble label guaranteed noble behavior.


Our current politics is dominated by weaponized language. “Woke.” “Fake news.” “Patriot.” 
“Socialist.” These words divide instantly. They collapse nuance into identity, making debate 
nearly impossible.


The media amplifies them because sound bites are profitable. They keep us watching, 
sharing, fighting. But they also leave us blind to the complexity behind the label. To call 
someone “woke” or “MAGA” is to end conversation, not begin it.


In the wake of George Floyd’s murder, activists rallied around the slogan “Defund the 
Police.” For some, it meant reallocating resources toward community safety and social 
services. For others, it meant abolishing police entirely. Opponents framed it as chaos.




The words ignited debate but also confusion. A slogan powerful enough to mobilize was 
also vague enough to divide. The blind spot was assuming everyone heard the same 
meaning.


The paradox of language is that it is both bridge and barrier. It lets us share ideas, but it also 
distorts them. It inspires, but it also deceives. The right phrase can mobilize millions, but it 
can also harden divisions.


We rely on words because we must. But we forget too easily that words are maps, not 
territories. They point, but they do not contain.


As a writer, I wrestle with this daily. I want my words to capture truth, but I know they are 
always incomplete. My ebooks at stoopjuice.com are filled with attempts to carve nuance 
into sentences, yet I can feel the limits. Readers project onto them, interpret them, argue 
with them. My words are not me—they are a shadow of me.


And still, I write. Because the alternative—silence—is its own blind spot.


Language is our most powerful tool and our most dangerous illusion. It carries histories of 
conquest and liberation, deception and revelation. It can unite us in conviction or blind us in 
certainty.


The task is not to abandon language but to treat it humbly. To remember that every word 
carries both meaning and distortion. To listen not just for what is said but for what is 
hidden.


Because the moment we mistake words for reality, we stop seeing reality at all.




M E M O RY,  F O R G E T T I N G ,  A N D  T H E  
V I O L E N C E  O F  S E L E C T I V E  T R U T H 


Confession 21: If history is written by the victors, memory is curated by the 
survivors. Societies remember what flatters them, and they forget what shames 
them. Statues rise to honor courage while graves sink quietly into the ground. 

Schoolbooks exalt victories but glance past atrocities. Forgetting is not an accident—it is a 
choice.


And yet, forgetting is also necessary. No society, no family, no individual can carry the full 
weight of every mistake and every wound. We edit our memories just to go on living. The 
paradox is brutal: remembering too little blinds us to injustice; remembering too much 
paralyzes us with guilt. Somewhere in between lies survival—but survival is not the same as 
truth.


After World War II: Holocaust Memory


The world swore “Never again.” Museums were built, testimonies recorded, education 
mandated. The Holocaust became a cornerstone of global memory. And yet, even as this 
memory was preserved, other atrocities—colonial massacres, Stalin’s gulags, the partition of 
India—were forgotten or minimized.


The blind spot was the assumption that remembering one horror absolved us from 
remembering others. Memory became selective justice.


Before the Treaty of Versailles, before world wars, America built its democracy on land 
stolen from Indigenous peoples. Whole nations were erased through war, disease, and 
forced removal. Yet for generations, the story was told as “manifest destiny.” Children 
learned of pioneers, not victims.


The brutality here is not only in what happened but in what was forgotten. Erasure became 
a second violence—one that lasted longer than the first.


In today’s America, battles over memory play out in classrooms and public squares. Some 
demand statues be torn down, others insist they remain. Debates rage over whether slavery 
was central to the founding or merely incidental.


Both sides claim to defend truth, but both carry blind spots. One risks sanitizing history; the 
other risks weaponizing it. Memory becomes less about truth and more about identity. What 
we remember becomes a mirror of who we want to be.




The South after the Civil War perfected the art of selective memory. Slavery was reframed as 
a benign institution, the war as a noble struggle for “states’ rights.” Monuments enshrined 
generals as heroes, textbooks softened the brutality of bondage. Generations were raised in 
this fog of forgetting.


The brutality of this blind spot is clear: false memory justified new oppression, from Jim 
Crow to mass incarceration. Forgetting became a weapon, not an accident.


The paradox is that remembering is never complete, and forgetting is never neutral. To 
remember everything is impossible; to forget selectively is inevitable. The danger lies in 
pretending our collective memory is objective. It is not. It is curated, contested, and always 
political.


I think about my own family stories. My mother remembers the factory raid in 1977 that led 
to her colleagues’ deportations. For her, that memory justifies her current belief that 
immigration is out of control. I see the same event differently—as proof of how brutal the 
system can be.


Whose memory is true? Both. Whose memory blinds? Both. Memory is not a photograph—
it is a painting, revised every time we look at it.


Even in my own writing, I edit myself. I highlight the moments that make sense, soften the 
ones that don’t. Forgetting is built into the act of telling.


Societies kill twice: first with violence, then with forgetting. Memory can resist the second 
death, but only if we are willing to face the brutality of what we choose to remember and 
what we erase.


The blind spot of memory is our refusal to admit its subjectivity. We call our stories 
“history” when they are really curated myths. We mistake selective memory for objective 
truth.


The task is not to remember everything—that is impossible. The task is to remember 
honestly, to admit what we would rather forget, to confront the brutality of our own 
omissions.


Because the danger of forgetting is not only that we repeat the past. It is that we repeat it 
while congratulating ourselves for remembering.




S E E I N G  T H R O U G H  B L I N D  S P O T S 


Confession 22: Writing these chapters has been like holding up a cracked mirror. 
Each shard reflects something true—liberal blind spots, conservative blind spots, 
philosophy’s blind spots, activism’s blind spots, business, sports, media, memory. 

Every piece reveals, and every piece distorts. The temptation is to try to assemble them into 
one perfect picture. But perfection is another blind spot.


The truth is simpler and harder: we live inside our blind spots. They cannot be eliminated, 
only acknowledged. And acknowledging them requires humility, a virtue in short supply in 
politics, business, and even philosophy.


Liberal economics promises fairness through redistribution but often ignores how systems 
create inequality in the first place. Conservatives promise efficiency through markets but 
forget that markets reward profit, not justice. Media promises objectivity but thrives on 
outrage. Philosopher-kings promise wisdom but forget their humanity.


The illusion is always the same: wholeness, certainty, final answers. But life does not yield 
such clarity. To pretend otherwise is to trade truth for comfort.


The Marshall Plan worked not because America discovered a perfect formula, but because it 
blended pragmatism with compassion, self-interest with generosity. It was not pure, but it 
was effective. Humility in design—recognizing the limits of vengeance—created something 
lasting.


The lesson is that systems succeed not when they erase blind spots, but when they account 
for them.


The Treaty of Versailles failed not because its authors lacked intelligence, but because they 
lacked humility. They mistook punishment for justice, certainty for wisdom. The blind spot 
of arrogance laid the groundwork for another war.


Humility is not weakness—it is survival.


In today’s America, humility is almost absent from public life. Politicians sell certainty. 
Media sells outrage. Citizens cling to identities as if doubt were betrayal. Each side insists 
on seeing clearly, while both stumble in the dark.


The paradox is brutal: the more certain we are, the more blind we become.




Throughout this book, I’ve offered case studies and reflections, but the truth is, solutions 
will always be provisional. Redistribution helps, but it is not enough. Markets innovate, but 
they are not fair. Activism inspires, but it fractures. Business adapts, but it co-opts. Sports 
uplift, but they exploit. Philosophy clarifies, but it blinds. Memory preserves, but it distorts.


The paradox of solutions is that they always contain problems. To demand finality is to 
demand illusion. The task is to build systems flexible enough to course-correct, humble 
enough to admit mistakes, and resilient enough to survive them.


I have written free ebooks at stoopjuice.com that wrestle with these paradoxes. They are not 
viral. They do not make headlines. They lack the simplicity of slogans, the clarity of outrage. 
But they are my attempt to confront my own blind spots in public.


I am not a philosopher-king. I am a man who has failed and learned, who lost weight and 
gained perspective, who coached teams and ran a juice shop, who writes because he must. 
My blind spot would be pretending these words are more than they are: partial, subjective, 
provisional.


And yet, they are honest.


The brutal truth is this: we will never escape our blind spots. Liberal or conservative, 
philosopher or activist, historian or citizen—we are all trapped by partial vision. The 
question is not whether we can see everything, but whether we are willing to admit what we 
cannot see.


Humility is not resignation. It is the foundation of responsibility. It is the only way to build 
systems that bend without breaking, to sustain communities that argue without destroying, 
to preserve hope without illusion.


We will always be blind in places. But if we confront that blindness together—if we build 
systems that expect imperfection rather than deny it—then perhaps our cracked mirror can 
still guide us. Not to perfection, not to certainty, but to a way of living honestly with 
ourselves and each other.


And maybe that is enough.



