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Introduction: I Have Been in the Room
I have been in the room. Not this exact room, but the one like it. A school gym with folding 
chairs and a microphone taped to a stand. A break room. A comment thread. A family text 
chain that went sideways at ten at night. The place does not matter. What happens in it is 
always the same.

The room is full of people who are not stupid. They looked things up. They talked to 
neighbors. They forwarded articles. They have been chewing on this for weeks and they 
care about it, which is the part everybody forgets later. Then somebody says a number. It 
came from somewhere online, and it is confident and specific, the kind of number that 
stops a room. Nobody asks where it came from. Nobody has to. It sounds right. It fits what 
everybody already walked in believing.

The number is wrong. Or it is right but it is describing something else. Or it is right and it is 
missing the one piece of context that would flip what it means. None of that comes up, 
because by the time the number lands the room has already moved on to the part where 
somebody gets blamed.

Maybe the person getting blamed is sitting right there. Maybe they have no authority over 
the thing they are being blamed for. Nobody checked. Nobody has a map. Two hours later 
everyone goes home more certain than when they walked in, and the actual problem has 
not moved an inch.

And here is the part that used to get me. The anger in that room is real, and most of the 
time it is earned. The bill really is too high. The road really is falling apart. Somebody really 
did get let down by something. But the anger is pointed at a person who cannot fix it, in a 
room that has no power over it, while the office that could actually do something meets on 
a Tuesday morning with four people in the audience and an agenda nobody read. All that 
heat, and none of it lands anywhere it would do some good. That is the waste this book is 
about. Not the anger. The aim.

I have been every person in that room. I have held the confident number. I have blamed the 
guy at the front because he was the one I could see. I have repeated something because it 
felt true, and it felt true because I already wanted it to be. So before this book goes one 
more sentence, I need to say the thing it is built on: this is not a book about other people.

Here is one of mine. I spent years sure that the technology gap was a hardware problem. 
Who has the device, who has the internet, who has the tool. I said it that way because it 
sounded like the obvious map, and I said it with confidence. I had it backwards. Whether a 
person can actually adopt a tool, use it, get support when it breaks, and fit it into how they 
really live and work, that is where most of it falls apart. I was pointing at the missing device 
while the real gap was everything around it, and I aimed a cause I care about at the wrong 
target for longer than I want to admit.

The first person who needed this book is the one writing it. Now we can go.



What I Mean by Confidently Dumb
Confidently dumb is not an insult. It is a gap.

It is the distance between how sure you feel about something and how much 
you actually understand about the thing that produced it. That gap is the 
normal human condition. It is not a defect in the people you find annoying, even 
though it is very tempting to read it that way, and I have read it that way plenty 
of times myself.

The gap closes fast, and it closes under conditions you already know. You care a 
lot about the subject. The claim confirms what you already believed. The people 
repeating it are people you trust. And the claim hands you a target that already 
had it coming. Put those together and certainty shows up before understanding 
does, and it feels exactly like understanding, because from the inside those two 
things feel identical.

You know the feeling even if you never gave it a name. Somebody asks how you 
got so sure, and you cannot really say. You just are. The answer showed up 
already finished, no receipt attached, and being asked for the receipt feels 
almost rude, like you are being told to doubt a friend. That feeling, the finished 
answer with no receipt, is the thing to watch for. It does not mean you are 
wrong. It means you have not checked, which is a different thing, and learning to 
tell those two apart is most of the job.

That is the whole machine. Not stupidity. Not people being bad. A feature of how 
thinking works, and it runs in me, in you, in the neighbor whose opinions seem 
obviously wrong, and in that neighbor's neighbor whose opinions seem 
obviously right. Being smart does not protect you from it. Sometimes being 
smart makes it worse, because a sharp person is better at building a good 
reason for whatever they already wanted to believe.

The target of this book is not being ignorant. Everybody is ignorant about almost 
everything. The world is too big and too specialized for anything else, and there 
is no shame in it. The target is confidence that was never earned, especially the 
kind that spreads.



Three Things I Am Going to Keep Saying
I am going to say three things over and over, in different rooms, about different fights, 
so I will put them down plainly here.

We mistake repetition for evidence
A claim you have heard from twenty people feels more solid than a claim you 
heard once. It is not, if those twenty people all got it from the same place. Then 
you do not have twenty sources. You have one claim wearing twenty coats. The 
confidence goes up every time it gets passed along. The evidence stays stuck at 
whatever the first person actually had, which is usually a lot less than you would 
guess.

Find out who actually owns the problem
Before you blame somebody for a problem, it is worth finding out who actually 
owns the thing that produced it. Who runs it. Who pays for it. Who is allowed to 
change it. The distance between that low bar and what most of us actually do, 
which is blame whoever is loudest, nearest, or already disliked, is where almost 
all misdirected anger lives. The anger is usually fair. The address on the envelope 
is wrong. A third of this book is about reading that envelope.

I do this too
Everybody does, the moment identity or fear or money or politics gets into the 
room and shoulders curiosity out of the way. This is not a condition of the other 
side. It is a condition of having a side at all, and I have a side, same as you.

Those three hold together. The first one explains how a wrong belief gets strong. The 
second one is the tool that breaks it most often. The third one is there to keep me, 
and you, from closing this book thinking the lesson is about everybody else.



What This Book Will Not Do — And 
Where This Goes

What this book will not do

It does not tell you what the 
government should do. It tells you who 
actually has the power to do it. I go 
after arrogance, fake expertise, cherry-
picking, doubletalk, and the people 
who make money keeping you 
confused. Those are choices, and 
choices are fair game. I do not go after 
being poor, being scared, being sick, 
having no time, or coming up in a 
place that had good reason not to trust 
the people in charge.

And I will say this more than once, 
because it matters: institutions do lie 
sometimes, experts do fail, companies 
do bury harm, and governments do 
abuse power. Some conspiracy stories 
start from a real event. Trust got 
broken for documented reasons. The 
fix is never "just trust the people in 
charge." The fix is a method that beats 
instinct, loyalty, and repetition, because 
those three are what got us here.

Where this goes

The rest of the book walks the same 
move across the places it does the most 
damage. The machinery that makes us 
like this. The technology panics, where 
the stakes are low enough to practice 
on. The government chapters, where 
knowing who actually runs the jail turns 
out to be the difference between anger 
that lands and anger that just tires you 
out. Science and health, where being 
wrong shows up in your body. Money, 
where both sides keep a favorite simple 
answer in their pocket. The media, and 
the sense that everything is worse than 
it was. And at the end, a set of tools you 
keep.

None of it takes a degree. That is the 
one promise I will make you. Every tool 
in here is something you can run in your 
own head at a meeting, at a dinner 
table, in the middle of an argument that 
already got loud, without looking a 
thing up and without being the 
smartest person in the room.

You did not fail a class you were never 
enrolled in. Nobody teaches you how to 
find out which office controls the thing 
you are mad about, or how much a 
claim should be allowed to move you, or 
how to tell a hazard from a risk from a 
plain trade-off. That class was not 
offered. This book is trying to be the 
class.



Chapter 1: Everybody Knows
I have been in a neighborhood conversation where someone had a sure thing. It does 
not matter which one. You have been there too. Somebody mentions something that 
is happening, a new development, a change at the school, something a company is 
supposedly doing across town. They heard it from their neighbor, who got it from 
someone at work, who forwarded a post from a local group. The person telling you is 
certain. The person who told them was also certain. The chain of certainty is long and 
the chain of evidence is short.

You ask where it started. Nobody knows. But everybody knows it is true.

The confident claim this chapter takes apart is one of the most durable ones going: if 
a claim is widely repeated, it is probably true. The reasoning sounds reasonable. 
Lots of people believe it. Lots of different sources say it. Would that many people be 
wrong? Yes. And the mechanism that makes it happen is not stupidity. It is 
something closer to a software mismatch, a useful instinct applied to conditions it 
was never built for.

Repetition is a genuinely useful signal — when a small group of people with direct 
knowledge who bear a real cost for being wrong all say the same thing 
independently. The internet did not break the heuristic by making people worse. It 
broke it by making duplication free. Ten people repeating one claim are not ten 
sources. They may be ten copies of one misunderstanding. But they feel like ten 
sources, because ten people is a lot of people, and disagreeing with ten people in a 
room is uncomfortable in a way that disagreeing with a paragraph is not.

A claim can appear everywhere without traveling far from its original mistake. 
Familiarity rises at every hop. The evidence stays fixed at whatever the original post 
contained.

Here is the part that keeps this from becoming a permission slip to dismiss every 
consensus in sight. Independent convergence is real, and it is powerful. When 
researchers in separate institutions, using different methods, with different funding 
sources, arrive at the same conclusion, that is not repetition. That is independent 
confirmation. The task is not to distrust consensus. The task is to distinguish 
consensus that was earned through independent observation from consensus that 
was manufactured through copied sharing.

Say this instead: "I've heard that a lot" describes how often I encountered a 
claim, not how well anyone checked it.



The Source Family Tree
The tool this chapter hands you is a way of tracing the chain. I call it the Source Family Tree, 
and it is five questions you ask in order.

01

Where exactly did I hear this?
Not "online" and not "a bunch of people." The specific post, article, person, or broadcast. 
Name it.

02

Where did that source get it?
If the post said "it's being reported that" or cited a different article, you have not found a 
source yet. You have found a link in the chain.

03

Are the apparent sources actually independent?
If everyone is citing the same article, you have one source with wide distribution. Ten 
citations that trace to the same origin are not ten sources. They are one source wearing a 
crowd costume.

04

Can you find the primary document, dataset, recording, or witness?
This is where the chain ends or does not. Either there is a primary thing that can be 
examined directly, or there is not.

05

Is the claim changing as it travels?
Claims that gain certainty and lose nuance as they move, where the version you heard is 
more alarming than the version at the origin, are usually running on copied feeling, not on 
additional evidence.

The tool is not complicated. Using it on a claim you already believe is. The social pressure 
that made repetition feel like evidence does not disappear when you decide to trace a 
source. The Source Family Tree does not guarantee correct conclusions. It tells you what 
kind of foundation you are standing on before you decide how much weight to put on it.



Chapter 2: Confidence Feels Like 
Competence
A question gets asked. Something about a local project, a cost estimate, a plan. 
Two people answer it. The first person takes a breath. Uses the phrase "it 
depends." Gives three qualifications. Says there are a couple of things they would 
want to check before committing to a number. Their answer is accurate, careful, 
and roughly correct. The second person does not hesitate. Clean sentence. 
Specific-sounding claim. No caveats. They look directly at the person who asked.

Watch the room. The second person earned it. The first person is asked, politely, 
if they could maybe be a little less technical. Neither speaker said anything false. 
One of them gave a better answer. The room picked the other one.

The confident claim this chapter takes apart: Someone who speaks quickly, 
decisively, and without hesitation probably understands the subject. This is 
not a fringe belief. It is what most rooms assume, most of the time, by default.

Here is where the grain of truth lives: expertise does produce fluency. When 
someone knows a subject deeply, they usually speak about it with less visible 
effort. That fluency is real, and it is not nothing. But fluency is also the easiest 
performance available. Research on speaker delivery style shows that pace, 
decisiveness, and the absence of hedging measurably raise perceived credibility 
among listeners, regardless of what the content actually says. The relationship 
holds whether the speaker is right or wrong.

When a claim is hedged, the hedge rarely survives the retelling. By the time it is 
retold at dinner, it becomes "she wasn't sure." By the time it is retold again, it is 
"nobody really knows." The hedged, careful answer evaporates. The confident, 
wrong one holds its shape. The information environment, not through anyone's 
intention, simply through the mechanics of how things spread, selects for 
confident claims at every step.

Say this instead: How sure I feel is information about me, not about the 
world.



The Two-Question Certainty Audit
Here is the tool, and it works on anything. Before you state a position firmly, 
run two questions:

Question One
Can I explain the strongest argument against my own position, not the 
weakest version of the opposing view, not the most extreme person on 
the other side, but the most credible, most informed objection to what I 
believe?

Question Two
What specifically would change my mind? If the answer is blank, if you 
cannot name a piece of evidence, a scenario, an outcome, a finding that 
would cause you to revise, then what you have is not a belief. It is a 
loyalty. Loyalties have their place. They should just be labeled correctly.

The Two-Question Certainty Audit is not a demand that you abandon every 
confident position. Some things really are settled. Some positions really do 
not require constant revisitation. The audit helps you tell which is which, 
because the positions that cannot pass it are exactly the ones most likely to 
embarrass you later when the evidence catches up.

Most certainty arrives first. The evidence, when it shows up at all, gets 
arranged around it afterward, like furniture moved to make a room look like 
it was always planned this way. The confident speaker was not lying. The 
room was not foolish. The mechanism is older than both of them, and it 
runs whether or not anyone turns it on.



Chapter 3: The Death of "I Don't Know"
I have watched an official do this: get asked a genuinely hard question at a 
microphone, one where the right answer depends on facts still being gathered and 
variables that could break either way. The official pauses, looks at the room, and says, 
"I'll have to check on that and get back to you." Within a day the clip is everywhere. 
Evidence of evasion. Proof of incompetence. A thousand confident voices announce 
that a real leader would have known the answer.

The next official watches. Learns the lesson. And the next time a complicated 
question comes up, that official answers quickly, firmly, with the full conviction of 
someone who has decided that sounding certain is the cost of admission. That clip 
does not circulate. The room is satisfied. The official is praised. The answer is wrong. 
But it enters the record as if it weren't.

This is the mechanism the whole book is fighting. Not ignorance. Ignorance is fixable. 
This is something more durable: a system that punishes honest uncertainty and 
rewards confident error, until the confident error becomes the foundation on which 
everyone stands, and nobody wants to be the one who pulls it out.

Here is how the cycle runs. Uncertainty is expressed, honestly, appropriately, as an 
accurate signal about the limits of what is currently known. That uncertainty is 
punished. It gets treated as weakness, evasion, or disqualifying ignorance. The person 
who expressed it suffers a status cost. Everyone watching absorbs the lesson. So the 
next person in a similar position guesses confidently. The confident guess gets 
rewarded. It sounds like leadership, like preparation, like competence. The guess 
enters the record. It gets repeated. It gets cited. And when evidence eventually arrives 
that contradicts the guess, correction has become expensive. So they double down. 
And the guess, wrong from the start, gets defended until it hardens into received 
wisdom.

The demand for certainty from public figures is not crazy. It is earned. People have 
been burned, and burned badly, by officials using "I don't know" as a shield. Not as an 
honest expression of genuine uncertainty, but as a way to avoid accountability, buy 
time, and make sure nothing sticks. That pattern is real. The problem is what that 
skepticism produces. The lesson it teaches is not: be more honest about what you 
know. The lesson it teaches is: guess more confidently. And those are opposite things.

Say this instead: "I don't know yet" is a status report, not a surrender.



The Follow-Up Test
The distinction worth drawing is between two different things that can look identical 
in the moment. The first is honest acknowledgment of knowledge limits, paired with 
a commitment to a next step. The second is deliberate vagueness deployed to avoid 
accountability. They are not the same thing, and the difference matters.

When someone in a position of authority expresses uncertainty about something 
within their domain, three questions determine what that expression is worth.

1

Did they commit to finding out?
Not a vague gesture at the possibility of follow-up. An actual commitment. "I will 
check on X" is a commitment. "Someone should look into that" is not.

2

By when?
A real timeline distinguishes a status report from a postponement. A specific 
date is a promise. "We'll continue monitoring the situation" is not a timeline. It is a 
description of an indefinite holding pattern with no exit condition.

3

Does their confidence exceed what anyone in their position 
could actually know?
If someone is completely certain about something that by its nature involves 
genuine uncertainty, the certainty itself is the signal worth noticing.

The official who said "let me check on that and get back to you" was giving you 
information. The information was: I have reached the edge of what I currently know, 
and I am not going to fill the space beyond it with noise. That is a more useful answer 
than a confident wrong one. It is also, apparently, career-limiting. That is not a 
problem with the official. That is a problem with the room. And the room is us.



Chapter 4: Identity Before Evidence
Take the same room, the same people, the same policy, and swap the label on it. First 
version: a proposal is on the table. It came from the left. People on the right work 
through it, cost concerns, procedural objections, questions about who benefits. 
People on the left defend it. Second version: same room, same people, same policy, 
same data. But this time the labels are reversed. The people who attacked it now 
defend it. The people who defended it now attack it. The objections have migrated 
across the aisle as if pulled by a string. Everyone in the room believes they reasoned 
their way to their position.

The confident claim this chapter takes apart: I evaluate claims on their merits. My 
opponents believe things because of their politics, their tribe, their team. They 
are motivated. I am reasoning. This is the most widely held belief about one's own 
cognition, and it is the most reliably wrong. Not because people lie when they say it. 
Because people genuinely do not experience their reasoning as motivated. Motivated 
reasoning feels, from the inside, exactly like reasoning.

Group affiliation as an epistemic shortcut is one of the smarter things humans 
developed. In a world with more information than any individual can verify personally, 
trusting people who share your circumstances and interests is reasonable. The 
heuristic earned its keep for a very long time. The problem is applying one built for a 
village to a world of algorithmic feeds and political coalitions that span a continent.

Changing a belief is not just changing an opinion. It can mean changing your 
relationship to a group, people who were your community, your reference point, your 
social safety net. It can mean straining relationships with people you love. It can mean 
abandoning a self-image you built over years. These are not irrational considerations. 
They are real costs. And they have nothing to do with the evidence. This is why 
evidence bounces off. Not because the person is too stubborn to understand. 
Because evidence is one consideration, and belonging is another, and the belonging 
is not abstract. The belonging is Sunday dinner. The belonging is the job.

Motivated reasoning is not a defect of stupid people. Research has found that people 
with stronger analytical skills were not more likely to set aside their prior beliefs when 
evaluating politically charged data. Better analytical tools, deployed in the service of a 
pre-existing conclusion, produce better-sounding justifications. The tools are neutral; 
the direction of their use is not.

Say this instead: If my conclusion changes when the messenger changes, I 
was not reasoning about the claim.



The Swap — A Tool for Catching 
Identity at Work
Here is the reader tool. Call it the Swap.

State your position on something where you feel confident. Now ask: what if the 
person proposing this were from the other team? The other party, the other side 
of the ideological line, the group you have the most friction with. Same policy. 
Same data. Same argument. Different messenger.

If your reaction moves, if the proposal becomes more suspicious, or less 
suspicious, than it was a moment ago, identity is doing work the evidence is not.

This is not proof that you are wrong. It is not even proof that you are being 
irrational, necessarily. It is a diagnostic. It tells you that part of your evaluation of 
the claim is actually an evaluation of the messenger, and that the two have 
gotten mixed together. The job after that is to try to separate them, which is 
harder than running the Swap but more useful.

Having learned that motivated reasoning is universal, that everyone does it, that 
smarter people may do it more effectively, that you almost certainly do it too, the 
natural next step is to conclude that all beliefs are therefore equally tribal, that 
no one can really know anything through evaluation. That is the upgrade version 
of the confident claim this chapter is correcting. It is harder to argue against, it 
requires less effort, it produces the same lazy conclusions, and it lets the person 
who holds it feel smarter for having arrived there. "All beliefs are tribal so nothing 
is knowable" is the sophisticated version of giving up.

The goal is one specific habit: before you extend the full weight of your 
evaluation to a claim, notice whether you ran it through the Swap. If the Swap 
shows motion, if your response shifts with the label, you have located work to do. 
Not the conclusion, necessarily. The audit. Most people will not do it. Most people 
who just read that sentence will agree it is wise and not do it. That is not a failure 
of intelligence. That is the whole chapter.



Chapter 5: Your Algorithm Thinks 
Outrage Is a Hobby
I know someone who does the responsible thing. He does not retreat into a 
comfortable bubble of only his own side. He deliberately follows accounts from the 
opposition. He wants to know what the other side is saying. He is proud of this, and he 
will tell you about it. His feed is full of the other side. The other side, mocked. The 
other side, caught in a hypocrisy. The other side, making the worst version of an 
argument they have ever made, shared by someone on his team who is very pleased 
about it. Maximum exposure. Zero understanding.

Here are two beliefs, and they are opposites, and they are both wrong. The first: I am 
trapped in a bubble. The system has sealed me in. I cannot escape the information 
environment that has been built around me. The second: algorithms have no 
meaningful effect. I see what I choose to see. My conclusions are my own, arrived at 
freely, because I am not naive enough to be manipulated. Both are confident 
positions. Both require ignoring something real.

Ranking systems do not show you content in the order it was posted. They show you 
content ranked by how likely it is to produce engagement, clicks, reactions, shares, 
time spent, replies. Content that produces engagement gets promoted. Content that 
does not gets buried. And here is what engagement correlates with: not calm, not 
nuance, not a well-sourced paragraph with appropriate hedges. Engagement 
correlates with arousal. High-arousal content, content that makes you angry, 
frightened, delighted, or outraged, produces more reactions than low-arousal 
content. A system optimizing for engagement will, by the mechanics of what it is 
doing, surface more outrage. Not because anyone decided to radicalize you. Because 
the system was built to maximize a number, and that number goes up when you are 
furious.

The more common and more corrosive problem is not isolation. It is inoculation. 
Seeing only the most mockable version of a position, over and over, until the 
mockable version is the only one you know exists. You can watch the other side for 
years and understand them no better than if you had never watched at all, if what you 
are watching is your own team's curated selection of their worst moments.

Say this instead: Seeing the other side ridiculed is not the same as 
understanding what they believe.



The Steelman Search

Here is what the Steelman Search is not: finding the most agreeable 
member of the other side and calling that understanding. Finding a 
spokesperson who agrees with you on enough that it feels like listening. 
Reading a summary of the other side's position written by your side.

Here is what it is: find the most credible, most serious advocate for a 
position you reject. Not the one who made the headline your team 
shared. The one doing the most careful work, who earned credibility 
among people who agree with them for reasons that have nothing to 
do with tribal performance.

Read their actual argument. Write it back in your own words in a form 
they would sign, not a form with a rebuttal folded in. A form that 
represents, faithfully, what they actually believe and why.

This is not about agreeing. It is about accuracy. You can reject a position 
completely and still have an accurate picture of what it is. What 
engagement optimization produces, over time, is an inaccurate picture 
of positions you reject, and an inaccurate picture is a poor basis for 
rejecting them.

I think about that guy I mentioned at the start. He follows the 
opposition, he is proud of it, and his understanding of them is a perfect 
caricature assembled by his own team. He is not sealed off. He is soaked 
in a version of them that was selected for maximum contempt. That is 
worse. A sealed room you might eventually notice. A window that shows 
you one view, chosen for maximum reaction, at maximum volume, with 
the other side always looking their worst, that feels like seeing. It is the 
feeling of seeing that is the problem.



Chapter 6: Data Centers, the Cloud, and the 
Number Nobody Checks
Someone near the back holds up a phone and reads a number. Gallons per day. A large number, 
delivered with the confidence of a person who just found the document that proves everything. 
The room goes quiet in the particular way rooms go quiet when a fact lands and everyone is 
waiting for someone else to challenge it first. Nobody challenges it. Not because it is correct, and 
nobody in the room has any idea whether it is correct. Nobody knows if the figure describes water 
that enters the facility and does not come back, or water that enters, gets used for cooling, and 
then mostly returns. Nobody knows if the number applies to the facility under discussion or a 
different one in another state with a different cooling design and a different climate.

The number works anyway. And while the meeting continues, while the anger rises and the voices 
get louder and the mayor gets asked what she is going to do about this, the decision that actually 
mattered was made two months ago by a body most of the people in that room cannot name. 
That is the problem this chapter is here to solve. Not the anger, the anger may be completely 
justified. The problem is knowing which body actually holds the vote.

Large facilities that house the physical infrastructure of the internet consume real water and real 
power. The scale is not trivial. Tax incentives offered to attract these facilities are real, sometimes 
generous, and in many jurisdictions, economic development incentive negotiations proceed 
before robust public notice requirements attach, limiting community visibility into the terms. Jobs 
projections included in economic impact analyses for large facilities frequently exceed actual 
hiring. Communities have had well-founded, productive disputes about all of this. The concerns 
are real. This chapter is not here to dismiss them. It is here to argue that a real concern, aimed 
badly, achieves nothing.

There is a distinction that almost never makes it from a permit application to a public meeting: 
withdrawal is how much water enters the system; consumption is how much does not come back. 
For certain industrial processes, these numbers can differ by more than most people would guess. 
The cooling design matters too, and it matters a great deal. A number about a specific facility, in a 
specific climate, using a specific cooling design, from a specific year, is not a number about all 
facilities, all climates, all designs, or all years.

The cloud is not in the sky. It is a building. Many buildings, in many places, each of which is a 
physical structure on a piece of land, inside a county, governed by a set of bodies that approved its 
existence. When people argue about the cloud, they are arguing about a physical object in a 
specific place. That object has an address. The address is in someone's jurisdiction. That 
jurisdiction has a process. The process involved a vote, or several votes, by specific bodies. Those 
bodies have members. The members are, in most cases, reachable.

Say this instead: Before I decide who let this happen, I need to know which body actually 
had the vote.



Chapter 7: Your Phone Is Not Listening (The 
Truth Is Worse)
I know the story because I have told the story. You are riding with somebody and the conversation 
lands on a product, a brand of coffee grinder, a hotel chain, a particular kind of knee brace, said 
out loud in the car. That evening an ad for that exact thing shows up on your phone. Case closed. 
Your phone is listening. It heard you. It sold what it heard. That explanation arrived first and it felt 
airtight. But there were three other explanations nobody thought about. The passenger had 
looked it up the week before. You share a wireless network and, in some ad systems, a household 
profile. Two weeks ago you browsed a running shoe review site and the knee brace appeared in a 
sidebar you scrolled past without stopping. Three separate signals, none of them a microphone, 
all of them pointing at the same product, arriving at the same moment.

The grain of truth here is unusually strong. Apps do request microphone permission. Most phones 
show a list of apps that have been granted access, and that list is frequently longer than people 
expect. Regulators and security researchers have documented cases of apps collecting data in 
ways that exceeded their stated purpose. The targeting genuinely is uncanny. The ad systems in 
use are not simple. They ingest enormous amounts of behavioral data, they use inference 
methods that are opaque to the people being targeted, and they produce results that can feel like 
mind-reading. The underlying instinct, that these companies know more about me than I agreed 
to, is completely correct. That is not paranoia. That is an accurate description of the current 
commercial data ecosystem.

Start with what the phone would have to do for the microphone story to be true. Your phone 
would need to be recording continuously, processing that stream, extracting conversational 
content, converting it into ad-targeting data, and transmitting it, all without draining your battery 
noticeably, without detectable network traffic spikes, and without any of the engineers, security 
researchers, network analysts, or regulatory investigators who routinely examine commercial data 
flows having documented it at scale. The cheaper alternative is behavioral inference. You do not 
need to hear what someone says to know what they want. You need to know what they search, 
what they click, how long they stop on a page, where their device was physically located, who 
their contacts are, what their contacts have purchased. You already gave all of that away.

The inference that results from this machine is more comprehensive than eavesdropping would 
be, because it covers what you do when you are not saying anything. It records where you drive, 
who you stand near, what music plays in the background of your walks, how your spending 
patterns shift seasonally, what you were doing on your phone at two in the morning. A 
microphone records what you say. The behavioral data system records what you do, which is more 
predictive.

The belief is wrong about the mechanism. The conclusion the belief reaches, that they know more 
about me than I agreed to, is correct. Correcting the mechanism while validating the conclusion is 
not a contradiction. It is the actual job.

Say this instead: They don't need to listen. The data I hand over voluntarily is more 
predictive than anything I say out loud.



Chapter 8: Satellites, 5G, and the Word 
"Radiation"
Two people are sitting three chairs apart at the same public meeting. The first one has a 
printout. She describes a documented problem: large low-Earth-orbit satellite 
constellations are brightening the night sky, and their transmissions land in frequency 
ranges that ground-based observatories depend on. She can point to peer-reviewed 
literature. Serious scientific bodies have taken her concern seriously. Her concern is real. The 
second one has a yard sign slogan on his phone screen. He says the towers near the school 
are making his neighbors sick. He cannot describe the mechanism. He says "radiation" like 
it is a diagnosis. He has heard this from several people he trusts. They are nodding at each 
other. That distinction, and what happens when it gets lost, is the whole chapter.

Large low-Earth-orbit satellite constellations produce measurable brightening of the night 
sky that affects ground-based optical astronomy. Peer-reviewed studies find that most 
major constellation satellites exceed the brightness limits established by the International 
Astronomical Union, and that wide-field telescope images are contaminated by satellite 
streaks in more than half of exposures taken during astronomical night. This is not a feeling. 
It is a measurement. The radio side is less visible and arguably more serious. Ground-based 
radio astronomy depends on frequency allocations that sit near the same part of the 
spectrum satellite operators need for data downlinks. This is a genuine, documented, 
actively researched problem.

Now we get to the word that is doing enormous damage to this conversation. Radiation is a 
physics term for energy moving through space. It covers a range so wide that the word 
without a modifier has almost no useful meaning. Gamma rays from a nuclear reaction are 
radiation. The warmth from a campfire is radiation. The signal from a router is radiation. The 
light through your window is radiation. The thing that makes some radiation dangerous is 
ionization. Radio waves, cellular signals, and wireless tower frequencies are non-ionizing. 
The energy per photon is many orders of magnitude too low to produce that effect. This is 
not an industry claim or a regulatory position. It is photon physics.

The legitimate astronomical concern gets damaged when it travels alongside an 
unsupported health mechanism. The unsupported claim borrows credibility it has not 
earned, and the documented concern absorbs skepticism it does not deserve. Both lose. 
The only remedy is to separate them. Separate them. Take the credible one seriously on its 
own terms. Address the governance failure directly and without pretending the physics 
rebuttal resolves it.

Say this instead: The strongest version of this concern is a real one, and it is not the 
version I was repeating.



Chapter 9: Artificial Intelligence Is Alive, 
Fake, Evil, and Taking Every Job
I work with these systems. I build things on top of them, I test them, I break them on purpose to 
see where they give way. I have been doing it long enough to know what they are good at, what 
they lie about confidently, and where the marketing has run about five years ahead of the reality. 
The room was a conversation between two people I know. One of them had just tried a consumer 
AI product and found it useless, and she was done. A novelty. A toy. The other was reading 
everything he could find about artificial intelligence taking all employment and he was not 
sleeping well. Two people, same technology, same word, two completely opposite fears. Neither of 
them had any use for a hedged answer.

The confident claim here is not one claim. It is four, held simultaneously by people across the 
spectrum, and they do not all fit together. The first: it is worthless. A novelty. The second: it is 
conscious. Or close. Something is happening inside these systems that resembles awareness. The 
third: it is an instrument of harm. The fourth: it is ending work. Every job category is at risk. Notice 
what does not fit. Claims one and two cannot both be true in the same breath. A worthless toy 
does not raise a serious consciousness question. Claims one and four are in tension. A technology 
that cannot do anything real cannot also eliminate all meaningful work.

These systems are known to produce false, confident-sounding statements in a reproducible way 
that is treated as an ongoing limitation rather than an edge case. Peer-reviewed studies have 
measured hallucination rates ranging from roughly 30% to over 90% depending on the task type 
and model. Not sometimes. Routinely, on ordinary tasks, with confidence that does not track 
accuracy. A person who noticed that and concluded they cannot trust anything it says made a 
reasonable inference from a real observation. The hype is also real. The gap between what has 
been promised and what has been delivered in specific contexts has been, in some cases, 
considerable. Skepticism about marketing claims is rational.

The weight of current scientific and philosophical thinking does not treat these systems as 
conscious, while acknowledging that questions about machine consciousness remain genuinely 
open and unresolved in ways that make confident claims in either direction unwarranted. These 
systems are built to produce text that reads as coherent, responsive, and contextually aware. A 
system that is very good at sounding like a conscious thing will make people feel they are 
interacting with a conscious thing. That feeling is information about the system's design. It is not 
evidence about what is happening inside it.

The staleness risk on this chapter is the highest in the book. Which is why it was written about 
structure rather than capability. The confusion about which dimension of the system a given 
argument inhabits will outlast the current state of the technology. The method is more durable 
than the benchmarks.

Say this instead: I have opinions about a technology I have not used. That is a description 
of my media diet, not of the technology.



Chapter 10: The Mayor Is Not the King
I was watching a city council meeting on a laptop, volume low, eating dinner. The 
mayor was taking a question from a resident who had clearly been building toward 
this for months. She wanted to know why the water authority had just raised rates 
again and what the mayor was going to do about it. Fifteen minutes, composed, 
specific. You could hear how much she had invested. The mayor sat there and gave 
her ninety seconds of nothing, which is what it looked like from where I was sitting. 
He didn't fix it. He didn't even really explain why. She left. He moved on. I assumed he 
just didn't care enough to act. I was wrong about that. I was wrong because I didn't 
know what kind of city I was watching.

Some mayors genuinely are in charge, executive charge, not just ceremonial charge. 
In what local-government scholars call the strong-mayor structure, the mayor holds 
real operational authority. The mayor can hire department heads. The mayor can fire 
them. The mayor prepares the budget and submits it as an executive document. If 
something breaks in a city with that structure and the mayor does not fix it, the 
mayor owns that failure. The grievance lands in the right room.

In council-manager cities, the mayor presides over the council but holds no 
independent executive authority; day-to-day operations belong to a professional city 
manager hired by, answerable to, and fireable by the full council. The mayor presides 
at meetings, represents the city at public events, and has real influence, but does not, 
in the typical council-manager setup, hold the authority to direct a department or 
terminate an employee unilaterally. In this structure, demanding that the mayor fire 
someone is not just politically difficult. It is structurally like demanding that a 
committee chair fire an administrator the full committee hired. The office may simply 
not hold that power.

Even in a city with a genuinely powerful mayor, a large number of services that 
people associate with "the city" are not run by the city at all. They are run by 
independent boards and authorities, separate bodies, some elected and some 
appointed, that control specific functions and report to no one on the city council. 
Appointment authority and direction authority are different things. In many 
structures, once a board member is confirmed, they operate independently. The 
mayor cannot instruct them on how to vote.

Say this instead: Before I decide the mayor failed, I need to know whether the 
mayor had the authority to succeed.



The Charter Question
Here is the tool, and it does one thing. Find your city's charter or enabling 
statute. Start with the city's official website; search "charter." If it is not there, 
state municipal associations often maintain directories pointing to city 
charters; a call to the city clerk will produce the document if the website 
does not. The document is a public record. It is not hidden. It is usually just 
untouched.

Now answer one question: can the mayor fire a department head alone, 
without a separate council vote or approval from a city manager? That one 
question tells you a great deal about which kind of city you are in. If the 
answer is yes, the mayor likely holds significant independent executive 
authority. If the answer requires council action, or if there is a manager 
between the mayor and the departments, you are in a different structure. 
Either way, you have stopped guessing and started knowing.

The case I have been building is: know what the mayor can actually do 
before you blame them for not doing it. But there is a version of this lesson 
that slides into something less useful. The slide sounds like this: authority is 
divided, accountability is impossible, the mayor is a figurehead, nobody is 
really in charge of anything, so what's the point. Here is what that version 
gets wrong. It treats divided authority as equivalent to no authority, and 
those are not the same thing. Mayoral offices, across almost every structural 
form, hold more than people assume even when they hold less than people 
demand.

What is legitimate to be frustrated about is not that authority is divided. In 
most governmental systems, dividing authority is a feature, not a defect. 
What is legitimate to be frustrated about is that the division is invisible. 
Residents are asked to hold officials accountable for a system of authority 
they were never handed a map of. The Charter Question does not close that 
gap entirely, but it closes more of it in ten minutes than most people close 
in a year of public comment periods.



Chapter 11: Inside the City Does Not Mean 
Controlled by the City
Start walking a single ordinary mile. Not a famous street. The plain one you would name if a 
stranger asked where you lived and you wanted to sound normal about it. Under your feet 
is a road, and the road is the first surprise, because in many places a road like this one is a 
state highway. That means the city you are standing in cannot repave it on its own 
schedule, cannot lower its speed limit by a vote at the next council meeting, and cannot 
decide when the snow comes off it. A little farther on there is a courthouse, and 
courthouses tend to belong to the county, which is a different government. Across from it, a 
school, and the school sits on land held by a district that draws its own boundaries, runs its 
own elections, and levies its own taxes, none of which line up neatly with the city's. Next to 
the school, a park, green and public and obviously the city's, except that in a great many 
towns the park belongs to a park district with its own board and its own budget. Then a 
library, run by a board that ran for office in an election you did not know was on the 
calendar. Then a bus stop, operated by a transit authority with its own board.

One mile. And depending on exactly where you drew it, that mile answered to a state 
agency, a county, a school district, a park district, a library board, a private corporation, a 
federal agency, and a transit authority. The city, the one everyone in the neighborhood calls 
when anything at all goes wrong, controlled a fraction of it.

Here is the belief this chapter takes apart, and it is so reasonable you have almost certainly 
said it: it's in the city, so it's the city's responsibility. That is not a dumb thing to think. 
Given what you were handed, it is close to the only thing you can think. Nothing on that 
street is labeled. There is no small plaque under the traffic signal reading maintained by the 
state; take your complaint two buildings over. You were asked to read a map that was never 
printed, and then treated as slow for holding it upside down. So we are going to print the 
map.

The rule the whole chapter turns on: geography is not authority. A thing being inside the 
city limits tells you where it is. It tells you almost nothing about who runs it. In most places, 
the ground inside a city's borders is a quilt of separate governments stitched so tightly the 
seams disappear from the sidewalk.

The thing worth being angry about is not that responsibility is divided. A lot of the 
separation is deliberate, and some of it is deliberate for good reasons. The thing worth 
being angry about is that the division is invisible. Almost nowhere hands residents one 
plain, consolidated map of who governs what on their own block. Separation is a feature. 
Invisibility is the bug. Aim at the bug.

Say this instead: It happening here does not mean the city runs it.



Chapter 12: Who Actually Runs the Jail?
A woman at a city council meeting gets everything right except the address. She has dates. 
She has descriptions. She visited someone inside, and what she saw is worth being angry 
about. The council members lean forward. They say so, out loud, one after the other. She 
makes her case, the room agrees, and then the meeting ends. Nothing changes. This is not 
cowardice and it is not a back-room deal. The facility she described does not belong to the 
city. It is not in the city's budget. The council cannot inspect it, cannot compel staffing 
changes, cannot fix the heating. They can pass a resolution. A resolution is a strong opinion 
on paper. The body with the authority to act is elected separately, meets separately, and 
answers to a different slice of the electorate entirely.

When someone says "the justice system," they are describing, depending on where they 
live, at least six separate structures, each with its own chain of command, its own budget, 
its own elected or appointed leadership, and in many places its own separate election 
calendar.

City Police
Funded through the city budget. 
Leadership answers to city government.

County Sheriff
Separately elected. Operates the county 
jail independently of city government.

County Commission
Approves the jail's operating budget, 
staffing, and infrastructure.

Courts
Decide who is held and for how long. 
Operate independently of both city and 
jail.

Prosecutors & Public 
Defenders
Charging decisions belong to the 
prosecutor. Separate accountability 
track from police and city.

State, Federal & Juvenile
Longer sentences route through state 
facilities. Federal charges go to federal 
detention. Juvenile is a separate system 
entirely.

Say this instead: "The justice system" is at least six separate systems, and my 
complaint belongs to exactly one of them.



Chapter 13: Police, Sheriff, Prosecutor, Judge
I watched someone walk out of a police station once, and I could see it on their face. They had 
gone in with a real grievance and they were leaving with a confirmed suspicion: the whole thing 
was rigged. What the desk officer told them was completely accurate. A crime occurred, an arrest 
was made, the suspect was released, no charges were filed. And the reason no charges were filed 
had nothing to do with the police department. Charging decisions belong to the prosecutor. The 
officer said so, clearly. That is when the look appeared. It read as evasion. It was not. It was the 
constitutional design working exactly as intended. The machinery did what it was built to do. The 
problem was that nobody had ever explained the machinery.

Police
Investigate crimes and make arrests. Do not decide what charges follow an arrest. The chief 
can brief the prosecutor, can advocate, can express concern about a decision. The chief 
cannot compel one.

Prosecutors
Decide whether to bring charges, what charges to bring, and whether to pursue a case 
through trial or offer a plea. In many jurisdictions, the chief prosecutor is independently 
elected at the county level and is not part of the chain of command that includes the mayor 
or police chief.

Judges
Apply the law to the facts of a case before them. Sentence within ranges established by 
statute or sentencing guidelines. A judge's authority to invent a sentence because the public 
demands it is not a thing that exists.

Sheriffs
In many U.S. counties, the sheriff is independently elected and typically handles county law 
enforcement along with civil process, court security, and jail operations. A sheriff is not a 
police chief at a different level, a sheriff is not subordinate to the mayor, and a sheriff did not 
write the sentencing statute the judge just applied.

These roles genuinely do coordinate, constantly. Police hand cases to prosecutors. Prosecutors 
advise on investigations. Sheriffs transport defendants to courts. That coordination is real. It is not 
command. Coordination creates the appearance of a unified system, and a unified system has a 
unified leader. That inference is the error. The system coordinates. It does not have a single 
commander.

Say this instead: A police chief cannot compel a prosecutor, a mayor cannot instruct a 
judge, and a sheriff does not write the criminal code. That division is the safeguard, and 
knowing which of the four to address is the skill.



Chapter 14: Why the City Cannot Simply 
Lower Your Electric Bill
The envelope was already open when she sat down at the kitchen table. Electric bill, 
which she had been avoiding for three days. She read the total out loud to no one in 
particular, the way people do when a number needs to exist in the room. Then she 
looked at her phone and searched: can the mayor lower electric rates. She was not 
wrong to ask. She was asking the wrong address.

Electricity in your area is provided under one of a few different ownership 
arrangements, and which one you have shapes almost everything about who can 
change what you pay. In a municipal utility, the city or another local public entity owns 
the distribution system outright. The authority to change rates may sit with the council 
or a board that the council controls. If you live under a municipal utility and you want to 
complain about electricity rates, city hall is an entirely sensible place to start. In an 
investor-owned utility, a private company owns the system. Rates under this 
arrangement are reviewed and approved by a state-level regulatory body, the public 
utility commission. Not the city council. In an electric cooperative, the system is 
member-owned, governed by its own board. Rate decisions run through that board 
and applicable state rules, not through your mayor or city council.

A residential electricity bill is not one price decided by one person. It is the sum of 
several components, each with a different decision-maker behind it, covering the cost 
of generating the electricity, moving it across long-distance lines, delivering it through 
local infrastructure, and adding regulatory charges and fees. Federal regulatory 
authority covers the wholesale sale and interstate transmission of electricity, a third 
layer the council cannot reach, separate from the state-level authority that covers what 
retail customers pay.

The council member who tells you they cannot simply lower your electric rate is telling 
the truth about the investor-owned part of the arrangement. The person who accuses 
the council of having no tools at all is also wrong. What nobody says, because the 
meeting is not built for this, is: which pieces of this bill can we actually affect, and how? 
Cities can formally intervene in rate proceedings at the state commission. Cities can 
pursue aggregation programs where state law allows. Cities fund or administer 
assistance programs, bill credits, efficiency upgrades, weatherization, that reduce what 
residents pay even when they cannot change what is charged.

Say this instead: You are allowed to be angry about your electric bill. You are 
not allowed to invent the chain of command.



Chapter 15: Your Water Bill Might Actually Be the 
City's Fault
I finished writing the electricity chapter with a specific worry. The worry was not that the reader learned the 
wrong thing. It was that the reader learned the right thing and immediately did what brains do with right 
things: filed it as a rule. Not the city. Utilities, regulators, state commissions. Got it. That reflex is fast and mostly 
earns its keep. Water utility ownership is in the fraction where it does not.

There is a particular kind of meeting, municipal, boring, three reporters and a dozen residents in a room that 
seats eighty, where a confident person stands up and announces, having recently read something useful, that 
the city does not control utility rates, that demanding lower water bills from this council is misdirected, and 
that the accountable body is elsewhere. Sometimes that person is completely right. And sometimes that 
person is completely, verifiably wrong, because in that specific town the city owns the water system outright, 
operates it as a municipal department, and the council votes directly on rate schedules. Overcorrection is still 
error. It just feels more sophisticated than the original one, which is what makes it stickier.

The municipal department
The city owns the water system, operates it through a city department, and the rate approval process runs 
through the city's own governance. This is the arrangement where your water bill really is the city's fault.

The investor-owned water company
A private company owns the distribution infrastructure. Rate approval typically falls to a state-level regulatory 
body rather than any local government.

The regional authority
Some water systems were built to serve multiple municipalities. Regional water authorities typically answer to 
their own governing boards, not to any individual city council.

The water district
A special district with its own board, sometimes elected in an off-cycle election you did not know was on the 
calendar. The city council does not run it.

The cooperative
Member-owned entities with their own boards and rate processes, distinct from both municipal and investor-
owned arrangements.

The public-private contract
The city retains ownership of the infrastructure but has contracted operation to a private company. Rate 
authority depends on the contract terms and on state law.

Say this instead: The answer is not "always the city" or "never the city." It is whatever the Ownership 
Lookup returns where I live.



Chapter 16: Property Taxes Are a Group 
Project
The neighbor I am thinking of walked up to the microphone at a council meeting holding a 
tax bill the way people carry evidence into a courtroom, with the specific confidence of 
someone who has already won the argument before speaking. The bill was real. The 
frustration was earned. The number at the bottom of the page was genuinely 
uncomfortable. And then he said: "The city raised my taxes again." Nobody mentioned what 
was printed in the itemized column on that same piece of paper, in the same font, right 
above the total: a list of eight or nine separate governments, each with its own line, each 
representing a decision made by a body that is not the city council, and at least one of 
which contributed more to the increase than the city did. The answer was on the document 
the whole time.

A property tax bill is the sum of many decisions, made independently by bodies that do not 
coordinate their levy amounts with each other. In many jurisdictions, a single property tax 
bill combines levies from multiple independent taxing bodies, commonly including the 
county, a school district, and several special districts, each setting its own amount through 
a separate process. A typical bill in many parts of the country includes some combination 
of: a school district, a county, a township, a park district, a library district, a community 
college district, a fire protection district, and the city. Each holds its own budget hearings. 
Each has its own elected or appointed board. The city council has no authority over any of 
the others.

The most durable confusion in this chapter comes from treating assessment, levy, and rate 
as if they are the same decision. They are not. Assessed value is what the assessor says your 
property is worth for tax purposes. The levy is the total dollar amount a taxing body says it 
needs to operate. Extension is the math: levy divided by total assessed value equals rate. 
Nobody voted on that number directly. It is arithmetic. Here is the part that genuinely 
surprises people: your assessment going up does not automatically mean your bill goes up. 
If total assessed value across the jurisdiction rises and a levy stays flat, the rate falls to 
compensate.

The grievance is not the problem. The address is. And the address matters for a practical 
reason: a complaint delivered to the wrong body cannot produce a result. A council that 
does not set the school levy cannot lower it. The school board can lower the school levy. It 
meets. It has a public comment period. The meeting tends to be substantially less crowded 
than the one where you waited ninety minutes to address people who lack the authority to 
help.

Say this instead: Before I blame one government for my tax bill, I should read which 
governments are actually on it.



Chapter 17: The School Board Is a 
Government Too
I have watched candidates sit at folding tables under fluorescent lights and 
answer every question the room threw at them. They answered about 
curriculum. They answered about test scores. They answered about the principal 
who never replies to email, about the portable classrooms rusting at the edges, 
about the resource officer situation, about the facilities budget and the lunch 
program. They answered at length and with conviction, the way candidates do. 
And when the night was over, none of them held any authority over any of it. The 
school district is a separate government.

It has its own elected board, its own superintendent, its own taxing authority, 
and its own boundaries, which in many places do not match the city's 
boundaries at all. It is not a department of the city. It is not a subsidiary of the 
city. It reports to its own electorate, on its own calendar, with its own budget, and 
the mayor cannot call the superintendent and change a hiring decision any 
more than the mayor can call the governor and change a state statute.

The city and the school district are genuinely tangled up with each other in ways 
that make the confusion structurally guaranteed. In many places, school 
resource officers are city or county law enforcement employees placed in schools 
through formal intergovernmental agreements, not direct employees of the 
district. Crossing guards protecting students near the school may be paid 
through the city's budget. Joint-use agreements over gym floors and parking 
lots move resources in both directions. After-school programs may run in school 
facilities with city parks-department staff. You see the city police car in the school 
lot and you think: the city. You see the city crews fixing the sidewalk next to the 
building and you think: the city. You are right that the city is there. What "there" 
means is where the error lives.

The criminal-justice chapter makes the same point in a different context: 
cooperation is not command. The city and the district work together constantly, 
and that cooperation does not give city hall authority over the district's decisions. 
The school board is a government. It has a meeting. It has a public comment 
period. It has an election. Those are the levers. They are just in a different room 
than the one most people walk into.



Chapters 18–23: Boards, Commissions, 
Authorities, and the Bigger Picture
Chapter 18 — Boards, Commissions, Authorities, and Other Rooms Nobody Watches: The pattern 
from the previous chapters keeps going. Park districts. Library boards. Transit authorities. Sanitary 
districts. Drainage districts. Planning commissions. These bodies make real decisions about real 
things in your community, and most of them meet in rooms with almost nobody watching. They 
have public comment periods. They have elections. They are findable. The missed opportunity is 
almost always the meeting nobody attended, not the packed city council session where the 
decision had already been made.

Chapter 19 — The Governor Is Not the Mayor's Boss: The relationship between state and local 
government is not a chain of command. A governor cannot simply call a mayor and issue orders. 
State law sets the boundaries of what cities can do, but within those boundaries, local 
governments operate independently. The governor does not supervise the mayor the way a boss 
supervises an employee. They are different governments, with different electorates, different 
authorities, and different accountability structures.

Chapter 20 — Congress Writes Laws; Agencies Write Rules; Courts Complicate Everyone's Week: A 
law passed by Congress is often a framework. The detailed rules that actually govern daily life are 
written by agencies, through a rulemaking process that has its own public comment periods and 
its own accountability structures. Courts then interpret both. The thing you are angry about may 
have been shaped by all three, in sequence, and knowing which one produced the specific 
outcome you care about is the work.

Chapter 21 — The President Does Not Price the Eggs: The price of groceries is set by supply chains, 
commodity markets, weather, fuel costs, labor markets, and the decisions of thousands of private 
businesses. The president can influence some of those things at the margins, through trade 
policy, through regulatory choices, through the Federal Reserve's independence on interest rates. 
The president does not call the grocery store and set the price of eggs. Blaming or crediting any 
single official for prices is almost always a misdirection.

Chapter 22 — Follow the Money: How to Read a Budget: A budget is a political document. It shows 
what a government actually values, not what it says it values. Reading one is not complicated. 
Find the total. Find the biggest categories. Find what changed from last year and by how much. 
Find the revenue side, not just the spending side. A budget that cannot be balanced without a 
specific assumption is a budget built on a bet. The assumption is worth finding.

Chapter 23 — How to Map Any Public Problem: Before you decide who is responsible for a public 
problem, map it. Who owns the relevant infrastructure or system? Who funds it? Who has legal 
authority to change it? Who has political authority to pressure the people with legal authority? 
What is the timeline of decisions that produced the current situation? The map does not have to 
be complete to be useful. A partial map is better than no map, and no map is what most public 
arguments are running on.



Part Four: Science, Health, and 
the Seduction of Simple Answers
Chapter 24: "Chemical" Is Not a 
Diagnosis and "Natural" Is Not a 
Safety Rating
Everything is a chemical. Water is a chemical. Oxygen is a chemical. The 
vitamin C in an orange is a chemical. The word "chemical" in common 
use has drifted so far from its scientific meaning that it now functions as 
a synonym for "scary substance I do not recognize." That drift does real 
damage, because it makes it impossible to have a useful conversation 
about actual chemical hazards, which are real and worth taking 
seriously.

"Natural" has the same problem running in the opposite direction. 
Arsenic is natural. Botulinum toxin, one of the most lethal substances 
known, is natural. Poison ivy is natural. The word "natural" describes 
where something came from, not whether it is safe. A substance's origin 
tells you almost nothing about its effect on your body. What matters is 
the dose, the pathway of exposure, the duration, and the specific 
biological mechanism. Those are the questions worth asking. "Is it 
natural?" is not one of them.

The useful questions are: what is the specific substance? What is the 
dose? What is the pathway of exposure? What does the peer-reviewed 
literature say about effects at that dose through that pathway? Those 
questions have answers. "Is it a chemical?" does not, because everything 
is.



Chapter 25: One Study Proved It

A single study does not prove anything. A single study is a data 
point. It is the beginning of a conversation in the scientific literature, 
not the end of one. The way science actually works is through 
replication, through independent researchers using different 
methods in different populations arriving at similar conclusions, 
through systematic reviews that pool the results of many studies 
and look for patterns across them.

A study that has not been replicated is a study that has not been 
tested. A study that has been replicated in some contexts and failed 
to replicate in others is a study with a complicated story. A study 
that has been replicated consistently across many independent 
research groups is a study worth taking seriously. These are different 
situations, and the phrase "one study proved it" collapses all of them 
into one.

The other thing worth knowing about studies: the headline is almost 
never the finding. The finding is in the methods section, the results 
section, and the limitations section. The headline is what the press 
office wrote. The press office is not a peer reviewer. When a study 
makes news, the most useful thing you can do is find the abstract, 
read what the researchers actually claimed, and notice the gap 
between that and what the headline said. The gap is usually 
instructive.



Chapter 26: Doctors Are Hiding the 
Cure
The version of this claim that travels fastest is the one where a simple, 
cheap, effective treatment exists and is being suppressed by 
pharmaceutical companies, regulatory agencies, or the medical 
establishment, because the cure would eliminate the revenue stream that 
the disease currently generates. The claim is emotionally compelling. It has 
a villain. It has a victim. It has a simple solution being blocked by powerful 
interests. It fits the shape of a story people already know how to tell.

Here is what the claim requires to be true. It requires that the suppression 
be maintained across every country with a different regulatory system, every 
academic medical center with different funding sources, every independent 
researcher with different career incentives, every physician in every practice 
setting, and every patient who recovered and told their story. It requires that 
the secret hold across all of those people, indefinitely, with no defectors. 
Secrets of that scale do not hold. The history of medicine includes genuine 
suppression of findings, genuine conflicts of interest, genuine regulatory 
failures. Those are documented. They are also, when they happened, 
eventually exposed, because the number of people required to maintain the 
secret was always smaller than the number of people with an incentive to 
break it.

The legitimate version of this concern is: pharmaceutical companies have 
financial incentives that do not always align with patient welfare, regulatory 
agencies have been captured by the industries they oversee, and the 
publication bias toward positive results means the literature overstates the 
effectiveness of treatments. All of that is true and documented. None of it 
requires a global conspiracy. It requires understanding how incentive 
structures work, which is a more useful and more accurate frame than "they 
are hiding the cure."



Chapter 27: I Know My Body, 
Therefore I Know the Cause

You know your body better than any doctor does in a fifteen-minute 
appointment. That is true. You have lived in it for decades. You 
notice things. You track patterns. You know when something is 
wrong before any test confirms it. That knowledge is real and it 
matters, and a medical system that dismisses it entirely is a medical 
system that will miss things.

What you cannot do from inside your own body is run a controlled 
experiment. You cannot hold everything else constant while you 
change one variable. You cannot observe yourself from the outside. 
You cannot know what would have happened if you had done 
something differently. The human body is changing constantly, and 
the things that change it are numerous and interacting. When you 
feel better after doing something, the something may have caused 
the improvement. Or the improvement may have happened 
anyway. Or the improvement may have been caused by something 
else that changed at the same time. Or the improvement may be 
real but temporary, and the underlying condition is unchanged.

This is not a reason to distrust your own experience. It is a reason to 
hold the causal story loosely while you look for more evidence. "I feel 
better" is data. "I feel better because of X" is a hypothesis. Those are 
different things, and treating the hypothesis as confirmed because 
the data is real is the error this chapter is about.



Part Five: Money, Work, and 
Economic Folk Wisdom
Chapter 28: Billionaires Do Not 
Have a Billion Dollars in 
Checking
When someone is described as worth ten billion dollars, that 
number almost never describes cash. It describes the estimated 
current market value of assets, primarily equity stakes in companies, 
that could theoretically be converted to cash but have not been. The 
value of those assets changes every day with the market. It can fall 
by billions in a week. It cannot be spent directly. Spending it requires 
selling it, which triggers taxes, which changes the market price of 
the asset being sold, which affects the number you started with.

This matters for policy conversations because "tax the billionaires" 
and "make them pay their fair share" are claims about a real 
phenomenon, which is that very wealthy people often pay lower 
effective tax rates than middle-income earners because their wealth 
grows through unrealized capital gains that are not taxed until sold. 
That is a real and documented feature of the tax code worth 
debating. But the debate is more useful when it is about the actual 
mechanism, unrealized gains, stepped-up basis, the carried interest 
treatment, than when it is about a number that describes paper 
wealth rather than spendable cash.



Chapter 29: Just Print More 
Money

The intuition behind this one is understandable. The government 
needs money. The government controls the currency. Why not make 
more? The answer is that money is not wealth. Money is a claim on 
wealth. If the amount of money in circulation increases faster than 
the amount of goods and services available to buy with it, each unit 
of money buys less. That is inflation. The money exists. The things to 
buy with it did not multiply at the same rate. So prices rise.

This does not mean governments never create money, or that doing 
so is always wrong. Central banks expand and contract the money 
supply as a tool of economic management. The question is always: 
what happens to the relationship between the money supply and 
the productive capacity of the economy? When that relationship 
stays roughly in balance, the tool works. When it gets badly out of 
balance, the result is inflation that erodes the purchasing power of 
everyone holding the currency, which tends to hurt people with 
fewer assets and more cash the most.



Chapter 30: Nobody Wants to 
Work Anymore

This claim surfaces reliably during periods of labor market tightness, 
when employers have difficulty filling positions at the wages they 
are offering. The claim attributes the difficulty to a change in 
workers' attitudes, specifically a decline in the willingness to work. 
The alternative explanation, that the wages being offered are 
insufficient to attract workers given their other options, their savings, 
their caregiving responsibilities, their assessment of working 
conditions, or the availability of other income sources, tends to 
receive less attention.

Labor markets are markets. When the price of something is too low 
to attract supply, the standard economic response is to raise the 
price. When employers cannot fill positions, the question worth 
asking is not only "why won't people work" but also "what would it 
take to make this job worth taking." Those are different questions 
with different implications, and which one gets asked first tends to 
reveal something about the assumptions the asker brought to the 
conversation.



Chapter 31: College Is a Scam, 
and Everyone Needs a Degree

Both of these claims are confident. Both are wrong as stated. The 
return on a college degree varies enormously by field of study, 
institution, individual circumstances, and labor market conditions. A 
degree in a field with strong demand from employers, from an 
institution with a strong placement record, for a student who 
completes it without taking on debt that exceeds their expected 
earnings, is a reasonable investment for many people. A degree in a 
field with weak demand, from an institution with poor outcomes, 
financed by debt that will take decades to repay, is a poor 
investment for many people. The word "college" covers both of those 
situations and everything in between.

The "everyone needs a degree" version ignores the existence of 
skilled trades, entrepreneurship, and career paths that do not 
require a four-year credential. The "college is a scam" version ignores 
the documented earnings premium for degree holders on average, 
the non-economic benefits of higher education, and the fact that 
the scam framing tends to discourage the people who would 
benefit most from credential attainment. Both confident versions 
serve someone's argument. Neither serves the person trying to 
make a decision about their own life.



Part Six: Media, Crime, and Social 
Panic
Chapter 32: The Media Is Lying
Some media outlets do lie, in the sense of publishing things they know 
to be false. That is documented and it happens. More commonly, what 
gets called lying is a combination of things that are not lying but are still 
problems: selection bias, where some stories get covered and others do 
not; framing effects, where the same facts can be presented in ways 
that lead to different conclusions; source dependence, where reporters 
rely on official sources who have their own interests; and the economic 
incentives of attention-based business models, which reward content 
that produces strong reactions.

The "media is lying" frame is also applied, very often, to accurate 
reporting that contradicts something the person believed. That is not 
lying. That is disagreement. The distinction matters because "they are 
lying" ends the conversation, while "I disagree with this framing" or "this 
story is missing important context" opens one. The second version is 
more accurate and more useful, because it identifies a specific problem 
that can be addressed rather than a general verdict that cannot be 
falsified.

The counterweight: media criticism is legitimate and necessary. Outlets 
have made errors, have been captured by sources, have covered some 
communities and ignored others, have amplified some voices and 
suppressed others. The criticism is earned. The question is whether the 
criticism is specific enough to be actionable, or whether it is a general 
dismissal that makes it easier to reject any reporting that is 
inconvenient.



Chapter 33: Crime Is Higher 
Than Ever

The perception that crime is always rising is remarkably durable and 
remarkably disconnected from the data. Violent crime in the United 
States fell substantially from its peak in the early 1990s through the 
2010s, a decline documented across multiple independent data 
sources including FBI crime reports and the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics' National Crime Victimization Survey. The perception of 
rising crime has remained high throughout that period, driven in 
part by media coverage that emphasizes crime stories regardless of 
the trend, and in part by the availability heuristic, where vivid, 
memorable events feel more common than they are.

Crime rates did rise in some categories in some places during and 
after the pandemic period, and those increases are real and worth 
taking seriously. The claim that crime is higher than ever is a 
different claim, and it is not supported by the historical data. The 
distinction matters because policy responses calibrated to a false 
baseline will be miscalibrated. If you believe crime is at an all-time 
high when it is not, you will support interventions scaled to a 
problem that does not exist at the scale you imagine, while 
potentially underinvesting in the specific, local, real problems that 
do.



Chapter 34: Everything Was 
Better Back Then

Nostalgia is a real cognitive phenomenon. The past is remembered 
selectively. The bad parts fade faster than the good parts. The things 
that were normal then, that would be unacceptable now, are not 
part of the memory. The things that were genuinely good are vivid. 
The result is a comparison between an idealized past and an 
unfiltered present, and the present loses every time, not because it 
is worse, but because the comparison is not fair.

Some things genuinely were better in the past. Some things are 
genuinely better now. The honest answer to "was it better then?" is: 
better for whom, on which dimension, compared to what? Life 
expectancy is higher now than at almost any point in human history. 
Infant mortality is lower. Violent death rates are lower. Access to 
information is incomparably greater. At the same time, economic 
security for people without assets has become more precarious in 
many places, community ties have weakened in measurable ways, 
and the sense of shared purpose that some people remember from 
earlier periods is genuinely harder to find. Both things are true. The 
confident version, everything was better, or everything is better now, 
requires ignoring half the picture.



Part Seven: The Repair Manual
Chapter 35: The Ten-Second 
Claim Check
Before you repeat a claim, run it through ten seconds of basic 
evaluation. Not a research project. Ten seconds. The questions are: 
Do I know where this came from? Is the source the kind of source 
that would pay a price for being wrong? Does this claim confirm 
something I already believed? If the answer to the third question is 
yes, that is a flag, not a disqualifier, but a flag worth noticing.

The ten-second check does not catch everything. It catches the 
most obvious cases, the claim with no source, the claim that arrived 
pre-confirming your existing view, the claim that sounds too 
perfectly designed to make someone you dislike look bad. Those are 
the cases most likely to be wrong and most likely to spread. 
Catching them before you repeat them is most of the job.

The check also builds a habit. The first few times you run it, it feels 
like extra work. After a while, it runs automatically, the way you 
check both ways before crossing a street without deciding to. The 
goal is not to become a professional fact-checker. The goal is to raise 
the floor on what you repeat, so that the things you say with 
confidence are things you have at least glanced at before saying.



Chapter 36: The Jurisdiction 
Check

Before you direct a complaint, sign a petition, or show up at a 
meeting, answer one question: does the body I am addressing have 
the authority to do what I am asking? This is the jurisdiction check, 
and it is the single most useful tool in the book for people who want 
their civic energy to land somewhere it can do something.

The jurisdiction check does not require a law degree. It requires 
knowing the difference between the bodies that have been 
described in Part Three of this book, and being willing to spend ten 
minutes finding out which one applies to your specific situation. The 
city council, the county commission, the school board, the water 
district, the state agency, the federal regulator: each of these has a 
specific domain. A complaint aimed at the wrong one does not 
travel. It sits on the wrong desk and goes nowhere.

The jurisdiction check also protects you from being managed. An 
official who tells you they cannot do something may be telling the 
truth, or may be using the complexity of the system as a shield. The 
jurisdiction check lets you tell the difference, because you can look 
up what the charter or the statute actually says, and compare it to 
what the official claimed. That comparison is more powerful than 
any amount of general frustration.



Chapter 37: The Evidence Ladder 
and the Source Check

Not all evidence is equal. A single anecdote is evidence. A peer-reviewed 
study is evidence. A systematic review of many peer-reviewed studies is 
evidence. These are not the same kind of evidence, and treating them 
as equivalent is one of the most common errors in public argument. 
The evidence ladder is a way of thinking about the difference.

At the bottom of the ladder: personal experience and anecdote. Real, 
but limited. One person's experience is not a pattern. At the next level: 
expert opinion. Useful, but dependent on the expert's actual expertise 
in the relevant domain. At the next level: a single study. More rigorous 
than opinion, but subject to the limitations of its methods and the 
possibility that it does not replicate. At the next level: multiple 
independent studies pointing in the same direction. More reliable, 
because the convergence is harder to explain by coincidence or error. At 
the top: systematic reviews and meta-analyses that pool the results of 
many studies and look for patterns across them. The most reliable form 
of evidence available, though still not infallible.

The source check is the companion tool. For any claim, ask: what is the 
primary source? Not the article that described the study. The study 
itself. Not the tweet that quoted the article. The article. Not the 
summary. The original. Primary sources are not always accessible to 
non-specialists, but they are almost always findable, and reading the 
abstract and the limitations section of a study takes five minutes and 
tells you more than any summary.



Chapter 38: The Confidence 
Calibration Scale

Calibration is the practice of matching your expressed confidence to 
the actual strength of your evidence. A well-calibrated person says "I 
am very confident" about things they have strong evidence for, and "I 
am not sure" about things they do not. A poorly calibrated person 
says "I am very confident" about everything, or says "nobody can 
know anything" about everything. Both of those are failures of 
calibration, just in opposite directions.

The confidence calibration scale is a simple tool: before you state a 
position, assign it a number from one to ten, where one means "I 
have almost no evidence for this" and ten means "this is as well-
established as anything I know." Then ask whether the number you 
assigned matches how you are about to talk about it. If you are about 
to state a seven as if it were a ten, you have located a calibration error. 
If you are about to state a nine as if it were a three, you have located a 
different one.

The goal is not to never be confident. The goal is to be confident in 
proportion to your evidence. That sounds simple. It is not, because 
confidence is social as well as epistemic. People who express 
appropriate uncertainty are often perceived as less credible than 
people who express inappropriate certainty. The calibration scale 
does not fix that social dynamic. It just makes you aware of when you 
are adjusting your expressed confidence for social reasons rather 
than evidential ones, which is the first step toward not doing it.



Chapter 39: Skepticism Must 
Apply to Your Own Side

Every tool in this book is easier to apply to the other side than to 
your own. The Source Family Tree is easier to run on a claim you 
already doubted. The Swap is easier to run on a position you already 
opposed. The jurisdiction check is easier to apply when the official 
being blamed is someone you dislike. That asymmetry is not a 
character flaw. It is the motivated reasoning described in Chapter 4, 
running exactly as predicted.

The test of whether you have actually learned the tools is whether 
you can run them on your own side. On the claim your team is 
circulating. On the official your team is defending. On the study your 
side is citing. On the number your preferred source just published. If 
the tools only cut one direction, they are not tools. They are weapons 
with a handle on one end, and this book said in the introduction 
that it was not building those.

The practical version of this chapter is simple: the next time you are 
about to share something, notice whether you ran the ten-second 
check on it. If you did not, run it. If the check reveals a problem, do 
not share it. If your side is circulating something that does not 
survive the check, say so. That last part is the hardest part. It is also 
the part that makes the rest of it real.



Chapter 40: Changing Your 
Mind, and Arguing Without 
Becoming the Problem

Changing your mind is not a sign of weakness. It is a sign that you 
encountered evidence stronger than your prior belief and updated 
accordingly. That is the correct response to evidence. The fact that it 
is socially costly, that people will say you flip-flopped, that your 
previous statements will be used against you, is a feature of the 
social environment, not a feature of the epistemic situation. The 
social cost is real. It should not be the deciding factor.

Arguing without becoming the problem means keeping the 
argument about the claim rather than about the person making it. 
It means not using the tools in this book as weapons to humiliate 
people who are wrong. It means remembering that the person 
across from you who is confidently wrong is doing the same thing 
you do, in different rooms, about different topics, and that the goal is 
not to win but to get closer to accurate. It means being willing to say 
"I was wrong about that" when you were, because modeling that 
behavior is the only way to make it less socially costly for everyone 
else.

The argument worth having is the one where both people leave 
knowing something they did not know before. That argument is 
rare. It is also the only kind that does any good. Everything else is 
performance, and the audience for the performance is usually just 
the people who already agreed with you.



Conclusion: What the Book Added Up 
To
This book started in a room. A school gym, a break room, a comment thread, a family 
text chain. A room full of people who are not stupid, who care about real things, 
whose anger is earned, and whose aim is off. The aim is off because nobody handed 
them a map. The map was never printed. This book tried to print it.

The kit you earned: the Source Family Tree, for tracing where a claim actually came 
from. The Two-Question Certainty Audit, for checking whether your confidence was 
earned. The Follow-Up Test, for telling honest uncertainty from strategic vagueness. 
The Swap, for catching identity doing the work that evidence should be doing. The 
Steelman Search, for building an accurate picture of what you are arguing against. 
The Charter Question, for finding out what an official can actually do. The One-Mile 
Audit, for mapping who governs what on your own street. The Three Questions, for 
finding out who runs the jail before you walk into the wrong meeting. The Four-Role 
Trace, for locating which part of the justice system produced the outcome you care 
about. The Ownership Lookup, for finding out who actually sets your utility rates. The 
Ranking, for reading your tax bill before you blame the wrong government. The Ten-
Second Claim Check, the Jurisdiction Check, the Evidence Ladder, the Confidence 
Calibration Scale.

The part that is easiest to forget: the tools work on your own side. That is the part that 
makes them tools rather than weapons. A tool that only cuts one direction is a 
weapon with a handle on one end. This book said in the introduction that it was not 
building those. It meant it.

What you are not being asked to do: become an expert in everything. Trust every 
institution. Distrust every institution. Stop having opinions. Stop caring. Stop being 
angry. The anger is often earned. The aim is the problem, and the aim is fixable.

The smallest possible ask: the next time you are about to repeat something, run the 
ten-second check. The next time you are about to blame someone for a problem, 
spend ten minutes finding out whether they had the authority to fix it. The next time 
you feel very certain very quickly, notice whether the certainty arrived before or after 
you looked. Those three habits, applied consistently, on your own side as well as the 
other one, are most of what this book was trying to hand you. You did not fail a class 
you were never enrolled in. Now you have been enrolled. What you do with it is yours.
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The cities, counties, school districts, health departments, agencies, 
programs, budgets, and officials described in this book are 
composite and illustrative. They are built to show how these systems 
commonly work, not to depict any specific real place, institution, or 
person. Any resemblance to a particular jurisdiction or individual 
reflects how common these structures are, not a claim about that 
jurisdiction or individual.

Where a specific fact, figure, statute, or study appears in these 
pages, it has been verified or its source is given in the notes. Where a 
claim is stated in deliberately general terms, that is because the 
specifics vary by place, and the chapter says so. Where an error is 
found after publication, a correction will be published, listing the 
original text, the corrected text, the source, the date, and whether 
the correction changes the argument.


