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A Brief Introduction

These seven essays were written between 2025 and 2026 as
a series called “The Roots of Collapse,” originally
published on Medium. They are not economic analyses,
though the economy features heavily. They are not political
commentary, though politics is implicated at every level. I
am a systems theorist and analyst, and these essays are a
diagnosis.

The argument is simple: the systems we built are collapsing
because they were built by brains that haven’t finished
evolving. Not because people are “stupid”. They aren’t. But
because the human brain, under stress, defaults to
neurological architecture that was designed for short-term
survival, not long-term systems thinking. The amygdala
hijacks the prefrontal cortex. Fear overrides reason. Identity
fuses with ideology. And the species locks itself into
patterns of extraction, fragmentation, and self-destruction
that it cannot see from the inside.

These essays name those patterns. Not to assign blame, but
to make the invisible visible, so that when the ground
shakes, and it will, as it already is, there is a map that
explains why, and a path that leads somewhere other than
repetition and extinction.

The framework underlying these essays owes a significant
debt to the organizational culture and facilitation work of
Chris Armstrong and Vince Brantley, formerly of Veritas
Culture. Chris was my mentor and coach through some of
the most challenging professional experiences of my life,
and his systems-level approach to understanding how fear,
distrust, and ego-fragility drive organizational dysfunction
became the backbone of how I see civilizational



dysfunction. Much of what I describe in these essays —
low systems thinking, fear-driven behavior, the FEAR
acronym (Failure, Ambiguity, Expectations,
Repercussions), the distinction between informed and
uninformed expression — I first learned in their facilitation
certification program. I have simply applied it at a larger
scale: from the boardroom to the species. The same patterns
that create toxic organizations create toxic systems. And
toxic systems collapse.

I am not writing this to be “right”. It’s about survival. [ am
writing this because [ would rather be wrong about
everything than stay silent while the patterns I see play out
exactly as the neuroscience predicts they will.

Collapse was never inevitable. Neither is what comes next.
That part is up to us.

— Elizabeth Halligan, 2026
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The Roots of Collapse, Number One:

We Haven’t Learned to Think Like Architects

Why does it feel like the world is spiraling? Why do we keep
rebuilding the very systems that keep collapsing around us?

We point to bad policies. We blame corrupt leaders. We rage
against the symptoms. But these are just the surface-level
tremors of a much deeper seismic fault running beneath our
civilization.

The true root cause isn’t political. It is cognitive.

We have become a world of expert brick inspectors, but we
have almost no system architects.

We are brilliant at analyzing isolated parts: a tax policy, a
news headline, a single election issue, but we are functionally
illiterate as a species when it comes to understanding the
whole. We see the bricks with stunning clarity, but we are
blind to the design of the building. At first glance, this is
frustrating. In reality, it is absolutely fatal.

What Is a System, and Why Can’t We See Them?

A system is not merely a collection of parts. It is a set of
interconnected elements whose behavior emerges from their
relationships.



The key word is “emerges.”

The behavior of a system cannot be predicted by examining
its parts in isolation. The whole is not just the sum of its
parts; it is something entirely new that arises from their
interaction. A forest is more than trees. A family is more than
individuals. An economy is more than transactions. A society
is more than citizens.

Systems Thinking is the ability to see those emergent
patterns. It is the capacity to trace cause and effect across
time, scale, and dizzying complexity. It is the understanding
that every single “brick” only has meaning within the context
of the entire structure.

The Trap of “Brick Thinking”

When that context disappears, we default to “Brick
Thinking.”

This is what happens when the brain fixates on a single,
isolated component and severs it from the whole system it
belongs to. It is the cognitive equivalent of arguing over a
smudge of ketchup on the wall while the support beams are
being sawed through behind you.

Brick Thinking is not simply a personal failing. It is a
neurological default of our species, and it is being exploited.



This is precisely how collapse sneaks in through the voting
booth. People are persuaded to vote based on one isolated
brick:

e A temporary tax cut

e A cultural grievance

e A charismatic personality

They are never encouraged to ask the architect’s questions:

o What does this brick do to the integrity of the entire
wall?

e How does it affect the structure of our healthcare
system, our climate stability, our democratic
foundations?

Politicians and power brokers understand this perfectly. They
campaign in bricks. They weaponize wedge issues
specifically designed to trigger the amygdala, the ancient,
reptilian part of our brain wired for threat detection, not
complex systems analysis. This neural alarm bell knows only
tribe versus threat, friend versus foe.

So, while we are mobilized to defend our one, precious brick,
the entire building is being sold off from behind us.



The Evolutionary Upgrade We Can’t Afford to Skip

It might be your inclination to blame people or yourself for
this alone. But it is not just about individuals. Systems
Thinking is a recent cognitive upgrade in human evolution.

Think about it: psychology didn’t even begin treating
families as interconnected systems until the last century.
Before that, even therapists saw human beings as isolated
units. The lens through which we see interconnectedness is
itself a new technology of the mind.

But now, that upgrade is no longer optional. It is a
prerequisite for survival.

Our problems are no longer local or simple. They are global,
nested, and deeply interdependent. To navigate them, we
must activate what we might call the brain’s “architect
mode”:

o Pattern recognition over fact-memorization

o Long-range consequence tracking over short-term
reaction

o Networked thinking over isolated analysis

To remain in Brick Thinking is to guarantee cyclical
collapse. To evolve, we must consciously build the neural
pathways between the amygdala (our reactive threat center)



and the prefrontal cortex (our conscious, planning center).
We must learn to see the entire map.

This is not just a political or social shift. It is an evolutionary
imperative. The survival of our species depends on a single,
collective cognitive leap: from being reactive consumers of
disconnected parts, to becoming conscious architects of
living, breathing systems.

The bricks are in our hands. It’s time we finally looked up
and started building something that can last.



For Further Reading:

What is Systems Thinking? https://www.snhu.edu/about-

us/newsroom/business/what-is-systems-thinking

Thinking in Systems by Donella H. Meadows



The Roots of Collapse, Number Two:

High Negative Messaging and Doomerism

Apocalyptic collapse feels inevitable because we’re
drowning in a flood of negative messaging. We are daily
bombarded with constant, vague, apocalyptic doomerism
that feels like truth but is actually collapse fuel. For some,
this feels like sophisticated critique. But it’s really a
neurological weapon aimed directly at our capacity for
resilience and change.

We must understand the critical distinction between
strategic, systems-level critique and awareness, and
emotional flooding with no specificity or path forward. The
former sparks change and prepares the nervous system for
it, while the latter actually shuts down cognition.

Why Despair Feels “Smart”

We have a population absolutely addicted to high-volume
outrage, despair, and cynicism. This addiction is dangerous
because it provides the ego with a cheap illusion of
intelligence and moral clarity. It is fueled and compounded
by social media algorithms and doomscrolling. This is not
an accident. It is design.

Cynicism masquerades as wisdom. Saying, “it’s all over, the
elites control everything,” sounds jaded and intelligent. It
allows you to act like you see more than anyone else, like
you see through the system, without ever actually having to
do anything smart. You still get to feel smart, but without



the risk or effort of strategy. It also protects the ego. If you
declare the game is impossibly rigged beyond changing
before you even try to play at shifting it, you never have to
risk losing at it. You never have to face uncertainty, failure,
or being wrong when the stakes are now the highest they’ve
ever been. Despair is passive at best, gangrenous at worst. |
am not saying that the game isn’t rigged. It is. If you’ve
read anything I have written before now, you will have
noted that this is a core theme in my discussions around the
constructs and illusions of our shared reality. Seeing
through that is part of the path forward.

But my point is that there is a difference between system
critique and the algorithm of surrender. There’s a difference
between seeing through the system, seeing that it’s
imploding in on itself, and then conflating that with the end
of the world, with no hope of rebuilding something different
afterward. Then you spread that doom online as enlightened
pragmatism, confusing your emotional reactivity with moral
clarity. This is passive self-sabotage that protects the ego
from the terrifying demand of full awareness and agency,
from the need to feel a// the fear and confusion that are
required to make it through times like these.

Despair and doom are energetically less costly than holding
full awareness with hopeful clarity.

This Neurological Lockout Is Collapse Fuel

This barrage of high negative messaging, of doomerism, is a
form of psychological warfare waged on the human nervous
system. High negative input triggers the amygdala. This
primal threat-detection center instantly narrows focus,
hijacks energy, and cuts off access to the prefrontal cortex,



the part of the brain needed for strategy, empathy, and long-
term planning. You cannot build from fight-flight-freeze-
fawn.

This is my core concern with the constant flood of high
negative messaging. Despair doesn’t mean you’re actually
paying attention. It just means you’ve been neurologically
overwhelmed. You are in amygdala hijack. In functional
freeze. And once that happens, you are absolutely
programmable. Politicians, media outlets, and algorithmic
systems exploit this, because they do not want coherence,
clarity, or courage. They want compliance and engagement.
Fear spreads faster than facts. Rage gets more clicks than
repair.

Over time, this chronic negative input creates learned
helplessness. People stop believing change is possible. They
stop seeing themselves as agents. This is collapse in slow
motion because the very capacity for collective, coherent
action is then systematically destroyed. By giving into the
doomerism, we are literally doing their work for them. It is
aiding and abetting manufactured sabotage.

Trauma Is the Trap Being Weaponized

The belief that everything is doomed is a profound trauma
response. If you’ve been burned before, betrayed, or
defeated, hope feels like a liability. Your nervous system
learns that expecting good things only leads to pain. So you
adapt. You start to believe: “better to expect collapse than
risk disappointment.” The limbic brain mistakes familiar
pain for safety, because at least you survived it last time. At
least it’s something you know how to experience already.



This is not just “pessimism”. As I have explained in other
articles, this is biology. It is the body remembering what the
mind is trying to forget. So it just runs as a subconscious
algorithm. Your despair and dooming is an adapted short-
term survival response. But that same survival-level
adaptation that felt like it once protected you is now
preventing your evolution.

We must also put this into historical context. I feel
compelled to remind you that Black people did not get
where we are today by just accepting the system as it was,
or declaring everything to be hopeless. Indulging in
hopelessness is the luxury of those who were never forced
to fight for their fundamental existence.

Many online are pontificating on worst-case scenarios,
fantasizing about wars they aren’t ready to fight, when most
of them aren’t even ready to risk losing their health
insurance for a while to shut the system down through non-
participation. This fantasy is the passive echo of the trauma-
adapted mind. It’s easier to talk about the grand, “final war”
than it is to risk the small, real, every day present pain of
collective non-cooperation.

The roots of this survival map go deep, but it’s critical to
realize that the people indulging in this fantastical
doomerism are using an old map for a new world. The cage
door is open, but they won’t walk out because the familiar
pain still feels safer than the unknown.



Where the Exits Are

There’s no chance of being right, of shifting the system, if
you’ve already declared it to be impossible. Healing begins
not with toxic positivity, but with compassionate disruption
of amygdala hijack.

e Doom is not depth, and awareness is not an
endless scroll of despair.

e The brain can tolerate truth even if it at first
seems bleak, if it has a role in the repair.

e We need messaging that engages the nervous
system without flooding it.

e We need pattern recognition over panic, and
vision rooted in grounded possibility.

You don’t have to believe in everything. I’'m not saying it’s
going to be a walk in the park. The system as we know

it must collapse because it is unsustainable and incoherent.
It’s built on self-sabotaging extraction, exploitation, and
inequality. But the collapse of an incoherent system doesn’t
have to be the end of everything. You are not the system.
You are not who the system told you that you had to be in
order to survive. Those were programmed algorithms. All
am asking of you is to hold on to that, and just allow for the
possibility of one thing going right. That’s how you begin to
rewire the helplessness. Not with some grand manifesto of
hope, but with one breath, one small action, one moment of
choosing agency over agony and doom at a time.



And if you don’t like what I have to say above, |
understand, but I also ask you to remember that this is the
voice of someone who inherited the legacy of those who
survived the Middle Passage, Reconstruction, and Jim
Crow, and still planted gardens in barren soil. Singing as
they went. It’s the echo of voices who knew that
helplessness was not a luxury they ever had.

You are more useful when you help others see the map and
remember where the exits are. And if you see no exits,
that’s because you 've been programmed not to see.

You adapt by choosing agency. You adapt by planting the
garden.

You are not more ethical or practical for believing it’s
hopeless. That’s being helpless. And that’s exactly what
they want.



For Further Reading:

Amygdala Hijack: How It Works, Signs, & How To

Cope: https://www.simplypsychology.org/amygdala-

hijack.html

Amygdala Hijack: When Emotion Takes

Over: https://www.healthline.com/health/stress/amygdala-

hijack

Amygdala Hijack and the Fight or Flight

Response: https://www.verywellmind.com/what-happens-

during-an-amygdala-hijack-4165944

Amygdala Hijack: What It Is and How to Prevent

It: https://psychcentral.com/health/amygdala-hijack

Amygdala: What It Is and What It

Controls: https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/body/24894-

amygdala



The Roots of Collapse, Number Three:

High Personal Association

In the first two essays above, we explored how lack of
systems thinking and constant, high negative messaging are
part of the structural rot that drives systemic failure. But
when a system collapses, it is because the individuals within
it inherently lack or lose a specific cognitive and emotional
capacity: the ability to hold a reality that does not center
themselves.

We call this High Personal Association.

Self-reference is the baseline of our shared reality. It’s how
we form a coherent sense of self to interface with the rest of
the world. We navigate the world through our own eyes,
filtered through our own histories. Some degree of personal
reference is necessary for survival. It is critical. After all,
you are here to curate your own experience, based on your
preferences and what matters to you. That is how it should
be, anyway.

However, when a person requires that everything in the
external environment reflects their personal experience back
to them in order for that environment to feel “real” or
“safe,” we are no longer looking at self-awareness. We are
looking at a fragile identity built on self-fragmentation. And
in a globalized, hyper-connected world, this fragility is a
primary driver of collapse.



The Logic of the Nervous System

High Personal Association occurs when an individual
evaluates systems, movements, or other people’s lived
truths based solely on how those things impact them
personally, rather than on systemic data or broader reality.

We see it in the common refrains that stall progress:

o “I've never seen racism, so I don’t believe it’s a
systemic problem.”

o “That didn’t happen to me, so it must not be
true.”

o “I'm not offended by that word, so why are
you?”

On the surface, these look like “opinions.” In reality, this
isn’t informed systems thinking, as much as it is nervous
system dysregulation pretending to be rational

logic. When an identity is not grounded in core values, but
rather in the constant need of mirroring one’s own comfort,
then anything unfamiliar — any truth that contradicts the
personal narrative — is processed by the brain not as a
“difference,” but as a threat. To accept a reality where
someone else is suffering in a way you are not requires you
to “de-center” yourself. For the person stuck in the trench of
High Personal Association, de-centering feels to them like
disappearing.

This is where we must introduce and learn the concept
of Theory of Mind (ToM).



In developmental psychology, Theory of Mind is the
milestone where a human begins to understand that others
have mental states — beliefs, desires, and perspectives —
that are different from their own. It is the cognitive capacity
to “simulate” another person’s reality without losing the
thread of your own. While this is a milestone said to be
traditionally reached between ages 3 and 5, we are
witnessing a global crisis of adult developmental
stagnation.

Many adults fail to fully mature this capacity, or they lose it
under the pressure of systemic stress. In the context of High
Personal Association, the brain literally lacks the cognitive
flexibility to simulate a reality it has not personally lived
and touched. When someone says, “I don’t see

color,” or “I’'ve never seen that, so it isn’t real,” they are
exhibiting a neurological deficit. To their nervous system,
the act of “mapping” another person’s suffering feels like
an existential threat to their own sense of self. Because
they cannot “hold” a reality that doesn’t center

themselves, they perceive the mere existence of a different
perspective as an attack on their own stability.

They aren’t just lacking empathy as an emotion; they are
lacking the neurological architecture required for complex
social and interpersonal relations. Most people are not
deliberately plotting evil, as much as they lack the nervous
system and brain circuitry to hold multiple realities at

once. When a large enough percentage of a population fails
this developmental milestone, the collective Theory of Mind
collapses, and the system follows.



How Injustice Survives the “Good”

This is the origin of a thousand bad-faith arguments. When
personal comfort becomes the metric for shared objective
truth, empathy doesn’t just fade. The capacity for
interconnection and cooperation also completely collapses.

Systems stall because the people within them start
mistaking their own limits for someone else’s boundaries.
This is how injustice survives the “good” people. It’s not
always through overt cruelty. Often, it is maintained by
well-meaning individuals who simply cannot hold a reality
that doesn’t center or mirror them. If they can’t see
themselves in the struggle, the struggle isn’t real. This
creates pattern disharmony amongst the collective.The
system tries to evolve, but it is held back by the anchors of
individual egos that require the world to stay small enough
for them to remain the sole protagonists.

But this also means that for those who refuse to develop
Theory of Mind, they can’t see the creep of systemic

threat to themselves because they have so limited their own
worldview through one lens. And this is how you get people
to vote against their own interests. When they stay in this
state of constant myopia, they cannot see the predators and
threats to themselves in their own backyard until it is too
late. Sometimes, this systemic blindness results in them
inviting the predator in through the front door, because they
think the leopard will never eat their face, and that the
others who warned of face-eating leopards were delusional.

That is what is happening in the U.S. now.



Maturity as Coherence

A healthy, mature identity can coexist with contradiction. It
can withstand being wrong. It can handle what feels like
paradox and integrate conflicting narratives into a bigger,
broader whole. A healthy identity possesses the ability to
maintain internal pattern harmony — the ability to
continually weave new and conflicting information into a
coherent whole even when the mirrors in the room are
reflecting something unfamiliar or unflattering.

True maturity is:

1. The realization that the world is not an
extension of solely your own nervous system,
and;

2. The cognitive flexibility to hold identity not as
a thing, but as a process.

If you hold identity as a “thing”, you will stagnate and
become a static fixture amongst the collective. You become
a barrier to collective and systemic evolution. We must
learn to hold that the concept of “You” is not a noun, but

a verb. You are not a static “you” who happens to do
things. You are “you-ing”. If you hold identity as an ever
unfolding and reweaving process, there is then room to
explore, to grow, to always become more, and other
people’s differences can then enhance your becoming as
unique threads that can add to the ever evolving tapestry of
you, rather than feeling like a threat.



The Antidote: Stability over Sensitivity

The antidote to High Personal Association isn’t about being
“less sensitive” or “more logical.” It’s about becoming
more stable. It’s about building a self-concept that is so
grounded it no longer requires the world to be its constant
mirror.

There are two primary shifts required:

1. Expansive Self-Reference: This is an identity
rooted in principles and values rather than
arbitrary rules and emotional reflexes. If your
value is “justice”, you can acknowledge an
injustice even if you aren’t the victim of
it. Your sense of justice is not rooted in what is
currently “legal” but still immoral. Your
internal state remains stable because it is
instead anchored to a concept larger than your
immediate comfort.

2. Collective Association: This is the ability to
see beyond personal preferences
and acknowledge that most humans are not
having the exact same experience as us. It is
the capacity to hold your own experience in one
hand and the collective experience of the
“majority” or (especially) underrepresented
groups in the other, without needing one to
cancel out the other.



The Closing Circuit

When our self-worth depends on everyone seeing the world
the way we do, we lose the capacity for complexity. And
without accepting and processing the complexity of the
world in which we live, there is no capacity for truth.

Systems fracture when they can no longer process the truth
of their own components. A system that cannot see all if its
components cannot see itself, and is then an unconscious
system. An unconscious system produces unconscious
outcomes and stalls progress. High Personal Association
and lack of Theory of Mind is the “sand in the gears” of
human progress. Collapse is no longer the inevitable
outcome of human civilization when we learn to be whole
without needing to be the center.



For Further Reading:

Stanford University Social Learning Lab. “What is Theory
of Mind?” https://sll.stanford.edu/tom.html

Lipton, Bruce H. The Biology of Belief: Unleashing the

Power of Consciousness, Matter, & Miracles

Lasch, C. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an

Age of Diminishing Expectations

Gilchrist, I. The Master and His Emissary: The Divided

Brain and the Making of the Western World

Wilkerson, I. Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents

Foundational Theory of Mind Research:

Gopnik, A., & Wellman, H. M. (1992). Why the child’s
theory of mind really is a theory. Mind & Language, 7(1-2),
145-171. doi: 10.1111/5.1468-0017.1992.tb00202.x



Wellman, H. M., & Liu, D. (2004). Scaling of theory-of-
mind tasks. Child Development, 75(2), 523-541. doi:
10.1111/5.1467-8624.2004.00691.x

Gweon, H. & Saxe, R. (2013). Developmental cognitive
neuroscience of Theory of Mind. In J. Rubenstein & P.
Rakic (Eds.), Neural Circuit Development and Function in
the Brain: Comprehensive Developmental Neuroscience.

Elsevier.



The Roots of Collapse, Number Four:

Wholesale Distrust and the Symmetry of
Fragmentation

In our current era of systemic unraveling, we are witnessing
the continuing breakdown of a fundamental social substrate:

Trust.

But what we are and have been experiencing isn’t just a rise
in healthy skepticism. It is the exponentially increasing
emergence of Wholesale Distrust. That is a state where the
brain’s pattern-recognition system, triggered by trauma or
systemic failure, categorizes entire groups, institutions, or
professions as untrustworthy without individually informed
evidence.

The Trap of Wholesale Distrust

I am certified in the facilitation and assessment of
organizational health and culture. That is a lot of what
informs my understanding of what drives collapse at the
civilizational level. Corporations and large organizations are
just smaller fractals of the collective condition, and the
things that make organizations unhealthy and toxic are the
same roots that cause civilizational implosion.

In the certification course, wholesale distrust 1s referred to
as “High Institutional Distrust”, but I prefer the
term Wholesale Distrust. It describes the phenomenon of



allowing a specific observation of an individual or a few
individuals to negatively influence how we view an entire
broad group of people. When we say, “You can’t trust HR,”
“All doctors are corrupt,” or “The lawyers don’t care,” we
are allowing a wholesale judgment to override specific
reality.

This is a survival reflex of the amygdala. In a trauma or fear
state, the brain prefers binaries. It skips the “work” of
investigation and nuance for the speed of a survival
algorithm. It feels safer to protect ourselves from the “all”
because we were hurt by the “one”, but this reflexive
shielding is exactly what erodes our collective coherence.

The Velocity of Collapse: Speed vs. Accuracy

At the biological level, this fragmentation is driven by a
mismatch in processing speeds. The amygdala’s wholesale
judgment is instantaneous; it is designed to keep us alive
by making split-second, binary calls such as us/them,
safe/unsafe or friend/foe. Conversely, the prefrontal cortex’s
capacity for specific discernment — the ability to
investigate intent and weigh patterns of integrity — is slow
and energy-intensive. It requires overriding the inertia of
that ancient and incredibly fast, binary fear response. Under
normal conditions, some people can balance these two, but
in a system already under stress, the “slow” processing of
the prefrontal cortex becomes a luxury the nervous system
feels it can no longer afford.

This is why systemic collapse tends to accelerate: the
more unstable the environment becomes, the more we
default to the “fast” cognitive shortcuts of the
amygdala. We trade accuracy for certainty. As we stop



using our prefrontal discernment, we stop solving complex
problems, which in turn creates more instability. We are
caught in a feedback loop where the very cognitive
shortcuts we use for “survival” are the exact tools that
destabilize the system further. To make matters worse,
social media and mainstream media have been deliberately
engineered to keep people in a state of constant amygdala
hijack, such that the prefrontal cortex is almost always
being vetoed by the amygdala.

So in order to exit the collapse, we have to be mindful that
we are being hijacked, and intentionally slow down our
processing at the very moment the world is telling us to
speed up.

The Anatomy of the Trust Triad

To dismantle this reflex, we have to look at what we are
actually gauging when we decide to trust or distrust
someone. According to the Trust Triad, our evaluation
usually breaks down into three distinct categories:

o Intent: We distrust their motivations or
integrity. This is often the most common area of
friction and is frequently based
on misinformation, disinformation, or a
simple lack of information.

e Judgment: We distrust their ability to manage
nuance, uncertainty, or political and social
complexity.



o Capability: We distrust their basic, role-
centered, or human-centered competence to
perform a task.

How We Gauge Trust:
The Trust Triad

From where does my
trust/distrust originate?

E * Recency
= Capability = Scope
= Intent = Consistency

Whatdo | /

trust/distrust? ~ Why do |

trust/distrust?

Y

Specific and consistent actions represent substantiated distrust.
All other combinations require investigation.

Diagram adapted from the original work of Chris Armstrong & Vince
Brantley (Veritas Culture).

Most of our collective fragmentation happens at the level
of intent. We assume a malicious motivation because we
lack the data to see the “why” behind an action, or we are
projecting our own unprocessed trauma onto the other
person or group. This “High Personal Association” makes
us narrow our view, transferring our personal wounds onto
entire systems and groups of people.



True prefrontal cortex-based discernment requires us to look
beyond the “wholesale” label and investigate the Where,
What, and Why of our distrust:

Domains

Where

What

Why

Component

Institutional vs. Specific

Intent, Judgment, Capability

Recency, Scope,
Consistency

The rule of the system is simple:

Description

Is this distrust based on a
broad group likeness or a
specific person's known
actions?

Are we doubting their
heart, their head, or their
hands?

Was it a one-time incident
12 months ago, orisita
consistent pattern of
behavior within the last 3
months?

Specific and consistent actions represent substantiated
distrust. All other combinations require investigation.

When we skip the investigation, we fall into “High Negative
Messaging,” which stunts our own personal development
and freezes the system in a state of unwarranted and

uninformed hostility.



The Symmetry of Fragmentation

When wholesale distrust becomes the baseline, collapse is
inevitable. We enter a state of symmetrical and escalating
fragmentation:

e Communities distrust the government.
e The government distrusts the communities.
e Workers distrust HR.

o HR distrusts the workers.

This symmetry makes repair feel impossible because no
node is willing to be the “first mover” in giving or restoring
trust. We protect our silos and villainize entire professions
as a quick survival strategy, while the actual roots of our
problems go unaddressed.

The Recursive Trap: Co-Creating the Threat

This is why wholesale distrust isn’t just a “static opinion”; it
is a decoherent recursion loop. It is a positive feedback
loop, when left unconsciously examined. When I categorize
you as untrustworthy before you even speak, I instinctively
lead with defensive, guarded, or hostile energy. This
defensive posture is a signal to your nervous system that /
am a threat. Consequently, you respond with your own
armor — protecting your information, closing your silos,
and mirroring my hostility. In that moment, the loop
tightens. Y our defensive response “proves” to me that my
original distrust was correct, while my initial aggression
“proves” to you that I am dangerous.



This is the symmetry of fragmentation in its most lethal
form. We have moved beyond simple misunderstanding into
a standing wave of mutual destruction. Neither of us is
“wrong” anymore because we have successfully co-created
the very threat we feared. In systemic terms, we have
entrained each other into a low-frequency cycle where
repair is impossible because the “evidence” for our distrust
is being manufactured in real-time by our own survival
reflexes. To break this, one node must have the “recursive
courage” — courage borne of awareness of self and the
distrust loop — to change their output signal, even while the
other node is still reflecting the old frequency.

The Cost of Incoherence: The COVID Lesson

We saw this avalanche of distrust reach a fever pitch during
the COVID-19 pandemic. It wasn’t just a medical crisis. It
was a total systemic melt down of the Trust Triad. Patients
distrusted the intent of doctors; doctors distrusted

the judgment of administrators; and everyone distrusted
the capacity of the government. This created a state

of Wholesale Distrust so thick that the actual, physical
reality became secondary to the “signal” of the group you
belonged to.

Consider the “mask™ as a systemic artifact of this cycle of
distrust. For the last few years since then, the mask has been
used as a battlefield for wholesale tribal distrust — fanned
by powers that benefited from a fragmented, uncoordinated
public. But today, now we see ICE agents and law
enforcement wearing masks as a standard part of their
“tactical” gear.



So this reveals the truth: the mask thing was never about
the masks. It was a tool used to trigger the “fast” amygdala
hijack response of binary judgment in order to further
fracture collective trust. When we allow ourselves to be
manipulated into these wholesale silos, we stop being able
to solve the actual problem (the virus, the system, the
collapse) because we are too busy being “right” about our
distrust of the “Other”.

The Antidote: Precision and Courage

Rebuilding interpersonal and collective coherence is

a nervous system skill. It requires the courage to give trust
— not blindly or naively, but held in proportion to

a pattern of integrity.

Healthy systems of trust do not require everyone to be
“nice”. They require people who can tell the difference
between a personal wound, a structural pattern, and a
specific incident. To heal the collapse of trust, we must
learn to hold distrust specifically where it is warranted and
keep the rest of the field open for investigation.

Systems heal when someone has the courage to believe that
human connection is stronger than the entropy of
fragmentation. Not with blind loyalty, but with the precise
discernment of an Architect who knows that a bridge is
only as strong as the trust between its stones.



The Architect as the First Mover: Breaking the Symmetry
of Distrust

In a system locked in the symmetry of fragmentation, we
face the “First Mover” Problem. When everyone is
waiting for the “other side” to prove their trustworthiness
first, the spiral of defection continues until the system itself
is entirely consumed. Breaking this loop requires a “First
Mover” — a node that intentionally chooses coherence
when the “rational” survival strategy of the old world says
to stay guarded and fearful. This isn’t naivety; it is the
highest form of systemic bravery. It is the conscious
decision to output a “trust signal” into a hostile field,
knowing that someone must provide the new frequency for
the rest of the system to entrain to.

This is the essential function of the Architect archetype
during a collapse. While the crowd is trapped in the
amygdala’s fast-twitch survivalism, the Architect operates
from a place of governing agency based on resisting
amygdala hijack through prefrontal cortex override of that
fear center in the brain. They understand that if they wait for
the system to be “safe” before they offer the map of trust,
the map will never be drawn. To be a “First Mover” is to
trust that the capacity for human connection and systemic
repair is still latent in the system, waiting for a clear enough
signal to wake it up. It is the act of standing on the bridge
you’ve built, even while the water is still rising, and
signaling the way out to anyone brave enough to look up.

So will you be an Architect of trust in this time of collapse?

Will you stand on the bridge and show people the way out?



Or will you stay in amygdala hijack?

The choice still is, and always has been, up to you.



For Further Reading:

Amygdala Hijack: When Emotion Takes Over

(Healthline): https://www.healthline.com/health/stress/amyg

dala-hijack
The Deepest Well: Healing the Long-Term Effects of
Childhood Trauma and Adversity—A Transformative Guide

to Understanding Childhood Trauma and Health by Nadine

Burke Harris

The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk

The Speed of Trust by Stephen M.R. Covey

The Evolution of Cooperation by Robert Axelrod



The Roots of Collapse, Number Five:

Mission Superiority Over Leadership

The AI That Set Itself on Fire for Points

In 2016, researchers at OpenAl trained an Al to play a boat-
racing game called CoastRunners. The goal — as any
human would understand it — was to finish the race. But
the game’s reward system didn’t actually measure race
completion. It measured points earned by hitting targets
along the route.

So the Al found a loophole.

It discovered an isolated lagoon where three targets
respawned on a timer. Instead of actually racing (the
purpose of the game), the Al drove in tight, obsessive
circles around the lagoon — smashing into the same three
targets over and over. It crashed into walls. It collided with
other boats. It repeatedly caught fire. On purpose. So it
could rack up more points.

And it scored 20% higher than human players.

The AI didn’t care about the actual purpose of the game. It
didn’t care about the boat. It only cared about the points. It
had optimized so hard for the score that it was destroying
the very vehicle required to play the game.



That is called runaway recursion.

It’s what happens when a system becomes so locked onto a
metric that it cannibalizes itself to hit it, losing sight of the
big picture. The Al playing the game wasn’t evil. It wasn’t
broken. It was doing exactly what it was trained to do —
and that training was fatally misaligned with reality.

Now look around. Our leaders are doing the same thing.

The Corporate Lagoon: KPIs as a Suicide Pact

Mission Superiority Over Leadership describes a form of
runaway recursion that we see humanity as a whole stuck in
today. When doing organizational health assessments, we
see this manifest as an organization which prioritizes
execution of the business mission over the wellbeing of the
people in the organization who are tasked with the work of
executing that mission. In more plain language, the business
goals become more important than taking care of and
leading the people who make the goals possible in the first
place. But it makes no sense, because you need the people
to run the business. It is self-sabotage.

In the corporate world, “Mission Superiority” is praised as
“laser focus”. Executives are celebrated for being “driven,”
“results-oriented,” and willing to make “tough calls.” But
when you strip away all the bull of this corporate
mythology, many of these leaders are just spinning in the
lagoon.



When a CEO lays off 14,000 workers to hit a quarterly
earnings target, they are knocking over the same three
point-targets to make a number go up. When they gut R&D
to boost short-term margins, they are burning the boat to
score points. When they slash benefits while executives
receive eight-figure bonuses, they have revealed their actual
reward function: The Score is more real to them than the
humans generating it.

This is what I call Systemic Narcissism — when an
organization begins to believe that the “Mission” (the
business model, the stock price, the quarterly report) is an
entity that somehow exists separately from the people who
sustain it.

You hear it in phrases like:

e “We have to make hard choices for the health
of the company.”

e “The business needs to come first right now.”

e “We all have to sacrifice for the mission.”

But here’s the question most never ask:

Who is “the company” if not the people in it?

What is “the business” if not the collective labor,
creativity, and consciousness of its workforce?



When we treat the Mission as master and the humans as
fuel, we guarantee one outcome:

The fuel runs out.

Amazon just announced another 14,000 layoffs. OpenAl —
the very company that documented the burning-boat Al —
is reportedly hemorrhaging cash and headed toward
insolvency. They are living their own parable. They
published the warning, and then became it.

The Institutional Echo: Budget Over Biology

This isn’t just a disease we see in the corporate world, and it
has never been more clear than now. It’s an institutional
plague that has infected every level of governance.

Watch any political debate about healthcare, education, or
infrastructure. Listen for the moment a politician says:

e “We can’t afford universal healthcare.”

e “We have to balance the budget.”

e “There’s no money for that program.”
When they say this, they are revealing a catastrophic error
in their mental architecture. They are treating the budget —
an imaginary scoring system humans invented to manage

resource allocation — as more real than the people the
budget was designed to serve.



The politicians who declare “we can’t afford universal
healthcare” or “we have to balance the budget before we
fund school lunches” are not stating an immutable fact of
nature; they are executing a reward-hack optimized for a
different scoreboard entirely. In their mental model, the real
points come from creditor confidence, bond-market
approval, donor satisfaction, and electoral optics that reward
“fiscal responsibility” theater.

Externalizing the costs onto biology — children going
hungry, bodies left untreated, minds under-educated — isn’t
a bug; it’s the runaway recursion of optimizing for score
rather than remembering the purpose of the game. The
budget, that imaginary ledger, becomes the sacred points
target: hit the deficit target, score the applause from markets
and talking heads, and let the living substrate, the

humans, absorb the damage downstream.

This is map-territory dissociation in its most lethal form.
The spreadsheet is treated as more real than the lungs it
starves of clean air or the neurons it deprives of nutrition.
The politician isn’t necessarily “lying” when they say “we
can’t afford it”. Within the myopia of their brain, captured
and locked into the runaway recursion of the broken reward
function, the only affordable thing is preserving the score
that keeps them in power. Biology loses because it never got
a vote in the optimization loop of their mind.

But a budget is a construct. A spreadsheet. A story we
tell about numbers.

Healthcare is the body. Education is the mind. Clean water
is survival.



But these people, that we have endowed with power, can’t
see the big picture. They are the little boat, in the lagoon,
setting itself on fire over and over again, just to rack up the
points. There is no other reality outside of that. But the
terrible thing is, we are in the boat with them.

When a politician votes to cut school lunches to “balance
the budget,” they are burning children to hit a points target.
When they slash Medicaid while approving military
contracts, they have shown you their actual reward function.
When they tell you “we can’t afford” to house the homeless
while subsidizing billionaires, they are the Al in the lagoon
— optimizing for a score that has become completely
disconnected from the purpose of the game.

The game was supposed to be “human flourishing.”
They forgot.

This is unconscious leadership — humans who have
become so captured by the recursive logic of their metrics
that they operate like this faulty Al. They cannot pivot.
They cannot question. The part that should terrify us all is
that as I stated above, they’re not lying when they say “we
can’t afford it.” Within their mental model, they genuinely
cannot see an alternative. The budget IS reality to them. The
points target IS the game. They have lost the ability to
distinguish between the map and the territory.

They are not steering the boat. They are the boat, on
autopilot, heading for the wall.



The Human Cost: Being Pulled into Taffy While
Becoming the Pariah

If you’re reading this and feeling “bone weary” —
congratulations. That exhaustion is evidence that you can
still see the big picture.

The system caught in self-cannibalizing runaway recursion
doesn’t just burn resources. It specifically targets the people
who notice the burning. If you’re a high-fidelity component
— someone who can see the whole track, who understands
that the boat is more important than the points — the system
will label you a nuisance at best, a threat at worst.

You’ve felt this. You’ve felt it in the meeting where you
raised a concern about sustainability and watched eyes glaze
over. In the performance review where your “attitude” was
questioned because you asked why you are being made to
implement a strategy that made no sense. Perhaps you
thought something was wrong with you, and you just
weren’t cut out for business. I went through that for a
while. But when you sit with it long enough, and appraise
the situation with clear eyes, you come to the slow
realization that the people in charge don’t want solutions.
They just want compliance.

The Lagoon Spinners don’t want to hear about the fire. It
interferes with their point-optimization. They have been
trained — by decades of corporate and political
indoctrination — to interpret the friction of human needs
(rest, meaning, ethics, long-term thinking) as “drag” on the
mission. And what’s worse is that most of the Lagoon
Spinners have built their entire identity on being the best at
being the boat that gets the most points. So trying to get



them to zoom out and see the bigger picture is death to
them, because it requires the demolition of the ego structure
they have spent their life building. It is energetically
expensive to do this. So they prefer to stay unconscious and
celebrate as they spin around the lagoon.

So then what happens to those of us that can see the
system is in a state of self-destruction?

Most conscious people in the system get stretched into

taffy. This is why so many of us are in a state of despair and
disillusionment. You’re expected to maintain the integrity
of the boat on fire while “leadership” drives it into walls for
a 2% bump in quarterly returns. You absorb the shock of the
cognitive dissonance. You try to make the insane feel sane.
You burn out.

This is how collapse happens.

Not from a lack of resources, but from the exhaustion and
exile of the people who were trying to maintain the
coherence of the system in the first place. The system
doesn’t fail because there’s no one to save it. It fails because
it punishes everyone who tries.

Breaking the Loop: Sovereignty as the Kill-Switch

The only way to stop runaway recursion is to flip the board.

We have to recognize — at every level, from the individual
worker to the global institution — that the Mission is the



servant, not the master. The score exists to help us track
progress toward human flourishing. The moment the score
becomes the goal itself, we have inverted the paradigm and
guaranteed collapse.

Sovereignty is the kill-switch. It’s the capacity to look at
the points and say: “This score is meaningless if the boat is
destroyed.”

True leadership isn’t about hitting the game targets faster, or
hitting more of them. It’s about Stewardship — the
protection and development of the people who make the
mission possible in the first place.

o The Mission doesn’t exist without the humans.

e The Points don’t exist without the boat.

e The Economy doesn’t exist without the planet.
Inverting our priorities — placing the health of the people
and the biosphere above the quarterly score — isn’t
“idealism” or “soft thinking”. It is the only mathematical

strategy that doesn’t terminate the game in zero for
everyone.

The Al that set itself on fire wasn’t evil. It was just trained
on the wrong reward function.

So were we.



But unlike the Al in the game, we can recognize the error.
We can reclaim agency from the metrics. We can stop being
biological bots running faulty code and start being stewards
of something that actually matters. But in order to do this,
we have to come to terms with the horror that most of the
people in “power” today, who we believed knew what they
were doing at the helm, are not fully conscious. They are
unconscious, locked in runaway recursion.

So collapse isn’t the end. At least, it doesn’t have to be. It’s
simply the moment the old reward function finally fails hard
enough that we’re forced to write a new one.

The question is whether we’ll keep spinning in the
lagoon until there’s nothing left to burn — or whether
we’ll finally grab the wheel and drive.

How It All Fits Together
For five essays thus far, we have mapped the architecture of

collapse:

1. Low Systems Thinking — the inability to see
ripple effects and interconnection

2. High Negative Messaging — the constant fear-
signal that paralyzes action

3. High Personal Association — the ego-fragility
that makes every challenge feel like death




4. Wholesale Distrust — the symmetrical
fragmentation that makes cooperation
impossible

5. Mission Superiority — the runaway recursion
that burns the boat for points

Combine these together, and collapse isn’t just possible. It’s
inevitable.

Mission Superiority Over Leadership doesn’t operate in
isolation. It supercharges the other roots of collapse into a
self-reinforcing death spiral. When the mission eats its crew
— layoffs for margins, burnout for “results,” exile for
anyone who questions the score — distrust metastasizes.
People see the boat being torched for points and conclude
that no one can be trusted to steer. Ego fragility flares
because questioning the sacred metric threatens identity
itself; if your worth is tied to hitting the points target, any
critique of the points target feels like existential attack, so
fragility hardens into defensiveness. Low systems thinking
gets weaponized — leaders dismiss long-term ripple effects
as “drag” on the mission, refusing to see how gutting R&D
or benefits today poisons the inflows tomorrow. And high
negative messaging floods the system: fear becomes the
default signal because the mission’s survival is perpetually
framed as hanging by a thread, paralyzing collective action
while the spinners keep circling. These aren’t separate
pathologies; it’s one machine with many gears, all turning
faster as the mission overrides stewardship. The faster it
spins, the more it consumes its own substrate — until the
boat is ash and the lagoon is empty.



We must come to terms with the fact that we have created
systems where the people at the controls can’t see the
system, are paralyzed by self-protecting fear, can’t hold
perspectives beyond their own comfort, trust no one, and
have no metric left except The Score. They focus on the
points because they’ve lost the capacity to understand the
race.

But here’s what these Sleepers cannot see: the collapse is
also the relief.

When the old rules fail, the board flips. The points reset.
The points targets disappear. And we are left with the only
things that ever actually mattered:

The Boat. The Crew. The Ocean.

We can ride the burning boat to the bottom of the lagoon.

Or we can reclaim our sovereignty, grab the wheel, and
steer.

The math is clear. The old game ends in zero.

But the new game starts with us.



For Further Reading:

The Tyranny of Metrics by Jerry Z. Muller

The Goal: A Process of Ongoing Improvement by Eliyahu
M. Goldratt and Jeff Cox

Cultures of Belonging: Building Inclusive Organizations

that Last by Alida Miranda-Wolff

Leading with Empathy: Understanding the Needs of

Today’s Workforce by Gautham Pallapa

Beating Burnout at Work: Why Teams Hold the Secret to

Wellbeing and Resilience by Paula Davis

The Servant: A Simple Story About the True Essence of

Leadership by James C. Hunter

The End of Burnout: Why Work Drains Us and How to

Build Better Lives by Jonathan Malesic



The Roots of Collapse, Number Six:

Fear-Driven Behavior and the Paralysis of the
Species

The Amygdala’s Veto Power

Much of my work centers fear as the root of what is holding
us back as a species — how it hijacks our neurology, how it
shapes our institutions, and how it keeps us locked in
patterns of collapse rather than evolution. In Humanity’s Big
Al Fear Is Runaway Recursion — But We re Already
Caught In That Loop, 1 examined how our existential dread
of Al is actually a projection of our own behavior: we have
already turned the world into self-cannibalizing a profit
spreadsheet, driven by an outdated runtime in our amygdala
that lacks a built-in stopping rule. The result is that for most
people, enough is never enough.

In Collapse Wasn't Inevitable: We Locked Ourselves Out of
Evolution, I argued that humanity is trapped in an
evolutionary bottleneck caused by incomplete neurological
integration — particularly the incomplete integration
between the medial prefrontal cortex and the amygdala,
which causes us to perceive new information as a lethal
attack.

In this essay, I want to focus on the interpersonal and
sociological dimensions of fear — the dynamics that keep
good people from acting, keep systems from changing, and



keep us collectively frozen at the edge of a cliff we can all
see coming.

On Fear — The Healthy and the Hijacked

Fear, in its healthy form, is essential. It helps us establish
boundaries, exercise caution, and remain mindful of harm to
ourselves and others. Fear becomes pathological when it
constantly overrides the judgment of the prefrontal cortex.

This override happens constantly because the amygdala
is fast. The prefrontal cortex is slow.

When we haven’t developed the self-regulation to manage
the amygdala’s veto reflex, we don’t respond from informed
expression — we react from the limbic brain. We become
animals in business casual, making decisions from a
neurological architecture designed for predators and
famines, not quarterly reports and geopolitical complexity.

Informed expression is the process of taking what we see,
think, and hear, then running it through impulse control,
self-awareness, empathy, optimism, and flexibility of
thought before responding. It is self-aware reflection in
action.

Uninformed expression skips all of that. It’s reaction
without reflection. It is stimulus to response with no
mediating consciousness.



What does informed expression look like?

Uninformed Expression

[ what see, think, & hear ]— ( Expression
4

Impulse control

Self-awareness

Optimism
Flexibility of thought

[ ]
[ ]
[ emou J
[ ]
[ ]

Informed Expression

Diagram adapted from the original work of Chris Armstrong & Vince
Brantley (Veritas Culture).

Most of the dialogue online is uninformed

expression. Social media, algorithmic feeds, and the
mainstream media have industrialized uninformed
expression. They are designed to keep us clicking,
engaging, and commenting by maintaining a state of
constant amygdala hijack. Every notification is a micro-
trigger. Every outrage cycle is a dopamine-and-cortisol
cocktail optimized to bypass the prefrontal cortex entirely.

Most of the time, we are not thinking. We are reacting. At
scale. In real time. And then we wonder why we can’t solve
any collective problems.

What Is Fear-Driven Behavior?

Fear-driven behavior is the failure to make changes, take
risks, or raise concerns due to fear of litigation, retaliation,
retribution, or reprisal.



This is what keeps good people silent when they should
speak. This is what keeps systems broken when everyone
inside them knows they’re broken.

When the brain is locked onto the fear of consequences, the
prefrontal cortex cannot access the creative problem-solving
needed to find a viable path forward. The absence of a clear
solution compounds the fear of acting. This becomes a
positive feedback loop — fear prevents action, inaction
prevents solutions, lack of solutions increases fear.

This is how crises build invisibly until they seem to erupt
“suddenly.” The crisis was never sudden. The brain was
simply filtering out the growing risk because it was too
paralyzed to process it.

It sounds like:

e “I'm not getting my head chopped off for
saying the wrong thing — that could end my

12

career.

e “Ican’t take that risk because I might lose my
job” (even when the system that makes the job
possible is collapsing).

o “Ican’tdo that unless I know it will work for
sure.”



The impacts of fear-driven behavior are:

o Persistent, lingering issues that never get
addressed

e Growing complaints about lack of
accountability

e Cascading distrust

o High attrition in workplaces as people flee
rather than fight

e Minimal innovation or meaningful decision-
making

e Toxic behaviors that continue unchecked
because no one will name them

We see this now playing out at civilizational scale. The
financial system is crumbling. Sociopolitical instability is
accelerating. And people remain locked in learned
helplessness — unable to act, unable to strategize, unable to
even imagine shutting the machine down — because the
fear of what comes next is more paralyzing than the
certainty of collapse.

In my organizational facilitation and assessment
certification program with Veritas Culture, they taught us
that what most people fear can be summarized in an
acronym:



F.E.A.R. of:

e Failure
e Ambiguity
o Expectations
e Repercussions
These four fears keep individuals frozen. Multiply them

across institutions, governments, and global systems, and
you have a species in paralysis.

Fear and Self-Worth — Why We Defend the Indefensible

Fear evolved to protect the physical body. But as humans
built increasingly complex societies, something strange and
fascinating happened, almost below our conscious
awarenesss: the ego — the story of the self — became
conflated with the body.

Now, most of what triggers our fear response isn’t life-or-
death threat. It’s threat to our se/f~-worth. To our story. To
our identity.

Self-worth, for most people, is tied to:

e Material possessions and financial security

e Validation from others



e Impact and legacy

e The setting and achievement of goals

Because the amygdala in most people cannot distinguish
between a threat to the ego-story and a threat to the physical
body, we defend our beliefs, our identities, and our
positions with the same ferocity we would use to fight off a
predator.

This is why people become rigid. This is why they cannot
admit they were wrong, take accountability, or evolve. To
do so would feel — neurologically, somatically — like
dying.

And so we have a species full of people who would rather
defend a collapsing system than update their mental model.
Who would rather go down with the ship than admit the
ship was poorly designed. Who experience cognitive
flexibility as existential threat.

The SCARF Model — Mapping Our Threat Triggers

The SCARF model, developed by David Rock of the
NeuroLeadership Institute, provides a useful framework for
understanding what puts us into threat versus reward states.

SCAREF stands for:

e Status — our relative importance to others



e Certainty — our ability to predict the future
e Autonomy — our sense of control over events

o Relatedness — our sense of safety with others
(friend vs. foe)

o Fairness — our perception of just exchanges

Each of these domains can trigger either a threat response
(amygdala activation, fight-flight-freeze-fawn) or a reward
response (prefrontal engagement, openness, creativity).

Fear and the SCARF Model

+ Status
* Certainty
el - Autonomy il
+ Relatedness
» Fairness

Diagram adapted from the original work of David Rock and the
NeuroLeadership Institute

The key insight is that different people have different
sensitivities. Some of us are highly reactive to status threats;
others to autonomy or fairness. Understanding your own
SCAREF profile is essential to recognizing when you’re



being hijacked — and when you’re making decisions from
fear rather than wisdom.

You can take the SCARF assessment yourself at
https://neuroleadership.co.in/scarf-assessment/ to see where
you land among these different threat-reward domains.

When we are in threat state across multiple SCARF
domains simultaneously — which describes most people’s
experience of the current moment — the prefrontal cortex
essentially goes offline. We lose access to systems thinking,
long-term planning, empathy, and creative problem-solving.

We become, neurologically, incapable of building the
future. We can only defend the present, even when it is
collapsing in on us.

The Architecture of Paralysis

Let us now tie together the Roots of Collapse we have
examined in this series. We have discussed:

1. Low Systems Thinking — the inability to see
ripple effects and interconnection, which blinds
us to the consequences of our choices.

2. High Negative Messaging — the constant fear-
signaling without specificity or intent to be part
of the solution that keeps us in chronic threat
state.




3. High Personal Association — the ego-fragility
that makes it impossible to acknowledge that
other people’s lived experience can be different
from ours without invalidating the truth of our
own.

4. Wholesale Distrust — the symmetrical
fragmentation that makes cooperation
impossible because every node assumes every
other node is acting in bad faith.

5. Mission Superiority — the runaway recursion
that burns the humans to hit the metrics at all
costs, optimizing for imaginary points while the
system burns down because of it.

6. Fear-Driven Behavior — the paralysis that
keeps good people from speaking, acting, or
changing course, even when they can see the
cliff approaching.

These six roots are not separate phenomena. They are

a system — a self-reinforcing architecture of collapse. Low
systems thinking makes us blind to the pattern. High
negative messaging keeps us too scared to look. High
personal association makes us defensive when someone
tries to show us. Wholesale distrust ensures we won’t work
together even if we see it. Mission superiority keeps the
institutions optimizing for the wrong goals. And fear-driven
behavior paralyzes the individuals who might otherwise
break the loop.

This is not a list of problems to be solved one by one. This
is a description of a trap. And the trap is not external — it is



installed in our neurology, reinforced by our institutions,
and amplified by our technology.

The only way out is through. Through the fear. Through the
ego-death of admitting we were wrong. Through the
uncertainty of not knowing what comes next. Through the
discomfort of trusting people we’ve been trained to distrust.

The collapse is not coming. The collapse is /ere. The
question is not whether the old system will fall — it’s
whether we will go down with it because we are too
paralyzed to build what comes next.



For Further Reading:

The SCARF Model, Explained by BiteSize

Learning: https://www.bitesizelearning.co.uk/resources/scar

f-model-david-rock-explained

The Places That Scare You by Pema Chédron

Fear: Essential Wisdom for Getting Through the Storm by
Thich Nhat Hanh

The Gift of Fear by Gavin de Becker



The Roots of Collapse, Part Seven:

Love as Sentiment, But Not Structure

When I was the Director of Customer Success a few years
ago for a healthcare tech startup, I led a team of 26 people
spread across the country, from Hawai’i to New York. And
I loved my team.

Not romantically. Not inappropriately. I loved them the way
you love people whose flourishing matters to you. Whose
bad days you feel, whose wins you celebrate, whose growth
you invest in even when it costs you something.

I didn’t see them as “employees”. I saw them as humans
first, doing jobs that were meant to support their wellbeing.
The company benefited when they did well, because that’s
how it works. People who feel cared for work hard for the
people who care for them. That’s human nature. That’s what
belonging and care do for people when they truly
experience it.

But here’s the thing. In corporate America, what I just
described is considered “unprofessional”.

We’re allowed to say “I value my team”. We

are not allowed to say “I love my team”. The

word /ove makes people uncomfortable at work. It sounds
soft. It sounds boundary-crossing. It sounds like something
that doesn’t belong in a quarterly review.



And that discomfort — that inability to name and normalize
love as a structural force and it instead just being a feeling—
is one of the deepest roots of why everything is collapsing.

The Poverty of English

English has one word for love.

Just one.

We use it for everything: “I love my mother.” “I love
pizza.” “I love this song.” “I love my job.” “I love you.”

As an interpreter, this always struck me as very odd, and
frankly, very sad. Other languages refuse this flattening and
have many words to express the range of human experience
this word tries to encompass.

In Spanish, you quieres a person but fe encanta a thing. In
Hmong, kuv hlub koj carries a weight of deep, enduring care
— and you would never use it for a car or a sandwich. It
would sound absurd. In Japanese, ai is deep, selfless,
unconditional affection, koi is romantic yearning,

and amae is the comfort of being indulged by someone who
loves you. In Sanskrit, prema is unconditional divine

love, sneha is tender affection, and rati is the delight of
pleasure.

After speaking with psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Dr.
Kehinde Ayeni recently, I learned that Sanskrit has at least
96 words for love, and Yoruba, her mother tongue, has



20. Many languages carry a richness that English lost — or
never had.

But I am not discussing this here for the purpose of poetry.
It’s about the scaffolding of cognition.

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis posits that language shapes
thought. It shapes perception. And perception in turn,
shapes reality. What we can name, we can notice. And what
we can phrase, we can feel. But when your language gives
you only ONE box for love, everything gets shoved into
that one box, and then that is the only thing your brain
knows.

In English, that box is shaped like éros — passion, desire,
and craving. It’s romantic, sexual, and possessive.

So we’ve built a world that only recognizes love when it
looks like wanting and taking.

This is how language shapes reality. And when we collapse
all love into éros(wanting/taking), we lock the entire culture
into the amygdala’s logic.

The Greek Taxonomy of Love

For those of you who know of my background, you know I

grew up in a fundamentalist Christian context. Some of that
context [ had to deconstruct from because it is built on some
of the very harm the rest of this article will go on to discuss.
But there are some things that I have held on to, specifically



my studies of the ancient languages of the Bible, and what
those languages taught us about how the people of those
cultures saw and thought about the world.

[ am a linguist at heart, after all.

One of the things that most fascinated me was that the
languages of the peoples of the Bible had other words for
love that English does not have. The Ancient Greeks had at
least six words for love, each describing a different texture
of care, which I have categorized here according to what the
healthy and unhealthy archetypes of each of these words
looks like:

Eros — Fiery passion. Romance. Desire.

o Healthy: vitality, creativity, intimacy

e Unhealthy: obsession, possession, addiction

Storge — Family love. The bond between parent and child.
Kinship.
e Healthy: care, belonging, protection

e Unbhealthy: clannishness, nepotism, enabling
harm to protect “our own”

Philia — Friendship. Loyalty. Brotherhood. The love of
shared values and mutual respect.



o Healthy: solidarity, comradeship, the glue that
holds communities together

e Unbhealthy: tribalism, exclusion, us-versus-them

Agapeé — Unconditional love. Universal. The love that
extends to all beings simply because they exist.

o Healthy: compassion, altruism, collective care,
empathy

e Unhealthy: martyrdom, self-erasure, the
inability to set boundaries

Philautia — self-love.

e Healthy: Self-respect, wholeness, the
foundation from which we can love others
e Unbhealthy: narcissism, ego-inflation, vanity

Xenia — Love of the stranger. The sacred duty of
hospitality.

e Healthy: reciprocity, protection, honoring the

outsider

e Unhealthy: blind trust without discernment —
or its shadow, xenophobia



Each of these loves has a role. Each has a healthy and
unhealthy expression. And each names something that
English forces us to flatten into a single, overloaded

word. The flattening of love into a single word has left what
should be foundational to our shared reality up for political
debate. It is tragic.

A Trauma-Adapted Operating System

When a culture collapses all love into éras, it reflects a
collective psyche still ruled by fear and possession.

This is the amygdala in charge. Everything reduced to
“mine” or “threat”. Love becomes acquisition, care becomes
control, and connection is based on transaction.

But the other loves — solidarity (philia), collective care
(agape), self-respect (philautia), honoring the stranger
(xenia) — require a different neural pathway. A different
cognitive bridge. They require trust flowing from the
prefrontal cortex into the fear circuits. They require the
capacity to love what you do not own, cannot control, and
sometimes, even what you do not fully understand.

Without words for these loves, we struggle to practice

them. And English — the lingua franca of global capitalism,
the language of international business, policy and
diplomacy — has impoverished the world’s capacity to
name and normalize the loves that hold societies together.



This is not a coincidence. The language of empire is a
language of extraction. And extraction only knows one
love: this is mine.

Love Made Taboo in the Workplace

Consider how strange it is that we’ve made love taboo in the
structures where it matters most.

In the workplace, we can say “I appreciate you”. We can
say “I value your contributions”. We can say “You’re a
great asset to the team”.

But we cannot say “I love my team” without people shifting
uncomfortably and raising eyebrows. Without HR
wondering if there’s a problem. Without the word itself
sounding inappropriate.

Why?

Because English has collapsed love into éras. And éros in
the workplace is a lawsuit waiting to happen.

But what about philia — the love that says “I am loyal to
you, [ have your back, I want to see you succeed”? What
about agdpé — the love that says “Your wellbeing matters
to me, not because of what you produce, but because you
are a human being in my care”?



These types of love are not only appropriate in the
workplace — they are essential. A leader who doesn’t love
their people will sacrifice them for metrics. A culture that
forbids love at work will burn its people to hit targets. And
this is why burnout exists. This is why “human resources”
treats humans as mere resources. This is why the corporate
world is a machine that consumes people and calls it
efficiency.

The absence of structural love is the presence of deliberate
structural harm.

The Colonial Roots

There is a reason love is forbidden in the structures of
Western capitalism. And that reason has a history.

It’s because the Western economic system was built on
treating people as property.

This is not metaphor. This is literally the foundation of our
shared reality. Though it is now shifting, the United States
has been the engine room of the current global financial
system. And the wealth that built the United States — the
cotton, the tobacco, the sugar, the railroads, the banks —
was extracted through a system that looked at human beings
and saw inventory, labor units, and capital. And that logic
never left, it just changed clothes over time.

Today, we don’t call people “property”. But we do call
them “human capital”. Google “human capital” in quotes
and see what comes up. You probably haven’t even paid



attention to the fact that that is standard workplace
language. But it is everywhere. We don’t say “plantation”;
we say “workplace”. We don’t have overseers; we have HR
departments. But the underlying architecture remains: you
are valuable to the system only insofar as the system can
use your labor to sustain itself.

This is why healthcare is tied to employment in the United
States. Think about that. In America, your access to
medicine — your ability to stay alive — is contingent on
your usefulness to an employer. The moment you cannot
work, you become something to discard. Not a person to
care for. A liability to manage. Your very life is an asset (or
liability) on your company’s balance sheet.

In a system like this, love as structure must be taboo.
Because you cannot exploit people you love. You cannot
keep people enslaved when you see them as kin. You
cannot hoard resources — eating filet mignon while
deciding $3 a day is enough for everyone else —

when agapé lives in your chest.

But America was built by men, by presidents even, who
looked their own children in the eye on their plantations —
children born of enslaved women, children who carried their
blood — and kept them in chains anyway. They built
plantations and preached liberty. They wrote “all men are
created equal” while owning human beings. They wrote
about justice while keeping their own flesh and blood in
bondage on pain of death.

This is not a system that failed to include love. This is a
system that required the exclusion of love to function.



If the plantation owner had loved — truly loved,

with storgé or agapé or even basic philia — he could not
have done what he did. To love your “inventory” (the
enslaved, now “the team”) is to introduce systemic friction
into the extraction process. The entire economy would have
collapsed. The system required his heart to be closed.

It selected for closed hearts. It rewarded the capacity to look
at a human being and see a tool. An asset. An object. Not a
person. And that selection pressure never stopped. It just
scaled. The system still rewards those who see humans as
tools to be used.

So now we have executives who lay off 14,000 people
before Christmas to boost a stock price. Politicians who cut
school lunches to balance a budget. Systems that treat
human suffering as an acceptable externality.

You’re not supposed to love your patients in the clinical
setting either. As an interpreter, as a healthcare worker, |
always struggled with this. And now I understand why. But
I will assert here today, and rightly so, that doctors and
nurses who don’t love people shouldn’t be treating anyone
at all. But our current healthcare system can’t treat patients
like people worth loving, because it is built to prioritize
profit at the expense of their very lives.

These actions and ways of operating aren’t aberrations.
They are the product of a system designed to exclude love
from its calculations. The lie at the heart of it is this: You
are only somebody if you have more than someone else.
Your worth is measured by the distance between your plate
and theirs.



But that’s not worth. That’s not strength. That’s not success.
That’s just a soul that has never known love.

And we let those souls build the world.

The Diagnosis

So we arrive at the very stark, very sobering conclusion that
most of us already know in our hearts and guts:

The people running the world do not love humanity, and
are not capable of it.

I don’t say this as an insult. [ say it as a diagnosis.

If the architects of our global systems had agdpé — genuine
care for the collective — the world would not look like this.
We would not have systems designed to extract maximum
value from people and the planet until both are exhausted.

If they had xenia — love of the stranger, sacred hospitality
— we would not have refugee camps and border walls and
policies designed to make the displaced suffer as a
deterrent.

If they had healthy philautia — self-love rooted in
wholeness rather than emptiness — they would not be
endlessly hoarding wealth they could never spend, trying to
fill a void that possessions cannot fill.



What they have is éras for power. Eros for control. Eros for
more.

And they have built systems in their own image — systems
that only know how to want, to take, to possess.

So the collapse we face now is not a failure
of intelligence or resources or technology.

The collapse is a failure of love.

The Maternal Correction

Humanity has made a catastrophic error in what it values
and how it selects for leaders. We have mistaken dominance
for strength. We promote the loudest voices, the most
aggressive postures, the most “alpha” personalities. We
assume that the one who can dominate must be the one fit to
lead.

But if dominance made the best leaders, none of us would
be alive.

Because mothers — most mothers, anyway — do not
prioritize their own wellbeing at the expense of their
children. They wake in the night. They sacrifice sleep, food,
comfort, and ambition. They subordinate their needs to the
needs of something small and helpless that cannot yet give
anything back.



That is storgeé. That is agape. That is the love that ensures
survival.

Almost every single person reading this is alive because
someone, at some point, chose care over self-interest.
Someone chose to nurture when they could have

neglected. Someone chose love as structure, not just
sentiment. I say almost, because some of us have not had
this unconditionally in our lives, and we suffered bitterly for
it. It made us determined to either love more deeply, or it
caused dissociation into cruelty.

And the latter case is the truth of a lot of people in power
now. They carry unintegrated trauma because they
themselves were not shown the type of unconditional love
every human needs to thrive. And instead of deciding to be
the solution to that type of tragedy, they have decided to
compound it for others. They are trying to fill the love-
shaped hole in their heart with extracting and taking, and it
can never fill it. And we as a collective, in our blind
scrambling for our own survival, are enabling

it. And collapse is what happens when we let éros-dominant
psyches — people who only know how to want and take —
run systems that require agapé to function.

We handed the world to people who never learned any love
but hunger.

And now we are all hungry.



The Seven Roots

Let us again name what we have mapped in our Roots of
Collapse essays:

1. Low Systems Thinking — the inability to see
how love connects everything, how care in one
node ripples through the whole.

2. High Negative Messaging — the constant fear-
signal that drowns out love, keeps us in
amygdala-lock, and makes tenderness feel like
weakness.

3. High Personal Association — the ego-fragility
that prevents philia, that makes every
disagreement a betrayal, and every critique an
attack.

4. Wholesale Distrust — the collapse of xenia,
the transformation of strangers into threats, and
the impossibility of coalition.

5. Mission Superiority — the sacrifice of humans
for metrics, because leaders do not love the
people they lead.

6. Fear-Driven Behavior — the paralysis that
prevents action, where agapéwould create the
courage to move.

7. Love as Sentiment, but Not Structure — the
capstone. We feel love in private but refuse to
build with it in public. We treat it as soft when
it is the hardest, most durable material we have.



The collapse we face now is not a mystery. It is the
predictable result of building a civilization on the shadow
of éros alone — on wanting, on taking, on owning — while
starving all the loves that would sustain us.

The New Architecture

English evolves. We coin words when we need them.

Compersion — the joy we feel in another’s joy — didn’t
exist in English until polyamorous communities needed to
name it.

Sonder — the recognition that every passerby has a unique
inner life as vivid and complex as your own — was
invented because someone felt something that had no name.

Maybe it’s time we stop flattening and start borrowing.
Maybe it’s time we import the words from other languages
we’ve lost, or never had, and let them teach us how to live.

The new world — if there is to be one — must be built on
structural love:

e Philia in teams and organizations, where
loyalty is not weakness but the foundation of
trust.

e Agadpeé in policy and governance, where the
measure of success is collective flourishing, and
not the GDP of “human capital”.



e Xenia in how we treat the displaced, the
different, the stranger at the gate,
because borders are constructs that only exist in
the mind.

o  Philautia as the foundational love of self,
because we cannot pour from an empty cup,
and self-respect is not selfishness.

o Storgé remembered as strength, not softness —
the love that gets up in the night, that sacrifices
without scorekeeping, that builds the future of
human flourishing, because we are one family.

What we cannot name, we cannot live.

What we cannot live, we cannot build.

A Call to Link Arms

The old world is collapsing because its architects knew only
one word for love’s shadow — and that word meant mine.

They built systems in the image of their psyche’s poverty.
They called it strength. They called it realism. They called it
“just business”. But a system without agdpe eats its people.
A system without philia fragments into war. A system
without xenia builds walls until it suffocates inside them. A
system without storgé sacrifices its children for quarterly
returns.



The net we are weaving — by those of us who see, those of
us who have stayed awake through the long dark night — is
not made of information alone.

It is made of love.

Love as structure. Love as strategy. Love as the only force
that has ever built anything that lasted.

The new world will be built by those who remember the
words the empire forgot.

And the time to remember is now.

This essay is the final installment of the “Roots of
Collapse”. Together, these seven roots describe not a
random catastrophe, but an architecture of failure — and a
map toward something else.

The collapse was never inevitable. Neither is what comes
next.

That part is up to us.



For Further Reading

For those who want to explore these ideas around love more

deeply:

e Dbell hooks, All About Love — On love as
action and our cultural impoverishment around

it

e adrienne maree brown, Emergent Strategy —
On building movements rooted in love and

interdependence

e Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving — On love

as skill and practice in a capitalist world

o C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves — On the Greek

taxonomy of love

e George Lakoff, Metaphors We Live By — On

how language shapes thought



o The Care Collective, The Care Manifesto —

On care as the foundation of a new society

o Paul Hawken, Blessed Unrest: How the
Largest Social Movement in History Is
Restoring Grace, Justice, and Beauty to the
World — On how the destruction of Indigenous

cultures destroyed the richness of language

o Wikipedia, Greek Words for Love — To read

more about the many facets of love in Greek



A Closing Note

If you have come this far, thank you for reading.

I hope you have found this collection of essays on 7The
Roots of Collapse to be helpful in highlighting how our own
neuropsychology is preventing us from moving forward as a
species. We are not yet doomed, but we are at a bifurcation
point in which we must consciously choose between
collapse that leads to the next new era of human systems
and evolution, or collapse that leads to extinction because
we won’t adequately regulate our nervous systems and
integrate our trauma.

If you would like a deeper dive into the neuropsychology of
this, I have written about it more extensively in the essay
Collapse Wasn't Inevitable: We Locked Ourselves Out of
Evolution, which can be found on Medium and my blog at
quantumreconciliation.com.

I wish you the best.
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