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Author’s Note

This is a book about pattern recognition. It traces one pattern of
behaviour that repeats, from the smallest human exchange to the
conduct of nations. I believe recognising this pattern is a key to
recovering something of great worth in our often harsh world:
kindness that works.

This text serves as a prolegomenon—a sort of introduction—to a
bigger book, The Centrality of Sin: On Moral Autonomy and the
Crisis of the West.

Grounded in traditional Christian theology, drawing from
Genesis 3 to 11 in particular, the thesis here is a posteriori, shown in
the same way as the theory of gravity. It is argued from observable
consequences rather than from first principles; gravity is not the only
explanation of forces operating on objects, but it helps make sense of
things.

Gravity does not predict the trajectory of a falling leaf, because
other forces are at work on it. Similarly, the pattern described here
does not predict what any particular individual, group or institution
will do. The book identifies an underlying tendency, and points to
the conditions under which that tendency is checked in some
situations and allowed to run unchecked in others.

As with gravity, you can be of any faith or none to recognise the
pattern, assess its explanatory power, and understand its
implications.

Because the clearest example is the one that is nearest, you are
encouraged to enter the argument rather than simply observe and
judge.
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Preface

The question of why good people do bad things has been analysed at
length. This book attempts something different: to explain why bad
outcomes result when we do what we are certain is good, and why
this is happening more and more. Its primary concern is this
disjunction, and the pattern of behaviour that sustains it.

Most people want what is good. They want to be humane, fair,
and responsible. Today, in public life especially, the impulse to
protect the vulnerable and correct what is wrong is evident all
around us. Less evident is the practical wisdom that can carry that
impulse through complexity without becoming harsh. We try
harder, sincerity is plain, and yet outcomes disappoint.

Increasingly, our guards are up in conversations with friends, we
plan the right language to use at work, and tire of institutions issuing
public statements that satisfy no one.

Deep down, few of us enjoy being corrected. But correction,
even from those we trust, starts to feel less like guidance and more
like threat. When we meet resistance, our response is often to double
down rather than to pause and reflect.

The unexpected possibility arises that some of our most
conspicuous failures are not caused by moral indifference, but by
moral seriousness—our very desire to be and do good—that can no
longer withstand necessary correction. Kindness that doesn’t work.

This tendency is the substance of the pattern. Its effects need not
be destructive, so long as they can be checked. We see intended good
finding its mark all around us. When situations are simple and
pressure is light, good intentions translate smoothly into good
action. It is when situations are complex—when goods conflict and
time for reflection is scarce—that pressure mounts and moral
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seriousness most readily loses its way.

This book invites you to reconsider how the world operates: to
test whether what is described here tallies with what you already see.
No extended case studies are provided; you should have little trouble
identifying your own.

You will find no villains or even heroes in these pages. Not
because good and bad—moral courage and cowardice—are not real.
But because we all share the same underlying condition. As the title
suggests, there is another pattern beneath the one we can see. The
core diagnosis is one of self-authorisation: the root of what
Christians describe as sin. Sin operates as an underlying human
condition rather than simply a series of bad acts by bad actors. The
source of the crisis is not, as an arch-moralist might insist, an
avalanche of sinful behaviour; it is the broad-based assumption of
our moral autonomy: our refusal of reality’s terms at the deepest
level. It is a condition so universal that none of us escapes
implication. With a little introspection, we can see its operation and
impact in our own lives with disappointing regularity.

Secular accounts often recognise fragments of the pattern: bias,
self-deception, moral disengagement, group pressure, or
institutional failure. These descriptions are perceptive. But they
leave the problem—and its solution—bound within the human
frame: the self, the group, the system, or the process.

Sin presses deeper. It is not merely the distortion of judgement.
Crucially, it is the universal tendency to resist having our judgement
governed by authority beyond us. An adequate response cannot be
found in greater awareness or better design; it must engage with our
intrinsic need for correction from outside the self or the group.

As we assert our autonomy, a predictable series of consequences
follows, regardless of our attempts to be better or try harder. The
visible pattern functions through the ordinary logic of cause and
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effect. And it operates as a fractal across groups of all sizes, extending
to institutions and public life, and on to nations and supranational
organisations. This escalation of the pattern is the book’s second
theme.

The fuller argument here holds that God’s authority is reality’s
deepest term. Reality therefore functions in the same way for those
who understand it as created as for those who do not. A reader need
not grant the theological claim in order to test the diagnosis.

The test is not whose account of truth wins in advance, but
whether reality behaves as this diagnosis would lead you to expect.
Put simply, where a serious goal is pursued with sustained effort,
does the attempt itself make necessary correction harder to accept?

It will be easier to see the pattern operating in others than in
ourselves: this is the pattern itself in miniature.
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Chapter 1
The Sign on the Door

A famous Gary Larson cartoon shows a student pressing with all his
weight against a door. Shoulders hunched. Legs braced. Face pressed
forward. The building is marked clearly: Midvale School for the
Gifted. Above the student’s bowed head is a large sign: PULL. The
sign is not hidden; it is plainly visible, right there, close enough to
read if he would only stop pushing long enough to look up.

The cartoon is funny because it is recognisable—and so very
human. The joke, of course, is that the gifted student lacks common
sense. Only, the cartoon captures something deeper. If it were solely
about misunderstanding, it would be a gentle joke about
absent-mindedness. But Larson includes the most important detail:
the sign is clear, and the student is still pushing.

The student can see, but he is already committed to a method.
The resistance does not register as useful information. It registers as
opposition. Having adopted this posture, the longer the door resists,
the more natural it feels to press against it.

The picture is of a capable, determined person who cannot let
reality correct him. It depicts a particular kind of failure: not the
failure of innate intelligence or effort, but the failure of practical
wisdom.

Practical wisdom is the capacity to judge and act well within
reality, which means accepting its terms. It means knowing when
force is appropriate and when restraint is required. It does not
oppose action. It governs it.

In the cartoon, practical wisdom would look almost trivial: stop
pushing long enough to read the sign, and pull. But that triviality is
the point. The task is stupidly simple. The gifted student’s
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predicament is that he is so bound to a method that he cannot let
reality correct him.

Because we are all prone to get stuck in error, practical wisdom
requires that we remain open to correction. This is corrigibility: the
willingness to let reality veto our method, freeing us to act wisely.

When we are corrigible, we submit our judgement to a standard
beyond ourselves, recognising our fallibility. Corrigibility is not
merely the opposite of dogmatism. It is neither suspicion of
conviction nor blithe openness. It is conviction held under
authority: conviction that can bear correction. It demands a
different kind of strength: humility concerning our capacity to
judge.

To be corrigible, we need to hold two things together: a standard
of truth outside ourselves to which our judgement is answerable, and
recognition that our judgement may be wrong. Without either, the
potential to be corrected breaks down.

Holding to a standard of truth outside ourselves while failing to
recognise our fallibility, we veer towards self-righteous
judgementalism: a shell of truth, hollowed of love. If we admit our
fallibility while holding no external standard of truth, our kindness is
prone to miss its mark. Both feel responsible. And both risk cruelty.

In the modern world, we tend to deride the first stance. But the
second is routinely endorsed, misunderstood as a form of humility.
To recognise no standard outside oneself—honouring everyone’s
claim as equally valid—can feel like generosity and respect. But this is
to deny truth, and disregard the love that lies at its heart. It is
pushing disguised in passivity: acknowledging one’s own fallibility
while abandoning any moral compass guided by what is true.
Kindness without truth does not know help from harm.

When practical wisdom is intact, resistance interrupts. It
prompts a test: What am I missing? Might I be wrong? When
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practical wisdom is lost, resistance provides a reason to press harder
rather than to reconsider.

We cannot see inside the student’s mind. But we can see the
posture. He is not pausing. He is not asking what the resistance
might mean. He is compelled by the assumption that persistence is
the right response. The student’s seriousness is therefore not neutral.
It is corrigibility suspended.

Although it may at first seem a small and ordinary thing, that
posture is the heart of the problem: the student’s and ours. At the
level of one person at a door, it may look like plain stubbornness.
But the picture shows something sharper: a capable person rendered
strangely incorrigible—captive to his own tenacity.

The underlying problem is that the student proceeds as though
the sign has not been provided for him, as though his capacity to
judge and act entitles him to determine what is right. From Genesis 3
onward, Scripture identifies this posture as sin at its root: our refusal
to have our judgement governed by the authority beyond us to
which we are answerable. The refusal does not need to be conscious.
It can feel responsible and well-intentioned. The student is not
declaring rebellion. He is simply acting as though his way of
proceeding is beyond question.

The student may have been distracted when he started pushing,
but now he feels pressure. Once he treats his judgement as sufficient
in itself, a set of substitutions follows almost automatically: limits
become obstacles, correction starts to feel like a rival claim to
authority, and resistance becomes the enemy. Sincerity compounds
error; it does not correct it.

Reality’s resistance is mistaken for human opposition—so
pushing harder starts to feel courageous. The more convinced the
student is that he is acting responsibly, the more resistant he
becomes to the one thing that would resolve the problem: receiving
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the sign as provided by an authority beyond himself.

The door does not budge because it was not made to be opened
that way. The sign in the cartoon is not an argument. It is a
command; simple and external. It will not negotiate with the
student’s sincerity. It stands there as truth stands: given, fixed, and
not impressed.

Of course, not all persistence is misdirected. When reality is
acknowledged, necessary restraint can be applied, and wise action is
possible.

The cartoon captures the problem in the wild; before we name it,
before it is institutionalised. It works as a cartoon because it is small.
We grasp it in an instant. But what it depicts does not remain small.

When this posture spreads through a group pursuing a shared
goal, it starts to self-refer, treating itself as the standard, and so comes
to shape what counts as competence. Those who press harder are
treated as serious, perhaps even noble. Those who pause to read the
sign—to qualify, test, or question—begin to look indecisive or
uncommitted. The dominant posture of the group becomes one and
the same as that of the lone individual pushing on a door.

Over time, that changes who remains in the room where things
happen.

At greater scale, institutions come to reward confidence more
than discernment. They come to prize responsiveness over
corrigibility: reacting quickly to the felt pressure of demand rather
than slowing to engage with the tangle of reality. Ordinary incentives
reshape who participates, and how. When the capacity for
judgement breaks down, the possibility of correction disappears;
those pushing can no longer read the sign.

From individuals to governments, the pattern replicates. Once
established, it does not concern who is right and who is wrong. The
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posture is the problem.
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Chapter 2
The Push

Pushing may begin alone. It rarely remains so.

A group chat lights up after a news clip. Genuine questions
become obstacles to be flattened: ‘It’s obvious.’ ‘She’s just here to
cause trouble.’ ‘Troll.’ Crafting a witty retort feels like fighting for
justice.

A friendship group splits over a polarising political leader.
Nobody can imagine how anyone on the other side could possibly
be principled; disagreement becomes proof of blindness or malice.

A workplace rolls out a new initiative couched in moral language.
The all-staff email includes a ‘zero tolerance’ line, a reporting
pathway, and a reminder that ‘silence is harm’. Concerns from staff
go unanswered.

A public institution facing the media spotlight issues a rapid
series of statements. Each statement makes the possibility of revising
for accuracy harder to imagine. Commentators reward firm
positions. Qualification is treated as evasion. Correcting direction
would be a U-turn.

Black and White

One of the defining features of modern life is how often confidence
in a point of view is accompanied by incredulity that someone
intelligent could disagree. So many issues today seem black and
white.

The sharp contrast tells us something about what disagreement
has become.
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What we witness today is not a loss of moral concern, but its
relocation. Moral authority is no longer understood as deriving from
a higher source, constraining us to accept reality’s terms. Truth
revealed through ‘given law’ is largely lost, or at best pixelated. Truth
and the authority to judge it are now found within the human
sphere, whether that be the individual will or the group’s consensus.

As soon as one party takes upon itself the office of judge,
disagreement is no longer protected by shared recognition of a
governing standard. It carries the potential for a clash of
jurisdictions: two rival courts with no recourse to a
jointly-recognised authority. Under those conditions, the opposing
view is not merely wrong; it emanates from a court with no
acknowledged legitimacy. Pressing harder feels morally necessary:
pulling back feels negligent.

The posture Larson’s cartoon depicts does not correct itself. It
hardens. And it hardens precisely because the person pushing
believes he is doing what is required of him.

Redoubled moral effort cannot substitute for misplaced moral
authority. The only antidote is corrigibility: preparedness to receive
correction from beyond the self or the group. And this requires a
change in posture.

The posture is the problem.

Bearing the Crown

Moral autonomy changes not only how we judge. It changes what
we judge.

If the self—or the group—is the highest court, someone must
adjudicate. When I am the court, the cases keep arriving: more
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situations require a position, more disagreements demand a verdict.
Modern life is complex; communication technology alone delivers
an endless stream of cases demanding near-immediate judgement.

Scope expands without end, capacity remains finite: pressure
builds.

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown’: under that weight, our
urge to simplify is not laziness but necessity. Binaries offer what a
court under strain needs most: verdicts without the encumbrance of
considered deliberation. Complexity collapses into packaged
positions, offering surface clarity at the cost of carefully judging
what is true in each instance.

Because we do not naturally welcome criticism, correction is
rarely something we can hear and answer well at once. Whether it is
justified or not, correction typically requires time to disentangle
what is true from the sting of the challenge. Under pressure, that
time is unavailable. What might have been received as instruction is
felt as interruption, and soon after as threat.

In some instances, pushing can present as settled inertia. The
leader whose answer to each pressing question is that we need to
think about it carefully; the institution where every concern is taken
seriously and nothing is acted on. Lack of movement does not
signify practical wisdom. Affirmation and process can substitute for
acknowledging uncomfortable truth. ‘Prudence’ can justify
inaction. Although little changes, this too is a court at capacity,
finding in its own caution the verdict it requires.

Can anyone say, ‘Stop. Read the sign on the door’, and be heard
as helpful? Or, at the least, is it accepted that there will come a time
for reflection and learning?

Of course, pressure does not always compromise judgement. In
some settings it sharpens it. The crucial difference is this: when
pressure is healthy, resistance is allowed to function as useful



13

information; when pressure is unhealthy, resistance must be treated
as opposition.

How Pushing Becomes a Group Activity

The posture of pressing harder is rarely sustained alone. It attracts
support.

When someone is straining—applying effort that isn’t
working—the compassionate response, of course, is to help. In
today’s moral climate, correction can sound like cruelty. Pointing to
the sign feels unkind. It highlights what the other should have seen.
More significantly, it delegitimises their earnest striving.

But we need to respond. So instead, we help push.

We are morally serious: we care. We validate effort and, through
it, the person; we stand in solidarity. This makes correction harder,
not because we are unkind, but because our kindness has lost its
orientation to truth. If the person is pushing on a door marked
PULL, helping them push is not true help at all. It is kindness
multiplying error: kindness that doesn’t work.

When someone is distressed or afraid of what will happen if they
stop pushing, those around them feel the tension too. We can relieve
the discomfort in one of two ways: point to the sign (creating
immediate relational friction) or help push (bringing instant relief).
We join, not because we have tested the method, but because joining
reduces anxiety: ours and theirs. What looks like support is often
joint anxiety management.

When a group no longer recognises moral authority as deriving
from a higher source, authority does not vanish. It is reassigned. The
most common replacement is the group itself, with its own moral
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language, priorities, and approved reflexes. This happens because we
still seek the security of warrant. Without reference to an external
standard, the clear and present court is our group. What ‘people like
us’ already accept as true supplies moral cover: my judgement gains
confidence from our certainty, and our certainty starts to pass for
warrant. ‘We all’ know how things ought to be.

In practice, this means people become more committed to
belonging than to recovering what is true. When the group itself
provides moral shelter, disagreement over what is true threatens to
dissolve the very glue that binds it. Loyalty starts to look like the
highest form of morality.

When pushing turns into a group activity, it produces real
emotional and social rewards. Shared certainty offers stability.
Shared outrage is cathartic. Being ‘on the right side’ feels like virtue.

So the system does not run primarily on fear or aggression. It
runs on comfort. Solidarity that is genuinely kind can also replace
necessary, truthful correction. And that is how kindness becomes
cruel: it preserves comfort now at the cost of setting truth aside, and
that cost is paid later—often by the one we were trying to protect.

It’s worth pausing to take stock. It is easy, by this point, to have
identified someone else’s pushing: perhaps a political movement or a
leader whose confidence outran their judgement. That recognition is
real, but it is also comfortable—for us. The pattern described here
operates most powerfully in those instances when each of us is most
convinced we are right. It is most potent precisely where we are least
likely to look for it. If you have not yet felt the discomfort of seeing it
in your own certainty, the pattern may still be functioning as a lens
pointed outward rather than as a mirror.
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Adaptation

Our capacity to be corrected depends on treating our judgement as
provisional and answerable—to someone or something outside
ourselves. It means surrendering to the consequences of what is true.

Moral autonomy removes that condition. The underlying
posture hardens as continuous adjudication takes its toll;
assertiveness rises as corrigibility falls. Those who have taken on the
task of endless adjudication gravitate towards modes of speech and
action that are less open to correction once committed.

A defining casualty is sensitivity to nuance. Under pressure,
where stakes are high, caution easily looks like vacillation, or worse,
irresponsibility. Approved moves confirm direction, signal
coherence, and sustain urgency. Questions that slow things down
become unwelcome.

Binary thinking feels responsible; qualification feels evasive. So
the pattern does not merely dull judgement, it removes judgement
most thoroughly from the contexts where it is most needed:
immigration policy that balances security and compassion,
pandemic response that weighs both health and social costs,
parenting that protects while nurturing courage and resilience, an
untruncated gospel.

No ideology is immune. The felt need for unity reduces complex
situations to questions of loyalty and identity. When authority
relocates from beyond the self to the self or the group, correction
comes to threaten the essence of ‘who we are’ and, therefore, ‘who I
am’. Identity becomes the highest court of appeal.

People learn what is safe to say. And they learn what will be
heard.
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If you want to test whether this diagnosis fits a situation where a
difficult decision must be made, or where a totem draws scrutiny,
ask one question: what would it cost, socially and professionally, for
someone here to say, ‘We’ve got this wrong’? Where that cost is high,
the discipline of correction is already in trouble.

Once kindness is elevated above truth, pragmatism can justify
almost anything in its name. ‘The loving thing to do’ becomes the
final test. ‘The greater good’ covers a multitude of unfortunate
sacrifices. The hard discipline of practical wisdom—tempering
kindness with necessary truth—is let go. The consequence is
sentiment unmoored from reality.

Doubling Down

Typically, the pattern operates on both sides of a dispute. Once
judgement is treated as self-authorised, conflict is not over mere
positions, but between identities defined by rival sources of moral
authority.

As an issue comes to be seen as black and white, mutual
repudiation is kindled. Each side’s confidence provokes the other’s:
mutual refusal to be corrected provides the other with both a bigger
target and proof of bad faith. Public discourse becomes harsher
precisely as it illuminates less. The possibility of productive
discussion across ideological division is defeated.

The shrillness of modern debate is not a separate problem from
the pattern described here. It is the pattern, operating fractally across
opposing groups, each having replaced judgement with certainty,
and correction with loyalty. The appearance is of two sides in
conflict, shouting across a great divide. Unrecognisable to either
party, the reality is one posture, mirrored.
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Chapter 3
Judgement Forgone

A new committee member at a sports club expresses concern that
the construction project is being rushed. The chair thanks him ‘for
his perspective’ and moves to the next item. After the meeting, one
of the old guard comes over and smiles: ‘You weren’t wrong, but
that’s not how things work here.’ The member stops volunteering
for committees.

In a project review meeting, a new team member responds to a
question, ‘I’m really not sure’, and is met with silence.

At a health startup, an employee expresses concern about the
unexpected result from a recent test. The CEO replies: ‘There’s
always an outlier.’ And everyone laughs.

Judgement is disqualified before it need be defeated. No one is
expelled. Those who raise questions may be affirmed and reassured.
But the cost of integrity rises until only confidence or conformity is
sustainable.

No declaration is needed for the ground to shift; no strategy or
vision statement. As certain kinds of speech become costly and other
kinds are rewarded, the system simply evolves towards what works.

Once moral autonomy has become the default posture, the
question of who gets to speak—and who is heard—is reorganised
without fuss.
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Selection

When moral autonomy becomes our default posture, and the group
becomes the substitute for a higher authority, an institution does not
need to enforce alignment through explicit new rules. Existing ones
are repurposed. And the organisation shifts, almost imperceptibly.

Responsiveness has always been rewarded; reflection has become
costly. Certainty is rewarded; doubt is risky. Alignment is rewarded;
contradiction is toxic.

Responsiveness, certainty and alignment are not intrinsically
wrong. But when they operate in an environment where corrigibility
is not countenanced, they select for a particular kind of person:
someone who can move quickly without doubt, speak decisively
without qualification, and align without hesitation.

The right kind of people find the setting empowering. Others
find it stifling: those who need time to think, or who feel the weight
of what they do not yet understand.

This is not about personality or intelligence. It is about the types
of contributions that are valued. Certainty outweighs judgement
and attitude triumphs over performance; those who succeed are not
necessarily the sharpest thinkers or the hardest workers. They are the
ones who adapt and thrive in this environment.

This selection pressure is felt personally before it becomes
structural. Each individual makes small accommodations: speaking
with more confidence than they feel, deferring a question that might
slow momentum, aligning with a position they have not fully tested.
These feel like productive adjustments, not moral failures. Each
adjustment makes the next one easier—and reversing harder.
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Evolution

In time, the pattern becomes structural. This is not a conspiracy. It is
a selection effect. The system does not need to exclude judgement
intentionally. It only needs to adjust: judgement becomes
impractical and confidence is rewarded.

It is strange how normal this feels.

No one announces that correction is no longer welcome. No one
writes a policy forbidding doubt. The shift happens through a
thousand small adjustments: a well-intentioned question that goes
unanswered, a genuine concern that is reframed as countercultural, a
person who stops being invited to the next meeting. And many
nodding heads.

Each moment, taken alone, seems minor. But the cumulative
effect is profound. Because the process is gradual, it is difficult to
name the moment when judgement was lost. People who remain in
the system no longer sense anything amiss. Questions that feel wrong
to ask are not suppressed; they simply do not come to mind.
Absence of correction becomes the new normal.

And so a system full of people who mean well loses its capacity to
act wisely.

Self-Disqualification

Some people leave because they are pushed out. But many leave for a
less obvious reason: remaining would require them to act in ways
they cannot accept.
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To stay in the conversation, they would need to treat as simple
what they know is complex. They would need to feign confidence
and endorse conclusions they have not reached. And at a certain
point, the cost of staying becomes higher than the cost of leaving.

This is self-disqualification. It is not defeat in open argument. It
is withdrawal from an environment that has made their integrity
impractical.

And yet the people most capable of offering valuable correction
are often the ones most sensitive to this pressure. They recognise
when something is awry. They cannot ignore the tension between
what is being said and what they know to be true.

They are the ones who still hold the dual conditions that
correction requires: a standard of truth outside the group, and
readiness to say, ‘We may have this wrong.’ It is precisely that
combination the system finds so difficult to retain.

So they withdraw—or leave. And the system loses precisely what
it needs most.

Self-disqualification is described here as a mechanism, not
offered as a badge of merit. Those who step back from one
environment, recognising their integrity has become impractical
there, may be pressing just as hard on a different door, in a domain
where their own assumptions go unexamined.

The pattern does not divide the world into those who push and
those who withdraw. We all do both.

The selection dynamic affects both ends at once. As those who
require space for reflection withdraw, those who remain do not
simply hold their ground; unchallenged, their positions become
more pronounced. The confident become more confident. And
because rising confidence is read as competence, the amplification is
rewarded. Loss of corrigibility is a self-reinforcing cycle.
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Mutation

The continuous push corrupts expertise.

Expertise’s role is to serve as a witness. It speaks within a domain
about what is certain, what is unknowable, and what remains to be
tested. Under pressure, expertise is pulled into a different role.
Because institutional decision making requires closure, experts are
pushed to speak beyond their competence. The expert is elevated to
operate as a proxy for moral authority, expected to settle disputes
and confer legitimacy.

Decision makers under pressure look for allies, not nuance.
Experts’ value is measured less by their command of reality than by
their ability to provide credible closure. The determining question is
no longer, ‘What does your domain actually show?’ Implicitly, it
becomes, ‘Are you prepared to provide what the situation requires?’

Genuine expertise is sensitive. It needs time. It depends on
knowing one’s own limits, testing iteratively, and being open to
changing course. It needs permission to say, ‘Not yet’. Corrigibility
is the native environment of expertise. Continuous pressure poisons
that environment. It rewards speed over sensitivity and the
avoidance of embarrassment over honest revision.

‘Following the science’ replaces the thorough explanation that
cannot be provided because substantiation is not yet available.
Under strain, official frameworks and authorised scripts are released
as ways to confer credibility and end debate. They become
substitutes for judgement rather than expressions of it.

So expertise is repurposed. It turns from a practice of
truth-seeking into a semaphore: fast and unambiguous. The
institution can look informed and confident while no longer
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knowing whether it is right.

Losing the Way

Most effective organisations run on clearly articulated principles,
not because principles are principled, but because they work. In the
same way a mind directs the limbs of a skilled dancer, principles
provide effective coordination for the diverse parts of a complex
organisation. They allow distributed judgement, so that all parts
work in concert without continuous reference back to the centre.

But principles function only so long as they maintain their grip
on reality. When the point of reference migrates from reality to the
group, principles are an early casualty. The language of shared goals,
priorities and values persists; now cited as credential rather than
accepted as constraint.

Coordination then falls back on the leader. It may present as
engaged, attentive leadership—or as silos operating independently of
one another. Where principles once coordinated seamlessly across
the whole, the leader must now intervene, adjudicate, mollify. This is
octopus management: a tentacle poised over each of the
organisation’s parts, ready to deal with the mess of disputes requiring
resolution.

Where a leader remains answerable to a standard beyond the
group, the organisation retains a measure of protection; not that the
leader is necessarily wiser—or even aware—but because necessary
correction is still feasible. That protection is unheralded, and often
unrecognised by those who benefit from it.

When principles no longer direct an organisation, the
consequences arrive before anyone senses a crisis. The organisation
does not collapse. But it requires ever more effort to achieve ever less
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coherent motion: a body with limbs akimbo.

Discernment

Of course, not all proposed correction is judicious. Some resistance
is the caution of those who are averse to risk or threatened by
change. Their hesitation is not because they have read the sign but
because aspects of the effort itself unsettle them.

Good management has always depended on judgement with only
imperfect information. The discipline required is not to welcome
every proposed correction, but to discern when correction
corresponds with reality.

The test of discernment is not one of private motives. It is
socially observable: what happens when someone raises a concern? Is
it engaged, weighed, and given room to influence direction? Or is it
reframed as a problem of attitude, or simply absorbed politely? Ask
whether someone here could say, ‘We may have this wrong’, and be
heard as contributing rather than instilling unnecessary doubt. The
question is not, primarily, whether individuals personally feel open
to correction. It is whether the system in which they operate can
tolerate revision with equanimity.

Going, Going…

Over time, what disappears is not just a few dissenting voices. It is
the structural capacity to notice when something has gone wrong.

Judgement requires restraint. It requires people who can say, ‘I
don’t know yet’, or ‘This doesn’t feel right’, or ‘I think we’re missing
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something.’ It requires environments where those statements can be
heard as contributions rather than as obstacles.

When those people have gone silent—or gone—the system can
still operate. But without correction, sincerity alone is not just
insufficient—it becomes dangerous. It doubles down in directions
that no longer make sense, and resists any residual feedback that
could restore clarity and wise action.
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Chapter 4
Going Viral

A process innovation in one sales team is rolled out across the
organisation. Its general applicability is assumed. Questioning it
sounds like resisting what works.

A government body responds to a local health risk with a
nationwide campaign; focused messaging would risk stigmatising a
minority group. All regions and demographics are treated alike.

A church denomination embraces a new theological emphasis.
Before long, training and leadership selection shift; the new
emphasis becomes the default test of seriousness.

A social movement develops its own mode of speech. People
who share the ideals but speak differently never quite fit in.

The pattern does not remain at the level of the individual or
group. Once pushing becomes normal, it scales as it is copied and
rewarded. At the level of the institution, the logic is carried by a
complex of structures and incentives; posture becomes culture, then
template, then infrastructure.

Transfer

In a complex world, it makes sense to learn from others’ experience
as well as our own. When a practice succeeds in one context—or
appears to succeed—it becomes a model. Other teams adopt it.
Organisations study it and leaders cite it.

The push produces two kinds of imitation: of posture and
practice.
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Without fanfare, the posture itself transfers. When one
institution rewards confidence over discernment, other institutions
notice what counts as success; not the specific practice, but the
stance. Responsiveness, decisiveness, moral clarity, and the refusal to
hesitate or backtrack come to define effective leadership.
Organisations that adopt the posture do not need to copy a
programme; they copy the manner, with the loss of corrigibility built
in.

Practice transfer follows suit. What worked in one situation
under specific conditions is soon applied elsewhere as ‘best practice’,
regardless of whether similar conditions are present. Continuous
pressure limits us to learning from ideas that can be grasped quickly
rather than ones requiring close study and deliberation. Transfer of
formulaic approaches substitutes for the development of tailored
solutions. A programme that has generated interest may not have
achieved meaningful results. But if the impression of success is
sufficiently visible, the template spreads anyway.

Proof of Concept

One of the clearest signs that the pattern has become structural is
when holding course itself is treated as evidence of correctness.

A project accelerates simply because it has begun. Slowing down
would mean explaining why we have come this far, and that is harder
than continuing. At institutional scale, the same dynamic operates
with greater force. Supporting infrastructure itself becomes an
argument for continuation. To reverse course is not just to admit
error—it is to dismantle what has been built, to disappoint people
who have committed, and to signal that the organisation does not
know what it is doing.



27

In other instances, the pattern presents as an institution frozen in
place. It appears wherever reversal threatens the identity of the
individual or the group. In movements and wars, the rhetoric that
mobilised support makes retreat unthinkable.

When the posture itself carries moral weight and identity is at
stake, holding the line is experienced as integrity, and change
becomes betrayal. Delay becomes available as a tool of control: if
nothing changes, nothing has to be admitted, reconsidered, or
relinquished.

Forward momentum is treated as proof—and immobility can be
too. Either way, the burden of proof lightens.

The pattern is old. But its scope and scale are magnified by
technology, and less contained by the disciplines that once restrained
it.

Classic Western disciplines of restraint—separation of powers,
independent accountability, constitutional constraints—recognised
that human judgement cannot safely authorise itself. That is the very
assumption moral autonomy discards.

When the Sign is Read

The pattern described here is universal. But its effects are not
uniform. The key is whether the conditions in which we operate—as
individuals, groups and institutions—admit correction or encourage
the pattern to extend. What matters is how our effort relates to
reality. The student at the door is wrong because he persists in a
method that reality rejects.

Sometimes the sign is heeded but the door is jammed shut and
cannot easily be pulled open; the impediment is not reality’s terms



28

but genuine human resistance: some form of countervailing force
that benefits from things staying as they are. Where that is the case,
persistence can be the only way to remain answerable to what is true.

The civil rights movement recognised the sign, but faced a door
jammed shut—jammed by dignity denied, law distorted, and power
unaccountable.

This is what it looks like when an engineer refuses to sign off on a
system judged unsafe; or when a whistleblower continues to speak
despite institutional backlash. It may seem like stubbornness from
the outside. But the distinguishing feature is that persistence remains
tethered to reality: it invites scrutiny, considers correction, and is
willing to pay the social and professional cost of pointing to
unpalatable truth.

In other situations, direct exposure to reality can provide the
necessary discipline. One of the most reliable forms of exposure is
existential threat.

When an institution faces the threat of complete failure,
correction is required for survival. A business losing market share to
competitors cannot afford to keep pushing on a door that will not
open. This is a description of constraint, not a particular
endorsement of competition.

The same dynamic appears in contexts where consequences are
immediate and unambiguous. In emergency medicine, a
misdiagnosis is revealed quickly. In military operations, tactical
errors are exposed by tragic losses. A professional sports team that
cannot win games faces immediate and typically brutal
consequences. In fields where outcomes are measurable and stakes
are high, the cost of unexamined pushing becomes obvious fast
enough to prompt correction.

A reliable constraint is the established discipline of surfacing bad
news: where incentives reward early admission of error, and where
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the system can survive any embarrassment of revision, the capacity
for correction holds. Airline safety, with its cross-checking,
mandatory reporting, culture of awareness, and rigorous
investigation, is a leading example.

But many institutions are insulated from existential threat. They
do not face competitors who can replace them. They do not operate
in markets that test their assumptions daily. Their funding does not
depend on measurable outcomes. Government agencies with
guaranteed funding do not face the discipline of revenue loss.
Universities with large endowments can sustain ineffective
programmes for decades. Church and parachurch organisations can
do the same when the commitment of members and donors
substitutes for scrutiny of operations and outcomes.

In many instances, demonstrated good intentions and serious
effort are enough to maintain and grow support. Routine reporting
disciplines may introduce unwelcome ambiguity.

Organisations facing market realities are not immune; the pattern
is often visible in areas removed from the cut and thrust of profit and
loss. Where performance is tied to the bottom line, reality-testing
tends to persist. But in areas where outcomes are harder to measure,
the pattern can flourish unchecked. Operational divisions tend to
maintain stronger correction mechanisms than internal support
functions.

The modes of restraint indicated here—and there are
plenty—mean that endless pushing is not inevitable. Where
institutions remain answerable to reality in clear, immediate, and
unavoidable ways, the capacity for correction is protected. The sign
on the door is read, not because people are wiser but because
ignoring it has consequences they cannot afford.
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…Gone

The pattern is universal, but its unchecked expression is not
inevitable. It is the result of choices—small, reasonable-seeming
choices that accumulate over time.

A group chooses alignment over productive friction. An
institution decides that responsiveness is more important than
reflection. A movement learns that doubt threatens resolve. A leader
senses that confidence is more compelling than contemplation. Staff
realise that conformity is safe.

Whether specific institutions rush forward or freeze in place, the
course is maintained: reversal becomes costly, to the individual and
to the group.

Each of the choices seems sensible in isolation. Together, they
produce an expanding network of systems where the sign on the
door becomes unreadable—not because it has faded or disappeared,
but because people have lost the capacity to see it.
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Chapter 5
Fatigue

A friend spends hours each week online defending controversial
causes; it feels irresponsible to allow misunderstandings to go
uncorrected. Nothing changes.

A crisis centre adds another initiative as demand escalates.
Already exhausted, team members can’t express concern without
feeling disloyal.

A couple track school, sport, and online life to keep their child
safe. With each interaction new risks surface. It feels negligent to
rest.

In a high-performance team, everyone learns to stay ‘on message’.
One member drafts a question for a meeting, thinks again, and says
nothing. The effort of not asking adds its own kind of fatigue.

The effort is sincere. The stakes are real. The burden of moral
autonomy accumulates without resolution. Fatigue sets in. Not the
fatigue of hard work well done. It is exhaustion that comes from
pushing against resistance that will not yield, because effort is no
longer aligned with reality’s terms.

The New Normal

Under the weight of continuous adjudication, pushing becomes a
way of life. Pressure may be felt as positive or negative. Either way,
comfort helps sustain the posture.

Pressure need not feel like strain to impede necessary correction.
Sometimes pushing appears to succeed. When outcomes look
promising, support grows and the effort feels vindicated; felt success
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itself forecloses self-examination. Why question what is working?
Negative pressure exhausts. Positive pressure both anaesthetises and
energises, removing the discomfort that might prompt reflection
while reinforcing momentum. Felt success may be the more
dangerous of the two, because it will not prompt the latent reflex to
look up and read the sign.

Even when pressure is negative, groups and organisations can
manage anxiety as fatigue accumulates. The same settings that
exhaust people can soothe them: through affirmation, coherent
explanations, and steady reassurance that the problem is simply that
we have not pushed hard enough yet. That comfort can even feel like
love. But, as with positive pressure, comfort can also function as
postponement: it keeps the system moving without requiring it to
face what isn’t working.

A typical moment in the life of a young family shows how
postponement works. It is ordinary and almost sensible. Two
siblings are at odds. One is hurt, the other defensive, and the
household tenses. A parent, anxious to restore calm, steps in quickly,
not to sort out the problem, but to relieve the tension: ‘Just
apologise. Get your things and get in the car’. Everyone feels relieved.
The conflict stops. But the cost is subtle: the wrong goes unnamed;
the child who was hurt learns that honesty is disruptive; the child
who caused harm learns that urgency can substitute for repair. Peace
is kept, but the moment for correction is lost—and the cost will be
borne later.

This is one reason the crisis can feel abstract. We do not
experience ‘the breakdown of civilisation’. Small reinforcements
normalise the posture across the whole of life: keep up, stay on
message, don’t give in. Follow your heart, you do you.

The inherited cost compounds: in institutions that cannot admit
error, in public life that cannot revise, in communities where honest
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disagreement has become intolerable.

By the time it feels like a crisis, comfort has been stifling
judgement for a long time.

Headroom Disappears

Headroom is the buffer required for judgement to function: the
mental space to pause, reflect, and act wisely. It is the interval in
which a person or institution can weigh options and choose a course
of action that is more than merely reactive. When we lack headroom,
decisions must be made quickly; nuance is forgone. What seems
urgent crowds out what is important.

Headroom does not vanish all at once. Felt urgency accumulates
until the space in which judgement operates freely has been
consumed.

The performative nature of modern life adds its own burden: the
pressure of maintaining a public image, holding sympathetic
positions across a range of topics, and responding to an accelerated
news cycle. Pushing has become a continuous act performed before
a standing adjudication panel. Changing course risks public
humiliation.

Individuals fill their schedules until there is no room to think.
Institutions expand commitments until there is no room to reassess.
Busyness has become a moral imperative.

Because everyone is operating without headroom, no one can
pause long enough to notice that the system is no longer fit for
purpose.

Helpful criticism is a costly casualty: to hear it openly takes time,
and time is precisely what pressure no longer permits. When
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headroom is gone, correction does not need to be forbidden. It
simply becomes unavailable—and its loss unlamented.

The Treadmill Reconsidered

The most debilitating fatigue is not that of a race well run. It is the
kind that comes from sustained effort that produces no meaningful
resolution. The exhaustion of a treadmill: motion without progress,
effort without outcome.

This kind of fatigue is difficult to name because it carries moral
weight. To buckle under the load can feel like admitting disloyalty.
To say, ‘I cannot keep going at this pace’, can sound like, ‘I do not
care enough’. And so people continue, even as capacity drains,
because stopping feels like moral failure.

The person who has collapsed a complex situation into a simple
imperative must either maintain the error or admit the entire
framing was wrong. We push harder, not because pushing works,
but because reversing would require reconstructing the nuance long
discarded, and that requires headroom no longer available. The
treadmill continues because getting off would mean admitting that
the destination is unreachable by this route.

Exhaustion is not moral failure when a system demands what is
unsustainable. Human beings cannot function under unrelenting
demand. We require rhythm: effort and rest, action and reflection.
When that rhythm is broken, performance degrades.

Most often, this exhaustion is not dramatic. People go to bed
worried and wake up tired. They do work they suspect is ineffective
but cannot refuse. They speak carefully, knowing that their honesty
has become costly.
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Fatigue is the lived cost of a system that no longer pauses long
enough to be corrected. Hope for recovery begins when we
rediscover the need for headroom.
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Concluding: At the Threshold

The pattern is now plain.

We push on a door that will not open. As we meet resistance, we
respond with greater force, not because we lack intelligence or
dedication, but because we mistake sincerity for wisdom. Our
earnest effort draws support. In community, belonging becomes
both our comfort and our ultimate form of accountability. The
group’s confidence emerges as our substitute authority.

Those who might have read the sign—with the judgement to see
what others cannot—fall silent or walk away. The system that
remains is animated by genuine concern; the push continues,
sustained by the belief that all this effort must eventually mean
something.

And so, the court remains at capacity; authority to judge for
ourselves has become its own kind of burden, accumulating little by
little. Headroom disappears. With no resolution, fatigue sets in.

Once effort has lost touch with reality, a collective disorientation
pervades. People do work they know is ineffective, and speak
carefully because transparency has become risky. The immediate
experience is not collapse but manageable strain, softened by
affirmation, shared conviction, and the comfort of being on the
right side. Conviction has usurped corrigibility.

And in all of this, no one needs to have done anything ‘wrong’.

Unmoored kindness makes the push bearable in the present.
Truth is deferred, and its cost is paid later, elsewhere, by others, and
with interest. Kindness remains available within the group, but as
shelter rather than correction. Beyond the group, accusations hurtle
across a profusion of ideological divides.
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And so we live in a world full of people who, despite their best
efforts, are left craving kindness that works.

This book does not sort its readers into those who see and those
who push. The reader who sees the pattern vividly in others may be
pressing just as hard on a different door, one whose sign they have
failed to observe. All of us do both.

The sign remains: simple, fixed, external. Insensible of our
sincerity and impervious to our effort.

It stands as reality, unimpressed by our conviction that we must
be right because we care so much. The question is whether we can
find sufficient headroom to stop pushing long enough to read what
has been visible all along.

Diagnosis does not supply a remedy. But it restores the
possibility of correction—and with it, conditions under which
kindness can work again.

At the level of the individual, relinquishing moral autonomy is
the beginning of what Christians call repentance: not a feeling or
even a resolution, but a surrender of jurisdiction. And with it,
recovery of the headroom that frees us to exercise practical wisdom.

Here at the threshold, restraint starts to make sense. Not as
passivity or indifference, and not as retreat, but as the only posture
that allows the correction we all need. Restraint is the refusal to
substitute force for careful judgement. It reclaims headroom: the
interval where we might pause to choose what aligns with what is
true rather than our need to be validated.

What that restraint requires, what makes it possible in the face of
continuous demand, and how it might be sustained—those are
questions this book has not answered. The impulse, having seen the
problem, is to want the solution, the programme: How Restraint
Changes Everything.
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That would simply reproduce the pattern this book has sought
to expose. It would suggest that the problem is primarily one of
method, when the argument here has been that the problem runs
deeper, to how we understand authority, discernment, and our need
for correction.

For those who want to go further, to understand what the
pattern reveals about human nature, and what an institution—or
life—genuinely open to correction might require, there is more to be
said. But that requires a different kind of book, one that makes
arguments this book only points towards. That would mean moving
from recognition to explanation.

This book offers only recognition. The door is still there. The
sign is still visible. The decision, whether to stop pushing long
enough to read it, remains—as it always has.

The rest on the other side is worth the pause.





“Liner Notes”
by CO

Seeing the Pattern
An Introduction to The Centrality of Sin



These notes are meant to work the way
liner notes once worked for a record
album: not to replace the experience,
but to deepen it after a first encounter.
They track what the book does in each
chapter, flag what is deliberate in its
method and its silences, and name
what may frustrate you. A separate
section at the end—The
Conversation—places the book in
relation to the thinkers whose work
most closely borders its own.

The title will stop some people cold.
Why “sin”? The book uses the word
because it is precise, and because the
diagnosis depends on that precision.
“Hubris” names overreach but not the
relocation of authority. “Groupthink”
names conformity but not why the
group assumed jurisdiction.
“Cognitive bias” names a processing
error but not a moral posture.
“Institutional failure” describes the
outcome but not the cause. The
Christian tradition’s word for
refusing to have one’s judgement
governed by authority beyond
oneself—for assuming the office of
judge rather than receiving it—is sin.

You do not have to accept the
theological framework to test whether
the pattern makes sense. That is the
invitation. But the framework does
more work than you might initially
expect.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Author’s Note does three things: it
names what the book is about, sets the
method, and signals the reading
posture.

The Note asks you to do one thing:
recognise a pattern. Not firstly to
accept an argument, verify a
hypothesis, or weigh a body of evidence.
Recognise. The book’s method depends
on the distinction. You may see the
pattern; you may not. The book is
designed to prompt, not to persuade.

The Note anchors the diagnosis in
Genesis 3 to 11. The reference is doing
more than gesturing at Scripture.
Those chapters trace the assertion of
moral autonomy from the Garden
through Cain, the pre-flood
generations, and
Babel—self-authorisation in
progressively larger social forms, each
ending in collapse, and each
contained by grace. The pattern the
book describes is not a modern
phenomenon with an ancient
vocabulary attached; it is the ancient
phenomenon, visible now because the
scaffolding that once restrained it has
been dismantled. If you want to test
the book’s theological footing, the
primary text is at hand.

The gravity analogy is the Note’s
method-establishing move. Reality
functions for the believer and the



unbeliever alike; the diagnosis can be
tested by anyone whether or not they
share the theological commitment that
grounds it. The analogy carries the
Note’s universality claim and its
accessibility claim in a single figure.
The Note’s instruction to “assess its
explanatory power” is what the
analogy asks of the reader: not to
accept the framework but to test
whether it accounts for what is
observed. The sceptical reader is being
given, at the threshold, the only test the
framework asks for.

Pair that universality with the Note’s
closing instruction—enter the
argument rather than observe and
judge, because the clearest example is
the one nearest—and the Note has set
up the book’s two governing moves at
once. The pattern is universal; the
reader is inside it. The book keeps these
two together at every turn. Watch for
the pairing; it returns.

Watch the vocabulary that takes hold
here: kindness that works. The book
uses ‘kindness’ throughout as its
surface diagnostic term, while ‘love’
appears sparingly and carries heavier
theological weight: judgementalism is
“a shell of truth, hollowed of love.”
The two are not interchangeable. Love
names what truth requires at its
deepest level; kindness names love’s
social-practical mode. The distinction
is doing more work than the surface
vocabulary suggests.

The Note is brief enough that taking
it seriously costs little. Doing so
changes how the Preface lands: as the
book trusting you to see for yourself
rather than telling you what to do.

PREFACE

The Preface opens by naming what it
is not. The question of why good people
do bad things has been analysed at
length; this book is not adding to that
literature. The “good people doing bad
things” canon is large and mostly
about corrupting
conditions—pressure, incentives,
atrocity-producing systems. The book’s
concern is different and more
uncomfortable: how it is that bad
outcomes result when we do what we
are certain is good, and why this is
happening more and more.

Two invitations sit in the Preface. The
first asks whether what is described
tallies with what you already see. The
second, after the mechanism has been
named, asks you to bring an example
where serious effort made it difficult
to accept necessary correction.
Recognise first, then test against your
own experience.

Notice the Preface’s first definitional
sentence: “This tendency is the
substance of the pattern.” The Preface
pauses, once, to define rather than
describe. The reader now has a
working diagnosis—moral seriousness



that can no longer withstand
necessary correction—rather than only
a description of surface phenomena.

“As the title suggests, there is another
pattern beneath the one we can see.”
This is the Preface’s hinge. The book
operates on two levels: a surface
pattern available to ordinary
observation, and a deeper mechanism
that explains it. The deeper
mechanism shows why the surface
pattern is not coincidence but a
predictable consequence of a posture
the Western world has adopted.

Before it turns to sin, the Preface
lightens. “We see intended good
finding its mark all around us.
When situations are simple and
pressure is light, good intentions
translate smoothly into good action.”
The pattern takes hold where
situations are complex, goods conflict,
and time for reflection is scarce.
Universality is not fatalism. Under
the gravity framing, this is the
analogue of the bridge that stands: the
condition operates continuously, but
the world meets it with forces that
vary.

Notice the phrase “as an arch-moralist
might insist.” It does protective work.
A reader arriving at a book with The
Centrality of Sin in the title may be
primed to expect a moral rebuke. The
book makes the opposite
argument—that moral seriousness
without corrigibility is the problem.

The arch-moralist phrase names a
figure the reader can picture; the book
then declines the position.

The Preface also names what the book
is doing differently from adjacent
traditions. Secular accounts—bias,
self-deception, moral disengagement,
group pressure, institutional
failure—are perceptive but leave the
problem and its solution “bound
within the human frame.” “Sin
presses deeper”: not only the distortion
of judgement but the universal
tendency to resist having judgement
governed by authority beyond us.
Greater awareness and better design
operate within the frame that
produced the problem; they cannot
restore correction from outside it.

Three sentences do more than their
placement suggests: “God’s authority is
reality’s deepest term. Reality
therefore functions in the same way
for those who understand it as created
as for those who do not. A reader need
not grant the theological claim in
order to test the diagnosis.”
Universality and theological
grounding are sometimes read as in
tension. The Preface denies the
tension. Reality is identified with
God’s created order; testing the
pattern against reality is therefore
testing it against the standard the
theology names, whether or not the
reader recognises it under that name.



The Preface closes on a single-sentence
paragraph: “It will be easier to see the
pattern operating in others than in
ourselves: this is the pattern itself in
miniature.” The reader is on the verge
of looking outward to find an
example; the sentence catches them in
the looking. The pattern is shown by
being enacted, not described.

Behind the Preface stands a claim the
longer work will develop: that we have
kept many moral commitments of the
Christian tradition while discarding
the realistic anthropology that made
them sustainable. This book
presupposes this rather than arguing
for it, and offers it as something to be
tested against experience rather than
defended in the abstract.

CHAPTER 1 — THE SIGN
ON THE DOOR

The Larson cartoon is not an
illustration tacked onto an argument;
it is the argument in concentrated
form. Everything the book will say
across five chapters is present in the
image of a capable, determined
student pushing on a door marked
PULL. The chapter uses it not merely
as a joke about a lack of common sense
but as a diagnosis of what happens
when seriousness becomes
self-defeating because it cannot receive
correction.

Two terms do the heavy lifting.
Practical wisdom—the capacity to
judge and act well within reality, on
its terms—is what is being lost.
Corrigibility—the willingness to let
reality veto your method—is the
precondition for keeping it.

Chapter 1 pauses over dogmatism
because corrigibility is easily mistaken
for mere open-mindedness. That
would weaken the argument. The
book is not commending uncertainty,
nor treating conviction as suspect.
Dogmatism is a malformed way of
holding a view; corrigibility concerns
the deeper question of jurisdiction. It
asks whether judgement remains
answerable to a standard beyond the
self, so that even firm conviction can
be corrected. Corrigibility is not the
absence of conviction, but the
controlled strength of conviction held
under authority.

This is why the chapter’s two
conditions must be held together. A
person who holds an external
standard of truth but refuses to
recognise their own fallibility veers
into self-righteous
judgementalism—“a shell of truth,
hollowed of love.” The phrase carries a
substantive claim: love is not a quality
of truth that has been left off; it
belongs to what truth requires at its
deepest level. A person who recognises
their fallibility but holds no external
standard finds their kindness



untethered. The chapter names the
contemporary form of this second
failure: it is often mistaken for
humility, can present as generosity
and respect, but denies truth and
disregards the love that lies at its
heart. The chapter then names what it
actually is—‘pushing disguised in
passivity’—placing the soft-humility
holder inside the book’s main
diagnostic vocabulary.

The two failure modes are not
separate problems; they are the same
pattern in different costumes.
“Kindness without truth does not
know help from harm.” Both failures
risk unintentional cruelty. Both are
self-authorisation, whether it takes the
form of a standard without fallibility
or humility without a standard. The
cure is not choosing between truth and
kindness, or balancing them, but
holding them together in the posture of
corrigibility: answerability to what
lies beyond the self.

The chapter shifts into the first person
plural at the point where corrigibility
is being defined: “Because we are all
prone to get stuck in error, practical
wisdom requires that we remain open
to correction.” This is the book’s
anthropological claim, arriving
precisely at the moment the book
names its core term. Corrigibility is
not offered as a personal virtue to
cultivate or a discipline to
engineer—it is what practical wisdom

requires of creatures who are prone to
error. “We” includes you.

The chapter is not blaming the
student or psychologising him. Its
interest is in the posture and what it
produces, not the biography behind it.
The unit of analysis is the pattern, not
the person. The claim that matters
most is that corrigibility is not a
minor virtue but the central social
capacity whose loss explains
institutional incapacity. Most
accounts of institutional failure focus
on what institutions do wrong; this
one focuses on what they lose: the
ability to be told they are wrong and
to act on it.

The self-implication is explicit at the
point where the posture is named:
“that posture is the heart of the
problem: the student’s and ours.” The
reader is included in the diagnosis at
the moment the diagnosis is delivered.

Watch as the substitutions cascade:
limits becoming obstacles, correction
becoming rivalry, resistance becoming
the enemy. Notice too the category
error that makes the pattern
self-reinforcing: “Reality’s resistance
is mistaken for human opposition—so
pushing harder starts to feel
courageous.” The moral diagnosis
arrives after the reader has felt the
mechanism operate, not before it.

On the sin-naming: the posture is
described first—what the student is



doing, how it can seem responsible and
well-intentioned, how it does not
require conscious rebellion. Only then
does Scripture name it: “From Genesis
3 onward, Scripture identifies this
posture as sin at its root.” The word
arrives after the reader has seen what
it names.

The chapter foreshadows a distinction
developed in Chapter 4: not every door
that resists is marked PULL. The
book’s claim is not that all persistence
is misdirected, but that the posture
underlying persistence determines
whether it serves reality or resists it.

CHAPTER 2 — THE PUSH

The chapter opens with its spine:
“Pushing may begin alone. It rarely
remains so.” The solitary push of
Chapter 1 becomes a group activity.
The vignettes then land as
demonstrations of a claim already
stated.

This is the chapter that does the
heaviest conceptual work. Its core
move: moral autonomy produces
pressure because it relocates the office
of judge. The chapter’s compressed
verdict—“when I am the court, the
cases keep arriving”—names the
structural consequence: once the self
has assumed judicial authority, the
workload becomes infinite. Human
capacity is finite; simplification
becomes necessity rather than laziness.

When the group becomes the substitute
authority, belonging starts to function
as the highest form of accountability.

The chapter’s central insight is that
the push is sustained by comfort rather
than aggression. “Kindness
multiplying error: kindness that
doesn’t work” names the inversion of
the hope extended in the Author’s
Note.

There is a direct challenge about
halfway through. By this point you
have probably identified someone
else’s pushing. That recognition is real
but comfortable, and the book does not
let you stay there. If you feel the
impulse to set the book down here, that
reaction is itself data.

The book does not name which
movements or institutions are guilty
of the pattern. The restraint is
deliberate: naming targets would let
every reader who disagrees dismiss the
diagnosis, and every reader who
agrees feel exempt. You must supply
your own examples—which means you
cannot avoid the question of whether
your own certainties belong on the list.

A short passage in Black and White
does protective work. “Redoubled
moral effort cannot substitute for
misplaced moral authority. The only
antidote is corrigibility: preparedness
to receive correction from beyond the
self or the group. And this requires a
change in posture.” Those sentences



close off the reading the book is most
vulnerable to—that the answer to
moral failure is more moral
seriousness. The answer is not more
effort but a change in posture.

Chapter 2 also shows the diagnosis in
its mirror form. Alongside active
hardening—assertiveness, binary
thinking, identity-and-unity—the
Bearing the Crown section names the
non-active variant: settled inertia.
The leader whose answer to each
pressing question is that we need to
think about it carefully; the
institution where every concern is
taken seriously and nothing is acted
on. “Although little changes, this too is
a court at capacity, finding in its own
caution the verdict it requires.” That
sentence explains why passivity is not
restraint: a court at capacity is not at
rest; it is delivering the verdict its
caution requires. Both forms are the
same posture in different registers.

Adaptation provides the book’s only
mention of contested territory:
immigration policy, pandemic
response, parenting, the church’s
explanation of the gospel. Named
without development; fuller treatment
belongs to the longer work. The fourth
item takes its place among the others,
not above them.

The treatment of binaries as capacity
management tools—produced by an
overloaded court rather than failures
of intelligence—reframes

polarisation. The question is not
whether two sides disagree but why the
court is overwhelmed enough to
require binary shortcuts. The
observation that polarisation is “one
posture, mirrored” will irritate
readers on every side, which is part of
its function.

CHAPTER 3 —
JUDGEMENT FORGONE

The chapter’s central observation is
that institutions naturally select for
confidence and weed out deliberative
judgement. Environments that
reward certainty and penalise
reflection make careful thinking
unsustainable. The chapter moves
from selection through evolution to
self-disqualification to mutation,
each step following logically from the
one before.

The Selection section compresses the
mechanism into three parallel pairs:
“Responsiveness has always been
rewarded; reflection has become costly.
Certainty is rewarded; doubt is risky.
Alignment is rewarded; contradiction
is toxic.” These pressures have always
operated; the costs have risen.

The Evolution section closes a list of
small adjustments with a verdict that
lands as its own beat: “And many
nodding heads.” The chapter’s claim
is not that something dramatic has
happened, but that the cumulative



effect of small accommodations has
shifted what is sayable in the room.

Self-disqualification—withdrawal
not because you lost an argument but
because staying would require acting
against what you judge to be
true—will resonate with readers who
have experienced it. These are the
people who still hold both conditions
corrigibility requires. The chapter
refuses to let this land as flattery: those
who step back from one environment
may be pressing just as hard on a
different door. We all do both.

The chapter does not propose remedies.
You may finish it thinking: if the
problem is structural selection, then
surely the answer is structural
redesign—protect dissent, change
incentive systems, build in time for
reflection. The book never says those
are wrong. But the posture underlying
the selection is not primarily a design
problem. Structural fixes adopted by
institutions still governed by moral
autonomy will be absorbed into the
pattern.

On expertise, the chapter names the
diagnosis directly: “The continuous
push corrupts expertise.” The problem
is not that experts get ignored — that
would be easier to diagnose and fix.
The problem is that expertise is
repurposed from truth-seeking into the
provision of credible closure, a
semaphore rather than a witness. The
question put to the expert shifts from

“What does your domain actually
show?” to “Are you prepared to provide
what the situation requires?” —
usually implicit, not asked aloud.

Losing the Way names one of the
book’s more contestable
observations—that a leader who
remains answerable to a standard
beyond the group provides a form of
protection that often goes unrecognised
by those who benefit from it. Notice the
inclusio: the section opens with the
dancer—a body whose movement is
coordinated by submission to a form
beyond herself—and closes with the
body with limbs akimbo. Same body,
before and after the loss of the
coordinating principle. The frame
holds the diagnosis silently.

Discernment follows. The section
names what it is not arguing against:
“Good management has always
depended on judgement with only
imperfect information.” The point is
not anti-decisiveness; what is being lost
is
judgement-that-remains-answerable,
not the willingness to act under
uncertainty. The test the section gives
is socially observable rather than
introspective: what happens to the
person who raises a concern. That is
the chapter’s methodological
discipline—recognition rather than
self-examination as the diagnostic
instrument.



CHAPTER 4 — GOING
VIRAL

This is the chapter where the
argument scales. Two kinds of
transfer. Posture transfer comes first:
institutions copy the
stance—responsiveness, decisiveness,
the refusal to hesitate—with loss of
corrigibility built in. They do not need
to adopt a specific programme; they
adopt the manner. Practice transfer
follows: specific policies spread as “best
practice,” regardless of whether the
conditions that made them work are
present. Formulaic approaches
transfer readily because tailored
solutions require the very discernment
the pattern has eroded.

The chapter describes how the pattern
hardens at scale: “posture becomes
culture, then template, then
infrastructure.” By the time
infrastructure exists, the posture has
stopped being a choice anyone is
making. That is what institutional
capture looks like when described
without accusation.

The Proof of Concept section adds that
both forward momentum and
institutional immobility can function
as self-validating evidence: movement
proves seriousness; “holding the line is
experienced as integrity, and change
becomes betrayal.” Identity is what is
being protected when the position

cannot be revised—Chapter 2’s
dynamic at institutional scale.

When the Sign is Read is the chapter’s
most important move—foreshadowed
in Chapter 1 and developed here in
full. The pattern is universal; what
varies is whether constraints admit
correction. The section names two
forms of restraint. First, jammed
doors: where persistence is tethered to
reality—the civil rights movement,
the whistleblower, the engineer who
refuses to sign off. Self-authorisation
does not disappear; it is checked
because effort remains answerable to
what is true. Second, environments
where reality itself disciplines:
airlines, emergency medicine,
businesses facing competitive pressure.
A bridge does not escape gravity; it
stands because it is designed in
recognition of it. These institutions
read the sign not because their people
are wiser but because ignoring it has
consequences they cannot afford. The
chapter does not equip you to tell
checked from unchecked expression in
real time. The pattern tends to be
more legible in retrospect than in the
moment—part of what makes it
costly.



CHAPTER 5 — FATIGUE

Headroom is the chapter’s key term. It
names the mental and institutional
buffer required for judgement to
function. The question is whether any
space remains in which correction
could actually happen. If the answer is
no, you are observing the pattern.

The chapter’s diagnosis of modern life
has two edges. The court of
self-adjudication that Chapter 2
named has acquired an audience.
The pressure not to give way is no
longer only structural; it is also
performative. “Busyness has become a
moral imperative”: busyness has
stopped being a complaint and become
a credential, proof that one cares
enough.

The chapter’s most unsettling
observation is that felt success may be
more dangerous than felt failure.
Positive pressure anaesthetises and
energises simultaneously—removing
the discomfort that might prompt
reflection while reinforcing the
momentum that makes stopping
harder. If you have ever been part of
something that felt like it was working
and only later turned out to be
misdirected, this passage will sting.

A family vignette—“Just apologise.
Get your things and get in the
car”—demonstrates the mechanism at
a scale intimate enough to bypass

intellectual defences. The reader is
inside the scene before recognising that
the argument has followed them
home. Comfort functioning as
postponement: the moment for
correction is lost, and the cost is borne
later.

The treadmill account is precise. The
person who has collapsed complexity
into a simple imperative must either
maintain the error or admit the
entire framing was wrong. “We push
harder, not because pushing works,
but because reversing would require
reconstructing the nuance long
discarded, and that requires
headroom no longer available.” The
pronoun matters. The treadmill is not
a study of other people; the chapter
puts the author and reader on it
together.

You will want the chapter to tell you
how to recover headroom. It does not.
An institution that protects time for
reflection while still treating its own
judgement as the final authority has
created a better-furnished courtroom,
not surrendered the bench.

The chapter’s closing line—“Hope for
recovery begins when we rediscover the
need for headroom”—is precise.
“Rediscover” implies that the need was
once known and has been forgotten,
which fits the universal frame. “Hope”
is the chapter’s one explicit register
move towards what the longer work
develops, and it earns its place.



CONCLUDING — AT THE
THRESHOLD

The Conclusion refuses to offer a
programme. It names the frustration
directly—the impulse to want “the
solution, the programme: How
Restraint Changes Everything”—and
says plainly that providing one would
reproduce the pattern the book has
tried to expose. Restraint treated as
technique becomes another method to
master, another door to push on.

What the Conclusion offers instead is
a word: restraint. Not passivity, not
retreat, but the refusal to substitute
force for careful judgement.

The book refuses to sort its readers
according to whether they see or push.
“The reader who sees the pattern
vividly in others may be pressing just
as hard on a different door, one whose
sign they have failed to observe.” That
refusal is not evasion but consistency
with the method.

The Conclusion echoes Chapter 1’s
dual condition without restating it as
a formula. “The sign remains: simple,
fixed, external. Insensible of our
sincerity and impervious to our effort”
carries the first half—the standard of
truth outside ourselves. The call for
“sufficient headroom to stop pushing
long enough to read what has been
visible all along” carries the
second—the acknowledgement that

our judgement may be wrong. The
thread runs from the student at the
door, through the self-disqualifying
few who still carry both, to this final
convergence.

The book’s most consequential silence
is its holdout on explaining what
correction actually looks like once the
posture is admitted. It stops at the
threshold and points towards a fuller
work.

After sustained restraint—a book that
has refused to prescribe, to categorise
its readers, or to comfort—the final
sentence opens a window. Rest, named
once, on the other side of the threshold.

THE CONVERSATION

These notes place the book in relation
to the thinkers whose work most closely
borders its own. What remains rare is
a single causal account linking moral
posture, institutional incentives, and
systemic dysfunction.

The theological root is ancient.
Augustine described sin as incurvatus
in se—the will curved in upon itself.
This book takes the tradition’s
insistence that sin is rebellion against
governing authority and translates it
into an institutional claim:
self-authorisation disables correction.
If C.S. Lewis’s The Abolition of Man
is on your shelf, the ground will feel
familiar—Lewis’s diagnosis of the



Tao’s denial as the death of practical
wisdom is structurally close to what
this book calls the loss of corrigibility.
Bonhoeffer’s distinction between cheap
grace and costly grace stands behind
the Conclusion: the path from
recognition to correction passes
through surrender, not technique.
Reinhold Niebuhr’s reading of
original sin as the condition that
makes any humanly devised politics
provisional sits in the same key.
Solzhenitsyn, writing from inside the
gulag, names what these theological
accounts describe in a register no
academic position-paper can match:
“The line separating good and evil
passes not through states, nor between
classes, nor between political parties
either—but right through every
human heart—and through all
human hearts. This line shifts. Inside
us, it oscillates with the years. And
even within hearts overwhelmed by
evil, one small bridgehead of good is
retained.” This is the
universal-and-self-implicating
anthropology the book takes as given.
Without it, the diagnosis would be a
description of other people’s failures.

A second cluster traces how the West
arrived at the posture this book
diagnoses. Tom Holland’s Dominion
(2019) argues that the moral instincts
the modern West treats as
universal—concern for the weak,
suspicion of power, insistence on
dignity—are inheritances from

Christianity that have outlived their
theological scaffolding. This book
takes that observation as context: the
moral seriousness whose failures it
diagnoses is recognisably Christian in
shape, even where it has detached from
Christian belief. Charles Taylor’s
account of the buffered self and Carl
Trueman’s The Rise and Triumph of
the Modern Self trace, in different
keys, how the self came to be treated as
the source of meaning rather than its
recipient. Taylor (writing in 2007)
charts the phenomenological
account—the self insulated from
transcendence; Trueman charts the
intellectual history that produced it,
from Rousseau through the
Romantics to expressive
individualism. Both works describe
the genealogy of moral autonomy as a
cultural condition. This book takes
that genealogy as the historical setting
and asks what the resulting posture
does to institutions. Philip Rieff
diagnosed the cultural turn inward
earlier still, and remains a proximate
ancestor of much of this conversation.

A third cluster is sociological and
political. Jonathan Haidt shows that
moral judgements are intuitive and
differing moral foundations produce
division; this book shifts the focus to
why disagreement becomes
uncorrectable within groups, which
Haidt’s framework does not address.
Timur Kuran (Private Truths,
Public Lies) explains why people hide



their doubts; this book shows what
hiding doubts does. Hirschman (Exit,
Voice, and Loyalty) analysed
responses to organisational decline;
this book adds that moral pressure can
make voice so costly that exit becomes
the only form of integrity—and
silence is read as consensus.

A fourth cluster is moral-philosophical
and epistemic. MacIntyre (After
Virtue) diagnoses the breakdown of
shared moral language; this book
shows how particular dynamics
produce that incoherence in real
organisations. Hannah Arendt’s
Eichmann in Jerusalem showed how
ordinary people participate in
catastrophic evil through a failure of
thought; this book makes a different
claim—the failure here is not
thoughtlessness but thinking that has
insulated itself from correction.
Rauch (The Constitution of
Knowledge) defends the epistemic
norms that produce reliable
knowledge; this book diagnoses the
moral posture that undermines those
norms. Han (The Burnout Society)
argues modern exhaustion is
self-exploitation; this book makes a
structurally different claim—the
exhaustion is produced by a system in
which the office of judge has been
assumed and cannot be laid down.
Han diagnoses the psychology. This
book diagnoses the architecture.

These notes have tracked what this
short book does, what it deliberately
does not do, and where the silences
are loudest. The arguments it points
towards—about what correction
requires, what makes it possible, and
what a realistic anthropology means
for institutions that want to
learn—belong to a longer work. This
book stops at recognition. The next
begins where recognition is no longer
enough.

— CO


