
The banality of blindness might surprise you.
Picture this: You’re at the airport Starbucks, standing in line behind a man loudly berating the barista for putting almond milk in his latte instead of oat. He carries the impatient, exasperated air of someone who has had just about enough of the world’s incompetence. He waves his receipt like a legal summons.
The barista—a college kid with a mop of hair that hasn’t seen a comb since the pandemic—keeps apologizing. The man ignores him, turning to everyone in line as if you might all join his class-action lawsuit against the tyranny of incorrect milk. People offer placating nods of sympathy—yes, they too have suffered the indignities of wrong orders.
It’s easy to slot this scene into a familiar box: uptight man, minor inconvenience, disproportionate meltdown. You might register it as latte rage, a sport for the overcaffeinated. Or you might roll your eyes at the barista because your order gets mixed up all the time too, and you wonder who even hires these people. But you probably don’t dig too deep into the analysis—you’re already late for your flight.
Then the barista sets down a second latte and says quietly, “I’m sorry again. I just got the call that my dad’s in the hospital, so I’m kind of not here right now.”
The man stops mid-lecture on work ethic in the younger generation, realizing his anger was misplaced. He blinks. Mumbles something that might have been “Hope he’s okay.” Takes his corrected order and leaves.
Maybe the guy was an entitled jerk. Maybe he was heading to a funeral himself. Maybe almond milk actually makes him swell up like a blowfish. You couldn’t know. What you do know is that you had confidently narrated the whole scene in your head because it fit a story you already understood—and you made an assumption without realizing it.
[bookmark: _4tgm3n6ysovy]Introduction: The Spectrum of Blindness
That’s the thing about perception traps: most of them aren’t dark. They often have nothing to do with malice, moral failure, or conscious denial. And they don’t need to be dramatic. More often, they’re quiet, subtle, mundane—so ordinary you hardly notice them at all.
You are, quite literally, looking at the world through holes. Where your optic nerve meets your retina, no photoreceptors exist—no image enters there. Yet you never notice a black patch floating in your vision. Your brain fills it in seamlessly, borrowing data from the surrounding space, leaving you convinced you’re seeing everything.
At its core, blindness is often nothing more than assumptions we don’t recognize as assumptions, narratives we inherit without examination, mental mad-libs our brains run without permission. It’s autopilot—a factory setting.
Most people approach others’ blindness through its outcomes, reducing it to selfish or dangerous traits. Someone was too self-absorbed to notice, made a bad assumption, or maybe they were gaslighting you. But beneath that scatter of mistakes and injuries lies a real pattern. Blindness isn’t chaos—it’s structured. From the outside it looks like stubbornness or irrationality, but underneath it follows a clear logic of growth, defense, and reinforcement.
Understanding these gradients is essential. If you want to connect with someone—if you want to help them see—you must first understand why they don’t. You must recognize the tenderness their blindness serves, the need it protects. Otherwise, your attempt to intervene risks striking the very nerve that holds the blindness in place. Instead of loosening it, you strengthen it.
This book offers a framework for that logic—a map of how blindness begins, deepens, and fiercely resists being undone. The point isn’t to excuse behavior or measure guilt. An innocent misunderstanding can ripple outward with devastating consequences. A hardened dogma might sit dormant, doing little harm within one private life. The spectrum doesn’t weigh moral worth. It asks one practical question: how difficult will it be to help someone see differently?
Here’s where distinctions matter. A world exists between blindness born of curiosity and blindness born of superiority. Between confusion and contempt. Between not-knowing with openness and not-knowing armed with judgment. Each carries different possibilities for change. Without recognizing these distinctions, we collapse complexity into crude binaries: people either see, or they don’t. But blindness is never that simple. It’s layered, textured, alive.
[bookmark: _q5ydd8c5c43c]The Six Gradients of Blindness
Blindness stretches across a spectrum, shifting in texture and weight, from the softest absence to the hardest dogma. Along the way, distortion accumulates—layer by layer—as ego, self-perception, survival, and social reinforcement tighten their grip.
[bookmark: _nsruf4cafiyt]1. Missing Mind Map
At the gentlest end lies the Missing Mind Map—ignorance in its purest form. Picture standing in an open field before anything has been built. The air is clear. The ground is bare. When truth arrives, it faces no competition. It seeps in without struggle, like ink on fresh parchment. Nothing needs erasing or rewriting. This isn’t distortion—it’s simply absence.
[bookmark: _jb22goxmrark]2. Familiar Frame
But absence rarely stays empty for long. After all, the brain abhors a vacuum. It rushes to fill the blank with whatever feels most familiar, most available. That’s how the Familiar Frame takes root: the stories, categories, and shortcuts our minds plant automatically to make the world readable. These frames help us move quickly, but they can also distort without our noticing.
The brain isn’t a camera faithfully recording each pixel. It’s more like a speed-obsessed sketch artist, snatching fragments of detail and filling in the rest with guesses drawn from memory, context, and expectation. Just as your eyes erase the literal blind spot in your vision by borrowing from the surrounding space, your mind erases blind spots in understanding by guessing at the story. Most blindness doesn’t look like ignoring—it looks like you’ve already seen enough.
[bookmark: _m5k2ueyjf8c4]3. Reality Retreat
When blank spaces fill not with truth but with protection, blindness hardens. Not-knowing slips into not-wanting-to-know. This is the Reality Retreat, where avoidance becomes defense. Over time, evasions become shelters, pride becomes scaffolding, and memory rearranges the furniture.
It’s neither the open field of innocence nor the fortress wall of dogma, but something in between: half-built houses of evasion, rooms furnished with selective memory. These shelters resist dismantling, but they’re not impenetrable either. Light can still seep through cracks. Doors can still be coaxed open.
[bookmark: _1pzlrfbhi6yv]4. Self-Slanted Sight
From there, blindness becomes deeply personal. The Self-Slanted Sight warps perception to shield ego, pride, or belonging. A husband who can’t admit his cruelty insists his wife is “too sensitive.” A colleague battling insecurity dismisses every fresh idea as naïve. The distortion isn’t necessarily calculated—it’s survival at the level of self-worth. To see clearly would shatter the delicate framework holding identity together.
[bookmark: _g9tw2zz3ykl7]5. Locked Loop Lens
Blindness grows stronger when it’s no longer just private, but reinforced by others. This is the Locked Loop Lens, where distortions echo in closed circuits of validation. Echo chambers, partisan bubbles, cultural scripts—all create self-sealing systems. Beliefs ricochet back and forth until they feel unshakeable. Shared conviction masquerades as proof. To step outside risks exile.
[bookmark: _o043ad4if3m9]6. Dogma Dungeon
At the far end sits the Dogma Dungeon—the most rigid form of blindness. Here, belief and identity have melted into a single fortress. Every beam braces the next. Every stone locks the wall in place. Pull out even one piece, and the entire structure threatens to crumble.
For the person trapped inside, questioning isn’t curiosity—it’s catastrophe. To doubt feels like death. And because survival hangs in the balance, dogma gets defended fiercely, often forced on others. The tragedy is that at every stage, blindness feels like absolute certainty while you’re living it.
[bookmark: _sbjqgxlgxrfb]What Blindness Protects
Each layer of blindness reveals two things simultaneously: how fiercely a distortion is clutched, and what it’s guarding. Sometimes it shields nothing more than a missing fact. Sometimes it guards wounded pride. Sometimes it shelters the need to belong. Sometimes it defends survival itself.
You see it in the smallest human moments: a husband insisting his wife is “too sensitive.” And you see it on society’s grandest stage: a nation unable to confront its failures, instead blaming scapegoats—Jews, immigrants, outsiders.
What starts as an innocent gap becomes useful. First it soothes discomfort. Then it preserves ego. Over time, it defends entire identities and communities. Blindness thickens into distortion. Distortion hardens into delusion. And eventually belief fuses so completely with identity that it becomes sacred and untouchable. That is dogma.
[bookmark: _cglt3jw0dcg4]Why the Framework Matters
Without such a map, we thrash in the dark. We fall back on blunt labels: “stubborn,” “toxic,” “crazy.” We flatten complexity into a false binary—either someone sees, or they don’t. In that flattening, we lose the chance to meet them where they actually are.
But blindness isn’t binary. Sometimes it’s the soft veil of ignorance, ready to be lifted. Sometimes it’s the fog of distortion, thickening around an old wound. And sometimes it’s the armored fortress of dogma, sealed tight with identity. Each stage demands a different approach.
By naming these six gradients, we gain what’s so often missing in moments of fracture:
· A shared language: a way to orient ourselves to the blindness at hand, to see what it protects, and to gauge how easily it might shift.
· A compass for action: ignorance yields to education; distortion softens with empathy; dogma rarely yields at all. Knowing which form of blindness you face shows you how to respond—and just as importantly, when not to.
· A measure of hope: clarity about where change is possible and where it isn’t. This steadies us. It tells us when to stay in the conversation and when the wiser act of love is to step back and protect ourselves.
That’s why I call this a framework for non-reality. It doesn’t simply diagnose the blindness of others; it orients us to our own. It’s not just a taxonomy, but a reckoning: a way of seeing how quickly we lose sight, how easily we mistake distortion for truth, and what it would mean—against all our defenses, against the comfort of certainty—to see clearly again.
~
[bookmark: _8iebvkhzbcag]Missing Mind Map
At its most basic level, blindness is simply the absence of seeing, of knowing. Before Pasteur, doctors washed wounds with dirty water—not from negligence, but because bacteria were literally unimaginable. Before Watson and Crick, people could see that children resembled their parents, yet the actual code of life—DNA—hadn’t even entered human imagination. Every child, before developing object permanence, lives in this same innocence: when the ball rolls under the couch, it vanishes from their reality because the idea that something could exist outside of sight hasn’t yet taken root. The same was true of the deep ocean before submersibles and cameras—vast ecosystems of glowing creatures lived miles below the surface, entirely absent from human awareness.
This is simple blindness: the natural blank spots that come with living in a world too vast to ever see in full. A Missing Mind Map. It carries no assumptions, no agenda, no defense mechanism, no malice. It’s simply the limit of perspective. Pure ignorance.
Inuit cultures need to read snow the way sailors read the sea or desert nomads read sand and wind. Being able to distinguish between snow that’s good for sealing a shelter and snow that will collapse underfoot is lived experience that makes people detect nuances in snow, sea waves, or wind patterns that others would be blind to. I’m none of these three types of experts, so to me: snow is snow, sand is sand, and wind is wind. I lack knowledge about their different facets because I have no experience with them. Any conflation I make comes from simple blindness.
This is where the spectrum of blindness begins—with the Missing Mind Map, the simple blindness of just not knowing. It’s the blank space on the map, the uncharted territory before the mind even begins to guess. At its most basic, Missing Mind Map is simply ignorance: a piece of reality omitted, an area of life for which we have no categories. The brain was never exposed to a new experience or idea. This can include automatic filtering—sometimes the foreign reality doesn’t register at all. It’s not the rejection of awareness, but its absence.
And while even this kind of ignorance can cause harm to individuals and societies, it remains touched with innocence — a reminder that in a universe infinitely more complex than our perception, not knowing is part of being human. However, that innocence can–and often does–quickly get lost in our reaction when confronting the simple blindness of Missing Mind Map.
When someone confronts their blindness of a Missing Mind Map variety, there are countless possible reactions. The cleanest would be confusion and surprise– sometimes, we encounter the reality but don’t know what to do with it. The shock of a new culture, a new technology, or a social code we’ve never seen before leaves us disoriented. A person’s reaction to new information reveals something about their character, but it also hints at what might happen next. If they respond with simple confusion and surprise, paired with a genuine desire to seek and understand, then they’ve stayed at the beginning of the blindness continuum.
I know this terrain intimately. As a neurodivergent child, I often walked into rooms sensing their edges but holding no map to guide me. My brain was wired differently, so instructions that others absorbed with ease struck me as riddles spoken in code.
My reaction wasn’t the simplest form you might expect. I didn’t just get confused and surprised each time. We are humans with emotions and pride, after all, so discovering something that contradicts what we thought we knew about the world or ourselves can trigger many reactions. Resistance emerges because we don’t want it to be true. Frustration or irritation follows close behind. Even amusement at our own folly reveals something about our character and our reluctance to climb the blindness ladder to the next stages.
A teacher would give directions, classmates would nod in unison, and I would sit frozen in my chair. Everyone else seemed to follow a set of instructions I couldn’t read. What felt intuitive to them felt impenetrable to me. Entire domains of human interaction appeared like locked rooms whose doors I couldn’t find. Even now, as an adult, I sometimes feel helpless in situations where others seem effortlessly oriented, my blindness exposed in the simplest of exchanges.
My mother carried her own missing maps, though hers weren’t about cognitive processing but about the social and emotional terrain most people navigate instinctively. She didn’t notice or factor in social cues, relational subtleties, or the unspoken rules of belonging. Once, I asked her which emotions she experienced most often. She paused, genuinely considering the question, and finally said: “Maybe sadness… a couple of times a month.” I laughed in disbelief. For her, emotion itself was uncharted territory. She would drop by people’s homes unannounced, oblivious to the possibility that she might be intruding. As a child, I was mortified by these social missteps. As an adult, I began to admire the steadiness with which she moved through life, untouched by the self-consciousness that consumed me. Where my blindness bred shame and anxiety, hers bred a kind of amused detachment. The reaction to blindness, after all, can vary as widely as the blindness itself.
Of course, her missing maps could also wound, though never intentionally. One afternoon, my sister came home in tears after discovering that her friends had gone to the movies without her. My mother, searching for bearings in territory she couldn’t chart, replied with calm logic: “Oh, I guess they’re not your friends.” My sister’s sobs deepened. “But they are my best friends!” she cried. My mother considered this carefully, then offered the only conclusion her compass allowed: “Well then, I guess you don’t need friends.”
It wasn’t cruelty. It wasn’t indifference. It was blindness—the absence of the emotional map my sister was standing on, that fragile terrain of longing, betrayal, and belonging. My mother had no coordinates for those feelings. She reached instead for the tools she did have: reason, deduction, linear logic. Without the framework of emotional attunement, she couldn’t even recognize what the moment required. She wasn’t denying my sister’s pain. She simply couldn’t see it.
Over time, I came to recognize how many of the frustrations and hurts my sister and I carried toward my mother could be traced back to this: her Missing Mind Map. And the distinction matters. When blindness comes from absence rather than distortion, there’s no ego to protect, no identity to defend. There’s only not knowing. Grace comes more easily once you realize that.
But Missing Mind Map isn’t confined to these arenas of childlike innocence. It weaves through our daily lives in countless quiet ways—in the small missteps and wrong turns that happen simply because we don’t know what we don’t know. Sometimes the consequences are trivial, barely worth noticing. Other times they cut deep, leaving wounds that linger. And occasionally, even when ignorance appears in those with darker motives, it still carries that peculiar, almost childlike quality. It’s jarring to see how incompetence sits alongside menace. The result is a strange paradox: in the very figures meant to terrify us, blindness can reveal itself as clumsy, even laughable. And laughter, in such moments, becomes medicine—a way to glimpse the humanity in someone threatening, a way to defang fear by recognizing its childish core.
I witnessed this firsthand while living in Damascus. I’d rented an apartment that was far too large for me—a sprawling three-bedroom space shaped like an L, with a kitchen tucked around the bend that I rarely touched. Housing was scarce with the flood of Iraqi refugees, and I had little choice but to take the overpriced, oversized place. It always felt like too much—too much space, too much emptiness—but I made do, grateful at least to have a roof.
In Syria, surveillance wasn’t just a possibility—it was guaranteed. Apartments were routinely bugged. Neighbors often served as informants. I quickly learned to live under the watchful presence of a white van that never budged from its spot on the street. Its windshield had become a trash bin, layered with crumpled snack wrappers and plastic bottles tossed aside by the men inside. I knew they were watching me, though not particularly well.
One night, just as I was heading to bed, I heard a knock at my door. I froze. In Damascus, knocks were rarely casual. I crept to the peephole and peered out. Nothing. The hallway stood empty and still. A chill ran through me. Then I remembered: the kitchen door around the bend also had a peephole facing the same entryway. I tiptoed across the apartment, heart hammering, and leaned in.
There he was. One of the surveillance men, creeping up the stairs in exaggerated slow motion, arms stretched out for balance like a cartoon burglar. His movements were so theatrically cautious, as if he believed invisibility could be achieved through careful tiptoeing. For a moment, fear collided with absurdity. Was I actually in danger, or was I watching slapstick comedy unfold in real time?
The next morning, I opened my door to find a decapitated bird on my threshold. A message. A warning. The Baathists loved The Godfather, and this was their version of the horse’s head: menacing, yet strangely juvenile in its imitation.
Multiple layers of blindness tangle through that story. Mine: I was young, partly blind to how serious the situation was, clinging to a sense of safety I didn’t really have. Theirs: they were state agents tasked with intimidation, but they were terrible at their job. Blind to my apartment’s layout, blind to their own transparency, blind to the fact that their crude signals inspired not just fear but also ridicule. And perhaps there’s a broader blindness too: the Baathist state’s belief that control could be secured through gestures that were as childish as they were cruel.
That’s the paradox of Missing Mind Map. It can wound. It can threaten. It can even kill. Yet at the same time, it reveals itself in ways that are laughable—like children trying on adult costumes, performing menace without truly mastering it. That night in Damascus, I witnessed both: the danger of their power and the comedy of their blindness.
Sometimes that innocence, even with bad motives behind it, creates a point of connection, a way to laugh at ourselves and each other. I find this response tends to be most fruitful when confronting our own blindness—because laughter signals humility, and humility lets us update our maps. The trouble starts when people cling to the need to appear knowing, to never be wrong. Then they refuse to engage with their Missing Mind Maps in a spirit of humility or humor. They dig in. And once they dig in, absence becomes distortion.
But when we meet blindness with curiosity instead of shame, it becomes an opening. I remember a Texas Uber driver who, upon hearing I was Jewish, asked with genuine puzzlement: “Oh, you have horns, right? Can I see?” His face carried no sneer, no edge—only bewilderment. When I explained that the horn myth came from a mistranslation of the Bible, he blinked and said, “Oh wow, I didn’t know that.” That moment wasn’t hate. It was ignorance—unconscious prejudice absorbed from cultural myth. We both laughed. Had he resisted correction or dug in to defend his belief, something more entrenched would have been at play. But he didn’t. He simply updated his map.
That’s the essence of Missing Mind Map. Not denial. Not distortion. Not projection. Just the absence of a frame. There’s an innocence to it, a kind of openness—the space of not knowing. But innocence carries dangers. Left untouched by dialogue, education, or encounter, blank spaces don’t stay benign. They become open gates where distortion can creep in, or where others’ dogma can take root.
This is why recognizing Missing Mind Map matters. When you shame someone for not knowing, you risk hardening the gap into defensiveness. What could have been filled with openness becomes a fortress built for safety. But when you meet Missing Mind Map with patience, curiosity, and empathy, you keep the space pliable. You give ignorance the chance to transform into understanding rather than resistance. The key to staying free in this stage is intellectual humility: the rare habit of recognizing the limits of what you know and welcoming the discomfort of being wrong. Researchers like Porter have found that this kind of humility makes people more open-minded, less polarized, and more respectful of outside perspectives. Lose that humility, and the edges of innocent blindness start to harden.
No one escapes this stage. Every person, every culture, carries Missing Mind Maps—uncharted territories that remain invisible until someone, or something, hands us the map.
[bookmark: _18ahboi7p014]Familiar Frame
The mind abhors empty spaces. When it encounters uncertainty, it races to fill the void with what feels familiar. A shadow morphs into a recognizable shape, silence transforms into an answer, a stranger becomes a category. What starts as the innocent blindness of not knowing becomes the systematic blindness of the Familiar Frame.
It doesn’t feel like blindness—it feels like insight. The brain stays busy doing what it excels at: sorting, categorizing, mapping the unknown onto the known. It takes the jagged, unfinished edges of experience and smooths them with memory, habit, and fragments of cultural inheritance. The unfamiliar gets dressed in familiar clothes. The strange gets explained away with a ready-made template. It happens so fast, so automatically, we barely notice.
This is why the Familiar Frame proves harder to shake than simple ignorance. It isn’t emptiness; it’s fullness—a sketch, a story, a fill-in-the-blank that feels complete. Challenging it means challenging not just our assumptions but the very scaffolding our brains use to make sense of the world. Being wrong stings, and the mind resists redrawing its maps. The pushback comes not only from ego but from the sheer effort of rewiring a pattern already locked in place.
Yet this automatic sense-making isn’t malicious. It’s actually adaptive, even lifesaving. It conserves energy, keeps us moving, spares us the exhausting work of processing every detail in front of us. But the same efficiency that protects us can also betray us. The Familiar Frame edits reality. It narrows what we see. A complex person becomes a stereotype. A multi-layered situation gets flattened into something readable but wrong.
This is how many blind spots operate—long before ego or defense mechanisms even kick in. Exposure teaches the mind to slice reality into finer detail, to notice the subtle distinctions that otherwise blur together. Without that exposure, granularity never develops. We think we’re seeing the full picture when we’re actually moving through a flattened landscape, mistaking the absence of detail for the absence of complexity.
This is the quiet magic—and the quiet danger—of predictive coding. The brain is a relentless guesser, forever writing the next frame of the movie before the reel has even turned. Most of the time it guesses right. Sometimes it doesn’t. Illusions reveal the trick: in the Kanizsa triangle, three Pac-Man shapes and a few lines conjure a solid white triangle that isn’t there. In motion illusions, the eyes lag but the brain projects ahead, creating continuity from nothing. The same process runs through our ordinary days. You miss a new scratch on your car because you’ve already filed its surface under “fine.” You skim past the same typo three times because your brain reads for meaning, not letters. You walk by a shop without realizing it’s closed because, in your mind, it’s still open—as it has always been.
Blindness here is less refusal than faith—faith in the mind’s own sketch of the world. It’s the perceptual version of autocorrect: quick, useful, often right, occasionally absurd. But sometimes the most significant thing in our field of vision is the one our mind never bothered to see.
A little humility, a little new information, and the picture can shift. But the mechanism stays the same. Pattern recognition, schema theory, shortcuts of attention, salience bias—they are the brain in neutral, conserving energy, avoiding overload. Useful, yes. Protective, yes. But costly too. The very efficiency that spares us from drowning in complexity also shapes the reality we believe we’re perceiving.
[bookmark: _264gbi29dnn]The Shapes of Patterned Blindness
Patterned blindness appears in two forms.
· Reality Trimming: the unconscious process of filtering reality down to what seems “relevant,” defined not by the truth of the world but by what we already know. Gaps in knowledge stay unfilled, but instead of appearing as blanks, they get paved over by assumption.
· Default Mapping: the tendency to map unknown situations onto known frameworks. The unfamiliar gets draped in the familiar, even when the fabric doesn’t quite fit.
Neither is malicious. Both are simply the mind’s way of staying afloat in a sea too vast to fully take in. But they leave us vulnerable. They trick us into believing we see clearly when, in fact, we’re projecting, substituting, misreading.
[bookmark: _qgzagyp5mccz]The Inheritance of Culture
These frames aren’t just built individually; they’re passed down through generations. Culture shapes our perception before we even realize we’re seeing. Stories overheard at kitchen tables, patterns repeated in casual conversation, stereotypes whispered until they crystallize into what feels like obvious truth. The Familiar Frame becomes quiet shorthand: people like this are usually that.
For Jews, these frames have circulated for centuries. Shrewd with money. Clever with words. Intellectual. Resilient. Clannish. Powerful. Victimized. Some generalizations carry outright hostility, others hold fragments of observable truth, but all distort reality. They flatten the full complexity of a people into neat, digestible labels. What makes the Familiar Frame so dangerous is that it doesn’t need hatred to survive—only repetition. It seeps in until it feels natural, until prejudice wears the mask of common sense.
[bookmark: _f39givv3jp0a]My Own Blind Spots
I’ve lived this blindness firsthand. With my father, I trusted him long after his mind began to slip. He’d been reliable for so many years that I couldn’t adjust to his unraveling. Each moment of clarity convinced me he was still himself. The same pattern repeated with my grandfather’s dementia: one coherent sentence, one flash of recognition, and I’d rush to believe he’d returned, only to watch him fade again. My Familiar Frame filled the gaps with the father and grandfather I remembered, not the men they’d become.
I brought the same blindness into love. Julio was my first serious boyfriend—a bisexual Marine in special forces who lived on base with a married couple. We’d met in Morocco when his life still read like a catalog of exotic locations: bustling bazaars and empty desert roads, mint tea and diesel fumes. After he deployed, our relationship stretched across places I could barely picture—Yemen, Oman, the volatile edges of the Middle East.
When I visited him, the couple embraced me warmly. The wife, Teila, was particularly attentive. She lent me clothes, styled my hair, reassured me constantly about Julio’s feelings. I interpreted her attention as kindness, as confirmation of his love for me. Looking back, the signs of their intimacy were glaring: hushed conversations, lingering glances, the way her body naturally gravitated toward his. But my Familiar Frame demanded a different narrative. I dismissed the evidence because I preferred the safety of what I thought I understood.
Even the details I once treasured crumbled under fresh scrutiny. Julio had a song on his MySpace profile—Cupid’s Chokehold—that I thought belonged to us. Later I discovered it was theirs. My blindness wasn’t accidental. It followed a pattern.
For me, the price was humiliation. Julio had existed more in my imagination than as a real partner. But for Teila’s husband, the cost was devastation. The betrayal gutted him completely. He spiraled into drinking, lost his position in the Marines, and eventually surfaced in the murky world of Blackwater, deployed south into the sweltering corridors of Latin America to hunt Hezbollah networks. He had been thrown away, then drafted into a different kind of exile.
For me, this was Familiar Frame: my world filtered through assumptions. For him, it might have been something more sinister, a blindness I call Reality Retreat: the kind of blindness that springs not from patterns but from refusal, when the truth cuts too deep to bear and the mind simply looks away.
[bookmark: _qtfidpxvoa7q]Reality Retreat
Teila’s husband wasn’t just trapped in the Familiar Frame — not just blinded by assumptions or numbed by routine. His breakdown carried the weight of something heavier, more intentional. What I witnessed in him was what I call Reality Retreat.
Reality Retreat strikes when the truth feels too dangerous to face. It isn’t the brain’s automatic shortcut, filling blanks with memory. It’s deliberate avoidance. The gaze doesn’t just drift; it actively turns away. Blindness transforms into a choice, even when the person can’t acknowledge they’re making it. The unbearable truth hovers at the periphery of consciousness, clear enough to disturb but never fully confronted. The mind edits not from laziness but from fear, desperate to preserve some fragment of safety, dignity, or connection.
That was Teila’s husband. The betrayal lived in plain sight—in late-night whispers, sidelong glances, the way Julio’s body leaned into hers. Any outside observer could see it. And perhaps he did see it, dimly, like a shape flickering in his peripheral vision. But to face it directly would have meant unraveling his entire life. To admit it would have meant acknowledging that the woman he trusted and the brotherhood he lived within had shattered. It would have meant accepting he had lost his place in the world. That price was too steep. So he drank. He numbed himself. He found ways to look elsewhere, until “elsewhere” became the only place he could survive. What destroyed him wasn’t ignorance—it was his inability to bear what he already knew.
This captures the essence of Reality Retreat. Unlike patterned blindness, which operates largely below consciousness, Reality Retreat springs from fear. It’s the turning of the head, the averted gaze, the deliberate refusal to register what threatens to undo us. While this strategy works short-term—buying equilibrium, allowing life to continue, preserving a fragile sense of order—it comes at a cost. Every act of retreat creates a debt. That debt accumulates silently until it demands payment.
I witnessed this same mechanism with equal clarity in academia. When I sought IRB approval for my antisemitism study, I expected resistance but not the particular form it took. Eleven professors turned me down. Not junior scholars nervously protecting their tenure prospects, but established sociologists celebrated for their boldness. These were people whose careers were built on courting controversy. They wrote books on Russian propaganda, mapped conspiracy theories, delivered keynote talks about moral panic, far-right extremism, and authoritarian seduction. They weren’t timid or fragile.
Yet when I raised antisemitism—especially contemporary propaganda targeting Jews or Israel—the atmosphere shifted. Shoulders tensed. Eyes darted away. Their refusal was polite but absolute: too political. One professor was direct: “If you were studying Islamophobia, I’d sign on immediately. But this? I can’t risk it.”
The irony was staggering. They had dissected Kremlin disinformation and mocked QAnon fantasies without hesitation. In their own circles, these critiques were not only safe but celebrated. But antisemitism was different. The evidence wasn’t missing—the tropes were alive, centuries old and freshly viral on TikTok. Propaganda flowed from Tehran to Twitter. The data sat there, in plain sight. Yet they looked away.
This is Reality Retreat at an institutional scale. The truth isn’t invisible; it’s unbearable. And the refusal gets rationalized not in crude terms but sophisticated ones: it’s too political, too complicated, too messy. This is the kind of blindness academia rarely admits to—a retreat cloaked in intellectual subtlety, defended by the pride of nuance. Scholars congratulate themselves for standing above ideology, yet their very confidence in their objectivity blinds them to their own distortions.
This sophisticated avoidance isn’t confined to universities. Journalists sometimes try to correct for bias with the “state your bias” disclosure, a nod to transparency. But this only works when someone can recognize their own bias—and finds the courage to name it. Some blind spots are easy to admit. A doctor can say: I’m predisposed to trust medical research. A historian can say: I’m predisposed to question who funded it. But others cut closer to the bone. Take prejudice—not always the overt, malicious kind, but the quiet reflexes: the reflex to associate “threat” with a Black body, to assume “money” when hearing a Jewish name. These aren’t distortions we like to confess. So the avoidance grows.
Even the most brilliant minds aren’t exempt. In fact, brilliance often sharpens the blind spot, because the intellect bends itself to defend what the heart cannot face. The cleverer we are, the more elaborate the rationalizations we can build, the more airtight the fortress we construct around our refusals.
When I read Stephen Hawking, I was awed by his genius, the elegance of his physics, the clarity with which he mapped the universe. Yet threaded through his work was something else: a vein of anger, a current of resentment toward religion that seemed to haunt the pages. His scientific arguments doubled as an exorcism. What looked like pure reason carried an undertone of personal struggle, the shadow of something unresolved.
This is the truth about blindness: it doesn’t bow to IQ. It rides on conviction’s back, slips into passion’s currents, and disguises itself as rigor. The sharper the mind, the more subtle the disguise. The question isn’t whether we have blind spots—we all do. The real question, the harder one, is whether we can bear to see them, whether we have the courage to face what our brilliance has helped us hide.
I’d already watched Reality Retreat unfold in the meditation community I once belonged to, the same one where Shane climbed the ranks with ease. His danger wasn’t subtle. He was aggressive, volatile, and beneath it all, sociopathic. But the community, which prided itself on honoring every “subjective reality,” refused to acknowledge what was obvious.
Red flags got reframed as differences in perception. When someone said they felt unsafe around him, the community treated that as their truth—valid, yes, but no more valid than Shane’s claim that he was simply passionate, misunderstood, or “expressing himself authentically.” This practice of privileging subjectivity over objectivity became the perfect excuse for avoidance. By declaring all realities equally true, the community gave itself permission to ignore the one truth staring them in the face: Shane was dangerous.
His particular brilliance lay in how he exploited that ethos. Shane turned the community into his laboratory. He studied how humans talked about their feelings, learned the rhythms of vulnerability, the gestures of remorse, the posture of empathy. He mirrored back what people longed to hear and, over time, mastered intimacy’s vocabulary without ever feeling it. He became fluent in emotional mimicry. What others shared with sincerity, he converted into strategy.
Here’s the dark irony of sociopathy: the very spaces devoted to empathy often become the most vulnerable to its counterfeit. Therapists know this, which explains why so many hesitate to treat sociopaths. Therapy doesn’t rehabilitate them—it educates them. It teaches sharper disguises, more convincing scripts, better ways to simulate the feelings they lack. Every healing tool becomes another instrument of manipulation.
The community, meanwhile, retreated deeper into blindness. Admitting his sociopathy would have meant acknowledging their judgment had failed — that harm had taken root in the very soil of their practice. Instead, they elevated him. They called their refusal to confront him “holding complexity,” but it was really avoidance hardened into doctrine. By sanctifying subjectivity, they transformed cowardice into virtue and placed a predator at the heart of their circle.
That’s the essence of Reality Retreat: not that evidence is missing, but that it’s too destabilizing to name. The danger is visible, undeniable, even felt in the body — but acknowledging it costs more than staying silent. So the gaze turns away.
Then there was my father. His downward spiral turned on this same mechanism. He couldn’t face certain truths about himself. He needed to believe — and prove to others — that he acted with integrity. Admitting otherwise would have shattered his identity. So he built elaborate justifications. To outsiders, his behavior looked plainly irrational, even insane. But inside his world, it made sense. Seeing clearly would have destroyed the story he needed to survive. So he refused.
That’s the devastating cost of Reality Retreat. It’s a survival strategy built on refusal. It keeps us safe in the moment, but sacrifices truth and relationships. The debts pile up: unspoken betrayals, untold histories, unacknowledged selves. When the reckoning comes, it’s rarely gentle.
[bookmark: _nz8oz6tq5qbo]Self Slanted Sight
If Avoidant Blindness is the refusal to look, then Self-Slanted Sight is the next step. It’s what happens when we do look, but see something entirely different. This isn’t the emptiness of blindness or the absence of recognition, but distortion layered over reality — perception bent into shapes that serve needs we rarely admit to ourselves.
Reality Retreat also distorts perception, but differently. Its distortions come from subtraction. What can’t be faced gets cut away. Gaps and blind corners remain, so the picture skews not through invention but through absence. The fracture comes from what’s missing.
Self-Slanted Sight goes beyond leaving blanks — it actively overlays. While Reality Retreat edits out, Self-Slanted Sight edits in. It creates a frame, a story, a justification — a lens that filters all incoming evidence. What starts as blindness crystallizes into distortion. Facts aren't just avoided; they're bent, refracted, and reshaped into forms the ego can accept.
The mind achieves this through familiar mechanisms: confirmation bias, motivated reasoning, cognitive dissonance, and framing effects. Evidence that threatens our identity gets softened or dismissed; evidence that supports it gets amplified. Identity, loyalty, fear, desire, and belonging all tint what we perceive. Like light passing through stained glass, the facts still reach us, but transformed — colored by what the self desperately needs them to be.
This transformation mirrors the shift from Missing Mind Map to Familiar Frame. In Missing Mind Map, the mind loses orientation because something is missing. In Familiar Frame, the mind overlays familiar patterns to fill the gap — not from pride or self-protection, but as innocent shorthand. Self-Slanted Sight operates differently. Its overlays carry purpose: to defend, to justify, to preserve our story of self and world.
Where Reality Retreat creates absence, Self-Slanted Sight adds presence. Where one conceals, the other fabricates. Together they mark the turning point from blindness as omission to blindness as distortion.
Self-Slanted Sight never announces itself as distortion, though. It arrives disguised as story. No one awakens thinking, I will deceive myself today. Instead, the mind quietly arranges the world into a narrative we can survive. We don't simply observe facts; we assign them roles. We create scenery, select costumes, and twist the plot until we can continue playing a character we recognize.
We draw from humanity's oldest myths. The faithful spouse. The misunderstood artist. The righteous truth-teller. The one who endures, who saves, who suffers betrayal. These archetypes aren't private inventions but deep currents of human imagination, ready to be claimed. When reality threatens to strip them away, we grip tighter. The facts get softened, reshaped, or edited until they validate the script we most need to believe.
What we cannot own within ourselves gets cast outward. Anger becomes their hostility. Desire becomes their temptation. Fragility becomes their weakness. Projection isn’t an accident—it’s an economy of survival. What the ego can’t tolerate gets banished from the self and made visible in someone else.
The Drama Triangle offers one familiar stage. Victim, persecutor, rescuer—three roles, endlessly rehearsed. Slip into one and the whole world rearranges to match. When I’m the victim, every sideways glance becomes persecution. When I’m the rescuer, your independence looks like ingratitude. When I’m the persecutor, it’s only because justice demanded it, because you forced my hand.
The tragedy isn’t just that we distort others—it’s that we mistake these roles for reality itself. We stop meeting people as they are. Instead, we conscript them into our private play, asking them to perform in the theater of our survival.
Beneath this theater, the ego’s machinery hums quietly. Rationalization, denial, reframing, projection—these aren’t exotic failures but ordinary tools, polished through a lifetime of use. They protect us from shame and exile, from the unbearable recognition that we’re not always who we imagine ourselves to be.
Intelligence doesn’t save us from these patterns; it refines them. A clever ego can craft a dozen justifications before breakfast. It transforms cruelty into righteousness, failure into destiny, longing into fate. The sharper the mind, the subtler the distortion becomes.
Over time, Self-Slanted Sight doesn’t merely distort moments—it distorts lives. We narrate ourselves into coherence:
I’m the kind of person who always…
My life has been about…
This had to happen, because otherwise…
These aren’t just sentences; they’re scaffolding. They hold the edifice of identity upright. But they’re laced with omissions, colored by projections, bent toward coherence rather than truth.
What we can’t face, we reframe. What we can’t admit, we assign to others. What we can’t bear, we recast as meaning. And so our past gets rewritten, our present softened, our future imagined—all so the story of me can keep unfolding.
The mind accomplishes this through familiar, almost invisible machinery. Confirmation bias, motivated reasoning, and cognitive dissonance all do their quiet work. What doesn’t fit gets explained away. What does fit gets magnified.
These are not failures of intelligence but its ordinary functions turned inward. They protect us from pain and preserve our sense of coherence in the moment. But over time, they shrink what we can bear to acknowledge, narrowing the horizon of what we’re willing to see.
Even “seeing” is no longer neutral—it’s interpretation all the way down.
~
[bookmark: _4fiyn9j2ng9w]Mohammed Algeria
~
In Oujda, I fell into a strange entanglement with Mohammed, a shop owner whose life was both ordinary and dangerous. What started as fleeting attraction swelled into limerence, which I mistook for love.
Mohammed’s devotion was carved into his body: the bruise of prostration stamped into his forehead, his beard curling wild around a jaw that never softened. He sang for prophets with veins bulging, convinced he could save me from my unbelief. He wanted me not just as a woman, but as a soul to rescue. But I was no convert. I was an American, an atheist, and a Jew. Tainted. Damned. His gaze read my eyes as good, while I knew they lied.
He took me on the back of his moped one evening to show me the ruins of a mosque the government had demolished. He spoke with conviction, with grievance, with the certainty of prophecy. Later, I would learn that Mohammed wasn’t just devout—he was sliding toward extremism.
And yet, even as the warning signs multiplied around me—his insistence that the Prophet himself had taken a Jewish wife, his secret nighttime disappearances, his attempts to convince me to marry him and slip illegally into Algeria—I clung to a different story. I told myself this was romance. He told himself he was righteous. Each of us twisted perception to serve a deeper need: he, to sanctify his radicalism; me, to sanctify my longing.
The more I feared the truth, the harder I performed my bluff. I told myself it was a love story, something cinematic, exotic, forbidden. I chose the fantasy over the void. This wasn’t Reality Retreat—the cutting away of what cannot be faced. It was Self-Slanted Sight: filling the frame with fiction.
In truth, Mohammed was courting not just me, but destiny. His “white house” was not simply a space for prayer and study as he claimed; it was a locus of radical thought, already under surveillance by Moroccan authorities. His mother didn’t know where he went at night. But none of that appeared in the picture I painted for myself. I saw star-crossed romance where there was only zealotry and danger.
Both of us participated in distortion. He believed his actions divinely sanctioned, bending scripture’s ambiguities to rationalize his choices. I believed my attachment divinely romantic, bending desire’s ambiguities to rationalize mine. Each of us practiced Self-Slanted Sight: the refusal to see what is, replaced by the compulsion to see what we needed.
~
[bookmark: _l2rbsxg986xb]David’s mom
I saw this most vividly not in theory but in the home of a woman I once hoped would become family.
When I flew across the country to meet my boyfriend’s mother, I carried every symbol of respect I could think of: a lavish bouquet chosen with care, a conservative pink dress I wore only in professional settings, questions rehearsed to draw her out. I knew her opinion mattered deeply to him, and I was determined to win her approval.
Instead, she barely looked at me. She offered little, asked nothing. At the end of the evening, she told us outright that we should end the relationship. Later, when I stepped into the bathroom, she turned to her son and told him that I was “just like her”—that he wanted me only because he missed her.
For me, the comment was shattering. But for her, it was functional. It gave her a story in which his affection for me was not really about me at all, but about her. If I was a proxy, then she remained the center of his desire. His love for me could be folded back into a narrative of how deeply he loved her. When he confronted her the next day, she shifted frames but didn’t abandon the lens. She told me—directly, not in whispers—that she was only concerned for me, since I was older and “needed a real husband” rather than her son. It was an appeal to nobility, an insistence that she was acting out of kindness, protecting me from disappointment.
But the frame was thin, and the dissonance unmistakable. I had heard her speak about his former girlfriend — barely twenty-one at the time, struggling with mental health — with cold apathy, even mockery, dismissing her pain rather than tending to it. The contrast was striking: here was a trained therapist, someone who had built her professional identity around empathy, able to reinterpret her hostility toward me as selfless concern, even as her treatment of others revealed something far harsher.
What I couldn’t name at the time was that this too was the lens at work. It allowed her to hold onto her story of herself as noble and caring, while reassigning the sharpness of her fear, her jealousy, and her cruelty to others. The distortion protected her, but at the cost of seeing me — or anyone — as we truly were.
She wasn’t seeing me or her son or herself.
Self Slant Sight can be mild or severe, depending on the situation. For example, a benign self bias might mean perceiving events in ways that protect your self-esteem without major harm to others — like believing you’re unlucky instead of recognizing you’re a bad singer and that’s why you couldn’t get gigs.
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When distortion gets repeated, reinforced socially, and integrated into group identity, it hardens into a more systematized distortion I call the Locked Loop Lens. While Self-Slanted Sight is about seeing the world through a lens that serves some internal need — ego protection, pride, survival — the Locked Loop Lens emerges when those distortions get validated and echoed by others. Social reinforcement is the critical ingredient. Finding others who see it the same way creates the illusion of objectivity and, more importantly, the feeling of belonging. Suddenly, it’s not just my grievance, it’s our grievance. It’s not just my suspicion, it’s the truth.
The Locked Loop Lens can also form through cultural osmosis, where societal beliefs become more entrenched than the Familiar Frame and solidify into this deeper distortion.
This is how echo chambers, groupthink, and identity-based movements become self-sealing. The distortion feeds on repetition and community affirmation. Contradictory evidence isn’t just ignored—it gets actively reinterpreted so it can’t threaten the frame. Even direct personal experiences that challenge the worldview get dismissed as anomalies, traps, or deceptions. The person’s identity and sense of belonging become tied to maintaining the distortion. Without outside disruption, the loop runs indefinitely, circling back on itself with no exit.
Psychologists studying radicalization observe that it operates almost identically to cult indoctrination. First comes confusion or grievance—an unmet need for meaning, belonging, or recognition. Then the group provides not just answers but identity: “You are one of us now.” Once belonging becomes tethered to belief, questioning turns into betrayal. What started as anger or alienation crystallizes into a worldview that can’t be doubted without risking the loss of the very community that made life bearable. The logic centers less on truth and more on survival: to abandon the belief means facing isolation again.
Sociologically, Locked Loop Lens functions like a closed epistemic system. Radicalization across cultures—whether Islamic jihadism, Western extremism, or even secular cults—follows this same structure. Each begins with personal disorientation: anger at institutions, feelings of being lost, the ache of not belonging, the hunger for purpose. Each then offers the same solution: a grand story that explains everything, a group that embraces you, and a mission that justifies your existence. That combination—story, belonging, mission—proves intoxicating. It transforms private grievance into sacred duty.
Radicalization and cult recruitment are less about ideology than about psychology and sociology. The particular content—religion, politics, conspiracy, even wellness trends—becomes almost interchangeable. What matters is the structure: the loop that feeds on itself, the reinforcement that binds, the belonging that makes distortion feel truer than truth. That is the Locked Loop Lens.
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When I lived in Europe and worked for the Israeli government, I tracked Jihadist networks. What fascinated me most wasn’t just the violence itself, but the vantage point of the would-be terrorists: what drove them, what life felt like from their perspective, and how they became susceptible to radicalization.
Many were the children of hardworking immigrants from countries like Algeria—former French colonies whose citizens had come to France seeking a better life. But in France, assimilation wasn’t a gentle invitation; it was a harsh demand. You were told you were French first and foremost, and everything else came second. On paper, this was the path to belonging. In reality, many of these children were never fully accepted as French. They lived in the outer rings of cities—in the banlieues, the peripheries—cut off socially and economically. They felt the sharp pain of being cast aside every day.
When summer arrived and they visited extended family in North Africa, they hoped to find their roots, to discover where they truly belonged. But there, too, they faced rejection. To their cousins, they weren’t Algerian or Moroccan or Tunisian enough; they were French. Back in France, they heard the opposite: you’re not truly French. They belonged nowhere.
In that painful void, radicalizing agents found them. Recruiters offered more than ideology—they offered a home. They painted Jihadism as romantic belonging: you didn’t need to know theology, didn’t need to practice faithfully, didn’t even need to change your life much. All you had to do was join—and you were accepted. In an instant, alienation became community.
This is where the blindness began to deepen. At first, their experiences of discrimination and marginalization felt personal: being passed over by employers, taunted in schoolyards, shut out of French identity. Those hurts lived as individual wounds. Some perceptions reflected reality; others were exaggerations or distortions born of Self-Slanted Sight—projecting onto the French what they feared the French thought of them. But over time, those scattered impressions began to form a system. They were no longer just feelings; they were reinforced by others who felt the same way, others who fed those stories, repeated them, validated them.
This is where a Locked Loop Lens forms: what starts as individual grievance gets fed back through a closed system of shared anger, shared stories, and shared meaning. Alone, a young man might question his suspicions or ease his resentments. Surrounded by others telling the same story, those suspicions harden. His reality becomes socially reinforced. His private confusion now feels like collective truth.
This is the power of the Locked Loop: distortion that might have dissolved in solitude instead crystallizes into conviction because it gets echoed, affirmed, and rewarded. A grievance transforms into an identity. A suspicion evolves into a worldview. A lonely boy who once felt invisible finds himself part of a movement that offers both recognition and purpose.
~
Rohini always saw the world through a tilted lens. When we were younger, that lens stayed playful—a tool she used to navigate the gap between who she was and who she wanted to become. She craved belonging to the underclass, drawn to the bruised solidarity of “non-whites,” while clinging to her own privileges: boarding school, wealth, cosmopolitan glamour. That tension ate at her. So she managed it through Self-Slanted Sight.
She became an expert at reframing others to comfort herself. Our friend, a journalist who would later win awards, she dismissed with a sneer: terrible writer. What she really meant was: I wanted to be a writer, and she’s living the life I can’t seem to claim. This was her trick: denigrate, distort, diminish—not because it was true, but because it kept her own story whole. Reality bent if you applied just enough pressure.
When I was nineteen, we lived together in Harlem. She dazzled me then. She once got shot in the ass and wore it like some strange badge of honor. I can still picture her: eating fried chicken on a bare mattress, then slipping into a black dress and lipstick to glide into some glittering restaurant, men stumbling over themselves to pay the bill. Once she tossed a piece of diamond jewelry her boyfriend had given her, just to make a point. I thought she was the coolest woman alive.
But glamour never lasts forever. Marriage carried her to Miami, into a high-rise apartment more luxurious than anything New York had offered. At first it felt like an adventure. But soon the days flattened out. She stopped leaving the apartment. She stopped seeing people. The only world that remained was online. And in that isolation, her lens hardened into a loop.
I began to notice the way she spoke: everyone says that… Who was everyone? She barely saw anyone at all. The “everyone” was Twitter. The “everyone” was Facebook. The “everyone” was an algorithm feeding her a curated reality.
Her frustrations sharpened into something harder. She had always wanted to be a writer, but resentment calcified where work should have been. She had lived in America long enough to be neither here nor there — not quite Indian anymore, never fully assimilated — and I think she resented the compromises that had brought her to this place. Married to a non-Indian man, childless in her forties, she carried disappointments she could not name. Social media gave her a way to transform them into righteous anger.
Oppressor. Oppressed. Whiteness. Power. Suddenly the world was simple. It was intoxicating. She clung to this framework because it relieved her of the burden of ambiguity. Her lens no longer offered perspective; it became a prison of binaries.
When the attacks on Israel happened on October 7th, I called her in tears. The footage was horrific. Entire villages overrun, families slaughtered. I told her I was grieving. That I was afraid. That it mattered to me as a Jew, as a human being.
But she couldn’t meet me there. She stayed suspended in the abstract air of ideology, reciting the talking points of her online world. For months, I tried to reach her. I explained, I sent evidence, I asked her to consider that Israelis were not “white,” that they didn’t fit neatly into the categories her echo chamber had condemned. None of it broke through. What confirmed her worldview was magnified; what contradicted it was erased.
By then, it was clear: she wasn’t filtering reality anymore. Reality itself had been replaced.
That is the endgame of Self-Slanted Sight — when the lens no longer mediates between self and world but closes into a loop. A locked system where facts become props, people become projections, and story becomes everything.
[bookmark: _pasozd8ffz14]Dogma Dungeon
Distortion comes in degrees. Self-Slanted Sight is the inward bend of perception—the subtle warping of reality to preserve pride, safety, or belonging. A husband insists his wife is “too sensitive” because admitting cruelty would shatter his self-image as a good, blameless partner. A colleague dismisses another’s idea not because it lacks merit, but because acknowledging its brilliance would expose his own envy. These distortions corrode, yet they remain pliable. With humility, contradiction, or even a flicker of self-awareness, the lens can crack.
Locked Loop Lens takes that same distortion and amplifies it through reinforcement. What begins as one person’s wounded perspective becomes collective “truth” when echoed back by peers, communities, or institutions. Belonging becomes bound to the distortion, and questioning it risks not just an idea but exile. The loop multiplies the lie until it feels communal, objective, undeniable.
Both stages corrode enough on their own. They rot friendships, unravel marriages, fracture societies. But there’s a darker descent: dogma.
Dogma is the plunge off the cliff. It’s no longer distortion, no longer loop. It’s when belief and ego fuse so tightly that loosening one threatens to unravel the other. Dogma is the dungeon at the bottom of blindness. Its walls aren’t built of ideas but of identity itself. To abandon the belief is to abandon the self.
I call it the Dogma Dungeon because once identity fuses with altered reality, you’re trapped inside. The bars are forged from meaning. The floor is laid with certainty. The door locks from the inside. Escape isn’t impossible, but the chances are slim. Most never leave, because exiting the dungeon means leaving themselves behind.
The final calcification comes when belief fuses not only with identity but also with morality. At this stage, ideas are no longer perspectives or even convictions—they become sacred truths. Agreement signals virtue; dissent marks vice. This splitting divides the world into pure good and corrupt evil. Projection ensures that what cannot be owned within the self gets cast onto opponents, who become not just wrong but dangerous. Sacred values theory explains why persuasion and compromise collapse here: once moralized, a belief becomes untouchable. Dialogue fails because doubt itself is treated as betrayal.
This is what makes dogma unyielding. Psychologists call it identity fusion: the belief and the self become inseparable, defended with the same ferocity we reserve for physical survival. Brain scans reveal the truth of this—when identity-linked beliefs face challenge, the brain responds as if under physical attack. For an individual like my father, this meant that any challenge to his story of righteousness and blamelessness felt unbearable. To question him wasn’t questioning his choices but threatening his very existence. For entire societies, it means that facts about Jews—their diversity, their history, their ordinary humanity—rarely break through. Dogma doesn’t just resist contradiction; it transforms every challenge into further proof of its truth.
Sociologists studying cults and extremist movements see the same pattern everywhere. Robert Jay Lifton described “thought reform” as the complete subordination of lived reality to doctrine: when evidence contradicts ideology, perception itself becomes the enemy. History shows us the futility of direct confrontation. During the 1970s and 80s, “deprogramming” tried to free cult members through abduction and aggressive coercion. But the harder the assault, the more desperately believers clung to their faith. Dogma transforms pressure into cement.
A more effective path emerged with exit counseling. Families who maintained gentle contact, asked thoughtful questions, or introduced former insiders could create small fissures in the fortress. Modern deradicalization programs confirm this approach: people leave not when forced, but when they encounter lived contradictions while being offered a safe alternative way of understanding the world. Disillusionment often begins when reality fails to match the creed’s promises, but escape demands more than contradiction—it requires new relationships, new communities, and new ways of belonging. Without these, relapse becomes almost inevitable.
This explains why dogma proves so difficult to dismantle. It’s not merely a collection of ideas but an entire ecosystem of self, survival, and social reinforcement. Identity fusion, belonging, sunk costs, fear of the void—together they create an impenetrable fortress. The walls are built from meaning itself, and the exit feels like death.
For my father, no alternative map ever emerged. His dogma held until the end, protecting his ego while destroying intimacy. For antisemitic societies, the pattern has proven equally stubborn: religious dogmas mutate into racial myths, conspiracy theories morph into political movements. The content shifts, but the structure endures.
Dogma is the endgame of blindness. What begins as absence, as stereotype, as projection, escalates step by step until the story that once sheltered us becomes the prison that defines us. The dungeon built to guard the self becomes the dungeon that entombs it.
~
Dogma doesn’t appear fully formed. It grows out of the blindness spectrum—the steady escalation of distortions left unchecked. It marks the final station of a journey that begins innocently enough, whether in the life of one person or across the history of an entire people.
For Jews, the story often began with absence: a Missing Mind Map. With Jews making up only 0.2% of the world’s population and 2% of America’s, most people never encountered one in their lifetime. The blank space of direct experience left entire cultures operating on an empty template, ready to be filled with rumor or invention. For my father, the same absence marked his inner life. He had no map for intimacy, no model of what love could look like. So when Meredith’s toxic enmeshment appeared, he mistook it for closeness. Without a map, distortion masquerades as truth.
Then came the Familiar Frame. In societies, the vacuum filled with folklore, sermons, caricatures, and later novels and films. Familiar images—greedy, cunning, alien—repeated until they stood in for reality. My father did the same on a personal scale. He interpreted emotional flooding, dependence, and drama as the essence of intimacy. It was all he knew, and because it felt familiar, it felt true—even though it was utterly false.
Next was the Reality Retreat. In times of famine, instability, or fracture, societies refused to face their own shadows and displaced them onto Jews. They became the scapegoat for whatever was too unbearable to admit at home. My father retreated in the same way. He could not bear to see his cruelty, his selfishness, his failure, so he projected it outward—onto us, onto circumstances, onto anyone but himself. The retreat was not from others but from the intolerable recognition of himself.
Self-Slanted Sight sharpened the distortions. Societies explained away their failures and jealousies by recasting Jews as villains, while nations preserved flattering self-images by using Jews as convenient foils. My father twisted every interaction into proof of his story. A grocery list, a change in tone, a passing remark—all became evidence of his righteousness and justification for his choices. Reality was no longer observed; it was conscripted into service.
Once distortion takes hold, the Locked Loop Lens seals it in. Societies built echo chambers: gossip, textbooks, sermons, headlines, and now viral memes repeating the same tired tropes until prejudice felt like common sense. My father built his loop with Meredith. Together, they pruned dissent, discarding anyone who dared contradict their version of events. Only reinforcing voices remained. Within that closed circuit, certainty grew louder, harder, more unshakable.
And finally came the Dogma Dungeon. Here, distortion fuses with identity so completely that abandoning it feels like death itself. For societies, this meant myths hardening into unquestionable doctrine: medieval blood libels, Nazi racial “science,” today’s sprawling conspiracy webs. To dismantle them would mean dismantling the nation’s very story about itself. For my father, it meant that his narrative—his righteousness, his role as rescuer or misunderstood victim—became indistinguishable from his ego. To admit harm would have meant annihilation. To leave Meredith would have meant losing not just her but the very scaffolding of self.
The parallels are chilling. Both man and society moved through these stages with startling ease: absence, stereotype, projection, distortion, reinforcement, dogma. At first, the blindness was pliable, reversible. But with each step, it hardened like concrete, until contradiction itself became weaponized. Every challenge transformed into proof. Every crack was patched with even greater certainty.
For societies, this has meant centuries of antisemitism mutating but never disappearing—religious dogma giving way to racial “science,” conspiracy theories evolving into political movements. The content shifts like a virus adapting, but the structure endures. For my father, it meant clinging to his fortress of righteousness until the end, protecting his ego at the cost of intimacy, shutting himself off from the very love he desperately longed for.
The tragedy remains the same: the story that once protected becomes the prison that defines.

