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Milan Kordestani’s I’m Just Saying is a touching cri de coeur of a young man who wants to take what the poet Robert Frost would have called the “road less traveled.” His effort is daring and touching, lofty in its goals, articulate in its plan of action. His passion is less for the world of capital accumulation and more for the intellectual, emotional, and symbolic capital requisite to maintain the civility needed for sustaining a democratic society. In recent years, scholars have been warning of a crisis of democracy, of a “democratic deficit,” of a frightening increase in the number of authoritarian countries, and ultimately of threats to even established democracies like the US and many parts of Europe. I’m Just Saying is a noble effort to apply tools of technology to the much-needed task of preserving democracy.


Discourse is the very foundation of democracy. It is based on informed dialogue and a mind open for change; its nemesis is a closed mind moored to the dictates of ideology. It requires empathy, patience, and humility for the other; its enemy is the self-righteous rancor and hubris of a solipsist. In our benighted days, when many of the crypto capitalists and digital billionaires are hatching dreams of creating colonies in space or adding new billions to their wealth without regard for the cost to society or the environment, Milan has set himself the Herculean but commendable task of saving and promoting the indispensable pillar of democracy. The enormous complexity of the task has not dissuaded him from making a remarkable assay; in that sense, I’m Just Saying is an assay—whence comes the more commonly known word essay—describing his commendable journey on this infinitely complex path.


I have known Milan since he was a young boy precociously concerned about the perils to our ecosystem. He turned parts of the backyard of his family home into an organic farm. He planned every step, studied every trope, and took rightful pride in his products. As he planned his college career, he again avoided the accruements of affluence to which many of his peers aspired. He chose his college based only on one criterion: an institution where he could best nurture and intellectually empower his passion for nature. After college, instead of wallowing in comforts of extreme affluence, he began studying and marshaling his unique experiences, his connections and talents, and his affluence to his socially conscious passion. Here, too, he is taking the road less traveled.


Three of my colleagues at Stanford, Rob Reich, Mehran Sahami, and Jeremy M. Weinstein, all involved in one way or the other with teaching computer science and the ethics and politics of the digital age have published a fascinating and frightening book entitled System Error: Where Big Tech Went Wrong and How We Can Reboot. More than anything it is a lament, a siren song, about the worrisome preoccupation of the tech-savvy, entrepreneurially minded generation of brilliant young students keen on only developing applications that are the shortest routes to fabulous wealth. The moral, ethical, and social consequences of their innovation, the authors say, is often of little concern to them. Even noble efforts to democratize the digital age, they suggest, is often demonized by big tech companies. As the Romantics like Mary Shelley showed us more than a hundred fifty years ago, technological development bereft of moral compunction and diligent attention to the quarks of our individual characters begets only a Frankenstein.


I’m Just Saying is not just a word of warning about the emerging Frankenstein of intolerance, but it is also an earnest, tech-savvy, entrepreneurially minded, morally conscientious assay at fashioning a democratic, tolerant, self-aware, and self-critical citizenry—the very foundation of an enduring democracy. It might seem like a Romantic dream, but it is a Romanticism with the best of intentions and informed about the perils to democracy in this pivotal moment. What Milan is “just saying” might indeed be what we just need to heed.


—Abbas Milani, Director of the Iranian Studies Program at Stanford University










Introduction: Let’s Talk
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My first business was dealing turtles.


Kind of. My dad bought me Sheldon (whose name I have changed to respect his privacy) when I was thirteen years old. Wanting a turtle was a natural byproduct of my fascination with ecosystems—you know, a typical thirteen-year-old’s interest! There was something alluring to me about the self-sustaining sphere of an ecosystem. It exemplified the cycle of life and death—the inescapable wheel we’re all a part of. And Sheldon needed that ecosystem to thrive. He needed all those moving parts, those aspects of the ecosystem that spoke and responded to one another. I realized that Sheldon, despite becoming more of a best friend, could also help me make money. I could get a lot from breeding turtles. That’s when I took the plunge into the world of entrepreneurship.


Turtle husbandry, in many ways, was a conversation. I had to be aware of and adjust the environment—did they have enough light? How was the temperature? Was the water filter functioning? Intricate actions on my part, though meaningless to me, had a huge impact on the result. Incubating the eggs properly, and rotating them at the right time, could affect how the turtles turned out. To some extent, I had control over what kind of turtle was produced, though there was also so much beyond my reach.


If breeding the turtles was a conversation, then the topics were albino red-eared sliders, albino map turtles, and albino yellow-bellied turtles. With carefulness and planning, I could create shells in various morphs—mohawk shapes and bright colors. These turtles had bright red eyes. And people paid a lot for them.


Then, as a turtle seller, I also had to have conversations—not with my turtles (though I still did), but with the people I was selling to. I’d had conversations before, of course, but now they carried more weight. Now, my words meant the difference between closing a deal and losing out on a great opportunity. I had to refine my conversation like it was a sleek, brightly colored shell. And I couldn’t always shape the outcomes in the moment. Sometimes successful conversation meant thinking in the long term. Sometimes I had to walk on eggshells—not literally, of course.


Those turtles taught me so much about words.


A LITTLE BIT ABOUT ME


Who am I to know what’s best for civil discourse? It’s a valid question, and I’ll say this: I’m just proposing solutions—which is at the heart of civil discourse—and inviting discussion from those who either agree or disagree. I’m just one human. I hadn’t even heard the term civil discourse until I realized why I valued anonymous publishing around the age of twenty. However, I did understand something at a younger age, and that was the concept of cultivating happiness through having great conversations with others. I realized that my emotions could deeply affect others around me, and if I exuded positivity, it would make others around me more likely to do the same. I also learned the same is true for negativity.


I was fortunate enough to be born into wealth and perhaps even more fortunate to have a close guide in my life, who I’ll call Jay. Jay once told me that because my family was wealthy, how I treated the people who could do nothing for me would be the only way I’d gain the respect of people who would actually care about me in my life. That’s because people would see showing kindness to the person who is least likely to do something for you as a sign of true respect because it would be kindness for kindness’ sake, not for any other motive. I learned that it doesn’t matter your background, wealth level, upbringing, opinions, or anything else—every person is a human being and deserves to be reckoned with on a human-to-human level.


I grew up in Silicon Valley—a place surrounded by wealth and business success. There, people were so wealthy that they were too afraid to spend their money or help the next generation build projects. Many people hoarded what they had and only thought about how they could make more for themselves without truly giving back. Seeing this demotivated me. Plenty of people there were reluctant to spend their vast sums of money or allow for new building projects for the next generation. I couldn’t help but wonder why these people, who were much more fortunate than so many others, were not enticed to give back and make the world a better place.


As I was growing up, my parents constantly told me that I would struggle to succeed because I didn’t view success as life or death. I had lived a life of privilege, and I internalized my parents’ doubts, but doing so paralyzed me. For years, that attitude kept me lonely and isolated from others. I thought that my “chase” would never align with that of my friends or peers. I imagine there are many individuals from successful parents who have had a similar experience.


Though painful, isolation and loneliness are fundamental aspects of the human condition that we can all understand. When you start to feel isolated from certain social groups—let’s say the wealthy spend more time with the wealthy and less time seeing homelessness—the surrounding echo chamber can get louder. You can get further out of touch with the reality other people from different backgrounds face. Isolation is the disconnection. It can feel cold and troublesome and can be experienced even if you’re surrounded by people. It can also happen if you feel like you’re not going to achieve the level of success you constantly see around you because the (often unrealistic) expectation can be placed on you to achieve what appears to be normal within the echo chamber.


The more you’re disconnected from people who are different from yourself, the more you intentionally isolate yourself to avoid awkwardness. This awkwardness can lead to a downward spiral that negatively affects civil discourse. The more isolated you feel, the more isolated you act. You end up being less likely to make a positive impact in your quick interactions throughout life. You’re more likely to be bitter, less civil, and more combative rather than collaborative. You may cope by becoming defensive, which is a dangerous thing to feel when trying to engage in civil discourse.


If you ever feel isolated like I did and you’re looking to repair that sense of connection with others, that’s something I’m Just Saying is setting out to do. It is possible for us to default to civil discourse rather than the opposite. We’ve spent years living the lie that technology is going to bring us closer. The fact is that it hasn’t. It’s siloed us and stopped us from being able to cultivate people skills that are fundamental to help make our world a better, more understanding place. Technology has made it difficult for us to engage in the necessary civil discourse that this world needs.


Still, I was determined to ensure that my isolation was productive. I wanted to be able to thrive in other areas of my life. I found companionship in animals—like turtles and chickens. I found a profound sense of solace in researching ecosystems, writing, and diving into tech. However, before I even turned sixteen, I had always thought of myself as the “other.” This sense made me more defensive, more isolated, and less likely to engage in essential and open conversations with my fellow humans. I found it extremely difficult to make friends, find common ground, and communicate at all. I had no idea how to say what it was I was thinking clearly, or how to get my ideas out into the world via respectful, productive speech. I was terrified of the rejection that may have come with expressing myself.


One problem I had with communication was that my first language was Farsi, my second was Spanish, and my third was English. My mother has prioritized language, culture, and the pursuit of understanding people my entire life. She deeply believed in ensuring great communication and learning about others because that made life more joyful. But it was difficult for me being in English-speaking schools. Not being entirely fluent in English made connecting with English speakers a struggle. My family and I had spent years traveling back and forth to Iran, so making friends and conducting discourse really stretched my abilities.


Due to the language barrier, I’ve always had to be very intentional with my words. It’s probably why I’ve always been able to communicate via writing more effectively—because I know it gives me a chance to write something, think, and edit—so I can say what is true to me to the best of my ability. It’s also why I strive to be as clear and accommodating as possible to others because I want them to understand my intentions the best they can. For me, excellent communication is at the forefront of my life and in everything I do. I’m careful not to offend people, and I always try to remember that my intentions may be misunderstood. Of course, there has to be a willingness, trust, and openness from the speaker and listener to ensure messages are appropriately sent and received. However, I know that the only thing I have control over is how I conduct myself.


I always try to be conscious and deliberate in how I communicate, though I don’t get it right all the time—who can? I embrace that, though. Knowing that I will inevitably make mistakes helps me remember that I can keep improving my communication. If you have this same attitude, it’s likely the same will be true for you. Slowly and carefully picking words has been fundamental to my past and present, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. This ensures more conflict-free interactions, where everyone starts from the same foundation of faith and trust.


There was a time in life when I was tired of explaining, defending myself, and feeling like the “other”—the kid that struggled to speak clearly in his third language. I’m sure a lot of people feel this way—maybe even you have. But to continue through life assuming that other people are out to get you or are so different from you that you can’t relate to them is not a way you want to live your life. If we put up barriers between ourselves and others, understanding will only decrease. The more that happens on the individual level, the more it will happen on a societal level. So it’s up to us to stop this communication breakdown in favor of something greater.


All these experiences led to the quote that I try to take into consideration as much as possible: “How you treat the person who can do nothing for you is how people will perceive you.” When I allowed the nutrients of this quote to truly spread throughout my body, I realized that my goal did not center on money but on having a profound and positive impact on as many people throughout my life as I could. When I appealed to this higher purpose, I found an attitude focused on giving back to humanity rather than seeing what I could extract from it. My life—including how I spent my time, how I interacted with others, and how I understood my purpose on this planet—completely changed for the better.


But why civil discourse? Well, it became intensely important to me because I started to understand that every micro-interaction I had formed the macro of my entire lifetime. Even if other people treated me differently, it was up to me to have faith that I could find common ground with everyone I interacted with. I learned that I should trust myself and my intentions in guiding any conversation toward having a positive outcome.


The final component in civil discourse is the faith that people in your life will understand your intentions when they see you pushing for civil discourse over debate or reactionary discourse. When I decided to become intentionally positive in every human interaction to the best of my ability, I had to learn that people who knew me from before I applied these principles would question my behavior. What I found was that in explaining my behavioral change I usually inspired others to seek change as well. Someone who may have been more combative before started responding more positively. I started seeing the benefits in how I took ownership of how I used to act. Furthermore, I had to practice faith and patience for those who used to know me as more reactionary than civil.



THE SHOCKING LACK OF DISCOURSE IN COLLEGE


In the fall of 2017, at the age of seventeen, I got accepted to Colorado College. I was so excited to experience vastly diverse thinkers, open-minded discussions, a collective zest for learning, and abounding creativity throughout the next four years. That is what all of us are promised upon entering college—the joy of being able to share fresh ideas with our peers, right? Curiosity buzzed inside me. What new discourses would form the next chapter in the book of my life? What sort of person was I going to become, faced with the unique and invigorating challenges of college?


To my surprise and great displeasure, college did not turn out to be the intellectual utopia I had envisioned. I had expected that the seminars that dozens of students and I attended would allow us to debate the great philosophers like Kant and Plato, discuss various psychology theories from Freud and Jung, and apply their ethics to modern challenges. I thought we were going to discuss everything from what we thought about climate change to politics, covering all sorts of issues considered contentious in our world. I even prepared to lounge in frat house living rooms and dorms to discuss start-up ideas and our individual experiences, all to inspire fresh thinking and self-reflection.


Unfortunately, reality sliced in and proved to be a sharp contrast to my—perhaps naive—expectations. Instead of sounding boards, I felt myself stuck on a linear track. I wasn’t in an open field, discussing ideas and having intriguing discussions with people from different walks of life. Now, I was trapped inside the confines of an echo chamber. What I experienced flummoxed me: students were reluctant to disagree on readings or videos. It was rare to find students who were willing to voice a political, economic, or social opinion that directly disagreed with their professors in graded or shared assignments. All around me, people were either terrified of not conforming, or we were in a space where conformity was all the norm. I was starting to get suspicious that this wasn’t unique to Colorado College and probably extended to the wider world.


My high school friends had similar experiences. Common complaints with some of them sounded something like “No one wants to voice an opinion,” and “Everyone focuses on competition rather than collaboration.” As the years progressed, I realized that my suspicions were confirmed: my college experience was not atypical—the free exchange of ideas was lacking from other colleges, too.


Most campuses, it seems, struggle to support diversity of thought. Students are either like-minded or quiet about their “different” views. The problem is that many students mask how they really feel because of fears, some of them imagined, some of them very real, including potential repercussions like social isolation, canceling, or doxing (the malicious online publication of private information to encourage harassment). Faculty, which increasingly consisted of adjunct professors and graduate students who feared professional consequences, also felt the need to self-censor. Over the years, I have met more and more people who have had similar experiences to mine.


I later found out that the lack of civil discourse I experienced at Colorado College was not unique to my college, or even post-secondary institutions, for that matter. Political discourse in the United States, and abroad, has devolved into literal shouting matches—political point scoring, people giving others a “piece of their mind,” and other unproductive modes of dialogue. This happens all over the place, even during what you’d hope would be otherwise civilly conducted political debates or congressional hearings.


To compound issues, in order to stay relevant in our modern world—one where we’re bombarded with a barrage of digital update after update—old school media relies on provocation to stay relevant. Online spaces are only receiving more and more angry levels of feedback, so readers—with anger eliciting the most feedback—just feed into increasingly extreme views. Comment sections for online news now need to be moderated thanks to this aggressive behavior. Specific Reddit threads, and even entire platforms like Parler, have become associated with disruptive, conspiracy-laden, and insurrectionist social discourse. It has become nearly impossible to find consistently civil discourse within the American public sphere, no matter the medium.


Public distrust of media, antagonism on digital platforms, doxing, and threatening behavior have only become amplified since we started spending more and more time online, privy to algorithmic systems that show us things we’re more likely to engage with. Things like widespread propaganda and conspiracy campaigns have spread like a disease. The once-calm, meaningful, and productive conversations focused on shared truths and understanding have pretty much completely unraveled. Civil discourse, it appears, is broken.


But is it beyond repair?


AIMING TO FIX THE ISSUE: THE DOE


In my sophomore year of college, I dreamt up an idea that would change the course of my life forever and, I hoped, help change the world forever. My aim was to build a company that would play a part in solving one of the greatest problems of our time: the decline of civil discourse. I was privileged enough to have the means and resources needed to try to fix it. So I gathered a team, and in 2019, we launched an anonymous publishing company, The Doe.


The Doe was a forum where online contributors could publish their perspectives and spark civil discourse on controversial, critical, and even dangerous topics. Our objective was to provide a safe and unbiased platform for marginalized voices and viewpoints, where users could publish articles anonymously to the public. Writers would go through our processes to verify identities and the authen-ticity of shared narratives—all without revealing their information to the public. This provided our readers and writers with a whole new media experience.


I was excited by what we’d built, but I was especially floored by the response. In its second year alone, The Doe amassed a global readership of nearly 1 million, along with 500,000 followers and 30,000 subscribers. It helped prove that the world was hungry for a new online publication—one that supported not only anonymity but diversity in people, viewpoints, and narratives.


In removing the opportunity to attack an author personally—thus enforcing a degree of civility—The Doe created a space primar-ily focused on narrative content and ideas, discouraging personal attacks. Writers from all walks of life and political realms shared sto-ries from their lives they otherwise never would have shared. Writers described the experience as cathartic, and our followers described the content as echo chamber-breaking. Members of minority groups could share narratives that would have led to ostracism within their communities, or even death threats from oppressive groups. Our publication’s anonymity allowed writers to comfortably and safely publish insights for readers to absorb. It let the public practice civil discourse surrounding seldom-discussed topics or viewpoints on regularly discussed topics that were pushed down. In short, The Doe encouraged unique perspectives to flourish. A key to civil discourse, after all, is perspective. Even if you can’t relate to someone else’s experience, knowing and understanding it (with context) can help create a connection that doesn’t just help build knowledge but bridges, too.


In our early days of ideating and founding The Doe, it was paramount that I invested my time and energy into building a new publication “for the people.” At the time of The Doe’s inception, there was nowhere for the non-influential person with a unique and compelling story to share their perspective without having to face the externalities of bylining, or putting their names on a vulnerable piece that could lead to ramifications in the wider world. That “for the people” mindset was exemplified in our stringent verification of our authors’ articles. It was evident in our promise to be as unbiased as possible in presenting their stories. Sometimes, we needed to turn away beautifully written and compelling stories because an author refused to comply with our verification process. While we wanted to be able to publish as much as we could, it was up to us to ensure that our users could trust that each anonymous author was telling the truth. Without trust, discourse breaks down—the antithesis of everything at The Doe.


The process at The Doe involved collecting personal information for every contributor—including their political affiliation, age bracket, and career—then publishing monthly stats for each demographic category on social media. This way, the public could hold us accountable if we were becoming too focused on one group’s views. If we had a few months of liberal-heavy content, we boosted our network of dozens of conservative thought leaders, asking for more input from alternative voices in order to balance the discourse as much as we could. Our goal was to provide a safe publication for all voices to be equally expressed to ensure civil discourse could once again became the dominant paradigm in the American public consciousness.


Of course, not every story successfully resonated with readers. Sometimes we published a piece knowing that our audience would hate it and that we could end up losing thousands of followers. That was the level of controversy we often dealt with. We accepted this challenge as a part of helping rebuild civil discourse. Just because some people weren’t ready to hear an opposing perspective didn’t mean we shouldn’t publish it. In fact, we believed that controversy was often necessary in creating a safe space for communication.


It is only by hearing opposing perspectives that we can truly strengthen our own opinions or have ours significantly challenged to the point that we might—wait for it—change our minds. Opposition helps us to either clarify our own thinking or shift our thoughts, opinions, and actions entirely.


In short, civil discourse doesn’t always mean agreeing or feeling comfortable. The same could be said about exercise. Muscle doesn’t grow without resistance. Similarly, uncomfortable conversations challenge us, and it is only through challenge that we become the most resilient. If we forgo civil discourse in favor of a shouting match to insult the person we disagree with, all we do is awaken someone to their defensiveness. Ultimately, this just reinforces a speaker’s original opinion at best and adds more muscle strength to their convictions at worst. Therefore, if you walk away from a conversation proud that you were able to give the other person “a piece of your mind,” they might just be walking away thinking the same thing. Everybody loses.


In true civil discourse you must ask yourself the point of delivering your message and what emotion conveys it best. For this reason, we believed that it was our responsibility at The Doe to create tools and offer resources that informed readers rather than shocked, attacked, or turned them defensive.


The publication was just one of many tools I’ve created in pursuit of revitalizing civil discourse. I’m also committed to the research and documentation of how exactly we arrived where we are today. I will continue to explore possible solutions to help navigate civil discourse in the future. There were plenty of failures in our attempts to ignite civil discourse through The Doe, but each of these was part of the challenge—an important milestone along the learning curve. If I were constantly met with agreeableness, I wouldn’t have been able to refine the publication.


As I describe in later chapters, some topics produced heated online discussions that required significant moderation and editorial consideration. There are plenty of examples of our readers failing to keep discussions civil. Many users brought their own, usually emotionally charged biases to the table and fought until their “opponent” conceded. What that usually meant, though, was that the other person walked away angry and probably in search of another outlet for complaints. These types of combative discourse were the exact types of discussion that we at The Doe aimed to reduce in society. Alternatively, some readers simply lost faith in the media and saw our publication—especially with anonymous contributors—as just another branch of the disastrous, toxic mediascape.


It was hard work, but I didn’t look at these problems and throw up my hands in exasperation. When readers were irate, I chose to reflect on the controversy.


Civil discourse isn’t entirely gone or unattainable, though it sometimes feels that way. On the contrary, civil discourse has always existed somewhere, and glimpses of it do exist today. We saw it over and over again on The Doe. We just need to know where to look, as there are many simple and easily executable tools out there that can help rebuild that discourse. We just need to work together to make the necessary changes in our day-to-day interactions. The more we change ourselves and our conduct, the better the example we’ll set and the better the world we will live in.


REBUILDING CIVIL DISCOURSE


One pathway to rebuilding civil discourse lies in identifying and overcoming biases, but we require more to solve the problems that confront us. Over the years, community members have become afraid to speak up because of potentially hostile environments where differing opinions are disregarded, mocked, and shouted down before they even have a chance to be fleshed out. By overcoming biases—be it through a closer and more honest examination of ourselves, deeper self-knowledge, an understanding of the patterns of thoughts and behaviors we experience, or any other method—we can undo these mental blocks and reignite a passion for honest, genuine, and well-intentioned discourse.


The primary objective of a mutually beneficial, productive discussion is not to debate your side until you are the last one standing but to bring an open mind and awareness to understand where alternative opinions come from. We have all had different life experiences that bring us to our conclusions, and we are all malleable upon the discovery of new information. In neuroscience, there’s a term called neuroplasticity, in which the brain is able to develop and change throughout life. It means we are all able to shift our thinking should the discourse be put forward in the best possible way. Understanding and not misrepresenting someone else’s viewpoint is the key to rebuilding our world and deepening human-to-human empathy. This empathy transcends political borders and reaches beyond the liberal-conservative paradigm by deconstructing echo chambers in favor of a more open and honest discourse.


Discourse can break down at any time and in any field—during any topic of conversation—in the same way that physical objects tilt toward entropy over time. For example, arguments over who should have won a sports championship have led to fistfights. Perhaps you’re having a casual, everyday conversation with your friend about movies. The next thing you know, you’re shouting about whether or not it’s immoral to support “problematic” filmmakers like Woody Allen or Roman Polanski.


Of course the stakes are even higher with politics, which causes many people to double down on their biases or their win-at-all-costs mentality. But uncivil discourse can take hold of conversations over even the most mundane and insignificant topics.


THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK


I’ve written I’m Just Saying not only to help you practice civil discourse but also to help you find greater balance in your daily life. In the following chapters, I will guide you through real-life stories of people who overcame obstacles and found success by engaging genuinely with themselves and others. I will also include stories from my own life. I will discuss the pushback I received when building start-ups, which helped me reflect on my own values and purpose in fostering civil discourse. I will share other observations that I hope will provide insight into the essential nature of civil discourse—including, believe it or not, a time I fell off a horse—and the steps needed to engage in it.


In essence, I’m Just Saying is a rumination on—and celebration of—civil discourse. You will discover what it can do, what it can’t do, and how we as individuals in a society can work to rebuild it. But before we get into the nuts and bolts of reconstructing civil discourse, I’d like to give you a brief history of discourse and its deep-rooted connection with the human experience.


I’ll start with some hard-hitting honesty. I’m not going to pretend to be a miracle worker—reading this book will not solve the issue of civil discourse overnight. The topic at hand is intricate, complex, and far-reaching in scope. It involves a myriad of influences and societal mechanisms that have been thousands of years in the making. Fixing civil discourse overnight would be like demolishing a home and rebuilding it in a minute. That said, civil discourse is not rocket science. You do not need a particular degree or in-depth knowledge to understand and learn from the stories outlined in I’m Just Saying. I’d like to think of this book as a seed that will help us grow from the soil of misunderstanding into the light of civil discourse. As you turn these pages, just remember that civil discourse is just the start of a kinder, more connected, and more open-minded global society.


To me, and I’m sure if you’re reading this, it’s clear that the rules of engagement for civil discourse have been broken. Even if we could eliminate the punitive pieces of the puzzle, we’re still caught in a kind of deadlock, with all sides incentivized to remain oblivious to—and often actively dismissive of—others. We’re simultaneously limited in what we’re “allowed” to say while actively contributing to unproductive discourse online and off. In many ways, we are molded by societal forces beyond our direct control.


Deep down, most of us should recognize the resulting groupthink as a farce. The human experience is too varied and complex to boil discourse down to black or white, good or bad, just or unjust. Although it’s a human impulse to take shortcuts, simplify, and reinforce already-held opinions, it’s essential that we avoid categorizing things so easily, which will prevent us from falling into the many logical fallacies so many of us are privy to. In reality, the things that defy categorization can often teach us the most. That’s why I’ve written I’m Just Saying. I want to explore the ever-dwindling vitality of civil discourse in today’s world while also drawing insight from historical examples. In the following chapters, you will encounter a thorough exploration of the human experience of discourse using real-world stories and case studies.


Though I will navigate you through these stories and provide my insight as an entrepreneur, I’m not going to beat you over the head with my opinions. Think of me as the narrator—or maybe tour guide—on this journey through the rise and fall of civil discourse. More importantly, I will provide you—the reader—with tools and strategies for entering, navigating, and engaging in civil conversations. I’ll do this by simulating civil discourse itself in the form of questions and answers that will appear at various points in each chapter. In doing so, I hope that we might climb out of this seemingly bottomless pit where we often find ourselves when it comes to having impactful, genuine, and productive conversations with others. Ultimately, I want to instill in you an excitement to restore civil discourse and, with time, bring about a revolution of ideas built on respect and compassion for one another.


Curious? So am I. Let’s dive in.












Part I The Foundations
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Chapter One Reflection
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During COVID, I shared a tweet without giving it as much thought as I should have. I wrote:




If you don’t come out of this quarantine with:




	—a new skill


	—a new side hustle


	—more knowledge





You never lacked time; you lacked discipline!





This tweet got a lot of attention, some good, some bad. Some even called me out for “Hustle Porn”—the glorification of the grind, pushed mostly by entrepreneurs or entrepreneurial types. Hustle culture mantras imply that you’re only worth something if you’re working hard every hour of the day and suffering for your work. It can be toxic, admittedly, when people demonstrate how hard they’re working, throwing it on social media, and lauding it over others as a badge of pride as if it’s shameful to rest. I’d say that was a fair criticism of my tweet’s tone, especially when so many people have to labor tirelessly and can still barely afford to keep the lights on.


Rather quickly, I realized that this tweet was not a great way to think and that posting it demonstrated that I did not fully understand my position of privilege. Telling everyone that they needed to be smarter, more skillful, and more productive didn’t take a wide range of experiences into consideration—especially because of what so many were going through as the result of the COVID-19 pandemic.


Many responders (rightly) accused me of:




	Not being supportive of those worried about their own and their families’ health.


	Being insensitive to those who didn’t have the means—in terms of time, health, or money—to start a new venture.


	Not considering those who had other, more pressing matters—like family obligations—that they had to deal with.


	Forgetting the essential workers who never had a chance to quarantine in the first place.


	Lacking compassion for others.


	Making light of the COVID precautions by treating them like free time.





The responses to my tweet highlighted the purpose of discourse. My critics spotted errors in what I said and called on me to look at the situation—which most people experienced differently than I did—with a little more nuance.


I could have gotten defensive, lashed out, or deleted it and pretended like it didn’t happen, but I wanted to use my viral tweet as a learning experience. I looked inward. I thought about my mental blocks and the fact that they existed in the first place. While it really isn’t fun to get piled on by thousands of strangers (I don’t recommend it), I wasn’t reflecting so I could make myself look better. I reflected because I genuinely wanted to avoid hurting others in the future and stop myself from spreading a message that was harmful in so many ways.


In the previous chapter, we briefly touched on self-reflection. I had to self-reflect to learn properly from the tweet that left a sour taste in many people’s mouths. To show how this can be done, we are going to take a deeper dive into reflection more generally and how reflection affects civil discourse.


Civil discourse is a multiperson interaction. When we prepare for discourse, we focus on our arguments and whether or not we will be presenting convincing points. We think about what we need to do to change minds and influence others. When you’re about to engage in a dialogue with someone, it is important to consider how they will think and react to different ideas or situations. Many people assume that civil discourse is only about adjusting to external forces in this way, but it’s not. It must instead start with the act of self-reflection, ideally on the part of all parties involved. In other words, people often think that to practice discourse, they simply need to focus on the qualities and attributes of the other people involved, when they should actually begin by looking inward to learn more about themselves.


When you start driving, you should always check the road for other cars—but your first priority is to fasten your seatbelt. Similarly, looking inward is the best possible way to attain civil discourse. As we discussed previously, to look at yourself and understand yourself is generally the best way to improve communication. When you know what makes you tick or react, or what might pull a less-than-ideal reaction out of you, you can best calm yourself down. Furthermore, if you’re in a discussion and you feel the rising tide of anger in your chest, reflect. If you know yourself well, you might know to take a deep breath to compose yourself before carrying on. You will have achieved the necessary self-knowledge that you need to engage in civil discourse.


It’s not always easy to take note of your shortcomings. Even if you tend to be a self-aware person, you may not always like what you see. Your ego can form a protective barrier around you, making you less likely to understand your, let’s say, less positive attributes and behaviors. When this happens, you could be tempted to hide or simply ignore aspects of yourself that are unseemly, embarrassing, or (what you or society deems) unfit for public consumption. While this might help you get a good night’s sleep, it won’t help you grow as a person, live genuinely, or participate in civil discourse. Gaining ease with self-reflection allows you to maintain perspective as you engage in discourse and avoid assumptions.


Let’s examine the activity and purpose of self-reflection, especially as it relates to civil discourse. To do this, I thought I’d focus on some of my own experiences in business, along with some Western and Eastern philosophy so that we can talk about ideas of bias and rightness. Let’s explore why self-reflection is necessary for open conversations, why it is often overlooked, and how you can practice self-reflection in your everyday life.




Self-Reflection QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS




	
Q: How will self-reflection make me better at civil discourse?


	
A: Self-reflection allows us to become aware of our biases, which affect how we listen during discourse, how we treat others, and where we may have blocks or are prone to misjudgment. Self-reflection can help us think about our flaws and accept the fact that we are not always right—no one is. Through self-reflection, we take the time to take an honest account of ourselves, leading to more open and nonconfrontational conversations with others.


	
Q: How do I know if I’m engaging in honest self-reflection?


	
A: Honest self-reflection is true self-reflection. If you hear yourself saying things like “I knew I was right,” or “So-and-so has no idea what they’re talking about,” you may be reflecting, but you’re not reflecting honestly. Honest reflection is when you can take a step back and look at yourself as a product of different life experiences. When you bypass the inner, ego-driven voice, a voice of conscience can speak up. Far from the overly critical voice of the ego, this voice tends to let us know when we are too harsh, get something wrong, or need to deepen our empathy. You may not always know if your self-reflection is honest, but listen to the reflection. Is it a calm and composed voice you’re interacting with or a cyclone of thoughts?


	
Q: How will self-reflection make me better at handling uncivil discourse?


	
A: Self-reflection improves civil discourse by pushing you toward reason. You’ve likely met people who seem to have virtually no self-awareness. They haven’t taken the time to reflect upon their beliefs or their way of being, so if you attempt to enter a discourse that challenges some aspect of their ideas, they may answer with confusion or even hostility. Fortunately, self-reflection gives you the tools to act with a greater sense of reason and cooperation in civil discourse. This way, you’re far less likely to feel the compulsion to fight fire with fire.

Additionally, self-reflection is a great way to rid yourself of harmful beliefs or traits that could make it harder to handle uncivil discourse. You won’t completely change who you are overnight, but taking note of your shortcomings is the first step toward self-improvement. So, if you tend to get very angry when people challenge your beliefs, self-reflection can help you identify this trait and overcome it with time.











BIASES AND DISCOURSE


Self-reflection comes in many forms: contemplation, questioning of the self, or focus exercises to better understand your values, abilities, weaknesses, biases, and more. Those who tend to be highly critical of themselves take self-reflection to an extreme, twisting it into something more disorderly. Sometimes it becomes self-criticism to the point that it functions as more of a hindrance than a help. In this example, your ego might give you an extremely difficult time—leading to negative thoughts and feelings. This is less reflective and far more damaging. It’s important, therefore, to decide whether you’re being too critical, not critical enough, or inauthentically reflective. However, for the vast majority of us, self-reflection is a practice that must be cultivated. Self-reflection is about fostering a degree of objectivity. With objectivity, we can recognize our biases and prevent those biases from getting in the way of civil discourse.


For better or worse, we see the world through a singular lens that often causes us to fall victim to certain biases. I’ve seen a number of entrepreneurs who built successful businesses and attributed all of their achievements to their own ingenuity. These people tend to lack the self-reflection and objectivity to see that their accomplishments likely would not have been possible without the assistance of various people and institutions external to themselves. It’s all too easy to see failures in our lives as purely or predominantly due to outside (external) forces, and successes in our lives as purely or predominantly due to inside (internal) forces. Therefore, we must know that credit must be given and shared. Apple’s success wasn’t exclusively Steve Jobs’s, nor was Microsoft exclusively Bill Gates’s. Santa has thousands of little helpers who allow him to achieve the impossible. It takes a team of people (or elves) and a huge network for us to accomplish anything. Even the experience of going to the market and buying food is a result of someone farming it, building vehicles to transport it, shipping it, and putting it on display in the store for sale. There’s a lot more going on than purely internal self-will.


So how can one become more objective if we are inherently subjective creatures? I’d like to begin this part of the discussion by saying that complete objectivity is impossible. Instead, it is the target at which self-reflection should aim—to recognize where our objectivity falters and thus where we have predispositions and weaknesses.


To better illustrate this point, let’s look at the example of the Allegory of the Cave first introduced in the writings of Plato. It will help us to see how our biases and subjective perspectives cause us to misread situations and miscast our discursive partners. For those who are unfamiliar with Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, it goes something like this:
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