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PRAISE FOR


Rey Ramsey and The Tyranny of False Choices





“The Tyranny of False Choices could not be more timely. It provides leaders with a framework for managing in tumultuous times—liberate your thinking, follow your moral compass, and be courageous. Ramsey’s hard-earned lessons in leadership gained from thirty-plus years of cross-sector experience come alive in these pages. This is a must-read.”


—Ben Hecht


Founder and Principal, Reclaiming the Dream, LLC; Former President and CEO, Living Cities


“The Tyranny of False Choices is a unique opportunity to learn from one of the best mentors and leaders in America today. Rey Ramsey’s influence and world-class dignity have personally changed the course of hundreds of peoples’ lives, myself included. This book allows everyone to gain Rey’s mental models for executive function and human presence, giving them a compass to achieve their next level.”


—Daniel Goodwin, PhD


Executive Director and Cofounder, Homeworld Collective; Schmidt Climate Innovation Fellow


“In The Tyranny of False Choices, Rey Ramsey demonstrates a lawyer’s gift for analysis, a politician’s gift for strategy and connection, and a social-impact entrepreneur’s vision and passion—because he is all of these things. Most of all, he’s someone who brings big ideas to fruition. In this age of disruption, dysfunction, misguided efforts, and thought tyranny, Rey outlines the strategies and mindset you need to reclaim your agency and increase your impact.”


—Jane Metcalfe


Executive Chair, Human Immunome Project; Cofounder and Former President, Wired Magazine/Wired Ventures


“The Tyranny of False Choices could not be more timely. Rey Ramsey reminds us that even when choices feel narrow or overwhelming, we always have room to move, to grow, and to change. What I appreciate most about this book is how directly he names the doubts and distractions that cloud our judgment and then shows us how to navigate them with courage and clarity. As a university president, I see students, faculty, and staff encounter these moments every day. This book is both practical and inspiring, a reminder that nothing is fixed and that we each hold the power to begin again.”


—Dr. Agenia Walker Clark


President, Fisk University


“The most riveting book of our time.


“The choices we make all have consequences for our life. Pick wisely and be responsible for your agency. You’ve been forewarned; you’ve been told; and you’ve been given THE road map! Choose The Tyranny of False Choices for a successful journey!”


—Lola C. West


Cofounder, Chairwoman, and Chief Culture Officer, Westfuller


“Rey Ramsey will never let anyone forget: You have power and agency, no matter what challenges you might face. Drawing on examples as diverse as his compelling life story, a case study of the treasured nonprofit Habitat for Humanity, and even the Holocaust itself, Rey issues a call to action for all of us to dig deep into our own wells of possibility. One can’t read The Tyranny of False Choices without being inspired to trust one’s own moral compass and take action in pursuit of one’s vision. Read, be inspired, and lead!”


—Rabbi Jonah Dov Pesner


Director, Religious Action Center; Senior Vice President, Union for Reform Judaism


“In The Tyranny of False Choices, Rey Ramsey delivers a compelling manifesto for reclaiming your freedom to think critically and lead courageously. Drawing from decades of experience and deep personal insight, he reveals how false binaries and hidden constraints distort our decisions and limit our potential. This transformative book equips readers with timeless virtues and practical tools to break free from mental traps, expand their agency, and lead with clarity in a noisy, complex world.”


—Marc H. Morial


President and CEO, National Urban League


“The Tyranny of False Choices is a glimpse into the mind of a true change agent, as Rey Ramsey shares his insightful knowledge of business, but more importantly, the valuable life lessons that he’s learned along the way. This book is all about success on all levels: business, relationship, and spiritual.


Having worked side-by-side with Rey, I witnessed his genius and work ethic firsthand. He has always been a gift to the world as a successful entrepreneur, but now he shares his unique and rare insight to how he has built a successful culture, again and again.


In The Tyranny of False Choices, Rey has created the ultimate blueprint to finding, achieving and maintaining success on the highest level. The book should really be called “Escape from Tyranny” because he is truly on a mission to free the independent thinkers to soar to their highest potential!”


—Robert Townsend


Actor, Producer, Filmmaker, Director, CEO
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Introduction


Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,


And sorry I could not travel both


And be one traveler, long I stood


And looked down one as far as I could


To where it bent in the undergrowth;


Then took the other, as just as fair,


And having perhaps the better claim,


Because it was grassy and wanted wear;


Though as for that the passing there


Had worn them really about the same,


And both that morning equally lay


In leaves no step had trodden black.


Oh, I kept the first for another day!


Yet knowing how way leads on to way,


I doubted if I should ever come back.


I shall be telling this with a sigh


Somewhere ages and ages hence:


Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—


I took the one less traveled by,


And that has made all the difference.


—ROBERT FROST, THE ROAD NOT TAKEN


Think of every person born into this world as an artist, but there are strings attached. You have just one canvas for your lifetime, and what you paint will represent the choices you make in your defining moments. These occasions, both large and small, influence your beliefs and shape your perspectives. We may not always recognize their significance when they occur, but at some point we realize they matter.


As an artist, you will encounter many things, but in the end, you get to decide the composition of your canvas. Will it consist of broad strokes with bright colors, or will it be tepid shades of gray? The palette we choose dictates the legacy we leave behind. Time is an irrecoverable commodity, so your decisions matter.


Just as artists work within the constraints of their materials and environment, our choices are influenced by the people, systems, and circumstances we encounter. And although our experiences differ when we consider issues such as wealth, poverty, race, gender, health status, and zip code, we still share a common need to navigate a lifetime of interferences.


Life’s possibilities are a paradox, where outcomes can vary widely because of small changes in thoughts and behaviors. The slightest differences in actions can influence your ability to manage various situations and limitations.


Consider how individual choices influence the following:


• right or wrong


• just or unjust


• success or failure


• good or evil


• happiness or despair


Your behavior has consequences, and the margins are slim.


Fortunately, we have the power to choose and an internal guidance system or moral compass to lead us. Additionally, we possess inherent abilities, such as a survival instinct, that allow us to respond to perceived threats through a fight-or-flight mechanism.1 However, we seem to lack similarly well-developed skills to thrive in the pursuit of a meaningful and fulfilling life.


Although we possess a robust and powerful moral compass, its signals and guidance are often overlooked, misinterpreted, and resisted. We fall prey to planned and unintended distractions as well as interventions designed to interfere with our rational thoughts. Without consent, individuals, systems, and institutions influence our opinions and decision-making processes, potentially leading to restrictive thought prisons.


In addition, we are subject to the conditions of our psyche and are affected by whispers from within that can either obstruct or enhance our ability to make rational decisions. In some cases, individuals may choose not to engage in critical thinking and instead rely on default responses based on common beliefs, biases, conformity, or convenience. This diminishes the likelihood of engaging in independent and thoughtful evaluation.


The existence of external noise and internal whispers will diminish our decision-making capacity. Each can narrow our sightlines, so we see only what others wish us to see, forcing a selection between the least bad options or no opportunities at all. This type of false choice can limit the range and effectiveness of our decisions, necessitating the counter measure of using objective facts rather than convenience, societal expectations, or adverse emotions to decide our actions. As a matter of logic, expanded 360-degree sight lines offer enhanced access to data and context when compared to narrowed lines of vision.


It is likely that, with respect to minor or less significant matters, this issue may hold less importance to you. You might be tempted to navigate through life without much consideration to the expanse of information at your disposal, but what about the significant issues that might define you? How will you determine what is correct and suitable?


Some may attempt to convince you that your outcomes are predetermined by fate and that you have little control, while others believe in total self-determination and your ability to influence your own life. The answers to these questions will vary based on your beliefs and experiences, and the truth may contain elements of both. Nevertheless, we possess agency with varying degrees of control. We make choices and must accept their consequences.


My experiences with the issue of decision-making have taught me to avoid the slippery slope of persistent self-doubt. It diminishes our ability to handle life’s challenges.


The most limiting mindset is believing you’re just an observer, not a driver, of life’s outcomes. You control your destiny and can break free from mental barriers if you believe you can. Getting there might not be easy, but it need not be insurmountable. Remember, you are not alone in this world, and at some point, you’ll need support from others. We all want to hear a “yes” from our peers and this interdependence ought to be embraced as a positive trait rather than considered a weakness, as some see it.


History provides us with many examples of those who mentally and emotionally liberated themselves from thought tyrannies, but Holocaust survivors offer unique perspectives on this matter. Dr. Edith Eva Eger’s experience as a prisoner in Auschwitz provides a powerful road map for how to transcend difficult circumstances by holding on to agency.2


Despite seeing torture, death, and starvation, she refused to give her mind over to her captors. Instead, she finds a meaningful differentiation between victimization and victimhood. Dr. Eger reminds us that despite life’s inevitable victimization, we must remember these things are external. She viewed the Nazi soldiers as external forces who could not own her mind unless she allowed it.


Dr. Eger also believed that victimhood comes only from the inside. “No one can make you a victim but you.”3 Later, as a survivor, she made this observation about people she encountered: “Few truly smiled because they are hungry for the freedom to embrace life.”4 She escaped the physical prison, but more importantly, she liberated herself from the thought prisons of her oppressors—a lesson we must hold on to in our own moments of self-doubt.


Early in life, we gain the ability to make choices, and, in theory, this aptitude will grow and evolve as we age. However, this skill can be stunted by interfering noises and whispers.


My struggle with thought tyranny started in grade school when an institution attempted to set the boundaries of my destiny by lowering its expectations of me in every way imaginable. But later, I received the help I needed to push back.


A Journey of Growth


I have fond memories of playing tag with my older brother and sister in our West Philadelphia row house. Life was stable and fulfilling for this five-year-old, but my circumstances changed unexpectedly when my parents announced that our family would be relocating from this familiar environment to what seemed like a faraway place called New Jersey in 1965.


As we entered this neighborhood called Ivy Stone Farms in Atco, New Jersey, I noticed three large letters that had been spray-painted on the entry signage and asked my mother what K, K, and K meant. She calmly said it was something bad and changed the topic quickly. I did not think much of it, as the West Philly neighborhood we had lived in prior was mostly Black, and such representations were unfamiliar to me.


There were many other instances that signaled to us that we were not welcome in this White community. The police did respond to our calls for protection, but their occasional presence in front of our home only provided a mixed sense of security.


Moving to the new neighborhood was just the beginning for my sister, my brother, and me. We were enrolled at Assumption, a private Catholic school, and had the distinction of being the only Black people in the institution.


We also got the first of what would be many talks about being Black people in White spaces. My mom, whom we lovingly called “Mam,” sat us down to explain how our new environment would be entirely different from Philadelphia. She bluntly said we would be called names such as the N-word and more. She made clear, however, that we could handle the name-calling and ridicule, but we should defend ourselves from physical threats. As a result, my dad and my uncles taught me to fight to protect my family.


Then Mam delivered her most significant guidance: First, no matter what we might go through, she’d had it worse; so, we could handle it. Second, the harassment we would face would be no excuse for bad grades in math, science, and English. She set an expectation, and the message was received: Control your destiny, make smart choices, and defend yourself. Armed with this wisdom, we were off to school.


When I look back, those early days mirrored what others also experienced in 1966. I learned to have a thick skin, but I did have my share of fistfights, and I fared well in that regard. Academically, things were far more challenging.


I was placed in the lowest proficiency reading group, despite reading frequently at home and having good comprehension. I was rarely called upon, even though the system rewarded class participation. Extending my hands into the air became futile, so I did what any child my age would do: I kept them down. My grades plummeted, and so did my self-confidence. The more I doubted myself, the more jealous of my classmates I became.


Then, something profound happened to me in the classroom, which I have never forgotten. It was the day I was finally called upon. The teacher asked me to spell an unfamiliar word (which I do not remember). I obliged, and then she asked me to go to the classroom next door and spell the same word. When I spelled it incorrectly there, the other teacher gave a correction and instructed me to return to my third-grade classroom. I opened the door to audible and persistent laughter, and, worst of all, my teacher joined the jeers aimed at me. It was a preplanned, cruel joke that she was in on.


What came next was even worse. Previously, my teacher had given me an alternative name to be used whenever I made a mistake or did poorly on a test. I was instructed to recite my teacher-assigned nickname and to state the meaning of the word.


“My name is ‘Oblivious,’ and it means ‘not mindful of.’”


I took my seat, avoided all eye contact, and vowed to myself that I would never raise my hand again.


I felt shame because I also knew my low status in school would trouble my parents. The humiliation was overwhelming and made me want to disappear like some character in a sci-fi cartoon. I know now that I experienced the tyranny of lowered expectations from people with negative motivations. They brought me down and wanted me to stay in my place.


They achieved short-term success as I lowered my own expectations. On the outside, I wore a face of indifference, but on the inside, I was distraught. The incongruity between my personal vision (I was always a dreamer) and how the establishment viewed me was tearing me apart, and I did not know what to do about it. My only goals were to avoid more embarrassment (and there would be more incidents in both grade school and high school) and to graduate as quickly as possible. I lowered my gaze and my hands until something finally changed in the sixth grade.


In a moment of serendipity that would alter my path, Assumption made a new hire who happened to be my sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Elizabeth Ann Peiffer. Without explanation, she chose to impact my life, and while I didn’t know it at the time, she had a plan.


She observed my dilemma and wanted to elevate my sight lines from the narrow ones prescribed for me. During the first week of class, she asked me to stay behind for a discussion, and I just assumed it was another detention for my behavior. Mrs. Peiffer quickly got to her point, looking directly into my eyes as she said, “I don’t understand you at all. You are the smartest boy in the class—if not the entire school—and you don’t act it.” I was shocked. Where did that observation come from? Nothing in my performance on tests or grades supported her point. I couldn’t form a coherent response, so I asked if I could go home.


Despite my poor status at school, Mrs. Peiffer presented me with a new path forward. Her challenging words triggered my inner spirit and helped free me from self-limiting thoughts. I later realized she was the first nonfamily member to say yes to my aspirations. At the time, I was uncertain why that held such significance for me, but it helped to reconcile the gap between my personal aspirations and the expectations of others.


Mrs. Peiffer’s confidence in me also perfectly aligned with a development at home. My parents purchased a full Encyclopedia Britannica set, hoping to expand our learning options at home. Mrs. Peiffer’s supportive challenge and these new books reignited my passion for learning, and I couldn’t stop reading. After school, I selected different topics to explore, from science to geography and everything in between. Learning became a fun and important part of my life.


And soon, all those nights with the encyclopedias paid off. My personal defining moment came when my history teacher asked a question that stumped the entire class: “What is an ICBM?” I alone raised my hand, and much to the surprise of my classmates, I got it right. “That would be an intercontinental ballistic missile,” I said. She affirmed my answer, and I somehow grew two inches taller that day and sat up straight at my desk, wanting more.


In sixth grade, I felt free from old thoughts and expectations. I graduated number two in my class and won a student council election. From that point on, I committed to fighting back against thought bullies in all spaces. Various forms of oppression have been part of my journey, but they have not pushed me off course. These experiences have helped me develop resilience over time, and I have learned how to fight with my brain and not my fists when challenged. You, too, have encountered negative experiences during your journey. And while bad memories may linger, they need not diminish your dreams. Instead, they can be channeled into motivations or lessons to elevate your aspirations.


It inspires me that even one person can alter the course of another by their words, gestures, and attitudes. I owe much to Mrs. Peiffer, who insisted I raise my sights and embrace my role and place in the world. I then realized the external expectations around me would not determine my boundaries or self-worth.


Mrs. Peiffer was selfless in her support of me but had one specific and important request in return. “In your life’s journey,” she said, “never crush a human spirit.” My response was to make a North Star commitment to lift the human spirit. I knew then that I had found my purpose.


I adopted a strategy to become a boundary crosser in all sectors, with the goal of pushing past barriers in search of ideas and solutions. No more tiny cages for me. I now know what Maya Angelou meant when she wrote, “I know why the caged bird sings.”5


Although our journeys differ, we all share three common characteristics: First, life requires that we make decisions, some of greater significance than others. Second, our ability to make informed choices will be obstructed. Lastly, our decisions carry consequences.


Lessons Across Sectors


I made a choice to begin my career in Oregon despite conventional advice that told me I should stay closer to my roots on the East Coast. Moving to a place where I had no prior connections was odd to some, but to me it was worth the risk. I was also not inclined to suppress my own inner optimism and sense of hopeful possibilities. Ultimately, this decision helped to shape my life and career.


My thirty-plus consecutive years in the C-suite of corporations, nonprofits, philanthropy, and government have provided me with a 360-degree perspective and continuous learning experience about decision making and choices. During my journey, I have navigated various institutional frameworks and individuals’ intent on shaping and influencing my perspectives. These are dominated by gatekeepers who use subtle or overt tactics to wield influence over our thoughts and actions. And while their motives may differ, no sector is immune to these activities.


Government service was rewarding, but I observed how competition for power, resources, and status strained the system and created misleading and false choices. These conflicts, while part of a pluralistic society, can create barriers to genuine problem-solving. Too often this competition devolves into a winner-take-all blood sport that crowds out efficacy, innovation, and efficiency. This leads to overspending with poor returns and conformity of ideas. To make matters worse, individuals with ample resources can bypass these obstacles and leave those with limited economic means to fend for themselves without sufficient help. Have we priced average people out of our democracy?


My time in the Oregon state government provided me with rewarding opportunities to achieve outcomes. Aided by a skilled team, I introduced an ambitious affordable housing plan for the state and saw it passed. This legislative success was due to the collaboration of a broad-based, cross-sectoral, and bipartisan coalition.


I have spent considerable time working in civil society, consisting of nonprofits and philanthropy. Although this sector has historically carried goodwill with the public, this can no longer be taken for granted as internal excesses and underperformance undermines and dissipates broader support. Stakeholders want both transparency and accountability, and the sector must adapt to these expectations.


My experience in this category has been meaningful but varied. On one hand, I have been frustrated by the burdensome weight of ideology and orthodoxy that too often favor status-quo thinking to the detriment of new ideas. But I have also experienced the joy of working with innovators. I witnessed a plethora of impactful outcomes in places such as One Economy Corporation, Enterprise Community Partners, The Local Initiative Support Corporation, Habitat for Humanity, and Nathan Cummings Foundation, to name a few. Many other resource-constrained community-based changemakers find ways to produce quality results. With passion, dedication, and faith, they defy the odds, even though they are not always the ones who receive the accolades or the support they need.


The private sector, when compared with the others, has both advantages and unique threats. It benefits from the power of markets that impose financial and operational discipline: Perform or go out of business. Private enterprises also face the risk of disintermediation because of technological advancements and other competitive forces. Success requires meeting or exceeding customer expectations—a trait other sectors can emulate.


A narrow-minded perspective of success, however, may also blind these enterprises to other long-range issues, such as employee welfare. The corporate workforce is not a monolith of people who care only about compensation. Broader values alignment can also unlock unrealized gains by elevating employee satisfaction and fostering brand goodwill. For example, the growing field of impact investment represents a convergence of values with financial outcomes, demonstrating that it is possible to achieve both without sacrificing one for the other.


I value my work in this space precisely because I do not need to make a false choice. My time overseeing business development for an international fiber optics company and in real estate has given me a balanced perspective and enabled me to collaborate across sectors to achieve results.


Consider how your life is a collection or montage of the decisions you make. What matters is making the best ones. It is possible to expand the Overton window of available choices by drawing on individual virtues and utilizing guidance from our inner compass. This will give us the armor and tools to stand our ground and push back against the tyranny of false choices, and to expand and enhance our options.


This is a book intended to inform, inspire, and enhance your capacity to take control of the contours of your canvas. I will share a framework for liberating thought—the antidote to the tyranny of false choices. My experiences and ideas, along with my observations about boundary-crossing people, will provide both perspective and methods to aid your journey. I will also highlight lessons from historical figures who pushed back against the forces of orthodoxy. I encourage your self-reflection so that you can leverage the lessons of your past decisions to enhance those of today and tomorrow. I also borrow from the passion of poets and the wisdom of philosophers to reinforce my points.
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