When Hubris Masquerades as Vision

Fraud is a simple crime with a simple logic. Someone knows the truth, conceals it, and
profits from the concealment. We understand it intuitively, prosecute it readily, and
once exposed it requires little further explanation. The fraudster knew. That’s enough.

But there is a related phenomenon, potentially more dangerous. It begins with certainty
rather than concealment — genuine, often infectious certainty that a stubbornly
intractable problem finally has a solution and that the one making the pitch is the one
person who can see the way forward. Even if it ends up as fraud, it doesn’t start there.

The Theranos Case

Elizabeth Holmes founded Theranos, a biotech startup, as a Stanford undergraduate,
convinced she could solve a problem everyone recognized but nobody had cracked:
blood testing that was faster, cheaper, and far less invasive than the standard draw. She
dressed the part of a visionary, adopted the black turtleneck and Jobs-ian affect, and
delivered a pitch so compelling that serious, accomplished people believed it. The
problem she identified was genuine. The solution she claimed to have was not — at least
not yet, and as it turned out, not ever.

What made Theranos work as long as it did was the social architecture that assembled
around the claim. Channing Robertson, a chemical engineering professor at Stanford
who became an early mentor, joined the board and remained a defender long after
serious doubts had emerged — lending domain-adjacent credibility to a claim he was
positioned to scrutinize. He was joined by former secretaries of state, military leaders,
and financiers: George Shultz, Henry Kissinger, James Mattis. These were
accomplished, serious people, almost entirely without relevant technical credentials,
who opened doors, attracted capital, and provided a form of social proof that made
skepticism increasingly costly. Their presence said: serious people have looked at this
and believe it. That signal did enormous work.

Those closer to the actual science who raised concerns didn’t last long at Theranos.
George Shultz’s own grandson, Tyler, worked there, raised concerns internally,
eventually left, and became a whistleblower — a choice that put him in direct conflict
with his grandfather, who chose his relationship with Holmes over his grandson’s
judgment. Inside the company, the gap between what was claimed and what the
technology could actually deliver was becoming undeniable. Patients were receiving
false results. Medical decisions were being made on the basis of tests that didn’t work.
By the time the Wall Street Journal’s reporting made the gap public, the architecture of
belief had been maintained long past the point where honest assessment would have
collapsed it. People with private doubts had stayed. The story had to keep going because
too much depended on it. The fraud, when it came, was the endpoint of a process that
had started somewhere more interesting.
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The Mechanism

The Theranos case has a beginning, a middle, and an end. The end includes a conviction
and a prison sentence that lets us file it under fraud and move on. But the mechanism
that produced it is something substantially different from ordinary fraud — and it didn’t
originate with Holmes.

The mechanism starts with a particular kind of certainty — not the fraudster’s knowing
concealment but the certainty that a problem others have failed to solve is actually
straightforward, that the accumulated expertise of people who have spent careers on it is
either wrong or self-interested, and that the person with the bold new idea can see what
the experts cannot. This certainty — a type of ignorance, really — announces itself in the
pitch, in the timeline, in the casual dismissal of objections. It has a signature quality that
recurs across cases: it’s easy. The experts are just not seeing it.

The people who carry this certainty — the ersatz visionaries, or EVs — tend to fall into
recognizable types. The first — the Believer EV — is sincere: they genuinely believe they
understand the domain and that the complexity others describe is either overstated or a
function of thinking too small. The second — the Overconfident EV — is subtler and in
some ways more dangerous: they know they don’t currently have the domain knowledge
but are certain they will acquire it — or recruit the people who have it — because their
general intelligence and ability to reason from first principles exceeds the “plodding
expertise of specialists” who have spent careers on the problem. Both EV types produce
the same bold claim. Both dismiss skepticism as unnecessary friction standing in the
way of progress. Holmes was almost certainly the Overconfident EV — not ignorant of
the gap between her claim and her capability, but genuinely certain she would close it in
time.

What makes both the Believer and the Overconfident socially potent is the boldness of
whatever claim is being made. A modest claim invites scrutiny. A bold one creates a
different dynamic entirely. It inspires. Certainty reads as competence. Simplicity reads
as insight. Ordinary scrutiny has no place. And the person making the claim truly
believes it — which is precisely what makes the claim convincing, and precisely what
makes correction so difficult. When unexamined and unchallenged, the unwarranted
bold claim — hubris born of ignorance — can be mistaken for vision. By others,
certainly. But first and most consequentially, by the person making it.

The Continuum

The ersatz visionary’s claim is not made in a vacuum. Those who find the vision
compelling — or at least useful — tend to arrange themselves along a recognizable
continuum, from genuine conviction at one end to pure opportunism at the other.

Believers, Travelers, Scammers

Near the conviction end are the true believers — people who have genuinely absorbed
the vision and for whom skepticism registers not as reason to pause but as small-
mindedness or bad faith. In the middle are the fellow travelers: people with private
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doubts who have calculated, often correctly, that the cost of expressing those doubts
exceeds the cost of staying quiet. They are not convinced but they are invested — in their
position, their relationships, their reputation within the enterprise. Their motivated
reasoning is more elaborate than the true believer’s because it has more to manage. At
the opportunist end are those with no particular investment in whether the vision is
real, only in whether it is believed long enough to be useful — the consultants and
political operatives and fundraisers who find work in the energy a compelling claim
generates regardless of its truth. Some of those who enter at this end already knowing
the vision is empty and choosing to represent it as real are, simply, fraudsters — the
distinction we drew at the outset. Those who are merely indifferent to its truth are
something else — cynical, but not the same thing.

Inertia

What holds these people in place is motivated reasoning. The person who has privately
noted an uncomfortable fact about the vision they’ve embraced does not typically update
their position. They find reasons why the fact means something other than what it
appears to mean. Why the concern is premature. Why the critic raising it has an agenda.
Special pleading does much of this work — the rules that apply everywhere else turn out,
conveniently, not to apply here. People tend to move away from conviction and toward
opportunism on the continuum, and the movement works like a ratchet — in one
direction only, though not always smoothly or easily.

Those best positioned to evaluate the vision accurately tend not to last long in its orbit.
Not through formal expulsion — there is rarely a moment of conscious decision to
exclude them. The person who raises a technical objection in a room organized around
belief finds the room has ways of making itself inhospitable that require no
coordination. Their concern is reframed as timidity. Their expertise becomes evidence of
captured thinking. Some push back and find the cost too high. Some fall silent. Some
leave quietly. What remains is a group that has selected against its own correction — not
by design but by the accumulated social gravity of a shared commitment to a vision that
honest assessment would complicate.

Self-Deception

The EV is on this continuum as well. The Believer EV begins near the genuine conviction
end — ignorance complete enough that the certainty simply is, requiring no
maintenance. The Overconfident EV begins close to the same end, though with a small
private awareness of the gap that tends to accelerate movement when the gap proves
uncloseable. The EV and their followers do not move in lockstep. The EV may have
traveled considerably toward opportunism while true believers remain near the
conviction end, still rationalizing the gaps and missed milestones. The gap between
these positions is where the fraud grows — not as a sudden decision but as the natural
consequence of a widening distance between where the EV actually is and where their
followers need them to appear to be. The motivated reasoning machinery that once
protected genuine belief repurposes itself, without ceremony, to protect the facade.
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Exit and Collapse

The continuum is not permanent. People leave — and how they leave is diagnostic. The
grifter exits when the return disappears. The fellow traveler leaves when the personal
cost of staying finally exceeds the cost of going — the association too toxic, the exposure
too great. The true believer’s exit is different in kind. They don’t leave because the
results of the calculation finally changed. They leave because the betrayal finally
becomes undeniable — the gap between what the vision promised and what it delivered
too wide for even motivated reasoning to bridge. The grifter exits with a pivot. The
fellow traveler exits with a carefully worded statement. The true believer exits with grief,
or rage, or a whistleblower complaint.

The collapse of the broader architecture follows a similar pattern. The motivated
reasoning that holds participants in place requires continuous forward momentum —
evidence of progress, resources flowing, the vision still credible enough to maintain.
When one element fails the others become fragile simultaneously. The Theranos
architecture didn’t collapse gradually. It held until it couldn’t, and then it collapsed fast
— the Wall Street Journal reporting creating a crack that the whole structure, organized
around the maintenance of belief, couldn’t absorb.

Genuine Vision

Genuine vision does exist. But it is rarer and harder to produce than we generally
assume, and the conditions that generate it are in natural tension with each other. It
requires enough confidence to attempt something others haven’t — and enough humility
to let the process that follows do its work. Rob Manning, chief engineer for the Mars
Science Laboratory mission that delivered the Curiosity rover to the Martian surface in
2012, described that tension precisely: “To even suggest you can deliver a rover to
another planet takes a lot of arrogance, but there is no way to survive and succeed on
arrogance alone. Without a huge dose of humility we would never achieve anything big.”

The solution that carried Curiosity to the surface of Mars — the skycrane, a rocket-
powered hover vehicle that lowered the rover on cables to the surface of another planet
— was not anyone’s singular vision at the start. It emerged from years of collaborative
work: concepts proposed and rejected, combinations tried, abandoned, and then
revisited, ideas from earlier missions looked at anew, all leading to the right answer. The
skycrane was what survived that process. It was not what initiated it. And critically, it
could never be fully tested on Earth. The complete system — entry, descent, and landing
in sequence, end to end — executed for the first time on Mars, with a one-billion-dollar
rover and eight years of work depending on it. Nearly a decade later, the Perseverance
rover landed the same way. That is what genuine confidence in a concept that has
survived rigorous friction looks like.

What made it genuine vision rather than ersatz vision was not the boldness alone —
lowering a rover on cables to the surface of another planet from a hovering rocket-
powered vehicle, a system that could never be tested end-to-end before it had to work, is
as audacious as aerospace engineering has produced. What made it genuine was that the
boldness was matched at every step by the humility Manning describes. The confidence
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— even arrogance — was in the attempt. The humility was in the process. Both were
necessary. Neither alone would have been sufficient.

It is worth noting that genuine vision and received wisdom are not always on the same
side. Expert consensus has been wrong — sometimes badly wrong — and the person who
challenges it is not automatically an ersatz visionary. The Wright Brothers dismissed the
received wisdom that heavier-than-air flight was impossible. What distinguished them
from the EV was not that they challenged expertise but that they did the work. Years of
wind tunnel testing, careful study of bird flight, iterative refinement of design. The
humility was in the investigation even when the conclusion challenged received wisdom.
The same principle applies to institutions: bureaucracies and consensus can calcify into
their own form of friction-resistant certainty, and the corrective is the same — not
demolition, but the application of genuine scrutiny to the institution itself.

From the outside, at the moment of the pitch, the genuine visionary and the ersatz
visionary can be difficult to distinguish. Both make bold claims. Both challenge
conventional thinking. Both generate excitement and attract followers. The skycrane
proposal, heard for the first time, sounds outlandish. The difference is not only in what
happens next, but in the path that led to the pitch. Genuine vision tends to arrive
trailing a history of failed attempts, revised concepts, and the accumulated marks of
friction already encountered. That history may not be visible to the listener at the
moment of the pitch, but it exists and can be interrogated. The EV’s path is
characteristically thin — the boldness of the claim preceded the work rather than
emerging from it. Remove the friction and the two remain indistinguishable at the
moment of utterance. But the traces of friction, or its absence, are almost always there to
be found.

This distinction — confidence to attempt, humility to succeed — is what separates
genuine vision from its ersatz counterpart. The EV has the confidence. What they have
suppressed, or never developed, is the humility that makes friction feel like progress
rather than obstruction.

The Archetype

No contemporary figure illustrates the distinction between genuine achievement and
ersatz vision more clearly than Elon Musk — not because he is uniquely dishonest or
uniquely talented, but because his career contains both in unusually clear relief. He is
the archetype not the villain, which makes him more useful for the argument.

Where external feedback has been hard and immediate — where reality has had a vote
that couldn’t be argued with — genuine achievement has resulted. Falcon 9 either
reached orbit reliably or it didn’t. The Model 3 either found a market or it didn’t. Where
feedback has been absent, deferred, or manageable through narrative, the picture is
different.

In 2013, Musk unveiled a proposal for high-speed transportation through low-pressure
tubes that would carry passengers from Los Angeles to San Francisco in 35 minutes for
$20 a ticket. He described it as “a cross between a Concorde, a railgun and an air hockey
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table.” When an interviewer noted that the blueprints were complicated, Musk was
dismissive: “Well, blueprints are always kinda complicated, and yes, there’s math, but
it’s really not that hard.” The vision generated enormous excitement. Route maps
appeared. Companies formed and raised hundreds of millions. SpaceX built a test track
and then dismantled it. Virgin Hyperloop pivoted to cargo-only and folded. The most
concrete output was a single-lane tunnel in Las Vegas where Teslas traveling at 35 mph
— against an original promise of autonomous vehicles at up to 155 mph — shuttle
convention-goers through a tunnel serving a single convention center. The gap between
the route maps and the technology readiness was not an engineering challenge to be
solved. It was a category error dressed as a timeline. The pattern repeats with Full Self
Driving, perpetually five years away, and Mars colonization announced with the
confidence of a shipping schedule.

The EV doesn’t always originate the idea. Sometimes they find something real and
attach claims to it that the underlying work neither supports nor generated. Quantum
computing. Artificial intelligence. The legitimate progress is real. The timelines for
civilization-scale transformation are not, and the people doing the actual work are
usually the first to say so.

The cities that embraced the Hyperloop vision discovered its limits concretely.
Municipal governments committed resources and told constituents they were getting in
on the ground floor of transformative infrastructure. What some got was a single-lane
tunnel where cars drive at surface road speeds. What others got was nothing — the
vision had moved on before the infrastructure could be started. Ersatz vision doesn’t
just fail. It displaces.

The organizational culture around Musk reflects the same EV dynamic. Dissent has
consistently proven costly. Engineers who have raised concerns about safety, culture, or
the gap between claim and delivery have found the atmosphere inhospitable. Some have
been fired. Some have left quietly. A former Stanford professor of organizational
behavior described the result as hubris operating under the false assumption that
success is “all about individual genius.” What evolves is an organization that has
selected against its own correction — not by explicit policy but by the social gravity of
working in proximity to a leader for whom honest questions are tantamount to
disloyalty.

The Institutional Case

The same mechanism appears in government. The claim that the federal bureaucracy is
essentially a poorly run company, that its complexity is waste rather than function, that
the right combination of intelligence and will could cut through the accumulated
inefficiency — this is the “it’s easy” tell applied to some of the most complex systems
human civilization has produced. It is the EV’s characteristic move, now aimed at
institutions rather than technologies.

Functional bureaucracy — the kind that exists in functioning liberal democracies — is
doing something more precious than efficiency. It is applying rules consistently
regardless of who is asking. The agency head or cabinet member who is told by career
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staff “we don’t have the authority to do that” or “that’s not legal” is not encountering
obstruction. They are encountering the mechanism that keeps power tethered to law
rather than to the ruler. Max Weber called this legal-rational authority — loyalty to the
office and the rule rather than to the person. He called its operating principle sine ira et
studio: without anger and without favor. Look at failed states and authoritarian ones
and you will find, reliably, a bureaucracy that has been converted from an instrument of
law into an instrument of the ruler.

Politicizing a bureaucracy doesn’t just change who it serves. It inverts the function —
from error correction to error amplification, from institutional memory to institutional
amnesia, from friction that keeps power accountable to lubrication that accelerates its
worst impulses.

The Weberian achievement is not inevitable. It is not self-restoring once damaged. And
it is considerably more valuable than it might seem, especially to those who have never
had to live without it.

None of this is to say that bureaucracy hasn’t earned its bad reputation. Process
decoupled from purpose, rules that perpetuate themselves long after the reason for
them has disappeared — these are real failures. The same productive scrutiny that keeps
power accountable must also be applied to bureaucracies themselves — the Weberian
achievement is a dynamic condition, not a static one, and institutions that lose the
capacity for genuine self-correction reproduce the failure mode they are supposed to
prevent.

The recent depositions of DOGE staff involved in the rapid restructuring of federal
agencies offered an unusually clear view of the EV mechanism in the institutional
context. Under oath and cross-examination the gap between confidence and competence
became visible. Asked to define the criteria being applied to terminate grants, one staffer
could offer only that it meant whatever the relevant executive order said. Asked to
characterize it further, the answer was the same. A person should be willing and able to
explain and defend the basis for a consequential decision — the rules that apply
everywhere else turned out, conveniently, not to apply here. The “it’s easy” claim,
subjected at last to friction it couldn’t avoid, revealed its emptiness.

Two Appointments

Two Trump administration appointments illustrate how the EV dynamic operates when
it reaches positions of institutional authority. Both share a recognizable profile: genuine
certainty, domain-distant credentials, and a specific relationship to the expertise they
are now positioned to oversee.

Pete Hegseth arrived at the Department of Defense with a media career, a history of
commentary on military culture, and an apparently sincere belief that the institution’s
problems were primarily ideological rather than operational. This is the Believer EV in a
consequential setting.
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The military’s professional development frameworks, its readiness metrics, its
institutional knowledge accumulated across generations of operational experience —
these read, through the Believer’s lens, not as expertise to be engaged but as the self-
interested resistance of a captured institution. That the military’s diversity and inclusion
programs represented an existential threat to readiness — rather than one policy
question among many — is a claim that reduces genuine institutional complexity to a
single ideological cause. The Signal chat incident, in which senior officials discussed
operational details of an active military strike on a commercial messaging application,
illustrated the same cognitive signature at smaller scale: operational security treated as
bureaucratic inconvenience rather than domain knowledge with specific reasons behind
it.

On the Iran war, Hegseth has functioned less as an originator than as a follower —
executing and defending a decision made above his level, his repeated public assertions
that Iran is losing delivered as the Strait remained effectively closed and allied
relationships frayed.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. presents a more complicated case. His skepticism of regulatory
capture in the pharmaceutical and chemical industries was not without foundation —
there are documented cases where regulatory agencies have been too close to the
industries they oversee. That partially valid prior, developed through years of
environmental litigation, became the template he applied wholesale to public health,
vaccine science, and the regulatory apparatus of the CDC and FDA. The credentials are
real. The domain transfer is not. When a measles outbreak emerged, his response was to
suggest vitamin A supplementation rather than vaccination — a choice that reflects the
prior rather than the evidence. The dismissal of vaccine advisory committees — career
scientists with specific domain expertise — followed the same logic: expertise
experienced as obstruction rather than information. A partially valid insight, extended
without friction into domains where it doesn’t hold, is among the more dangerous
cognitive moves available — precisely because it carries the certainty of someone who
was once right.

The Untethered

The Believer and the Overconfident, for all their resistance to correction, share
something important: there is something genuine underneath. A sincere belief, a
partially valid prior, a real problem the claim addresses. However wrong they may be,
they can in principle be reached — by the friction of a deposition, a failed launch, a gap
between claim and reality that finally becomes undeniable.

There is a third type — the Untethered EV — that is different in kind from the other two
types. While Hegseth and Kennedy can be considered Believer EVs, Donald Trump is
best understood here as an Untethered EV. The observable pattern, and it is a pattern of
behavior rather than a psychological diagnosis, is one in which positions reverse without
acknowledgment, justifications shift without apparent awareness of the contradiction,
and each pronouncement arrives with complete apparent sincerity regardless of what
preceded it. The Untethered is on the continuum but moves back and forth along it
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without the internal anchors that hold others in place — no stable position being
defended, no ratchet that holds. Whether the Untethered type genuinely lacks

awareness of the contradiction or has simply learned that acting as though he does is
costless, the functional result is the same — the contradiction goes unacknowledged, and
the mechanisms designed to impose costs for visible inconsistency find nothing to work
with. For the purposes of this argument, the distinction does not matter.

The observable record across multiple domains illustrates the pattern. The Ukraine war
would be resolved in 24 hours — a claim delivered with the confidence of someone who
had already worked it out, quietly abandoned without accounting when it didn’t happen.
Prices would come down on day one — specific, falsifiable, subsequently treated as if
never stated in those terms. Tariffs would simultaneously bring manufacturing back to
America, raise enough revenue to eliminate the income tax, serve as negotiating
leverage to be removed once concessions were made, and represent a permanent
restructuring of global trade. Each arrived as settled fact. Each incompatible with the
one before it. None required reconciliation with the others. This is not occasional
inconsistency. It is the operational mode.

The war with Iran illustrates what the pattern looks like at maximum consequence. The
administration launched coordinated strikes in late February 2026, apparently
operating on the assumption that decapitating the Iranian leadership would produce
capitulation or a friendly successor. Joe Kent, the administration’s own director of the
National Counterterrorism Center, resigned publicly over the conflict, stating that Iran
had posed no imminent threat — directly contradicting the administration’s stated
justification. Trump’s response: “I always thought he was weak on security.” The person
Trump had nominated and sought confirmation for, now always having been weak. The
contradiction went unacknowledged because for the Untethered there is no
contradiction to acknowledge.

The followers doing motivated reasoning to keep up with this face a qualitatively
different cognitive burden than those who follow a Believer or Overconfident EV.
Consider Tulsi Gabbard, who as a presidential candidate sold “No War With Iran” T-
shirts and built a significant part of her public identity around opposition to exactly the
kind of conflict she now oversees as Director of National Intelligence. When Kent
resigned and directly contradicted the administration’s justification for the war,
Gabbard’s public response was to note that the president is responsible for determining
what constitutes an imminent threat. Whether she has genuinely convinced herself that
Trump’s non-interventionist commitments remain intact and the war was a regrettable
necessity — or whether she is doing the motivated reasoning of a fellow traveler whose
investment in her position has become the thing she is protecting — the distinction may
not be visible even to her.

Marjorie Taylor Greene’s exit illustrates the true believer’s departure. Among Trump’s
most vocal supporters for years, her break came when the gap between the movement
she had signed up for and what the administration was actually doing became
undeniable. Trump called her a traitor. She resigned from Congress: “Standing up for
American women who were raped at 14 years old, trafficked and used by rich powerful
men, should not result in me being called a traitor and threatened by the President of
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the United States, whom I fought for.” That is not the exit of a grifter or a fellow traveler.
That is the true believer’s exit — loud, principled in its own terms, and full of the grief
that comes from discovering the vision you fought for was not what you thought it was.

The corrective mechanisms that work imperfectly on the Believer and Overconfident
find no purchase with the Untethered. The epistemic infrastructure that would normally
impose some cost for visible inconsistency — the press, the institutional advisors whose
assessments create a record, the congressional oversight that requires coherent
justification — has been substantially weakened. When those mechanisms function at
full strength, even the Untethered faces constraints. When they don’t, the pattern
operates without friction of any kind.

The Corrective

The phenomenon traced here — hubris born of ignorance, mistaken for vision — is not
new. It has appeared in boardrooms and city councils, in technology companies and
government agencies, at the scale of a blood testing startup and at the scale of a war.
What changes with scale is not the mechanism but the consequences.

The framework offered here is not complete. Real cases are messier than any model —
the Believer shades into the Overconfident, the fellow traveler’s motivated reasoning is
sometimes indistinguishable from genuine belief, and the corrective mechanisms that
fail in some contexts work in others. The skycrane story is not the only story. For every
successful mission there is a program that got the friction wrong in the other direction —
too much caution, too many reviews, genuine vision strangled by process. The model is a
diagnostic, not a verdict.

What genuine vision requires, Rob Manning observed from the experience of actually
landing something on another planet, is arrogance to attempt and humility to succeed.
The arrogance is not the problem. It is the precondition for real vision. What the ersatz
visionary has suppressed — or never developed — is the humility that makes useful
friction feel like progress rather than obstruction. That suppression is not always
conscious. It is not always malicious. It is, in the cases examined here, consistently
catastrophic.

Recognizing the mechanism — the “it’s easy” tell, the domain-distant validators, the
continuum and its ratchet, the Untethered that floats free of all of it — does not by itself
correct anything. But misdiagnosis guarantees that the correction fails. Calling this
fraud misses what it is. Calling it incompetence misses why it propagates. Calling it
malice misses how completely the person at the center often believes their own claim —
at least until they don’t.

The corrective, where it exists, is useful friction. Not the Kafkaesque kind that protects
institutions from accountability. The kind that keeps thinking tethered to reality — the
deposition that can’t be avoided, the concept review that surfaces the constraints, the
official who says we don’t have the authority to do that, the manager who sits back and
waits for the room to get there on its own. These mechanisms are not exciting. They do
not generate profiles in magazines or waiting lists of investors. They generate, over time,
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something considerably more valuable: the difference between a skycrane on Mars and a
hyperloop to nowhere.
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