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Prologue: Names Changed to Protect the Guilty



This is a work of fiction. 



Based on fact. 



A Roman à clef, if you want the fancy term. 



A novel with a key. 



Real events.

Real patterns.

Real extraction. 



Fictional names. 



The companies described in this book?

The names are made up. 



The deals?

Documented in public records.

Then fictionalized. 



The people? 



Patterns observed across dozens of real extractors. Compressed into characters. 



If a chapter sounds familiar, it should. 



If you recognize the pattern, that’s the point. 



If you think “that’s exactly what happened to my town,” you’re right. It happened to a lot of towns. 



The bankruptcy filings are real.

The suicide statistics are real.

The ghost towns are real. 



The names?

Changed. 



Not to protect the innocent. To tell the truth without the threat of lawsuits and lawyers. 



The language changed too. 



Extractors don’t say “layoffs.”

They say “operational efficiencies.” 



They don’t say “looting.”

They say “unlocking shareholder value.” 



They don’t say “destroying communities.”

They say “restructuring.” 



They don’t say “stealing pensions.”

They say “optimizing capital structure.” 



Translation guide? 



See Appendix A: The Extractor’s Dictionary. It decodes what they’re really saying when they lie to us. 



Every “fictional” private equity firm in this book extracted from real communities. 



Every “fictional” venture capitalist demanded real failure rates. 



Every “fictional” consultant sold real extraction as efficiency. 



The patterns are undeniable. 



The damage is documented. 



The names are fictional. 



Everything else?

Unfortunately real. 







If this book makes you uncomfortable, it’s working. 



If you recognize yourself in these pages, good. 



If you want to argue about specific names and dates, you’ve missed the point. 



This isn’t about individuals. 



It’s about the system they built. 



The extraction economy that made “greed is good” into gospel. 



The system that destroyed what mattered. 



The system that eventually destroys everyone. 



Even the extractors. 







The Setup



You're about to read 64 chapters. 



Each one shows extraction from a different angle. 



Private equity.

Venture capital.

Investment banking.

Management consulting.

Healthcare.

Housing.

Education.

Media.

Religion. 



Every industry.

Same playbook.

Same destruction. 



Different names.

Same ending. 



By the end, you’ll see the pattern. 



The extraction economy promised abundance.

Instead, it delivered emptiness. 



Promised freedom.

Delivered isolation. 



Promised success.

Delivered regret. 



And the irony?

The extractors got extracted too. 



The system doesn't have favorites. It just has victims. Some just take longer to realize it. 







Note: This is a living book. The extraction economy evolves. So does this book. Updates are always 100% free at Founderstowne.com. 







The Warning



This book is kinda like a map showing where all the landmines are buried. 



You can use it two ways. 



Walk carefully around them.

Or step on every single one. 



Your choice. 



But know this... 



The extraction economy already stepped on most of them. 



Now it’s stepping on itself. 



And there's nowhere left to extract from. 



Except you. 



Next



But the extractors didn't destroy themselves alone. They had help. From an entire generation of founders who learned to play the extraction game better than the extractors themselves. And those founders discovered something the old guard never expected: extraction eventually makes everyone extinct. 







Welcome to the playbook. 



Gordon Gekko's Deathbed



The silence costs $115,093 a day. 



Private floor. Panoramic views.

The best nurses money buys. 



Equipment beeping in rhythm with a dying man's irregular heartbeat. 



The most expensive hospital room in America. 



Gordon Gekko has minutes left. 



Brain cancer.

The kind money can't fix.

The kind that doesn't care about $340 million in the bank. 



And he's alone. 



His son left after 12 minutes yesterday.

Nothing to say.

Never did. 



His daughter hasn't answered calls in 3 years.

Won't start now. 



His ex-wife sent flowers.

Too painful to visit. 



Only the lawyers come now. 



Estate planning.

Tax optimization.

Making sure the money goes somewhere. 



Except Gordon doesn't know where he wants it to go. 



"Greed is good."



Gordon Gekko said these words in the 1987 fictional film Wall Street. 



Built an empire on that philosophy.

Made it his operating system for 50 years. 



He's not alone in this.

Dozens have made the same choices.

Followed the same path.

Built the same empires.

Destroyed the same things.

Arrived at the same ending.





This is his story.

And theirs. 



The Inventory



What did 50 years of greed create? 



$340 million net worth.

Enough for 10 lifetimes.

Useless for the lifetime ending. 



3 properties he rarely visited.

Art collection worth millions he never looked at.

Cars he didn't drive.

Watches he didn't wear.

Wine cellar he didn't drink. 



47 businesses bought, extracted, sold.

Made fortunes.

Destroyed communities. 



3 ex-wives. 2 estranged children.

Zero friends who actually know him. 



Legacy: Articles about deals.

Business school case studies.

Name on college buildings.

Documentary interviews.

Wikipedia page. 



Nothing worth the cost. 



The Real Cost



Gordon never counted the real costs. 



The restaurant chain he bankrupted. 16,000 jobs lost.

Communities hollowed. 



The manufacturing company he loaded with debt.

Extracted dividends.

Left workers with worthless pensions. 



The retail business he stripped and flipped.

Employees fired via email.

Never saw their faces. 



The son who grew up with nannies.

Now a stranger visiting from obligation. 



The daughter who tried suicide at 19.

Gordon missed the signs.

Too busy closing deals.

She survived.

Doesn't speak to him. 



50 years of extraction.

50 years of destroying everything that mattered. 



The bill is due. 



The Visitor



A young man arrives. 



Mid-30s.

Expensive suit.

Confident posture. 



Gordon's face from 1985. 



"Mr. Gekko? I run a private equity fund. I studied your deals. You're legendary." 



Gordon recognizes the look.

He wore it once. 



"I just wanted to say thank you. You showed us how it's done. How to create value. How to..." 



"Get out!" 



The young man blinks. "Sir?" 



"I know what you think I am. I know because I thought it too." 



Gordon's voice is weak but clear. 



"You think I'm successful.

You think I won.

You think extraction is the game and I mastered it." 



The young man nods. 



"I didn't create value. I extracted it.

I didn't optimize returns. I stole them.

I didn't master anything. I wasted everything." 



"But your returns..." 



"My returns bought this room.

This bed.

This death.

Alone.

Unmissed." 



Is that what you want?" 



The young man doesn't answer. 



"Get out. And don't do what I did!" 



The young man leaves. 



Gordon doubts he listened. 



The Dream



Gordon dreams. 



Morphine-soaked, he dreams of being 25 again. 



Standing at the fork.

The decision point.

Build or extract. 



In the dream, he sees the whole path. 



Every deal.

Every dollar.

Every cost. 



And he chooses differently. 



Takes the building path.

Starts small.

Stays small.

Builds something real.

Something that helps people. 



Makes less money.

Much less.

But enough. 



Has time for his children.

Loves them.

Is loved back. 



Stays married.

Grows old with someone who knows him.

Really knows him. 



Builds a company that lasts.

Employees who stay.

Customers who matter.

Community that thrives.

Legacy worth leaving. 



Dies at 87 (not 72).

At home.

Surrounded by family.

Loved.

Mourned by people who knew him. 



In the dream, he's happy. 



Not rich-happy.

Not successful-happy.

Not winning-happy. 



Just happy.

Content.

At peace. 



Then he wakes up. 



Still in the expensive room.

Still alone.

Still dying. 



The dream was just a dream. 



But it felt more real than anything he actually lived. 



The Math



Gordon runs the numbers one last time. 



What he gave: 


	50 years

	3 marriages

	2 children's childhoods

	Health (2 heart attacks)

	Friendships (zero real ones)

	Community (never had one)

	Purpose (never found one)

	Meaning (never built any)





What he got: 


	$340 million

	Empty properties

	Worthless possessions

	Wikipedia page

	A very expensive death





Return on Investment?

Negative infinity. 



Can't divide meaning by money.

The formula breaks down.

Every time. 



The Truth



Extraction doesn't create abundance.

It creates emptiness. 



The more one extracts, the less one has. 



Not financially. 



Spiritually.

Emotionally.

Meaningfully. 



Every dollar extracted destroyed meaning.

Every company stripped wrecked relationships.

Every efficiency gained lost humanity. 



The scoreboard lied. 



More money didn't mean more success.

It meant more extraction. 



And extraction is taking from tomorrow to have more today. 



Tomorrow always comes. 



The bill is due. 



The Choice



Every entrepreneur faces this moment. 



Build or extract.

Create or capture.

Give or take. 



The extraction economy pressures everyone. 



"Maximize returns."

"Think of the shareholders."

"Greed is good." 



The smart ones ignore it. 



They see what extraction really sells: Gordon Gekko's deathbed. 



Expensive hospital room.

No visitors.

Everything to regret. 



The builders choose differently. 



Build things that help people.

Build relationships that last.

Build meaning that compounds. 



Money can't be taken to the grave.

But meaning can be left behind. 



Not every founder chased the exit. Thousands ignored Wall Street entirely and built businesses that last. They’re on year 15, year 25, year 40 of running the same company. No exit. No extraction. Just building something that matters and getting paid well for it. 



These founders didn’t reject success—they rejected the extractive definition of success. They make $500K to $5M in profit annually. They employ 10 to 200 people who’ve been there for decades. They serve customers who became friends. And when they die, they pass the business to someone who’ll keep building instead of selling to private equity. 



The Punchline



Gordon Gekko's deathbed is kinda like reaching the top of a mountain nobody wanted to climb. 



Spent 5 decades climbing.

Beating everyone.

Reaching the summit first. 



Finally arrives at the top.

Looks around. 



Wrong mountain. 



The view is empty.

The air is cold.

Nobody there to celebrate. 



And the mountain he should have climbed?

Visible in the distance.

Teeming with people.

Building.

Creating.

Laughing.

Living. 



That's where he should have gone. 



But he's on this mountain now. 



Too old.

Too tired.

Too sick. 



Can't climb down to start over. 



This is the hill he died on. 



Alone.

Unmourned.

Holding nothing that matters. 



Winner of a game nobody should play. 



Next



But Gordon Gekko isn't just one man dying alone in an expensive room. 



He's everywhere. 



His philosophy infected everything.

Jobs.

Neighborhoods.

Healthcare.

Schools.

Restaurants.

Local shops. 



Everything awful about modern life traces back to one decision: 



When extraction became the game everyone plays. 



When "greed is good" became gospel. 



When Gordon Gekko stopped being the villain and became the hero. 



That's where the story begins... 



Why is just about everything in life awful now?



Walk through any American town. 



Look around. 



Notice what’s missing. 



The Physical World



No one builds anything anymore. 



Not furniture. Not houses. Not tools. 



Everything comes flat-packed.

Assembled, not built.

Bought, not made.

Horrible instructions.

Missing screws. 



The factories closed. The workshops disappeared. The craftsmen retired and no one replaced them. 



Now there’s Amazon warehouses. Distribution centers. Fulfillment facilities. 



Moving boxes.

Not making things.

Not building skills. 



The farms are gone. Not all of them. But most of them. 



1950: America had 5.6 million farms. Family operations. Each passed down through generations. 



2026: 2 million farms remain. 



The ones that survived? Corporate-owned. Industrial agriculture. Factory farming. Pesticides. Herbicides. Chemicals to maximize yield. 



The rest became subdivisions.

Strip malls.

Parking lots. 



The food comes from somewhere else now. Somewhere far away. Somewhere people don’t see. 



And the food doesn’t even taste like food anymore. 



Children are trapped inside.



1970s: Left to play outside with the neighbors after school. Came home when streetlights turned on. Parents didn’t know where they were. Didn’t need to. 



2026:

Divorced parents.

Inside.

Screens.

Scheduled activities.

Supervised constantly. 



The playgrounds are empty. The streets are quiet. The yards are vacant. 



Not because children don’t exist. Because letting them outside feels dangerous now. 



Everything is gray. 



Walk through any downtown. Look at the buildings. 



Gray. Beige. Taupe. 



Every corporate office. Every apartment complex. Every chain restaurant. Same color palette. 



Not accidental. Intentional. 



Gray is temporary.

Gray is replaceable.

Gray is demoralizing. 



Gray is the color of extraction. 



Main Street is dead.



The local bookstore closed. The hardware store closed. The family diner closed. 



Replaced by Applebee’s. Starbucks. CVS. Dollar General. Weed shop. 



Main Street replaced by Wall Street - and a weed shop to cope. 



Same stores.

Same products.

Same everything. 



Every town looks identical now. The shopping center in Warminster, Pennsylvania looks exactly like the one in Eureka Springs, Arkansas. 



Nothing lasts anymore.



Buy a refrigerator in 1970? Still running in 2026. 



Buy one today? Breaks in 4 years. Can’t repair it. Cheaper to replace than fix. (Actually, you can’t even try to fix it.) 



Phones.

Laptops.

Appliances.

Cars.

Furniture. 



All designed to break. All disposable. That’s how they extract billions from us. 



Most repair shops are closed. Radio Shack - gone. Because nothing can be repaired. 



Customer service disappeared.



Call a company? Automated menu. Press 1. Press 2. Press 3. Wait on hold. Get disconnected. 



Press 1 again. Wait again. Get transferred. Explain the problem again. Get transferred again. 



You finally reach a person. They’re overseas. They’re reading from a script. They can’t actually help. 



The companies made billions. Yet, the service got worse. 



And everything is a subscription now. 



Music.

Movies.

Software.

News.

Storage.

Razor blades.

Everything. 



Buy a $60,000 BMW? Heated seats cost $18 per month. The seats are already in the car. You gotta pay monthly to merely turn them on. 



Buy a $2,000 Peloton bike? It doesn’t work without paying their $44 per-month subscription. Don’t subscribe? Your bike becomes an expensive clothes rack. 



Buy Adobe Photoshop? Used to cost $600 once. Now it’s $55 per month forever. Stop paying? Lose access to files you created. 



Buy a printer? Planned obsolescence kicks in at exactly 1,500 printouts. Now you need an HP ink subscription. Cancel it? Your printer stops working... even with full cartridges. 



Buy a car? Remote start costs $15 per month. The feature is already installed. Just locked behind a paywall. Want longer range for your electric vehicle... that’s $35-a-month extra forever. 



We can’t own anything. We just rent forever. Paying monthly fees. The extraction never ends. 



Stop paying? Lose everything. 



Own nothing. Rent everything. Pay forever. 



Danish politician Ida Auken claimed “You’ll own nothing and be happy.” The World Economic Forum stole this one-liner and tweeted it. The public didn’t buy it (pun intended)... and they had to quietly delete the tweet. 



The One-income Family is now Obsolete



Childcare costs $2,000 per month. Per child. 



Both parents must work. Daycare costs more than one parent earns. 



Thinking about having children despite the high costs? One parent quits their job. And now they can’t afford the mortgage. 



Don’t have children? If the average family doesn’t have at least 2.1 offspring, the birth rates collapse. And this leads to the extinction of humans. 



No matter what choices we make these days, the economics don’t work. 



The Social Collapse



The churches are emptying. 



The bars are closing. 



The community centers shut down. 



Bowling leagues dissolved. 



Neighborhood associations stopped meeting. 



The places people gathered? Gone. 



Replaced by nothing. 



Dating is broken. 



Swipe.

Swipe.

Swipe.

Match.

Ghost.

Repeat. 



Apps made dating infinite. Infinite made it impossible. 



Because there’s always someone better just one swipe away. So no one commits. 



Previous generation met at church... 



Work.

Friends of friends.

Community. 



Today’s generation swipes. Gets ghosted. Pays for premium. Swipes more. 



The apps make billions.

Most users stay single. 



No One Sleeps Anymore



1970: Work ends at 5pm. Home by 5:30. Dinner with family. Bed by 10. Sleep through the night. 



2026: Work never ends. Email at 9pm. Slack messages at 11pm. Anxiety at 2 a.m. Melatonin. Ambien. Magnesium. Wake up at 3 a.m. and can’t fall back asleep. Sleep tracking apps. 



Worst of all: still exhausted. 



The Result



People go to work. Come home. UberEats. Scroll doom porn. Get angry over nothing. Repeat. 



Most feel lonely, even around others. 



Everyone around us is either sick, mentally screwed or dying earlier than normal. 



This isn’t a conspiracy theory... 



U.S. life expectancy is declining for the first time in human history. 



Tom’s Story



Tom sees this every day. 



His grandpa never saw a therapist. 



Tom sees one every week. 



His grandma didn’t need Lexapro. She was never depressed. 



He’s been on antidepressants since age 23. 



His parents stayed happily married and visited weekly to play with the children. 



Tom can’t find a date. 



They bought a house at 25. 



He still lives with his parents at age 43. 



He’s working harder than they ever did. 



And losing. 



Something changed.

It’s becoming obvious now.

Hidden in plain sight. 



The Numbers Tell The Story



1970: 


	Age 25, factory worker

	40 hours per week

	Median house: $23,400

	Median income: $9,870

	House cost 2.3 times annual salary

	Down payment saved in 18 months

	Wife stayed home with children

	Raised 4 children

	One car, paid with cash

	Retired at 65 with pension

	House paid off

	No therapy needed

	Marriage lasted 52 years





2026: 


	Age 25, knowledge worker

	60 hours per week (minimum)

	Median house: $417,000

	Median income: $57,000

	House costs 7.2 times annual salary

	Down payment needed: $83,400

	14 years to save it

	Both partners work (required)

	No children yet (can’t afford them)

	Two cars, both financed

	Retirement? Impossible

	Therapy: $200/week, standard

	Apps replace marriage

	"Own nothing. Be happy"





Same country. 



Same “work hard and succeed” promise. 



Opposite outcomes. 



The System Changed



This isn’t about individual failure. 



It’s not about laziness or entitlement or “doing it wrong.” 



The game changed.

The rules changed.

And the math changed. 



Most people don’t realize it. 



Parents think their children aren’t working hard enough. Because in their world, working hard worked. 



We’re sold on the idea that today’s generation are entitled and lazy... even though they work 50% more hours for 70% less purchasing power than their parents did at the same age. 



The confusion is understandable. The system changed without announcement. No memo went out. No policy shift was explained. Mr. Beast didn’t do a video about it. 



One generation could buy houses.

The next can’t. 



One generation hardly needed therapy.

The next needs it routinely. 



One generation retired with pensions.

The next will work until they die. 



Something fundamental shifted. 



The Numbers Don’t Lie



Let’s be specific. 



Housing







In 1970, that bought 3.5 complete houses. 



The math doesn’t work. Not anymore. 



At $57,000 income, after taxes and rent and food and student loans and healthcare, saving $500 per month takes 167 months. 



That’s over 14 years. 



By then, the house costs $600,000. The down payment is $120,000. 



Wages



Since 1971, worker productivity increased 70%. 



Workers produce 70% more value per hour than they did in 1971. 



Wages, adjusted for inflation? Flat. That’s a 0% increase. 



Workers produce 70% more value. Get paid the same. Where did that extra 70% go? 



Not to workers. 



Education



1970: State university tuition = $400 per year. Adjusted for inflation: $2,800 today. 



2026: State university tuition = $28,000 per year. 



Previous generation paid for college with summer jobs. 



Current generation pays with debt that lasts decades. 



Average student loan debt: $37,000. Monthly payment: over $400.00 for at least 10 years (minimum). 



That’s over $400.00 per month that can’t go toward a house down payment. It’s like making monthly car payments after someone stole your car. 



Healthcare



1970: Doctor visit = $20. Manageable... out of pocket. 



2026: Doctor visit = $300.00 with insurance. $3,000 without. Bankruptcy risk either way. 



Monthly insurance premium: Here in America, it’s over $590.00 per person for basic coverage. With a $5,000.00+ deductible. Meaning the first $5,000 of medical expenses come out of pocket before insurance covers anything. 



Another $590.00+ per month gone. 



The Pattern:



Everything necessary to live got exponentially more expensive. 



Yet, everything unnecessary got cheaper. 



A 55-inch television costs $225. 



A doctor visit costs $300 (for 7 minutes with a physician assistant). 



A smartphone costs less than $200. 



A studio apartment costs $2,400 per month - rats included FREE. 



The necessities: housing, healthcare and education. All became extraction industries. (Ironically, all 3 regulated and subsidized by the U.S. government. Hmmm.) 



The luxuries: entertainment, gadgets, fast fashion. All got cheap. 



People drowning in the cheap stuff while being unable to afford the basics. 



What Changed?



2 major shifts happened. 



First major shift: 1971



Nixon took America off the gold standard. For the first time in U.S. history, money was no longer backed by something... but rather nothing. 



Money became unlimited. The printing press had no constraints. Money heaven opened up. 



Asset prices decoupled from wages. People who owned assets got rich. People who only had wages got left behind. 



Housing stopped being shelter. Started being an investment asset. 



The people who already owned things got richer. The people who didn’t got poorer. 



The 1970s generation bought houses when housing was shelter. 



The 2020s generation tries to buy when housing is an investment vehicle for private equity firms. Right into the extractor’s trap. 



Major shift #2: 1980s



“Greed is good” became creed. Gospel among entrepreneurs and investors. 



Gordon Gekko gave the speech. Wall Street celebrated it. Ivy league business schools taught it. 



Culture → Money → Academia. All 3 pillars teaching extraction. 



Extraction replaced building. 



This is when everything started rotting. 



Companies stopped asking “how do we build better?” Instead, they started asking “how do we extract value?” 



Workers became “costs to minimize.” 



Customers became “revenue to maximize.” 



Products became “subscriptions to extract forever.” 



Shareholder value became the only thing that mattered. 



The Result



Productivity gains went to Wall Street instead of Main Street. 



Housing became an investment asset, not shelter. 



Healthcare became a subscription model, not healing. 



Education became a debt trap, not opportunity. 



Software became rent, not ownership. 



Everything became extraction. 



“And nobody seems to notice... nobody seems to care.” - comedian George Carlin 



The Divergence



There’s a graph that explains everything. 



From 1948 to 1971, productivity and wages moved together. 



Productivity went up 10%. Wages went up 10%. 



Workers shared in the value they created. 



But 1971 Changed Everything



Things went extremely sideways when Nixon took office. 



Productivity kept rising. But, wages stayed flat. 



That gap? That’s extraction. 



Someone is capturing that extra 70% of value. Just not the people creating it. 



One generation lived in the world where productivity and wages tracked together. 



The next generation lives in the world where they don’t. 



That’s not personal failing. That’s systemic change. 



And hidden in plain sight. 



The Observable Pattern



Walk through any big city and the pattern becomes clear. 



People stumbling down sidewalks. Eyes glazed. Zombies in daylight. 



Tents on every corner. Tent cities under overpasses. Encampments in parks. A growing number of people migrating from homes into RVs. 



Open drug use. Needles on the ground. No one intervenes. 



Smash-and-grab theft in the open. Walk out with merchandise. Police don’t come. 



Garbage everywhere. Overflowing bins. Trash bags piled on corners. No one collects it. 



Broken windows. Boarded storefronts. Graffiti on everything. Buildings crumbling in disrepair. “For Lease” signs everywhere. 



Public transportation always broken. Trains delayed. Buses don’t show. Infrastructure crumbling. Nobody fixing it. 



Mental illness untreated. People screaming at nothing. Talking to themselves. No help available. Everyone just walks by. 



Parents work themselves to death and still struggle. 



People with good jobs living paycheck to paycheck. Barely. They’re just one emergency away from bankruptcy and homelessness. 



“Successful” people take Lexapro and Ambien... make millions but look miserable. 



The news celebrates stock market record highs while food banks have record lines. 



Gold... the direct hedge against the health of the dollar - hit record highs while worker savings hit record lows. 



Yet: 



Billionaires got $1.8 trillion richer during the 2020 lockdowns while 200,000 small businesses closed permanently. 



Private equity firms buy single-family homes and rent them back to the families they foreclosed on. 



Everything that used to be ownership became subscription. 



Everyone who’s supposed to help: doctors, bankers, consultants, landlords... making money off your problems, not solving them. 



A catastrophic collapse of the middle class. 



And the worst part: the loneliest generation in human history. 



Something is deeply, fundamentally broken. 



The Question



How did we get here? 



When did working hard stop working? 



When did buying a house become impossible? 



When did getting sick become financial ruin? 



When did education become debt servitude? 



When did retirement become a fantasy? 



When did having children become unaffordable? 



When did success start requiring therapy and medication? 



When did winning start feeling like losing? 



The answer is specific.

Not vague.

Not “things changed.”

Not “the economy evolved.” 



Specific dates. Specific people. Specific policies. Specific mechanisms. 



And they all point to one thing: extraction replaced building. 



What This Book Shows



This book explains exactly when the promise broke. Who broke it. How they broke it. And why they called it progress while breaking it. 



Part I: The Lie We Believed



How “greed is good” became gospel. How Wall Street sold extraction as value creation. How business schools became extraction academies. 



Part II: The Extraction Playbook



Private equity’s leveraged buyout formula. Venture capital’s requirement for failure. The “roll-up” con. McKinsey’s body count blueprint. The exact mechanisms of extraction. 



Part III: The Price We Paid



Restaurant chains that lost their souls. Software’s subscription parasite model. Healthcare’s extraction emergency. Housing becoming an asset class. Town centers private equity killed. 



Part IV: The Human Wreckage



“Success stories” that end in suicide. The loneliness at extraction’s peak. Children who don’t know their parents. Families destroyed on both sides. The “successful” who wish they’d failed. 



Part V: The Irony of Extraction



Why crises always help extractors. How extractors eventually extract themselves. The pyramid scheme’s mathematical limit. The markets that stopped working. 



Part VI: The Abundance Alternative



Companies that chose building over extracting. Founders who stayed small. Communities that blocked extraction. Young builders who never learned extraction. What the economy looks like after extraction. 



Part VII: The Way Forward



Building without exit strategies. How to create value instead of extracting it. The choice: build or extract. 



The Promise



By the end, the pattern will be clear. 



Not vague explanations.

Instead, specific mechanisms. 



Not “the economy changed.” Who changed it. How they changed it. Why they changed it. 



Not “work harder” because working harder doesn’t work anymore. 



Not individual failure. What systemic forces changed the game. 



And most importantly: what building looks like instead of extraction. 



Because understanding the pattern is the first step to building differently. 



The Hope:



Working hard stopped working when the economy shifted from building to extraction. 



The previous generation’s life isn’t impossible because this generation is lazy. It’s impossible because the system changed. 



The good news? Once someone sees the pattern, they can’t unsee it. 



And once they can’t unsee it, they can choose differently. 



They can choose to build instead of extract. 



They can choose abundance instead of scarcity. 



They can choose impact over income. 



They can choose the math that works. Where building things mattered. Where relationships last. Where therapy isn’t needed to cope with success. 



That world isn’t gone.

It was just hidden by extraction. 



The extraction system broke. Which means there’s space to build the replacement. And builders are building it... no permission, no venture capital, no extraction required. 



In garages and coffee shops, founders are launching businesses that solve the problems extraction created. Software you own instead of rent. Food that’s actually food. Healthcare that heals. Housing that’s for living, not investing. They’re not asking the broken system for approval. They’re just building the alternative and watching customers flood in. 



The Punchline



Imagine discovering the map you’ve been following has been upside down the whole time. 



Everyone keeps blaming themselves for going the wrong direction. 



Trying harder.

Working longer.

Feeling like failures. 



1971: Money decoupled from reality.

1987: Greed became good.

The rules changed.

The game changed.

Nobody announced it. 



Previous generations followed the right-side-up map and reached the destination. 



Today’s generation followed the same map - now upside down - and got lost. 



Not because they’re lazy.

Not because they’re entitled.

Not because they’re doing it wrong. 



Because someone flipped the map. Called it progress. And blamed everyone for being lost. 







Next



But wait. 



1987? 



What happened in 1987? 



How does one year flip an entire economy from building to extraction? 



How does greed suddenly become good? 



Who decided that? 



And why did everyone listen? 



December 11, 1987. 



A movie theater in New York. 



A fictional villain gave a speech. 



And an entire generation took it as gospel. 



The Day Greed Became Good



December 11, 1987. 



The Ziegfeld Theatre in New York. 



A movie villain gave a speech that became America’s business philosophy. 



Gordon Gekko stood before fictional shareholders and declared greed was good. 



The audience was supposed to be repulsed. Instead, they took notes. 



Wall Street traders pinned the speech to their cubicle walls. Business schools added it to their curriculum. An entire generation of entrepreneurs memorized lines meant to expose capitalism’s darkness. 



Movie producer Oliver Stone wrote Gekko as a warning. 



Wall Street received him as a prophet. 



The speech runs about 6 minutes in the film. Those minutes changed how American business thinks about value, ownership, and purpose. Not because the words were new... extraction had existed for centuries. But because someone finally said the quiet part out loud. 



Yet everyone applauded. 



The Speech That Launched a Thousand Hedge Funds



“Greed, for lack of a better word, is good.” 



The line appears two-thirds through Gekko’s speech to Teldar Paper shareholders. By that point, he’s already dismantled management, mocked their salaries, and promised to liberate value trapped by incompetence. The shareholders cheered. They don’t care that liberation means liquidation. They don’t care that value means their neighbors’ jobs were gutted. 



They cared. Because someone finally gave them permission. 



Permission to stop pretending business exists for anything beyond profit.

Permission to strip companies instead of building them.

Permission to extract rather than create.





Before Gekko, extraction required elaborate justification: 



Efficiency.

Competitiveness.

Shareholder value. 



After Gekko, it just required audacity. (Wall Street calls it chutzpah.) 



The Audience Who Missed the Point



Oliver Stone based Gekko on real corporate raiders. Ivan Boesky. Carl Icahn. T. Boone Pickens. Men who bought companies to destroy them profitably. The movie intended to expose their methods. To show the human cost of treating businesses as carcasses to strip. 



The first test screening told them they’d failed. 



Instead of outrage, they got résumés. 



Young men in suits approached actor Michael Douglas. They wanted to know which firm Gekko worked for. Whether he was hiring. How to get into his business. 



They’d watched a cautionary tale and seen a training video. 



The Real Speech Behind the Fiction



Ivan Boesky gave the actual “greed is good” speech. 



May 18, 1986. University of California Berkeley Business School commencement. 



Boesky stood before fresh graduates and said: “Greed is all right, by the way. I want you to know that. I think greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.” 



18 months later, Boesky paid $100 million in fines for insider trading. He served 2 years in federal prison. The SEC banned him from trading for life. 



Too late to stop the extraction virus... the Berkeley graduates had already dispersed to Wall Street. 



The Permission Structure



Something changed after Wall Street premiered. 



Business books stopped apologizing for exploitation. Harvard case studies celebrated raiders instead of builders. The founder who stayed small became a failure. The CEO who refused to maximize became soft. 



Young entrepreneurs learned a new vocabulary: 


	Leverage (using debt to buy what you can’t afford)

	Optimization (firing everyone possible)

	Efficiency (destroying redundant humans)

	Value creation (extraction with better PR)

	Exit strategy (getting out before collapse)





They learned to say these words without flinching. 



The Graduates Who Became Gekko



Tracking the 1987 audience for 30 years reveals a pattern. 



They founded private equity firms that destroyed Toys “R” Us. They created hedge funds that shorted American manufacturing. They built venture capital firms that demanded 10 failures for every success. 



They did exactly what Gekko did. 



Except Gekko went to prison at the movie’s end. 



The Morality Play That Became a Business Model



Wall Street follows Bud Fox, a young stockbroker seduced by Gekko’s world. Fox betrays his father, a hard working airline mechanic. Bud Fox commits crimes for Gekko’s approval. He loses his soul for a corner office high in the sky with a window overlooking all the carnage below. 



The film ends with Fox arrested, Gekko exposed, and blue-collar integrity victorious. 



Nobody remembers the ending. 



They remember “greed is good.” They remember Gekko’s suits, his slicked-back hair, his Hamptons estate. They remember the money, not the handcuffs. 



Because the money was real. 



The consequences were fiction. 



The Philosophy Metastasizes



By 1990, Gekko’s philosophy had infected: 


	Investment banks (Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley)

	Consulting firms (McKinsey, Bain, BCG)

	Business schools (Harvard, Wharton, Stanford)

	Corporate boards (every Fortune 500)

	Startup culture (Silicon Valley’s growth-at-all-costs)





The infection spread through: 


	MBA programs teaching extraction as strategy

	Compensation tied to stock price, not company health

	Quarterly earnings calls demanding perpetual growth

	Private equity buying everything buyable

	Venture capital funding only “unicorns”





Greed wasn’t just good. 



It was mandatory. 



The Lie Hidden in Truth



Gekko was right about one thing. 



“The point is, ladies and gentlemen, that greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit.” 



Greed does work. 



For extracting value.

For destroying communities.

For concentrating wealth.





It works perfectly for taking what others built. For pennies on the dollar. It works beautifully for strip-mining companies. It works flawlessly for the extractor. 



Until there’s nothing left to extract. 



The Warning We Ignored



Stone embedded warnings throughout the film. 



Gekko’s name means “lizard” — a cold-blooded creature. His office overlooks a cemetery. 



Every symbol screamed: This man is death. 



The audience saw: This man is successful. The epitome of the American Dream. 



They missed that success and death weren’t opposites in extraction. 



They were the same thing. 



The Moment Before the Speech



The scene before Gekko speaks reveals everything. 



Teldar Paper’s management team sits at a long table. Gray-haired executives who spent decades building their company. They discuss pension obligations. Equipment maintenance. Employee retention. The unglamorous work of actually running a business. 



Gekko interrupts the discussion. 



Not because they’re failing.

Teldar is profitable. 



Not because they’re corrupt.

They’re just mediocre. 



He destroys them because mediocrity leaves money on the table. 



And the shareholders applaud because destruction pays better than building. 



Gekko’s Disciples



A generation raised itself on Gekko’s philosophy. 



They graduated into investment banks that moved money but built nothing. They joined consulting firms that advised destruction. They founded startups designed to flip, not last. 



They made Gekko’s fiction reality. 



Then wondered why they felt empty.

Why success felt like failure.

Why winning felt like dying.





The Day Greed Became Good



That December night at the Ziegfeld wasn’t when greed became good. 



It was when everyone admitted it. 



When business stopped pretending it was about building. When the pretense of stakeholders mattering dropped away. When extraction no longer required apology. 



Stone thought he was documenting Wall Street’s sins. 



Instead, he was writing its bible. 



Not everyone believed the lie. Entrepreneurs who ignored “greed is good” have been building sustainable businesses for 40 years. They chose profit over exits, customers over shareholders, decades over quarters. They’re still here. 



The companies that rejected extraction survived. The ones that embraced it are gone. The pattern is obvious now. And young founders are watching, learning, choosing differently. 



The Punchline



Imagine a movie theater showing a cautionary tale about drunk driving. 



The villain crashes his car. Kills a family. Dies in prison. 



But before that, the movie shows him partying. Beautiful people. Expensive cars. Freedom. Success. 



The audience leaves the theater. 



Half of them drive drunk that night. 



Not because they missed the ending. 



Because the middle looked so good they decided the ending was worth it. 



That's what happened on December 11, 1987. 



Oliver Stone showed them the crash. 



They only saw the party. 



And an entire generation chose to drive drunk on greed, assuming they'd somehow avoid the wreckage at the end. 







Next



But here's what Gekko's speech doesn't explain: 



Why did people believe they could become him? 



Gekko was fiction.

A character.

A warning. 



Yet everyone wanted to be Gordon Gekko. 



Why? 



Because of another lie. One even bigger than "greed is good." 



The lie that anyone can become a billionaire. 



The "self-made" mythology. 



The garage-to-greatness story. 



The rags-to-riches dream that makes extraction feel like aspiration. 



Every billionaire tells the same story. 



"I started with nothing." 



They didn't. 



And proving that changes everything. 



The Mythology of the Self-Made Billionaire



Every well-known billionaire’s origin story starts the same way. 



“I started with nothing.” 



Their origin story talks about the garage. The dorm room. The borrowed desk. The humble beginning that proves anyone can make it in America if they just work hard enough. 



It’s a beautiful story. 



It’s also complete B.S. 



The Infrastructure They Don’t Mention



Jeff Bezos started Amazon with a $300,000 investment from his parents. 



Not a loan. An investment. From parents who could lose three hundred thousand dollars and still pay their mortgage. 



Bill Gates’s mother served on the board of United Way with IBM’s CEO. That connection got Microsoft its first major contract. His father was a prominent lawyer. His grandfather was a national bank president. 



Warren Buffett’s father was a congressman and stockbroker. Young Warren bought his first shares at age 11 with $120 in savings — three years before his famous paper route. What came first was a father who could walk him into a brokerage. Access and financial education most 11-year-olds didn’t have. 



But the myth requires forgetting these details. 



The myth requires believing they did it alone. 



The Government Contracts Nobody Talks About



Elon Musk claims he doesn’t get government subsidies. Let’s fact-check that. 



By 2015, his companies had received $4.9 billion in government support, according to Los Angeles Times analysis. By 2024, SpaceX alone held $22 billion in government contracts. 



SpaceX exists because NASA guaranteed contracts before they’d launched a single rocket. The Commercial Crew program started at $2.6 billion and grew to nearly $5 billion. Add billions more in military and intelligence contracts. 



Tesla survived by selling regulatory credits to other automakers. The government requires car companies to produce zero-emission vehicles. Companies that don’t can buy credits from those that do. Tesla made over $11 billion selling these government-mandated credits to competitors who needed them to avoid penalties. Without this government-created market, Tesla would have collapsed. 



Nevada gave Tesla $1.3 billion in incentives for the Gigafactory. The Department of Energy loaned Tesla $465 million for its California plant (which they repaid). 



The distinction Musk makes? These aren’t “subsidies,” they’re “contracts” or “incentives” or “loans.” 



But when your business model depends on government money, what you call it doesn’t matter. 



The self-made billionaire who claims no subsidies. 



While holding $22 billion in government contracts. 



It gets even richer... 



Elon Musk didn’t found Tesla. 



According to public records, Martin Eberhard and Marc Tarpenning incorporated Tesla Motors on July 1, 2003. They built the prototype. They hired the engineers. They secured the initial patents. 



Seven months later, in February 2004, Musk invested $6.5 million and became chairman. 



Public records show Eberhard sued Musk in 2009 for libel, slander, and breach of contract. The lawsuit alleged that Musk pushed out the actual founder, then rewrote history to claim he’d started the company. 



The settlement, according to court documents, allowed five people to call themselves “co-founders.” Including Musk, who invested seven months after the company was incorporated. 



Musk sued his way into founder status. 



Then convinced the world he’d built Tesla from nothing. 



The actual founders? Erased from the narrative. When people say “Elon Musk founded Tesla,” Eberhard and Tarpenning disappear. Along with the lawsuit. Along with the settlement. Along with the truth. 



The mythology requires a single genius. 



Reality had two engineers who built it first. 



The Employees Written Out of History



Steve Jobs didn’t code Apple’s operating system. Wozniak did. 



Jobs didn’t even originate the iPhone concept. Marc Porat envisioned it at Apple in 1989, calling it “Pocket Crystal.” A touchscreen device that would make calls, play games, access information. Apple spun it off as General Magic in 1990. 



General Magic failed spectacularly. But its employees went on to create the actual iPhone. Tony Fadell, who worked at General Magic, became the “father of the iPod” and co-creator of the iPhone at Apple. Andy Rubin, who sat two cubicles away from Fadell at General Magic, created Android. 



The iPhone Jobs announced in 2007? Built by people who’d tried to build it fifteen years earlier. 



Steve Jobs was brilliant at one thing:

taking credit. 



Any Apple keynote showed the pattern. Jobs said “I” when taking credit. “We” when sharing blame. “I created this.” “We missed that deadline.” “I revolutionized the industry.” The selective pronouns that erased thousands of engineers, designers, manufacturers. 



The mythology requires a single hero. 



Reality had ten thousand contributors. 



The Public Education That Trained Them



Every billionaire learned to read in a school. 



Usually a public school. Funded by taxes. Taught by teachers making $40,000 a year. 



Most didn’t finish college. Some didn’t go at all. 



But they all used: 


	Public roads their vehicles drove on

	Internet developed by Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency

	Global Positioning System satellites launched by taxpayers

	Patent systems enforced by government

	Bankruptcy laws that protected their failures





The mythology calls them self-made. 



The reality shows society’s infrastructure made them possible. 



The Timing They Can’t Take Credit For



Born too early, Bill Gates is an insurance actuary. 



Born too late, he’s a middle manager at Google. 



Born at exactly the right moment, he’s the richest man in the world. 



Gates was born in 1955. Perfect timing to be in high school when computers became available to schools. In college when microprocessors emerged. Starting Microsoft just as IBM needed an operating system. 



The mythology says he’s a genius. 



The reality says he had perfect timing. 



Which he had nothing to do with. 



The Network Effects They Inherited



Mark Zuckerberg didn’t invent social networking. 



Friendster did. Then MySpace. Then a dozen others. 



But here’s the part nobody talks about: 



February 4, 2004. Some conspiracy theorists note that the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency shut down a data collection project called LifeLog on this date. 



February 4, 2004. The same day. Mark Zuckerberg launched Facebook from his Harvard dorm. 



Probably just coincidence. 



But even without conspiracy theories, Zuckerberg had Harvard. His first users were Harvard students. Then Ivy League schools. Then all colleges. The exclusivity created demand. 



A young person from community college builds the exact same site? Nobody cares. 



The Harvard network made Facebook. Not the code. Not the idea. The pre-existing network of privilege. 



The mythology says Zuckerberg connected the world. 



The reality says Harvard’s network connected Zuckerberg to money. And maybe, just maybe, the government got their LifeLog after all. 



The Failures Absorbed by Others



Donald Trump declared bankruptcy six times. 



Trump Airlines. Failed. Trump Vodka. Failed. Trump University. Fraud settlement. Trump Casinos. Bankrupt. 



Contractors went unpaid. Investors lost billions. Students got scammed. Workers got stiffed. 



But Trump kept his wealth. Because bankruptcy laws protect the wealthy. Because lawyers cost less than obligations. Because failure for the rich means other people lose money. 



The mythology says he's a successful businessman. 



The reality says he successfully made others pay for his failures. 



The Head Starts Renamed as Bootstrapping



Mitt Romney jokes about selling stock to pay for college. The stock his father gave him. From being CEO of a major American automaker. 



Romney started Bain Capital with money from Latin American oligarchs. Families who got rich under dictatorships. Money that needed washing through American investment funds. 



The mythology says he built a private equity empire. 



The reality says he laundered oligarch money into respectability. 



The Monopolies They Were Handed



Carlos Slim became Mexico's richest man when the government sold him the national phone company. 



A monopoly. Handed to him. By a government his family had connections to. 



Russian oligarchs got rich the same way. State assets sold for kopecks (Russian currency) to connected insiders. Factories, oil fields, mines. Public wealth privatized to friends of power. 



The mythology says they’re business geniuses. 



The reality says they were handed monopolies. 



The Extraction Disguised as Creation



Every billionaire fortune comes from extraction somewhere. 



Amazon extracted value from: 


	Main Street retailers it destroyed

	Warehouse workers it exhausted

	Taxpayers who subsidized its growth





Microsoft extracted value from: 


	Competitors it crushed illegally

	Innovations it copied or bought

	Users it locked into monopoly pricing





Facebook extracted value from: 


	Users’ personal data it monetized

	Democracies it destabilized for engagement

	Mental health it destroyed for profit





The mythology says they created value. 



The reality says they extracted it from others who actually created. 



The Myth’s Purpose



The self-made billionaire myth serves a purpose. 



It justifies the extraction. If they did it alone, they owe nothing back. If they’re self-made, they deserve everything. 



But the myth is historically recent. And deliberately constructed. 



Back when only aristocrats and spiritual leaders held political and cultural authority, nobody claimed to be self-made. That would have been insulting. 



Nobility came from bloodline. Divine appointment. Inherited position. 



A duke didn’t pretend he earned his title. A bishop didn’t claim he built the church alone. Their power came from lineage and God, not entrepreneurship. 



Claiming to be “self-made” would have denied: The ancestors who secured the land.

The divine right that granted authority.

The generations who built what they inherited. 



It would have been seen as arrogant. Ungrateful. Heretical, even. 



But capitalism needed a different story. 



Extraction economies can’t run on inherited nobility. They need the illusion of meritocracy. The promise that anyone can extract their way to the top. 



So they invented the self-made myth. 



The garage startup. The bootstrapped business. The rags-to-riches tale. The narrative that says wealth comes from individual effort, not systemic advantage. 



This myth serves extraction perfectly. 



It justifies extreme inequality. If billionaires earned it alone, they deserve to keep it all. 



More importantly, it makes everyone else blame themselves. 



This is gaslighting on a societal scale. The system fails you, then convinces you it’s your fault. 



Not a billionaire? You didn’t work hard enough. Still poor? Should have started a company. Can’t afford healthcare? Should have been more entrepreneurial. 



The myth turns systemic problems into personal failures. 



The myth protects the system. 



The Reality Nobody Admits



There are virtually no self-made billionaires. 



There are billionaires who: 


	Started with wealth and connections

	Got lucky with timing and government contracts

	Extracted value from those who actually built it





And there are the rest of us who: 


	Built what they took credit for

	Paid the taxes that subsidized them

	Believed the myth that blamed us for not being them





The Alternative Story



Imagine billionaires told the truth: 



“I succeeded because my parents were rich. Because I went to the right schools. Because I knew the right people. Because taxpayers subsidized me. Because thousands of employees did the actual work. Because I was born at the perfect time. Because the system was designed for people like me.” 



But that story doesn’t sell. 



That story doesn’t justify the extraction. 



That story doesn’t make you blame yourself for not being them. 



The Children Who Know Better



Eight-year-olds building businesses know the truth. 



They know their parents pay for materials. They know their teachers help with math. They know their friends become first customers. 



They say “thank you” to everyone who helps. 



They share profits because they know they didn’t do it alone. 



They haven’t learned the myth yet. 



They haven’t learned to lie about being self-made. 



The real builders aren’t chasing mythology. They’re running profitable 10-person companies that generate $2M to $10M annually. No unicorn dreams. No exit strategy. Just solving problems and getting paid. 



These founders make more money than they can spend, work with people they like, and sleep without Ambien. They’re not featured in TechCrunch. They don’t speak at conferences. They’re too busy building. And there are thousands of them. 



The Punchline



The self-made billionaire myth is kinda like claiming you won a marathon when you started at mile 25, had runners blocking wind for you, rode a bike when nobody watched, and got helicoptered past the hills. 



Then you lecture everyone about training harder. 



Meanwhile, the runner from the projects who started at mile zero and ran barefoot got disqualified for not having the right shoes. 







Next



But myths don't spread by accident. 



They require infrastructure. 



Institutions that teach them. Credentials that validate them. Professors who preach them. 



Every billionaire went to school somewhere. 



Most went to the same schools. 



Harvard. Stanford. Wharton. 



The business schools that turned the self-made myth into curriculum. 



That taught extraction as strategy. 



That produced a generation who studied the myth until they believed it. 



Until they became it. 



Someone had to train the extractors. 



And they did. 



With case studies, prestigious degrees, and standing ovations. 



How Business Schools Became Extraction Academies



Harvard Business School produced Jeffrey Stealit. 



Top 5% of his class. Baker Scholar. The brilliant student who went to McKinsey, then became CEO of Zenron. 



The man who invented mark-to-market accounting fraud. Who booked imaginary future profits as real money. Who built a $90 billion company on accounting fraud. 



December 2, 2001. Zenron filed for bankruptcy. $63.4 billion in assets. Largest corporate collapse in American history. 



Over 25,000 employees lost their jobs. 



$1.2 billion in 401(k) retirement funds. Gone. 



$2 billion in pension funds. Vanished. 



Jeffrey Stealit personally took home an estimated $94 million. 



Stock price: $90 per share in August 2000. $0.12 per share by January 2002 just 17 months after. 



That's a 99.9% loss in less time than it takes to get a toddler potty trained. 



Employees watched their life savings evaporate. While Stealit sold his shares. While executives cashed out. While management locked workers out of their 401(k) accounts during the collapse. 



The lockout lasted 25 days. October 26 to November 20. Stock fell from $15.40 to $7. Employees couldn't sell. Executives could. 



When employees finally got access, their shares were worthless. 



62% of workers' retirement savings had been in Zenron stock. The company matched contributions with its own shares. Then prohibited employees from selling until age 50. 



Workers who'd spent 20 years building the company lost everything in 20 days. 



Stealit was convicted of conspiracy, securities fraud, insider trading, and making false statements. He was sentenced to 24 years in federal prison. $45 million fine. 



Harvard Business School didn't denounce him. 



They didn't apologize for producing him. Didn't question what they'd taught him. Didn't examine how their top student became a criminal. 



Instead, they turned the Zenron collapse into a case study. They teach MBAs how Stealit did it. The mark-to-market fraud. The off-balance-sheet entities. The accounting tricks. 



Not as a warning. 



As a lesson in "financial engineering." 



This reveals everything about what business schools actually teach. 



The Case Study Method of Normalizing Extraction



Every MBA student studies the same cases. 



How Bain Capital bought Guitar Center. Loaded it with debt. Extracted fees. Left it to die. 



How three private equity firms took Toys "R" Us private. Added $5 billion in debt. Paid themselves millions in fees. Destroyed 33,000 jobs. 



How a hedge fund took Sears. Sold off Craftsman and Land's End to pay debt. Created a real estate trust, sold Sears' properties to it, then made Sears pay $135 million in rent for buildings it used to own. Filed bankruptcy in 2018. The hedge fund manager kept billions. 



The cases present these as strategic victories. 



Students learn to admire the "financial engineering." The "value creation." The "successful exit." 



Nobody mentions the employees who lost everything. The communities destroyed. The customers betrayed. 



By graduation, students don't see extraction. They see opportunity. 



The Firm That Taught MBAs to Bet Against Their Own Clients



Goldman Sachs needed mortgage bonds that would fail. 



Not avoid failure.

Not minimize risk.

Create securities designed to collapse. 



Get wrekt on purpose. 



They called it Abacus 2007-AC1. A synthetic collateralized debt obligation. A bet on mortgage bonds. 



John Paulson ran a hedge fund specializing in bets against markets. He wanted to short the housing market. That means betting it would crash. He needed mortgages that would default. Goldman built him the perfect package. They let Paulson help select which mortgages to include. The worst subprime loans they could find. Mortgages designed to fail. 



Then Goldman sold Abacus to their clients. 



They told investors that an independent manager, ACA Management, had selected the mortgages. Professional. Objective. Safe. 



They didn't mention Paulson had picked them. Or that he was betting billions they would fail. Or that Goldman was betting against them too. 



By January 2008, 99% of the portfolio was worthless. 



Paulson made $1 billion. Goldman collected $15 million in fees. Plus whatever they made shorting it themselves. 



IKB lost $150 million. ACA Capital lost $841 million. Investors who trusted Goldman lost everything. 



The Securities and Exchange Commission charged Goldman with fraud. Securities fraud. Misleading investors. Material omissions. 



Goldman settled for $550 million. One of the largest penalties ever paid by a Wall Street firm. 



They didn't admit wrongdoing. 



And business schools still teach this as a case study in "structured products" and "risk management." 



Not as fraud. 



As innovation. 



The Professors and Authors Who Never Built Anything



Michael Porter teaches strategy at Harvard Business School. 



His consulting firm, Monitor Group, went bankrupt in 2012. The strategy expert couldn't keep his own company alive. 



Clayton Christensen taught innovation. 



His investment firm, Rose Park Advisors, lost most of its capital. The innovation guru couldn't innovate profitably. 



Jim Collins wrote "Good to Great." 



He studied 1,435 companies. Applied rigorous criteria. Found 11 companies that made the leap from good to great. 



Abbott Laboratories

Circuit City

Fannie Mae

Gillette

Kimberly-Clark

Kroger

Nucor Steel

Philip Morris

Pitney Bowes

Walgreens

Wells Fargo 



These companies generated cumulative stock returns that beat the market by at least three times over 15 years. The group averaged 6.9 times greater than the market. 



Collins called them exemplars of lasting excellence. 



So how are these 11 companies doing today? 



Abbott Laboratories

Survived. Stock around $130. Revenue $42 billion. Not great. Not terrible. Average. 



Circuit City

Bankrupt in 2008. Stores gone. Brand dead. Lasting excellence lasted 7 years. 



Fannie Mae

Collapsed in 2008. Government bailout. Taxpayers absorbed the losses. The company that financed the American Dream became a nightmare. Still government-controlled today. 



Gillette

Got acquired by Procter & Gamble in 2005. Extracted. Lost its independence. Lost its greatness. Now just another brand in a portfolio. 



Kimberly-Clark

Treading water. Revenue $20 billion. Stock underperforming. Not failing. Not succeeding. Existing. 



Kroger Still operates. Revenue $150 billion. Chief executive resigned for ethics violations. $24.6 billion acquisition blocked. Closing 60 stores. Great became mediocre. 



Nucor Steel

Actually performed well. Only Collins pick that dramatically outperformed long-term. One out of eleven. 9% success rate. 



Philip Morris

Survived by becoming Altria. Tobacco companies don't die. Addicts keep buying. Stock up 26%. Greatness built on addiction. 



Pitney Bowes

Crashed. Stock fell from $80 to single digits. Postage meters became obsolete. Excellence expired with the stamps. 



Walgreens

Dying. Stock down 70%. $8.6 billion loss. Closing 1,200 stores. Private equity circling. The pharmacy model Collins called great is now "not sustainable" per its own CEO. 



Wells Fargo

Survived. But scandal after scandal. Fake accounts. Illegal practices. Regulatory penalties. Collins identified a criminal enterprise as great. 



One succeeded.

Two died.

One got bailed out.

One got acquired.

Six became mediocre.

One turned out to be committing fraud. 



The business excellence expert couldn't identify lasting excellence. 



These are the people teaching entrepreneurship. 



Professors who've never met payroll. Never created jobs. Never built anything that lasted. 



They teach from case studies about companies they've never worked at. Industries they've never been in. Decisions they've never had to live with. 



Students pay $200,000 to learn business from people who've never done business. 



Wannabe entrepreneurs get extracted and fleeced by $29 books that can't teach business building. 



The Curriculum That Glorifies Destruction



First year MBAs take the same core courses: 



Financial Accounting:

How to make losses look like profits. How to hide debt off balance sheet. How to manipulate earnings. 



Corporate Finance:

How to leverage companies to death. How to extract value through dividends and buybacks. How to make money destroying rather than building. 



Strategy:

How to create monopolies. How to eliminate competition. How to extract maximum price from customers. 



Ethics:

One optional half-semester course that everyone sleeps through. 



Two years of learning extraction. One afternoon of ethics. 



Training for psychopaths. 



The Network That Protects Extractors



Business school isn't all about education. 



It's more about buying protection. 



Your classmates become chief executives. Board members. Private equity partners. They'll approve your deals. Fund your ventures. Cover your failures. 



When Elizabeth Holmes needed credibility for Theranos, she packed her board with Stanford connections. George Shultz. James Mattis. William Perry. 



When Adam Neumann destroyed WeWork, his business school network gave him $1.7 billion to walk away. Then gave him another $350 million for his next company. 



The degree doesn't teach you business. 



It inducts you into the extraction cartel. 



The Rankings That Reward Extraction



Business schools are ranked by graduate salaries. 



The highest salaries go to: 


	Private equity (destroying companies)

	Investment banking (enabling destruction)

	Management consulting (advising destruction)





Building companies pays less than destroying them. 



So schools optimize for extraction. They admit students who want to extract. Teach skills for extracting. Place graduates in extraction roles. 



U.S. News & World Report ranks schools by these placement numbers. The more graduates in high-paying extraction jobs, the higher the ranking. Harvard tops the list because it sends the most graduates to Goldman Sachs, McKinsey, and Blackstone. 



They call this "success." 



The companies destroyed along the way don't factor into rankings. 



The Case Competition Culture



Every weekend, MBA students compete in case competitions. 



The challenge: How to extract maximum value from a fictional company. 



Cut costs (fire people). Optimize operations (fire more people). Increase efficiency (fire everyone). 



Winners present their "solutions" to panels of executives. The most ruthless plans win. Students learn that compassion is weakness. That employees are costs. That extraction is excellence. 



By graduation, they've practiced destroying hundreds of companies. 



Kindness is weakness.

Ruthlessness is strength.

War is peace.

Freedom is slavery.

Orwell called it doublethink.

Business schools call it strategy. 



The Debt That Demands Extraction



MBA students graduate with $200,000 in debt. 



They can't afford to build slowly. Can't afford to create value over time. Can't afford to care about employees or communities. 



They need big salaries immediately. 



Only extraction jobs pay enough. 



The schools know this. They designed it this way. Debt makes students desperate. Desperation makes them willing extractors. 



The debt IS psychological blinders. Students stop seeing destroyed companies, fired workers, gutted communities. They only see signing bonuses, base salaries, year-end bonuses. The $3,000 monthly loan payment rewires their moral compass. 



They can't afford to care anymore. Or pretend to. 



A founder building sustainably can't pay their loans. 



A consultant destroying companies can. 



The Ethics Classes Nobody Takes



Stanford Business School offered "Ethics in Management." 



Seven students enrolled. Out of 400. 



The class was cancelled for insufficient interest. 



Meanwhile, "Private Equity and Venture Capital" had a waitlist. "Investment Banking" was oversubscribed. "Financial Engineering" required a lottery. 



Students aren't stupid. They know what pays. They know what the school really values. 



One optional ethics class versus dozens of extraction courses. 



The message is clear. 



The Alumni Who Keep the System Going



Business school alumni donate billions. 



But only if the school keeps producing extractors. 



Phil Knight gave Stanford $400 million. His Nike fortune built on sweatshop labor. Stanford named a building after him. 



Stephen Schwarzman gave Yale $150 million. His Blackstone fortune built on extracting companies. Yale named a center after him. 



John Paulson gave Harvard $400 million. His hedge fund fortune built on betting against Americans' mortgages in 2008. Harvard named their engineering school after him. 



The schools can't teach building. 



Their donors made fortunes extracting. 



The International Students Used and Discarded



Foreign students pay full price. No scholarships. No aid. 



They're told they'll learn American business. Build global networks. Transform their home economies. 



Instead, they learn extraction. Then visa rules force them home. They return to countries without the financial infrastructure for American-style extraction. 



They can't use what they learned. But they still owe the debt. 



Business schools extracted their money. That's all that mattered. 



The Pivot That Reveals Everything



In 2008, finance collapsed. The extractors convinced the media to call it "the financial crisis." Not "fraud." Not "extraction reaching its limit." A crisis. Like a natural disaster. Nobody's fault. 



MBA applications dropped 20%. Students couldn't get banking jobs. Consulting firms stopped hiring. 



Schools panicked. Revenue was at risk. They added entrepreneurship programs. Innovation labs. Startup incubators. 



But a closer look reveals: 



The entrepreneurship courses teach how to flip companies quickly. The innovation labs focus on "disrupting" (destroying) existing industries. The incubators push growth-at-all-costs models. 



They didn't stop teaching extraction. 



They just rebranded it as innovation. 



The "Financial Crisis" wasn't a wake-up call. It was a pivot. 



The Children Who See Through It



Ask an 8-year-old what business means. 



"Making something people want." 



"Helping solve problems." 



"Creating cool stuff." 



Ask an MBA what business means. 



"Maximizing shareholder value through capital allocation." 



"Optimizing earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amortization margins and return on invested capital." 



"Creating defensible moats and extracting economic rents." 



The child understands building. 



The MBA only knows extracting. 



Twenty years of education taught them to destroy what the 8-year-old would create. 



Which is why the best builders never got MBAs. 



The best builders skipped business school. They started companies at 16, learned by building, failed cheaply, succeeded quietly. By the time their peers graduated with $200K in debt and extraction frameworks, these founders were profitable. 



No MBA teaches what matters: how to serve customers, manage cash flow, build products people love. Those lessons come from building. The founders who learned that way are still building 20 years later. 



The Punchline



Business schools becoming extraction academies is kinda like medical schools teaching disease management instead of cures. Chronic patients pay forever. Healthy people don't generate revenue. 



That's what happened to business education. They stopped teaching how to build healthy companies. Started teaching how to infect them for profit. 







Next



But business schools didn't invent extraction thinking. 



They just codified it. Systematized it. Gave it academic legitimacy. 



The idea came from somewhere else. 



From an economist who convinced an entire generation that greed wasn't just acceptable. 



It was a moral imperative. 



That companies existed for one purpose only. 



Not to build. Not to create. Not to serve. 



To maximize shareholder value. 



No matter the cost. 



The Shareholder Value Lie



In 1970, Milton Friedman wrote 13 words that destroyed American business. 



“The social responsibility of business is to increase its profits.” 



Not to create value.

Not to serve customers.

Not to employ communities. 



Just increase profits. 



For shareholders. 



The New York Times published it. Business schools taught it. Chief executives memorized it. 



And for over 50 years, those 13 words justified every extraction, every layoff, every destroyed community. Because shareholders came first. Everyone else could burn. 



Friedman won the Nobel Prize 6 years later. 



The communities burning didn’t get a prize. 



The Invention of a Duty That Never Existed



There’s no law saying companies must put shareholders first. 



No statute requires it. No court mandated it. No shareholder voted for it. 



The idea that corporations must maximize shareholder value is a myth that became reality through repetition and lore. 



Before Friedman, companies balanced stakeholders. Employees mattered. Communities mattered. Customers mattered. Shareholders were one group among many. 



IBM’s Thomas Watson Jr. said it clearly in 1962: “I believe the real reason for our success is our people and the way we treat them.” 



Then Friedman’s article appeared. 



Suddenly, caring about employees became theft from shareholders. Training workers became wasted capital. Community investment became shareholder betrayal. 



The lie was simple. Repeated so often it became true. 



The Word They Stole



In 1963, the Stanford Research Institute introduced the term “stakeholder.” 



It meant anyone with a stake in a company’s success. Employees who built products. Customers who bought them. Communities that provided infrastructure. Suppliers who enabled production. Shareholders who provided capital. 



All stakeholders.

All equally vital.

All equally valued. 



Then Friedman published his 13 words in 1970. 



Within a decade, “stakeholder” disappeared from corporate vocabulary. Replaced by “shareholder.” Same word root. Completely different meaning. 



By 1980, when executives said “stakeholder value,” they meant shareholder value. When boards discussed “stakeholder interests,” they meant shareholder interests. The word stayed. The meaning changed. 



Employees stopped being stakeholders. They became “human capital.” Customers became “revenue streams.” Communities became “operating environments.” Suppliers became “the supply chain.” 



Only shareholders remained stakeholders. 



The theft was linguistic.

The change happened slowly, over time.

But the damage was real. 



They didn’t say “we’re prioritizing shareholders over everyone else.” Too honest. Too obviously extractive. 



Instead they: 



Kept using “stakeholder.”

Redefined it to mean “shareholder only.”

Renamed everyone else with dehumanizing corporate terms. 



When executives say “we serve our stakeholders,” it sounds inclusive. Fair. Balanced. 



But they only mean shareholders. 



Everyone else became objects on a spreadsheet. 



All erased from stakeholder consideration by being renamed into corporate assets to optimize. 



When people are erased from language, they're erased from consideration. Can't maximize value for employees if they're not stakeholders. Can't serve communities if they're not on the list. Can't prioritize customers if only shareholders have stakes. 



Today, “stakeholder capitalism” is trending again. Chief executives sign pledges. Conferences host panels. Business schools teach courses. 



But read the fine print. “Stakeholder capitalism” now means “shareholder capitalism with better PR.” They brought the word back. Not the meaning. 



They stole it once. Now they’re renting it for marketing. 



The CEO Pay Explosion That Followed



In 1965, chief executive pay was 20 times the average worker’s. 



By 1989, it was 58 times. 



By 2021, it was 399 times. 



According to the Economic Policy Institute. 



What changed? Chief executives started getting paid in stock options. Their wealth tied directly to share price. Not to company health. Not to innovation. Not to employee wellbeing. 



Just stock price. 



Jack Welch at GE showed how it worked. Fire 10% of workers annually. He called it “rank and yank.” Stock goes up. Collect $417 million in compensation. He’s lauded as a business legend. 



Fortune magazine named him “Manager of the Century” in 1999. The Financial Times called GE the “world’s most respected company” three years running. Business schools taught the “Welch Way” as gospel. He got book deals, speaking fees, consulting contracts. 



After destroying hundreds of thousands of careers, he received the Presidential Medal of Freedom — America’s highest civilian honor. 



GE is now a shadow of itself. The workers Welch fired never recovered. The conglomerate Welch built collapsed. 



Thomas Edison founded GE in 1892. Spent a century building it on innovation. The light bulb. Electric power. Inventions that changed the world. 



Welch spent 20 years destroying what Edison spent 100 years building. 



In 2024, GE split into three separate companies: 



GE Aerospace.

GE HealthCare.

GE Vernova. 



GE Aerospace stock hit record highs. So did Vernova. Both up 400% or more. 



But Vernova is losing $400 million on wind turbines. Blade failures. $900 million in remediation costs. Analysts call it overvalued at 85 times earnings. One downgrade away from collapse. 



The conglomerate extracted. The focused businesses thrived. Until extraction caught up with Vernova too. 



Not because of Welch’s conglomerate strategy. Because they finally abandoned it. They extracted themselves from the extraction empire Welch built. Focused on one thing well. 



The stock recovered by reversing everything Welch taught. 



But Welch died worth $650 million. The workers he fired got nothing. 



Shareholder value maximized. 



The Quarterly Earnings Prison



Public companies report earnings quarterly. 



They get 13 weeks to show growth. Just 90 days to beat expectations. Only 3 months to justify existence. 



This timeline makes long-term thinking impossible. 



Research and development? Too expensive this quarter. Employee training? Hurts margins. Equipment maintenance? Defer it. 



Boeing spent $43 billion on stock buybacks instead of designing safe planes. Boeing chose profit over safety and their 737 MAX killed 346 people. But the quarter before the crashes, Boeing beat earnings expectations. 



The shareholders were happy. 



The victims’ families were not. 



The Buyback Scam That Replaced Building



Until 1982, stock buybacks were illegal. 



The Securities and Exchange Commission called them market manipulation. Companies buying their own stock to inflate price was obviously fraud. 



Then Reagan’s Securities and Exchange Commission changed the rule. Rule 10b-18 made buybacks legal. 



Companies immediately stopped investing in growth. Why build new factories when companies could buy back stock? Why train workers when they could boost share price? Why innovate when financial engineering was easier? 



Between 2009 and 2018, Standard & Poor’s 500 companies spent $5.3 trillion on buybacks. 



Not on research.

Not on workers.

Not on infrastructure. 



On making their stock worth more without creating any actual value. 



The Employees Redefined as Costs



Shareholder value theory renamed everything. 



Employees became “human capital.” Training became “expense.” Benefits became “liability.” Pensions became “unfunded obligations.” Loyalty became “inefficiency.” 



Every dollar spent on workers was a dollar stolen from shareholders. 



Walmart perfected this scheme. Keep workers part-time to avoid benefits. Pay so little they need food stamps. The government subsidizes what Walmart won’t pay. 



The Walton family is worth $250 billion. 



Their workers qualify for welfare. 



Shareholder value maximized. 



The Communities Sacrificed for Stock Price



General Motors once employed 600,000 Americans. That’s enough people to fill every seat in every National Football League stadium on a Sunday. Twice. 



They built Flint. They built Detroit. They built Pontiac, Michigan. 



Entire cities existed because General Motors provided jobs. 



Then shareholder value took over. 



Why pay American workers when Mexican workers cost less? Why maintain factories when closing them boosts margins? Why care about Flint when shareholders (er, “Stakeholders”) live in Manhattan? 



The extractors made the decision. 



General Motors moved production to Mexico... 



Flint’s population fell by half. Crime tripled. The tax base collapsed. 



General Motors stock hit record highs. 



Flint became America’s poorest city. 



The Innovation That Died for Dividends



Bell Labs invented the transistor. The laser. The solar cell. Unix. C programming language. 



It could afford to because American Telephone & Telegraph, its parent, thought long-term. They invested in research that might pay off in decades. 



Then shareholder value infected telecom. 



American Telephone & Telegraph split up. Bell Labs withered. The research stopped. The innovations ended. 



America’s greatest industrial laboratory died so shareholders could get slightly higher dividends. 



China now leads in 37 of 44 critical technologies. According to the Australian Strategic Policy Institute. 



But American Telephone & Telegraph shareholders got their quarterly dividend payments. 



The Boards That Forgot Their Purpose



Corporate boards supposedly represent shareholders. 



But look closer. 



Chief executives pick board members. Board members set chief executive pay. Chief executives ensure board members get re-elected. Board members approve chief executive strategies. 



It’s a circle of extraction. 



The average board member at major corporations makes $300,000 annually. Most attend fewer than 12 meetings per year. 4 hours per meeting. 



At 12 meetings, that’s $6,250 per hour.

(Attorneys at $500 hourly seem like a steal.) That’s 12x for doing virtually nothing. 



Most serve on 3 to 5 boards simultaneously. Same people rotating through the same companies. Boeing’s board member sits on GE’s board. GE’s board member sits on Walmart’s board. Walmart’s board member sits on Boeing’s board. 



They approve each other’s compensation packages. They cover each other’s failures. They never question extraction because they all extract the same way. 



When Boeing’s 737 MAX killed 346 people, the board kept their seats. When Wells Fargo created 3.5 million fake accounts, the board kept their fees. When GE collapsed under bad decisions, the board members moved to other boards. 



No consequences.

No questions asked.

Just new letterhead. 



The average board member owns 0.01% of the company they oversee. They’re not owners. They’re freelancers collecting fees. 



They don’t represent shareholders. 



They represent each other. 



The Myth of Shareholder Ownership



Here’s what they don’t tell you about shareholders. 



The average holding period for a stock in 1960:

8 years. 



In 1980: 3 years. 



In 2020: 5.5 months. 



High-frequency traders hold stocks for milliseconds. Index funds buy everything regardless of performance. Hedge funds short companies they want to fail. 



Stocks aren't valued on impact or performance or helping to make the world a better place. They're valued on extraction potential. How much can extractors gut before it dies? How fast can they extract fees? How many workers can they fire to boost margins? How much debt can they load before bankruptcy? 



These are the “owners” and “stakeholders” companies sacrifice everything for? 



People who own the stock for months? Algorithms that trade in microseconds? Funds betting on failure? 



That’s who matters more than employees who gave decades? 



The Irony of Shareholders Destroying Their Own World



Here’s what nobody talks about. 



Many “shareholders” are just regular people with 401(k)s. Teachers’ pension funds. Firefighters’ retirement accounts. Middle-class Americans trying to save for retirement. 



This is admirable. Even savvy. 



They’re leveraging their hard-earned money to build a retirement safety net. Doing exactly what financial advisors tell them. Being responsible. 



Plus they’re providing low-cost loans to businesses. Capital for growth. Investment in the economy. Funding innovation. A win-win. 



But here’s the trap extractors don’t want us to figure out: 



Their retirement funds own shares in companies that destroy their own communities. Index funds. Mutual funds. Increasingly, private equity funds that aren’t required to disclose what they’re extracting. They’re funding their own destruction. And they can’t see it because the damage happens slowly, behind closed doors, while the quarterly statements show gains. 



A Detroit teacher’s pension fund owns General Motors stock. General Motors closes Detroit factories to boost that stock price. The teacher’s retirement account goes up. The teacher’s city dies. Their property value crashes. Crime surrounds their school. Their students’ families flee. 



And in the end, enrollment drops. The district cuts positions. The teacher gets laid off. 



The retirement account grew. The retirement got canceled. 



Full circle extraction. 



A retail worker’s 401(k) owns Walmart stock. Walmart destroys local businesses to boost margins. The 401(k) value increases. But Main Street dies. Local restaurants close. The community hollows out. There’s nowhere left to shop except Walmart. 



The worker gained portfolio value. 



Walmart’s low prices seem to give everyone a “raise”. 



But they lost everything that made their town worth living in. 



The ultimate irony: Shareholders enriching themselves by destroying the world they have to live in. Like termites celebrating how much wood they’ve eaten while the house collapses. 



The Countries That Reject the Lie



Germany requires worker representation on corporate boards. 



Japan prioritizes employee lifetime employment. 



Denmark mandates living wages and benefits. 



Their companies still profit.

Their economies still grow.

Their shareholders still make money. 



But their workers aren’t disposable. Their communities aren’t abandoned. Their companies think beyond next quarter. 



They proved shareholder value isn’t necessary. 



It’s a choice. 



America chose extraction. 



The Stakeholders Who Actually Matter



A company needs: 


	Customers who buy products

	Employees who create value

	Communities that provide infrastructure





A company doesn’t need: 


	Day traders flipping stocks

	Hedge funds shorting shares

	Index funds buying blindly





But we sacrifice the first group for the second. 



We destroy what companies need to satisfy what they don’t. 



All for a theory Milton Friedman made up out of thin air. 



Customer value beats shareholder value.

Always has.

Extractors just forgot. 



Companies that ignored shareholder value are thriving. They focused on customer value instead. Served people, not shareholders. Built products that last, not quarterly earnings. 



Patagonia. Basecamp. Craigslist. King Arthur Baking. Hundreds more. They chose customers, stayed private, refused extraction. Their employees stay for decades. Their customers become evangelists. Their competitors chase shareholders and collapse. Customer value always wins. 



The Punchline



The shareholder value lie is kinda like running a restaurant for critics who eat once instead of regulars who come weekly. 



Perfect plating.

Microscopic portions.

Insane prices. 



Critics rave.

Regulars leave.

Restaurant dies. 



But hey, the reviews were great. 



That’s what happens when you optimize for people who don’t care about you and won’t be there tomorrow. 







Next



But here’s what shareholder value theory doesn’t explain: 



Why did the builders listen? 



Steve Jobs built Apple. Bill Gates built Microsoft. Larry Page and Sergey Brin built Google. 



They were founders. Creators. Builders who made things from nothing. 



They didn’t need to extract. 



They chose to. 



Why? 



What turns someone who builds into someone who destroys? 



What makes a creator become an extractor? 



That transformation didn’t happen by accident. 



When Builders Became Raiders



Bill Gates built Microsoft at age 19. 



Dropped out of Harvard. Wrote code himself. Microsoft Disk Operating System. Windows. Office. Real software solving real problems. 



1980: “Software should be free and shared,” he said. 



By 1985, he was suing everyone for patent violations. 



The builder became the litigator.

The collaborator became the monopolist.

The dreamer became the extractor. 



The pattern repeats everywhere. Builders who became raiders. 



The Transformation Formula



They all follow the same arc. 



Start building something real.

Taste success.

Learn the extraction game.

Realize extraction pays better.

Never build again. 



Michael Milken invented junk bonds at Drexel Burnham Lambert. Started as innovation for financing growing companies. Ended with hostile takeovers funded by debt that destroyed the companies being acquired. The builder became the wrecker. 



By 1989, Milken was in prison for securities fraud and racketeering. But the model was proven. You could extract value without creating any. 



Eddie Lampert was a math genius at Yale. Could have built anything. Chose to extract Sears instead. 



America’s largest retailer.

Sold off the real estate.

Gutted the pension fund.

Over 175,000 employees lost their jobs.

Paid himself hundreds of millions while Sears collapsed. 



Some raiders never bothered building at all. 



Carl Icahn quit medical school to go straight to Wall Street. T. Boone Pickens called himself an entrepreneur but never built a company. Just attacked them. 



But the most dangerous raiders? The ones who started as builders. 



The MIT Pipeline



MIT produces more Fortune 500 chief executives than almost any school. 



CalTech produces startup founders at the highest rate per capita. Just 2,500 students. Outperforms universities with 50,000. 



Stanford’s business school: 16% of graduates already started companies. 



Three elite engineering schools. Three pipelines to extraction. 



They train engineers.

Builders.

Problem solvers. 



Then McKinsey recruits them.

Goldman Sachs recruits them.

KKR recruits them. 



The best engineering minds in America. Building financial instruments instead of bridges. Optimizing extraction algorithms instead of solving real problems. 



Andrew Fastow was supposed to build things. Northwestern Master of Business Administration. Brilliant financial mind. Became chief financial officer of Enron. Created 3,000 shell companies to hide debt. The builder became the destroyer. 



MIT’s motto is ”Mens et Manus” — Mind and Hand. 



Mind: The theory. The knowledge. The abstract. Hand: The building. The creating. The concrete. 



The motto demanded both. Think AND build. Design AND construct. Dream AND do. 



Instead, MIT grads use their minds to design extraction schemes. Collateralized debt obligations. Algorithmic trading. Financial engineering. All mind, no hand. 



The ”hand” used to mean getting dirty. Building real things. Touching actual materials. Creating tangible value. 



Now the only thing their hands touch is keyboards. Moving money. Not making anything. 



The Institute that trained the engineers who built the Golden Gate Bridge now trains the financial engineers who build synthetic derivatives. 



They kept the Mind. They killed the Hand. 



The Steve Jobs Mythology



Everyone points to Steve Jobs as the builder who stayed a builder. 



The visionary.

The perfectionist.

The one who ”thought different.” 



He also crushed suppliers until they went bankrupt. Foxconn workers jumped from buildings. Anti-suicide nets went up. Jobs’s response? Move some production to Brazil. 



”Designed by Apple in California. Assembled in China.” 



They’re proud of it. It’s printed on every box. We do the thinking. They do the dying. 



Apple crushed Imagination Technologies. Used their graphics chips for years. Then hired their engineers. Were ”inspired” by their patents. Stopped paying licenses. The company nearly collapsed. 



Apple destroyed GT Advanced Technologies. Contracted them to make sapphire glass. Demanded impossible terms. Withheld payments. GT went bankrupt. Apple bought their equipment at liquidation prices. 



The App Store takes 30% of everything. Every subscription. Every purchase. Every dream. Spotify has to charge more than Apple Music because Apple takes a third. Netflix can’t sell subscriptions on iPhones. Apple extracts from everyone. 



Amazon won’t even let you buy Kindle books on the iPhone app. ”This title is not available for purchase.” You have to log in on a laptop. Because Apple wants 30% of every book sold. So the biggest retailer in the world makes customers jump through hoops rather than pay the Apple tax. 



$167 billion in cash reserves as of 2021. Enough to end homelessness in America. Twice. Instead it sits in Treasury bonds and money markets. Extracting interest while people sleep in tents. 



Jobs didn’t stay a builder. He just built the most beautiful extraction machine ever created. 



Jony Ive designed the curves. Tim Cook optimized the supply chain. Jobs provided the mythology. 



The only difference between Jobs and other extractors? He made you love the extraction. 



Jobs made you camp outside stores. Made you buy a new phone every year because he throttled your old one (after Apple admitted to slowing older phones). Made you unable to repair anything yourself. Made you pay $200 for AirPods you’ll replace in two years. Made you feel special while being extracted from. 



That’s not building. That’s extraction perfected. 



The Moment of Transformation



There’s always a specific moment. 



Bill Gates in 1980: ”Software should be free and shared.” 



Bill Gates in 1985: Sue everyone for patent violations. 



Mark Zuckerberg 2004: ”Make the world more connected.” 



Mark Zuckerberg 2018:

Cambridge Analytica scandal. 87 million users’ data harvested. 



Jack Welch 1981:

Inherits a company that made lightbulbs, appliances, jet engines, locomotives. 



Jack Welch 2001:

Fires bottom 10% of workers every year. Calls it ”vitality.” 112,000 jobs eliminated. 



The moment they realize extraction pays better than building. 



Then they never build anything again. 



The Builders Who Could Have Been



Imagine if they’d stayed builders. 



Ken Lay could have made Enron the world’s best energy company. Instead he made it the world’s biggest fraud. 



Dick Fuld could have kept Lehman Brothers serving businesses for another 158 years. Instead he leveraged it 44-to-1 and destroyed the global economy. 



Travis Kalanick could have built software that actually helped drivers earn a living. Instead he built software that extracts from drivers. He calls them ”partners” to avoid paying benefits. 



WeWork’s Adam Neumann could have built actual communities. Instead he extracted $1.7 billion while destroying the commercial real estate market. WeWork lost $46.9 billion in value in just 3 years. 



All that talent.

All that potential.

Wasted on extraction. 



The Search Engine That Became Surveillance



Larry Page and Sergey Brin built the best search engine. Google. In 1998. Launched in a Stanford dorm room (so the story goes). 



They literally organized the world’s information. 



Made it accessible.

Free.

Fast. 



Their corporate motto: ”Don’t be evil.” 



Then came the transformation. 



2000: Realized search doesn’t make money. Started selling ads. 



2004: Went public. Wall Street wanted growth. Ads weren’t enough. 



So they started tracking everything. 



Every search. Every email. Every location. Every click. Every purchase. Every conversation near your phone. 



They built the most sophisticated surveillance machine in human history. 



Not for governments. For advertisers. 



2015: Dropped ”Don’t be evil” from code of conduct. 



By then it was too late anyway. 



Google knows when you’re sick before you tell your doctor. Knows you’re pregnant before you tell your family. Knows you’re job hunting before you tell your boss. 



They built tools.

Gave them away free.

Then weaponized them. 



Gmail: Free email that reads everything you write. 



Maps: Free navigation that tracks everywhere you go. 



Chrome: Free browser that monitors every website you visit. 



Android: Free operating system that surveils 3 billion people. 



YouTube: Free videos funded by algorithmic radicalization. 



Nothing was actually free. You paid with your privacy. Your attention. Your data. Your autonomy. 



They didn’t sell products. They sold you. 



The builders who organized information became the extractors who commodified humans. 



Page and Brin could have kept Google clean. A search engine. A tool. A service. 



Instead they built the extraction economy’s central nervous system. 



Every click tracked. Every behavior monetized. Every human reduced to targeting data. 



They started with ”Don’t be evil.” 



Ended with ”Don’t get caught.” 



The PayPal Mafia’s Extraction Innovation



The PayPal founders called themselves the ”PayPal Mafia.” 



They literally chose a criminal organization as their identity. 



Not builders.

Not innovators.

Mafia. 



Peter Thiel went from PayPal to Palantir. From moving money to surveilling citizens. 



Reid Hoffman built LinkedIn to harvest professional data and sell it to Microsoft for $26 billion. 



Max Levchin created Affirm. Another way to trap people in debt. 



David Sacks funded extraction startups through Craft Ventures. Then became the government’s Artificial Intelligence and Crypto Czar. Regulating the very industries he extracts from. 



The extraction pipeline leads to power. Then uses power to protect extraction. 



They had the talent to build anything. They chose to build extraction machines. Every. Single. One. 



The Raider’s Paradox



Here’s what they don’t tell you about raiders. 



Raiders can only raid what builders built. 



No buildings? Nothing to raid.

No companies? Nothing to extract.

No value? Nothing to steal. 



Carl Icahn needs companies like Trans World Airlines to exist before he can destroy them. Private equity needs healthy businesses before they can gut them. Venture capital needs dreamers before they can exploit them. 



The raiders are parasites. And parasites die when they kill all the hosts. 



The Irony



The builders who become raiders eventually have nothing left to raid. 



They extracted all the airlines. Now they complain about flight delays. 



They extracted all the restaurants. Now they can’t find good food. 



They extracted all the retail. Now they shop on Amazon and complain about buying cheap junk from China. 



They extracted all the healthcare. Now they’re forced to fly to Switzerland for medical care. 



They shaped the world they have to live in. And they hate it too. 



The Builders Who Refused



Not everyone transforms. 



Yvon Chouinard kept Patagonia private for 49 years. Then gave it all away to protect the earth. Never extracted. Just built. 



Craig Newmark keeps Craigslist ugly and free. Could sell for billions. Won’t. Still charges $5 for apartment listings in five cities. That’s it. 



Gabe Newell keeps Valve private. No shareholders. No extraction. Just builds games people love. Worth $7.7 billion. Doesn’t care. 



The builders who refuse to become raiders prove it’s possible. You can build without extracting. You can succeed without destroying. You can win without everyone else losing. 



But they’re the exception. 



Most builders become raiders. 



Because extraction pays better than building. 



Until there’s nothing left to extract. 



Not every builder made the turn to raider. Some founders got the private equity call and said no. Kept their companies. Stayed builders. They’re on year 30, year 40 of running the same business. 



They watched their peers sell, extract, cash out, and regret it. They watched extraction destroy competitors. And they kept building. Their businesses outlasted the extraction wave. They’re still here, still profitable, still growing. The decision to stay paid off. 



The Punchline



Builders becoming raiders is kinda like parents teaching children to steal instead of earn. 



Sure, they’ll have more toys. 



For a while. 



Until everyone’s toys are gone. 



Including theirs. 







Next



But here’s the question nobody asks: 



How did stealing become the thing everyone wanted to teach? 



Who convinced an entire generation that extraction was building? 



That raiders were heroes? 



That destroying companies was the same as creating them? 



Someone had to sell the lie. 



And they did. 



Every day. 



On every cover. 



The Media That Sold the Lie



Mike Wallace made extractors sweat. 



60 Minutes. Sunday nights. 20 million viewers watching him destroy corporate liars with documented facts. The ambush interview. The uncomfortable questions. The silence that made chief executives confess. 



He went after tobacco companies hiding cancer research. Pharmaceutical companies bribing doctors. Car manufacturers covering up deadly defects. 



America loved it. The ambush interviews. The uncomfortable silence. The corporate lawyers sweating. The excuses falling apart. Watching powerful extractors squirm on national television. 



Mike Wallace was the common man’s hero.

Doing the dirty work to keep extractors more honest. Until he wasn’t. 



He went after one extractor too many. 



His producers got lawyers involved.

His bosses got nervous.

His stories got killed. 



The man who made a career asking hard questions learned there were questions you don’t ask. Not if you want to keep your job. Not if the network depends on advertising from the companies you’re investigating. 



Mike Wallace didn’t retire. He was neutered. 



Business media didn’t start as extraction propaganda. It became extraction propaganda. Because extraction bought it. 



Business media doesn’t report on business anymore. 



It sells extraction as success. 



The Fortune 500 Worship



Fortune magazine created the Fortune 500 in 1955. 



It was supposed to track America’s biggest companies. It became a scoreboard for extraction. The companies that extracted the most made the top. The companies that built things fell off. 



General Electric: #1 for years while Jack Welch fired 250,000 people. 



Enron: #7 on Fortune’s “Most Innovative Companies” while running a fraud. 



Lehman Brothers: #1 “Most Admired Securities Firm” the year before it collapsed. 



Fortune wasn’t tracking success. It was tracking extraction. And calling it the same thing. 



CNBC’s Extraction Theater



CNBC runs 24 hours a day. 



Every minute selling the same message: The stock price is all that matters. Not the employees. Not the customers. Not the communities. The stock price. 



Jim Cramer screams “Buy! Buy! Buy!” about companies destroying America. Mad Money made extraction entertaining. Sound effects. Props. Catchphrases. “Booyah!” 



He told everyone to buy Bear Stearns at $60. It went to $2. 



He said Lehman was fine. It went to zero. 



He pumped Silicon Valley Bank. It collapsed. 



But he’s still on TV. Every night. Selling extraction as expertise. 



The Wall Street Journal’s Transformation



The Wall Street Journal used to cover business. 



Now it covers extraction. Private equity deals on the front page. Merger announcements above the fold. Stock buybacks treated as genius moves. 



They write about WeWork’s Adam Neumann like he’s a visionary. Not a con man who extracted $1.7 billion. They profile private equity partners like they’re builders. Not raiders who destroy companies for fees. 



Rupert Murdoch bought the Journal in 2007. Turned it from business newspaper into extraction propaganda. Because that’s what extraction does. It buys the media that covers it. 



Bloomberg’s Billionaire Obsession



Michael Bloomberg built a media empire tracking rich people. 



The Bloomberg Billionaires Index. Updated every day. Showing who extracted the most. Like a video game leaderboard for destroying value. 



Bloomberg TV interviews billionaires about their “wisdom.” Never asks where the money came from. Never mentions the workers. Never follows up on the communities destroyed. 



Bloomberg himself is worth $106 billion. From selling terminals to traders. Who use them to extract more efficiently. The media empire built on enabling extraction. 



TechCrunch’s Unicorn Factory



TechCrunch turned startups into entertainment. 



Every funding round breathlessly reported. Every valuation celebrated. Every “unicorn” crowned. A billion-dollar valuation became the goal. Not building something useful. Not solving problems. Just hitting a number. 



Theranos: Celebrated as healthcare revolution. Reality: Total fraud. 



FTX: “Crypto’s JP Morgan.” Reality: Stole $8 billion. 



WeWork: “Tech company transforming work.” Reality: Subletting desks at a loss. 



TechCrunch never apologizes for promoting frauds. Just moves on to the next unicorn. The next extraction story to sell. 



Harvard Business Review’s Academic Cover



Harvard Business Review makes extraction sound smart. 



They publish Jack Welch on “leadership.” The man who destroyed General Electric. They publish McKinsey on “strategy.” The firm that advised Enron, Purdue Pharma, and the Saudi government. 



They use academic language to make extraction sound inevitable. “Disruption.” “Value creation.” “Synergies.” “Optimization.” 



Never “firing people.” Never “destroying communities.” Never “extracting wealth.” 



The language matters. It makes extraction sound professional. Necessary. Smart. 



It’s not. It’s just taking things that aren’t yours. 



The Books That Blessed Extraction



“The Lean Startup” by Eric Ries. Taught everyone to “pivot” instead of persist. To extract data instead of serve customers. To fail fast instead of build carefully. 



“In Search of Excellence” by Tom Peters. 14 of the 43 “excellent” companies went bankrupt. 



“The Innovator’s Dilemma” by Clayton Christensen. Used to justify destroying functioning companies. 



These books sold millions. Chief executives quote them. Business schools teach them. They all say the same thing in different ways: Extraction is excellence. 



The authors get rich. The readers get religion. The companies get destroyed. 



The Extraction Evangelists



Tony Robbins charges $10,000 for premium tickets to watch him make extraction feel like enlightenment. 



Six-foot-seven. Booming voice. Giant hands waving. Telling 10,000 people at once that their poverty is a mindset problem. While he coaches the billionaires extracting from them. 



Marc Benioff. Ray Dalio. Paul Tudor Jones. All Robbins clients. All extractors. All feeling great about it because Tony told them they’re “serving humanity.” 



“Unleash the Power Within.” Walk on hot coals. Break through limiting beliefs. Ignore that your boss is extracting your value. That’s just your limiting belief talking. 



Simon Sinek tells companies to “Start With Why.” 



Never asks why they’re laying off thousands. Why they’re destroying communities. Why they’re extracting value. Just find your “why” and everything’s beautiful. 



His Technology, Entertainment, and Design talk has 60 million views. Third most-watched ever. Teaching extraction companies to sound purposeful while destroying everything. 



Microsoft. Disney. Pfizer. All pay him to speak. To make their extraction feel inspirational. To give them language that makes employees feel guilty for questioning the destruction. 



“Leaders Eat Last,” he says. While chief executives make 400 times worker pay. While they get golden parachutes. While workers get pink slips. 



John Maxwell wrote 100 books teaching extraction as leadership. 



“The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership.” “The 5 Levels of Leadership.” “Leadership Gold.” Same extraction manual. Different cover. 



He’s trained 5 million “leaders” through his programs. Five million people who learned that leadership means climbing higher. Extracting more. Influencing better. 



“Leadership is influence,” he says. Not building. Not creating. Not serving. Influence. The ability to get others to do what you want. The definition of extraction. 



Gary Vaynerchuk screams about hustle while teaching extraction as entrepreneurship. 



“Stop complaining and work harder!” Eighteen hours a day. Seven days a week. No excuses. No vacations. Just grind. 



Meanwhile he inherited his dad’s $4 million wine business. Never worked three jobs. Never chose between rent and food. Never actually hustled. Just extracted. 



“Flip garage sale finds on eBay!” He teaches. Taking advantage of people who don’t know what their stuff is worth. Pure extraction. He calls it entrepreneurship. 



Pushed non-fungible tokens until the second they collapsed. Made millions selling digital nothing to his followers. “VeeFriends!” Cartoon animals worth thousands until they weren’t. Classic extraction. 



“Document, don’t create,” he preaches. Don’t build anything. Just film yourself. Extract attention. Monetize existence. Turn your whole life into extraction content. 



Tim Ferriss teaches extraction as “lifestyle design.” 



“The 4-Hour Workweek.” Outsource everything to virtual assistants making $3 an hour. Extract labor from the Philippines while you sleep on a beach. 



“The 4-Hour Body.” Hack your way to fitness. “The 4-Hour Chef.” Hack cooking. Everything’s a hack. A shortcut. An extraction. 



His podcast interviews billionaires about their morning routines. Never asks where the billions came from. Never mentions the workers. Just optimization tips for better extraction. 



“Fear-setting” exercises. “Productivity hacks.” “Life experiments.” All sophisticated words for learning to extract more efficiently while feeling intellectual about it. 



The Princeton grad who makes extraction feel like philosophy. Who turns taking shortcuts into a Technology, Entertainment, and Design talk. Who made millions teaching people that work is something to be avoided, not valued. 



The extraction evangelists don’t report on extraction. They sanctify it. They make it feel noble. They make destroyers feel like builders. They make taking feel like giving. 



They’re not lying exactly. They believe their own gospel. 



That’s what makes them perfect for the job. 



The Public Relations Machine



Every extraction has a public relations firm behind it. 



Private equity hires Brunswick or Edelman. They write op-eds about “unlocking value” and “operational improvements.” Never mention the debt. Never mention the layoffs. Never mention the bankruptcies. 



When Toys “R” Us was being destroyed, KKR’s public relations firm talked about “modernization.” When local newspapers were being gutted, Alden Global’s public relations firm talked about “digital transformation.” 



The public relations firms make extraction sound helpful. Like they’re doing everyone a favor by destroying companies. 



They’re not. They’re just very good at lying. 



The Podcasts Preaching Prosperity



Every extraction evangelist has a podcast now. 



“How I Built This” celebrates extraction stories as building stories. “The Tim Ferriss Show” interviews billionaires about morning routines while ignoring how they got rich. “Masters of Scale” teaches extraction as scaling. 



They all push the same mythology: You can extract too. You can be a billionaire. You just need to hustle harder. Want it more. Extract better. 



They never interview the extracted. The laid-off workers. The destroyed communities. The suppliers who didn’t get paid. 



Just the extractors. Over and over. Making extraction aspirational. 



The Awards That Validate Raiders



Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year. Given to people who never built anything. 



Fortune’s Businessperson of the Year. Usually whoever extracted the most. 



Financial Times Person of the Year. Given to extraction champions. 



2008: Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman Sachs chief executive. The year they got a $10 billion bailout. 2011: Christine Lagarde, International Monetary Fund Chief. While imposing austerity that destroyed Greece. 2018: George Soros. Literally famous for breaking the Bank of England. 



The awards make extractors feel legitimate. Like they actually achieved something. Instead of just taking things. 



Ken Lay won awards. Bernie Madoff won awards. Elizabeth Holmes won awards. 



The awards committee never asks for them back. Even after everyone knows the truth. 



The Movie That Made It Cool



“The Social Network” made Mark Zuckerberg look like a genius. 



Not a college student who was gifted an idea and turned it into surveillance capitalism. A genius. Misunderstood. Complicated. Cool. 



“The Wolf of Wall Street” made Jordan Belfort look fun. Not a criminal who stole from thousands. Fun. 



“The Big Short” made betting against America look smart. Not profiting from millions losing homes. Smart. 



Hollywood takes extractors and makes them heroes. Or anti-heroes. Which is even cooler. 



Gordon Gekko was supposed to be the villain. Hollywood made him the star. 



The Truth They Won’t Tell



Business media needs extraction. 



Without initial public offerings, they have no stories. Without mergers, they have no news. Without billionaires, they have no heroes. 



A company that just builds good products and treats people well? Boring. A company that pays workers fairly and serves communities? No story. 



But a hostile takeover? That’s entertainment. A unicorn valuation? That’s news. A billionaire buying a yacht? That’s content. 



Media doesn’t just cover extraction. 



Media depends on extraction. 



Media is extraction. 



Media sold extraction.





Reality is selling building. 



The Voice Nobody Wanted to Hear



David Senra reads biographies. Full books. Cover to cover. Then talks about them for 3 hours on a podcast called Founders. 



No guests.

No ads.

No courses to sell. 



Just him. A microphone. And dead founders who spent decades building things that mattered. 



Edwin Land took 50 years to build Polaroid. Estée Lauder started at 40 and built for 60 years. Sam Walton opened his first store at 44. 



Not 3-year flips.

Not unicorn valuations.

Not extraction exits. 



Building. For decades. Until they died. 



Senra obsesses over the builders extraction media ignores. 



Henry Singleton ran Teledyne for 27 years. Never talked to Wall Street analysts. Bought back stock when it was cheap. Issued stock when it was expensive. Opposite of every extraction playbook. Beat the S&P 500 by 20x. 



Charlie Munger called him the best capital allocator in American business history. 



Fortune never put him on a cover. CNBC never interviewed him. Business schools barely teach him. 



Senra read his biography 7 times. 



That’s the difference. 



Bernie Marcus built Home Depot for 20 years before going public. Phil Knight bootstrapped Nike for 18 years. Coco Chanel built for 70 years. 



No venture capital demanding 10x returns.

No private equity loading debt.

No activist investors forcing extraction. 



Just builders. Building. For life. 



Senra’s podcast has millions of downloads. Zero venture funding. Zero extraction pressure. He charges listeners $10/month for archives. Built an AI tool to search his hundreds of episodes. 



That’s what he sells. 



No courses on “passive income.”

No masterminds for $50,000.

No crypto schemes.

No non-fungible token drops.

No dropshipping blueprints. 



Just building a business the way the founders he studies built theirs. 



Slowly. Obsessively. For decades. 



The Irony Extraction Media Won’t Cover



Senra makes more impact with a microphone than entire extraction media empires. 



He’s read over 300 biographies. Clocked over 3,000 hours studying builders. Delivered over 400 episodes. 



Bloomberg employs 19,000 people. Senra was just 1 person until he launched a second podcast with a few helpers. 



Bloomberg celebrates billionaires extracting. Senra celebrates builders building. 



Guess which one teaches more about actual business? 



CNBC has 24 hours a day to fill. “Buy! Buy! Buy!” Sound effects. Chaos. Extraction theater. 



Senra has 3 hours a week. Silence between thoughts. No theatrics. Just patterns from people who built things that lasted. 



One teaches extraction.

One teaches building. 



Extraction media has billions in funding. Senra has listeners who pay $10/month. 



Extraction media celebrates quick exits. Senra celebrates lifetime commitments. 



Extraction media interviews people selling courses. Senra studies people who died building. 



The Pattern He Exposes



Every founder Senra studies rejected extraction opportunities. 



Sam Walton could have sold Walmart dozens of times. Died owning it. 



Estée Lauder rejected buyout offers for 50 years. Stayed private. Built it her way. 



Phil Knight could have taken Nike public in year 5. Waited until year 18. Kept control until it was unshakeable. 



They all had the same pattern: 



Refused to sell early.

Stayed in control longer.

Built for decades, not quarters. 



The opposite of everything business media celebrates. 



Why Extraction Media Ignores Him



Senra doesn’t fit the extraction model. 



Can’t extract from dead founders. Can’t sell courses on “build for 50 years.” Can’t make “persistence for decades” sound sexy. 



Extraction media needs quick wins. Dramatic exits. Billionaire stories. 



Senra tells stories about people who worked 80-hour weeks for 40 years and died at their desks. 



That doesn’t sell ads. 



Doesn’t get clicks. 



Doesn’t make extraction feel aspirational. 



But it teaches building. 



Which is why millions listen. And why extraction media pretends he doesn’t exist. 



Traditional media sold extraction. So creators built their own media. YouTube channels with millions of subscribers. Substack newsletters generating $500K annually. Podcasts reaching more people than cable news. No advertisers. No extraction. Just value for value. 



These creators bypassed the gatekeepers entirely. They built direct relationships with audiences. Their fans pay them directly via Patreon, membership, courses. The media that sold the lie is dying. The media that builds value is thriving. 



The Punchline



The media selling extraction as success is kinda like sports media celebrating the team that wins by cheating. 



Interview the cheaters. Profile their methods. Put them on magazine covers. 



Never mention they cheated. 



Call them champions. 







Next



But media didn’t invent extraction. 



It just normalized it. Celebrated it. Made it aspirational. 



The extraction came from somewhere else. 



From a specific place. With a specific origin. 



From the very system that was supposed to make things better. 



That promised prosperity for all. 



That sold itself as the solution to poverty. 



The economy itself. 



The Extraction Economy’s Origin Story



August 15, 1971. Richard Nixon killed the gold standard. 



That’s when extraction became the American business model. Not December 11, 1987 when Gordon Gekko spoke. Not September 13, 1970 when Milton Friedman wrote his essay. August 15, 1971. 



The day money stopped representing anything real. 



The Golden Handcuffs



Before 1971, dollars meant gold. 



Foreign governments could exchange $35 for an ounce of gold from the U.S. Treasury. Real backing. Physical limits. Natural constraints. The money supply was anchored to something real. 



Companies had to make real things. Provide real services. Create real value. 



Then Nixon spoke for 18 minutes on national television. “I am today ordering a freeze on all prices and wages throughout the United States.” His “New Economic Policy” to combat inflation. 



But that wasn’t the big news. 



“I have directed Secretary Connally to suspend temporarily the convertibility of the dollar into gold.” 



Temporarily.

It’s been 54 years.

No president since has reversed it.

No Congress has questioned it.

No Federal Reserve chair has suggested going back. 



The temporary became permanent.

The emergency became normal.

The exception became the rule. 



The Inflation Invitation



Without gold backing, the Federal Reserve could print unlimited money. 



And they did. 



1971: $674 billion in circulation.

1981: $1.8 trillion.

1991: $3.4 trillion.

2001: $6.0 trillion.

2011: $10.3 trillion.

2021: $20.7 trillion.

2026: $22.1 trillion. 



Money became meaningless.

Just numbers on screens.

And if money isn’t real, why should business be real? 



America stopped revolving around production.

Started revolving around money. 



When money became fictional, business became extraction. 



The First Wave: Corporate Raiders



The 1980s created the corporate raider. 



Carl Icahn. T. Boone Pickens. Nelson Peltz. They realized something profound: With unlimited printed money and junk bond financing, you could buy any company. Even with no money of your own. 



Trans World Airlines. Texaco. Beatrice. Phillips Petroleum. Real companies that built real things. All attacked.

All extracted.

All destroyed. 



Michael Milken at Drexel Burnham Lambert funded it all. Junk bonds.

High-yield debt.

Whatever you want to call it.

Fake money to buy real companies. 



By 1989, Milken was in prison for securities fraud and racketeering. But the model was proven. You could extract value without creating any. 



The Second Wave: Leverage Everything



The 1990s brought leveraged buyouts mainstream. 



KKR’s takeover of RJR Nabisco in 1989. $31 billion. Mostly borrowed money. The company that made Oreos and Camels cigarettes loaded with so much debt it almost collapsed. 



Suddenly everyone was a leveraged buyout firm. Blackstone. Apollo. Carlyle. TPG. Bain Capital. 



The formula was perfect: 1. Find a healthy company 2. Buy it with borrowed money 3. Make the company pay back the debt 4. Extract fees regardless of outcome 5. Leave before it collapses 



No building.

No legacy.

Just extracting. 



The Third Wave: Everything’s a Trade



The 2000s financialized everything. 



Your mortgage became a security. Your credit card debt became an asset. Your student loans became an investment product. Your whole life became something to trade. 



Investment banks created collateralized debt obligations. Synthetic collateralized debt obligations. Collateralized debt obligation-squared. Financial instruments so complex even their creators didn’t understand them. 



They weren’t building anything. They were just repackaging extraction into more extraction. Like Russian dolls. Meta-extraction. 



The 2008 financial meltdown proved it was all fake. But instead of stopping, they got bailouts. $700 billion in Troubled Asset Relief Program funds. $4 trillion in “quantitative easing”. 



The government rewarded extraction. Extraction accelerated. Nothing was learned. 



The Fourth Wave: Software-Enabled Extraction



The 2010s digitized extraction. 



Uber: Extract from drivers.

Airbnb: Extract from hosts.

DoorDash: Extract from restaurants. 



They called it the “gig economy.” They called it “disruption.” They called it “innovation.” 



It was just extraction with an app. 



The software made extraction invisible... 



Click a button. Food appears. Problem solved. 



Don’t think about the driver averaging less than $7 an hour after paying for gas and insurance. Don’t think about the restaurant paying 30% commission. 



Don’t think about extraction.

Don’t worry about workers.

Just consume. 



The Fifth Wave: Crypto’s Pure Extraction



The 2020s gave us cryptocurrency. 



Extraction without even pretending to build anything. No company.

No product.

No service.

Just tokens.

Just extraction. 



Bitcoin.

Ethereum.

Dogecoin.

Shiba Inu.

Thousands of coins.

All promising wealth.

All delivering extraction. 



FTX collapsed.

$8 billion gone.

Celsius collapsed.

$4.7 billion gone.

Terra Luna collapsed.

$60 billion gone. 



If traditional banks suffered these losses, Congress would investigate. Chief executives would testify. People would go to prison. 



But crypto continues. Because pure extraction is the logical endpoint. Why pretend to build when you can just extract? 



Fifteen years after Bitcoin launched, it’s still decentralized peer-to-peer money transfer. Still can’t buy a pizza with it. 



The Enablers



Congress enabled it. 



1978: Bankruptcy Reform Act made corporate bankruptcy easier.

1982: Garn-St. Germain Act deregulated savings and loans.

1999: Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act killed Glass-Steagall.

2000: Commodity Futures Modernization Act deregulated derivatives.

2012: JOBS Act made fraud easier with less oversight.

2025: GENIUS Act legitimized crypto extraction with federal blessing. 



Every deregulation made extraction easier.

Every bailout rewarded extraction.

Every policy chose extraction over building. 



The Academic Accomplices



Chicago School economics justified it all. 



Milton Friedman. Gary Becker. Eugene Fama. They created theories that made extraction sound scientific. “Efficient Market Hypothesis.” “Rational Choice Theory.” “Shareholder Primacy.” 



Universities taught it. Master of Business Administration students memorized it. Chief executives implemented it. 



The theories all said the same thing: Extraction is efficiency.

Building is inefficient.

Greed is rational.

Generosity is irrational. 



Before Friedman, extraction was theft. After Friedman, extraction was duty. 



They gave extraction intellectual cover.

Made it respectable.

Made it inevitable. 



The Cultural Completion



By the 2000s, extraction was culture. 



“Shark Tank” made it entertainment. “The Apprentice” made it aspirational. “Billions” made it cool. 



Every rapper talked about getting rich. Every influencer sold courses on passive income. Every podcast preached cash flow and financial freedom. 



They all meant the same thing: Learn to extract. 



Young people don’t dream of building anymore.

They dream of exits.

Of flipping.

Of 10x returns. 



The transformation is complete. 



The Cost Calculation



Since 1971: 




	Real wages: Flat

	Productivity: Up 245%

	Chief executive pay: Up 1,460%

	Home prices: Up 1,608%

	College tuition: Up 3,009%

	Healthcare costs: Up 4,235%





The extraction economy extracted everything. From everyone. All at once. 



And it started the day money stopped being real. 



The Path Dependency



Once extraction started, it couldn’t stop. 



Every extracted company meant more money for extraction. Every leveraged buyout funded the next one. Every bailout encouraged more risk. Every success story inspired more extraction. 



It’s a ratchet.

Clicks forward.

Never backward. 



We can’t go back to the gold standard.

We can’t unprint the money.

We can’t unexplode the derivatives. 



We’re trapped in extraction.

Unless they have something up their sleeve... 



The Only Way Out



Extraction can’t be reformed. It can only be replaced. 



By builders who refuse to extract.

By companies that refuse to exit.

By founders who refuse to sell. 



By young people who never learned extraction was normal. 



By eight-year-olds who still think business means building something useful. 



Before Gordon Gekko tells them otherwise. 



Every story has an ending. The extraction economy’s ending is being written by builders who chose abundance. They’re launching businesses based on creating value, not capturing it. Building for decades, not exits. Serving communities, not shareholders. 



This isn’t a future possibility. It’s happening now. Bootstrapped SaaS companies. Worker-owned co-ops. Local manufacturers. Regenerative farms. B-Corps with extraction-proof legal structures. The abundance economy isn’t coming—it’s being built. 



The Punchline



It’s kinda like a virus that infected capitalism. 



Started in 1971. Spread through the 1980s. Mutated in the 1990s. Went pandemic in the 2000s. 



Now everyone’s infected. 



And most don’t even know they’re sick. 
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But understanding extraction’s origins doesn’t explain its perfection. 



How it became so systematic. So repeatable. So efficient at destroying value while extracting fees. 



That required refinement. Practice. A formula. 



The leveraged buyout. The sale-leaseback. The dividend recapitalization. The controlled bankruptcy. 



Private equity didn’t invent extraction. 



They just perfected it. 



The Dollar Extraction Machine



The Federal Reserve building sits at 20th Street and Constitution Avenue in Washington, D.C. 



Marble columns.

Brass fixtures.

Security that makes airports look casual. 



Inside, 12 humans gather 8 times per year to decide how much everyone else’s money is worth. 



No election.

No term limits.

No oversight that matters. 



The Federal Open Market Committee sets interest rates that affect 8 billion people. 



None of those 8 billion voted for them. 



The Cleanest Extraction Ever Invented



Private equity strips companies.

Venture capital demands failure.

Investment banks extract fees. 



But the dollar? 



The dollar extracts from everyone, everywhere, all the time. 



And almost nobody notices. 



Or seems to care. 



How World Reserve Currency Status Works



After World War II, the United States made other countries an offer. 



Use dollars for international trade.

We’ll keep the system stable.

Everyone wins. 



The Bretton Woods agreement in 1944 created this arrangement. 



What it actually created was the greatest extraction mechanism in human history. 



Here’s how: 



When the world uses dollars for trade, countries need dollars.

When countries need dollars, they buy U.S. Treasury bonds.

When they buy Treasury bonds, they loan America money.

At whatever interest rate America decides to pay. 



In 2023, foreign governments held $7.6 trillion in U.S. Treasury securities. 



That’s $7.6 trillion in free loans from other countries.

At interest rates America controls.

To fund whatever America wants. 



The extraction is invisible.

The extraction is constant.

The extraction is brilliant. 



The Exorbitant Privilege



French Finance Minister Valéry Giscard d’Estaing called it “the exorbitant privilege” in 1965. 



He was being diplomatic. 



The real word is extraction. 



Here’s what it means in practice: 



America prints dollars.

Other countries produce goods.

America trades printed paper for actual things. 



China makes iPhones.

America prints dollars.

China accepts the trade. 



Then holds those dollars.

Or buys Treasury bonds with them.

Loaning the money back to America. 



At interest rates that don’t keep pace with inflation. 



Germany builds cars.

America prints dollars.

The cars go to America.

The dollars... eventually return to America as loans. 



Japan manufactures electronics.

Same pattern. 



The world produces.

America prints.

The extraction never stops. 



The Petrodollar Amplification



In 1974, Henry Kissinger made another deal. 



Saudi Arabia would sell oil exclusively in dollars.

America would provide military protection.

Other oil producers followed. 



Suddenly, every country needed dollars.

Not just for trade.

For energy. 



For survival. 



The extraction scaled. 



A country wants oil?

It needs dollars first.

It gets dollars by selling things to America.

Or by borrowing dollars.

At interest rates set in Washington. 



The system created guaranteed demand for dollars.

Guaranteed demand means America can print without immediate consequences.

Print without immediate consequences means free resources. 



Free resources is just extraction with better marketing. 



The Inflation Export Scheme



When America prints money, inflation should happen. 



It does. 



Just not in America. 



The inflation gets exported. 



Here’s the mechanism: 



The Federal Reserve creates $4 trillion in new money (2020-2021).

That money flows into the global economy.

Dollars flood international markets.

Prices rise worldwide.

But the U.S. dollar remains the global reserve currency. 



So other countries absorb the inflation. 



Argentina suffers hyperinflation.

Turkey’s lira collapses.

Lebanon’s currency evaporates. 



Meanwhile, the dollar stays “strong.”





Because everyone still needs it. 



The extraction is mathematical.

The extraction is systematic.

The extraction is devastating. 



The Debt That Never Gets Paid



U.S. national debt in 2024: $34 trillion. 



Who’s going to pay it? 



Nobody. 



Here’s why: 



The debt is denominated in dollars.

America controls the dollar supply.

America can print dollars to service the debt.

Other countries can’t. 



When Japan owes money, it’s in yen.

Japan controls yen.

Japan can manage its debt. 



When Argentina owes money, it’s in dollars.

Argentina doesn’t control dollars.

Argentina goes bankrupt. 



The U.S. owes money in currency it prints. 



That’s not debt. 



That’s extraction with paperwork. 



The Sanctions Weapon



Since 2001, the U.S. has weaponized the dollar system. 



SWIFT controls international bank transfers.

SWIFT is based in Belgium.

SWIFT follows U.S. rules. 



A country disagrees with U.S. policy?

Cut it from SWIFT.

Cut it from dollar transactions.

Cut it from international trade. 



Iran: Sanctioned.

Russia: Sanctioned.

Venezuela: Sanctioned. 



The list grows. 



But here’s the extraction: 



Those countries still need dollars for trade.

Just now on black markets.

At worse exchange rates.

Through intermediaries who take cuts. 



The extraction intensifies through sanctions. 



The IMF Extraction Amplifier



The International Monetary Fund loans money to countries in crisis. 



In dollars. 



With conditions. 



The conditions always include:

Cut social spending.

Privatize state assets.

Open markets to foreign investment.

Raise interest rates.

Devalue currency. 



Translation: Make the country cheaper for America to buy. 



Greece: IMF loans, austerity, assets sold to foreign investors.

Argentina: IMF loans, repeat defaults, ongoing extraction.

Dozens of African nations: Permanent debt cycles. 



The IMF doesn’t provide assistance.

It provides extraction infrastructure. 



Funded by dollars.

Controlled by Washington.

Benefiting the reserve currency holder. 



The Treasury Market Rigging



U.S. Treasury bonds are considered “risk-free.”





They’re not. 



The U.S. can print money to pay them.

That’s inflation risk.

Inflation destroys bond value. 



But the bonds are rated “risk-free” anyway. 



Why? 



Because the rating agencies are American.

Because the financial system runs on dollars.

Because questioning Treasury bonds questions the entire structure. 



So pension funds worldwide hold Treasuries.

Insurance companies hold Treasuries.

Foreign governments hold Treasuries. 



All accepting returns below actual inflation. 



All slowly getting extracted. 



In 2023, real returns on 10-year Treasuries were negative. 



Negative returns means losing money.

Losing money is extraction.

But it’s called “safe haven investing.”





The Military Enforcement Mechanism



The dollar system has an enforcer. 



11 aircraft carrier strike groups.

750+ military bases in 80+ countries.

$877 billion annual military budget (2023). 



That’s not national defense. 



That’s extraction infrastructure protection. 



Iraq announced plans to sell oil in euros (2000).

Iraq was invaded (2003).

Iraq went back to selling oil in dollars. 



Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi proposed an African currency backed by gold (2009).

Libya was destroyed (2011).

Libya’s gold reserves disappeared. 



The pattern repeats. 



Question the dollar system?

Become a humanitarian crisis.

Requiring intervention.

Restoring dollar primacy. 



The military doesn’t defend America.

It defends the extraction mechanism. 



The Innovation It Killed



Sound money forces discipline. 



Can’t print a way out of problems.

Can’t export inflation.

Can’t run infinite deficits. 



So governments must:

Spend efficiently.

Tax fairly.

Balance budgets.

Build productive economies. 



The dollar system eliminated those constraints. 



For America. 



The result: 



$34 trillion in debt.

Chronic trade deficits.

Financialized economy.

Manufacturing sent offshore.

Infrastructure crumbling.

Social systems failing. 



The extraction mechanism extracted from America too. 



Just slower.

More subtly.

While making other countries pay for it. 



The Mathematical Endpoint



All extraction hits mathematical limits. 



The dollar system is hitting three: 



Limit One: Foreign Debt Saturation





Countries can only hold so many dollars.

So many Treasury bonds.

Before the risk becomes obvious. 



China reduced Treasury holdings by $300 billion (2013-2023).

Japan is considering the same.

More countries will follow. 



Limit Two: Alternative Systems





BRICS nations (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) are building alternatives.

Trading in local currencies.

Creating new payment systems.

Buying gold instead of Treasuries. 



The dollar’s share of global reserves dropped from 70% (2000) to 59% (2023). 



The decline accelerates. 



Limit Three: Domestic Destruction





The extraction mechanism destroyed American manufacturing.

Why make things when one can print money?

Why innovate when one can financialize? 



The real economy hollowed out.

The financial economy inflated.

The gap grows. 



Eventually, printed money can’t buy what doesn’t exist. 



The Irony



The dollar extraction machine extracted from everyone. 



Including America. 



Other countries sent goods.

America sent paper.

The trade enriched finance.

Destroyed manufacturing.

Killed innovation.

Built an economy on extraction. 



An extraction-based economy needs:

Someone to extract from.

Something to extract.

Somewhere to hide the costs. 



The dollar system provided all three. 



Until it didn’t. 



Now the costs come home. 



The dollar extraction machine keeps running. So communities are building alternatives. Local currencies. Time banks. Direct-trade networks. Barter systems. Payment rails that route around extraction entirely. 



These aren’t theoretical experiments. They’re functioning systems moving billions in value. Stablecoin cryptocurencies enable unstoppable payments. Farmers markets accept cash and avoid payment processors. B2B companies trade directly. The extraction machine still extracts from those who use it. Smart builders are opting out. 



The Punchline



The dollar system is kinda like a counterfeiting operation that convinced the world the fake bills are worth more than real ones. 



For 80 years, it worked. 



Every empire that controlled the reserve currency thought it would last forever. 



Spain: Silver extraction from the Americas.

Britain: Pound sterling backed by colonial extraction.

America: Dollar backed by... printing more dollars. 



All extraction eventually extracts itself. 



The dollar’s turn is coming. 



Next



But private equity didn’t wait for the dollar system to collapse. They figured out how to extract faster, harder, and with more leverage than any reserve currency could enable. The formula is remarkably simple. 



Private Equity’s Perfect Formula



The formula never changes. 



Find a healthy company.

Load it with debt.

Extract fees.

Watch it struggle.

Let it die. 



Private equity firms have destroyed more American companies than any recession. More than any pandemic. More than any war. They do it with the same formula. Every time. And it’s legal. 



Step 1: Find the Target



Private equity looks for specific victims. 



Stable cash flow.

Real estate assets.

Strong brand.

Loyal customers.

Family-owned for generations. 



Red Lobster had all of these. 



700 locations.

Owned their real estate.

Customers who came every Sunday.

Built over 50 years. 



Golden Gate Capital saw the perfect target. Not a company to grow. A company to gut. 



The best targets are boring.

Unsexy.

The companies nobody’s watching.

Nursing homes.

Veterinary clinics.

Mobile home parks.

Local newspapers. 



The companies that serve communities.

That employ locals.

That matter to real people. 



Those are the ones that die best. 



Step 2: The Leveraged Buyout



Private equity doesn’t use their own money. 



They borrow 80% of the purchase price.

Sometimes 90%.

The company they’re buying becomes responsible for the debt. 



It’s like buying a house that’s already paid in full and adding a new mortgage to it, making the house pay the mortgage, then charging the house rent for existing. 



Golden Gate Capital bought Red Lobster for $2.1 billion in 2014.

They put in $400 million.

Borrowed $1.7 billion.

Red Lobster now owed $1.7 billion it didn’t borrow. 



Day one: Healthy company becomes terminal patient. 



The debt isn’t meant to be paid back.

It’s meant to justify everything that comes next. 



Step 3: The Real Estate Extraction



First thing private equity does: Sell the real estate. 



Red Lobster owned its land and buildings.

Worth $1.5 billion.

Golden Gate sold it all to a real estate trust.

Then made Red Lobster rent it back. 



The company that owned its locations now pays $150 million a year in rent.

For buildings it used to own. 



Golden Gate pocketed the $1.5 billion.

Red Lobster got nothing.

Except rent bills forever. 



Toys “R” Us.

Same playbook.

Sold the real estate.

Paid rent on their own stores until bankruptcy. 



Sears.

Same playbook.

Eddie Lampert sold the real estate to himself.

Sears paid him rent until it died. 



It’s not business. It’s theft with paperwork. 



Step 4: The Management Fees



Private equity charges fees for destroying companies. 



Management fee: 2% of assets annually.

Just for existing.

Transaction fee: 1% for buying the company.

From the company.

Monitoring fee: Millions per year for “advice.” Exit fee: 1% when they sell or it goes bankrupt. 



KKR made $450 million in fees from Toys “R” Us.

While it was dying.

While employees were getting fired.

While stores were closing. 



The fees come first.

Before debt payments.

Before suppliers.

Before employees.

Before pensions. 



The sicker the patient, the more the doctors bill. 



Step 5: The Dividend Recapitalization



This is the extraction masterpiece. 



Borrow more money against the dying company. Pay themselves a dividend. Leave the company with more debt. 



Payless Shoes.

Golden Gate and Blum Capital borrowed $700 million against it.

Paid themselves.

Payless went bankrupt.

Twice. 



J.Crew. TPG and Leonard Green borrowed $787 million.

Paid themselves $765 million total.

J.Crew filed bankruptcy in 2020.

Closed over 100 retail stores.

Now operates mainly factory outlets. 



PetSmart.

BC Partners borrowed $800 million.

Paid themselves.

PetSmart is drowning in $8 billion of debt. 



It’s taking a second mortgage on someone else’s house, pocketing the cash, then walking away when foreclosure comes. 



Step 6: The Operational “Improvements”



“Operational improvements” means firing everyone. 



Cut staff to skeleton crews.

Eliminate benefits.

Raid the pension fund.

Outsource everything possible.

Quality drops.

Service disappears.

Customers leave. 



But the numbers look better.

For a quarter.

Maybe two. 



That’s all private equity needs.

The story that justifies the next fee.

The narrative that enables the next extraction. 



They have a word for everything except what it is: Destruction. 



Step 7: The Supplier Squeeze



Stop paying suppliers.

Extend payment terms to 90 days.

120 days.

Never. 



Use their money as free loans.

When they complain, threaten to switch suppliers.

When they sue, declare bankruptcy. 



Gymboree owed $40 million to suppliers when Payne Capital killed it.

Nine West owed $50 million when Sycamore Partners killed it.

Barneys owed $30 million when Perry Capital killed it. 



Small businesses that supplied these companies for decades.

Destroyed because private equity wanted free money. 



The ripple effect destroys entire communities.

But that’s not on the spreadsheet. 



Step 8: The Exit



Three ways private equity exits: 



1. IPO: Rare. Dump the destroyed company on public investors.

2. Strategic Sale: Sell to another company stupid enough to buy it.

3. Bankruptcy: Most common. Walk away. Keep all the fees. 



When Toys “R” Us went bankrupt, 30,000 people lost their jobs. 



KKR, Payne, and Vornado kept their $450 million in fees. Plus the $1.3 billion they extracted in real estate and dividends. 



The company died.

They got rich.

Perfect execution. 



The Protection Racket



Private equity has the best protection money can buy. 



Political donations.

Lobbying armies.

Revolving door jobs.

Campaign finance loopholes.

They’ve purchased the entire system. 



Carried interest loophole: Pay 20% tax instead of 37%.

Bankruptcy laws: Fees get paid first.

Pension regulations: They can raid funds legally.

SEC oversight: Basically none. 



Steven Mnuchin. Trump’s Treasury Secretary. Made billions at OneWest Bank foreclosing on 36,000 homes. 



Jerome Powell. Fed Chairman. Was a partner at Carlyle Group. 



Wilbur Ross. Trump’s Commerce Secretary. The “King of Bankruptcy” who restructured $400 billion in distressed assets. 



The guards are the thieves. 



The Numbers



Since 2000, private equity has killed: 




	1.3 million retail jobs

	500+ retail chains

	200+ newspapers

	150+ hospital systems

	Thousands of small businesses





They extracted over $2 trillion.

Created nothing.

Built nothing.

Improved nothing. 



Just took money from companies that worked and gave it to people who don’t. 



The Perfect Crime



The formula is perfect because it’s legal. 



The debt kills the company, not private equity. The bankruptcy laws protect them. The tax code rewards them. The media calls them “investors.” 



They’re not investors.

Investors build value.

Private equity extracts value until there’s nothing left to extract. 



Then they find the next target. 



The next company that employs someone’s neighbor.

That serves someone’s community.

That someone built over decades. 



And they apply the formula again. 



Perfect formulas work until everyone uses them. Then they fail perfectly. 



Private equity destroyed chains and created space. Independent operators filled it. Restaurants with real chefs. Gyms with actual trainers. Hardware stores run by people who know tools. No private equity playbook. No extraction. Just operators who give a damn. 



These independents have lines out the door while private equity-owned competitors close. Customers pay premiums for quality. Employees stay for years. The extraction wave cleared the market for builders who won’t sell. 



The Punchline



It's like a parasite that convinced everyone it's a doctor. 



Charges for treatment. While injecting poison. 



The patient dies. 



The parasite finds another host. 







Next



But the formula has one critical component that makes everything else possible. 



The leveraged buyout. 



The magic trick where someone else's money destroys someone else's company. 



Where borrowed debt becomes extraction profit. 



Where healthy businesses become terminal patients overnight. 



RJR Nabisco. Toys "R" Us. Caesars Entertainment. Clear Channel. Energy Future Holdings. 



Different companies. Same weapon. Same result. 



The leverage isn't financial engineering. 



It's a hustle wrapped in legitimacy. 



The Leveraged Buyout Scam



RJR Nabisco. 1989. 



It’s the deal that made leveraged buyouts famous. 



$31 billion. Largest LBO in history at the time. The company that made Oreos and Camels destroyed by debt it didn’t create. 



They made a book about it: “Barbarians at the Gate.” 



They made a movie. 



They made LBOs look exciting.

Dramatic.

Sophisticated. 



They never mentioned the 46,000 jobs lost. The communities destroyed. The fact that loading companies with debt to extract wealth is just theft with extra steps. 



The Scam Explained



The Magic Trick



A leveraged buyout sounds complex. It’s not. It’s theft with paperwork. 



Private equity buys a company with borrowed money. The company becomes responsible for the debt. Private equity pays itself fees for destroying it. 



It’s like forcing someone to take out a massive mortgage on their house that’s already paid off. Using that loan money to buy the house from them. Then charging them rent to live there. They owned it free and clear. Now they have debt and pay rent on what used to be theirs. 



The “leverage” isn’t theirs. It’s the company’s. The “buyout” isn’t a purchase. It’s a hijacking. 



KKR perfected this. Kohlberg Kravis Roberts. 3 guys who realized they could get rich destroying things if they called it finance. 



The Debt That Kills



Healthy companies don’t have much debt. 



Maybe 2x earnings.

Sustainable.

Manageable. 



LBOs load companies with 8x earnings. 10x. Sometimes 15x. 



Energy Future Holdings. Texas’s largest electric utility. KKR, TPG, and Goldman Sachs bought it for $45 billion in 2007. Loaded it with $40 billion in debt. Natural gas prices collapsed. Bankruptcy in 2014. Largest bankruptcy in Texas history. The firms lost money but collected $528 million in fees first. 



Clear Channel Communications. Bain and Thomas H. Lee Partners. $20 billion in debt. Now called iHeartMedia. Still drowning. 



Caesars Entertainment. Apollo and TPG. $25 billion in debt. Bankruptcy. Twice. 



The debt isn’t meant to help the company grow. It’s the necessary part of the puzzle to complete the extraction. 



The Interest Death Spiral



The debt comes with massive interest payments. 



Before LBO: Company spends money on growth, research, employees.

After LBO: Company spends everything on interest. 



Hertz. $17 billion in debt. Pays $650 million a year in interest. Can’t afford new cars. Customers get old vehicles. Business declines. Death spiral begins. 



Meanwhile Enterprise Rent-A-Car stays family-owned. No debt games. Owns their cars. Promotes from within. Everyone starts washing cars, including the CEO. Built steadily since 1957. Now bigger than Hertz and Avis combined. 



Hertz went bankrupt twice. Enterprise became the largest car rental company in the world. 



One was extracted.

One was built.

Same industry.

Same customers.

Different choices. 



Guitar Center. Ares Management loaded it with $1.6 billion in debt. Pays $100 million in interest. Can’t stock inventory. Musicians shop elsewhere. Stores close. 



The interest payments guarantee destruction.

That’s the point. 



The Debt Subsidy



Here’s the sickest part: Debt is tax deductible. 



The company that was funding schools gets replaced by one that funds nothing. 



Before LBO: Company generates profits. Pays taxes. Those taxes fund roads, schools, fire departments. The community that supports the business gets supported back. 



After LBO: Company generates debt payments. Deducts them all. Pays nothing. Same roads. Same schools. Same fire departments. Now funded by everyone else. 



Private equity doesn’t just extract from the company. They extract from every taxpayer in every town where that company operates. 



Staples. Before Sycamore Partners: Contributed tax revenue to communities. After: Shifted the burden to local residents and small businesses. 



The profitable company that employed people and funded infrastructure becomes a debt machine that does neither. Same service from the community. Zero contribution back. 



The Fee Extraction Machine



The 2-and-20 Heist



Private equity charges two fees that guarantee profit regardless of outcome. 



2% management fee: Of all assets, every year. 20% performance fee: Of any “profits.” 



$10 billion fund means $200 million per year just for existing. Before any deals. Before any work. Before any value. 



The “profits” are fake. Sell the real estate to yourself. Profit! Lay off workers to boost margins. Profit! Financial engineering. Profit! 



Stephen Schwarzman made $1.1 billion in 2022. From fees. While his portfolio companies fired thousands. 



Henry Kravis made $42 billion over his career. From fees. While destroying hundreds of companies. 



They don’t need the companies to succeed. They need them to exist long enough to extract fees. 



The Bankruptcy Bonus



When leveraged buyouts fail, private equity still wins. 



They extract before the collapse. Management fees. Dividend recaps. Sale-leaseback deals. The money leaves the company and goes into their pockets. 



Then bankruptcy wipes out the debt. But the cash already extracted stays extracted. 



Neiman Marcus. Ares Management and Canada Pension Plan Investment Board bought it in 2013. Loaded it with debt. Paid themselves $900 million in dividends and fees. Filed for bankruptcy in 2020. The debt disappeared. The $900 million stayed in their accounts. 



J.Crew. TPG and Leonard Green bought it in 2011. Paid themselves $760 million in dividends and fees. Filed for bankruptcy in 2020. Debt gone. Cash kept. 



The company dies.

The creditors lose.

The employees lose.

The communities lose.

The fees live forever. 



The Pension Raid



LBOs love companies with pension funds. Free money to steal. 



Safeway. Cerberus Capital raided $1.3 billion from the pension fund. Retirees got reduced benefits. 



Delphi Automotive. Elliott Management eliminated pensions for 20,000 workers. Saved billions. Paid themselves. 



Hostess Brands Inc. Ripplewood Holdings bought it in 2004. Raided the pension fund. Company died in 2012. Twinkies survived. Workers got nothing. 



Enron. The worst of all. Locked employees out of their 401(k)s for 25 days while the stock collapsed. Executives sold their shares. Workers couldn’t. When the lockdown ended, retirement savings were worthless. 62% of workers’ retirement money had been in Enron stock. The company matched contributions with its own shares. Then prohibited selling until age 50. Workers who spent 20 years building the company lost everything in 20 days. 



They call it “addressing legacy liabilities.” 



It’s stealing from people who worked their whole lives. 



Governments remain silent.

The laws don’t prevent it.

The news barely covers it. 



The Destruction Playbook



The Roll-Up Special



Some LBOs specialize in “roll-ups.” Buy many small companies. Combine them. Load with debt. Extract. Destroy. 



Veterinary clinics. JAB Holdings owns 1,300+ clinics. Most local vets are probably private equity. Prices triple. Care declines. Pets suffer. The diagnosis comes with an iPad. Five treatment packages. Premium. Standard. Basic. The dog’s life depends on which one the owner can afford. 



Dental practices. Heartland Dental owns 1,600+ practices. The dentist pushes unnecessary procedures. Private equity needs returns. 



Nursing homes. Formation Capital owns 200+ homes. Understaffed. Neglected. Deaths increase. Fees extracted. 



They roll up communities.

Roll over people.

Roll on to the next town. 



The Management Buyout Lie



Sometimes they call it an MBO - Management Buyout. 



Executives team with private equity to buy their own company. Sounds better than hostile takeover. 



Same scam. Management gets 10%. Private equity gets 90%. Debt gets loaded. Fees get extracted. Company gets destroyed. 



Dell Technologies. Michael Dell and Silver Lake Partners. $67 billion in debt. Still extracting. 



Hilton. Blackstone. Loaded with $26 billion in debt. Extracted billions before Initial Public Offering. 



Management becomes complicit. Golden parachutes depend on cooperation. 



The Distressed Debt Vultures



When LBOs fail, distressed debt funds buy the corpses. 



Buy the debt for 20 cents on the dollar. Take control in bankruptcy. Strip remaining assets. Leave nothing. 



Oaktree Capital. Howard Marks. $166 billion in distressed debt. Feeding on LBO casualties. 



Apollo Global. Leon Black. Started in Drexel’s ashes. Now worth $500 billion. Built on buying destruction. 



The vultures need the LBOs to create corpses. It’s an ecosystem of extraction. 



The Price Paid



The Human Cost



Every leveraged buyout has faces behind the numbers. 



Marsh Supermarkets. 74 stores. 11,000 employees. Three generations of shoppers. Sun Capital killed it with debt. Ceased operations and went bankrupt in 2017. Entire communities lost their grocery stores. 



Art Van Furniture. Claimed to be the largest furniture retailer in the Midwest at its peak. 175 stores. 3,100 employees. Family business since 1959. Thomas H. Lee Partners killed it in 2 years. On March 5, 2020, Art Van announced the closure of all of its company-owned stores, and filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 4 days later. 



Shopko Stores, Inc. 360 stores. 14,000 employees. Served rural communities for 57 years. Sun Capital loaded it with debt. Dead. All locations closed on June 23, 2019, with the exception of the Shopko Optical locations, which continue to operate. 



These weren’t failing companies.

They were murdered by math. 



The Political Protection



Leveraged buyouts should be banned. Illegal. They’re not. 



Mitt Romney ran Bain Capital. Made $250 million doing LBOs. Almost became president. 



Mnuchin ran OneWest Bank. Foreclosed on 36,000 families. Became Treasury Secretary. 



Schwarzman runs Blackstone. Destroyed hundreds of companies. Advises presidents on economic policy. 



They write the laws that protect their hustle.

They appoint the judges who uphold it.

They own the system that enables it. 



The leveraged buyout hustle isn’t happening in darkness. It’s happening in daylight. With government approval. With tax subsidies. With legal protection. Hidden in plain sight. 



Debt-fueled extraction has a math problem: eventually you run out of companies to destroy. 



Smart founders watched the LBO scam and learned. They’re adding “no private equity buyers” clauses to operating agreements. Building legal structures that prevent extraction. Creating succession plans that protect the business from raiders. 



Employee stock ownership plans. B-Corp certifications. Co-op conversions. Perpetual purpose trusts. These legal structures make extraction impossible. The business can be passed down but never extracted. Founders are choosing these structures before private equity comes calling. 



The Punchline



The leveraged buyout is kinda like forcing a healthy person to take out a life insurance policy with the extractor as beneficiary. 



Then forcing them to take massive loans they can’t repay. 



Then collecting the insurance when the debt kills them. 



Then keeping both the insurance payout and the loan money. 



Then doing it again. And again. And again. 



And when someone asks if this should be illegal, the people who profit from it write the laws that say it’s not. 







Next



But there’s one question that makes the whole thing possible. 



One lie that justifies every leveraged buyout. Every mass layoff. Every extracted pension. Every destroyed community. 



“We’re legally required to maximize shareholder value.” 



Boards say it. CEOs repeat it. Lawyers cite it. Business schools teach it. 



It’s the foundation of the entire extraction economy. 



And it’s not true. 



Never was. 



The Legal Lie That Enables Extraction



They said the law made them do it. 



Fire 10,000 workers.

Accept the buyout.

Maximize quarterly profits. 



“Our hands are tied,” they said.

“Legal obligation to shareholders.”

“The law requires it.” 



They’re lying. Again. Extractors never tell us the truth. 



The law said nothing of the sort. 



The Lie That Justified Everything



The Most Profitable Lie Ever Told



Every extraction begins with the same phrase: 



“We’re legally required to maximize shareholder value.” 



Boards say it when firing workers.

CEOs say it when selling companies.

Executives say it when rejecting long-term investments.

Consultants say it when recommending mass layoffs.

Investors say it when demanding quarterly growth. 



The law requires it. No choice. Just following the law. 



Except the law doesn’t require it. 



Never did. 



Where The Lie Began



According to The New York Times archives, September 13, 1970: Milton Friedman published an essay in The New York Times Magazine. 



Title: “The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits.” 



The essay became known as the Friedman Doctrine. 



His argument: Corporate executives are employees of shareholders. Their only responsibility is making shareholders money. Anything else is socialism. 



Not law.

Opinion. Ramblings of an economist. 



Not legislation.

Not a law.

Philosophy. 



But business schools taught it as gospel.

Wall Street repeated it as a dictate.

Lawyers cited it as precedent. 



Over 50 years, one author’s opinion morphed into “law.” 



What Friedman Actually Said



His essay argued what executives “should” do.

Not what they’re “legally required” to do. 



Friedman: “In a free-enterprise, private-property system, a corporate executive is an employee of the owners of the business. He has direct responsibility to his employers. That responsibility is to conduct the business in accordance with their desires.” 



Notice: “In accordance with their desires.” 



Not “maximize stock price.” Not “accept highest offer.” Not “extract maximum value.” 



Their desires. 



Which could be growth. Which could be impact. Which could be legacy. 



Patagonia’s owners desired environmental protection. In-N-Out’s owners desired quality over growth. Basecamp’s owners desired staying small. Costco’s owners desired paying workers above market rates. Newman’s Own (salad dressings) desired giving all profits to charity. 



All consistent with Friedman’s actual argument. 



But extractors ignored that part. They hijacked the New York Times’ headline. And they discarded the nuance. 



How Opinion Became “Law”



1970s: Friedman’s essay spread through business schools. 



MBA students learned: “Shareholder value is the only thing that matters.” 



1980s: Those MBAs became executives. Applied the philosophy. 



1990s: The philosophy became corporate culture. Questioning it was career suicide. 



2000s: Activist investors weaponized it. “The board is legally required to maximize our returns.” 



2010s: Everyone believes it’s law. Even though it never was. 



The transformation: 


	Friedman wrote opinion

	Business schools taught it as truth

	Executives implemented it as policy

	Lawyers defended it as requirement

	Now everyone thinks it’s law





But it’s not. 



What The Law Actually Says



Delaware Corporate Law



Most US public companies incorporate in Delaware. 



Delaware corporate law governs their duties. 



The actual requirement: Directors must act in “the best interests of the corporation and its shareholders.” 



That’s it. 



“Best interests” is deliberately vague.

Gives directors enormous discretion.

Intentionally flexible. 



Not “highest immediate price.” Not “maximum quarterly profit.” Not “accept every offer.” 



Just “best interests.” 



Which directors get to define. 



The Business Judgment Rule



Delaware law includes the “Business Judgment Rule.” 



It presumes directors act in good faith when making business decisions. 



Courts won’t second-guess those decisions unless directors: 


	Acted in bad faith

	Had conflicts of interest

	Made decisions without information





As long as directors are informed and acting in good faith, they can reject higher offers, prioritize long-term value, consider stakeholder interests, maintain company culture. 



All legally protected. 



What Directors Can Actually Consider



Delaware law explicitly allows boards to consider: 



Financial factors: 


	Long-term strategic value

	Execution risk

	Deal certainty

	Tax implications

	Financing conditions





Non-financial factors: 


	Employee welfare

	Customer relationships

	Community impact

	Supplier stability

	Company reputation

	Corporate culture





All legal. All permitted. All within fiduciary duty. 



The “maximize shareholder value only” doctrine? 



Not in Delaware law.

Not in any state law.

Not in federal law.

Not in case law.

Not anywhere. 



Doesn’t exist. 



The Revlon Doctrine (And Its Limits)



The one exception: Revlon mode. 



Named after the court case Revlon Inc. v. MacAndrews & Forbes Holdings (1986). 



When a company enters “Revlon mode”... actively selling itself - directors must seek “the best value reasonably available” to shareholders. 



Extractors love citing this case. But, they cite it incompletely. Lying via omission. 



What Revlon actually requires: 



1. Only applies when company is being sold (not during normal operations) 



2. “Best value” ≠ “highest price” 



3. Directors can consider deal certainty, strategic fit, execution risk 



4. Directors can reject offers they believe undervalue the company 



5. Directors maintain Business Judgment Rule protection 



Even in Revlon mode, boards have discretion. 



Revlon Doesn’t Mean What Extractors Claim



Extractors claim: “Revlon requires accepting the highest offer.” 



Reality: Boards can reject higher offers when: 


	Lower offer had better financing certainty

	Higher offer had regulatory risks

	Lower offer better preserved company value

	Higher offer came from unreliable buyer





Price matters. But price isn’t everything. 



Even when selling. 



Case Law Proves The Lie



The eBay vs. Craigslist Case (2010)



Perfect example of what the law actually allows. 



eBay owned 28% of Craigslist. Wanted Craigslist to maximize profits and prepare for sale. 



Craig Newmark and Jim Buckmaster (Craigslist founders) refused. They wanted to serve users, not maximize revenue. 



eBay sued. Claimed fiduciary duty required profit maximization. 



Delaware Court’s ruling: 



Directors can prioritize mission over profits. But they can’t discriminate against specific shareholders (eBay) in favor of others (themselves). 



The court affirmed: Companies can have missions beyond profit. Directors can serve those missions. That’s legal. 



Craigslist lost on technical shareholder discrimination grounds. But won the bigger point: mission-driven companies are legal. 



If “maximize shareholder value” were law, Craigslist would have lost entirely. 



They didn’t. 



The Trados Case (2013)



Trados was a software company. It was founded in 1984. Translation software for businesses. Profitable and growing. Sold to private equity in 2005. 



Management and preferred stockholders got paid. Common stockholders got nothing. 



Common stockholders — the regular investors who got zero — sued. Claimed board violated fiduciary duty by favoring some shareholders over others. 



Delaware Court’s ruling: 



Directors can consider stakeholder interests (employees, customers, creditors) when making decisions. Not just shareholder value. 



Quote from the decision: “Directors may consider the interests of all the corporate constituencies when making decisions.” 



Not must. May. 



Which means: optional. 



Not legally required. 



The Legal Alternatives



The Legal Structure That Proves It’s All a Lie



Benefit Corporations first surfaced in 2010. 



What is a Benefit Corporation? A legal corporate structure that explicitly requires companies to balance profit with public benefit. Not optional consideration. Legal requirement. 



Maryland passed the first Benefit Corporation law in 2010. Delaware approved it in 2013. Now available in 38 states including Delaware, California, New York, and Texas. 



Legal for just 15 years — which makes the “we’ve always had to do this” excuse even more absurd. 



A mainstream corporate structure that explicitly requires companies to prioritize public benefit alongside profit. 



Not a loophole.

Not a workaround.

Not a special exemption. 



A mainstream corporate structure that makes “maximize shareholder value” optional. 



Worth repeating. 



If shareholder primacy were legally required, Benefit Corporations would be illegal. They would violate the fundamental duty of every corporation. 



They’re not illegal. 



They’re Delaware-approved.

SEC-registered.

Legally protected.

Publicly traded.

Thriving at scale. 



Which means the “legal requirement to maximize shareholder value” was always a deception. 



How Benefit Corporations Actually Work



When a company incorporates as a Benefit Corporation, it legally commits to: 



Balance profit and purpose.

Not profit only.

Not profit first.

Not profit maximized.

Balanced consideration. 



Consider impact on all stakeholders. Employees, customers, communities, environment. Not just shareholders. 



Report publicly on social and environmental performance. Measured. Documented. Accountable. 



All of this is not just permitted — it’s required. 



And shareholders know it when they invest. They accept that profit isn’t the only goal. 



If the law required maximizing shareholder value above all else, none of this would be legal. 



But it is. 



Choosing the Public Benefit



The law doesn’t mandate what the public benefit must be. Companies pick. 



Public benefit can be any positive impact on society: 


	Artistic

	Charitable

	Cultural

	Economic

	Educational

	Environmental

	Literary

	Medical

	Religious

	Scientific

	Technological





This isn’t about being “woke” or “green” or politically correct. 



It’s about choosing to create value beyond shareholder returns. 



A company could become a Benefit Corporation with missions like: 


	Preserve traditional craftsmanship

	Make high-quality products accessible

	Support small-scale agriculture

	Promote financial literacy

	Teach young people to build businesses





Any purpose that creates public benefit qualifies. Companies define it. Commit to it. Report on it. The law protects it. 



The Cost of Opting Out



How much does it cost to escape the “legal requirement to maximize shareholder value”? 



Delaware filing fee: $164. 



Processing time: 10-15 business days (or 24-48 hours expedited). 



Shareholder approval needed: Simple majority vote (50%+). 



That’s it. 



For less than most companies spend on a single lawyer consultation about their “fiduciary obligations,” they could become a Benefit Corporation and legally prioritize impact over extraction. 



The barrier isn’t cost. The barrier isn’t complexity. The barrier isn’t time. 



The barrier is choice. 



Extractors don’t want to become Benefit Corporations because then they’d lose their favorite excuse: “The law made us do it.” 



Turns out the law charges $164 to opt out. 



The Tax Treatment



“But what about taxes? Surely there’s a tax penalty for becoming a Benefit Corporation?” 



No. 



Benefit Corporations are taxed exactly the same as regular corporations. 



Same tax rates.

Same filing requirements.

Same deductions available.

Same IRS forms.

Same everything. 



The IRS doesn’t distinguish between Benefit Corporations and regular corporations. Form 1120 doesn’t have a checkbox for “public benefit.” The federal tax code doesn’t care about corporate mission. 



A Benefit Corporation can: 


	Be taxed as a C-corp (21% corporate rate)

	Elect S-corp status (pass-through taxation)

	Choose LLC taxation structures

	Take the same business deductions as any corporation

	Pay the same taxes as any corporation





The only difference is legal, not financial. 



Benefit Corporations are legally required to balance profit with public benefit. That’s state corporate law. The IRS doesn’t care about state corporate law. 



So the excuse “We can’t afford to prioritize public benefit” is false. 



The excuse “Tax burden prevents us from considering stakeholders” is false. 



The excuse “Becoming a Benefit Corporation changes our financial obligations” is false. 



Nothing changes except the legal requirement to consider impact alongside profit. 



And the loss of the “law made us do it” excuse. 



What Founders Actually Gain



Beyond the tax neutrality and mission protection, there’s a benefit most founders miss: 



Legal armor against extraction pressure. 



Once incorporated as a Benefit Corporation, founders can legally reject: 



Hostile takeover attempts.

Demands to “maximize quarterly earnings.”

Pressure to cut costs by firing employees.

Activist investor campaigns.

Acquisition offers that don’t align with mission. 



And they get to use the extraction lie in reverse. 



“We’re a Benefit Corporation. We’re legally required to balance profit with public benefit. We can’t just maximize shareholder returns.” 



The same legal deflection extractors use to justify harm, founders can use to justify building. 



Benefit Corporation structure doesn’t limit founders. It protects them from extraction investors. 



It’s legal armor for builders who want to build without being forced to extract. 



The Investor Objection



“But investors won’t fund Benefit Corporations. VCs need maximum returns. They’ll avoid companies that prioritize public benefit.” 



Also false. 



Venture capital invested $2.5 billion in Benefit Corporations between 2013 and 2019. At rates similar to conventional companies. 



Multiple Benefit Corporations went public with VC backing: 


	Warby Parker: Raised $245 million. IPO valuation: $6 billion.

	Allbirds: VC-backed. Public company.

	Lemonade: VC-backed. Public company.

	Coursera: VC-backed. Public company.





Anthropic (AI safety company, Public Benefit Corporation): Raised $3.5 billion in latest round. Valuation: $61.5 billion. 



Total impact investing market doubled from $114 billion (2017) to $228 billion (2018). 



Investors aren’t avoiding Benefit Corporations. They’re pouring billions into them. 



Why? 



Because Benefit Corporations can still deliver returns. They can still exit. They can still go public. They just can’t use “maximize shareholder value” as an excuse to destroy everything else. 



VCs understand this. Which is why they invest billions in companies that legally reject the “shareholder primacy” doctrine. 



If the law required maximizing shareholder value, VCs legally couldn’t invest in Benefit Corporations. But they do. Regularly. At massive scale. 



The “investor objection” is fiction. 



The Nuclear Option: Just Stop Having Shareholders



Benefit Corporations prove shareholder primacy is optional. 



But there’s an even more direct solution. 



Stop having shareholders entirely. 



Become a nonprofit. 



How Nonprofits Legally Eliminate the Excuse



IRS-approved 501(c)(3) nonprofits have zero shareholders. 



No shareholders.

No “shareholder value to maximize.”

No extraction excuse possible. 



The mission becomes legally binding. Not optional. Not balanced against profit. Just binding. 



Directors have one fiduciary duty: Advance the mission. 



Not returns. Not exits. Not quarterly earnings. Mission only. 



It’s like taking the Hippocratic Oath for business building. 



First, do no harm to the mission. 



If shareholder primacy were truly a legal requirement for all organizations, nonprofits would be illegal. They explicitly reject the entire framework. 



They’re not illegal. 



They’re IRS-approved.

Federally protected.

Operating at massive scale.

Billions in annual revenue.

Thriving worldwide. 



What Organizations Gain by Giving Up Shareholders



Tax exemption on mission-related income. Donations become tax-deductible for supporters. Access to foundation grants unavailable to for-profits. 



But the real gains are freedom and simplicity. 



Freedom from extraction pressure.

Freedom from exit timelines.

Freedom from quarterly earnings theater. 



Freedom to build without the “law requires shareholder value” lie hanging over every decision. 



And accounting that actually makes sense. 



The Tax Advantage Nobody Talks About



501(c)(3) nonprofits pay zero federal income tax on mission-related revenue. 



Zero. 



Not reduced rates. Not deferred taxes. Not complicated deductions. 



Just zero. 



A for-profit company generating $10 million in revenue pays 21% corporate income tax. That’s $2.1 million to the IRS. 



A nonprofit generating the same $10 million in mission-related revenue pays $0. 



That $2.1 million goes to mission instead of extraction. 



Why the IRS Allows This



The government isn’t being generous. It’s making a trade. A cold calculation. 



Nonprofits do work the government would otherwise have to fund. Hospitals. Schools. Research. Social services. Disaster relief. Arts and culture. 



Without nonprofits, the government would need trillions more in budget to provide those services directly. 



The tax exemption costs the IRS billions. But the cost of providing all those services would be trillions. 



The math reveals an uncomfortable truth: The IRS quietly admits that mission-driven organizations deliver public benefit more efficiently than government agencies ever could. 



So the IRS trades tax revenue for public benefit work it doesn’t have to do. 



What Most Founders Don’t Know About Nonprofit Expenses



The biggest misconception: Nonprofits can’t spend money on normal business operations. 



False. 



Nonprofits can pay for anything that advances the mission. And “advancing the mission” covers nearly everything a for-profit business does. 



Vehicle wrapped with organization logo and QR code? Mission expense. Promotes awareness. Drives donations. 100% deductible. 



Gas for the trip to visit a donor? Mission expense. No mileage tracking required. Just receipts. 



Working on blog post about the mission while eating lunch? Mission expense. Creating content that serves the cause. 



Conference attendance? Mission expense if related to organizational work. 



Professional development? Mission expense if it improves ability to serve the mission. 



Home office? Mission expense based on space used for organizational work. 



The only test: Does it advance the mission? 



For-profit founders track everything obsessively because tax optimization requires it. Nonprofits ask simpler questions: Is this fundraising? Program delivery? Administrative overhead? 



Same expenses. Simpler accounting. Less anxiety about audits because there’s no tax game to play. 



The nonprofit advantage isn’t restriction. It’s simplicity. Most normal business expenses qualify as mission expenses if the organization does mission work. 



The Catch That Makes It Fair



There is a catch for nonprofit founders... 



They can’t extract the surplus money. 



A C-Corp founder can take profits as salary, dividends, or stock sales. Gets taxed personally on that extraction. 



A nonprofit founder can take reasonable salary for the work performed. But can’t extract the organization’s surplus as personal wealth. Can’t sell out for a big pay day. 



What “Reasonable” Actually Means



Youth Builder Academy (fictional nonprofit) raises $500,000 in year one. 



In a C-Corp:

Founder could take all $500K as salary/dividends (after taxes). Or reinvest it, then sell the company later for $5 million and pocket the proceeds. 



In a 501(c)(3):

Founder can take reasonable salary — say $75,000 for a small nonprofit executive. The remaining $425,000 must go to mission (facilities, programs, scholarships). 



No dividends. No taking the remaining $425K as “bonus.” No selling the organization and keeping proceeds. 



As the organization grows... 



Year 5: Youth Builder Academy raises $2 million annually. 



Reasonable salary increases with responsibility — maybe $120,000 for managing a $2M operation with staff. 



But that’s it. The other $1.88 million goes to mission. 



Compare to for-profit extraction: 



A for-profit founder running a $2M organization could: 


	Pay themselves $500K salary

	Take $500K in dividends

	Sell the company for $10M and keep it all





The nonprofit founder managing the same revenue? Capped at reasonable salary ($120K in this example). 



The IRS watches the ratio. 



If a nonprofit raises $500K and pays the founder $400K salary, the IRS asks: “How is $100K enough to deliver the mission promised to donors?” 



Red flag. Likely audit. Possible reclassification as “excess benefit” with 200% penalty. 



The cleaner standard: Look at comparables. 



Executive Director of similar-sized nonprofits in the same region. That’s the ceiling. 



Small nonprofit ($500K revenue): $60-90K Medium nonprofit ($2M revenue): $100-150K Large nonprofit ($10M revenue): $200-350K 



Go above those ranges? Better have documentation proving why compensation exceeds peer organizations. 



No dividends. No acquisition payout. No taking the organization public and selling shares. 



The money stays in the mission. Forever. 



The IRS gave up corporate tax because there’s no personal extraction to tax later. 



For builders focused on mission over extraction, this isn’t a limitation. It’s protection. 



The bigger advantage isn’t even the tax savings. It’s the accounting simplicity. 



Three Categories Instead of Tax Hell



For-profit companies track expenses across dozens of categories for tax deductions: 



Meals and entertainment (50% deductible). Travel (100% deductible if business). Home office (percentage based on square footage). Vehicle expenses (actual or mileage). Equipment depreciation (various schedules). Research and development (sometimes credits apply). Employee benefits (some deductible, some not). 



Every receipt needs classification. Every expense needs justification. Every deduction needs documentation for potential audit. 



The accounting complexity exists to minimize taxes. Which means companies spend enormous resources gaming the tax code instead of advancing their mission. 



Nonprofits track 3 categories: 



1. Fundraising costs 2. Program costs (mission delivery) 3. Administrative costs 



That’s it. 



No tax optimization. No depreciation schedules. No complex deduction strategies. 



The only question: Did this expense raise funds? Did it deliver the mission? Or was it organizational overhead? 



The simplicity is profound. 



Why This Matters for Builders



For-profit founders spend massive time on tax strategy. 



Quarterly estimated payments. Annual returns. State taxes. Local taxes. Sales tax. Payroll tax. Self-employment tax. Capital gains. Depreciation. Amortization. 



Each requires tracking. Planning. Professional help. Audits possible at any level. 



Time spent optimizing taxes is time not spent building. 



Nonprofit founders spend that time on mission instead. 



The Filing Frequency Advantage



For-profit corporations file quarterly. 



Quarterly estimated tax payments.

Quarterly state filings.

Quarterly payroll reports. 



Public companies add quarterly 10-Q filings to SEC. Quarterly earnings calls. Quarterly anxiety about meeting expectations. 



Four times a year, everything stops for tax compliance. 



Nonprofits file once a year. 



Form 990. That’s it. One annual filing. 



No quarterly estimates. No quarterly state filings. No quarterly performance theater. 



Why? No federal taxes owed. No quarterly extraction to report. 



The mental bandwidth this frees up is enormous.

Build the business.

Skip the hassles of tax reporting. 



What Form 990 Actually Asks



The IRS Form 990 (annual nonprofit filing) asks straightforward questions: 



How much did the organization raise? How much went to programs? How much to fundraising? How much to admin? 



No complex deductions. No tax optimization games. No hiding money in depreciation schedules. 



Just transparency about how funds were used to advance the mission. 



For organizations actually focused on building rather than extracting, this is liberating. 



The Psychological Freedom



Beyond the practical tax benefits, there’s psychological freedom. 



Every for-profit decision carries tax implications. Hire a contractor or employee? Different tax treatment. Buy equipment or lease it? Different depreciation. Take profits or reinvest? Different tax consequences. 



Tax considerations contaminate every decision. 



Nonprofits don’t have this problem. The question is simple: Does this advance the mission? 



Not: Does this minimize taxes while advancing the mission? 



Just: Does this advance the mission? 



The mental clarity this creates is enormous. 



Decisions get made on mission merit, not tax optimization. 



What Organizations Actually Give Up



Equity ownership. Stock options. IPO dreams. Acquisition paydays. 



Personal enrichment from organizational success. 



Which sounds like a lot — until the actual tradeoff becomes clear: what’s being given up is the ability to extract. 



The nonprofit structure removes the personal financial incentive to prioritize extraction over mission. 



That’s not a bug. That’s the entire point. 



The “But Nonprofits Can’t Scale” Myth



Critics claim nonprofits can’t scale. They rely on donations. Real businesses need profit motive. 



Tell that to: 



Wikipedia: Zero paid content. 300 million readers monthly. More traffic than most for-profit media companies combined. 



Khan Academy: Free education for 150 million learners. Zero tuition. Zero ads. Zero extraction. 



Mozilla Foundation: Built Firefox. Competed with Microsoft’s Internet Explorer and won. Nonprofit. 



The Linux Foundation: Created the operating system running 96.3% of the world’s top 1 million web servers (according to W3Techs). 



Goodwill Industries: $7 billion in annual revenue. 157,000 employees. Nonprofit. 



Scale isn’t blocked by nonprofit status. Extraction is. 



The Real Cost of Going Nonprofit



IRS Form 1023-EZ application fee: $275. 



Legal fees: $0 if using AI assistance for step-by-step guidance. 



Time to approval: 90 days average. 



Ongoing reporting: Annual Form 990 filing. 



That’s it. 



Total cost to permanently escape the “shareholder value” trap: $275 plus less than 2 hours of AI assistance. 



Less than most companies spend on a single strategy consultant meeting. 



The barrier isn’t cost. The barrier isn’t complexity. 



The barrier is giving up personal extraction. 



Why Founders Don’t Choose It



Most founders reject nonprofit structure immediately. 



“I’m building a business, not a charity.” 



But nonprofits aren’t always charities. They’re mission-driven organizations with different legal structures. 



Patagonia essentially became a nonprofit when Yvon Chouinard transferred ownership to environmental trusts. Still operates like a business. Still generates revenue. Still innovates. 



Just can’t extract. 



Another reason founders avoid nonprofits: private equity and venture capital guilt. 



Hard to take $50 million from VCs when the company structure legally prohibits giving them returns. Hard to promise 10x exits when the organization can’t be sold. Hard to claim “we’re disrupting the industry” when the business model is “serve the mission forever.” 



Nonprofits make extraction investors uncomfortable. Because extraction investors can’t invest in organizations that legally reject extraction. 



So founders who want VC money pick for-profit structures. (Specifically C-Corporations as LLCs pose tax issues with investors.) Then claim the law required them to maximize shareholder value. 



The law didn’t require it. The desire for VC funding required it. 



Different choice. Same deflection. 



The aversion to nonprofit structure reveals the real goal: personal enrichment from organizational success. 



Which is fine. But own it. 



Don’t claim “the law requires shareholder value maximization” when the structure that prioritizes shareholder value was chosen deliberately to attract investors who demand extraction. 



Extraction was picked. The law gave alternatives. 



What This Proves About “Legal Requirements”



If the law truly required all organizations to maximize shareholder value, nonprofits would be illegal. 



They’re not. 



They’re legally protected. IRS-approved. Operating at massive scale. 



Which means the “legal requirement” was always a choice. 



Corporations chose the structure that prioritizes shareholder returns. Then claimed the law required it. 



But the law offered nonprofits all along. Organizations that legally reject shareholder primacy entirely. 



The law didn’t require extraction. It provided a menu of structures. Some optimize for extraction. Some optimize for mission. 



Organizations chose extraction. Then blamed the law. 



The Three Legal Escapes



The law provides 3 ways to escape “shareholder value” extraction: 



Benefit Corporations: Balance profit and public benefit. For $164 Delaware filing fee. 



Public Benefit Corporations: Similar to Benefit Corps, with specific public benefit focus. 



501(c)(3) Nonprofits: Eliminate shareholders entirely. Mission becomes sole legal obligation. 



All legal. All available. All ignored by extractors who claim “the law made us do it.” 



The law didn’t make them extract. The law gave them alternatives. 



They chose extraction anyway. 



The Companies That Told Shareholder Primacy to Take a Hike



These companies legally rejected the extraction model: 



Kickstarter (2015): “We’ll never sell user data. We’ll donate 5% of after-tax profit to arts education. We’ll measure success by positive impact, not revenue growth.” 



All legally binding. All in their charter. All enforceable. 



Patagonia (2022): Yvon Chouinard gave away the entire company to fight climate change. Made Earth the only shareholder. 



Legal. Approved. Protected. 



Anthropic (2023): AI company structured as Public Benefit Corporation from day one. Mission: Build safe AI that benefits humanity. Not: maximize returns for Google and other investors. 



They raised billions with that structure. Investors accepted it. 



King Arthur Baking (2004): 100% employee-owned. Benefit Corporation. Profits shared with workers who actually bake. 



No extraction. No exit. No private equity payday. 



Warby Parker, Allbirds, Coursera, Plum Organics, This American Life — all Benefit Corporations. 



All thriving. All legal. All proof the law never required extraction. 



What Else The Law Permits



Beyond Benefit Corporations: 



Constituency Statutes: 33 states have laws explicitly allowing directors to consider non-shareholder interests (employees, customers, communities, environment). 



Connecticut’s law: Directors “may consider” community and societal considerations when evaluating transactions. 



May. Not must. But definitely permitted. 



Public Benefit Language in Corporate Charters: Companies can write mission commitments directly into their legal documents. Courts uphold them. Shareholders are bound by them. 



All legal. All available. All ignored by extractors who claim “the law made us do it.” 



How Extractors Use The Lie



Weaponizing Fake Legal Requirements



The “legal requirement” myth serves extraction perfectly. 



When firing workers: 



“We’re legally obligated to maximize shareholder value. That means reducing headcount. Our hands are tied.” 



Translation: We chose to fire people to boost quarterly earnings. But “the law made us” sounds better. 



When accepting buyouts: 



“The board has a fiduciary duty to accept the highest offer. We have no choice.” 



Translation: We want the payout. But “legal obligation” sounds better than “we’re cashing out.” 



When cutting Research and Development: 



“Investors have a legal right to maximum returns. We must eliminate non-essential spending.” 



Translation: We chose short-term profits over long-term innovation. But “legal requirement” deflects criticism. 



When rejecting environmental/social initiatives: 



“We’d love to help, but shareholder primacy is the law. Our hands are tied.” 



Translation: We don’t want to spend money on non-financial goals. But “the law” sounds better than “we don’t care.” 



The Pattern



Extractors invoke “legal requirement” when justifying extraction. 



Extractors never invoke “legal requirement” when avoiding accountability. 



Boeing executives after 737 MAX killed 346 people: Did they say “the law required us to take $62 million and retire”? (According to multiple reports, CEO Dennis Muilenburg departed with $62 million after being fired.) 



No. 



They said they’d been fired and deserved their compensation packages. 



Legal requirement only applies when justifying extraction. Never when requiring accountability. 



The Real Legal Requirements They Ignore



Here’s what corporate law actually requires: 



Duty of Care: Directors must be informed before making decisions. 



Most extraction happens without proper analysis. Consultants present recommendations. Boards approve them. Due diligence optional. 



Duty of Loyalty: Directors must act in company’s best interests, not their own. 



Yet executive compensation is tied to stock price. Creating conflicts of interest. Incentivizing extraction that boosts short-term value. 



Good Faith: Directors must act honestly and in pursuit of legitimate corporate purposes. 



Yet boards approve buybacks that enrich executives while bankrupting companies. Hard to call that good faith. 



The actual legal requirements get ignored. The fake requirement (“maximize shareholder value”) gets cited constantly. 



Jack Dorsey’s Claim



Twitter/Square/Block founder Jack Dorsey reportedly repeated this myth in a podcast interview: 



“A public company must accept the highest offer by law.” 



This is false. 



Twitter’s board rejected Elon Musk’s initial offer. Negotiated. Considered alternatives. Eventually accepted revised terms. 



If they were legally required to accept the highest offer immediately, they couldn’t have negotiated. 



They did negotiate. Because they had discretion. 



Dorsey either doesn’t understand corporate law (unlikely for a serial CEO) or found it convenient to claim no choice existed (more likely). 



The “law made me do it” narrative deflects responsibility. 



The Accountability Gap



The real accountability gap: 



When extractors claim “the law made us do it,” ask them to cite the law. 



They can’t. 



Because it doesn’t exist. 



They’ll reference Friedman’s essay (not law). Delaware corporate law (which permits stakeholder consideration). Revlon doctrine (which they mischaracterize). 



But they can’t cite an actual legal requirement to maximize shareholder value above all else. 



Because there isn’t one. 



Why The Lie Persists



The myth serves too many interests: 



Executives: Deflects responsibility for extraction decisions. “The law made me” sounds better than “I chose money.” 



Boards: Provides cover for short-term thinking. Easier to claim obligation than explain choice. 



Investors: Weaponizes fake law to pressure companies. “The board is legally required to do what we want.” 



Business schools: Teaching a simple rule is easier than teaching nuanced judgment. “Maximize shareholder value” fits on a slide. 



Lawyers: Complexity creates billable hours. Simpler to say “shareholder primacy” than explain actual fiduciary duties. 



Everyone benefits from the lie except the people getting extracted from. 



The Human Cost



The Worker Who Lost Everything



Consider the worker who gets fired. 



Told: “Nothing personal. The law requires us to maximize shareholder value. That means reducing headcount.” 



She built products for 15 years. Trained new employees. Improved processes. Solved problems. Stayed loyal. 



Now she’s unemployed because “the law requires it.” 



Except the law doesn’t require it. 



The board chose to fire her. To boost quarterly earnings. To make stock options more valuable. To satisfy activist investors. 



They chose extraction. Then blamed the law. It’s the perfect cover. 



The Irony of Legal Deflection



The same executives who claim “the law requires extraction” never claim “the law requires accountability.” 



Boeing executives after 737 MAX disasters: “We were legally required to accept $62 million and retire.” 



Said no one.

Ever. 



Purdue Pharma executives after opioid epidemic: “The law required us to take billions before bankruptcy.” 



Said no one.

Ever. 



Enron executives after destroying 20,000 retirement accounts: “The law required us to sell our shares while workers were locked out.” 



Said no one.

Ever. 



Legal requirement only applies when justifying extraction. Never when requiring consequences. 



The Truth About Legal Requirements



What Directors Have Always Been Allowed To Do



Directors have always had legal permission to: 




	Invest in long-term R&D over short-term profits

	Pay workers above market rates

	Reject higher offers for strategic reasons

	Consider community and environmental impact

	Prioritize mission over quarterly earnings

	Build instead of extract





All legal. All permitted. All within fiduciary duty. 



They just have to choose it. 



The law doesn’t require extraction. It permits building. 



Always has. 



The Delaware Supreme Court’s Actual Position



Delaware Supreme Court, 2019 (Marchand v. Barnhill): 



“Directors are charged with managing the corporation for the benefit of its stockholder owners, but Delaware law does not require directors to maximize stockholder value at the expense of other constituencies.” 



Worth repeating. 



Delaware law does not require directors to maximize stockholder value at the expense of other constituencies. 



That’s Delaware.

68% of Fortune 500 companies.

The highest corporate law authority in America. 



And they just said: Directors don’t have to maximize shareholder value above everything else. 



Yet extractors keep claiming the law requires it. 



The Lie Exposed



“We’re legally required to maximize shareholder value.” 



False. 



“We must accept the highest offer.” 



False. 



“The law ties our hands.” 



False. 



“Fiduciary duty requires extraction.” 



False. 



The truth: Directors have enormous discretion. They choose extraction. Then blame the law to avoid accountability. 



The law permits building.

It permits extraction.

Directors choose which. 



Why This Matters



This lie enables every extraction in this book. 



Private equity can’t load companies with debt and fire workers without boards approving. Boards approve because “shareholder value requires it.” 



Venture capitalists can’t demand 10x growth without founders accepting. Founders accept because “fiduciary duty requires it.” 



Consultants can’t extract billions without executives hiring them. Executives hire them because “the law requires efficiency.” 



Every extraction begins with a choice. Followed by a lie that the choice was required. 



The Companies That Said No



Patagonia.

Costco.

Basecamp.

In-N-Out.

Valve.

Kickstarter.

Wikipedia.

Linux.

Craigslist.

Signal. 



All of them had legal permission to extract. All chose building instead. All thrived. 



No lawsuits. No legal violations. No fiduciary duty breaches. 



Because the law never required extraction. 



They just exercised the discretion the law provides. 



And thrived. 



Legal doesn’t mean sustainable. The companies that survive play a different game. 



The Punchline:



Imagine a bank robber claiming “the laws of physics required me to rob the bank.” 



Gravity pulled me toward the vault. 



Momentum carried me through the door. 



Thermodynamics compelled me to take the money. 



My hands were tied. Physics made me do it. 



Everyone would laugh. 



Yet when executives say “the law required us to extract,” everyone nods. 



Same lie.

Different authority figure.

Same result. 



The physics of money didn’t require extraction.

The laws of business don’t require extraction. 



People chose extraction. Then blamed something bigger to avoid responsibility. 



The law didn’t make them do it. 



They just found it convenient to claim it did. 







Next



But private equity isn’t the only extraction machine claiming legal obligation. 



Venture capital uses the same lie. Same deflection. Different math. 



And... 



“We need 10x returns.” “Fiduciary duty to our limited partners.” “The model requires it.” 



Translation: We designed a system that requires 99 companies to fail so one can return enough to cover our fees. 



Then we claim the math made us do it. 



The legal lie enables private equity’s destruction. 



But venture capital’s extraction? That requires failure by design. 



Venture Capital’s Failure Requirements



Yes.

It’s a conspiracy.

And founders are the mark. 



Venture capitalists set founders up to fail. 



On purpose. 



The game is rigged, and it’s rigged on purpose. 



It’s the best-kept secret on Sand Hill Road. 



The entire venture capital model depends on 99 out of 100 companies dying. 



Not struggling. Not pivoting. Dying. 



They need founders to fail. 



Not as collateral damage. As the design. 



And here’s the part that’ll really mess with founders’ heads... 



If founders actually succeed... if they build something profitable... the same venture capitalist who gave them money and probably sits on their board is likely to sabotage their startup. 



Venture capitalists will poach the best employees for their other portfolio companies more likely to become unicorns. 



They’ll leak strategies to competitors. They’ll manufacture drama to force founders out. 



The enemy within is often worse than any competitor outside. 



The math only works for venture capitalists when most founders fail. 



The model requires destruction. 



They’ll tell founders it’s about “shooting for the moon.”

It’s actually about shooting most companies in the head. 



Here’s why: Venture capitalists extract value regardless of outcome. 



Company succeeds?

Extract through IPO. 



Company fails?

Extract through acquihire. 



Company zombifies?

Extract through fees. 



Company dies fast?

Extract through tax write-offs. 



The failure isn’t the bug. The failure is the feature. 



No matter how the game ends, it’s always a win for the venture capitalist. 



The Math That Requires Failure



The Power Law Lie



Venture capitalists worship something called the “power law.” 



They throw money at dozens of startups. They know 97 out of 100 will fail. Go tits up in spectacular fashion. 2 will cling to life support. And 1 will become the "unicorn" - returning enough revenue (never profits) to pay for all the other failures. 



They call this “portfolio theory” and “asymmetric upside,” but it’s really just gambling with better spreadsheets. 



Peter Thiel’s Founders Fund backed Facebook and returned 31,200% ROI. Everything else could have gone to zero. Still a win. 



Accel Partners. Facebook stake turned $12 million into $9 billion. The other 99 investments that year? Irrelevant. 



They don’t want a portfolio of successful companies. They want one extraction unicorn and a pile of corpses piling up in the streets of San Francisco. And the destruction never stops, the pile just gets higher and higher... the stench of failure so thick people can taste it in their morning latte, but venture capitalists just call it “the smell of disruption.” 



The 10X Requirement



Every venture capital investment must have “10X potential.” 



Not because 10X is good. Because when 9 fail, the one survivor needs to cover everyone’s losses. 



A sustainable business that could 2X? Not interested.

A profitable company growing 30% yearly? Too small.

A service helping thousands? Who cares. 



They need extraction-level returns. Build something real? That’s failure. Build something that extracts from millions? That’s success. 



The Blitzscaling Scam



Reid Hoffman coined “blitzscaling.” 



Grow so fast everything breaks. 



Burn money.

Ignore unit economics.

Destroy competitors with capital, not products.

Sacrifice quality for speed.

Growth at any cost. 



Uber lost $31 billion before going public. Still loses money. 



Sure, old taxi services sucked. Dirty cars. Racist drivers. Never showed up. No accountability. Credit card machines “broken” every time. Uber genuinely fixed these problems. Made transportation accessible. Created accountability. Cleaned up a corrupt industry. 



That’s what makes the extraction so insidious. They hold genuine improvements hostage to their monopoly. 



Here’s the trick: They used $31 billion of venture capital money to subsidize rides below cost, destroying thousands of small taxi businesses. Once the competition died, they jacked up prices, slashed driver pay, and now extract from both sides. But we can’t go back to the old system - they burned that bridge. 



They didn’t just fix the taxi industry. They fixed it, killed all alternatives, then started extracting from their fix. 



It’s like a doctor who cures a disease, kills all other doctors, then charges patients rent to stay alive. 



WeWork. Burned $12 billion. Never made sense. Never made money. But it grew fast. That’s all venture capitalists wanted. 



DoorDash. Loses money on every order. $7.1 billion in revenue. $558 million in losses. 



Think about that insanity. They take 30% from every restaurant. They pay drivers below minimum wage after expenses. They charge customers delivery fees, service fees, “regulatory fees,” and guilt them into tips. They have no kitchens, no food inventory, no real costs beyond an app and some servers. 



How the fuck do they lose money with that model? This should be like a tollbooth that’s open 48 hours a day - just collecting fees from every direction while doing basically nothing. 



Answer: On purpose. They’re not losing money - they’re buying monopoly. Every dollar “lost” is spent destroying local delivery services, subsidizing customer acquisition, and making restaurants dependent on their platform. Once restaurants can’t survive without DoorDash orders, once customers expect instant delivery, once all competitors are dead - then they’ll extract real profits. 



The losses are the weapon. Public company now. Venture capitalists got their exit. Every local restaurant pays forever. 



Oh, and while DoorDash “loses” $558 million? Tony Xu, the founder, sells millions in stock every single month. Clockwork. Through SEC-blessed 10b5-1 plans so he can claim he’s not insider trading. He’s extracted over $400 million personally while his company bleeds money. 



The company loses. The restaurants lose. The drivers lose. The founder wins. 



That’s not a bug in the model. That’s not a glitch in the system. That’s the entire fucking point of venture capital. 



The math is simple: Grow fast enough to dump on public markets before anyone notices it’s broken. 



The Founder Destruction Playbook



The Pivot Pressure



Marc Andreessen says “pivot” is just a fancy new word for an old word: fuckup. 



He’s being generous. It’s actually worse. A fuckup is at least honest. 



When startups aren’t growing fast enough, venture capitalists demand “pivots.” 



Pivot means abandon what founders are building. Build something else. Usually something more extractive. It’s not admitting failure - it’s doubling down on extraction. 



Instagram started as Burbn, a check-in app. Venture capitalists pushed the pivot. Became photo sharing. Sold to Facebook for $1 billion. Now destroys teenage mental health at scale. 



Twitter started as Odeo, a podcasting platform. Venture capitalists pushed the pivot. Became microblogging. Now amplifies outrage for engagement. 



Slack started as a gaming company. Venture capitalists pushed the pivot. Became workplace surveillance disguised as chat. 



Every pivot toward extraction. Never toward building. Always toward the exit. 



The Series A Crunch



Here’s the dirty secret: Venture capitalists create artificial scarcity. 



500 seed investments. 50 get Series A. 5 get Series B. 1 goes public. 



They fund too many seeds knowing most won’t get more money. Creates desperation. Desperate founders do desperate things. Like abandon their values. Like extract instead of build. 



Venture capitalists deliberately create scarcity. Force founders to compete for follow-on funding. The most desperate founders abandon their values. The most willing to extract get the next round. 



It’s natural selection for sociopaths. 



The Founder Disposability



Venture capitalists love to fire founders. 



Steve Jobs. Fired from Apple. Travis Kalanick. Fired from Uber. Adam Neumann. Fired from WeWork. Jack Dorsey. Fired from Twitter. Twice. 



Founders think venture capitalists are partners. Venture capitalists know founders are replaceable. Build the extraction machine, then get replaced by someone who’ll extract harder. 



They call it “bringing in adult supervision.” 



It’s bringing in professional extractors. 



Harvard MBA. Stanford GSB. Wharton. The same schools that train McKinsey consultants and investment bankers. They’ve never built anything, never created value, never served customers. But they speak fluent extraction: TAM, CAC, LTV, burn rate, runway. 



These “adults” get brought in as CEO, CFO, COO. Seven-figure salaries. Massive equity packages. Golden parachutes. Their job isn’t to build the company - it’s to prepare it for exit. Cut costs (fire the builders). Juice metrics (fake growth). 



Punchline: Polish the turd for acquisition or IPO. 



The founder who lived on ramen for years? Pushed to “Chief Vision Officer” - a made-up title that means nothing. The early employees who built everything? Replaced by “senior leadership” from failed unicorns. 



Watch the pattern: Founder builds something real. Venture capital demands “scale.” Founder can’t deliver impossible growth. Venture capitalists bring in Harvard MBA. MBA drives extraction. Company dies or gets sold. MBA gets $50 million exit package. Founder gets trauma. 



They don’t call it a coup. They call it “professionalization.” 



The Living Dead Portfolio



Most venture capital portfolios are full of “zombies.” 



Not dead. Not alive. Can’t grow. Can’t die. Just exist. 



Venture capitalists won’t give more money. Won’t let them shut down. The founders are trapped. Years of their lives wasted. 



Why keep zombies alive? Tax write-offs. Portfolio statistics. The chance they might accidentally become valuable. 



500 Startups has hundreds of zombies. Y Combinator has thousands. Founders in purgatory while venture capitalists hunt for unicorns. 



The Psychological Warfare



The Gaslighting Machine



Founders probably think this chapter is a made up tale. 



That jealousy is involved. 



After all, if what’s being exposed is really happening, surely everyone would know about it. 



But here’s EXACTLY how venture capitalists get away with it all. 



Just one word: 



Gaslighting. 



Failed venture capital-backed founders almost never complain. 



Not in public. Not on podcasts. Not even anonymously on Reddit. 



Thousands of founders. Billions in losses. Years of their lives destroyed. 



Silence. 



Why? 



Because venture capital perfected psychological warfare. They don’t just take founders’ companies. They colonize their minds. 



The gaslighting starts day one. 



“You’re not thinking big enough.” “That’s not how winners think.” “Maybe you’re not cut out for this.” 



Every board meeting becomes therapy in reverse. Instead of healing trauma, they create it. Instead of building confidence, they destroy it. 



When the company fails — and remember, they NEED it to fail — the founder believes it’s their fault. 



Not the impossible growth targets. Not the forced pivots. Not the deliberately broken model. 



Their fault. 



The venture capitalists are master gaslighters. They've turned founder exploitation into a psychological science. 



Tactic #1: The Imposter Complex



They constantly remind founders they’re “lucky” to get funding. Lucky to be chosen. Lucky to play the game. 



Founders weren’t smart. They were lucky. Founders didn’t earn it. They won the lottery. Founders should be grateful. Not critical. 



By the time venture capitalists fire founders from their own companies, founders thank them for the opportunity. 



Tactic #2: The Failure Sermon



“Failure is just learning!” “Every great founder fails!” “This is part of your journey!” 



They preach failure like prosperity gospel. 



But notice — the venture capitalists never fail. Their 2% management fee never fails. Their carried interest never fails. 



Only founders fail. Only founders lose everything. And only founders get taught to be grateful for it. 



Tactic #3: The Network Threat



Silicon Valley is smaller than founders think. Venture capitalists talk. They share notes. They blacklist. 



Complain about one venture capitalist? Every venture capitalist knows. Criticize the model? Founders become “not a team player.” Tell the truth about what happened? Founders become “difficult to work with.” 



The threat is never explicit. It doesn’t need to be. 



Every founder knows: speak up and they’ll never raise again. 



Tactic #4: The Success Theater



They parade the one unicorn founder everywhere. TechCrunch. Forbes. Conference keynotes. 



“See? The system works!” “Look at this success story!” “You could be next!” 



They never show the 99 corpses. Never interview the fired founders. Never platform the walking wounded. 



One winner’s story drowns out ninety-nine screams. 



The same sacred names, chanted like a mantra: 



Airbnb — rejected 7 times! Uber — nobody believed! WhatsApp — $19 billion exit! Instagram — $1 billion in 2 years! DoorDash — laughed out of YC! 



Five names. Maybe ten. Out of fifty thousand funded startups. 



They repeat these names so often, people would think they were the only companies ever funded. Like a casino advertising their one jackpot winner while hiding the mortgage payments lost at their tables. 



“Brian Chesky got rejected seven times!” “Travis fought through the doubts!” “Look at what’s possible!” 



For every Brian Chesky, there are 10,000 founders whose names no one will ever know. Not because they failed. Because the venture capitalists needed them to fail. Their destruction was the plan. Their corpses are the foundation. 



But no one will ever hear their stories at TechCrunch Disrupt. 



Tactic #5: The Reputation Hostage



Their LinkedIn still says “Founder.” Their Twitter bio has their startup. Their identity merged with the company. 



Admitting the venture capital model is rigged means admitting they got played. Criticizing the game means they lost it. Speaking truth means confessing failure. 



So founders stay quiet. Protect their reputation. Preserve their ego. 



The gaslighting worked. 



They live in purgatory now. Can’t move forward — that would mean starting over. Can’t look back — that would mean admitting they were the mark. Can’t speak truth — that would mean confessing they spent years building someone else’s lottery ticket. 



So they float. Ghost founders. Walking LinkedIn profiles. Posting on LinkedIn about “what they learned” without ever saying what really happened. Mentoring the next generation into the same meat grinder. Teaching courses on “How to Raise Venture Capital” when they know it’s “How to Get Extracted.” 



Their ego can’t handle the truth: They weren’t entrepreneurs. They were employees with worse terms. 



The Stockholm Syndrome



The sickest part? 



Failed founders defend their venture capitalists. Failed founders protect their venture capitalists. Failed founders thank their venture capitalists. 



“They tried to help.” “They believed in the vision.” “It just didn’t work out.” 



Like abuse victims defending their abusers. Like cult members protecting their leaders. Like prisoners thanking their guards. 



The extraction isn’t just financial. It’s psychological. It’s spiritual. 



They don’t just take the company. They take the ability to see what they took. 



It’s like a pickpocket teaching victims to be grateful for the mugging. They steal wallets, watches, dignity — then convince victims it was a masterclass in entrepreneurship. Victims walk away thanking them for the lesson, never noticing their pockets are empty. 



The Silence Conspiracy



Go to any founder meetup. Any startup event. Any entrepreneur community. 



Everyone knows the game is rigged. Everyone has horror stories. Everyone got screwed. 



But nobody says it publicly. 



The silence isn’t accidental. It’s engineered. Through legal agreements — NDAs, non-disparagement clauses, settlement terms. Through social pressure — the mythology of “paying it forward,” the cult of “positivity,” the church of “growth mindset.” 



Through fear — of lawsuits, of blacklisting, of admitting they wasted years on a lie. 



Ten thousand founders suffering in silence. Each thinking they’re alone. Each believing they failed. 



None realizing they were supposed to fail. It was the plan all along. 



The Perfect Crime



Venture capitalists found the perfect crime. 



Rob someone of their company. Convince them they deserved it. Make them grateful for the experience. 



No victim, no crime. No crime, no criminal. No criminal, no consequences. 



The gaslighting is so complete, the victims become evangelists. Failed founders start accelerators. Write books about “failing forward.” Mentor the next generation into the same trap. 



The abused become abusers. The extracted become extractors. The cycle continues. 



Reddit’s entrepreneur forums are graveyards of deleted posts. Someone shares their venture capital horror story. Gets a hundred upvotes. Then deletes it. The fear kicks in. The conditioning activates. The gaslighting wins. 



The few who do speak up get buried in responses: “You should be grateful they invested.” “Maybe you weren’t ready.” “Sounds like you didn’t execute.” “This is just how the game works.” 



Gaslighting by committee. Victim-blaming by consensus. The community polices itself. 



Venture capitalists don’t need to silence founders. 



Founders silence themselves. 



And each other. 



The evidence of extraction is everywhere. But the evidence of malfeasance? 



According to venture capitalists, that’s as real as Santa Claus. As credible as the tooth fairy. As provable as unicorns shitting rainbows. 



“Nobody forced you to take the money!” “You signed the terms!” “This is how innovation works!” 



They’ve gaslit an entire generation into believing that systematic extraction is just “how startups work.” Like telling children that getting molars ripped out is just “how teeth work” — and here’s a quarter for the trauma. 



The crime scene has been rebranded as a classroom. The victims have been recruited as teaching assistants. The criminals give keynotes about innovation. 



This isn’t venture capital failing. 



This is venture capital succeeding. 



Exactly as designed. 



The Exit Scams



The Acquihire Extraction



When startups fail, venture capitalists orchestrate “acquihires.” 



Sounds innocent. Sounds like everyone wins. Sounds like a soft landing. 



It’s actually the final extraction. 



Google buys the team, not the product. Facebook absorbs the engineers. Amazon consumes the talent. 



But here’s what really happens: 



The startup raised $10 million. Burned through $9 million. Has $1 million left and 3 months of runway. 



The venture capitalists make calls. Not to save the company — to save their reputation. They can’t have another dead portfolio company. They need to manufacture an “exit.” 



Enter Big Tech. They don’t want the product. The product is shit — that’s why it’s failing. They want the engineers. Good engineers are hard to find. Cheaper to buy them pre-vetted than recruit them. 



The “acquisition” price? $15 million. Sounds like a win, right? The press release will say “15X return!” 



Here’s the real math: 



The Liquidation Waterfall:


	Venture capitalists get their liquidation preference first: $10 million

	Legal fees and “transaction costs”: $2 million

	Retention bonuses for engineers (vesting over 4 years): $2.5 million

	Founder “compensation”: $500k (vesting over 3 years)

	Early employees who built everything: $0





The founders can’t even complain. They signed non-disparagement agreements. They’re grateful for the $500k. Better than bankruptcy. 



The engineers? They get new jobs with 2-year lockups. Leave early? Repay the “signing bonus.” It’s not a job offer. It’s indentured servitude with stock options. 



The Three-Year Prison:



Year 1: “Integration period” — can’t leave or you repay everything Year 2: “Transition period” — can’t leave or lose unvested stock Year 3: “Retention period” — can’t leave or get blackballed 



By year 4, they’re institutionalized. They forgot how to build. They only know how to attend meetings about meetings. 



The investors announce the acquihire as a “successful exit.” TechCrunch writes a puff piece. 



The venture capitalist updates their portfolio page. Where it used to say “Active,” now it says “Exit.” 



Not “Failed.” Not “Acquihired for parts.” Not “Shut down after burning $10 million.” 



Just “Exit.” 



Same label as Instagram’s $1 billion sale. Same label as WhatsApp’s $19 billion acquisition. Same label as actual successes. 



Visit any venture capital website. Count the “Exits.” Sequoia, Andreessen Horowitz, Benchmark. Dozens of logos with “Exit” badges. They look like victories. Most are corpses. 



The acquihire gets the same trophy as the unicorn. The failure gets the same label as the fortune. The destruction gets the same designation as the disruption. 



Another “win.” 



Meanwhile, the actual product? 



Dead within 6 months. “Sunset” they call it. Like it’s peaceful. Like it’s natural. Who doesn’t love a beautiful sunset? 



Reality: thousands of customers screwed. Years of data deleted. Communities destroyed. Support forums archived. 



“We’re excited to announce that [Startup] is joining [Big Tech]! This incredible journey wouldn’t have been possible without you. Effective immediately, the service will be discontinued.” 



The customers who paid for a year in advance? Sorry, check the Terms of Service. No refunds. The integration with other tools? Sorry, API deprecated. The features they relied on? Sorry, not strategic. 



The Patent Extraction:



But wait, there’s more. 



Buried in the acquihire is patent assignment. Every line of code. Every algorithm. Every innovation. 



Now belongs to Big Tech. 



That revolutionary approach that could have changed the industry? Locked in Google’s patent vault. That breakthrough feature? Facebook’s intellectual property now. 



They don’t use these patents. They hoard them. Defensive weapons against future competitors. Founders’ innovation becomes their moat. 



The Reputation Laundering:



The best part? Everyone pretends it’s success. 



LinkedIn updates: “Excited to announce I’m joining Google!” Venture capital website: “Portfolio company acquired by Google” Press release: “Strategic acquisition strengthens Google’s capabilities” 



Nobody mentions the company failed. Nobody mentions customers got screwed. Nobody mentions it was a fire sale. 



The founders can’t even build a competitor. Non-compete agreements for 5 years. Their knowledge, their relationships, their ideas — all locked up. 



They become evangelists for their own imprisonment: 



“The resources at Google are amazing!” “Finally working on problems at scale!” “Grateful for this opportunity!” 



They sound like hostages reading prepared statements. Because they are. 



The Revolving Door:



After 3 years, they leave. Start another company. Raise from the same venture capitalists. Build toward another acquihire. 



They know the game now. They optimize for it. 



Don’t build for customers. Build for acquisition. Don’t create value. Create engineering talent. Don’t solve problems. Solve Big Tech’s hiring needs. 



The acquihire isn’t an exit strategy. It’s the entire strategy. 



It’s like planning a wedding just for the divorce settlement. Like having a baby for the tax deduction. Like building a plane designed to crash — but calling it a “controlled landing” when it does. 



Venture capitalists fund companies they know will fail, knowing Big Tech will buy the corpses. It’s body-shopping with extra steps. 



Failure dressed as success. Extraction disguised as exit. Destruction celebrated as disruption. 



The startup was never meant to succeed. 



It was meant to be acquired. 



Founders didn’t found a company. They performed a $10 million job interview. The most expensive theater production in history — where they play “entrepreneur” until Google gives them a W-2 and a 50% discount on food at their cafeteria. 



They traded their dreams, their company, years of struggle, millions burned, lives destroyed... for cafeteria perks that summer interns get on day one. 



The Four-Tier Failure Strategy



Venture capitalists don’t just accept failure. They architect it. Every portfolio company gets sorted into 4 tiers. The sorting happens within 18 months. The outcome is predetermined. 



Tier 1: The Unicorn Hunt (1%)



This is the company that might actually return 1000X. 



Gets unlimited capital. Gets board attention. Gets follow-on rounds. Gets introduced to everyone. Gets every resource. 



This is what Limited Partners think they’re paying for. This is what TechCrunch writes about. This is what justifies the entire model. 



One company out of 100. 



Tier 2: The Acquihire Pipeline (20-30%)



These companies won’t be unicorns. But they have good engineers. 



Venture capitalists actively route these toward acquihires. Not because they failed. Because they succeeded wrong. They built something real. They served customers. They made revenue. They just didn’t 100X fast enough. 



The venture capitalist makes a call to Google. To Facebook. To Amazon. 



“We’ve got a talented team. Good engineers. Pre-vetted. Desperate enough to accept your terms. Want them?” 



Big Tech always wants them. Engineers are expensive to recruit. Cheaper to buy them pre-assembled. With a VC’s stamp of approval. Already broken in. Already desperate. 



The acquisition happens. The press release goes out. “Strategic acquisition strengthens capabilities.” 



Everyone pretends it’s success. 



The venture capitalist gets the “Exit” label on their portfolio page. Same label as Instagram’s $1 billion sale. Same trophy. Different outcome. But Limited Partners can’t tell the difference from the website. 



The venture capitalist gets their capital back first. Liquidation preferences. The $10 million investment? Returned before anyone else gets paid. 



The engineers get new jobs. With worse terms than direct hires. Locked in for 3-4 years or they repay the signing bonus. Can’t leave. Can’t compete. Can’t build. 



The founder gets $500,000. Vesting over 3 years. At a company they don’t control. Doing work they don’t choose. Building products they don’t believe in. 



The founder spent 5 years building a company. Got paid less than a senior engineer. And has to call it a success. Because the alternative is admitting they got played. 



The early employees? They get nothing. Zero. The liquidation preferences ate everything. Their equity was a lie. Their years were wasted. Their dreams were the cost of doing business. 



This is extraction disguised as exit. 



The venture capitalist extracts: 


	Return of capital (liquidation preferences)

	Management fees already collected (2% for 3 years = $6 million on $100 million fund)

	Reputation boost (“30 exits!”)

	Relationship capital with Big Tech (for next acquihire)

	Tax benefits (choosing when to write off partial losses)





The venture capitalist loses nothing. Gains everything. Calls it a win. 



Tier 3: The Zombie Hoard (30-40%)



Not dead. Not alive. Just existing. 



Venture capitalists won’t fund them further. They’re not unicorns. They’ll never be unicorns. The math doesn’t work. The market isn’t big enough. The growth isn’t fast enough. 



But venture capitalists won’t let them shut down either. 



Why? Tax write-offs. Portfolio statistics. The chance they might accidentally become valuable. The board seat that maintains network effects. 



The founders are trapped. Can’t grow without capital. Can’t die without permission. Can’t pivot without board approval. Can’t sell without liquidation preferences eating everything. 



Years of their lives. Wasted. In purgatory. 



The venture capitalist still extracts: 


	Management fees (still counting this “active” investment)

	Board seat (influence, intelligence, network)

	Tax flexibility (choosing when to take the write-off)

	Portfolio statistics (“90% of our companies still operating!”)





The zombie companies prove the model works. They’re not failures. They’re “still active investments.” 



Tier 4: Fast Failures (30-40%)



Dead within 18 months. Completely dead. No acquihire. No zombie. Just dead. 



This is actually the cleanest outcome for venture capitalists. 



Fast write-off. Minimal time wasted. Partners can focus on other bets. Tax deduction taken immediately. Capital recycled into new investments. 



The venture capitalist still extracts: 


	Management fees already collected

	Intelligence about what doesn’t work (valuable for other portfolio companies)

	Tax write-off (reduces fund’s tax burden)

	Speed (failure at month 18 is better than month 48)





This is preferred over slow success. 



A company that grows steadily to $50 million revenue over 5 years? That’s a failure. Not a unicorn. Not extractable. Takes up a portfolio slot. Distracts from the hunt. 



A company that dies in 18 months? That’s efficient. Clean. Recyclable. The capital gets deployed again. The hunt continues. 



The Sorting Mechanism



Venture capitalists know within 18 months which tier each company occupies. 



Growth rate too slow? Tier 2 or 3. Market too small? Tier 3 or 4. Founder too principled? Tier 2, 3, or 4. Unit economics too conservative? Not Tier 1. 



Once sorted, the treatment changes. 



Tier 1 gets everything. Tier 2 gets routed toward acquihire. Tier 3 gets ignored but kept alive. Tier 4 gets quietly killed. 



The founders don’t know which tier they’re in. But the venture capitalists do. The sorting happened months ago. The outcome is predetermined. The founders are just acting out a script. 



The Genius of the System



No matter what happens, the venture capitalist extracts value. 



1 unicorn? Massive returns. Heroes. Raise $5 billion next fund. 30 acquihires? “30 exits!” Portfolio looks successful. 30 zombies? “Active portfolio!” Management fees continue. 30 fast failures? Tax write-offs. Capital recycled. Efficiency. 



The failure is the business model. The extraction happens regardless. 



Founders think they’re building companies. Venture capitalists know they’re sorting companies. Into extraction categories. Based on how much value can be extracted. And how fast. 



The companies were never meant to succeed on their own terms. They were meant to be sorted. Processed. Extracted. Discarded. 



That's why 99% must fail. 



Because the failure IS the product. The one unicorn justifies the model. The 99 failures fund the search. The extraction happens at every tier. Win or lose. Succeed or fail. The venture capitalist always extracts. 



The LP Ponzi Scheme



Venture capitalists raise money from Limited Partners (LPs). Pension funds. University endowments. Sovereign wealth funds. 



Sounds legitimate. Sounds institutional. Sounds like adults managing money. 



It’s actually a Ponzi scheme with spreadsheets. A Ponzi scheme backed by the full faith and regulatory capture of the US government. Robbing Peter to pay Paul, then convincing Peter’s grandchildren to thank Paul for the privilege. 



The 2 and 20 Grift:



Venture capitalists charge “2 and 20” — 2% management fee, 20% of profits (called “carried interest”). 



On a $1 billion fund: 


	$20 million per year just for existing (2% fee)

	$200 million over the 10-year fund life

	Before making a single investment

	Before returning a single dollar





The 2% is guaranteed. Win or lose. Boom or bust. Success or fraud. 



But here’s the scam within the scam: they raise new funds before old funds die. 



Fund I: $500 million (2018) Fund II: $1 billion (2020) Fund III: $2 billion (2022) Fund IV: $4 billion (2024) 



Each new fund is bigger. Each new fund’s fees pay for the old fund’s failures. 



The partners at Sequoia? They’re collecting 2% on $85 billion. That’s $1.7 billion per year. Just in fees. Before any profits. 



The J-Curve Lie:



Venture capitalists show LPs a chart called the “J-curve.” It shows losses for years, then hockey-stick returns. 



“Be patient,” they say. “Returns take time,” they promise. “Year 7 is when magic happens,” they lie. 



The J never curves up. 



But by year 7, they’ve raised Fund III. And Fund III’s marketing materials don’t mention Fund I’s failures. They mention Facebook from Fund 0. From 15 years ago. Still. 



The Recycling Scam:



LP gives venture capitalist $100 million for Fund I. Venture capitalist invests in Startup A. Startup A fails, gets acquihired for $10 million. Venture capitalist takes that $10 million, invests in Startup B (also in Fund I). Venture capitalist tells LP they’ve “deployed $110 million.” 



Same money. Counted twice. 



They call it “recycling.” Like it’s environmental. Like it’s responsible. 



Like they’re saving the planet by counting the same dead money twice. Next they’ll claim carbon credits for all the startups they killed — less companies means less emissions, right? They’re practically Greta Thunberg with a term sheet. 



It’s counting the same dollar multiple times to juice deployment metrics. 



The Pension Fund Gambling:



CalPERS (California pension) has $450 billion. 



That’s teachers’ retirement money. Firefighters’ pensions. Nurses’ futures. 



They invest billions in venture capital. Why? They need 8% returns to stay solvent. Can’t get it from bonds. Can’t get it from stocks. So they gamble on venture capital. 



The venture capitalists know this. They know CalPERS is desperate. They know CalPERS can’t afford to not invest. 



So they promise the impossible: 20% returns. 



CalPERS knows it’s impossible. But they need to show they’re “trying.” They need to tell teachers they’re “seeking alpha.” They need to justify their own existence. 



The University Endowment Hypocrisy:



Harvard’s endowment: $53 billion. Yale’s endowment: $42 billion. Stanford’s endowment: $36 billion. 



They invest billions in venture capital funds that destroy the very values they teach. 



Harvard teaches ethics. Harvard’s money funds extraction. Yale teaches sustainability. Yale’s money funds destruction. Stanford teaches innovation. Stanford’s money funds monopolies. 



The same universities charging students $80,000 per year are funding the companies making life unaffordable for their graduates. 



The Sovereign Wealth Extraction:



Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund: $620 billion. Singapore’s GIC: $690 billion. Norway’s Oil Fund: $1.4 trillion. 



They pour billions into Silicon Valley venture capitalists. 



Saudi money funding “disruption” while protecting oil monopolies. Singapore money funding “innovation” while maintaining authoritarian control. Norway money funding “progress” while sitting on oil wealth. 



They’re not investing in the future. They’re buying the future’s destruction. 



The Circular Extraction:



Here’s where it gets truly perverse: 



Teachers’ pension money → venture capital fund → Uber → destroys public transit → teachers can’t afford cars → teachers need second jobs → driving for Uber → making less than minimum wage → can’t save for retirement → need pension to survive → pension needs returns → invests more in venture capital. 



The extracted funding their own extraction. 



The New Fund Shell Game:



When Fund I fails, venture capitalists don’t return money. They raise Fund II. 



“Fund I was learning!” “Fund II has the experience!” “Look at our track record!” (They show Facebook from 2004) 



LPs can’t say no. If they don’t invest in Fund II, they don’t get into Fund III. And Fund III might have the next Facebook! (It won’t.) 



It’s FOMO as investment strategy. 



The Markup Manipulation:



Startup A raises at $10 million valuation (Fund I owns 20%). Venture capitalist forces Startup A to raise again at $100 million valuation. On paper, Fund I’s stake is now worth 10X! 



Venture capitalist goes to LPs: “Look! 10X return!” Venture capitalist raises Fund II based on Fund I’s “success.” 



The $100 million valuation? Fake. Based on $1 million investment from venture capitalist’s friend’s fund. The other $99 million doesn’t exist. But the markup does. 



The Exit That Never Comes:



LPs give money expecting returns in 7-10 years. 



Year 5: “Markets aren’t right for exits.” Year 7: “Holding for better valuations.” Year 10: “Extension needed for optimal returns.” Year 12: “Almost there!” Year 15: Fund quietly dies. No returns. 



But the venture capitalist? Already raised Funds II, III, and IV. Already collected $200 million in fees from the original fund alone. 



The Carried Interest Tax Scam:



Here’s the ultimate insult: Venture capitalists pay lower taxes than teachers. 



Carried interest — their 20% cut — gets taxed as capital gains, not income. 



Teacher making $50,000? 22% tax rate. Nurse making $75,000? 24% tax rate. Venture capital partner making $50 million? 15% capital gains rate. 



The people educating children pay higher taxes than the people destroying their futures. 



Congress tried to fix this loophole. Venture capitalists spent $100 million on lobbying. The loophole stayed open. 



They literally bought the tax code. 



The Management Fee Stacking:



Partners don’t just collect fees from one fund. They stack them. 



Marc Andreessen? Partner in: 


	a16z Fund I through VII

	a16z Crypto Fund I through III

	a16z Bio Fund I through II

	a16z Growth Fund I through II





Collecting 2% from each. Simultaneously. 



That’s not managing money. That’s strip-mining money. 



One partner. Fifteen funds. Thirty million in personal fees. Per year. 



Before any company succeeds. Before any returns. Before any value creation. 



Just for existing with a Stanford MBA. 



The Placement Agent Parasite:



Can’t raise a fund? Hire a placement agent. 



They take pension fund managers to Lakers games. Wine tastings in Napa. Golf at Pebble Beach. 



The placement agent gets 2% of whatever the pension invests. 



Pension invests $500 million? Placement agent gets $10 million. 



For basketball tickets and Cabernet. 



The pension fund manager? Gets a new job at the placement agent firm three years later. Making $2 million a year. Total coincidence. 



Grandmothers’ pensions are paying for Lakers tickets so rich people can get richer. 



The Co-Investment Con:



LPs want more upside? Venture capitalists offer “co-investment opportunities.” 



“Invest directly alongside us in our best deals!” 



Translation: We need someone to hold the bag on our overpriced rounds. 



Venture capitalists show LPs their “hottest” company. The one growing 300% yearly. The next unicorn. 



What they don’t mention: They forced the growth with $50 million in marketing. The unit economics are negative. The churn is 90%. 



The LP co-invests $100 million at a $2 billion valuation. 



Two years later? Company implodes. LP loses everything. 



But the venture capitalist? Already extracted fees. Already marked up their stake. Already raised the next fund based on that fake valuation. 



The Vintage Year Gaming:



Venture capitalists manipulate “vintage years” — the year a fund starts. 



Bad year coming? Delay the fund close to next year. Good year happening? Rush to close before it ends. 



Then they cherry-pick comparisons: 



“Our 2021 fund is top quartile!” (There were only four funds that year) “Best performing fund of the vintage!” (Out of three funds) “10X better than median!” (Median was -90% returns) 



It’s like being valedictorian of summer camp. 



The Distribution Manipulation:



Venture capitalists control when they distribute returns to LPs. 



Company doing well? Hold it. Need to raise a new fund? Distribute just enough to show “returns.” 



They literally time distributions to maximize fundraising, not LP returns. 



WeWork worth $47 billion? Don’t distribute. WeWork worth $9 billion? Still don’t distribute. Need to raise Fund V? Distribute $100 million, claim victory. 



The LPs get crumbs timed for maximum manipulation. 



The Fee Recycling Recursion:



Here’s the meta-scam: Venture capitalists invest in other venture capital funds. 



Sequoia invests in Andreessen. Andreessen invests in Founders Fund. Founders Fund invests in Sequoia. 



Each charges 2 and 20. On the same money. Circulating between them. 



It’s fee extraction through circular investment. 



Pensions → Sequoia (2%) → Andreessen (2%) → Founders Fund (2%) → Sequoia (2%) 



The same dollar generating 8% in fees just from moving in a circle. 



They call it “hedging.” They call it “diversification.” They call it “strategic LP relationships.” 



They call it everything except what it is: a carousel where everyone charges admission to ride each other’s horses. 



The Zombie Fund Warehousing:



Old fund failing? Don’t wind it down. “Warehouse” it. 



Keep it technically alive. Keep charging fees. Keep the corpses on life support. 



“We’re waiting for optimal exit conditions.” 



Translation: We’re milking management fees until LPs force us to stop. 



Some venture capitalists have 20-year-old funds. Still charging 2%. Still “managing” dead companies. 



$500 million fund from 2004? That’s $10 million per year. For twenty years. For managing gravestones. 



But wait, there's more fees: 




	Administrative Fee: 0.5% for "fund administration"

	Monitoring Fee: $50K per portfolio company for "board oversight"

	Extension Fee: 1% for each year past the original 10-year term

	Liquidation Management Fee: 2% of any distributions

	Legal and Accounting: Pass-through at 150% markup





A zombie fund doesn’t just charge 2%. It charges: 


	2% management fee (base extraction)

	0.5% admin fee (for sending quarterly PDFs)

	1% extension fee (for refusing to die)

	2% on distributions (for finally giving money back)

	Plus “expenses” (first-class flights to “check on” dead companies)





That’s 5.5% minimum. On a dead fund. For doing nothing. 



The $500 million zombie fund? Not $10 million per year. Try $27.5 million. 



They literally charge more to manage failure than success. 



The Ponzi Parallels:



Bernie Madoff: Used new investor money to pay old investors. Venture Capital: Uses new fund money to pay old fund operations. 



Bernie Madoff: Showed fake returns to attract new money. Venture Capital: Shows fake valuations to attract new LPs. 



Bernie Madoff: Went to prison. Venture Capital: Goes to Davos. 



The only difference? Venture capitalists got regulatory approval for their Ponzi. 



They call it “alternative assets.” They call it “portfolio diversification.” They call it “venture capital.” 



It’s a Ponzi scheme where teachers’ pensions are the marks. 



The money demanding returns comes from the very people who get hurt by the extraction it funds. 



Think about that: Teachers’ pension funds invest in venture capitalists. Those venture capitalists fund edtech companies that replace teachers with apps. The pension needs 8% returns to pay retired teachers. So the pension demands more extraction. Which means more teachers get replaced. Which means fewer teachers paying into the pension. Which means the pension needs even higher returns. Which means more aggressive extraction. 



Teachers funding their own obsolescence. Nurses funding the companies that make healthcare unaffordable. Firefighters funding the private equity firms that gut their departments. Factory workers funding the automation that replaces them. 



The victims financing their own victimization. And they can’t stop — their retirement depends on it. 



The Pension Gaslighting Machine:



But here’s the part nobody talks about: They don’t get a choice. 



Teachers don’t voluntarily invest in these extraction funds. They’re gaslit into it. 



The pressure starts day one: “Everyone contributes to the pension.” “It’s for your own good.” “Don’t you want to retire someday?” “Only irresponsible people opt out.” 



Try to decline? Teachers become the problem. 



They’re “not a team player.” They’re “financially illiterate.” They’re “selfish.” They’re “rogue.” 



The union reps show up at classrooms. The principal “has concerns.” Colleagues whisper. The pressure intensifies until teachers break. 



It’s not investment. It’s coercion. 



They make it automatic — opt-out, not opt-in. They know most people won’t fight the system. They know social pressure works better than logic. They know shame is stronger than math. 



And the worst part? The teachers who resist, who see through the scam, who try to warn others? 



They’re the crazy ones. They’re the troublemakers. They’re the ones who “don’t understand finance.” 



Just like union dues. Teachers pay or they’re a scab. Teachers invest or they’re rogue. Teachers comply or they’re isolated. 



The same teachers unions that should protect teachers are forcing them to fund their own replacement. The retirement “benefit” is actually a mandate to finance their own obsolescence. 



They don’t just take teachers’ money. They make teachers grateful for the privilege. They make teachers defend the system destroying them. They make teachers recruit others into the same trap. 



“The pension is great! I’ll retire at 65!” 



Meanwhile, the pension is investing in AI that will eliminate teaching jobs by the time teachers are 55. But pointing that out makes teachers the asshole at the faculty meeting. 



Gaslighting squared: Forced to fund their own destruction, then gaslit into thinking it’s for their own good. 



The Final Insult:



And after all that coercion? All that pressure? All that gaslighting? 



The returns are shit. 



Do the math on any teacher’s pension fund. Add up the actual yearly returns. Account for fees. Adjust for inflation. 



Less than 3% a year. 



Barely keeping up with inflation. Sometimes not even that. 



A teacher forced to invest for 30 years? They would have done better in treasury bonds. In a savings account. In their fucking mattress. 



But the pension fund managers? The venture capitalists? The placement agents? 



They got their 2%. They got their 20%. They got their fees. 



The promise was 8% returns. The reality is 3%. The difference? That’s the extraction. 



Teachers gaslit into funding their own replacement for returns that don’t even beat inflation. It’s not investment. It’s theft with a prospectus. 



CalPERS assumes 7% returns to stay solvent. Many years deliver 4% or less after fees. Teachers’ pension funds project 7-8% returns. Real returns after inflation? Often under 3%. State pension funds promise security. Face $4 trillion in unfunded liabilities. 



But point this out? Teachers are “cherry-picking data.” They’re “not understanding long-term horizons.” They’re “financially unsophisticated.” 



The same people who can’t deliver 3% returns lecture teachers about financial literacy. 



It’s beautiful in its perversity. It’s criminal in its brilliance. It’s legal in its execution. 



The Unicorn or Death Model



Venture capitalists turned “unicorn” (billion-dollar valuation) into the only goal. 



Not profitability. Not sustainability. Not helping people. Not building anything real. Not solving actual problems. Just hitting a number. 



1,200 unicorns exist now. Most lose money. Most will never make money. But venture capitalists can sell their stakes based on valuations, not reality. 



Here’s the scam: Venture capitalists don’t need companies to make money. They need them to appear valuable. Each funding round creates a new “valuation” based on what the last sucker paid. If someone buys 10% for $100 million, the company is “worth” $1 billion. Even if it’s burning $50 million a month. 



The venture capitalists who got in early can now sell to later investors at that inflated price. Or dump it on public markets through an IPO. Or orchestrate an acquisition based on “strategic value.” They extract their returns from the next buyer’s belief, not the company’s performance. 



It’s musical chairs with spreadsheets. The music is growth metrics. When it stops, retail investors hold the bag. 



The Greater Fool Theory perfected. Venture capitalists don’t need to find value. They need to find a greater fool. Each round of funding is just recruiting the next fool. Series B fools buy out Series A. Series C fools buy out Series B. IPO fools buy out everyone. 



The greatest fools? Everyone’s 401(k). Everyone’s pension. Everyone’s index fund. The “diversified portfolio” that’s really just a bag-holding operation for venture capital exits. 



And the venture capitalists? They don’t just collect 2% management fees. They collect: 




	2% annual management fee

	0.5-1% “organizational expenses”

	0.25% “administrative fee”

	Deal fees from portfolio companies ($50-250K per investment)

	Monitoring fees from portfolio companies ($100K+ annually)

	Transaction fees on exits (1-2%)

	Break-up fees on failed deals

	Plus expenses passed through at markup





Total extraction? Over 5% annually. 



On a $1 billion fund, that’s not $20 million per year. It’s $50+ million. Every year. For ten years. That’s $500 million guaranteed — HALF THE FUND — before they make a single good investment. 



Win or lose. Boom or bust. Success or fraud. They extract 50% of the capital just in fees. 



The 5% is the real business. Everything else is just marketing. 



Theranos. $9 billion valuation. Complete fraud. FTX. $32 billion valuation. Stole $8 billion. Bird scooters. $2 billion valuation. Now worth $10 million. 



The valuation is the exit. The exit is the extraction. The company doesn’t need to work. It needs to be worth a billion on paper. 



The Geographic Control System



The Silicon Valley Hostage Situation



Sand Hill Road in Menlo Park. Strip malls and office parks. Looks like suburban dentist offices. Three miles of mediocre architecture and Tesla parking lots. 



That’s where they decide America’s future. 



3,000 venture capitalists controlling $500 billion. All within a 30-minute Tesla drive of each other. 



They only fund companies they can drive to. About 8 out of every 10 dollars of venture capital goes to three states: California, New York, Massachusetts. 



The other 47 states? Combined, they get less than what flows into Palo Alto alone. 



The Pattern Proximity Requirement:



Venture capitalists love calling San Francisco a “magnet” for founders. 



“It’s magnetic!” “The energy is electric!” “Founders are drawn here!” “It’s the gravitational center of innovation!” 



A magnet attracts metal through invisible force. Sounds poetic. Sounds natural. Sounds like physics. 



But it’s not magnetism. It’s coercion. 



Venture capitalists demand founders move to the Bay Area: 



“We need you close for board meetings.” “The talent is here.” “This is where deals happen.” “You can’t build a unicorn from Ohio.” 



Translation: Move here or venture capitalists won’t fund founders. 



That’s not a magnet. That’s a hostage situation. 



Real magnets attract through natural force. This “magnet” works through artificial scarcity. Venture capitalists concentrate all the capital in one place, then act surprised when founders have to move there to access it. 



It’s like calling a prison a “magnet” for criminals. Sure, they’re all there. But not by choice. 



The real translation: Venture capitalists need to control founders. 



Venture capitalists don’t invest in companies. They invest in hostages. 



Move to San Francisco or no funding. Pay $4,000/month for a studio apartment or no funding. Burn through runway on rent or no funding. 



The geography is the grift. 



The Brain Drain Extraction:



Every ambitious young person from Kansas. Every smart developer from Detroit. Every creative founder from Cleveland. 



They all move to San Francisco. 



Not because they want to. Because venture capitalists won’t fund them otherwise. 



Small towns lose their brightest minds. Local economies lose their builders. Communities lose their future. 



Meanwhile, San Francisco gets another 100,000 people it can’t house, creating another homeless crisis it won’t solve, extracting another generation it will destroy. 



The talent that could have built sustainable businesses in sustainable places gets concentrated into unsustainable extraction machines in an unsustainable city. 



The Colonization Model:



But here’s the sick part: 



Venture capitalists won’t invest in most cities. Won’t fund most founders. Won’t visit most universities. Won’t even learn most area codes. 



But they’ll still extract from everyone. 



They won’t give capital to most places. But they’ll take value from everywhere. 



Venture capitalists are happy to strip mine customers and communities everywhere while calling most places “uninvestable.” 



Uber destroys taxi drivers in Des Moines — profit flows to San Francisco. Airbnb destroys housing in Boise — profit flows to San Francisco. DoorDash destroys restaurants in Birmingham — profit flows to San Francisco. Amazon destroys retail in Buffalo — profit flows to Seattle (same model, different zip code). 



They won’t invest in most cities. But they’ll bleed them dry. 



Local businesses destroyed. Local jobs eliminated. Local wealth extracted. 



All the value flows to the coasts. All the destruction stays local. 



It’s digital colonialism. The Bay Area is the empire. America is the colony. 



The Venture Tourism:



Once a year, venture capitalists do a “flyover country” tour. 



They visit Austin. (“It’s the next Silicon Valley!”) They visit Miami. (“So much energy here!”) They visit Denver. (“The lifestyle is amazing!”) They visit Nashville. (“The creativity is infectious!”) They visit Pittsburgh. (“The talent from CMU is incredible!”) They visit Detroit. (“The comeback story is inspiring!”) 



They take photos at local coffee shops. They tweet observations about “hidden gems.” They write Medium posts about “geographic diversity.” They give talks at local universities about “democratizing venture capital.” 



Steve Case’s “Rise of the Rest” bus tour is the perfect example. Former AOL CEO touring America in a luxury bus. Giving out $100,000 checks like a game show host. Getting headlines in every city. Making mayors grovel for attention. 



Total invested through Rise of the Rest in 7 years? $500 million. Total invested by Silicon Valley venture capitalists last Tuesday? $800 million. 



The entire “Rise of the Rest” is less than a rounding error. 



The Pitch Competition Humiliation:



They host pitch competitions in these cities. Local founders line up for hours. Present their life’s work in 5 minutes. Compete against each other like gladiators. 



The prize? A $100,000 investment. 



What Sequoia spends on a single partner’s annual wine budget. 



They make founders dance for pocket change. Local media covers it like the Second Coming. “Silicon Valley Comes to Columbus!” The mayor shows up. The governor tweets about it. 



Meanwhile, the same venture capital firm just put $100 million into another meal delivery app in Palo Alto. No competition. No media. Just a Monday morning partner meeting. 



The Office Hours Theater:



“We’re doing office hours in Atlanta!” 



Translation: Four partners will spend three hours at a WeWork pretending to care. 



Local founders sign up months in advance. Get 15 minutes to pitch. The partner checks their phone the entire time. Gives generic advice: “Have you considered moving to the Bay Area?” 



The partner’s flight back to SFO? Leaves at 6 PM the same day. 



They were never going to invest. They were collecting intelligence. Which ideas to steal. Which founders to poach. Which markets to colonize. 



The Economic Development Scam:



Every mid-size city has an “innovation district” now. Tax breaks for startups. Fancy buildings with exposed brick. Ping pong tables and kombucha on tap. 



The mayors beg venture capitalists to visit. “We’re the Silicon Prairie!” “We’re the Silicon Slopes!” “We’re the Silicon Bayou!” 



(Apparently adding “Silicon” to any swamp makes it innovative.) 



Kansas City gave away free Google Fiber and tax incentives. Venture capitalists visited, took photos, left. Cincinnati spent $100 million on an innovation district. Venture capitalists visited, gave speeches, left. Baltimore created a $50 million venture fund. Venture capitalists visited, took the LP money, invested it in San Francisco. 



The pattern never changes. Extract attention. Extract subsidies. Extract talent. Return nothing. 



The Accelerator Colony Con:



Y Combinator opened a program in China. Extracted ideas, shut it down. Techstars has programs in 15 cities. All the good companies get told to move to SF or NYC. 500 Startups had programs globally. Collected equity, provided no follow-on funding. 



These aren’t expansions. They’re extraction outposts. Colonial offices for identifying what to steal. 



The local accelerator takes 6% equity. Tells companies they’ll get venture capital intros. The venture capitalists show up for demo day, take notes, then fund competitors in San Francisco. 



Boulder’s Techstars is the perfect example. Been around since 2006. Hundreds of companies. How many became Colorado unicorns? 



Zero. 



The successful ones were told to move to the coasts. The unsuccessful ones died in Boulder. Techstars still takes their equity either way. 



The University Exploitation:



Venture capitalists love visiting universities in the Midwest. 



“We want to tap into the incredible talent!” “The research here is world-class!” “We’re setting up a partnership!” 



MIT’s endowment has created $2 trillion in company value. Venture capital firms camp outside, funding every student who can code. 



Meanwhile, University of Michigan — equally brilliant engineers — gets an annual venture capital “visit.” 



University of Illinois produced YouTube’s founders, PayPal’s founders, Oracle’s founder, AMD’s founder. Venture capitalists visit once a year for a photo op. 



The Marc Andreessen Betrayal:



Here’s the ultimate geographic hypocrisy: Marc Andreessen graduated from University of Illinois. 



Not Stanford. Not Harvard. University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 



Built Mosaic web browser there. In a campus computer lab. In the middle of corn fields. Created Netscape from that work. Became a billionaire. 



Now? Andreessen Horowitz — the firm he founded — invests 94% of its capital in the Bay Area. 



The man who proved anyone could build world-changing technology in Illinois now refuses to fund anyone from Illinois. 



His own biography destroys his investment thesis. He is living proof that innovation happens everywhere. Yet his firm acts like it only happens within a Tesla drive of Menlo Park. 



When was the last time a16z funded a University of Illinois student? When was the last time they even visited the campus that created their founding partner’s fortune? 



They’ll take a meeting if founders went to Stanford and built a pet food delivery app. But if founders went to U of I and built the next web browser? Move to San Francisco first. 



The ladder Andreessen climbed? He pulled it up behind him. The door he walked through? He welded it shut. 



It’s not just hypocrisy. It’s active betrayal of his own origin story. 



Stanford’s campus has venture capitalists sitting in the cafeteria daily. Like predators at a watering hole. 



University of Illinois — which produced Marc fucking Andreessen — gets ghosted by Marc fucking Andreessen’s firm. 



The message is clear: Ideas only matter if founders move to venture capital territory. 



The Diversity Theater Performance:



“We’re committed to funding diverse founders!” “Geography is part of diversity!” “We’re looking everywhere for talent!” 



Black founders get 1% of venture capital funding. Female founders get 2%. Founders outside California, New York, and Massachusetts get 20%. 



But every year, the same announcement: “We’re expanding our geographic reach!” 



Translation: Venture capitalists will fly to any city, take photos with brown founders, then fund Chad from Stanford. 



The data never lies: 



2015: “This is the year of geographic diversity!” — 77% of funding to Bay Area 2017: “The rise of the rest is here!” — 79% of funding to Bay Area 2019: “Silicon Valley’s dominance is ending!” — 81% of funding to Bay Area 2021: “Remote work changes everything!” — 80% of funding to Bay Area 2023: “AI democratizes innovation!” — 82% of funding to Bay Area 



The tourism increases. The concentration gets worse. 



The Ecosystem Study Grift:



Every city pays McKinsey or Deloitte millions to study their “innovation ecosystem.” 



The conclusion is always the same: “You need to be more like Silicon Valley!” 



Lower taxes! (So extracted wealth flows easier) Less regulation! (So extraction faces no resistance) More STEM education! (So venture capitalists can poach talent cheaper) Better airports! (So we can leave faster) 



The same cities that can’t fix their schools spend millions on reports telling them to become Silicon Valley. 



Silicon Valley doesn’t want competition. It wants colonies. The studies are blueprints for extraction. 



The Return Visit That Never Happens:



“We’ll definitely be back!” “This is just the beginning!” “We’re opening an office here!” (They mean a WeWork membership) 



Andreessen Horowitz announced a Miami office in 2021. It’s a mailing address. Founders Fund announced an Austin presence. It’s one partner who flies in monthly. Sequoia announced interest in Detroit. They haven’t returned since 2019. 



The “expansion” is always announced. Never delivered. 



The Extraction Safari Pattern:



It’s not venture tourism. It’s an extraction safari. 



They’re not exploring new territories. They’re identifying what to pillage. 



Every visit follows the same pattern: 



Day 1 Morning: University tour (identify research to steal) Day 1 Afternoon: Accelerator visit (identify companies to copy) Day 1 Evening: Dinner with mayor (extract tax incentives) 



Day 2 Morning: Innovation district tour (judge real estate investments) Day 2 Afternoon: Pitch competition (humiliate local founders) Day 2 Evening: Flight back to SFO 



Total investment: $0 Total PR generated: Priceless Total extraction potential identified: Millions 



The Local LP Robbery:



The cruelest part? They convince local pension funds to invest in their Bay Area funds. 



Ohio’s pension fund invests in Silicon Valley venture capitalists. Those venture capitalists use Ohio money to fund California companies. Those companies destroy Ohio businesses. Ohio pension funds lose money. Ohio retirees suffer. 



The venture tourists don’t just visit and leave. They take money with them. Use it to fund competition. Then blame cities for not being innovative enough. 



The Fake Satellite Office:



“We’re opening a satellite office in your city!” 



Translation: We’re hiring one analyst who will identify deals for partners in Menlo Park to reject. 



The analyst is always someone young. Fresh from the local university. Hungry to prove themselves. They scout every deal in the region. Send the good ones to California. The partners fly in, steal the deal, move the company to the Bay Area. 



The analyst thinks they’re building a presence. They’re actually running an extraction node. 



After two years, the analyst is offered a “promotion” — move to San Francisco or find a new job. The satellite office quietly closes. The cycle repeats with a new city. 



Google has done this in 20 cities. Facebook in 15. Amazon in 30. 



It’s not expansion. It’s extraction infrastructure. 



The Celebrity Venture Capital Roadshow:



Mark Cuban visits Pittsburgh: “You don’t need to be in Silicon Valley!” Also Mark Cuban: Lives in Dallas, invests 90% in California companies. 



Ashton Kutcher visits Iowa: “The Midwest is full of potential!” Also Ashton Kutcher: Every investment through A-Grade is coastal. 



Case in point: Kevin O’Leary visits Toronto: “Canada is the next tech hub!” Also Kevin O’Leary: Demands all his portfolio companies have US incorporation and Bay Area presence. 



The celebrity venture capitalists are the worst tourists. They extract attention and give false hope. Local founders think “If Mark Cuban says we can make it here...” 



But Cuban’s not investing. He’s performing. 



The Demo Day Colonization:



Y Combinator Demo Day used to be in Mountain View. Local only. 



Now they stream it. “Democratizing access!” 



But here’s the catch: Only Bay Area investors can meet founders in person. Everyone else watches on YouTube. Like peasants outside the castle watching the feast through windows. 



The streaming isn’t democratization. It’s humiliation. You can watch but not participate. You can see but not touch. You can dream but not achieve. 



The Pipeline Plunder:



Every venture tourist says the same thing: “You have amazing talent! But...” 



But the ecosystem isn’t mature. But the support network is missing. But the customer base isn’t here. But the other investors aren’t here. But, but, but. 



The “but” is the point. They’re not there to invest. They’re there to explain why they can’t invest. To make founders feel insufficient. To make founders desperate enough to move. 



It’s negging as investment strategy. 



The Final Insult:



After the venture tourists leave, local media writes puff pieces: 



“Silicon Valley Sees Promise in Pittsburgh!” “Denver Attracts Bay Area Attention!” “Miami’s Moment Has Arrived!” 



The headlines create false hope. Local founders think change is coming. They stay. They struggle. They wait for investment that never arrives. 



Meanwhile, the venture tourists are back in Menlo Park. Laughing at the “adorable” startups they saw. Funding another Stanford graduate’s DTC mattress company. Writing their Medium post about “supporting innovation everywhere.” 



The tourism isn’t just PR. It’s psychological warfare. 



Make them grateful for crumbs. Make them think they have a chance. Make them blame themselves when venture capitalists don’t invest. 



The tours are PR. The funding stays local. 



The YCombinator Office Hours Mythology:



YCombinator’s Office Hours are the most famous 20 minutes in Silicon Valley. 



The mythology: Life-changing advice from legendary partners. Pivotal moments that save companies. Wisdom that transforms founders. 



The reality: Speed dating for extraction. 



The 20-Minute Miracle Lie:



Every YC company gets weekly “Office Hours” — 20-minute sessions with a partner. 



Twenty minutes. 



To discuss the entire business. To solve existential problems. To get “game-changing” advice. 



A therapist charges $200 for 50 minutes and still can’t fix childhood trauma. But somehow a YC partner will fix a company in 20? 



It’s not therapy. It’s triage. Partners aren’t healing founders. They’re deciding if founders are worth saving. 



The Batching Degradation:



YC partners do 15-20 office hours per day during the batch. 



9:00 AM: Company A (20 minutes) 9:20 AM: Company B (20 minutes) 9:40 AM: Company C (20 minutes) 10:00 AM: Company D (20 minutes) 



By noon, they’ve “advised” 15 companies. By evening, 25. 



Think about that. Twenty-five completely different businesses. Twenty-five unique problems. Twenty-five sets of founders. 



All getting the same recycled advice: “Talk to users.” “Launch faster.” “Charge more.” “Move faster.” 



It’s not wisdom. It’s a script. 



The PG Essays As Oracle:



Half of YC Office Hours is partners quoting Paul Graham essays from 2005. 



“Do Things That Don’t Scale!” (2013 essay) “Make Something People Want!” (YC’s motto) “It’s better to have 100 users who love you...” (memorized platitude) 



Founders pay 7% equity to hear someone recite blog posts they already read. 



It’s like paying a fortune teller who just reads horoscopes from the newspaper. 



The Advice Roulette:



The “advice” depends entirely on which partner founders get. 



Get Michael Seibel? “You need to focus on growth.” Get Dalton Caldwell? “You need to focus on product.” Get Gustaf Alströmer? “You need to focus on retention.” 



Same company. Same problem. Opposite advice. 



The founders leave more confused than they arrived. But they can’t say that. They have to perform gratitude. 



“Office Hours was super helpful!” “Great insights from the partners!” “YC is invaluable!” 



Say anything else? Founders become ungrateful. Not coachable. “Not a good fit for YC culture.” 



The Idea Maze Extraction:



During Office Hours, partners map out every founder’s ideas. 



“What are you working on?” “What’s your unique insight?” “What have you figured out that others haven’t?” 



They’re not helping. They’re harvesting. 



Every Office Hours session is intelligence gathering. Which markets are hot. Which approaches work. Which technical breakthroughs are happening. 



Then they share this intelligence with other portfolio companies. One founder’s breakthrough becomes someone else’s feature. One founder’s innovation becomes another startup’s pivot. 



Founders think they’re getting advice. They’re actually giving it. To their future competitors. 



The Manufactured Crisis Pattern:



Week 1: “You’re doing great! Keep going!” Week 3: “I’m concerned about your progress.” Week 5: “You might want to consider a pivot.” Week 7: “This isn’t working. You need to change everything.” Week 9: “Why did you change everything? You had something good!” 



Partners create crises to create desperation. Desperation makes founders malleable. Malleable founders are exploitable. 



It’s not mentorship. It’s manipulation. 



The San Francisco Pilgrimage Requirement:



Here’s what YC doesn’t advertise: Office Hours aren’t remote. Founders physically go to San Francisco. Every week. For 20 minutes. 



YC demands all founders relocate to the Bay Area for the batch. Three months minimum. Mandatory. 



“But we can build from anywhere!” “No. Move here or you’re out.” 



International founders? Get a visa and move. Have a family? Bring them or abandon them. Have a lease? Break it. Have a life? End it. 



The real cost of YC isn’t 7% equity. It’s: 




	SF rent for 3 months: $12,000 minimum

	Breaking existing leases: $3,000 penalty

	Flights for international founders: $2,000-5,000

	Food in SF (2x normal prices): $3,000

	Opportunity cost of not working: $50,000+





Total: $70,000+ just to receive 5 hours of recycled advice. 



The Tuesday Dinner Coercion:



Every Tuesday, mandatory dinner. Miss it? Founders are “not committed.” 



These dinners are in Mountain View. If founders live in SF (where YC told them to move), that’s 90 minutes each way. Three hours of commute for one hour of dinner. 



The speaker? Usually someone selling something. AWS credits. Stripe processing. Mixpanel analytics. 



Founders pay $70,000 to be a captive audience for vendor grifting pitches. 



The Office Space Extraction:



YC “provides” office space. A desk in a crowded room. For $2,000/month per person. 



The same desk at WeWork? $500/month. 



But using YC’s space is “strongly encouraged.” Not using it? You’re “not taking advantage of the ecosystem.” 



They make founders move to SF. Then charge them 4x market rate for a desk. In a building venture capitalists probably own through another fund. 



The COVID Revelation:



During COVID, YC went remote. Proved Office Hours worked fine over Zoom. Proved the dinners were unnecessary. Proved relocation was pointless. 



The result? Better outcomes. Happier founders. More diverse batch. 



Post-COVID? “Everyone back to SF!” 



Why? Control. They need founders desperate. They need founders burning cash. They need founders dependent. 



Remote founders have options. SF founders have rent. 



The Partner’s Convenience Priority:



Think about this: Founders must physically travel to YC’s offices for Office Hours. The partners never come to them. 



A partner making $10+ million per year sits in their Mountain View office. A founder living on ramen takes three buses to get there. The millionaire waits. The broke founder travels. 



Why? Because the entire system is designed around partner convenience, not founder success. 



Partners live in Atherton (median home price: $7 million). Partners work 10-5 with long lunches. Partners take August off. 



Meanwhile, founders work 100-hour weeks. Sleep in their cars. Skip meals to afford the commute. 



But the founders must accommodate the partners’ schedule. Never the reverse. 



Who travels to whom tells everyone everything about the power dynamic. 



The Badge Photo Humiliation:



First day of YC: Badge photo at the office. 



They make international founders fly 20 hours for a badge photo. Could have been emailed. Could have been uploaded. 



But no. Physical presence required. 



This isn’t logistics. It’s hazing. Pure Silicon Valley hazing dressed up as “onboarding.” 



Making someone travel across the world for a 30-second task isn’t about the photo. It’s about breaking them. It’s fraternity hazing for founders. Establishing dominance through deliberate humiliation. 



Founders will do anything venture capitalists say after that. They already flew 20 hours for a photo. The hazing worked. They’re initiated. They’re broken. They’re owned. 



The Batch Mates Mythology:



“The real value is your batch mates!” “The network is worth the relocation!” “You need to be here for serendipity!” 



Translation: We provide so little value that we’re crediting random encounters between equally desperate founders as our product. 



They stole this from Steve Jobs, who designed Pixar’s headquarters to force “collisions” between animators and engineers. Random encounters that spark creativity. 



But Jobs was talking about employed professionals collaborating on the same project. Not desperate founders competing for survival. 



YC perverted “collisions” into “collisions of desperation.” It’s not creative professionals sharing ideas. It’s drowning people grabbing each other for life rafts. 



Jobs wanted his teams to accidentally meet at the coffee machine and create Toy Story. YC wants their founders to accidentally meet in the bathroom and create extraction machines. 



There’s a difference between creative collision and desperate collision. One creates Pixar. The other creates panic. 



It’s like a hospital saying “The real healing happens in the waiting room with other patients!” 



The Subletting Scam:



YC founders sublet their SF apartments to the next batch. At inflated prices. Because “it’s YC approved housing.” 



A $2,000 apartment gets sublet for $4,000. To the next desperate batch. Who will sublet it for $5,000 to the batch after. 



YC created a pyramid scheme within a pyramid scheme. Housing extraction funded by housing extraction. 



The Family Destruction Incentive:



Have children? Leave them for three months or bring them to the most expensive childcare market in America. 



Married? Your spouse can’t work (visa issues) but has to pay SF prices. 



Parents need care? Too bad. YC needs founders more. 



Venture capitalists don’t just extract equity. They extract relationships. They make founders choose between their company and their family. 



Most choose company. Most regret it. 





The Geographic Gaslighting:



“You need to be here for the energy!” “Remote doesn’t work for startups!” “SF is where it all happens!” 



Meanwhile, the partners work from home in Atherton. The successful alumni live anywhere but SF. The actual building is empty most days. 



But founders? Founders need to be physically present. For the energy. 



The Recorded Surveillance State:



YC started recording Office Hours “for training purposes.” 



Every session. Every idea. Every confession of struggle. Recorded. 



That database is worth billions. Every founder’s raw fears. Every technical breakthrough. Every business model innovation. 



Surveillance under the guise of support. Intelligence gathering disguised as mentorship. Data mining dressed as dedication. 



All recorded. All owned by YC. All mineable for insights to give to future batches. 



Einstein worked in the patent office. They say he was a genius. But the truth is simpler: he saw everyone’s inventions before they went public. Pattern recognition at industrial scale. YC partners are the same — processing thousands of founder confessions, extracting patterns, then teaching those patterns to new founders as “wisdom.” 



It’s not genius. It’s information asymmetry. They know what everyone is building before anyone else does. 



Founders’ vulnerability becomes venture capitalists’ intelligence asset. 



The Group Office Hours Humiliation:



Sometimes they do “Group Office Hours” — multiple companies at once. 



Five companies. Same room. Same problems discussed openly. 



Competitors hear strategies. Struggles become public. Innovations get copied before launch. 



They call it “peer learning.” 



It’s actually forced transparency. Making founders reveal everything while getting nothing unique in return. 



The Celebrity Partner Bait-and-Switch:



YC promotes Office Hours with famous partners. 



“Get advice from Sam Altman!” (He left in 2019) “Learn from Paul Graham!” (He’s barely involved) “Jessica Livingston will mentor you!” (She does one talk per batch) 



The reality? Founders get a 28-year-old “Visiting Partner” who was a founder in the last batch. Their company failed, but now they’re teaching others how to succeed. 



It’s like getting heart surgery from someone who just killed their last patient. But don’t worry — they watched the autopsy, so now they’re qualified to operate on new patients. 



The Speed-Dating Dysfunction:



Twenty minutes is perfectly optimized. Not for helping founders. For processing maximum companies with minimum effort. 



Too short to go deep. Long enough to feel like something happened. Quick enough to forget what was said. Structured to prevent real relationships. 



If a therapist gave patients 20 minutes, it’s malpractice. If a doctor gave patients 20 minutes, it’s negligence. If a teacher gave students 20 minutes, it’s abandonment. 



But YC? It’s “efficient mentorship.” 



The Office Hours FOMO Weapon:



“Other companies are having amazing Office Hours!” “The partners are really helping everyone else!” “You’re the only one not getting value from this!” 



They weaponize FOMO to make founders think they’re failing. If Office Hours isn’t helping, it’s the founder’s fault. Founders aren’t asking the right questions. Founders aren’t being coachable. Founders aren’t executing fast enough. 



The gaslighting is built into the structure. 



The Fake Accountability Theater:



“What did you accomplish this week?” “What are you committing to next week?” “Why didn’t you hit your goals?” 



Sounds like accountability. Actually surveillance. 



They’re not tracking progress to help founders. They’re tracking to identify who to abandon. Miss weekly goals? Founders are mentally marked as “likely to fail.” Hit goals? Founders get the same 20 minutes as everyone else. 



The accountability only flows one way. Partners never account for their bad advice. 



The Post-Demo Day Ghost Protocol:



During the batch: Weekly Office Hours! Always available! We’re here for you! 



After Demo Day: crickets 



Unless you’re a breakout success. Then suddenly every partner wants to “check in.” Not because they care. Because they want to maintain influence over their winner. 



The other 90% of companies? They learn that Office Hours was never about helping them. It was about identifying the one unicorn while maintaining the illusion of supporting everyone. 



The Conflicting Advice Chaos:



Week 1 Partner: “You need to focus on consumers!” Week 2 Partner: “You should pivot to enterprise!” Week 3 Partner: “Why aren’t you focused on consumers?” 



Every partner contradicts the last. The founders spend more time reconciling conflicting advice than building. 



Then in the post-mortem: “They couldn’t execute. They kept changing direction.” 



Yeah. Because partners kept telling them to. 



The Introductions That Go Nowhere:



“I’ll introduce you to someone who can help!” 



The introduction happens. The person is either: 


	Too busy to meet

	Not actually relevant

	Another struggling YC founder

	Someone selling services founders can’t afford





But the partner gets credit for “being helpful.” The introduction is the help. Whether it leads anywhere is the founder’s problem. 



The YC Wisdom Industrial Complex:



Every Office Hours generates “content”: 


	Founders tweet the advice (free marketing for YC)

	Partners write essays about patterns they see (building thought leadership)

	YC publishes “insights” from Office Hours (recruiting next batch)





Founders’ struggles become venture capitalists’ content. Founders’ problems become venture capitalists’ marketing. Founders’ failures become venture capitalists’ wisdom. 



The 7% Equity Therapy Session:



Let’s do the math: 



YC invests $500K for 7% equity. That values the company at ~$7 million. Founders get 15-20 Office Hours during the batch. Total time: 5-6 hours of “mentorship.” 



That’s $1.2 million per hour of advice. 



The world’s most expensive consultants charge $50,000 per hour. YC charges 24 times that. 



For recycled Paul Graham essays and conflicting directions. 



The Scheduled Serendipity Scam:



“The real value is between Office Hours!” “The serendipitous encounters!” “The community!” 



Translation: Our formal support is worthless, so we’re crediting random encounters as value. 



It’s like a university saying “The real education happens in the dorm rooms!” while charging $70,000 for tuition. 



The Partner Carousel Problem:



Partners rotate. The week 1 partner doesn’t remember the company by week 5. Every session starts with: 



“Remind me what you’re working on?” “What was your idea again?” “Weren’t you doing something different?” 



Founders spend 5 of their 20 minutes re-explaining their company. To someone who should know but doesn’t care enough to remember. 



The Advice That Killed Companies:



Airbnb was told to cap listings at events. They ignored it. Dropbox was told to focus on enterprise first. They ignored it. Stripe was told payments was too crowded. They ignored it. 



The successful YC companies succeeded despite Office Hours, not because of it. 



But YC takes credit for the successes. The failures? “They didn’t execute on our advice.” 



Heads YC wins. Tails founders lose. The coin? Double-headed, the house always wins. 



The Office Hours Power Dynamic:



Founders sit there. Anxious. Desperate for approval. Partners sit there. Bored. Checking their phone. 



Founders are performing desperation. Partners are performing wisdom. 



Founders need partners to believe in them. Partners need founders to fail so the one winner looks better. 



It’s not mentorship. It’s ritualized submission. 



The Batching of Human Potential:



Every founder reduced to 20-minute slots. Every dream processed in bulk. Every innovation assembly-lined into conformity. 



They call it “Office Hours.” 



It’s actually office minutes. Speed-dating for exploitation. Therapy where the therapist doesn’t care if patients heal. 



The real product isn’t advice. It’s the illusion of support while extracting maximum intelligence with minimum effort. 



YC Office Hours: Where dreams go to get processed into patterns. 



Twenty minutes to judge a life’s work. Seven percent equity for the privilege. And founders line up grateful for the opportunity. 



The Real Estate Manipulation:



Venture capitalists don’t just extract through companies. They extract through real estate. 



Step 1: Concentrate funding in Bay Area Step 2: Force all founders to move there Step 3: Buy real estate through separate funds Step 4: Extract rent from the founders they fund 



Fund a startup with $2 million. The startup pays $500K/year for office space. The building is owned by the venture capitalist’s real estate fund. 



They’re not just taking equity. They’re taking the cash they gave founders. Through rent. 



The $2 million investment? Half comes back as real estate revenue. But they still own the same equity percentage. 



Funding the company to pay yourself rent. It’s genius. It’s extraction. It’s legal. 



The Stanford Pipeline Monopoly:



50% of all unicorn founders went to Stanford or Harvard. 75% of all venture capital partners went to Stanford or Harvard. 90% of all venture capital funding stays within these networks. 



It’s not meritocracy. It’s geography. 



A brilliant founder from Louisiana? Wrong zip code. A breakthrough idea from Arkansas? Wrong area code. A world-changing company from Wyoming? Wrong network. 



The best ideas don’t get funded. The closest ideas get funded. 



The Extraction Inequality:



San Francisco County: 873,000 people, gets $75 billion in venture capital funding. Mississippi: 2,950,000 people, gets $50 million in venture capital funding. 



SF gets 1,500 times more funding per capita. 



Not because they’re 1,500 times smarter. Not because they have 1,500 times better ideas. Because they’re within driving distance of Sand Hill Road. 



The “Ecosystem” Lie:



Venture capitalists call it an “ecosystem.” 



“You need the ecosystem!” “The serendipitous collisions!” “The network effects!” 



It’s not an ecosystem. It’s a cartel. 



They fund each other’s companies. They sit on each other’s boards. They invest in each other’s funds. 



The ecosystem is just nepotism with a better PR team. 



The Remote Work Betrayal:



COVID proved companies can work remotely. Productivity went up. Costs went down. Talent was happier. 



Venture capitalists’ response? 



“Return to office or we won’t fund your next round.” “Culture requires presence.” “We need to see commitment.” 



Translation: We need you under our control. We need you burning cash on rent. We need you desperate. 



Geographic concentration isn’t about innovation. It’s about domination. 



The Sovereignty Surrender:



When all tech companies are in three cities, those three cities control the country. 



When all venture capitalists are on one road, that road controls the economy. 



When all innovation is in one state, that state controls the future. 



It’s not just geographic extraction. It’s sovereignty extraction. 



America didn’t elect Sand Hill Road. But Sand Hill Road controls America’s technology. America’s technology controls America’s future. Therefore, Sand Hill Road controls America’s future. 



Three miles of asphalt. Running the country. 



Silicon Valley builds the extraction tools. America pays the price. Venture capitalists collect the profit. Geography is destiny. 



And everyone’s destiny? Determined by zip code. 



The Warnings They Ignore



The Failure Celebration



Silicon Valley celebrates failure. “Fail fast!” “Fail forward!” “Failure is learning!” 



They don’t mean failure. They mean pivoting to extraction. 



Failed to build something useful? Extract data instead. Failed to create value? Extract attention instead. Failed to help people? Extract money instead. 



They celebrate failure because failure leads to desperation. Desperation leads to extraction. Extraction leads to exits. 



The Rand Fishkin Warning



Rand Fishkin built Moz from a profitable consulting business into a venture-backed software company. 



He did everything “right.” 



Raised from top-tier venture capitalists. Grew revenue to $50 million. Built a real product that real customers paid for. 



Then the venture capitalists destroyed it. 



They forced him to chase hyper-growth that nearly bankrupted his profitable company. They pushed him out as CEO of the company he founded. When Moz became “only” a $100 million company instead of a unicorn, they abandoned it. Called it a “zombie” - venture capital speak for a company that’s profitable but not extractable. 



The liquidation preferences meant that even after building a $50 million revenue business, Rand got almost nothing when he left. The venture capitalists took their cut first. The employees got pennies. The founder who built it all? Table scraps. 



Rand wrote a book about it: “Lost and Founder.” The most honest account of venture capital betrayal ever published. He revealed what every founder discovers too late: 



“Venture capital kills more businesses than slow growth ever could.” 



Think about that. The money that’s supposed to help founders grow is more dangerous than growing slowly. The “rocket fuel” is actually poison. The “help” is actually harm. 



When Rand started his next company, SparkToro, he did everything differently. Individual investors only. No board control. Founder-friendly terms. Profit sharing instead of exit obsession. 



He calls traditional venture capital “a trap designed to look like a ladder.” 



The trap works because founders climb in voluntarily. They see the ladder - TechCrunch headlines, unicorn valuations, billionaire mythology. They don’t see the trap - liquidation preferences, board coups, forced pivots, manufactured exits. 



Rand saw both. Survived both. Now warns everyone who’ll listen. 



Most don’t listen. The ladder looks too appealing. The trap remains invisible. Until it’s too late. 



The Youth Exploitation



Venture capitalists love young founders. Not because they’re innovative. Because they’re exploitable. 



20-year-olds don’t know their worth. Don’t read contracts carefully. Don’t understand dilution. Believe the mentorship myth. 



There are thousands of 58-year-old founders desperate for funding. They’ve paid their dues. Built real businesses. Know how things actually work. Have the wisdom that only comes from decades of building. 



Look at Y Combinator’s portfolio. Average founder age: 29. How many gray-haired founders appear? How many people with actual experience? 



None. Because experience means founders can’t be exploited. Wisdom means founders read the fine print. Age means founders know when they’re being screwed. 



Mark Zuckerberg sold 30% of Facebook for $12.7 million. Worth $150 billion now. A 58-year-old would have known better. 



The younger the founder, the cheaper the equity. The cheaper the equity, the better the extraction. 



Requiring failure creates it. Builders who ignore venture capital build businesses that last. 



Venture capital requires failure. Bootstrapped founders require profit. And they’re building $10M to $50M revenue businesses without a single investor. Profitable from year 2. Growing sustainably. Owned entirely by founders. No extraction. No exit pressure. No failure required. 



Thousands of these companies exist. Software-as-a-service tools. Manufacturing. Services. E-commerce. They grow 20-40% annually while staying profitable. Founders take home millions. Employees get profit sharing. Customers get products that last. The venture capital model isn’t the only path.. it’s just the extraction path. 



The Punchline



Venture capital isn’t an investment strategy. It’s a sorting algorithm. 



Sort 100 companies into 4 extraction tiers. Extract from all 4 tiers simultaneously. Celebrate the 1 that succeeds. Blame the 99 that fail. Collect fees regardless. 



The founders think they’re being funded. They’re actually being sorted. Into categories of extractability. Based on how much value can be taken. And how fast. 



Tier 1: Extract through IPO. Tier 2: Extract through acquihire. Tier 3: Extract through fees. Tier 4: Extract through tax write-offs. 



Four different extraction methods. Same outcome for venture capitalists. They always win. 



The Only Winners



In venture capital, only venture capitalists win. 



Founders? Usually fired or diluted to nothing. Employees? Options worth nothing after preferences. Customers? Products shut down when not extraction-worthy. Society? Deals with the extraction aftermath. 



But venture capitalists? They get 2% management fees regardless. 20% of profits if anything works. No downside. Pure extraction. 



Sequoia Capital. $85 billion under management. $1.7 billion in fees every year. Before any returns. Just for existing. 



The 99% failure rate isn’t a bug. It’s not even a necessary evil. It’s the core product. 



The failure funds the search for the unicorn. The unicorn justifies the failure. The fees extract from both. The system perpetuates itself. 



And founders? They’re not entrepreneurs. They’re inventory. Being sorted. Processed. Extracted. Disposed. 



The ones who succeed become billionaires and defend the system. The ones who fail become cautionary tales and blame themselves. The ones who see the truth become pariahs and get blacklisted. 



Nobody escapes. Everyone plays their role. The extraction continues. 



The Punchline



It’s like a cancer treatment that requires killing the patient. 



Sure, we might cure one person. 



But we need the other nine to die for our cure rate to make sense. 



And we get paid either way. 







Next



But venture capital’s failure-by-design model was just the startup version. 



Private equity perfected it for established businesses. 



The roll-up. 



Buy every local business in an industry. Combine them. Load with debt. Extract. Destroy. 



Veterinary clinics. Dental practices. Funeral homes. HVAC companies. 



The businesses people trust. The services communities need. 



Private equity discovered they could consolidate entire industries. Eliminate competition. Raise prices. Cut quality. 



All while claiming efficiency. 



The Roll-Up Con Game



The local dentist isn’t local anymore. 



That family veterinarian who knew the dog’s name? Owned by Mars Inc. Yes, the same company that makes M&Ms... which has acquired over 3,000 veterinary hospitals. 



The funeral home that buried someone’s grandmother? Owned by Service Corporation International. 



Yes, the company that owns over 2,000 funeral homes but keeps the local names so no one knows. 



The HVAC company families used for 20 years? Owned by Wrench Group now. They “rolled up” over 1,800 HVAC companies and now bring iPads into hot homes when the A/C breaks, upselling people into “comfort packages”. 



Private equity found a new way to extract: Buy every small business in an industry. Combine them. Destroy what made them special. Extract until there’s nothing left. 



The Formula for Wholesale Destruction



Roll-ups follow a simple formula: 



1. Find a fragmented industry (lots of small players) 2. Buy them all with debt 3. Cut quality. Boost margins. 4. Raise prices (until there’s no competition left) 5. Extract fees and exit 



Extractors know most customers won’t notice the degradation until it’s too late. Smaller portions. Higher prices. Worse service. By the time anyone realizes, they’ve already bought every competitor. 



The dentist. The vet. The nursing home. The car wash. The storage unit. The town’s favorite restaurant. The funeral home. All rolled up. All extracted. All destroyed. 



The Dental Disaster



Dental practices used to be independent. The dentist knew patients. Cared about their health. Built relationships over decades. 



Now, 15% are owned by private equity. Growing 20% per year. 



Heartland Dental: 1,600+ practices.

Aspen Dental: 1,000+ practices.

Pacific Dental Services: 875+ practices. 



The Buy-Out Seduction



Private equity doesn’t steal dental practices. They seduce dentists with money. Cold hard cash. 



The pitch to the founder sounds perfect:

Cash out and sell the practice for 5-8x annual revenue.

Stay on as an employee.

Keep seeing patients.

No more administrative headaches.

Retire early.

Finally take that vacation. 



What they don’t mention: The non-compete clause that traps the dentist after they sell to a private equity firm... 



The performance quotas that start immediately.

The scripted upselling required.

The extraction metrics tracked daily. 



The dentist who invested 30 years building relationships becomes a revenue generator with a target on their back. 



Most dentists realize the mistake within 6 months. But they’ve already signed. Already taken the money. Already trapped. 



The golden handcuffs close. Early retirement becomes impossible. The practice they built gets strip-mined. Patients they cared about become profit centers. The 5-star reviews start to plummet. 



Some try to bail after a few months. Walk away from the job. Quietly. Just disappear. 



But the non-compete clause remains. Can’t practice dentistry within 25 miles for 5 years. The cash they took? Gone to taxes and lifestyle inflation. Can’t afford to sit out. 



Some are forced to return. Selling crowns they know aren’t needed. Recommending procedures they would have never suggested before. Watching private equity extract from the community they served for decades. 



The dentist becomes the extraction tool. 



What changed? 



Unnecessary procedures pushed.

Root canals recommended when fillings would work.

Payment plans that trap patients in debt. 



The dentist doesn’t own the practice anymore. They’re an employee. With quotas. With scripts. With upgrade options on an iPad. With pressure to extract. 



Human mouths became revenue centers. 



The Veterinary Vultures



The candy company that makes M&Ms owns over 3,000 veterinary clinics through private-equity extractors like VCA, BluePearl, and Banfield. 



JAB Holdings owns 1,300+ clinics through Compassion-First. 



IVC Evidensia owns 1,700+ clinics across Europe. 



Prices tripled. A check-up that cost $50 now costs $200. Surgery that cost $500 now costs $2,000. Euthanasia that cost $100 now costs $400. 



They know people will pay anything for their pets.

That’s the extraction point.

Love becomes leverage. 



Vets hate it. According to the CDC, suicide rates among veterinarians are 3.5x the general population. They became vets to help animals. Now they’re salespeople with debt, quotas and selling scripts. 



The Funeral Home Grift



Service Corporation International owns 2,000 funeral homes and cemeteries. 



They keep the original names:

“Johnson Family Funeral Home.”

“Smith & Sons Mortuary.”

“Anderson Memorial Chapel.” 



Sounds local. It’s not. 



The Death Trade Seduction



Funeral directors get the same pitch dentists heard: Sell for 4-6x earnings. Stay on as manager. Keep serving families. No more business headaches. Retire with dignity. 



What they don’t mention: The upselling scripts required. The itemization mandates. The pressure to maximize revenue per body. The metrics tracking “average sale value.” 



The funeral director who spent 40 years helping grieving families becomes a sales associate with targets. 



Most realize the horror within months. But the non-compete clause prevents them from opening another funeral home within 50 miles for 5 years. The money? Already spent on the retirement they’ll never get. 



So they stay. Reading scripts to widows. Pushing platinum caskets on families who can’t afford pine. Watching extraction happen to people at their most vulnerable moment. 



The funeral director becomes the grief extractor. 



The Itemization Scam



Average funeral cost in 1980: $2,000. Average funeral cost now: $12,000. 



But the real extraction is in the itemization. 



There are no more package deals. Everything costs extra now. 



Everything gets charged separately: 


	Basic service fee: $2,500

	Transport to funeral home: $350

	Embalming: $800

	Cosmetics: $300

	Use of facilities for viewing: $500

	Use of facilities for ceremony: $500

	Hearse: $350

	Service car: $150

	Memorial cards: $200

	Online obituary: $150





The casket alone? $2,000 to $10,000. Marked up 300-800% from wholesale. 



Flowers? Not from a local florist. From SCI’s vendor. Marked up 800%. 



Death certificates? $25 each. They recommend ordering 10. 



Grief becomes a line-item budget. 



The Guilt Sale



They train staff on emotional manipulation. 



“Don’t they deserve the mahogany casket?”

“This is the last thing anyone can do for them.”

“The upgraded vault protects them better.” 



Families in shock. Grieving. Unable to think clearly. Pressured to decide in 48 hours. 



The funeral director knows none of it matters. The mahogany doesn’t make the person less dead. The vault doesn’t preserve anything. The upgraded lining serves no purpose. 



But the script works. Grief overrides logic. Love becomes extraction. 



Some families spend $20,000 they don’t have. Go into debt for a funeral. Because they were manipulated at their weakest moment. 



The Cremation Problem



Cremations now account for 60% of deaths in America. Rising every year. 



This terrifies funeral home roll-ups. Cremation costs $1,000-$2,000. Traditional burial costs $10,000-$12,000. The math is obvious. 



So they adapted the extraction. 



Push “cremation packages” that cost $5,000-$8,000: 


	Rental casket for viewing: $1,200

	Upgraded urn: $800

	Memorial service at facility: $1,500

	Cremation jewelry: $400

	Keepsake urns for family: $300 each





The actual cremation? $300. 



They also invented “green burial” as premium extraction. Biodegradable casket: $3,000. Natural burial plot: $5,000. No embalming (which costs nothing to skip): marketed as eco-premium. 



Extraction doesn’t fight trends. It monetizes them. 



Death became a roll-up opportunity. 



The HVAC Hijacking



Private equity discovered HVAC companies print money. 



Necessary service. Recurring revenue. Fragmented market. Emergency pricing. Captive customers. 



Wrench Group: 1,800+ HVAC companies. Southern Home Services: 300+ companies. Apex Service Partners: 200+ companies. 



The Comfort Company Trap



HVAC owners get offered 5-7x earnings to sell out. Make $100,000 profit this year, get $700,000 cash tomorrow. Stay on for 3 years running the business. Access to capital for growth. Professional management support. 



Sounds great when the owner is 60 years old and tired of emergency calls at 2 a.m. The children went to college or got office jobs. Nobody wants to take over the family business. 



What they don’t mention after taking the buyout from private equity: The iPad upselling system installed immediately. The “customer comfort analysis” scripts. The pressure to sell new units instead of repair old ones. The financing partnerships that trap customers in debt. 



The HVAC tech who built a reputation on honest repairs becomes a commission-driven salesperson with quotas. 



The Emergency Exploitation



An AC breaks in July.

95 degrees outside.

Family with young children.

Elderly person.

Medical conditions. 



Used to cost $200 for a repair. The local guy fixed it same day. 



Now? The technician arrives with an iPad. 



Runs a “diagnostic” that always finds multiple problems: 


	Freon leak: $800

	Compressor failing: $1,200

	Ductwork issues: $2,500

	System “inefficient” and should be replaced: $15,093





They offer financing on the spot. 18% interest. 84 months. “Just $223/month.” 



The family is desperate. It’s 95 degrees. The baby is crying. Grandmother can’t breathe in the heat. 



They sign. 



The technician knows the AC just needed a $125 capacitor and 25 minutes of labor. But the quota requires $1,500 minimum per service call. 



The Maintenance Membership Scam



They push annual maintenance contracts: $300/year for “priority service” and “discounts.” 



What customers don’t know: The maintenance visits are upselling opportunities. The technician gets trained to find problems that don’t exist. 



Every visit becomes a sales presentation: 


	“Your system is 8 years old, at risk of failure”

	“We found a small leak that will get worse”

	“This part is discontinued, better replace now”





None of it urgent. Most of it unnecessary. All of it scripted to extract. 



The $300 membership becomes a $3,000 repair recommendation. Every single year. 



Homeowners pay a salesman to inspect their house so he can sell them things they don’t need. 



The Technician’s Nightmare



HVAC techs got into the trade to fix things. Honest work. Help people. Good money. Respect. 



After the roll-up, everything changed. 



Daily quotas: $2,000 minimum in sales.

Scripts to memorize.

iPad presentations to deliver.

Upsells required on every call.

Commission tied to replacement sales, not repairs. 



Fix a simple problem for $200? Get written up for “leaving money on the table.” 



Sell a $15,000 system replacement? Bonus and recognition. 



Most techs hate it. They quit within a year. 



Some companies split techs into two teams: the fixers and the sellers. The salesman diagnoses the AC. The tech just installs what he sold. 



A $125 capacitor replacement now requires a sales presentation. 



Even trade schools adapted. Less time on diagnostics and repair. More time on customer communication and closing techniques. 



The education system now feeds the extraction machine. 



The craft becomes a con. 



No competition.

They own everyone.

The heat isn’t the only thing that’s oppressive. 



The Self-Storage Hustle



Americans have too much stuff. Private equity noticed. 



Public Storage: 2,500+ facilities.

Extra Space: 2,000+ facilities.

CubeSmart: 1,200+ facilities. 



All rolled up. All extracting. 



The Consumption Trap



There’s been a 22% increase in the total square footage of self storage units compared to last year. 



Self storage is hot right now. 



Why? 



Because of another extraction scam: cheap disposable goods. 



Walmart and Amazon convinced everyone to buy more for less. Furniture that breaks in 2 years. Electronics that become obsolete in 3. Clothes too cheap to repair. Everything designed to be replaced, not repaired. 



Houses stayed the same size. Stuff multiplied. 



Can’t throw it away. Might need it someday. Sentimental value. Paid good money for it. Hoarding is a thing. 



Can’t fit it in the house. Garage is full. Basement is packed. 



Solution?

Rent storage. 



One extraction industry creates the problem. Another extraction industry sells the solution. 



The Price Creep Scam



Rent starts at $50/month. First month FREE! Seems reasonable. 



Then the increases begin: 


	Month 3: $75 (promotional rate ends)

	Month 12: $90 (first annual increase)

	Month 24: $110 (second annual increase)

	Month 36: $140 (third annual increase)

	Month 36+: more price creep





Automatic increases buried in contracts. No notification required in most states. 



Most people never move out. The unit sits for years. Maybe they visit once. Maybe never. 



The charge shows up on the credit card. Gets paid automatically. Easier to pay than to deal with it. 



And then there’s all the fees: 



Move-out fees.

Lock replacement fees.

Mandatory insurance fees.

Late fees.

Admin fees. 



The friction of moving out exceeds the pain of paying. That’s the design. 



The contract designed to trap, not serve. 



The Emotional Hostage



Most people store things they’ll never use again. 



Mom’s china.

Dad’s tools.

Children’s toys.

College textbooks.

Wedding gifts never opened. 



Worth maybe $500 total. Paying $150/month to store it. That’s $1,800/year. After 5 years: $9,000 spent to store $500 worth of stuff. 



The math doesn’t work. Everyone knows it. 



But throwing it away feels wrong. Like discarding memories. Admitting waste. Accepting loss. 



The storage company knows this. They laugh about this at industry conferences. Emotional attachment beats financial logic every time. 



The Abandoned Unit Gold Mine



20% of storage units get abandoned eventually. 



Renters stop paying.

Can’t afford it. Forget about it.

Move away.

Die. 



Depending on each state’s laws, storage companies wait 60-90 days. Then auction the contents. 



The storage company keeps all the rent paid. Plus auction proceeds. Plus fees. 



Some units contain valuables. Most contain junk. Either way, the storage company wins. 



Then some storage companies discovered they could extract even more. 



“Mystery unit” auctions. Bidders can’t inspect contents. Just peek through the door. Gamble on what’s inside. 



Storage Wars turned it into a TV show. Made abandoned possessions entertaining. Free marketing for the storage industry. 



The storage company extracts from three sides now: 


	The renter who paid for years then abandoned everything

	The bidder who pays hundreds for “treasure” that’s usually junk

	The TV audience who watches the extraction as entertainment





The renter paid thousands to store hundreds. Then lost it all. Then watched strangers bid on their memories for entertainment. 



Storing grandma’s furniture now costs more than grandma’s rent used to be. 



And when they can’t pay anymore? Her belongings become a game show. 



The Post-Crisis Extraction



2008 housing crisis hit. Foreclosures everywhere. Families lost homes. Banks panicked. 



Private equity saw opportunity. 



Blackstone bought 50,000 foreclosed single-family homes between 2012 and 2016. Spent $10 billion. Turned them into rentals. Created Invitation Homes. 



The families who lost their houses in foreclosure now rent apartments from the same Wall Street firms that bought the wreckage. 



Perfect extraction. 



Extractors love to say, “Never let a good crisis go to waste.” 



The Apartment Takeover



Private equity owns over 8,200 apartment buildings in America. 10% of all inventory. Over 2.2 million rental units. Industry jargon: doors. 



Blackstone. KKR. Greystar. Starwood Capital. TPG. 



They bought the buildings people called home. 



The Apartment Math



Buy apartment buildings. Not to provide housing. To extract rent. 



The formula: 



Slash maintenance. Defer repairs. Let things break. Tenants complain. Nothing gets fixed. 



Hike rents. 10% annually in some markets. Tampa. Phoenix. Dallas. Atlanta. Charlotte. 



The cities where private equity owns the most apartments are the cities where rent burden got worst. 



Add fees for everything. Parking fee. Water fee. Sewer fee. Common area water fee. Pest control fee. Mandatory liability insurance. Trash fee. Processing fee. Convenience fee for paying online. Late fee if you’re 1 day behind. 



Threaten eviction aggressively. Court filings scare tenants into compliance. Legal fees add up. Most settle. Private equity gets its money. 



Exit in 3-5 years. Sell to another private equity firm. Or take public. Invitation Homes IPO’d for $1.77 billion in 2017. Blackstone cashed out in 2019. 



The building changes hands. The tenants stay trapped. The new owner continues extraction. 



The Captive Audience Problem



Can’t just leave. 



Moving costs thousands. First month. Last month. Security deposit. Moving truck. Time off work. New furniture for different layout. Utilities hookup. Change of address. School transfers for kids. 



And go where? 



Private equity bought most of the buildings in the area. Same ownership. Same rent increases. Same fees. Different address, same extraction. 



Invitation Homes: 83,000 single-family rentals across 16 markets. 



KKR just bought 5,200 apartments for $2.1 billion. One deal. 



They own everything. Renters have nowhere to go. 



The Rent Burden Reality



The government’s threshold: spend 30% or more of income on rent, officially “cost burdened.” 



The five metros where cost burden worsened most since 2019: 


	Tampa-St. Petersburg

	Phoenix

	Dallas-Fort Worth

	Atlanta

	Charlotte





Also the five metros where private equity owns the most apartments. 



Coincidence?

(Or just good business?) 



Renters paying 40%, 50%, sometimes 60% of income on rent. Can’t save. Can’t leave. Can’t buy. Trapped in the extraction cycle. 



ProPublica investigated. Titled the report: “When Private Equity Becomes Your Landlord.” 



Senators sent letters. Elizabeth Warren demanded answers from KKR about the $2.1 billion apartment grab. 



Nothing changed. 



Private equity keeps buying.

Rents keep rising.

Fees keep multiplying.

Buildings keep decaying.

Tenants keep paying. 



The Maintenance Scam



Private equity slashes maintenance budgets. Buildings decay. But rents rise. 



Roof leaks? Submit a work order. Wait 3 months. Nothing happens. Submit again. Wait longer. Eventually they send someone. Patches it badly. Leaks again next rain. 



Broken AC in summer? “Emergency” repair takes 2 weeks. Meanwhile they charge full rent for uninhabitable unit. 



Mold growing? “Not our problem. Clean it yourself. Here’s a $50 cleaning fee for complaining.” 



Parking lot full of potholes? “Scheduled for next year.” Next year comes. Still full of potholes. But parking fee increased. 



The buildings deteriorate. Rents increase. Maintenance decreases. Extraction maximizes. 



Tenants who complain get threatened with eviction. Or lease non-renewal. Or rent increase at renewal that forces them out. 



The ones who stay learn to stop complaining. Accept the decay. Pay increasing rent for decreasing quality. 



Classic extraction. 



The Eviction Threat



Private equity-owned buildings file for eviction at much higher rates than mom-and-pop landlords. 



Not because tenants don’t pay. Because aggressive eviction filings create fear. 



File for eviction when tenant is 3 days late. Doesn’t matter if they’ve lived there 5 years and always paid. Doesn’t matter if it’s a one-time issue. File immediately. 



Tenant panics. Borrows money to pay. Pays late fees. Pays court fees. Pays legal fees. All to avoid eviction record. 



Private equity gets paid. Plus penalties. Plus court costs they make tenant pay. 



Even if eviction doesn’t happen, the filing shows up on tenant record. Makes it harder to rent anywhere else. Traps them further. 



The threat is the weapon. Most eviction filings never go to court. Tenant pays everything to make it go away. 



That’s the design. 



The Fee Avalanche



Used to be: Rent covered everything. Water, trash, basic maintenance, parking if building had it. 



Now: Rent covers the unit. Everything else costs extra. 



Water/sewer: $50-100/month. 



Trash: $25-40/month. 



Pest control: $15-30/month (whether there are pests or not). 



Parking: $50-150/month (in the lot that used to be free). 



Package room access: $10/month. 



Gym access: $30/month (gym that came with the building). 



Pet rent: $50/month per pet (not deposit, monthly rent for the dog). 



Online payment convenience fee: $3-5 per transaction. 



Late fee: $50-150 if rent is even 1 day late. 



A $1,500/month apartment becomes $1,800-2,000 after mandatory fees. 



Fees that didn’t exist before private equity bought the building. 



Fees for things that used to be included. 



Fees that make them millions while providing nothing new. 



Pure extraction. 



The Housing Crisis They Created



Private equity didn’t solve the housing crisis. They weaponized it. 



Bought foreclosed homes families lost. Turned them into rentals. Raised rents. Made it impossible to buy. 



Own 10% of all apartments. Control rent prices in entire markets. Coordinate increases across buildings. Use software to optimize pricing. Renters have no negotiating power. 



2.2 million rental units removed from potential home ownership. Trapped in permanent rental. Rent goes to extractors instead of building equity for families. 



The American Dream of homeownership? Private equity turned it into the American Reality of permanent rent extraction. 



They created a generation of renters who can’t afford to buy because private equity keeps buying everything and raising rents so high no one can save for a down payment. 



The housing crisis never ended. 



It just got new owners. 



And a higher rent payment. 



The Mobile Home Misery



Mobile homes are the last affordable housing in America. 



Private equity fixed that. 



Carlyle Group, Apollo, TPG, and Blackstone own 680,000 mobile home lots. 



The hustle is evil genius. 



Residents own the homes but rent the land. 



The cost to move is too expensive (over $10,000), so most stay put. Another perfect captive audience. 



Lot rent starts off affordable.

Was $200/month.

Now $600.00. 



It gets worse: 



Water bills added. Trash fees added. “Improvements” that no one asked for. Fees for everything. It’s legal - all in the fine print of the contract. 



Eviction if residents can’t pay. Legally, private equity gets the home for free upon default. Then they sell it to the next victim. 



The poorest Americans.

The most vulnerable.

The perfect extraction targets. 



The Therapy Center Trap



A 4-year-old child sits in a therapy room.

For 8 hours a day.

The parents were told this would help. 



Insurance pays $120 per hour. That’s $960 per day. $19,200 per month. Per child. 



Private equity smelled another extraction opportunity. 



Vulnerable population. Recurring revenue. Insurance-backed. Captive customers. 



Perfect extraction. 



Small therapy practices used to be run by therapists. 



People who cared about the children. 



Took time with each family. 



Adjusted treatment based on individual needs. 



Built relationships over years. 



Private equity uses virtually the same playbook they offered dentists and funeral directors: 4-6x revenue. Cash out. Stay on as an employee. Focus on therapy, not business. Finally get paid what you’re worth. 



What they didn’t mention: The productivity quotas starting immediately. The billing requirements for every 15-minute increment. The pressure to add more clients than ethically possible. The scripted treatment plans that ignore individual needs. 



The therapist who spent years learning how to help autistic children becomes a billing unit with targets. 



The Autism Therapy Extraction



Blackstone owns Center for Autism and Related Disorders.

TPG owns Kadiant.

KKR owns BlueSprig Pediatrics. 



Combined, they rolled up over 500 autism therapy centers across America. 



Then the extraction began. 



Master’s-level therapists replaced with “behavior technicians” who got 2 weeks of training. Still billed insurance at $120/hour for master’s-level care. 



Treatment plans standardized across hundreds of children. Cookie-cutter protocols replacing individualized therapy. Cheaper. Faster. More scalable. 



Session quality dropped. Children regressed. Parents blamed themselves for not seeing progress. 



But the insurance checks kept clearing. 



The most vulnerable children in America became profit centers. Their parents’ desperation became leverage. Their developmental needs became billing opportunities. 



Autism therapy had been weaponized for extraction. 



The Insurance Fraud



ABA therapy can require 20-40 hours per week.

Insurance will pay $50-120 per hour.

That’s $4,000-19,000 per month per child. 



The math works if the therapists are qualified and the hours are real. 



Private equity changed both variables. 



Therapists with master’s degrees and 5 years of experience? Replaced with “behavior technicians” who get 2 weeks of training. Still bill insurance at the same rate. 



40 hours per week of therapy? Bill for 40, provide 25. Parents at work can’t verify. Children can’t advocate for themselves. 



Quality drops. Children regress. Parents blame themselves. 



But the insurance checks keep clearing. 



The Desperate Parent Premium



Parents of autistic children will do anything for help. 



Private equity knows this. 



Wait lists stretched to 6-12 months. Unless parents pay cash for “priority placement.” Suddenly spots open up. 



Insurance-covered therapy sessions reduced to 15 hours per week. But private pay sessions available immediately. $120 per hour. No insurance accepted. 



Parents take second jobs. Go into debt. Drain retirement accounts. Because their child needs help and no one else is available. 



The autism therapy roll-up bought all the competition. Created artificial scarcity. Then charged premium prices to desperate families. 



That’s extraction perfected. 



Autistic children became profit centers. 



The Emergency Room Empire



TeamHealth and Envision Healthcare. Two companies own 30% of all emergency rooms in America. 



Owned by Blackstone and KKR respectively. 



Out-of-network billing. Surprise charges. $3,000 for an aspirin. $10,000 for three stitches. Insurance won’t cover it. Patients can’t choose their ER. 



Perfect extraction. 



Doctors hate it. 



Forced to see 40 patients per shift. 



Run the math:

12 minutes per patient.

Including triage, diagnosis, treatment, and documentation. 



No time for bedside manner.

No time for thorough examination.

No time for patient questions. 



Just billing codes. Just extraction. 



The Consent That Never Happened



America runs on contracts. 



Can’t buy a phone without signing terms. 



Can’t open a bank account without agreeing to 47 pages of conditions. 



But the emergency room operates differently. 



The patient is conscious.

In pain. But conscious.

Can speak.

Can understand.

Can make decisions. 



The doctor doesn’t ask what they can afford. Doesn’t disclose prices. Doesn’t get consent for specific treatments. 



They just start billing. 



“Implied consent” makes sense for unconscious patients who can’t communicate. Save their life first, sort out payment later. 



But hospitals apply the same doctrine to conscious patients. 



They can talk.

They can ask questions.

They could negotiate if given information. 



They don’t give information. They treat patients like they’re unconscious even when they’re not. 



It doesn’t matter if an ambulance brought them against their will. 



It doesn’t matter if they were unconscious when someone else chose which hospital. 



It doesn’t matter if they would have chosen a different ER if they’d known the costs. 



They’re there. They owe. 



3 weeks later, the bills arrive. 



Patients never agreed to the price. Never consented to out-of-network providers. Never authorized the anesthesiologist they didn’t meet to bill $3,000 for 20 minutes. 



But they owe it.

Because they were there.

Because hospitals say so. 



It’s the only industry in America where services are rendered first, prices disclosed never, and payment is mandatory regardless. 



And if patients can’t pay? 



Their credit gets destroyed. 



Collection agencies harass them daily. 



Wage garnishment takes money before they see it. 



They get sued for bills they never agreed to pay for services they never consented to receive at prices that were never disclosed while they were in pain and had no choice. 



Contract law applies to everything except the moment you’re most vulnerable. 



The Laboratory Lie



Quest Diagnostics and LabCorp. 



Two companies control just over 50% of all medical testing. 



The doctor orders bloodwork. Sends patients to “the lab.” Doesn’t mention which lab. Doesn’t mention the cost. Doesn’t mention they have no choice. 



Patients show up. Staff takes their blood. They leave. 



3 weeks later, the bill arrives. 



Routine blood test: $20 actual cost. Billed at $300. That’s 15x. 



Urine test: $5 actual cost. Billed at $150. That’s 30x. 



Genetic test: $100 actual cost. Billed at $2,000. That’s 20x. 



Patients call insurance. Insurance says the lab is “out of network.” Patients owe the full amount. 



They call the doctor. Doctor says “we always use that lab.” They ask why nobody warned them. Doctor says “we don’t handle billing.” 



They call the lab. Lab says “the doctor ordered the tests.” They ask for an itemized bill. Lab sends 47 pages of codes. Nothing makes sense. 



Patients are trapped between the lab, the doctor, and the insurance company. All pointing at each other. All extracting. 



The Captive Patient



Patients can’t shop around for labs. The doctor chooses. The doctor’s office has contracts with specific labs. Kickbacks. Referral fees. Relationships. 



The patient has no power. No choice. No transparency. 



And the lab companies bought all the competition. 



Quest owns 2,200+ patient service centers across America. 



LabCorp owns 1,900+ locations. 



They rolled up every regional lab. Every independent testing facility. Every small pathology practice. 



Now two companies control half of all medical testing in America. 



The Billing Scam



The actual testing costs pennies. Automated machines process thousands of samples per day. The chemicals and supplies cost dollars. Labor is minimal. 



But the billing is creative. 



They don’t bill for “a blood test.” They bill for: 


	Specimen collection fee

	Processing fee

	Analysis fee

	Interpretation fee

	Diagnostic consultation fee

	Venipuncture fee

	Handling fee

	Administrative fee





One blood draw becomes 8 line items. 



One C.B.C. (Complete Blood Count) becomes 15 separate billable codes. 



The $20 test becomes $300. Not through testing. Through billing creativity. 



The Out-of-Network Trap



Most lab companies are “out of network” for most insurance plans. 



By design. 



Out of network means: 



Higher reimbursement rates. 



Patients pay full price. 



Insurance covers little or nothing. 



No negotiated rates. 



Maximum extraction. 



The lab bills $300.

Insurance pays $50.

Patient owes $250. 



Patients had no choice. The doctor sent them there. They never saw a price. Never signed anything. They never consented to the cost. 



But they owe the money. 



The Upsell



The doctor orders a basic metabolic panel. 8 tests. 



The lab runs a comprehensive metabolic panel. 14 tests. 



The doctor ordered lipid screening. Basic. 



The lab runs advanced lipid screening with particle analysis. $800 instead of $80. 



The patient never authorized the extra tests. The doctor didn’t order them. But the lab ran them anyway. 



“Standard protocol,” they say. “Better for patient care,” they claim. 



Better for billing. 



The patient gets charged. The insurance refuses. The patient owes thousands for tests they never asked for. 



Even if 1% complain loudly and get a refund for extra tests, 99% remain silent. 



“It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.” The extraction playbook. One line. Every industry. 



The Genetic Testing Gold Mine



Genetic testing is the new frontier of lab extraction. 



Bad genes.

The perfect scapegoat.

The profitable excuse. 



Doctor suspects hereditary condition. Orders genetic screening. 



The lab offers comprehensive panel. Tests for 100+ conditions. Most irrelevant to the patient’s situation. 



Cost: $2,000 to $5,000. 



The patient signs consent forms they don’t read. Pages of legal text about genetic information usage and billing. 



Buried in the fine print: “Patient is responsible for all costs not covered by insurance.” 



Insurance denies the claim. “Not medically necessary.” 



The patient owes $3,800 for genetic information they didn’t need about conditions they’ll never develop. 



The Collection Agency Pipeline



Patients can’t pay the surprise bills. The amounts are absurd. The charges are predatory. 



The lab sends bills. Patients ignore them or dispute them. 



The lab sells the debt to collection agencies. For pennies on the dollar. 



The collection agency harasses the patient. Threatens credit scores. Files lawsuits. Garnishes wages. 



The patient already gave their blood. Now the lab takes their credit, their peace of mind, and their financial stability. 



Human blood became their gold. 



Then their collections became their recurring revenue. 



The Software Roll-Up



Constellation Software owns 600+ software companies. Tiny vertical market leaders nobody thinks about. 



The founder gets celebrated as “Canada’s Warren Buffett” for perfecting the roll-up formula. 



They own the invisible infrastructure. Cities can’t switch. Migration costs millions. 



What runs on Constellation’s rolled-up software: 


	City parking meters

	Hospital patient systems

	School bus routing

	Police dispatch systems

	Public housing management

	Water utility billing

	Emergency 911 systems

	Oil and gas pipeline monitoring

	Court case management

	Prison inmate tracking





The invisible infrastructure of daily life. All rolled up. All extracting. 



Data locked in proprietary formats. Support quality degraded. Prices increase 15-20% annually. 



Everything invisible runs on rolled-up software extracting from everyone. 



The Restaurant Recipe



Restaurants are perfect for roll-ups. Emotional attachment to brands. Real estate value. Easy to cut quality. 



And the math works beautifully for extraction. 



The Restaurant Roll-Up Formula



Independent restaurants run on thin margins. 



3-5% profit if they’re doing well.

One bad month away from closing.

One equipment failure from bankruptcy. 



Private equity smells opportunity. 



They offer the exhausted owner 3-4x annual revenue. Cash out. Retire. Finally sleep through the night. No more 80-hour weeks. No more worrying about payroll. No more supply chain nightmares. 



The owner who spent 20 years building the business takes the money. 



Private equity keeps the name. Keeps the building. Keeps the menu (at first). Sometimes keeps the owner as “consultant” for 6 months to maintain the illusion. 



Then the extraction begins. 



The Quality Degradation



First thing to go: ingredients. 



Fresh pasta made daily?

Replace with frozen. 



Local produce from the farmer’s market?

Replace with Sisco. 



Bread baked on-site?

Replace with par-baked from a distributor. 



Sauces made from scratch?

Replace with pre-made concentrates. 



Meat from the local butcher?

Replace with vacuum-sealed pre-portioned proteins. 



The food costs drop 40%.

Quality drops.

Most customers don’t notice immediately. 



The ones who do? They complain. Staff explains “supply chain issues” or “new vendors.” Most accept it. Some leave. Private equity doesn’t care... there are always new customers. 



The Portion Shrink



Next comes portion engineering. 



12-ounce steaks become 10-ounce. Then 8-ounce.

Side dishes reduced by 20%. Then 30%.

Appetizers cut from 6 pieces to 4.

Desserts from house-made to pre-plated frozen.

Wine pours shrink from 6 ounces to 5. 



But they add free bread.

Unlimited refills on cheap rolls.

Fill up on carbs before the shrunken entree arrives. 



Prices stay the same. Or increase slightly “due to inflation.” 



The math works: 30% less food, same price, profit margins soar. Free bread costs pennies but creates the illusion of generosity. 



The Staff Purge



Then they cut labor. 



The chef who created the recipes? Gone. Replaced with a line cook following laminated instructions. 



The sommeliers who knew wine? Gone. Now it’s whoever can pour fastest. 



The experienced servers who knew regulars’ names? Gone. High turnover is now the goal — keep wages low, no benefits, no institutional knowledge. 



Kitchen staff cut to skeleton crew. One cook doing the work of three. Quality suffers. Speed suffers. Safety suffers. 



Front-of-house cut to minimum. Longer wait times. Worse service. More mistakes. Customers blame the staff, not realizing ownership changed. 



The Menu Simplification



The diverse menu that made the restaurant special? Streamlined. 



40 items reduced to 20. Everything optimized for: 


	Minimal prep time

	Maximum margin

	Longest shelf life

	Easiest to train new staff

	Fastest to microwave and plate





The signature dishes that took years to perfect? Gone. Replaced with crowd-pleasers that can be microwaved. 



The seasonal menu that showcased local ingredients? Gone. Fixed menu, same suppliers, economies of scale. 



The Main Street restaurant becomes indistinguishable from a chain. 



The Real Estate Play



But food isn’t even the main extraction point. 



The restaurant owns the building.

Prime location.

Valuable property. 



Real estate is the primary extraction asset. 



Private equity immediately: 


	Sells the real estate to a REIT they control

	Extracts cash from the sale

	Leases it back to the restaurant at impossible rates





The restaurant that owned its building now pays rent to the same private equity firm that bought it. The lease extracts more than food sales can sustain. 



The restaurant is now primed to fail. 



The Franchise Flip



Some roll-ups convert independent restaurants into franchise models. 



The original owner’s recipes become “proprietary franchise systems.”





The local restaurant becomes Unit #247. 



The personality gets stripped. The soul gets extracted. The connection to community gets destroyed. 



Franchise fees: $50,000 upfront.

Royalties: 6% of gross revenue.

Marketing fees: 3% of gross revenue.

Required suppliers: Mark-ups of 30-40% over market rate.

Technology fees: $500/month for mandatory point-of-sale system. 



The franchisee does all the work. Takes all the risk. Private equity extracts all the margin. 



The Ghost Kitchen Conversion



The newest extraction: Ghost kitchens. 



Buy a beloved local restaurant. Keep the name. Close the dining room. 



Sounds reasonable. Dining rooms are expensive. Delivery is the future. 



But they don’t keep the kitchen. 



Convert to delivery-only operation in a warehouse across town. Same brand, worse food, no atmosphere, pure extraction. 



Wonder Group is doing this at scale. Investor Marc Lore sank $3.5 billion into it. 



Here’s the idea: 



One kitchen produces food for 5-10 “virtual brands.” Same ingredients, different packaging, different prices. Customers think they’re ordering from different restaurants. It’s all the same industrial kitchen. 



The restaurant people loved becomes a fulfillment center with FREE delivery. 



Innovation. 



The Sisco Syndrome



Every rolled-up restaurant eventually becomes a Sisco customer. 



Sisco: The company that supplies 90% of chain restaurants. Everything pre-made, pre-portioned, pre-cooked. Just heat and serve. 



The “Italian restaurant” and the “Mexican restaurant” and the “American bistro” all get the same food from the same truck. Different plating. Different prices. Same extraction. 



Fresh becomes frozen. Scratch becomes assembly. Cooking becomes reheating. 



Chefs become microwave operators. 



The Loyalty Program Scam



Then come the loyalty programs. 



Sounds good: Earn points, get free meals, exclusive rewards. 



Reality: Data extraction. 



Every visit tracked. Every purchase analyzed. Pricing optimized per customer. Dynamic pricing based on loyalty score. 



Loyal customers? Charge them more (they’ll pay it). 



Price-sensitive customers? Discount just enough to keep them coming. 



New customers? Loss-leader pricing until hooked. 



The loyalty program isn’t a reward. It’s a surveillance and extraction tool. 



The Delivery Markup Mystery



Menu price in restaurant: $15

Menu price on delivery app: $22

Plus delivery fee: $5

Plus service fee: $3

Plus tip: $5 



Total: $35 for a $15 meal. 



Who gets what: 


	DoorDash/Uber: $10-12 (fees + commission)

	Driver: $3-5 (tip minus gas)

	Restaurant: $12-15 (makes less than if customer ate there)





Private equity loves this. The customer pays double. The restaurant makes less. The driver barely survives. DoorDash extracts the difference. 



And the rolled-up restaurant is now dependent on the apps. Can’t afford to leave. Customer base trained to order through apps only. 



Another extraction layer added. 



The Review Manipulation



Negative reviews start appearing. Food quality declined. Service is worse. Portions smaller. 



The roll-up responds: 


	Offer gift cards to remove negative reviews

	Flood with fake positive reviews

	Threaten legal action against “defamatory” reviews





Some legitimate complaints disappear. Rating stays artificially high. New customers keep coming. Don’t realize it’s not the restaurant it used to be. 



By the time they figure it out, they’ve already paid. 



The Community Destruction



The restaurant used to sponsor Little League teams. Donate to school fundraisers. Host community events. Employ local teens in their first jobs. 



After the roll-up: All of that stops. 



No community involvement. No donations. No local hiring (imported management from corporate). No roots. No connection. 



The restaurant becomes an extraction point, not a gathering place. 



The town loses more than a restaurant. It loses a community anchor. 



When Big Tobacco Became Big Food



Philip Morris. RJ Reynolds. The cigarette companies that addicted millions. 



When smoking declined, they didn’t disappear. They pivoted to food. 



Philip Morris bought Kraft, General Foods, and Nabisco. Applied the same addiction science they perfected with cigarettes. Engineered foods for maximum craving. Salt, sugar, and fat ratios optimized in laboratories. 



Created dependence, not satisfaction. 



RJ Reynolds became RJR Nabisco. Same formula. Different delivery mechanism. 



The executives who made cigarettes addictive now make Oreos, Lunchables, and Velveeta. 



Same companies.

Same strategies.

Same scientists.

Same extraction.

Just swapped nicotine for processed carbohydrates. 



Inspire Brands owns: Arby’s, Buffalo Wild Wings, Sonic, Jimmy John’s, Dunkin’. 



JAB Holdings owns: Krispy Kreme, Panera, Pret A Manger, Caribou Coffee. 



Quality drops.

Portions shrink.

Prices rise.

Staff gets cut.

Franchisees get squeezed. 



The food people grew up with now tastes like extraction. 



The Microcap Machine



One private equity firm brags they’ve “never lost a dime.” 



Let’s call them Coastline Capital. 



Over 600 companies bought in 3 years. That’s 1 deal every business day. 



Autism therapy centers. Veterinary clinics. Medical spas. Pest control companies. Food packaging businesses. 



Average deal size: $12 million. Small enough owners can’t fight back. Big enough to extract from. 



The formula works at any scale. 



Founded in 2009. Started with $50 million. Now manages $14 billion. 



How? The microcap extraction playbook: 



Buy the local business everyone trusts. The autism therapy center where parents found hope. The vet clinic where families brought pets for 20 years. The pest control company that’s been family-owned since 1969. 



Roll up all the competitors. Buy every autism center in the region. Every vet clinic in 50 miles. Every pest control company in the state. Create local monopolies piece by piece. 



Provide “operational support.” Translation: impose the extraction playbook. Replace master’s-degree therapists with high school graduates. Cut vet staffing to skeleton crew. Train pest control techs to upsell $3,000 treatments for $200 problems. 



Extract for 3-5 years. Management fees: 2% of $14 billion annually. That’s $280 million guaranteed whether companies succeed or fail. Plus 20% of any profits (carried interest). 



Exit before the damage shows. Sell to a bigger private equity firm. Or take public. Or merge with another roll-up. The new owner gets the destruction. Coastline Capital got the fees. 



Repeat 600 times. 



They “never lost a dime” because they never take the risk. 



The 600 businesses take the risk. The workers take the risk. The customers take the risk. 



Coastline Capital takes fees. 



Business schools write case studies about firms like this. Teaching the next generation of MBAs how to extract from small businesses at industrial scale. 



The case studies don’t mention the autism therapy kids who regressed after qualified therapists got replaced. Don’t track the pets that died after vet clinics cut corners. Don’t count the HVAC companies that sold $15,600 new air conditioning units when the blown capacitor costs $125. 



They teach the “buy-and-build strategy” that turns local businesses into extraction points. 



2% management fees on billions in assets. 



That’s how they never lose a dime. 



Extract it before anyone notices the damage. 



The Psychology of Roll-Ups



Roll-ups work because of trust. 



People trust their local dentist.

They don’t know they’re owned by private equity. 



People trust the family vet.

They don’t know they have quotas now. 



People trust the hometown funeral home.

They don’t know it’s a corporation. 



They keep the old names.

The old signs.

Sometimes the old staff (briefly). 



By the time anyone notices the extraction, it’s too late. They own everyone in town. 



The End Game



Roll-ups end the same way: 



Industry consolidated. Quality destroyed. Prices maximized. Debt everywhere. Towns get ghosted. 



Then bankruptcy or sale to another private equity firm. The rolled-up companies never recover. The communities never get their services back. 



The local becomes corporate. The personal becomes extracted. The trusted becomes predatory. 



And there’s nowhere else to go. Because they bought everyone. 



Roll-ups destroyed local businesses and created desperate demand. Customers who lost their trusted shops will pay premiums for owners who refuse to sell. New entrepreneurs are launching with “never selling to private equity” as a founding principle. 



They advertise it. "Locally owned, always." "No private equity, ever." Customers respond. These businesses grow faster than roll-up competitors because trust matters. The extraction created the market for extraction-proof alternatives. 



The Punchline



It's like watching a python swallow a deer. 



One small business at a time. Slowly. Methodically. 



Until the whole industry is inside. 



Being digested. 







Next



But private equity doesn't operate alone. 



They hire consultants to perfect the extraction. Firms that show up with PowerPoint decks and blueprints for destruction. 



The same consultants who advised Philip Morris on making cigarettes more addictive now advise private equity on making roll-ups more profitable. 



Extraction has consultants. 



Management Consulting’s Extraction Service



Consulting firm McKinsey told Purdue Pharma to “turbocharge” opioid sales. 



600,000 Americans died. McKinsey made $86 million. Paid a $573 million settlement. No admission of wrongdoing. Still advising pharmaceutical companies. 



Management consultants don’t manage anything.

They don’t consult on anything.

They don’t solve anything. 



They provide cover for executives to do what they already wanted: Fire people. Cut costs. Extract value. 



Then blame the consultants. 



No heads roll.

No accountability.

No consequences. 



The 3-Letter Mafia



Just 3 firms run almost all of corporate America. 



McKinsey & Company. Boston Consulting Group. Bain & Company. 



MBB. The three letters that decide who gets fired. 



Fortune 500 CEOs don’t make decisions anymore. They hire consultants. Pay millions for PowerPoints that say what the CEO already decided. Now it’s not the CEO’s idea. It’s “best practice.” 



The consultants take the fee. The CEO takes the action. The employees take the hit. 



Perfect extraction. Everyone’s covered. Except the people who actually work. 



The Fresh Graduate Scam



Who does the actual consulting? 



23-year-olds. Fresh from Harvard. Never ran anything. Never built anything. Never worked anywhere except Excel. 



They fly first class. Stay at the Ritz. Bill $500 per hour. 



To tell 30-year industry veterans how to run their business. 



The senior partners sell the engagement. Promise transformation. Strategic excellence. Operational optimization. 



Then send consultants who graduated last month. 



The clients know. The partners know. Everyone knows. But the theater continues. Because extraction needs a script. It needs plausible deniability. 



The Pitch Deck That Destroys



Management consultants produce one thing well: PowerPoint decks. 



156 slides. Beautiful graphics. Incomprehensible matrices. 2x2 grids that mean nothing. Market sizing that’s always wrong. Benchmarking against companies that aren’t comparable. 



Page 97 is always the same: Reduce headcount by 18%. 



They dress it up. “Rightsizing.” “Optimization.” “Synergy capture.” “Span and layer adjustments.” 



It means fire people. 



The CEO points to the deck. “McKinsey says we need to restructure.” Not my decision. The consultants said so. 



$3 million for permission to do what executives already wanted and someone else to blame. 



The Enron Blueprint



McKinsey worked with Enron for 18 years. 



Jeff Skilling. Former McKinsey partner. Became Enron CEO. Built the fraud with McKinsey principles. 



McKinsey collected $10 million a year. While Enron cooked books. While employees lost everything. While retirement funds evaporated. While investors got wiped out. 



After Enron collapsed, McKinsey said they were “shocked.” 



But they still collected their fees. Absorbed the blame. Moved on. 



No responsibility. No accountability. No refunds. 



Just like they designed it. 



The NHS Disaster



McKinsey advised Britain’s National Health Service. Cut costs. Reduce staff. “Efficiency savings.” 



Waiting times exploded. People died waiting for operations. Emergency rooms closed. Rural hospitals shut down. 



McKinsey made £600 million. The NHS is collapsing. British people can’t get healthcare. 



But the PowerPoints were beautiful. 



The AT&T Destruction



AT&T hired McKinsey repeatedly. For 20 years. Paid hundreds of millions in consulting fees. Got destroyed every single time. 



2001: McKinsey recommended AT&T split into 4 separate companies. 



The logic: “Focus on core competencies. Unlock shareholder value. Each business deserves independence.” 



AT&T followed the advice. Spun off AT&T Wireless. Spun off AT&T Broadband. Split the business. 



Result: Complete disaster. 



AT&T Wireless struggled independently. Got sold to Cingular 3 years later. AT&T Broadband sold to Comcast. The “unlocked value” evaporated. 



AT&T stock dropped 60%. Tens of thousands of jobs lost. The company weakened permanently. 



McKinsey collected their fees. Moved on. 



2005: McKinsey recommended massive acquisitions. 



New strategy: “You need scale. Consolidate the industry. Buy back what you sold. Vertical integration creates synergies.” 



The opposite of what they recommended 4 years earlier. 



AT&T followed the advice. Bought BellSouth for $86 billion. Bought DirecTV for $49 billion. Bought Time Warner for $85 billion. Total: $220 billion in acquisitions. 



Result: Catastrophic failure. 



The integrations failed. The “synergies” never materialized. The debt crushed operations. The businesses couldn’t be managed together. 



AT&T stock dropped another 40%. More layoffs. Billions lost. 



McKinsey collected their fees. Moved on. Extraction is predictable. 



2021: McKinsey recommended splitting the company again. 



New strategy: “You’re too complex. Spin off non-core assets. Return to telecommunications focus.” 



Exactly what they recommended in 2001. After recommending the opposite in 2005. 



AT&T followed the advice. Spun off WarnerMedia. Spun off DirecTV. Unwound the acquisitions McKinsey told them to make. 



Sold Time Warner to Discovery for $43 billion. Lost $42 billion on an asset they paid $85 billion to acquire 6 years earlier. 



AT&T stock hit all-time lows. Market cap destroyed. 40,000 more jobs eliminated. 



AT&T didn’t merely pivot. They paid McKinsey hundreds of millions to recommend the same strategy twice with a $220 billion detour in between. 



McKinsey? Still collecting fees. Still advising AT&T. Still recommending destruction. 



The pattern is perfect: 



2001: Split the company.

2005: Buy everything.

2021: Split the company again. 



Each time McKinsey presented beautiful decks. Compelling logic. “Best practices” backed by data. 



Each time AT&T paid millions for the recommendations. 



Each time the advice destroyed billions in value. 



Each time McKinsey faced zero consequences. 



No one gets fired. No one gets sued. No one even gets embarrassed. 



The consultants don’t need to be right. They just need plausible deniability. AT&T executives can point to the PowerPoints. “McKinsey recommended this strategy.” 



Not their fault. The consultants said so. 



$220 billion wasted on acquisitions. $42 billion lost on forced sales. Hundreds of thousands of jobs destroyed. 



McKinsey made hundreds of millions. In fees for advice that failed 3 times in 20 years. 



AT&T stock price plunged. But McKinsey’s fees never dropped. 



The Swissair Suicide



Swissair was Switzerland’s national airline. Called the “Flying Bank” for 70 years. Profitable. Conservative. Reliable. A symbol of Swiss precision and financial discipline. 



Then they hired McKinsey. 



1990s: McKinsey created the “Hunter Strategy” for Swissair. 



The pitch: Buy stakes in struggling European airlines. Create a strategic alliance. Build a global network. Become the world’s leading airline group through acquisition. 



The logic sounded perfect. Swissair had cash. European airlines were cheap after deregulation. Consolidation was inevitable. Better to be the hunter than the hunted. 



Swissair followed the strategy. 



Bought 49% of Sabena (Belgian airline, losing money).

Bought 49% of LTU (German charter airline, barely profitable).

Bought stakes in Air Littoral (French regional, struggling).

Bought stakes in AOM (French carrier, financial trouble).

Bought stakes in LOT Polish Airlines (state airline, unprofitable).

Bought stakes in South African Airways (political mess). 



Every acquisition lost money. Every partnership drained cash. Every “strategic alliance” became a financial anchor. 



McKinsey’s Hunter Strategy assumed Swissair could turn around failing airlines. They couldn’t. Swissair had no turnaround expertise. They were a conservative Swiss airline that ran on-time flights profitably for decades. 



Now they were subsidizing 6 failing airlines across Europe. 



The acquired airlines kept losing money.

Swissair kept funding the losses.

The debt kept growing. 



2001: The house of cards collapsed



September 11 attacks accelerated the crisis. But Swissair was already dying from McKinsey’s strategy. 



October 2, 2001: Swissair grounded its entire fleet. Planes stranded at airports worldwide. Passengers abandoned. The “Flying Bank” couldn’t pay for fuel. 



The bankruptcy shocked Switzerland. A national icon destroyed. 17,000 jobs lost overnight. Suppliers unpaid. Creditors wiped out. 



The Swiss government had to create a new airline (Swiss International Air Lines) from the wreckage just to maintain air connections. 



McKinsey’s response? 



They had already moved on to the next client. 



No apology.

No accountability.

No refund of the millions in consulting fees. 



The Hunter Strategy became a case study in business schools. Not as a warning. As an example of “aggressive growth strategy” that “didn’t account for external shocks.” 



The consultants blamed 9/11. Ignored that Swissair was bleeding cash for 5 years before the attacks. 



They hunted acquisitions. They caught bankruptcy. 



Circuit City Shenanigans



Circuit City hired consultants. The recommendation: Fire all experienced salespeople. Replace with minimum wage workers. 



“Cost optimization.” “Labor arbitrage.” “Margin improvement.” 



Customers stopped coming. Service disappeared. Sales collapsed. 



2009: Circuit City liquidated. 34,000 jobs gone. 567 stores closed. 



The consultants kept their fees. Circuit City ceased to exist. 



Same pattern.

Extract and gut.

Mission always accomplished. 



The Government Gravy Train



Governments love consultants. 



U.S. federal contracts to McKinsey: $1 billion since 2016.

UK government to consultants: £2.6 billion in 2022 alone.

EU to consultancies: €11 billion per year. 



Politicians need cover for unpopular decisions. Consultants provide it. They’re happy to trade dollars for deniability. 



Cut social services?

The consultants recommended it. 



Close hospitals?

Best practice according to BCG. 



Privatize water?

Bain says it’s optimal. 



Democracy outsourced to PowerPoint. 



The Revolving Door



The consultants become the clients. 



Everyone below is a McKinsey, BCG, or Bain alum. 



Government & Politics: 



Pete Buttigieg: Transportation Secretary.

Mitt Romney: Presidential candidate, Senator.

Tom Cotton: U.S. Senator (Arkansas).

Erskine Bowles: White House Chief of Staff.

Bobby Jindal: Louisiana Governor.

William Hague: UK Foreign Secretary.

Dominic Barton: Canadian Ambassador to China.

Alyssa Mastromonaco: Obama Deputy Chief of Staff.

Tom Steyer: Presidential candidate.

George Stephanopoulos: Clinton White House, ABC.

Rahm Emanuel: Obama Chief of Staff, Chicago Mayor.

Austan Goolsbee: Obama advisor, Federal Reserve.

Sylvia Mathews Burwell: Obama HHS Secretary.

Byron Auguste: Obama economic policy.

Diana Farrell: Obama economic advisor.

John Corrigan: Obama procurement chief.

Stacey Abrams: Georgia gubernatorial candidate.

Cory Booker: Newark Mayor, Senator.

Deval Patrick: Massachusetts Governor.

Christina Romer: Obama economic advisor.

Laura Tyson: Clinton economic advisor.

Peter Orszag: Obama OMB Director, Citigroup.

Chelsea Clinton: Clinton Foundation.

Lenny Mendonca: California economic advisor.

Chrystia Freeland: Canadian Deputy PM.

David Cameron: UK Prime Minister.

Ed Balls: UK Shadow Chancellor.

Tony Blair: UK Prime Minister (advisor after).

Paul Ryan: House Speaker.

Eric Cantor: House Majority Leader, Wall Street.

Jon Huntsman Jr.: Governor, Presidential candidate.

Condoleezza Rice: NSA, Secretary of State. 



Intelligence & Military: 



John Sawers: Head of MI6.

Jami Miscik: CIA Deputy Director.

Robert Gates: CIA Director, Defense Secretary.

Ashton Carter: Defense Secretary.

Michele Flournoy: Defense Undersecretary.





Federal Reserve & Treasury: 



Ben Bernanke: Federal Reserve Chair.

Janet Yellen: Federal Reserve Chair.

Timothy Geithner: Treasury Secretary.

Larry Summers: Treasury Secretary.

Lael Brainard: Federal Reserve Board.





Tech Giants: 



Sheryl Sandberg: Facebook COO.

Sundar Pichai: Google CEO.

Ruth Porat: Google CFO.

Susan Wojcicki: YouTube CEO.

Marissa Mayer: Yahoo CEO.

Drew Houston: Dropbox CEO.

Daniel Ek: Spotify CEO.

Reed Hastings: Netflix CEO.

Brian Chesky: Airbnb CEO. 



Finance & Wall Street: 



James P. Gorman: Morgan Stanley CEO.

Lou Gerstner: IBM CEO, Carlyle Group.

Harvey Golub: American Express CEO.

John Thain: NYSE CEO, Merrill Lynch CEO.

Vikram Pandit: Citigroup CEO.

John Mack: Morgan Stanley CEO.

Brady Dougan: Credit Suisse CEO.

Anshu Jain: Deutsche Bank co-CEO.

Bill McNabb: Vanguard CEO.

Abby Johnson: Fidelity CEO.

Jamie Dimon: JPMorgan Chase CEO.

Lloyd Blankfein: Goldman Sachs CEO.

David Solomon: Goldman Sachs CEO.





Healthcare & Pharma: 



Kevin Sneader: Managing Partner (opioid).

Martin Elling: Senior partner (opioid, $573M).

Arnab Ghatak: Partner (opioid work).

Endo Pharmaceuticals: Client (opioid crisis).

Mallinckrodt: Client (opioid crisis).

Nancy-Ann DeParle: Obama healthcare czar. 



Consulting Leadership: 



Bob Sternfels: Global Managing Partner (current).

Marvin Bower: Built modern firm (1930s-2000s).

Bill Bain: Founded Bain & Company (split).

Bruce Henderson: Founded BCG (split).

Orit Gadiesh: BCG Chair (26 years).

Dominic Barton: Global Managing Partner.

Ian Davis: Managing Director.

Rajat Gupta: Managing Director (prison).

Anil Kumar: Partner (cooperating witness).





Corporate CEOs: 



Meg Whitman: eBay, HP, Quibi ($1.75B burned).

Jeffrey Skilling: Enron (24 years prison).

Jim McNerney: 3M, Boeing (737 MAX).

Dominic Cadbury: Cadbury CEO.

Ivan Seidenberg: Verizon CEO.

Kenneth Chenault: American Express CEO.

Indra Nooyi: PepsiCo CEO.

Andrea Jung: Avon CEO.

Kevin Johnson: Starbucks CEO.

Satya Nadella: Microsoft CEO.

Mary Barra: GM CEO.

Bob Iger: Disney CEO.

Jeff Immelt: GE CEO.

Ursula Burns: Xerox CEO.

Anne Mulcahy: Xerox CEO.

Vikram Malhotra: Viacom18 CEO. 



Media & Publishing: 



David Bradley: Owner of The Atlantic.

Fareed Zakaria: CNN, Washington Post.

Maria Bartiromo: CNBC, Fox Business.

Bethany McLean: Fortune, Vanity Fair (Enron). 



International: 



Kenichi Ohmae: Japanese political advisor.

Luis Alberto Moreno: Inter-American Dev. Bank.

Christine Lagarde: IMF Director, ECB President. 



The institutions aren’t captured by consultants. The institutions ARE consultants. 



They hire their old firms. The firms hire their former colleagues. Everyone extracts. The circle completes. 



The Real Service



Management consultants provide one actual service: Plausible deniability. 



CEO wants to offshore jobs? Hire McKinsey to recommend it.

Board wants to cut R&D? BCG will justify it.

Government wants to privatize? Bain will explain why. 



The consultants are mercenaries. Hired guns. They’ll recommend whatever the client pays them to recommend. 



Everyone knows this. That’s why they’re hired. 



The Partner Pyramid



McKinsey has 38,000 employees. Only 650 are senior partners. 



The partners make millions. The associates make $100k working 80-hour weeks. The analysts make less while working more. 



It’s MLM for MBAs. 



Work yourself to death for the chance to become a partner. Extract value from clients. Train the next generation to extract. The pyramid sustains itself. 



The Knowledge Myth



Consultants claim they bring “knowledge transfer.” “Best practices.” “Cross-industry insights.” 



They bring templates. 



The same frameworks sold to every client. The same matrices. The same recommendations. Fire people. Outsource. Merge. Acquire. Divest. 



The company’s specific situation? Irrelevant. Industry dynamics? Ignored. Company culture? Destroy it. 



One size fits all. Because extraction has only one playbook. 



The Only Winners



In management consulting, only partners win. 



Companies? Destroyed by bad advice.

Employees? Fired by recommendations.

Shareholders? Value extracted then destroyed.

Governments? Wasted billions on nothing. 



But partners? They make $5 million a year. Flying first class. Staying at Four Seasons. Advising destruction. 



While 23-year-olds do the actual work. 



Companies that fired McKinsey in 2019 are thriving. They kept their institutional knowledge. Retained employees who understood the business. Maintained customer relationships. While McKinsey clients optimized themselves into bankruptcy, these companies grew. 



The pattern is obvious now. McKinsey optimizes for extraction, not sustainability. Companies that ignored their advice and trusted their people beat McKinsey-optimized competitors. The ones that survived learned: never hire extractors to consult on building. 





The Punchline



It's like hiring an arsonist to redesign a house. 



They'll draw beautiful blueprints. Create detailed plans. Present compelling recommendations. 



Then burn it down and send the bill. 







Next



But McKinsey didn't destroy companies alone. 



They had an even more destructive partner. One that combined their playbook with unlimited leverage and zero accountability. 



Private equity made consulting look gentle. 



McKinsey’s Body Count Blueprint



This consulting firm didn’t just optimize supply chains. 



They optimized addiction. 



Even worse, they optimized death. 



In 2021, McKinsey & Company paid $573 million to settle claims about their role in “turbocharging” opioid sales. By 2024, that number climbed to $1.3 billion across multiple settlements. 



The documents revealed something darker than anyone imagined: the world’s most prestigious consulting firm had literally calculated the dollar value of overdose deaths. 



They called them “events.” 



Not deaths.

Not tragedies.

Not destroyed families. 



Events. 



The Engagement Letter From Hell



It started in 2004 when Purdue Pharma hired McKinsey to boost OxyContin sales. The drug was already killing people. The FDA was asking questions. Lawsuits were mounting. 



Any rational advisor would have said run. 



McKinsey said: “Let's help you run faster.” 



They didn’t just take the engagement. They became Purdue’s strategic architect for over a decade. They raked in over $93 million in fees to help one company. 



One drug.

One crisis.

One genocide. 



The internal emails, released during litigation, read like extraction’s instruction manual: 



“We need to turbocharge sales.” 



“Identify high-prescribing physicians.” 



“Overcome barriers to prescribing.” 



Those barriers? 



FDA warnings.

Medical ethics.

Common sense. 



The Spreadsheet of Suffering



McKinsey built models. Beautiful models. The kind MBAs frame on their walls. 



One model calculated rebates to pharmacies based on overdose rates. Not to reduce overdoses. To compensate for them. Literally putting a price on each death: $14,810 per “event.” 



They modeled addiction rates by zip code. 



They identified “high-value” prescribers. 



They mapped “pill mill” opportunities. 



Another document showed McKinsey advising Purdue to focus on “high-abuse” formulations because they drove higher consumption. Addiction wasn’t a bug in their model. It was the feature that drove recurring revenue. 



They knew exactly what they were doing. 



The Innovation That Killed



McKinsey brought their full toolkit to the opioid crisis. The same frameworks they used to help Fortune 500 companies dominate markets, they applied to distributing addiction. 



Segmentation: They divided pain patients into categories. Not by medical need. By prescription potential. 



Channel Optimization: They identified which pharmacies to target. Which doctors to influence. Which regulations to circumvent. 



Customer Journey Mapping: They traced the path from first prescription to addiction. Then optimized each touchpoint for maximum consumption. 



Competitive Analysis: They studied other opioid makers. Not to improve patient outcomes. To capture market share from other dealers. 



Growth Strategy: They recommended targeting veterans. The elderly. Anyone with good insurance and chronic pain. 



McKinsey even created scripts for sales reps. Word-for-word manipulation tactics disguised as “patient education.” They coached reps on overcoming doctor objections about addiction risk. 



“Emphasize the FDA approval.” 



“Reference the clinical studies.” 



“Minimize discussion of adverse events.” 



The Consulting Class’s Finest Hour



This wasn’t a rogue team. McKinsey’s best and brightest worked on the Purdue account. Partners who went to Harvard. Associates from Wharton. The cream of the consulting crop - with the cherry on top. 



They held strategy sessions in Manhattan conference rooms while people died in Ohio trailer parks. 



They optimized distribution channels while families planned funerals. 



They celebrated hitting sales targets while communities collapsed. 



One senior partner, according to court documents, suggested destroying documents when investigations began. “It probably makes sense to have a fire drill on emails in preparation for future subpoenas,” he wrote. 



Even their cover-up was optimized for efficiency. 



The Body Count Metrics



Between 1999 and 2021, over 700,000 Americans died from opioid overdoses. McKinsey didn’t cause all of them. But their fingerprints are on the optimization models that accelerated the crisis. 



They helped Purdue identify 239 “high-value” prescribers who were already under federal investigation. 



They helped Purdue target zip codes with the highest addiction rates. 



They helped Purdue design programs to keep patients on opioids longer. 



They helped Purdue calculate the “value” of each additional milligram prescribed. 



They literally built spreadsheets measuring success in morphine milligram equivalents. More milligrams meant more revenue. More revenue meant more bonuses. More bonuses meant more addiction. More addiction meant more death. 



The perfect extraction circle. 



The Rehabilitation Industrial Complex



But McKinsey’s extraction scheme didn’t stop at creating addiction. They also consulted for companies running rehab centers. The same firm that helped create the crisis was now profiting from treating it. 



Kinda like iatrogenic harm that lands patients in the hospital. The Sickness Industrial Complex profits on both ends of the candle. 



They advised rehab chains owned by private equity on how to maximize insurance reimbursements. 



They optimized admission criteria to favor patients with the best coverage. 



They designed treatment programs around billing codes, not medical best practices. 



Create the problem.

Sell the solution.

Bill insurance for both. 



It’s the Hegelian Dialectic on crack. It’s extraction squared. It’s evil genius. 



The Teflon Consultants



After paying their settlements, McKinsey released a statement: “We deeply regret that we did not adequately acknowledge the epidemic unfolding in our communities.” 



They didn’t admit wrongdoing. 



They didn’t acknowledge their role. 



They didn’t apologize to families. 



They expressed “regret” about “not acknowledging.”

Not regret for ruining lives.

Most probably got a raise. 



Even their apology was optimized to minimize liability. 



Today, McKinsey continues to advise healthcare companies. They consult for pharmaceutical giants. They optimize hospital systems. They’re probably in a boardroom right now, explaining how to extract more value from sick people. 



The partners who led the Purdue engagement? Most still work there. Some got promoted. The firm’s managing partner during the opioid work went on to lead major initiatives. The machine keeps running. 



The Lesson Nobody Learns



McKinsey’s opioid work reveals extraction’s ultimate form: turning human suffering into consulting fees. They didn’t make the drug. They didn’t write the prescriptions. They just optimized the system that delivered death. 



That’s what makes it perfect extraction. 



Clean hands.

Dirty money.

Plausible deniability. 



They’ll tell you they were just advisors. Just providing frameworks. Just doing what the client asked. The drug dealers’ defense in a better suit. 



But the documents tell the truth. They knew people were dying. They had the data. They built the models. They saw the “events” piling up in their spreadsheets. 



And they kept optimizing. 



Because that’s what extraction does. It optimizes suffering for profit. It turns tragedy into opportunity. It sees death as an inconvenient data point. 



The Future They’re Building



McKinsey is now advising companies on artificial intelligence in healthcare. Mental health apps. Digital therapeutics. The next generation of health “innovation.” 



The same minds that optimized opioid distribution are now optimizing wellness apps. 



The same frameworks that created addiction are being applied to meditation subscriptions. 



The same models that calculated overdose values are calculating lifetime customer value. 



They’re not done extracting from healthcare. They’re just getting started with new tools. 



It’s the tobacco playbook all over again. Once smoking deaths became too inconvenient to ignore, Big Tobacco bought Kraft, Nabisco, and General Foods. The same scientists who perfected nicotine addiction pivoted to engineering the “bliss point” in processed foods. The same marketers who sold cigarettes to children created cartoon mascots for sugar cereals. The same lobbyists who denied cancer links now deny obesity links. 



Philip Morris became Altria.

R.J. Reynolds became a food conglomerate.

The Marlboro Man became the Kool-Aid Man. 



Different product.

Same extraction.

Same body count. 



The Alternative Nobody Wants



Imagine if McKinsey had used their talent differently. If those brilliant minds had optimized for healing instead of harming. If those frameworks had been applied to actually solving the pain crisis instead of profiting from it. 



They could have: 


	Designed systems to identify and treat addiction early

	Optimized access to non-opioid pain management

	Built models to predict and prevent overdoses

	Created frameworks for sustainable community health





But that doesn’t pay $93 million in consulting fees. 



Healing doesn’t scale like harming. 



Care doesn’t compound like crisis. 



Cures don’t create customers. 



The Choice That Defines Everything



Every business faces the McKinsey moment. The moment when extraction offers to help “optimize.” When the consultants arrive with their frameworks and their models and their promises of growth. 



That’s when the choice happens. 



Optimize for extraction or impact? 



Measure revenue or healing? 



Count customers or help humans? 



McKinsey made their choice. They chose to optimize death for profit. They chose to turn suffering into spreadsheets. They chose extraction over everything. 



The 700,000 dead Americans are their real customer testimonial. 



The $1.3 billion settlement is their performance review. 



The ongoing crisis is their lasting legacy. 



Every McKinsey blueprint fails the same way. Which taught companies exactly what not to do. Ignore consultants. Trust employees. Serve customers. Keep what works. The companies that learned this lesson are still here. 



They watched McKinsey-optimized competitors collapse and learned for free. No consulting fees required. Just observe extraction fail, do the opposite, win. That education is funding a generation of companies that will never hire McKinsey. 





The Punchline



McKinsey’s opioid work is kinda like hiring a fire department that gets paid per fire. 



They show up. Survey the building. Identify all the flammable materials. Write a detailed report on optimal ignition points. 



Then they hand over a lighter. 



Then they sell fire insurance. 



Then they offer premium firefighting services when everything burns. 



Then they calculate the “acceptable loss” of people who don’t make it out. 



Then they call it optimization. 







They didn't cause the fire. 



They just optimized the burning. 



And billed at every stage. 



From spark to ash. 







Next



McKinsey optimized death through spreadsheets and consulting fees. 



But at least their extraction required meetings. PowerPoint decks. Quarterly reviews. 



There's another industry that perfected extraction without all that friction. 



They don't build anything. They don't consult on anything. They don't even risk their own money. 



They just stand between companies and capital. 



And charge billions for existing. 



Investment banking. Where the toll booth costs more than the road. 



Investment Banking’s Fee Extraction



Goldman Sachs made $600 million on the Aramco IPO. 



For what? 



Moving some numbers in computers.

Filing some paperwork.

Making some phone calls. 



Saudi Arabia could have gone public without Goldman. Any competent lawyer and accountant could have done it. But they needed the Goldman name. The prestige. The permission. 



$600 million for permission to sell stock. 



Investment banking isn’t banking. It’s a toll booth on capitalism. Every merger, every IPO, every bond issue. The banks take their cut. Not for creating value. For standing in the middle. 



The 7% Rule



Investment banks charge 7% on IPOs. 



Company worth $1 billion? $70 million to the banks.

Company worth $10 billion? $700 million to the banks.

Company worth $100 billion? $7 billion to the banks. 



What changes between these deals? Nothing. Same paperwork. Same process. Same rubber stamp. 



But the fee scales with size. Because they can. Because companies have no choice. Because the cartel controls access. 



The Syndicate Scam



Investment banks don’t even take risk anymore. 



They “syndicate” deals. Spread them across multiple banks. Each takes a piece. All share the fees. Nobody bears real risk. 



Facebook IPO: Morgan Stanley, JP Morgan, Goldman Sachs, Bank of America, Barclays, Allen & Company, Citigroup, Credit Suisse, Deutsche Bank. 



9 banks. Hundreds of millions in fees. For one IPO. 



They all did the same nothing. They all got paid. 



The WeWork Disaster



Goldman Sachs and JP Morgan were leading WeWork’s IPO. 



Valuation: $47 billion. Their fees would have been $300 million. 



They knew it was a fraud. Everyone knew. A real estate company pretending to be tech. Losing $2 billion a year. Adam Neumann stealing money openly. 



They proceeded anyway. Marketed it to pension funds. To retail investors. To anyone stupid enough to buy. 



The IPO failed. WeWork collapsed to $10 billion. Then $2 billion. 



Goldman and JP Morgan kept their initial fees. No refunds for failure. 



The SPAC Extraction



Investment banks created a new scam: SPACs. 



Special Purpose Acquisition Companies. 



Blank check companies. No business. No revenue. No plan. Just a promise to maybe buy something later. 



2020-2021: Banks underwrote 600+ SPACs. Collected 2% on each. 



$160 billion raised. $3.2 billion in fees. For empty shells. 



Most SPACs failed. Down 90%. Retail investors destroyed. 



The sponsors? They got paid upfront.

The banks? They got paid upfront.

The lawyers? They got paid upfront. 



The Merger Murder



Investment banks push unnecessary mergers. They know most will fail. They push them anyway. 



Because fees. 



AOL and Time Warner (2000)



$165 billion merger. Called the deal of the century. 



Investment banks collected $150 million in fees. 



Within 2 years: $99 billion loss. Largest in corporate history. 



AOL stock fell from $226 billion to $20 billion. Shareholders obliterated. Employees fired by thousands. 



The banks? They kept their $150 million. No refunds for catastrophic failure. 



AT&T and Time Warner (2018)



Banks didn’t learn. Same playbook. Different decade. 



$84 billion acquisition. Banks collected fees. 



2022: AT&T divested Time Warner. Took $40 billion loss. 



The banks? Already paid. Already gone. 



Daimler and Chrysler (1998)



$37 billion “merger of equals.” Banks called it transformational. 



Banks collected fees upfront. 



9 years later: Sold Chrysler for $7.4 billion. $30 billion destroyed. 



Thousands fired. Pensions gutted. Communities devastated. 



The banks? Made their money in 1998. Moved on. 



The pattern



Banks’ own research shows 70% of mergers destroy shareholder value. 



They recommend them anyway. 



They collect fees whether mergers succeed or fail. 



Actually, they collect MORE when mergers fail. Because failed companies need restructuring advisors. More fees. 



Extraction on the way up. Extraction on the way down. Extraction forever. 



The Revolving Door Racket



Wall Street and Washington are the same place. 



Goldman Sachs alumni: 


	Treasury Secretary (Mnuchin, Paulson, Rubin)

	Federal Reserve governors

	White House advisors

	SEC commissioners





They write the rules. Their friends enforce them. The banks profit. The system protects itself. 



Hank Paulson: Goldman CEO to Treasury Secretary. Bailed out Goldman with $10 billion in 2008. Goldman paid record bonuses that year. 



The Research Lie



Investment banks publish “research.” 



Buy ratings on companies that pay them fees. Sell ratings on companies that don’t. Price targets that mean nothing. Analyst reports designed to move stock prices, not inform investors. 



The conflict is built into the business model. The same bank that underwrites your IPO publishes “objective” research on your stock. The same analysts who pitch your company to investors write reports recommending people buy it. 



If they rate you “sell,” you take your banking business elsewhere. Every bank knows this. Every analyst knows this. Retail investors don’t. 



In 2000, Henry Blodget of Merrill Lynch called InfoSpace a “piece of shit” in private emails. Publicly rated it a “buy.” Stock crashed 99%. Retail investors destroyed. Blodget collected millions in bonuses. 



Jack Grubman at Salomon Smith Barney rated WorldCom a “buy” all the way down. His private emails showed he knew it was worthless. Stock went from $64 to $0.09. Retail investors lost $180 billion. Grubman walked away with $32 million in severance. 



In April 2003, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission banned Grubman from financial industry for life for misconduct. Grubman was also required to pay a $15 million fine. 



The settlements came. The fines were paid. $1.4 billion across 10 banks for fraudulent research during the dot-com bubble. 



Nothing changed. 



2021: Credit Suisse fined $475 million for misleading research on risky debt products. 



2023: Wells Fargo fined $35 million for fake analyst reports favoring banking clients. 



Same scam. Different decade. Banks still publish fake research. Retail investors still believe it. Regulators fine them pennies on the dollar. The extraction continues. 



The Lehman Lie



Lehman Brothers collapsed September 15, 2008. 



$639 billion in assets. $613 billion in debt. Largest bankruptcy in American history. 



But the year before collapse? Lehman posted record profits. $4 billion in net income on $60 billion in revenue. 



Investment banking fees alone: $3.6 billion in 2007. 



The executives knew the firm was dying. Internal emails show they knew. Risk managers warned them. Accountants flagged it. 



They extracted anyway. 



The final year’s extraction: 



2007 bonuses: $5.7 billion paid to executives and traders. While the firm was loading up on toxic mortgages. While hiding losses in offshore entities. While lying to regulators. 



CEO Dick Fuld took home $484 million during his tenure. While building the house of cards. 



March 2008: Lehman stock at $65. Executives selling their shares. Telling investors to buy. 



September 2008: Lehman bankrupt. Stock worth $0. 



15,000 employees fired overnight. Pensions gone. Severance denied. Careers destroyed. 



The executives? They kept their bonuses. Fuld kept his $484 million. 



The investment banking fees never stopped: 



Right until the end, Lehman collected fees. 



Advising companies on acquisitions. Underwriting IPOs. Pushing mergers. 



Knowing the firm was doomed. Collecting fees anyway. 



When Lehman filed bankruptcy, clients lost billions. Pension funds. Municipalities. Retail investors. 



The fees Lehman collected? Already spent on executive bonuses. 



No refunds. No accountability. Just bankruptcy protection for the firm that extracted until the final hour. 



The Trading Against Clients



Goldman Sachs’ most profitable division: Trading. 



They trade against their own clients. Sell them products designed to fail. Bet against what they’re selling. 



2007: Goldman sold mortgage securities to clients. Called them “shitty deals” in emails. Shorted the same securities. Made billions when they collapsed. 



Clients lost everything. Goldman made record profits. 



They settled for $550 million. No admission of guilt. Business as usual. 



Today, Goldman Sachs is bigger than ever. Market cap: $248 billion. Annual revenue: $53.5 billion. 



They didn’t just survive the crisis they helped create. They got rewarded for it. 



Crime pays handsomely. 



The Fed’s Free Money



Investment banks borrow from the Federal Reserve at 0%. 



Lend it back to the government at 3%.

Risk-free profit.

Billions per year.

For doing nothing.

The taxpayer funds both ends.





The Fed gives them free money. They lend it back with interest. We pay taxes to cover the interest. 



The most elegant extraction. Taking money for moving money in a circle. 



The Bonus Culture



Investment banking bonuses are obscene. 



First-year analysts: $150,000 bonus VPs: $500,000 bonus MDs: $2 million bonus Partners: $10+ million bonus 



For what? Moving numbers. Making calls. Wearing suits. 



The bonus pool comes first. Before shareholders. Before anything. The bank could lose money. Bonuses still get paid. 



2008: Banks needed bailouts. Still paid $18 billion in bonuses. 



The Hours Scam



Investment banking analysts work 100-hour weeks. 



Not because there’s 100 hours of work. Because suffering is the culture. Because hazing creates loyalty. Because exhausted people don’t question. 



Most of the work is meaningless. Formatting PowerPoints. Adjusting logos. Moving commas. Busy work to justify fees. 



The clients think they’re getting dedication. They’re getting theater. 



The Prestige Prison



Companies don’t need investment banks. 



Spotify direct listed. No banks. Saved $100 million.

Slack direct listed. No banks. Saved $70 million.

They went public just fine. 



The work investment banks do? Filing forms. Distributing shares. Coordinating timing. 



AI could do it for $5 in compute power. 



But companies pay $70 million. $700 million. $7 billion. 



Not for the work. For the permission. For the Goldman Sachs logo on the prospectus. For the theater of legitimacy. 



The prestige prison keeps companies paying billions for work worth dollars. 



So they pay 7%. For nothing. For a name. For fear of doing it themselves. 



How They Made It Legal



For 66 years, investment banks couldn’t do what they do now. 



Glass-Steagall Act of 1933: Separated commercial banking from investment banking. 



Why? Because combining them caused the Great Depression. 



Commercial banks took depositors’ money. Gambled it on stock speculation. Lost everything. Banks failed. Economy collapsed. 



So Congress said: Never again. Commercial banks handle deposits. Investment banks handle securities. The two can never mix. 



It worked for 66 years. 



Then came 1999. 



Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act. Signed by Bill Clinton. Repealed Glass-Steagall. 



Why? Banks wanted bigger profits. Lobbied for 20 years. Spent hundreds of millions. 



The pitch: “Financial modernization. Global competitiveness. Innovation.” 



The reality: Extract more, from more people, with fewer restrictions. 



The setup for the scam: 



1998: Citibank merged with Travelers Insurance. Creating Citigroup. 



The merger was illegal under existing law. 



They did it anyway. 



Got a 2-year exemption. Bet they could change the law before the exemption expired. 



They were right. 



November 1999: Gramm-Leach-Bliley passed. Made the illegal merger legal. Opened floodgates for every other bank. 



9 years later: Financial crisis. 



The same banks that lobbied to remove regulations needed $700 billion in taxpayer bailouts. 



Glass-Steagall prevented the mixing of deposits and speculation. Without it, banks gambled with depositors’ money. Lost. Got bailed out. 



The architects of the repeal? 



Senator Phil Gramm: Became vice chairman of UBS investment bank. 



Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin: Went to Citigroup, made $126 million. 



They wrote the law. They profited from it. Taxpayers paid for the cleanup. 



The Regulatory Capture



The SEC is run by former investment bankers. 



The rules favor banks.

Always have.

Always will. 



Small companies can’t go public. Too expensive. Retail investors can’t participate in private markets. Accredited investor rules keep normal people out. 



The banks control both sides. The companies need them. The regulators are them. 



The Alternatives They’re Blocking



Direct listings work. Spotify and Slack proved it. 



But investment banks lobby to keep them restricted. 



The SEC rules they pushed: 



Can’t do roadshows before direct listings. Banks can. Unfair advantage. 



Can’t raise new capital in direct listings. Banks can in IPOs. Another advantage. 



Must meet NYSE/NASDAQ requirements designed for traditional IPOs. Makes direct listings harder. 



Crowdfunding alternatives crushed: 



2012: Jumpstart Our Business Startups (JOBS) Act allowed equity crowdfunding. 



Sounded good. Let small investors buy private company shares. 



The banks lobbied for restrictions: 



$107 million maximum raise. Too small for serious companies. 



Companies must use registered broker-dealers. Guess who controls those? Banks. 



Investors limited to $2,200 per year if income under $107,000. 



The restrictions made crowdfunding nearly useless. 



The “accredited investor” scam: 



Want to invest in private companies? Must be “accredited.” 



Definition: $200,000 annual income or $1 million net worth. 



Why? SEC says regular people are “too unsophisticated” to handle risk. 



Translation: Banks want to keep the best deals for rich clients. 



Spotify at $100/share? For accredited investors only. 



Spotify at $300/share after IPO? Now retail can buy. After banks’ clients already made the money. 



The pattern: 



Banks don’t just extract fees. 



They lobby to make alternatives illegal. 



They write regulations to protect their monopoly. 



They keep the system rigged. 



Because if companies could go public without them, the $100 billion annual fee extraction ends. 



The Fee Stack



Investment banks layer fees like a wedding cake. 



Underwriting fee: 7%

Advisory fee: 1%

Financing fee: 2%

Success fee: 1%

Documentation fee: $500,000

Legal coordination: $250,000

Market making: Ongoing

Research coverage: Ongoing 



A billion-dollar deal generates $150 million in fees. For six months of work by 20 people. 



$750,000 per person per month. For making PowerPoints. 



The Only Product



Investment banks have one product: Access. 



Access to capital markets.

Access to investors.

Access to “credibility.” 



It’s like they’re doormen at an exclusive club.

Pay the cover charge or don’t get in. 



The door doesn’t need to exist. But everyone believes it does. So it does. 



Family businesses that never took Wall Street’s call are on generation 3, 4, 5. They stayed private. Served customers. Passed the business to children who kept building. No bankers. No fees. No extraction. 



These businesses generate tens of millions annually, employ hundreds, anchor communities. They watched peers take Wall Street money, go public, get extracted, collapse. And they kept building. The decision to ignore investment bankers paid off for 50+ years. 



The Punchline



Investment banking is kinda like hiring a locksmith who created the lock. 



They charge to open it.

They charge to close it.

They charge for having it.

They charge for not having it. 



And if you try to remove the lock? 



They convince the world the door won’t work without it. 



Meanwhile, Spotify and Slack walked through unlocked doors just fine. 
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But investment banks don't just extract fees from companies going public. 



They invented an even better scam. 



One that doesn't require building a company first. Or hiring employees. Or creating products. 



Just find a shell company. Raise money from retail investors. Promise them the next Amazon. 



Then take 20% immediately. Before finding anything worth buying. 



The SPAC revolution. Where extraction doesn't even pretend to build first. 



The SPAC Scam Revolution



Chamath Palihapitiya called SPACs “democratizing finance.” 



Then he dumped $750 million worth of SPAC shares while retail investors lost 90%. 



Chamath knew better. Born in Sri Lanka. Refugee to Canada. Electrical engineer. Early Facebook executive who built their growth team. Made hundreds of millions. Started Social Capital to “solve the world’s hardest problems.” 



Then discovered SPACs paid better than solving problems. 



He became the SPAC King. Launched 6 SPACs. IPOA through IPOF. Raised billions. Promised to democratize investing. Let retail investors get in early like VCs. 



SPACs were supposed to let regular people invest like venture capitalists. Instead, they became the fastest way to transfer wealth from retail to Wall Street ever invented. 



And Chamath led the charge. The refugee who became a billionaire by helping retail investors become broke. 



Just 24 months. $160 billion raised. $140 billion destroyed. The greatest extraction innovation of the 2020s. 



The Blank Check Con



A SPAC is a Special Purpose Acquisition Company. 



Translation: They take investors’ money now. They’ll figure out what to buy later. Trust them. 



No business. No product. No revenue. No plan. Just a promise from someone famous to maybe find something worth buying within two years. 



It’s like giving a wallet to a stranger who promises to buy something nice. 



The Celebrity Casino



Every washed-up celebrity launched a SPAC. 



Shaquille O’Neal. Serena Williams. Colin Kaepernick. Jay-Z. Alex Rodriguez. 



They knew nothing about finance. Nothing about business. Nothing about the companies they’d acquire. 



But their names sold shares. Retail investors saw Shaq and A-Rod and bought. Everyday people trusted celebrities and assumed credibility. 



The celebrities got paid regardless. Millions in promote. Millions in fees. Before finding any company. 



The 20% Steal



SPAC sponsors get 20% of the company for almost nothing. 



Put up $25,000. Get 20% of a $200 million SPAC. That’s $40 million for $25,000. 



1,600x return. Before doing anything. Before finding a company. Before creating any value. 



The retail investors put up $200 million. They get 80%. The sponsor puts up lunch money. Gets 20%. 



It’s not investment. It’s theft with paperwork. 



The Virgin Galactic Delusion



Richard Branson’s Virgin Galactic went public via SPAC. 



Promise: Space tourism for everyone! Reality: Eleven-minute rides for millionaires. 



Stock hit $1,218 in December 2019. Branson sold $500 million worth. Stock now trades at $3.87. 



Down 99.68%. 



Classic pump and dump. 



Total space flights since going public: 6.

Total paying customers: 0.

Total losses: $2 billion. 



Chamath’s SPAC made $700 million. Retail investors lost 90%. 



Space tourism became wealth extraction. 



The Nikola Fraud



Trevor Milton’s Nikola went public via SPAC. 



Claimed to have revolutionary hydrogen trucks. Showed a video of one driving. Raised $3.2 billion. 



The truck was rolling down a hill. In neutral. They tilted the camera to hide the slope. 



Milton was convicted of fraud. The SPAC sponsors made millions. Retail investors lost everything. 



Due diligence? What due diligence? 



The Lordstown Lie



Lordstown Motors. The “electric pickup revolution.” Went public via SPAC at a $1.6 billion valuation. 



Claimed 100,000 pre-orders for their truck. The orders were fake. Non-binding. No deposits. 



CEO Steve Burns said trucks were “pretty much done.” They had no working trucks. The prototypes caught fire. 



June 2023: Bankruptcy. Sold assets to Foxconn for scraps. 



The SPAC sponsors made $60 million. Retail investors lost everything. The factory Trump promised would save Ohio became a graveyard. 



The WeWork Resurrection



Remember WeWork? The $47 billion fraud that collapsed? 



Came back as a SPAC! Because why not? 



Adam Neumann was gone. Same broken business model remained. Same massive losses. Same fake tech story. 



Went public via SPAC at $9 billion. Now bankrupt. Again. 



The SPAC sponsors made $100 million. Retail investors got wiped out. Again. 



Some scams are too good to run just once. 



The PIPE Dream



SPACs have a secret backdoor: PIPE investors. 



Private Investment in Public Equity. Hedge funds and institutional investors that get special deals retail never sees. 



The pitch to retail: “Get in at $10 per share, same as everyone else.” 



The reality: PIPE investors bought at $8. Before the merger announcement. With downside protection. With warrants that give them free upside. With registration rights that let them sell immediately. 



Retail buys at $10 with no protection. PIPE buys at $8 with guaranteed exits. 



The SPAC announces the merger. Retail cheers. Stock jumps to $15. 



PIPE investors sell at $15. Lock in 88% gains. 



Stock crashes to $5. 



Retail holds at a 50% loss. PIPE already cashed out. 



The asymmetry was designed. PIPE investors knew the company was garbage. That’s why they negotiated downside protection. They planned to dump on retail from day one. 



Every SPAC had PIPE investors. Every PIPE investor had better terms than retail. Every retail investor was exit liquidity. 



The game is rigged before the first share trades. Retail just doesn’t know it yet. Retail investors are always the last to know. 



The Redemption Trick



SPAC investors can redeem shares before merger for $10. 



Smart money redeems. Gets their money back. Keeps free warrants. 



Dumb money holds. Believes the story. Loses everything. 



Average redemption rate in 2022: 85%. The insiders knew. They always know. 



The Fee Feast



Everyone gets paid in SPACs. Except retail. 



Sponsors: 20% promote

Banks: 5.5% underwriting

Lawyers: $5 million

Accountants: $2 million

Financial advisors: $10 million

PR firms: $1 million 



$200 million SPAC means $50 million in fees. Before buying anything. 



25% extracted before the game begins. 



The Regulatory Joke



The SEC “cracked down” on SPACs. 



New rules: More disclosures. More liability. More paperwork. 



Result: Nothing changed. SPACs continue. Retail continues losing. Sponsors continue extracting. 



Gary Gensler, then chairman of the S.E.C. talks tough. Did nothing. The revolving door spins. 



The International Infection



SPACs spread globally. 



Singapore. Hong Kong. London. Amsterdam. 



Same scam. Different accents. Local celebrities. Local retail investors. Local losses. 



Extraction has no borders. 



The NFT Mirror



SPACs and NFTs are the same scam wearing different suits. 



Both sold as “democratizing” access to exclusive investments.

Both hyped by celebrities who got paid to promote them.

Both created artificial scarcity around worthless assets.

Both extracted maximum value before retail figured it out.

Both left retail holding nothing. 



The pattern was identical: 



Phase 1: Celebrity endorsement

SPACs: Shaq, A-Rod, Serena Williams

NFTs: Gary Vee, Paris Hilton, Snoop Dogg, Tom Brady 



Phase 2: FOMO marketing

SPACs: “Get in early like VCs!”

NFTs: “Get in early like crypto millionaires!” 



Phase 3: Insiders cash out SPACs: Sponsors dump 20% promotes, PIPE investors redeem at $10 NFTs: Creators dump after mint, influencers sell before floor collapses 



Phase 4: Retail holds the bag

SPACs: Down 90%, can’t redeem, stuck with garbage company

NFTs: Down 99%, can’t sell, stuck with worthless JPEG 



The only difference: SPACs were regulated fraud. NFTs were unregulated fraud. 



Both promised access to the game.

Both delivered access to extraction. 



The Next Evolution



Now there are “SPAC 2.0s.” 



Better governance! More accountability! Improved structures! 



Translation: Same scam, better marketing. 



The sponsors still get 20%. Retail still loses. The extraction continues. 



Because the flaw isn’t in the structure. It’s in the concept. Blank checks are always bad checks. 



SPAC victims learned an expensive lesson: extraction always extracts. Now they’re funding a new generation of founders who build for revenue, not exits. Profitable from year 1. No SPAC dreams. No public markets. Just sustainable businesses. 



These post-SPAC founders know the scam. They lived it. And they’re building the opposite... companies designed to last, not to exit. The SPAC wave burned billions but taught millions. That education is building the next economy. 



The Punchline



SPACs are extraction perfected. 



Take money upfront.

Pay yourself immediately.

Find garbage company.

Dump on retail.

Repeat. 



Legal. Regulated. SEC-approved. 



One of the greatest transfer of wealth from poor to rich. Packaged as democratization. 



It’s like buying a mystery box from a favorite celebrity. 



They promise something amazing inside. Maybe a Rolex. Maybe a Ferrari. Maybe the next Amazon. 



Investors pay $100. They immediately take $20 for themselves. 



Two years later they finally open it. 



It’s empty. They couldn’t find anything worth putting inside. But they kept the $20. 



And they're already selling new mystery boxes to the next batch of investors. 
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But SPACs weren't the only way celebrities sold extraction to the masses. 



There was an even faster scam. One that didn't need SEC approval. Didn't need regulatory paperwork. Didn't need any real assets at all. 



Just a JPEG and a promise. 



Crypto’s Extraction Speedrun



Crypto speedran 500 years of financial fraud in 16 years. 



Ponzi schemes.

Pump and dumps.

Bank runs.

Market manipulation.

Insider trading.

Embezzlement. 



Everything finance invented over centuries, crypto did in a decade. 



And they called it innovation. 



November 2021: Crypto market cap hit $3 trillion.

June 2022: Crashed to $900 billion.

$2.1 trillion destroyed in 7 months. 



The biggest names became case studies in extraction: 



Terra Luna: $60 billion to zero. 



FTX: $32 billion to zero. 



Celsius: $25 billion to zero. 



Iron Finance: $2 billion to zero. 



Countless others: Everything to nothing. 



The fastest extraction cycle in human history. 



And they called it the “future of money.” 



The Satoshi Swindle



Bitcoin’s creator “Satoshi Nakamoto” (allegedly) owns 1 million bitcoins. 



It’s worth up to $125 billion today. 



Never moved.

Never sold.

Never identified. 



The perfect extraction... 



Create money from nothing. Convince others it has value. Disappear with 5% of all supply. Let everyone else fight over the rest.

Never get caught. 



If Satoshi’s coins move, Bitcoin collapses. 



Not just from selling pressure. From broken faith. 



The creator dumping proves it was a scam all along. Everyone rushes for exits. The myth dies with one transaction. 



Those million coins haven’t moved since 2009. Every day they don’t move maintains the fiction that Satoshi “did it for the technology.” One movement destroys 16 years of mythology. 



The entire system is built on worshiping an anonymous person who created money, gave themselves millions of it, and disappeared. 



The Scarcity Hustle



They tell us with a straight face that Bitcoin is scarce. 



“Only 21 million Bitcoin will ever exist!” 



That’s the pitch:

Scarcity.

Digital gold.

Limited supply. 



Here’s what they don’t mention: Each Bitcoin divides into 100 million satoshis. That’s 2.1 quadrillion units. That’s 2,100,000,000,000,000 pieces. 



For context: There are only 2 trillion dollars in circulation. Bitcoin has 1,000 times more units than dollars exist. 



“But they can’t create more than 21 million!” So what? If coins can divide infinitely smaller, more aren’t needed. It’s like saying there’s only one pizza but it can be cut into infinite slices. The scarcity is meaningless. 



They could make each Bitcoin divisible by a billion. Or a trillion. Just change the code. The 21 million “cap” stays the same, but now there are more units than atoms in the universe. 



The “scarcity” is arbitrary. Satoshi called the 21 million cap an “educated guess” to match global currency values. But the cap itself doesn’t matter when each coin divides infinitely. The marketing worked anyway. 



Investors aren’t buying digital gold. They’re buying decimal points and calling it investing. 



The Bitcoin Bugs Nobody Mentions



Bitcoin isn’t magic.

It’s software.

And like all software, it breaks. 



August 2010. Block #74,638 contained a transaction that created 184 billion Bitcoin out of thin air. 



The “21 million hard cap” everyone worships? Shattered. 



A single transaction exploited an integer overflow bug. Made the code think massive inflation was a tiny number. Nodes worldwide accepted and confirmed it. The blockchain recorded it. For several hours, Bitcoin had no supply cap. 



Developers “rolled back the chain”. Erased the bug from history. Pretended it never happened. 



But it did happen again... 



The “immutable” ledger got rewritten. The “hard cap” got violated. The “code is law” crowd rewrote their own law. 



September 2018.

Eight years later.

Bitcoin developers discovered their code was broken - again. 



Any Bitcoin miner could print unlimited coins. Just spend the same coins twice in one block. The code that was supposed to prevent this? It skipped the check. Infinite money. 



The bug existed for a year. In Bitcoin Core 0.15 through 0.16. Most nodes were vulnerable. The Bitcoin world was 1 malicious miner away from hyperinflation. 



The development team fixed it quietly. Told miners to update nodes. Didn’t tell holders for weeks. “Don’t cause panic.” 



October 2025. Attackers discovered they could crash Bitcoin computers by flooding them with fake data. Fill up their storage until the machines shut down. Take down the network. 



Another bug let attackers overwhelm the system until it collapsed. More crashes. More vulnerabilities. 



These aren’t theoretical. These are documented. These happened. 



HODLers think they’re holding “digital gold.” They’re holding 40,000 lines of C++ code written in a memory-unsafe language. Constantly updated. Constantly vulnerable. Constantly one bug away from worthless. 



And that’s just the bugs they found. What about the ones still hiding? 



Bitcoin Core is massive. Complex. Evolving. High-value target. Perfect conditions for catastrophic bugs nobody’s discovered yet. 



A study across major blockchains found vulnerabilities cluster in core modules. Consensus. Networking. Transaction handling. The most critical components. The ones that, if broken, break everything. 



Cryptocurrency enthusiasts repeat “Code is law.” Until code creates 184 billion coins. Then it’s “please update and don’t tell anyone.” 



The next bug isn’t coming. It’s already there. Waiting. 



“Bitcoin Has Never Been Hacked”



This is crypto’s favorite lie. 



“Bitcoin has never been hacked” they say. “The network is unbreakable.” 



Except Bitcoin has been broken. Multiple times. They just don’t call it hacking. 



August 2010: 184 billion coins created. Not hacking? 



September 2018: Infinite money glitch active for a year. Not hacking? 



The only reason these weren’t “hacks” is because nobody exploited them before developers found them. But the vulnerabilities existed. The code was broken. The system was compromised. 



That’s not security. That’s luck. 



And exchanges? Mt. Gox lost 850,000 Bitcoin. Bitfinex lost 120,000 Bitcoin. Coincheck lost 500 million dollars. Poly Network lost 600 million dollars. Ronin Bridge lost 625 million dollars. 



“But those aren’t Bitcoin hacks, those are exchange hacks.” 



Distinction without difference. People lose Bitcoin either way. The ecosystem is broken either way. The trust is destroyed either way. 



And smart contracts? Billions stolen through code exploits. The DAO hack. Parity wallet freeze. Compound infinite money glitch. Cream Finance drained five times. Wormhole bridge exploit. 



“But those aren’t Bitcoin.” 



Right. Bitcoin is so limited it can’t even do what gets hacked. It just sits there being slow and expensive while everything built on top of blockchain technology proves the entire concept is fundamentally insecure. 



Bitcoin hasn’t been hacked the same way a locked safe at the bottom of the ocean hasn’t been robbed. It’s technically true. But it’s also useless. 



The mantra should be: “Bitcoin has never been hacked because nobody’s bothered to try hard enough yet.” 



The 51% Attack Nobody Discusses



Bitcoin’s security depends on nobody controlling 51% of mining power. 



Current cost to 51% attack Bitcoin: About $20 billion in mining equipment. 



The U.S. military budget: $816 billion per year. China’s military budget: $230 billion. They spend more on coffee than it would cost to destroy Bitcoin. 



Any major government could kill Bitcoin tomorrow. Buy mining farms. Build new ones. Reach 51%. Double-spend. Reverse transactions. Destroy trust. Game over. 



China already banned Bitcoin mining once. What if instead of banning, they’d secretly kept mining? They had 65% of global hash rate before the “ban.” 



HODLers think Bitcoin is unseizable. Uncensorable. Unstoppable. It’s actually one government decision away from worthless. The Pentagon probably has a PowerPoint about it. “Operation Crypto Kill: $20B, 6 months.” 



So why haven’t they killed it? 



Maybe they love it. Perfect for tracking criminals. Every transaction on a public ledger forever. Drug dealers announcing their deals to the NSA. Tax evaders documenting their own crimes. Why destroy such a beautiful surveillance tool? 



Or maybe they’re the ones running it. Who has $20 billion in black budget? Who has quantum computers? Who created SHA-256 that Bitcoin uses? The NSA. Satoshi Nakamoto? Never identified. 



The questions answer themselves. 



Or maybe they just don’t care. Let the peasants gamble. Keep them distracted. While they control the real money: The dollar. The military. The power. 



But sure, keep believing three letters: “FUD.” While ignoring three other letters: NSA, CIA, FBI. 



The Anonymity Lie



People think crypto is anonymous. Private. Untraceable. 



It’s the opposite. 



Every Bitcoin transaction ever made is public. Forever. Copied to thousands of computers worldwide. 



That drug purchase from 2013? Still there. That ransomware payment? Recorded. That tax dodge? Timestamped. 



Anyone with an internet connection can search the entire history. Every transaction. Every wallet. Every mistake. 



The IRS has Chainalysis. The FBI has CipherTrace. They track every transaction. They know investors’ wallets better than investors do. They know patterns. They’re just waiting for people to cash out. 



And the surveillance nodes? Researchers found fake Bitcoin nodes running on IP addresses traced to government data centers in Virginia. Hoovering up transaction data. Recording who sends what to whom. 



The government doesn’t need to crack Bitcoin. They just run nodes and watch. 



Exchanges require identity verification before allowing anyone to buy or sell crypto. Driver’s licenses. Addresses. Bank accounts. A copy of the last utility bill. All linked to crypto wallet addresses. Forever. 



“But what about privacy coins?” Monero. Zcash. Tornado Cash. 



Tornado Cash creators went to prison. 



Monero is banned on most exchanges. 



Zcash founders said they could add a backdoor for law enforcement. The “privacy coin” willing to cooperate with police. Also took 20% of all mined coins for themselves until 2020. Privacy for thee, extraction for me. 



The government arrests anyone who builds actual privacy. That should tell everyone something. 



And the infrastructure? 



Coinbase reports to the IRS. So does Kraken. Gemini. Binance.US. Robinhood. Every major exchange. They send customer transaction data directly to the government. Required by law. 



That “decentralized” app? Running on Amazon Web Services. When AWS crashed in October 2025, it took down MetaMask, Coinbase, and Robinhood with it. So much for decentralization. 



28% of Ethereum nodes run on Amazon’s cloud. 70% of the traffic flows through a handful of centralized companies. 



The revolution runs on Jeff Bezos’s servers. 



People aren’t anonymous. They’re broadcasting every financial move to the world while thinking they’re invisible. Bought Bitcoin at $100 and sold at $60,000? The IRS knows. Sent money to family? Recorded forever. Paid for something embarrassing? On the permanent record. 



Crypto turned everyone into financial exhibitionists who think they’re wearing masks. 



The Tether Time Bomb



Tether claims every USDT is backed by a dollar. 



$183 billion in circulation. $183 billion supposedly in a bank somewhere. 



They’ve never been audited. Never shown the money. Their “proof of reserves” letters are merely written proclamations. 



$183 billion that might not exist.

Propping up a $1 trillion market.

If Tether collapses, crypto dies. 



But here’s the systemic horror: Tether is now the 17th largest holder of US debt. Bigger than Germany. Bigger than South Korea. 



A company nobody can audit. With executives nobody knows. Registered in the British Virgin Islands. Controls more US Treasury bonds than most countries. 



They claim it’s backing for USDT. But if Tether collapses? Those Treasuries get dumped. Bond market crashes. Interest rates spike. Global financial crisis. 



A magic internet money company nobody trusts now holds enough US debt to destabilize the world economy. 



The extraction went systemic. Tether isn’t just propping up crypto anymore. It’s embedded in the real financial system. Too big to fail. Too opaque to regulate. Too connected to stop. 



But until then, the extraction continues. 



The Three Arrows Capital Collapse



Su Zhu and Kyle Davies were crypto royalty. 



Trading since 2012. Managed $18 billion at peak. Everyone’s favorite hedge fund. The smart money. The adults in the room. 



They borrowed billions from everyone. BlockFi. Genesis. Voyager. Celsius. Babel Finance. Used the same collateral multiple times. Told each lender they were the only one. 



When Terra Luna collapsed in May 2022, Three Arrows Capital had $500 million locked in it. Gone instantly. 



But that wasn’t the problem. The problem was leverage. They’d borrowed $3 billion using that $500 million as collateral. When Luna went to zero, margin calls came. 



Three Arrows Capital couldn’t pay. Because they’d already lost everything on other bets. Leveraged long on GBTC (Grayscale Bitcoin Trust). It traded at a premium to Bitcoin. Until it didn’t. Lost hundreds of millions. 



June 2022: Three Arrows Capital ghosted everyone. Stopped answering phones. Stopped returning messages. Just disappeared. 



Creditors panicked. Filed for liquidation. Found $3.5 billion in claims. Only $40 million in assets. 



Where did $18 billion go? Su Zhu bought a $50 million yacht. Named it “Much Wow.” Kyle Davies bought Singapore mansions. Both fled to Dubai and Bali. 



While creditors searched for them, they started tweeting philosophy. “The current path of society is unsustainable.” Posted from a Bali beach villa. 



The contagion spread. BlockFi lost $1.2 billion to Three Arrows Capital. Filed bankruptcy. Voyager lost $650 million to Three Arrows Capital. Filed bankruptcy. Genesis lost $2.8 billion. Filed bankruptcy. Babel Finance lost $280 million. Frozen withdrawals. 



Tens of thousands of retail users couldn’t withdraw from these platforms. Their money lent to Three Arrows Capital. Three Arrows Capital lent to Terra. Terra lent to nothing. 



The smartest guys in crypto turned out to be degenerate gamblers with a Bloomberg terminal. 



But here’s the beautiful part: In 2023, while still fugitives from liquidation proceedings, they launched a new exchange. Called it “Open Exchange.” Raised money for it. From Dubai. 



Blow up $18 billion. Destroy multiple companies. Hide in Dubai. Start over. 



The extraction must continue.

No one seems to notice.

And no one seems to care. 



The FTX Fraud



Sam Bankman-Fried was crypto’s golden boy. 



MIT physics. Jane Street trading. Effective altruism. Saving the world. Worth $26 billion at 30. 



He stole $8 billion of customer funds. Used it to trade. Lost it. Lied about it. Software had a backdoor to move customer money. He knew. Everyone at FTX knew. 



Caroline Ellison, his girlfriend, ran Alameda Research. They got “unlimited” withdrawals from FTX. Customer money became their casino chips. 



November 2022: Collapse. $32 billion gone in 48 hours. 



Sam Bankman-Fried in prison for 25 years. But celebrities pumping it lost tens of millions. One Canadian pension fund lost $95 million. Regular people lost everything. 



The fastest fortune-to-fraud pipeline ever. 



The Celsius Scam



“Unbank yourself,” Alex Mashinsky said. 



Celsius promised 17% returns.

Banks were scams.

Celsius was different.

Community.

Democracy.

Decentralization. 



Mashinsky was selling Celsius’s own CEL tokens while telling customers to buy them. Made $44 million dumping his holdings. Then withdrew millions in real money before freezing customer funds. 



1.7 million customers. $4.7 billion frozen. Most will get 10 cents on the dollar. Maybe. 



Mashinsky charged with fraud.

But the money’s gone.

Unbanked indeed. 



The Terra Luna Disaster



Do Kwon created an “algorithmic stablecoin.” 



UST would always be worth $1. 



Backed by math. Backed by code. Backed by LUNA tokens that could be minted infinitely. 



May 2022: UST dropped below $1. The entire system collapsed. 



Death spiral: Mint more LUNA to prop up UST. LUNA price crashes from dilution. UST drops further. Mint more LUNA. Crash harder. Infinite loop to zero. 



$60 billion destroyed in 72 hours. Fastest wealth destruction in history. 



Do Kwon on the run. Arrested in Montenegro with fake passports. People jumped off buildings. He tweeted memes. 



The NFT Grift



Bored Apes sold for $500,000. Pictures of monkeys. On a blockchain. 



Celebrities bought into the hype. Paris Hilton. Jimmy Fallon. Eminem. All promoted them. All got them for free or cheap. 



Gary Vee launched VeeFriends. Cartoon animals drawn in MS Paint. “Buy my NFT, get to have dinner with me!” $50,000 for a JPEG and a meal with a guy who inherited a liquor business. 



He made $90 million. Told his followers NFTs were the future. “Everyone’s gonna regret not buying!” Now VeeFriends down 96%. Dinners with Gary still cost $50k apparently. 



Regular people bought at the top. Now worth 5% of peak. Jimmy Fallon’s $200,000 ape? Worth $30,000. If anyone would buy it. 



$40 billion NFT market to $4 billion. 90% destroyed. But NFT marketplace OpenSea made $2 billion in fees. Crypto community builder Yuga Labs made billions. Gary Vee made $90 million. Celebrities cashed out. 



JPEGs were the product. Hype was the mechanism. Extraction was the purpose. 



The Binance Black Box



Changpeng Zhao runs the world’s largest crypto exchange from nowhere. 



No headquarters. No real address. No regulation. $76 billion in daily volume. Nobody knows where the money is. 



Commingled funds. Wash trading. Market manipulation. Everything illegal in real finance. All legal in crypto. Or at least unprosecutable. 



Changpeng Zhao pled guilty to money laundering. Paid $4 billion fine. Still worth $40 billion. Still running crypto’s casino. 



The house always wins. Especially when the house makes the rules. 



The Legitimate Extraction



Coinbase went public at $100 billion valuation. 



The “legitimate” exchange. NASDAQ listed. SEC compliant. The safe way to buy crypto. 



Backed by Andreessen Horowitz and Union Square Ventures. The most prestigious names in venture capital. Their $9.7 billion stake validates everything. 



They charge 4% fees. On everything. 



Buy. Sell. Transfer. Breathe near crypto. 4%. 



A grandmother buying $100 of Bitcoin pays a $4.00 transaction fee. 



But: 



Goldman Sachs trading $100 million pays 0.1%. That’s 40 times less than grandma pays. 



Retail subsidizing institutions. Again. But with an app. 



Brian Armstrong worth $11 billion. From fees. Not from building. From standing between people and their gambling habit. 



Coinbase is the internet’s most profitable tollbooth. For a casino that pretends to be a revolution. 



The Mining Madness



Bitcoin processes 7 transactions per second. 



Seven. 



That’s the maximum. Forever. By design. 



Visa processes 65,000 transactions per second. PayPal does 193 per second. A single modern database server can handle 15,000 per second. 



Bitcoin does 7. 



And crypto enthusiasts call this a feature. “Decentralization requires it!” “Security demands it!” 



Here’s what security actually costs: 



Bitcoin mining uses 150 terawatt-hours per year. That’s enough electricity to power every home in Texas for a year. Or all of California and Florida combined. 



To process 7 transactions per second. 



A standard data center running Visa uses 0.2 terawatt-hours. Less than one-thousandth of Bitcoin’s energy. And processes 20,000 times more transactions. 



Bitcoin uses the electricity of an entire nation to do what a single building could do better. 



But they call it progress. 



The math is obscene: 



One Bitcoin transaction uses 2,000 kilowatt-hours of electricity. Enough to power an American home for 68 days. A single transaction. 



That same energy could process 2 million Visa transactions. 



The carbon footprint of buying a single cup of coffee with Bitcoin equals driving 1,000 miles. The environmental cost of one NFT sale equals flying from New York to London. Twice. 



Miners don’t care. They get paid in Bitcoin. Sell it immediately for dollars. Pocket the cash. Environment destroyed. Move to next location. 



China banned mining. Miners moved to Texas. Now Texas power grid is failing. 



But here’s the extraction masterpiece: Texas pays them to stop. 



During heat waves, when people need air conditioning to survive, the grid pays Bitcoin miners millions to shut down. “Demand response” payments. 



They mine when electricity is cheap. Get paid in Bitcoin. Then when electricity is needed so people don’t die, they get paid again to stop mining. 



Double extraction. From the same grid. While contributing nothing. 



But wait, there’s more. 



Some Bitcoin miners now buy carbon credits. Offsets for their pollution. So they can claim “carbon neutral mining.” 



They burn electricity like a small nation. Then pay someone else to plant trees somewhere. Call themselves green. Institutional investors love it. “Sustainable Bitcoin!” 



Triple extraction:

Get paid to mine.

Get paid to stop mining.

Get paid for virtue signaling about the mining. 



All while the environment burns and Texans sweat through blackouts. 



Bitcoin isn’t digital gold. It’s a machine that converts electricity into speculation while calling environmental destruction a feature. 



The DeFi Delusion



Decentralized Finance. Banking without banks. Lending without lenders. Trading without regulation. Magic internet money. 



Wonderland: $2 billion protocol. Founder was Quadriga co-founder. Quadriga was a fraud. Nobody checked. 



Iron Finance: Went to zero in 24 hours. “Bank run” they called it. Celebrities lost millions. Promoted it anyway. 



Compound: Infinite money glitch. Gave away $90 million accidentally. Begged for it back. Some returned it. Most didn’t. 



Code is law. Until code gives away money. Then please sir, may we have it back? 



The Stablecoin Shuffle



Every stablecoin (except USDC) is suspect. 



USDT: Probably unbacked.

BUSD: Shutting down.

UST: Collapsed to zero.

DAI: Backed by USDC mostly.

FRAX: Algorithmic nonsense. 



Why does USDC get a pass (for now)? Circle publishes monthly attestations from Grant Thornton. Shows actual dollars in actual banks. Got New York BitLicense. Files with SEC to go public. Still charges fees. Still went fractional reserve when Silicon Valley Bank collapsed with $3.3 billion of their money trapped inside. But at least the money probably exists. 



The best of the worst.

The tallest midget.

The extraction that at least backs its promises. 



Billions in stablecoins. Most are unstable. Still can’t buy groceries, a pizza or a tank of gas. All extracting fees. Converting dollars to dollars for 3% spread. 



The innovation of charging fees to not innovate. 



The On-Ramp From Hell



Buying crypto requires luck. 



First, find an exchange that isn’t banned in the state. Connect a bank. Wait 3-7 days for verification. Upload driver’s license. Take a selfie. Upload utility bill. Wait more. 



Bank blocks the transaction. “Fraud protection.” Call bank. Convince them it’s really intentional gambling. They allow it. Maybe. 



Wire money to exchange. $30 fee from one bank. $25 fee from their bank. Exchange takes 2%. Money arrives. Maybe. Sometimes it disappears. “Contact support.” Support doesn’t exist. 



Try to buy Bitcoin. Coinbase charges 0.4% to 4% depending on payment method. Binance charges 0.1%. But wait, there’s spread markup too. Another 0.5% to 2%. Moving it to another wallet? Network fee averages $1.63. But during high demand? Spiked to $170 in April 2024. Exchange withdrawal fee? Another 0.0005 BTC. 



Mess up one letter in the wallet address? Money gone forever. Send Bitcoin to Ethereum address? Gone forever. Send to right address but wrong network? Gone forever. Crypto heaven is full of money that almost made it. 



Some studies claim up to 20% of all Bitcoin is lost forever. Not stolen. Not sold. Lost. Wrong addresses. Lost keys. Dead hard drives. $200 billion in crypto heaven. 



The on-ramp is extraction. Before anyone even starts gambling. 



The Casino Nobody Calls a Casino



Crypto isn’t investing.

It’s gambling.

But worse than Vegas. 



Vegas tells gamblers the odds.

Crypto lies about them. 



Vegas has regulations.

Crypto has none. 



Vegas comps drinks.

Crypto takes houses. 



Every exchange is a casino. The charts. The colors. The dopamine hits. Green candles going up. Red candles going down. Refresh. Refresh. Refresh. 



Coinbase’s app looks like a slot machine. Binance has “Battle” modes. Leverage trading up to 125x. Lose everything in one tick. 



Children gambling their college funds. Retirees betting pensions. Everyone thinking they’re investors. They’re not. They’re gambling addicts who don’t know it yet. 



The house always wins. The exchange takes fees on every bet. Win or lose. Up or down. They get paid. 



The gambling jargon: “Diamond hands!” “HODL!” “To the moon!” — all disguised as investment strategy. 



The Whale Games



92% of Bitcoin owned by 2% of addresses. 



One whale sells. Price crashes 20%. Buy the dip. Pump it back. Sell again. 



Retail traders think they’re investing. They’re exit liquidity. The game is rigged. The whales are playing. Everyone else is played. 



Elon tweets about Dogecoin. Price pumps 300%. Elon sells. Price dumps. Retail holds bags. Elon laughs on Twitter. 



Pump and dump perfected. Legal. Celebrated even. 



Market manipulation illegal in stocks. Legal in crypto. Feature, not a bug. 



The Exchange Exit



Every exchange eventually steals. 



Mt. Gox: 850,000 Bitcoin gone.

QuadrigaCX: Founder “died” with passwords.

Cryptopia: Hacked twice, then liquidated.

FTX: $8 billion stolen.

Celsius: $4.7 billion frozen. 



Crypto experts say: “If you don’t control the password, you don’t own the coins.” 



But managing crypto passwords means writing down 12 random words. Lose the paper? Lose everything. Forever. No password reset. No customer service. No recovery. 



So people trust exchanges to hold their coins. 



Then the exchange steals them. Or goes bankrupt. Or gets hacked. Or the CEO claims he died and took the passwords to his grave. 



Circle of theft. 



The Regulatory Theater



SEC sues everyone except who matters. 



XRP: Sued for being a security. Still trading.

Coinbase: Sued for listing securities. Still operating.

Binance: Pled guilty. Still largest exchange. 



Once again, the extractors love the line, “It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.” 



Gary Gensler taught crypto at MIT. Then ran the SEC. Now back at MIT. Revolving door spinning. Enforcement theater performing. 



Crypto donated $200 million in 2024 election. Both parties. All candidates. Buying protection. 



Regulation isn’t coming. It’s been purchased. 



The Store of Value Joke



“Digital gold!” “Store of value!” “Inflation hedge!” 



Gold dropped 10% once. In 2013. Took six years.

Bitcoin drops 10% on Tuesday. Because someone tweeted. 



May 19, 2021: Bitcoin fell 30% in one day. Store of value? 



November 2022: Down 75% from peak. Store of value? 



Every Sunday at 2 AM: Drops 5% because Asia wakes up. Store of value? 



This “digital gold” is more volatile than penny stocks. This “store of value” can’t store value for 24 hours. This “inflation hedge” lost more than inflation ever took. 



Gold has 5,000 years of history. Bitcoin has 16 years of volatility. But sure, same thing. 



The Lightning Network Failure



Bitcoin was supposed to be digital cash. Peer-to-peer electronic payments. Buy coffee with Bitcoin. 



Reality: Bitcoin can’t handle enough transactions. Seven per second maximum. Fees spike to $170 during busy times. Wait 10 minutes for confirmation. Nobody’s buying coffee with that. 



Solution: Lightning Network! A second layer on top of Bitcoin. Instant transactions. Tiny fees. Buy coffee again! 



That was the promise in 2018. 



Six years later, Lightning has $300 million total capacity. Bitcoin’s market cap: $1.3 trillion. That’s 0.02% adoption. The “solution” nobody wants. 



Nobody’s buying coffee with Lightning either. 



Why? Because Lightning is somehow more complicated than the problem it solves. 



Users must:

Open channels with other users.

Lock up Bitcoin in those channels.

Monitor channels so they don’t get force-closed.

Find routes through the network that might work.

Hope funds don’t get stuck mid-transaction.

Manually rebalance channels.

Pay fees to open channels.

Pay fees to close channels.

Pay fees for transactions. 



Or just use Venmo.

Which works.

Instantly.

For free.

With fraud protection. Even includes a cool-looking debit card. 



El Salvador forced citizens to use Lightning through the Chivo wallet. Most citizens cashed out the free $30 immediately and never used it again. 



Miami made Lightning a centerpiece of its “crypto city” strategy. Merchants who adopted it saw almost zero usage. 



Twitter integrated Lightning payments. Users ignored it completely. 



Strike built an entire company around Lightning. Had to pivot to other services to survive. 



The pattern is clear: Even people who believe in Bitcoin don’t want to use Lightning. 



But here’s the real reason Lightning failed. The reason no payment solution for Bitcoin will ever work. 



Nobody wants to spend an appreciating asset. 



That $5 coffee today could be worth $500 next year. Or $5,000 in five years. Why spend Bitcoin when it might go “to the moon”? 



The famous Bitcoin pizza story proves it. In 2010, someone bought 2 pizzas for 10,000 Bitcoin. Today that’s worth $1 billion. Everyone in crypto knows this story. It’s told as a cautionary tale: Never spend Bitcoin. 



So Bitcoin can’t be currency. Because if it’s going up forever, nobody spends it. And if nobody spends it, it’s not currency. It’s just speculation. 



Lightning didn’t fail because of technical problems. It failed because Bitcoin itself is broken as a payment system. By design. 



The irony? Satoshi’s whitepaper was titled “Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash System.” Cash. For buying things. Like pizza. 



Fifteen years later, the only thing Bitcoin is good for is never spending it. 



The peer-to-peer cash system became a digital casino where the winning move is to never cash out. 



When the solution is more painful than the problem, it’s not a solution. It’s a failure with a whitepaper. 



The Solution That Nobody Needed



Crypto was supposed to replace money. Seventeen years later, what problems did it solve? 



The dollar works everywhere. No fees to use cash. Banks reverse fraud. FDIC insurance protects deposits. Typo an account number? Bank fixes it. Lose a debit card? Get a new one. Suspicious card activity? Bank asks for permission before releasing funds. 



Crypto “solved” these non-problems by creating actual problems: 



Not easy to use.

Can’t use it anywhere.

Massive fees for everything.

No fraud protection.

No deposit insurance.

Typo one character? Money gone forever.

Lose keys? Everything gone forever. 



The problems crypto claims to solve are real. 



The unbanked need financial access. Remittance fees are exploitative. Inflation erodes savings. Government surveillance threatens privacy. 



But crypto didn’t solve these problems. It weaponized them for marketing while making everything worse. 



“But what about the unbanked?” 



They need dollars, not Bitcoin. They need stability, not 20% daily volatility. They need protection, not irreversible transactions. 



“But what about remittances?” 



Western Union charges varying fees plus hidden exchange rate markups. Total cost: 3-10% depending on corridor and amount. 



Bitcoin costs: $1.63 network fee (or $170 during busy times) plus 0.5-4% to buy plus 0.5-4% to sell plus 0.5-2% spread. Total: 2-10%. And the price might drop 30% during the hours it takes to complete the transaction. 



Crypto “solved” expensive remittances by being equally expensive with added volatility risk. 



“But what about inflation?” 



The dollar inflated 20% in two years. Bitcoin dropped 75% in six months. Which is worse? 



“But what about government control?” 



The government controls the on-ramps, off-ramps, exchanges, and arrests anyone who builds real privacy. People are more surveilled with crypto than cash. 



Crypto is a solution desperately seeking a problem. After 16 years, it found one: How to extract money from people who think they’re smart. 



The Only Innovation



“But the blockchain is revolutionary!” “The cryptography is genius!” “Byzantine fault tolerance!” 



Yes. Satoshi solved the double-spend problem. Brilliant math. Real innovation.

Genuinely impressive. 



Then what? Every innovation immediately weaponized for extraction. 



Smart contracts? Supposed to be automatic agreements. Actually used to drain wallets automatically. 



Anthropic’s AI tested smart contract security in 2024. Found $4.6 million in exploitable vulnerabilities in a single simulation. The “code is law” crowd built automated agreements so broken that AI found millions in theft opportunities without even trying. 



The entire premise is backwards. Every other software system can be patched when bugs are found. 



Smart contracts are permanent. Immutable code controlling money. One typo costs millions. One logic error drains everything. No updates. No fixes. No rollbacks. 



Regular contracts have courts. Software has patches. Smart contracts have neither. Just irreversible execution of potentially broken code with other people’s money. 



Why would anyone design it this way? Because “trustless” sounded better than “unpatchable disaster waiting to happen.” 



Decentralization? No company to sue when money disappears. No office to visit. No phone to call. No complaints department. 



Immutable ledger? Send money to the wrong address by mistyping one character? Gone forever. No refunds. No reversals. Banks would fix that. Crypto says tough luck. 



Trustless? Means no one can trust anyone. Including the exchange that just stole money. But hey, at least trust isn’t needed! 



Peer-to-peer electronic cash? Sixteen years later, no one can buy pizza with it. But anyone can lose their life savings in sixteen seconds. 



The math was innovative. The tech seems cool. The use case was extraction. 



Crypto’s only deployed innovation: Speedrunning extraction. 



No slow company building. No decades of trust. No pretending to create value. 



Just pure extraction.

Instant.

Global.

Irreversible.

Pseudonymous. 



The perfect crime. Scaled infinitely. Available to anyone with a laptop and no conscience. 



Crypto ran the extraction playbook at 1000x speed and burned out in years, not decades. The scams collapsed. But the technology survived. And builders are using it to create unstoppable payment networks, decentralized systems, extraction-proof infrastructure. 



Bitcoin processes $400 billion monthly with no chief executive officer to extract from. Decentralized finance protocols operate without banks. The extraction failed. The technology that enables building without middlemen won. That's what matters. 



The Punchline



It’s kinda like selling someone a “revolutionary” car that only works 7 times per second. Burns more fuel than an entire country. Crashes when it rains. Costs $170 just to start the engine sometimes. Has no reverse gear. No insurance. No customer service. And if someone loses the keys, the car explodes forever. 



But the salesman swears it’s going to replace every vehicle on Earth. 



And the punchline? People bought it. Then told their friends to buy it. While the car sat in their garage. Appreciating. Because the winning move is to never drive it. 



That's crypto. A solution that doesn't work, for a problem that doesn't exist, sold by people who got rich convincing others it's the future. 







Next



But SPACs and crypto proved extraction could scale infinitely with technology. 



What about the industries that never went digital? The ones where extraction required getting hands dirty? 



Where private equity couldn't just click buttons and extract billions. They had to physically strip value from real places where real people worked. 



Perception Deception



They don’t sell products anymore. 



They sell people an identity. 



And once someone buys the identity, they’ll defend it forever. Even when it’s destroying them. Especially when it’s destroying them. 



Because abandoning the identity means admitting they were fooled. That everything they built their life around was a lie. That the person they became was manufactured by marketers. 



Most people can’t handle that. 



So they double down. 



Welcome to perception deception, where the culture creation industry runs identity cults at scale. 



Where they convinced an entire generation that exploitation is empowerment. That extraction is opportunity. That joining their cult is “finding yourself.” 



It’s not a conspiracy. 



It’s just a cult. It’s not that complicated. 



Actually, it’s multiple cults. All competing for people’s identities. All extracting while they defend them. 



The brilliance isn’t the lie. 



It’s that once someone joins, they become the liar. They recruit others. They attack critics. They defend the extraction. 



Because they’re not defending a product. 



They’re defending themselves. 



The Manufactured Dream



2006. Dove launches “Real Beauty” campaign. 



Women celebrating their natural bodies. Rejecting impossible beauty standards. Fighting back against the industry’s toxic messaging. 



Gorgeous. 



Inspiring. 



Nonsense. 



Dove is owned by Unilever. The same company that owns Axe body spray. The same Axe running ads showing women as sexual objects. The same Axe commercials depicting women as barely human. 



Unilever manufactured the problem with one brand. Then sold the solution with another brand. Then got awards for “changing the conversation.” 



Advertising awards. Cannes Lions. Grand Clios. The whole circuit. 



The ad industry congratulating itself for appearing progressive while selling the same extraction. 



They didn’t change anything. 



They monetized both sides of the debate. 



The campaign wasn’t about real beauty. 



It was about real money. 



$4.5 billion in annual Dove sales now. Up from $2.5 billion before “Real Beauty.” The feminist messaging worked. Not because Unilever believes it. Because extraction disguised as empowerment sells better than extraction advertised honestly. 



The Girlboss Cult



Sophia Amoruso didn’t sell clothes. 



She sold an identity: GIRLBOSS. 



Not a product. Not a service. An identity people could claim. A cult they could join. A person they could become. 



Her book “#GIRLBOSS” became scripture. Women read it like gospel. They adopted the identity. Changed their LinkedIn bios. Changed their Twitter handles. Changed their entire self-concept. 



“I’m a girlboss.” 



3 words. 1 identity. Total commitment. 



The media amplified the cult.

Publishers pushed the doctrine.

Young women converted in masses. 



Netflix made a TV show. The cult had reached mainstream. 



Meanwhile, behind the feminist branding: 



Nasty Gal fired pregnant employees. Regularly. Systematically. They called it “performance issues.” Pregnant today, fired tomorrow. The pattern was unmistakable. 



Employees reported toxic work environment. Brutal hours. Impossible expectations. Constant fear. The “girlboss” culture was actually just boss culture. Same extraction. Different pronouns. 



The company declared bankruptcy in 2016. 



But here’s the cult mechanics genius: The followers defended it. 



“She was disrupting!”

“She was building!”

“She was breaking barriers!” 



Even after the bankruptcy. Even after the labor violations. Even after everything fell apart. 



Because they weren’t defending Sophia. 



They were defending their identity as girlbosses. 



Criticizing Nasty Gal meant criticizing themselves. Admitting exploitation happened meant admitting they’d joined an exploitation cult. That their empowerment identity was actually an extraction identity. 



Most couldn’t face that. 



So they blamed “the market” or “investors” or “timing.” 



Never the cult. 



Amoruso walked away rich. The brand survived. The employees? Fired. No severance. No healthcare. No girlboss solidarity. 



She didn’t break the glass ceiling. 



She proved women could run extraction cults as effectively as men. 



The postscript is even better. 



Her Instagram bio now reads: “Sophia Amoruso 3.0” 



She’s versioning herself. Like software. Trying to escape version 1.0 (the eBay seller) and version 2.0 (the girlboss who bankrupted the company and fired pregnant employees). 



But there’s no versioning out of an identity cult. 



The internet doesn’t have amnesia. The employees she fired remember. The women who adopted the girlboss identity because of her still carry that damage. 



Calling herself 3.0 doesn’t erase 1.0 and 2.0. It just proves she’s desperate to escape them. That the identity became so toxic, even the person who created it is trying to run. 



But she can’t. 



Because the cult members are still out there. Still defending girlboss culture. Still performing the identity she sold them. 



She created a cult, extracted from it, watched it implode, then tried to rebrand herself. 



Classic cult leader move. 



The girlboss cult told women they could have it all. What they actually meant: Extract it all. From employees. From customers. From anyone weaker. Just smile while doing it. Call it empowerment. Make it an identity. 



Lean In. Girlboss. Boss Babe. She-EO.

Mompreneur. 



All the same cult. 



Different names for the same identity trap. 



Once someone calls themselves a girlboss, they’ll defend girlboss extraction. Because they’re not defending a movement. They’re defending who they are. 



The cult doesn’t need to force compliance. 



Identity does that for them. 



The Hustle Cult



Gary Vaynerchuk doesn’t sell marketing advice. 



He sells an identity: HUSTLER. 



Not a strategy. Not a business model. A complete identity transformation. A cult initiation disguised as entrepreneurship education. 



“I’m a hustler.” 



Say it once, curiosity. Say it publicly, commitment. Put it in the bio, cult membership. 



The doctrine is simple:

“Work 18 hours a day!”

“Sleep is for losers!”

“Grind while they rest!”

“Hustle until your haters ask if you’re hiring!” 



He sells courses teaching hustle. Books about hustle. Conferences celebrating hustle. NFTs proving hustle. An entire media empire monetizing exhaustion. 



His message resonates. Millions follow. Millions convert. They adopt the hustler identity. They change their behavior to match their new identity. 



Because that’s what cult members do. 



But here’s what Gary never mentions: 



He inherited his dad’s liquor store. Started with existing business. Existing customers. Existing revenue. He didn’t build from nothing. He scaled from something. 



And let’s say what nobody seems willing to say: 



Selling legalized alcohol isn’t exactly hard. Or noble. Or impressive. 



It’s selling addiction with a license. Built-in demand. Repeat customers by design. The product creates its own market through chemical dependency. 



Opening a liquor store isn’t visionary entrepreneurship. It’s extracting from people whose brains are wired to keep buying. The “business model” is literally: sell addictive substance, watch customers come back, repeat. 



But wait. Gary talks constantly about “disruption.” About changing industries. Breaking old models. Creating new paradigms. 



Actually, Gary DID disrupt. 



He disrupted stable families.

He disrupted childhoods.

He disrupted marriages.

He disrupted lives.

He disrupted futures. 



Through alcohol addiction. The DUIs. The domestic violence. The financial ruin. The health destruction. The broken promises and missed birthdays and slurred apologies. 



Every regular customer was someone’s parent. Someone’s spouse. Someone’s child. 



Silicon Valley worships “disruption” as innovation. 



Gary disrupted families as a business model. Sold the substance that turns functional humans into addicts. Made money every time someone chose the bottle over their children. 



That’s the disruption nobody mentions when they celebrate his “hustle.” 



Then he pivoted to selling something even more damaging: the identity of hustler. Where instead of disrupting families with alcohol, he disrupts them with workaholism. Same extraction. Different addiction. Same destroyed relationships. 



His “hustle” had a safety net most hustlers don’t get. 



His business had customers most businesses don’t get. Addicted ones. 



Before that? He made his name flipping garage sale finds on eBay. Then convinced millions that his garage sale hustle was a replicable business model. It wasn’t. The business model was selling the performance of hustle to people who bought the performance. 



The “Good at Business” Trap



Fair point: Gary Vee IS good at business. 



But is that a compliment? 



It’s like saying someone’s “good at politics.” 



Translation: They’re skilled at manipulation. Expert at self-promotion. Masterful at telling people what they want to hear. Brilliant at extraction disguised as service. 



Being “good at business” in the extraction economy doesn’t mean building value. It means being effective at extracting value. From employees. From followers. From anyone desperate enough to believe. 



Gary’s good at business the same way a casino is good at business. The house always wins. Not because they’re creating value. Because they’ve rigged the game. 



His business isn’t marketing.

His business isn’t wine.

His business isn’t media. 



His business is selling the IDEA of hustle to people who will destroy themselves trying to prove they’re hustlers. 



And here’s the final twist: He talks about empathy constantly. Preaches it in every keynote. Makes it a cornerstone of his brand. “Empathy and self-awareness are everything.” 



He even named his wine brand “Empathy Wines.” Launched in 2019. Sold to Constellation Brands in 2020 for undisclosed millions. 



He literally branded addiction as empathy. Then sold it. For profit. 



While selling workaholism that destroys families. While profiting from exhaustion. While monetizing burnout. 



That’s not empathy. That’s using the language of empathy to sell extraction. 



His advice works for him. His advice destroys his followers. They burn out. Develop anxiety. Wreck relationships. Destroy health. Lose years to exhaustion. 



Gary? He’s fine. 



Better than fine. Every destroyed follower proves the cult doctrine: “You weren’t hustling hard enough.” 



Every failure validates his success. Every burnout makes him look stronger. Every relationship destroyed makes his discipline look superior. 



He doesn’t need his followers to succeed. 



He needs them to fail while BELIEVING they’re succeeding. To hustle harder while getting nowhere. To post about grinding while spiraling into depression. 



Because their suffering is his content. Their desperation is his proof. Their destruction is his marketing. 



That’s what “good at business” means now. 



Selling hustle is infinitely more profitable than hustling. 



The hustle cult convinced a generation that exhaustion proves effort. That work-life balance proves weakness. That 8 hours of sleep proves laziness. That questioning the hustle proves failure. 



And here’s the cult mechanics genius: 



The hustlers defend it. 



Even when they’re burnt out. Even when their marriages fail. Even when their health collapses. 



Because they’re not defending Gary Vee. 



They’re defending their identity as hustlers. 



Admitting hustle culture is toxic means admitting they wasted years. Destroyed relationships. Sacrificed health. For nothing. For a cult. 



That their entire identity is built on extraction advice from someone who started with advantages they’ll never have. 



Most can’t face that truth. 



So they hustle harder. Post more on LinkedIn. Recruit more followers. Defend the doctrine more aggressively. 



But here’s the final irony: 



Their followers stop following. 



Because desperation smells. Because performative hustle becomes obvious. Because constantly posting about grinding instead of actually building reveals the truth: They’re not hustling. They’re pretending. 



The hustler eats ramen while preaching abundance.

Burns bridges with family while preaching relationships.

Burns trust with followers while preaching authenticity. 



The identity they adopted to gain followers becomes the reason followers leave. 



They’re trapped. Can’t admit hustle culture failed them. Can’t stop hustling or the identity collapses. Can’t keep hustling because nobody’s watching anymore. 



The more it hurts, the deeper they commit. 



To an empty room. 



Classic cult mechanics. 



The Subaru Identity Masterstroke



Before anyone called it “identity marketing,” Subaru perfected it. 



1990s. Subaru is dying. Market share collapsing. No clear identity. Competing with everyone. Winning with no one. 



They hire a marketing firm. The research discovers something unexpected: Lesbians are buying Subarus. Disproportionately. 4 times the expected rate. 



Most car companies would have ignored this. Too risky. Too niche. Too controversial. 



Subaru did the opposite. 



They didn’t sell cars to lesbians. 



They sold lesbian IDENTITY to everyone. 



The campaign was genius: 



“It’s not a choice. It’s the way we’re built.” (Double meaning. Brilliant.) 



License plates in ads: “XENA LVR,” “P-TOWN” (references only the community would recognize) 



Ads featuring women doing outdoor activities together. Never explicitly stating the relationship. But the community knew. They saw themselves. 



Sponsoring women’s sports. Supporting lesbian events. Rainbow stickers on Subarus became signals. 



“I drive a Subaru” became code for “I’m part of this community.” 



Not because Subaru cared about lesbian rights. 



Because they discovered identity marketing decades before it had a name. 



The campaign worked. Spectacularly. 



Sales increased 50% in target demographics. But more importantly: It created identity adoption. 



“I’m a Subaru driver” became an identity. An identity associated with progressive values. Outdoor lifestyle. Non-conformity. Community belonging. 



Straight people started buying Subarus to signal those values. To adopt that identity. To join that tribe. 



Subaru sold 10,000 cars. 



By creating an identity that 100,000 people wanted to claim. 



The Mechanics



1. Find a group already buying (lesbians)

2. Signal to that group (subtle references)

3. Let them claim it publicly (rainbow stickers, pride)

4. Watch others adopt the identity (straight allies)

5. Extract from identity maintenance (brand loyalty forever) 



It wasn’t about the car’s features. The reliability. The all-wheel drive. 



It was about WHO SOMEONE IS when they drive it. 



Once someone’s identity became “Subaru driver,” they’re locked in. They’ll defend Subaru. Recommend Subaru. Buy only Subaru. For decades. 



Because they’re not defending a car. 



They’re defending their identity. 



Subaru discovered what every identity cult now knows: 



Sell someone who they are, and they’ll pay forever to prove it. 



The lesbian community got representation. Subaru got identity cult members. Everyone won, right? 



Except identity marketing opened the door for everyone else. If Subaru could sell lesbian identity, others could sell ANY identity. Hustler. Girlboss. Manifestor. Thought leader. 



Subaru proved it worked. 



The culture creation industry industrialized it. 



The Identity Cult Mechanism



Here’s what My First Millions podcast host Shaan Puri discovered that Subaru and the culture creation industry have known forever: 



It’s not about status.

It’s not about greed.

It’s not about hierarchy of needs. 



It’s about IDENTITY. 



Traditional cults require compounds. Charismatic leaders. Physical isolation. Deprogramming can work because the cult exists in a place. Leave the place, leave the cult. 



Identity cults are different. 



They exist in people’s HEADS. 



People can’t leave. Because THEY are the cult. Their identity IS the cult. Leaving means killing who they are. 



That’s why they’re so much more powerful than traditional cults. 



The Identity Cult Formula



Step 1: Offer an attractive identity

Examples: “hustler,” “girlboss,” “thought leader” 



Step 2: Create an identity logo

The graphic badge that needs no words 



Step 3: Make adoption public

LinkedIn bio, Twitter handle, conference speaking, logo display 



Step 4: Create doctrine that benefits the cult leader

Work 18 hours, lean in, manifest success 



Step 5: Let cognitive dissonance do the rest 



The logo is critical. It’s the instant recognition signal. Fellow cult members spot it immediately. Non-members see it and wonder what they’re missing. 



Apple logo. Nike swoosh. Patagonia tag. Tesla emblem. Harley Davidson eagle. 



Not just brands. Identity badges. Visual declarations of who someone is. What tribe they belong to. What cult they’ve joined. 



Mac users don’t say “I’m a Mac user.” They display the glowing apple. The logo does the work. Identifies them to others. Signals their membership. Validates their identity. 



Apple even gives people stickers with every purchase. Free branding materials. So they can turn their car, laptop case, water bottle, and notebook into Apple advertisements. 



And people eagerly do it. 



Slap Apple stickers on everything they own. Turn themselves into walking billboards. Advertise for a trillion-dollar company. For free. Proudly. 



Because they’re not advertising for Apple. They’re displaying their identity. 



The genius? People pay hundreds or thousands more for the privilege of displaying their logo. To advertise their products. To prove their membership. To validate their identity. 



They extract premium prices because people aren’t buying a product. They’re buying the right to display the badge. 



Once someone publicly claims an identity, they’ll defend it. Even against overwhelming evidence. ESPECIALLY against overwhelming evidence. 



Because humans can’t handle being wrong about who they are. 



Traditional marketing: “Buy this product.”

People can reject it. They can return it. They can change their mind. 



Identity cult marketing: “Become this person.” 



People can’t return themselves. They can’t reject their identity. Changing their mind means they were fooled. That they’re not who they thought they were. 



Most people would rather suffer than admit that. 



The Extraction Genius



Once someone adopts an identity, they’ll: 



Defend the cult leader’s extraction

“They’re teaching me!” 



Recruit others to validate their choice

“If others join, I wasn’t fooled!” 



Attack critics to protect their identity

“They’re attacking ME!” 



Pay continuously to maintain membership

Courses, books, conferences 



Ignore evidence of harm

Cognitive dissonance is cheaper than identity destruction 



The culture creation industry doesn’t sell products anymore. 



They sell identities. 



Then extract from the identity holders forever. 



Why This Works



Identity is the most powerful motivator. Not status. Not greed. Identity. 



People will: 


	Die for identity (soldiers, martyrs)

	Kill for identity (war, terrorism)

	Sacrifice everything for identity (cults, religions)





The culture creation industry weaponized this. 



They don’t need people to believe their product is good. 



They need people to believe THEY are the product. 



Once they do, they’ll defend them forever. Because defending them is defending themselves. 



The TED Talk Industrial Complex



TED Talks promise “ideas worth spreading.” 



What they actually spread? Identities worth adopting. 



18 minutes.

Headset mic.

Red circle.

Inspiring story.

Call to action. 



The format is perfected. The delivery is polished. The ideas are... remarkably aligned with corporate interests. 



Check the speaker list: 


	CEOs of extraction companies

	Founders of failed startups

	Consultants selling services

	Authors promoting books

	Grifters building platforms





Very few teachers. Fewer nurses. No one actually building anything lasting. 



The talks that get millions of views? All the same theme: 



Failure is the individual’s fault. Success is the individual’s responsibility. The system is fine. People just need better mindset. Change everything by changing themselves. 



They call it “inspiration.” 



It’s actually indoctrination. 



Simon Sinek’s “Start With Why” has 60 million views. Tells leaders to inspire their teams. Makes extraction sound noble. Never mentions living wages. Never discusses profit sharing. Never questions whether “inspiring” people to accept less is ethical. 



His consulting firm charges corporations millions. To teach them how to extract more effectively. By making employees feel purpose instead of paying them fairly. 



Elizabeth Gilbert’s “Your Elusive Creative Genius” has 8 million views. Tells creatives to embrace struggle. Makes poverty sound romantic. Never mentions healthcare. Never discusses stable income. Never questions whether artists should starve for their art. 



She got a $3 million advance for “Eat Pray Love.” Easy to romanticize struggle from financial security. 



Adam Grant’s talks promote “giving.” But his research is funded by corporations who want employees to give more. To the company. For free. While investors extract everything. 



The TED formula: 1. Personal struggle (relatability) 2. Breakthrough insight (hope) 3. Universal application (scalability) 4. Inspiring narrative (emotional manipulation) 5. Call to action (identity adoption) 



Never: 


	Question power structures

	Challenge extraction

	Threaten profits

	Name specific corporate crimes

	Advocate for actual change





TED curates perception. They call it “spreading ideas.” They’re actually spreading anesthesia. Making people feel inspired while getting extracted. 



The talks are free. The indoctrination is priceless. 



The LinkedIn Identity Theater



LinkedIn isn’t a professional network. 



It’s an identity showcase. A public declaration of who someone claims to be. A cult recruitment platform disguised as career development. 



Every post is an identity statement: 



“I was rejected 47 times.

But I didn’t give up.

I kept hustling.

Now I’m CEO.

Agree?” 



People aren’t reading a story. 



They’re being invited to adopt an identity. 



“I’m a hustler who persists despite rejection.” 



Once someone “agrees” publicly, once they share it, once they write their own version — they’ve joined the identity cult. 



Now they’re locked in. Their public proclamation of identity demands consistent behavior. They can’t admit hustle culture is toxic. They just told 10,000 people they ARE hustle culture. 



The platform algorithmically rewards identity adoption: 



Posts about struggle:

Thousands of likes (identity reinforcement) 



Posts about fair compensation:

Shadowbanned (threatens extraction) 



Posts about failure:

Celebrated (strengthens cult doctrine) 



Posts about exploitation:

Deleted (questions the system) 



Posts about persistence:

Viral (recruits more cult members) 



Posts about work-life balance:

Ignored (threatens identity) 



LinkedIn’s algorithm is an identity cult optimization engine. It promotes content that locks people into extraction-friendly identities. It suppresses content that threatens those identities. 



The “influencers” on LinkedIn are identity salespeople: 


	CEOs selling “leader” identity

	Coaches selling “growth mindset” identity

	Consultants selling “expert” identity

	Unemployed people selling “resilient professional” identity





No one’s being authentic. Everyone’s performing their adopted identity. For the algorithm. For the cult. For themselves. 



Because once someone declares their identity publicly, they’re trapped. 



They can’t admit they were wrong without destroying their professional reputation. So they double down. Post more. Recruit more followers. Defend the cult more aggressively. 



The platform doesn’t manage perception. 



It weaponizes identity. 



The Authenticity Industrial Complex



“Be authentic!”

“Show your real self!”

“Vulnerability is strength!” 



The culture creation industry monetized authenticity. 



Brené Brown built an empire on vulnerability. Her Netflix special. Her bestselling books. Her consulting practice. 



She tells leaders to be vulnerable. To share struggles. To show humanity. 



Sounds beautiful. 



Until someone notices who’s paying her. 



Fortune 500 companies. The same companies laying off thousands while posting record profits. The same companies fighting unions. The same companies extracting everything. 



They’re not learning to be vulnerable. They’re learning to perform vulnerability. To seem human while executing inhuman policies. 



“I know these layoffs are hard. I’m struggling with this decision too. But we have to make tough choices. Let’s support each other through this.” 



Vulnerability as PR strategy. Authenticity as extraction tool. 



The Authenticity Industrial Complex taught extractors to cry on cue. 



The James Altucher Authenticity Empire



James Altucher built a fortune on “radical honesty.” 



Lost everything multiple times! (Great content.)

Suicidal depression! (Even better content.)

Failed businesses! (Content gold.)

Embarrassing moments! (Content jackpot.)

Rock bottom stories! (Monetization perfection.) 



Every vulnerability becomes a blog post. Every failure becomes a book chapter. Every struggle becomes a paid newsletter. Every embarrassment becomes a podcast episode. 



He wrote “Choose Yourself” about rejecting gatekeepers and traditional systems. Published by a traditional publisher. Sold through traditional bookstores. Marketed through traditional media. 



The irony is perfect. 



But here’s the extraction genius: He doesn’t sell books. He sells the IDENTITY of radically honest entrepreneur. 



“I’m radically honest like James.” 



Once his followers adopt that identity, they defend him. Because criticizing him means criticizing their own identity. They bought his authenticity. They became it. Now they’re trapped in it. 



When Altucher promoted crypto aggressively before the crashes? His followers defended it. “He’s just being honest about what he believes!” When his predictions failed spectacularly? “He’s authentic about his mistakes!” 



Every failure proves his authenticity. Every wrong prediction strengthens his brand. Every embarrassing admission becomes more content to monetize. 



He’s not being vulnerable. He’s performing vulnerability. For profit. 



The Authenticity Industrial Complex’s perfect product: Weaponized honesty that extracts continuously while appearing selfless. 



His followers share their own failures publicly. Post their own struggles openly. Perform their own vulnerability constantly. 



Thinking they’re being authentic. 



Actually, they’re creating free content that validates his business model. Every follower’s public struggle proves that “radical honesty” works. Even when it destroys their professional reputation. Even when it makes them unhireable. Even when their authenticity becomes their liability. 



Because they adopted the identity. And the identity demands performance. 



The Rachel Hollis Authenticity Collapse



Rachel Hollis built an empire on being “relatable.” 



“Girl, Wash Your Face” sold millions. The premise? She’s just like her readers. A struggling mom. Working hard. Dealing with the same problems. Keeping it real. 



The authenticity brand was perfect. 



Until it wasn’t. 



March 2021. A TikTok video. Rachel responding to criticism about having someone clean her toilets: 



“What is it about me that made you think I want to be relatable? No girl, I’m not relatable. I literally have someone who cleans my toilets. I work my ass off to have the money to have someone clean my toilets.” 



The mask slipped. 



Then fell completely off. 



She compared herself to Harriet Tubman. And Malala Yousafzai. 2 women who risked their lives for others’ freedom. Rachel risked... what? Bad book reviews? 



The comparison wasn’t just tone-deaf. It exposed the entire performance. She actually believed her struggles selling books were equivalent to slavery resistance and fighting for girls’ education under threat of death. 



The authenticity empire collapsed immediately. 



Because here’s what she never understood: Authenticity can’t be performed. Once people realize someone’s performing, the performance becomes the lie. 



Her followers felt BETRAYED. Not because she was wealthy. Because she pretended she wasn’t. Not because she had help. Because she pretended she didn’t. 



She sold “I’m struggling like them” to millions of actually struggling women. While living in a mansion. With a cleaning staff. With nannies. With a team managing her “authentic” social media presence. 



Every “relatable” story was curated. Every struggle was performed. Every vulnerable moment was content. 



When the mask fell, her followers saw what they’d been buying: Extraction disguised as empowerment. Performance masquerading as authenticity. Privilege cosplaying as relatability. 



The “Girl, Wash Your Face” empire? Gone. Book sales collapsed. Speaking fees evaporated. The brand died. 



But here’s the real lesson: It worked for YEARS. She extracted millions by performing authenticity. The performance only broke when she admitted it was performance. 



Most authenticity grifters are smarter. They never admit it. They never compare themselves to Harriet Tubman. They keep the mask on. 



Rachel Hollis showed what’s behind every authenticity brand: Performed vulnerability extracting from real vulnerability. Fake struggle profiting from actual struggle. Manufactured relatability selling to people desperate to relate. 



The Authenticity Industrial Complex’s cautionary tale. 



Brené Brown teaches corporate leaders to perform vulnerability.

James Altucher teaches entrepreneurs to monetize it.

Rachel Hollis showed what happens when the performance breaks. 



Same extraction. Different lessons. All profitable. 



Until they’re not. 



The Authenticity Industrial Complex taught extractors to cry on cue. 



The Influencer Deception



2019. Fyre Festival collapses. 



The “luxury music festival” was a scam. No infrastructure. No planning. No music. Just extraction. 



But how did they sell thousands of tickets? 



Influencers. 



Kendall Jenner: $250,000 for 1 Instagram post.

Bella Hadid: $200,000 for promotional content.

Emily Ratajkowski: $150,000 for a photo. 



They posted. Their followers bought. The festival failed. The influencers kept the money. 



Nobody went to jail for fraud except Billy McFarland. The influencers? They posted “sorry” and moved on. 



Because influencers aren’t held accountable. They’re not journalists. Not advertisers. Not even entertainers. 



They’re extraction middlemen with ring lights and talent agents. 



The FTC requires #ad disclosures. Everyone ignores it. Enforcement is nonexistent. The deception continues. 



Most “authentic recommendation” is a paid placement.

Most “honest review” is compensated content.

Most “I just discovered” was negotiated months ago. 



The influencer economy is the largest deceptive marketing operation in history. Bigger than tobacco ads. More effective than pharmaceutical marketing. More insidious than political propaganda. 



Why does it work so well? 



Because it looks like friendship. 



The Woke Capitalism Scam



June arrives. Every corporation changes their logo to rainbow. 



“We stand with the LGBTQ+ community!”

“Love is love!”

“Pride month!” 



July 1st. Rainbows disappear.

Donations stop.

Advocacy ends. 



The Rainbow Extraction



Target sells Pride merchandise in June. Rainbow shirts. Rainbow mugs. Rainbow everything. 



Marketing budget for Pride: $10 million.

Actual donations to LGBTQ+ causes: $100,000.

Profit from Pride merchandise: $50 million. 



They spend 1% on actual support. Extract 500% profit. Call it allyship. 



The same Target: 


	Donated to anti-LGBTQ politicians ($200,000 in 2020)

	Pulled Pride displays in 2023 after conservative backlash

	Continued donating to those same politicians afterward





But they sold rainbow t-shirts for a month. Progress! 



AT&T flew rainbow flags during Pride. While simultaneously donating to politicians sponsoring “Don’t Say Gay” bills. $1.3 million to anti-LGBTQ lawmakers. $50,000 to LGBTQ+ organizations. 



They spent 26x more fighting LGBTQ+ rights than supporting them. 



But the rainbow logo looked great. 



The International Hypocrisy



These companies celebrate Pride in America. Where it’s safe. Where it sells. 



Their Middle East accounts? No rainbows. Their Russia operations? No Pride posts. Their China divisions? Silent. 



Because courage is profitable in America. Dangerous everywhere else. 



Nike’s Saudi Arabia account didn’t post about Pride. Chevron’s Middle East operations stayed quiet. Disney removed LGBTQ+ content for international releases. 



They’re not allies. They’re market researchers. Flying rainbows where rainbows sell. Hiding rainbows where rainbows cost. 



The Nike Genius



Colin Kaepernick ad: “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything.” 



Powerful.

Inspiring.

Calculated. 



Nike uses Uyghur forced labor in China. The same company celebrating sacrifice profits from slavery. Muslim concentration camps making shoes for a company celebrating a Black activist. 



The irony would be funny if it wasn’t funding genocide. 



They didn’t stand with Kaepernick. They monetized his stance. Turned his sacrifice into their profit. Used social justice as a marketing campaign while running sweatshops. 



The ad increased sales 31%. $6 billion market value added. 



They extracted from Kaepernick’s blacklisting while Kaepernick stayed blacklisted. 



The George Floyd Profiteering



May 2020. George Floyd murdered. Cities protest. Companies post black squares. 



“We stand with the Black community.”

“Black Lives Matter.”

“We commit to change.” 



The commitments: 


	Diverse hiring initiatives (voluntary, no accountability)

	Unconscious bias training (proven ineffective)

	Donations to racial justice (0.01% of revenue)

	Black executives on boards (who can’t change policy)





What didn’t change: 


	Pay gaps (still massive)

	Wealth extraction from Black communities

	Predatory lending in Black neighborhoods

	Police contracts funding the violence

	Prison labor in supply chains





Bank of America committed to “racial equity.” While charging higher fees in Black neighborhoods. While denying mortgages to qualified Black applicants at 3x the rate of white applicants. While funding private prisons profiting from mass incarceration. 



The black squares were free. The actual change? Too expensive. 



The DEI Industrial Complex



Every corporation now has a Chief Diversity Officer. 



Average salary: $200,000. Actual power: Zero. 



But here’s what nobody mentions: The entire DEI industry exists because 2 COMPANIES said it should. 



Glass Lewis and ISS Governance. 



2 proxy advisory firms that rate corporate governance. They created the DEI metrics. They score companies on DEI compliance. They essentially control which companies institutional investors will buy. 



The 2-Company Monopoly



Glass Lewis and ISS don’t just advise. They dictate. 



Institutional investors managing trillions rely on their ratings. Pension funds. Mutual funds. Index funds. They won’t invest in companies with poor governance scores. 



So when Glass Lewis and ISS added DEI metrics to their scorecards, every public company scrambled to comply. 



Not because they cared about diversity. 



Because their stock price depended on it. 



The metrics measure: 


	Board diversity percentages

	DEI policy documentation

	Chief Diversity Officer presence

	Training program existence

	Public commitment statements





Notice what they DON’T measure: 


	Actual pay equity

	Promotion rates by race/gender

	Retention of diverse employees

	Real cultural change

	Power distribution shifts





The metrics measure COMPLIANCE THEATER. Not actual equity. 



The Perfect Extraction Loop



Glass Lewis and ISS create the ratings. The ratings create demand for Chief Diversity Officers. Companies hire Chief Diversity Officers to check boxes. Chief Diversity Officers can’t change anything (by design). Companies point to Chief Diversity Officers as proof of commitment.

Glass Lewis and ISS give good scores.

Institutional investors buy stock.

Everyone extracts. 



Except the communities supposedly being helped. 



The Money Flow



Companies pay Glass Lewis and ISS subscription fees for their ratings. $100,000+ annually per company. 



Companies hire Chief Diversity Officers for $200,000+ to satisfy the ratings. 



Companies pay consultants millions to “improve” their DEI scores. 



Companies sponsor DEI training programs from approved vendors. 



Glass Lewis and ISS recommend which consultants and training programs meet their standards. Some of those consultants happen to sponsor Glass Lewis and ISS events. Pure coincidence, obviously. 



2 companies created a multi-billion dollar compliance industry. Out of nothing. By adding checkboxes to a scorecard. 



Why Chief Diversity Officers Have No Power



The position was DESIGNED to have no power. 



Because power would mean actual change. Actual change would threaten extraction. Threatening extraction would hurt stock prices. Hurting stock prices would tank governance ratings. 



The Chief Diversity Officer exists to prove compliance. Not create change. 



They can’t hire or fire.

That would redistribute power. 



They can’t set budgets.

That would redistribute resources. 



They can’t change policy.

That would redistribute authority. 



They can make statements. Host workshops. Send emails. Celebrate heritage months. Check boxes on Glass Lewis and ISS scorecards. 



That’s it. That’s the job. 



The Ultimate Bullshit Job



Anthropologist David Graeber coined the term “bullshit jobs” for positions that even the person doing them knows are meaningless. 



Chief Diversity Officer is the textbook example. 



A bullshit job, according to Graeber, has 5 characteristics: 



1. The worker knows it’s meaningless.

Chief Diversity Officers know they can’t change anything. 



2. The job exists to make the organization look good.

Checking Glass Lewis/ISS boxes. 



3. The work could disappear without anyone noticing.

Except the stock rating. 



4. The position involves pretending the work matters.

“Listening sessions” and “commitments”. 



5. The worker must maintain the pretense.

Can’t admit the job is theater. 



Chief Diversity Officers check every box. 



They know they’re not creating equity. They’re creating the appearance of equity. They know their workshops don’t change culture. They know their statements don’t change policy. They know their presence doesn’t change power. 



But they can’t say it. Because admitting the job is bullshit would eliminate their own job. And the $200,000 salary. 



So they perform. Host workshops everyone forgets. Write statements nobody reads. Celebrate heritage months that change nothing. Attend meetings where they have no vote. 



The extraction industry created the perfect bullshit job. One where smart, well-meaning people spend 40+ hours per week pretending to create change that their job was designed to prevent. 



And everyone involved knows it. 



The Chief Diversity Officer knows it.

The executives know it.

The employees know it.

Glass Lewis and ISS know it.

The shareholders know it. 



But nobody can say it. Because saying it breaks the illusion. And the illusion is what Glass Lewis and ISS rate. 



Graeber wrote that bullshit jobs are “a form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence.” 



Chief Diversity Officers justify their existence by pointing to compliance. Not impact. Not change. Not equity. 



Compliance. 



With scorecards created by 2 companies that profit from the compliance. 



It’s not just bullshit jobs. It’s a bullshit jobs’ circlejerk. 



Glass Lewis and ISS create metrics that require Chief Diversity Officers. 



Chief Diversity Officers perform compliance that satisfies Glass Lewis and ISS. 



Consultants help Chief Diversity Officers perform better for Glass Lewis and ISS. 



Companies pay everyone to perform for each other. 



Everyone extracts. Everyone performs. Nobody creates change. 



But everyone pretends it matters. Because everyone’s getting paid to pretend. 



The ultimate circlejerk. Where the performance is the product. And the product is compliance with metrics designed to require the performance. 



Bullshit jobs as self-sustaining business model. 



An $8 billion industry created out of thin air and backed by thin air. 



2 companies added checkboxes to a scorecard. Thousands of jobs emerged. Billions flow annually. Nothing changes. 



Except the scorecards. And the stock prices. And the extraction. 



The Scorecard Game



Companies optimize for the scorecard. Not for equity. 



Need board diversity? Add 1 diverse member who meets quarterly, can’t change strategy, gets outvoted 9-1. 



Check the box. Score goes up. 



Need DEI training? Contract with approved vendor for 2-hour session everyone forgets immediately. 



Check the box. Score goes up. 



Need public commitments? Chief Diversity Officer writes statement, CEO signs it, nothing changes. 



Check the box. Score goes up. 



The scorecard rewards performance. Not progress. 



The Institutionalization



Glass Lewis and ISS didn’t just create a market. They institutionalized it. 



Business schools now teach “DEI strategy.” Translation: How to score well on Glass Lewis and ISS metrics. 



Consulting firms built DEI practices. Translation: How to help companies check boxes efficiently. 



Chief Diversity Officer became a career path. Translation: Professional box-checkers with fancy titles. 



An entire industry emerged. Built on 2 companies’ scorecards. Employing thousands. Extracting billions. 



Changing nothing. 



The Genius



2 companies monetized social justice at corporate scale. 



They didn’t force companies to actually become equitable. That would be impossible to measure and enforce. 



They forced companies to perform equity. Which is easy to measure. And profitable to enable. 



All to check boxes created by 2 companies that rate compliance with their own standards. 



It’s brilliant. It’s evil. It’s extraction disguised as equity. 



When the Chief Diversity Officer Gets Called Out



When the company gets called out for discrimination? Point to the Chief Diversity Officer. “We have a whole department!” 



When employees demand change? The Chief Diversity Officer hosts a listening session. Notes are taken. Nothing changes. 



When nothing changes? The Chief Diversity Officer leaves. Company hires another one. Glass Lewis and ISS see “commitment to DEI leadership.” Score maintained. 



The position exists to prevent change. Not enable it. 



By design. From the beginning. Created by 2 companies that profit from compliance theater. 



The Affected Communities



Meanwhile, the actual diverse employees? 



Still underpaid relative to white counterparts.

Still passed over for promotions.

Still experiencing workplace discrimination.

Still leaving at higher rates.

Still waiting for actual change. 



But the company has a Chief Diversity Officer. And diversity statements. And training programs. And good governance scores. 



So Glass Lewis and ISS are happy.

Institutional investors are happy.

The stock price is happy.

The Chief Diversity Officer collects $200,000.

The consultants collect millions. 



The diverse employees? They get heritage month celebrations and listening sessions. 



The extraction continues. 



Just with better optics. 



2 companies built that system. 



And everyone calls it progress. 



The ESG Hustle



Environmental, Social, and Governance scores promise to measure corporate responsibility. 



Companies pay ratings agencies to score them. The agencies get paid by the companies they're rating. That's a major conflict of interest. 



Exxon gets decent Environmental, Social, and Governance scores. While drilling for oil. While funding climate denial. While destroying ecosystems. 



Philip Morris has better Environmental, Social, and Governance scores than Tesla. A tobacco company killing people scores higher than an electric car company. 



The scores are marketing. Companies buy good ratings. Investors buy the illusion of ethical investing. Everyone extracts while claiming righteousness. 



The Sustainability Scam



Every corporation now has “sustainability goals.” 



All set for 2050. 



Why 2050? Because everyone making the commitment will be retired or dead by then. No accountability. No consequences. Just marketing. 



“Carbon neutral by 2050!” “Net zero by 2050!” “Sustainable supply chain by 2050!” 



What are they doing NOW? Extracting. While promising to stop later. Maybe. If it’s profitable. Unless it’s not. 



Shell commits to net zero by 2050. While expanding oil drilling. While fighting renewable energy regulations. While their own scientists warn of climate catastrophe. 



The commitment costs nothing. The publicity is priceless. The extraction continues. 



The Purpose-Washing Epidemic



Every extraction company now has a “purpose beyond profit.” 



Facebook: “Bringing the world closer together” (while amplifying division and hate) Google: “Don’t be evil” (while tracking everything and monopolizing search) Amazon: “Earth’s most customer-centric company” (while destroying small business) Walmart: “Save money, live better” (while paying poverty wages) Wells Fargo: “Building better financial futures” (while defrauding customers) 



The purpose statements are written by branding consultants. They mean nothing. They change nothing. They sell everything. 



Customers buy from companies with “purpose.” Feeling good about supporting “mission-driven” businesses. While those businesses extract as viciously as ever. 



The Social Justice Sales Pitch



Woke capitalism discovered the perfect formula: 



Step 1: Identify social justice movement Step 2: Create marketing campaign supporting it Step 3: Change nothing about business practices Step 4: Extract from customers who feel good buying from “allies” Step 5: Repeat 



Ben & Jerry’s tweets about racial justice. While owned by Unilever, which uses sweatshop labor. 



Starbucks celebrates Pride. While paying baristas poverty wages and fighting healthcare coverage expansions. 



Apple champions privacy. While manufacturing in China using forced labor and surveillance states. 



The social justice branding increases sales. The extraction intensifies. The contradictions don’t matter. 



Because customers aren’t buying ice cream or coffee or phones. 



They’re buying an identity. “I support racial justice.” “I’m an ally.” “I care about privacy.” 



The product is proof of identity. The company extracts from the identity need. 



Who Actually Benefits



Not the communities being “supported.” 



LGBTQ+ people don’t benefit from rainbow logos. Black communities don’t benefit from black squares. The environment doesn’t benefit from 2050 commitments. 



The BRANDS benefit. Increased sales. Better reputation. Immunity from criticism. “We can’t be racist, look at our diversity statement!” 



The EXECUTIVES benefit. Higher stock prices. Performance bonuses. Speaking fees about “purpose-driven leadership.” 



The PR FIRMS benefit. Charging millions to craft “authentic” social justice messaging. 



The CUSTOMERS benefit. Feeling good about their purchases. Identity validation through consumption. 



The actual affected communities? They get logos. And continued extraction. 



The Accountability Void



Companies make commitments. Set goals. Issue statements. 



Who holds them accountable? Nobody. 



No penalties for missing diversity targets. No consequences for broken promises. No punishment for performative activism. 



They can commit to anything. Achieve nothing. Face zero repercussions. 



Then commit again next year. With new statements. New goals. New branding. 



The cycle repeats infinitely. 



The Woke Brand Premium



Here’s the extraction genius: Customers PAY MORE for woke branding. 



The exact same product. Made in the exact same factory. Sold by companies with the exact same practices. 



But one has rainbow packaging. One celebrates women’s history month. One commits to sustainability. 



That one costs 20% more. 



Customers buy it. Feeling good about supporting “progressive” brands. While paying a premium to fund the same extraction with better marketing. 



Woke capitalism isn’t activism. It’s a pricing strategy. 



Extraction dressed as progressivism. 



The Better Business Badge Protection Racket



The Better Business Badge sounds official. 



Like a government agency. A consumer watchdog. A protector of the innocent. 



It’s none of those things. 



It’s a private business. Running a century-old protection racket. Dressed as consumer advocacy. 



Founded in 1912 to fight scams. 



Became the scam. 



The Con



Small business gets a Badge rating. Probably a C or D. Maybe an F. 



Then the Badge reaches out. Friendly email. Helpful phone call. 



“We noticed the rating is low. That could hurt the business. Customers check Badge ratings. Nobody wants them seeing an F.” 



Translation: “Nice business. Shame if something happened to its reputation.” 



The solution? Simple. 



Pay for “accreditation.” 



$400 to $10,000 per year. Depending on business size. Pays annually. Forever. 



Once they pay, ratings magically improve. C becomes B+. F becomes A. 



Not because the business improved. Because they paid the protection fee. 



The Numbers



Pay the Badge: A+ rating, featured badge, “accredited business” seal. 



Don’t pay the Badge: Rating tanks, complaints highlighted, warning issued. 



Same business. Same practices. Different rating. 



The only variable? The check cleared. 



The Genius



The Badge doesn't rate businesses on quality. They rate them on payment. 



A company could have zero complaints and get an F. Another could have 100 complaints and get an A+. 



The difference? Accreditation fees. 



They’ll tell businesses the rating depends on “factors like complaint resolution and transparency.” What they mean: “Did they pay us?” 



Even better: The Badge charges businesses to respond to complaints. Then charges them for accreditation to make the complaints look resolved. 



Double extraction. From the same victim. For the same problem. 



The Irony



Investigative journalism did a feature on the Badge. 



Created a fake business. A terrorist organization front. Yes, really. 



Applied for Badge accreditation. 



The Badge approved it. Gave the terrorist organization front an A- rating. 



Because the fake business paid the fee. 



Then the story aired. The Badge claimed it was a “clerical error.” 



Translation: “We got caught running a pay-to-play scam on camera.” 



Want more irony? 



The Badge’s own rating from actual watchdog organizations? 



F. 



The consumer protection agency that sells ratings... gets an F from actual consumer protection reviews. 



The Deception



Most people think the Badge is a government agency. It’s not. 



Most people think Badge ratings mean something. They don’t. 



Most people think the Badge is nonprofit. It is. But “nonprofit” just means the executives can’t directly own shares. They can still pay themselves millions in salary. From the fees they extract. 



Badge local chapters are franchises. Each one controlled by local “presidents” who make $200,000+ salaries. From shaking down local businesses. 



Some Badge chapters have been caught: 


	Selling A+ ratings to businesses that paid

	Downgrading ratings when businesses stopped paying

	Creating fake complaints to pressure non-paying businesses

	Running extortion schemes on small business owners





This isn’t conspiracy theory. This is documented in lawsuits. Investigations. Journalistic exposés. 



The Victim



Small businesses can’t afford to ignore the Badge. 



Because customers still check ratings. Despite everything. Despite the scam being public knowledge. 



So businesses pay. 



Not because the Badge provides value. Because the Badge creates the problem (bad rating) and sells the solution (accreditation fee). 



That’s not consumer protection. 



That’s a protection racket. 



The mafia does the same thing. But at least the mafia doesn’t pretend to be a nonprofit consumer advocacy organization. 



The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing



The Badge is extraction at its most devious. 



Not extraction disguised as business. 



Extraction disguised as consumer protection FROM extraction. 



They present as the good guys. Fighting scams. Protecting consumers. Holding businesses accountable. 



While running the oldest scam in the book: pay us or we’ll hurt the reputation. 



Every business owner knows this. Every consumer thinks the Badge is legitimate. 



The perception gap is the product. 



The No-Win



Don’t pay the Badge? Low rating. Customers see it. Sales drop. 



Pay the Badge? They just funded a protection racket. And they’ll pay forever. Because stopping payment means the rating drops again. 



Small businesses trapped between: 


	Losing customers (don’t pay, bad rating)

	Funding extortion (pay, good rating)





Most pay. Because they have no choice. Because customers still trust the Badge. 



The Untouchable Status



The Badge has operated this scam for over 100 years. 



Why hasn’t anyone shut them down? 



Because they’re “nonprofit.” 



Because they look like consumer protection. 



Because they have brand recognition older than most living Americans. 



Because taking them down would require proving they’re not what they claim to be. And technically, they ARE rating businesses. Just rating them on payment, not quality. 



That’s legal. Unethical. But legal. 



The perfect scam hides in plain sight while looking like the opposite of what it is. 



The Better Business Badge is a masterclass in perception deception. 



The Digital Badge: Same Scam, New Platform



The Better Business Badge ran the protection racket for a century. 



Then the internet happened. 



Someone realized: Why call businesses when algorithms can extort them? 



Enter the review platforms. 



Let’s just call it Welp. 



The Digital Evolution



Welp doesn’t mail warning letters or make phone calls. 



They just bury a local business when searched on the internet. 



Positive review? Gets “filtered” (hidden from customers). 



Negative review? Featured prominently at the top. 



Unless they pay. 



The Mechanics



Restaurant gets negative review from a competitor. Or angry ex-employee. Or random crazy person. Or extortionist threatening bad review unless they get free food. 



Review stays. Forever. At the top. Where customers see it first. 



Positive reviews from real customers? Welp’s “algorithm” filters them. Makes them invisible. Ghosted. Says they’re “not recommended” because the reviewer is “new” or “suspicious.” 



Translation: The reviewer didn’t pay us, so we don’t trust them. 



Meanwhile, the negative review from the burner account created yesterday? Totally legitimate. Featured prominently. 



Then Welp’s sales rep calls. 



“We noticed you have some negative reviews. That could hurt your business. Would you like to advertise with us?” 



Translation: “Nice restaurant you got here. Shame if customers only saw the bad reviews.” 



The Numbers



Don’t pay Welp: Negative reviews featured. Positive reviews filtered. Rating drops. 



Pay Welp for ads: Positive reviews magically get “unfiltered.” Negative reviews mysteriously sink lower. Rating improves. 



Same restaurant. Same reviews. Different algorithm behavior. 



The only variable? Monthly ad spend. 



$300/month minimum. More for competitive markets. Forever. 



Stop paying? The algorithm remembers. Reviews get “re-filtered” within days. 



The Genius



Welp doesn’t delete reviews. That would be obvious manipulation. 



They just make the ones they don’t like disappear behind “not currently recommended.” 



Click the link. See the filtered reviews. Dozens of five-star reviews. All hidden. 



Meanwhile, the one-star review from “John D.” who wrote 1 review ever in their life? Featured. 



The algorithm decides which reviews customers see. And the algorithm knows who’s paying. 



The Documented Evidence



Lawsuits. Lots of them. 



Business owners claiming Welp manipulates reviews based on ad purchases. 



Welp’s defense? “Our algorithm is proprietary. Trust us.” 



They keep winning. Because they’re not technically lying. They DO use an algorithm. They just don’t mention the algorithm weighs “advertiser status” as a factor. 



That’s legal. Unethical. But legal. 



The Irony



Welp’s sales pitch: “Help customers find you!” 



The reality: “Pay us or we’ll make sure customers find your worst reviews first and your competition instead.” 



The Extortion Call



Restaurant owners report identical experiences. 



Sales rep calls. Friendly. Helpful. 



“I see you have a 3.5-star rating. That’s hurting you. Restaurants with 4+ stars get way more traffic. We can help with that.” 



Translation: “We’re currently burying your good reviews. Pay us to unbury them.” 



“Our advertising package is only $500/month. You’ll see the difference immediately.” 



Translation: “The algorithm will mysteriously start favoring your positive reviews once you’re a paying customer.” 



Business owners who paid report: 


	Positive reviews appearing that were previously filtered

	Negative reviews sinking lower in the list

	Overall rating improving within weeks





Nothing about the business changed. Just the payment status. 



The Small Business Trap



Mom-and-pop restaurants can’t afford to ignore Welp. 



Customers check reviews. See the manipulated rating. Choose somewhere else. 



So restaurants pay. 



Not because Welp provides value. Because Welp creates the problem (buried positive reviews) and sells the solution (advertising that unburies them). 



Sound familiar? 



It’s the Better Business Badge. With an app. 



The Review Hostage Situation



Can’t delete bad reviews. Can’t respond effectively (Welp buries owner responses). Can’t fight fake reviews (Welp’s “moderation” takes months, fake reviews stay up). 



The reviews are hostages. Pay the ransom (advertising) or they kill the reputation. 



The Competitor Weapon



Competing restaurant creates fake account. Posts one-star review. 



Welp features it immediately. Doesn’t question it. Algorithm determines it’s “helpful.” 



Victim restaurant fights it. Welp says “we don’t remove reviews based on accusations.” 



Victim restaurant pays for advertising. Suddenly Welp’s “trust and safety” team is more responsive. 



The review might still stay. But at least it’s not the first thing customers see anymore. 



Unless you stop paying. Then it mysteriously becomes “most relevant” again. 



The Feedback Loop



Businesses that pay get better visibility. 



Better visibility means more customers. 



More customers mean more reviews. 



More reviews improve ranking. 



Better ranking means less need to pay. 



But stop paying? The algorithm notices. Positive reviews get filtered again. Ranking drops. Visibility decreases. 



The algorithm punishes departure. Like leaving a cult. 



The International Scam



Welp runs this scam globally. 



Same mechanics. Different languages. Same protection racket. 



Restaurant in Tokyo. Cafe in Paris. Pub in London. 



All getting the same sales pitch: “Your rating could be higher. We can help with that.” 



All experiencing the same mysterious correlation between ad spend and review visibility. 



All trapped in the same system. Pay us or customers see the worst version first. 



The Review Cartel



Welp isn’t alone. There’s others. Different names. Same scam. 



They all run variations of the same protection racket: 


	Control customer visibility

	Manipulate what gets seen

	Sell “solutions” to problems they created

	Claim algorithmic neutrality

	Extract monthly forever





The Better Business Badge had to mail letters and make phone calls. 



The digital badges just run an algorithm. 



More efficient. More scalable. More profitable. 



Same extraction. Better automation. 



The Restaurant Owner’s Nightmare



Thirty years building reputation. Customers love the food. Community knows the family. 



Then some random person posts a one-star review. “Food was cold.” (It wasn’t.) 



Welp features it. Top of the page. First thing customers see. 



Real customers post five-star reviews. “Best meal I’ve had!” “Family recipe is amazing!” 



Welp filters them. “Not currently recommended.” 



New customers check Welp. See the one-star. Go somewhere else. 



The phone stops ringing. 



Sales rep calls from Welp. “We can help with your visibility problem.” 



The restaurant pays. $400/month. 



It’s not advertising. It’s ransom. 



Positive reviews get unfiltered. Rating improves. Customers return. 



One month, can’t afford the payment. Business is slow. 



Skip the Welp payment. 



Next week, positive reviews filtered again. Algorithm adjusts. Rating drops. 



Customers disappear again. 



The protection money isn’t optional. It’s the cost of existing in the algorithm. 



The Wellness Washing



Goop tells women to put jade eggs in their vaginas. 



$66 per egg. 



No medical benefit. Possible medical harm. Pure extraction. 



Gwyneth Paltrow built a $250 million company selling dangerous nonsense. Vitamins that do nothing. Cleanses that damage bodies. Crystals that heal nothing. 



The FTC fined her. She paid. Kept selling. 



Because wellness isn’t about health. 



It’s about extraction from anxious people seeking control. 



The wellness industry is $4.5 trillion globally. More than pharmaceutical spending. Built on fear. Sustained by deception. Marketed as empowerment. 



“Clean eating” turns basic nutrition into a premium brand you must pay extra for. “Detox” implies your body is toxic. “Wellness” implies you’re currently unwell. 



Create the fear. Sell the cure. Extract everything. 



Peloton sells exercise bikes for $2,000. Plus $44/month subscription. To watch someone yell at riders from a screen. 



They marketed it as lifestyle. As community. As transformation. 



It’s a bike. In a living room. That requires a monthly fee. 



They turned exercise equipment into SaaS. Software as a Service. Except there’s no software. Just videos. People paid $2,000 for the bike. Then they pay $528 per year. Forever. To unlock the screen they already own. 



Stop paying? The bike still works. But the screen goes dark. People own a $2,000 brick with pedals. 



They didn’t invent anything. They just added a subscription to an exercise bike. And called it innovation. 



The extraction genius: Companies can’t sell the same customer a bike twice. But they can charge them monthly. Forever. Turn a one-time purchase into infinite revenue. 



That’s not wellness. That’s SaaS extraction wearing yoga pants. 



They went public at $8 billion valuation. Stock collapsed. Thousands laid off. But the investors who sold early? They extracted millions. 



The Manifesting Cult



“The Secret” didn’t sell a book. 



It sold an identity: MANIFESTOR. 



2006. Rhonda Byrne publishes “The Secret.” Oprah dedicates not one but TWO entire episodes to it. Calls it “phenomenal.” Tells 44 million viewers it changed her life. 



The Oprah effect was nuclear. 



Overnight, manifesting went from New Age fringe to mainstream phenomenon. If Oprah believed it, it must be real. If Oprah practiced it, it must work. 



“I manifest my reality.” 



Say it. Believe it. Become it. 



26 million people adopted the identity. 26 million cult members. $300 million extracted. 



Oprah didn’t just promote the book. She legitimized the entire manifesting industry. Gave it credibility. Gave it scale. Gave it her audience. 



Once someone claims “I’m a manifestor,” they’re trapped in the ultimate identity prison. 



Because everything that happens proves the cult doctrine: 



Good things happen? They manifested them. The identity works. Bad things happen? They failed to manifest correctly. The identity still works, they just failed. 



Unfalsifiable doctrine. Perfect cult design. 



Can’t pay rent? They’re not manifesting hard enough. Their identity as manifestor is failing. Work harder on their identity. 



Lost their job? They attracted it with negative energy. Their identity caused this. Fix their identity. 



Got cancer? They didn’t visualize health correctly. Their identity is literally killing them. Manifest better. 



The manifesting cult turned every life problem into an identity failure. 



And here’s the extraction genius: 



When manifestation fails, cult members don’t question the doctrine. They question themselves. They buy more courses. Read more books. Attend more workshops. 



In simple terms: Failure means more stuff to buy. 



The worse it works, the more they spend. The more they spend, the deeper they commit. The deeper they commit, the harder it is to admit it’s bullshit. 



Because they’re not trying to manifest success. 



They’re trying to prove their identity as a manifestor is valid. 



Jen Sincero’s “You Are a Badass” sells this perfectly. She charges $2,000 for workshops teaching people to manifest money. 



The irony is exquisite. 



She manifests money by selling manifestation to people who can’t manifest money. If they could manifest money, they wouldn’t need her course. But they buy it anyway. Because they’ve adopted the manifestor identity. 



They’re not buying a course. 



They’re validating their identity. 



The Law of Attraction isn’t a law. It’s an identity cult that makes extraction look like cosmic justice. 



Poor? They attracted poverty. (Their identity failed them.) Rich? They manifested wealth. (Their identity succeeded.) 



The system is blameless. The extractors are enlightened. The victims are just bad at being manifestors. 



Meanwhile, real problems need real solutions. 



Not identity maintenance. 





The Startup Story Mythology



Every startup founder tells the same story: 



“I started in my garage with $100. Now I’m worth $100 million. Anyone can do this. Just work hard and believe.” 



What they don’t mention: 



Parents who funded them. Trust fund backing them. Stanford connections helping them. Failed attempts before this one. Market timing luck. Privilege compounding. 



Mark Zuckerberg: Harvard student with programming tutors since childhood. Elon Musk: Emerald mine wealth from apartheid South Africa. Jeff Bezos: Parents invested $300,000 in Amazon. Bill Gates: Mother on IBM board, connected him to Microsoft’s first contract. 



Every “self-made” story has edited out the scaffolding. 



But the mythology serves extraction. If anyone can succeed, then everyone who fails deserves failure. The system is fine. They’re just not working hard enough. 



The culture creation industry needs these myths. They justify extraction. They blame victims. They protect wealth. 



The Conference Circuit Scam



$2,000 ticket. Three-day conference. Twenty speakers. All saying nothing. 



SaaStr. TechCrunch Disrupt. Web Summit. SXSW. 



The same circuit. The same speakers. The same content. Different cities. 



Keith Ferrazzi charges $75,000 per keynote. To tell people “networking is important.” His book “Never Eat Alone” could be summarized in one sentence. He stretched it to 300 pages. Then toured for a decade. 



Tony Robbins charges $5,000 for a weekend seminar. Where he tells people to walk on hot coals. This proves... something. Mostly it proves people will pay $5,000 to burn their feet. 



The conference industry isn’t about learning. It’s about: 


	Speakers building brands

	Organizers selling tickets

	Sponsors buying access

	Attendees performing attendance





The actual content? Generic. Recycled. Available free online. 



But companies pay. Employees attend. Everyone performs productivity. 



No one admits the conference taught them nothing. That would mean admitting they wasted company money. So they tweet insights. Post photos. Act inspired. 



The deception is collaborative. 



The Book Publishing Grift



Every executive writes a book. Most are ghostwritten. All say the same thing: 



“I succeeded by working hard and having vision. Here are my generic principles that apply to everyone.” 



Bob Iger. Satya Nadella. Sheryl Sandberg. Indra Nooyi. 



Publishing deals are worth millions. Not from book sales. From speaking fees. From consulting contracts. From legitimacy. 



The book is a business card. Printed on 300 pages. Sold at airport bookstores. 



Sheryl Sandberg’s “Lean In” told women to work harder. To demand more from themselves. To fix their own ambition problems. 



Not to demand more from employers. Not to question extraction. Not to challenge structures. 



Just lean in. To the extraction machine. 



The book made $5+ million. Her speaking tour made millions more. Meanwhile, women leaning in burned out. While Sheryl collected checks. 



The Thought Leader Charade



Everyone’s a “thought leader” now. 



Post on LinkedIn three times a week. Host a podcast. Write a Medium post. Speak at conferences. 



Congratulations. You’re a thought leader. 



Doesn’t matter if thoughts are original. Doesn’t matter if thoughts are correct. Just matters that someone’s thinking. Publicly. Consistently. 



Adam Grant became a thought leader by researching what was already known and presenting it with better graphics. His books are literature reviews with anecdotes. His insight is other people’s research. 



But he speaks at conferences for $75,000. 



Malcolm Gladwell built an empire on oversimplifying complex research. “10,000 hours!” “Tipping point!” Catchy phrases. Wrong conclusions. Massive speaking fees. 



Actual researchers publish in journals for free. Thought leaders publish books for millions. 



The culture creation industry rewards packaging over insight. Marketing over truth. Performance over substance. 



The Identity Extraction State



All of this — all of it — serves extraction through identity manipulation. 



They don’t manage perception anymore. 



They manufacture identity. Then extract from identity maintenance. 



The culture creation industry discovered the ultimate extraction vehicle: THE SELF. 



Not wallets. Not labor. Not attention. 



The SELF. 



Once they sell someone an identity, that person becomes: 


	The product (selling the identity to others)

	The customer (buying materials to maintain the identity)

	The marketing (publicly performing the identity)

	The enforcer (attacking critics to protect the identity)





They do all the work. The extractors collect all the revenue. 



The Identity Extraction Formula



Step 1: Sell an attractive identity (hustler, girlboss, thought leader, manifestor) Step 2: Make adoption public and irrevocable (bio changes, public declarations) Step 3: Create doctrine that requires continuous spending (courses, books, conferences) Step 4: Let cognitive dissonance trap them forever (can’t admit they were wrong) Step 5: Watch them recruit others to validate their choice (MLM for ideas) 



The extraction is infinite. 



Because identity maintenance never ends. 



People defend hustle culture while burning out. They defend girlboss extraction while getting extracted. They defend manifestation while manifesting poverty. They defend thought leadership while following blindly. 



Not because they’re stupid. 



Because they’re human. 



And humans can’t easily abandon their identity. Even when that identity is destroying them. Especially when that identity is destroying them. 



The culture creation industry weaponized the one thing people can’t afford to be wrong about: WHO THEY ARE. 



Every product can be returned. Every decision can be reversed. Every belief can be changed. 



But identity? Identity is who someone is. Admitting they chose the wrong identity means admitting they don’t know who they are. That they were fooled about their fundamental self. 



Most people can’t face that. Won’t face that. Will suffer for decades rather than face that. 



The culture creation industry counts on it. 



They’re not creating culture. They’re manufacturing identity cults at scale. Industrial-strength manipulation. Algorithmic brainwashing. Extraction through self-deception. 



And the genius? People police themselves. They defend them voluntarily. They recruit others eagerly. They pay continuously. They never escape. 



Because escaping means destroying themselves. 



The perfect trap is the one people build. The perfect prison is the one they guard. The perfect cult is the one where THEY are the compound. 



The Young Builders Who Reject Identity Cults



There’s a generation being raised on this nonsense. Who sees through every identity trap. Who recognizes every cult recruitment pitch. Who spots every extraction scheme. 



They’re not buying it. 



Not the girlboss cult. Not the hustle cult. Not the manifesting cult. Not the thought leader cult. 



They’re building differently. Creating honestly. Sharing freely. Building real things for real people. 



But more importantly: They’re not adopting marketed identities. 



They don’t need to be “hustlers” or “thought leaders” or “manifestors.” 



They’re just... building. Without the performance. Without the identity. Without the cult. 



They don’t need TED Talks to feel inspired. They don’t need LinkedIn bios to feel validated. They don’t need conferences to feel connected. 



They’re too busy building to perform building. Too focused on impact to maintain identity. Too committed to truth to defend lies about themselves. 



The culture creation industry created them accidentally. By showing them exactly what not to become. By making the cults so obvious that rejection became instinct. 



These young builders understand something critical: 



People don’t need an identity to do good work. 



They just need to do the work. 



The moment someone claims an identity, they’re trapped. They’ll spend more energy maintaining the identity than doing what the identity claims to represent. 



“I’m a hustler” spends more time posting about hustle than actually building. “I’m a girlboss” spends more time performing girlboss than actually leading. “I’m a manifestor” spends more time manifesting than actually creating. 



The identity becomes the work. The performance replaces the product. The cult maintenance consumes the creation. 



The young builders who see through it? 



They just build. 



No cult. No identity. No extraction. 



And that’s exactly why they’ll succeed. 



Customers stopped believing the perception and started demanding reality. They buy from builders who deliver. Test products before buying. Check reviews. Ask questions. The perception deception only works when people believe it. 



Builders who deliver reality are winning. No perception engineering required. Just make something good, tell the truth, serve customers. The companies doing this have 90%+ retention rates while perception-based competitors churn 50% annually. Reality beats perception every time. 



The Punchline



Identity cults are like selling someone a uniform, then convincing them the uniform IS them. They’ll defend the uniform because criticizing it means admitting they’re naked underneath. They’ll recruit others to wear the uniform because seeing others in it validates their choice. They’ll pay forever to maintain the uniform because taking it off means confronting who they are without it. And the whole time, extractors profit from their desperate need to believe the uniform makes them special. When really, the uniform just makes them extractable. 



Next



The culture creation industry doesn’t just sell identities to consumers. It sells them to entire companies. Where “corporate culture” becomes the biggest identity cult of all. And the cost isn’t just money. It’s humanity itself. 



The Starving Artist Cult



Why Art Matters



Before exposing the exploitation, let’s say what nobody else seems willing to say: 



Art is essential.

Artists are necessary.

Especially now. 



In a world being extracted to death, art is what reminds us we’re human. 



Music.

Painting.

Writing.

Film.

Dance.

Sculpture.

Poetry. 



Art preserves truth when everyone else is lying. 



Art creates beauty when everything around us is being strip-mined for profit. 



Art asks questions when everyone else is selling answers. 



Artists see what extractors try to hide. They show what society is becoming. They imagine what it could be instead. 



Society needs artists. More of them. Better supported. Better compensated. Better respected. 



The world needs them because they create the things worth living for while the extraction economy destroys everything else. 



That’s not romantic nonsense. That’s survival. Culture is how communities remember who they are when the extractors try to erase them. Art is how humans stay human when systems try to turn them into units. 



Artists aren’t luxuries. They’re necessities. 



Here's the Awful Label Artists Live With



The oldest identity cult.

The most romanticized.

The most damaging. 



“I’m a starving artist.” 



Said once, it describes circumstances. Said as identity, it becomes a trap forever. 



The starving artist cult convinced millions that poverty is noble. That suffering improves creativity. That asking for fair pay proves you're a sellout. 



It took something sacred... the human need to create — and turned it into an exploitation mechanism. 



And that’s before the money laundering. 



The Identity Trap



Once someone claims "I'm an artist," the cult doctrine follows: 



Real artists suffer for their craft.

Real artists create for passion, not profit.

Real artists don't worry about money.

Real artists make art regardless of compensation.

Real artists who ask for fair pay aren't real artists. 



Translation: Real artists work for free while someone else profits from their work. 



Galleries take 50% commission. “That’s how it works.” 



Publishers offer $3,000 advances for years of work. “Be grateful you got published.” 



Spotify pays $0.003 per stream. “It’s exposure!” Magazines want free articles. “Think of the platform!” 



The artist who questions this? They’re not a “real artist.” They’ve “sold out.” They care too much about money. They’ve lost their artistic integrity. 



The identity polices itself. 



The Suffering Mythology



The cult teaches that poverty improves art. That struggle creates authenticity. That comfort destroys creativity. 



Van Gogh cut off his ear. Died poor. Now his paintings sell for $100 million. The lesson the cult teaches? Suffer more. Die broke. Someone else will profit after the artist is gone. 



Mozart died in poverty. Bach died unknown. Vermeer died in debt. The cult holds these up as proof that "real artists" don't need money. 



Ignoring that they WANTED money. NEEDED money. Their families SUFFERED from their poverty. And their art might have been even better if they weren't constantly worried about survival. 



But the cult needs the mythology. Because the mythology keeps labor costs at near zero. 



The “Do It For Exposure” Extraction



“We can’t pay you, but think of the exposure!” 



Translation: Work for free so extractors can profit from artist labor. 



The Huffington Post built a media empire on unpaid bloggers. Sold for $315 million. The writers got nothing. But they got “exposure!” 



Instagram influencers expect free photography. “You’ll be in my feed!” Musicians play for free at venues charging $20 cover. “Great exposure!” Artists donate work to charity auctions where billionaires buy art below market rate while claiming tax deductions. “It’s for a good cause!” 



The artist who says no? They’re “difficult.” “Not a team player.” “Too focused on money.” 



The identity cult makes saying no impossible. Because saying no means admitting someone cares about money more than art. Which means they're not a real artist. 



So they work for free. Forever. While defending the system extracting from them. 



The Elizabeth Gilbert Hypocrisy



Remember her TED Talk? “Your Elusive Creative Genius”? Where she romanticizes artistic struggle? 



She got a $3 million advance for “Eat Pray Love.” 



Easy to romanticize poverty from financial security. Easy to tell artists to embrace struggle when you’ve got millions in the bank. Easy to make suffering sound noble when you’ll never suffer again. 



Her talk has 8 million views. Millions of artists watched it. Adopted the identity. Accepted poverty as necessary. Continued working for exposure. 



While she collected millions teaching them to embrace what she escaped. 



The Selling Out Myth



“Selling out” is the ultimate identity crime in the starving artist cult. 



Getting paid fairly?

Selling out. 



Working with brands?

Selling out. 



Creating commercial art?

Selling out. 



Making art people actually want?

Selling out. 



Wanting financial stability?

Selling out. 



The hypocrisy is stunning: 



Sell 150 gourmet pizzas today? You’re a success.

Sell 150 paintings this year? You’re a sellout. 



Open a bakery? Entrepreneur.

License your music? Traitor. 



Build a plumbing business? Respected. Create commercial illustration?

You’ve lost your artistic integrity. 



The only profession where success is treated as moral failure. 



The identity demands purity. Purity requires poverty. Poverty maintains exploitation. 



Musicians who license songs to commercials get criticized. “You sold out!” They made $100,000 from 30 seconds of music. Finally can pay rent. Finally can make more music without a day job. 



But the cult demands artists suffer. Because suffering proves authenticity. 



The Jackie Martling "Sellout"



Jackie "The Jokeman" Martling was a standup comedian grinding the club circuit in the early 1980s. Making almost nothing. Writing jokes. Performing for small crowds. 



In 1983, he appeared on Howard Stern's radio show as an unpaid guest. The appearances became weekly. Still unpaid. 



In 1986, Stern hired him as a writer. 2 days a week. Then full-time head writer after 2 months. 



His comedy friends? Called him a sellout. 



He went from unpaid comedian to paid writer on what would become one of the most successful radio shows in history. He stayed 15 years. Made it to $578,000 per year by 2001. 



His crime? Accepting payment for his work. 



The comedy circuit kept criticizing. While Jackie kept cashing checks. And writing jokes that made millions laugh. And building a career that lasted decades. 



The starving artist cult considers getting paid for comedy work "selling out." But staying broke doing open mics for free? That's "authentic." 



Jackie chose payment. The cult never forgave him. 



The Steve Jobs Exception That Proves the Rule



Builders still admire Steve Jobs decades after his death. Not for extraction. For the melding of artist and excellence. 



Jobs proved someone could be both: 


	Uncompromising artist (obsessed with design, beauty, perfection)

	Commercially successful (built one of the most valuable companies ever)

	AND maintain artistic integrity while making billions





The starving artist cult says artists can't do both. They're either pure artist (poor) or commercial sellout (rich). 



Jobs did both. Beautifully. 



What made him different



He never accepted the false choice. Never believed commercial success corrupted artistry. Never thought poverty improved creativity. 



Typography obsession in Mac fonts (artist). 



Products people loved for decades (commercial success). 



"Design is how it works, not how it looks" (excellence). 



Built Apple to $3 trillion value (financial success). 



Proved money enables artistry, not corrupts it (reality). 



He didn’t “sell out” to make iPhones. He made iPhones because beautiful, functional tools are art. 



The lesson builders learn from Jobs



Artistry and excellence and commercial success aren’t enemies. They’re allies. 



Poor artists make compromised art

(desperation kills creativity). 



Rich extractors make garbage

(greed kills quality). 



Jobs made beautiful products profitably

(excellence enables both). 



What the starving artist cult won’t admit



Jobs had RESOURCES to be uncompromising. He could reject ugly designs. Could delay products for perfection. Could fire people who compromised standards. 



Because he had money. And power. And control. 



When Jobs started NeXT Computer in 1985, he spent 3 years perfecting the machine before unveiling it. Another year before shipping. He burned through millions pursuing perfection because he could afford to. 



The starving artist can't be that uncompromising. They need the commission. Need the gallery show. Need the streaming deal. 



Poverty doesn’t enable artistic purity. Money does. 



Jobs proved it. The cult ignores him. 



James Dyson Built 5,127 Prototypes



Dyson didn’t accept “good enough.” He spent 15 years perfecting the bagless vacuum. 



5,127 failed prototypes. Bankruptcy. Rejection from every manufacturer. 



Then success: 



Artist (function as beauty, transparent design showing cyclone). 



Excellence (engineering perfection, products lasting decades). 



Commercial (built $23 billion company). 



Integrity (refused cheap licensing, stayed private, maintained control). 



Proves resources enable perfectionism, poverty forces compromise. 



What enabled 5,127 prototypes?



Not poverty. Resources. 



His wife’s teaching salary supported early years. Then his own profits from previous inventions. Then investor capital he controlled. 



Money enabled obsessive perfectionism. Poverty would have forced compromise at prototype 47. 



The starving artist cult says suffering improves creativity. Dyson proves resources enable it. 



Brunello Cucinelli Treats Cashmere as Sacred



Cucinelli grew up in a stone farmhouse near Solomeo, Italy. No electricity. No running water. His family worked the land with animals. 



Then his father took a factory job. Making prefabricated concrete. Brutal work. Worse treatment. 



Every night, his father came home humiliated. Offended by employers. Tears in his eyes from how they treated him. 



Cucinelli watched. Remembered. Decided. 



If he ever built a company, nobody would cry coming home. 



He built a $3 billion luxury cashmere company on "humanistic capitalism": 



Artist (treats materials and workers as sacred, beauty in ethics). 



Excellence (highest quality cashmere, craftsmanship over speed). 



Commercial ($3 billion valuation, global brand). 



Integrity (pays workers 20% above industry, restored medieval village). 



Proves profit enables ethics, poverty forces exploitation. 



The Details Matter



Pays workers 20% above industry standard. No work after 5:30 PM ever. Provides locally grown lunch daily. Restored the entire medieval village of Solomeo where the factory operates. Built a theater. Created parks. Donated 20% of profits to beautification. 



Treats workers like humans. Treats cashmere like art. Makes $3 billion doing it. 



What the starving artist cult won't tell anyone



Cucinelli can afford to be ethical BECAUSE he's profitable. Can pay workers 20% above market. Can enforce 5:30 PM hard stop. Can reject fast fashion. Can maintain quality. Can restore medieval villages. 



A starving fashion designer? Takes whatever the factory offers. Accepts whatever margins. Compromises quality for survival. Exploits workers because poverty forces it. 



Money didn’t corrupt these artists...



Jobs, Dyson, Cucinelli: All prove the same truth. 



Artistry + Excellence + Commercial Success = possible. 



But only with resources. Never with poverty. 



The starving artist cult is a lie. These three proved it. 



Who Actually Benefits



While artists starve maintaining their identity, someone else profits: 



Spotify pays artists $0.003 per stream, values itself at $50 billion. 



YouTube monetizes artist content, gives creators crumbs. 



Galleries take 50%+ commission from struggling artists. 



Publishers offer $5,000 advances, keep 85% of profits. 



Venues charge $20 cover, pay bands $0 ("exposure!"). 



Magazines want free content from desperate writers. 



Instagram built empire on free creative content. 



The starving artist cult keeps the entire creative economy’s labor costs at zero. While the platforms extracting from artists build billion-dollar valuations. 



The Collective Action Impossibility



The identity prevents collective bargaining. 



Writers can't unionize. That's "too corporate." Musicians can't demand minimum rates. That's "not about the music." Artists can't require fair commission splits. That's "being difficult." 



Because collective action requires admitting someone is a worker. Workers care about compensation. Artists don't care about money. Caring about money means someone is not a real artist. 



So artists negotiate alone. Accept poverty alone. Defend exploitation alone. While maintaining the identity that keeps them exploitable. 



The Reality Nobody Says



Art doesn’t get better when artists are poor. It gets worse. 



The greatest art comes from artists who have time to create. Not worrying about basic needs like food, clothing and shelter. Time requires money. Money requires fair compensation. Fair compensation requires rejecting the starving artist identity. 



But the cult won't let artists reject it. Because the identity is too valuable. Not to the artists. To the extractors. 



The Trust Fund Kids Who Win



Notice who succeeds in "starving artist" fields? 



Trust fund artists. Wealthy parents subsidizing their art career. Family money paying rent while they "pursue their passion." 



These artists can afford to work for exposure. Take unpaid internships. Accept $3,000 advances. Play free shows. Build their portfolio slowly. 



The working-class artist? Needs to pay rent. Gets a day job. Creates art at night. Always tired. Art suffers. Stays poor. 



Meanwhile, trust fund artist’s mediocre art gets promoted because they could afford to work for free long enough to build connections. 



The starving artist cult isn’t meritocracy. It’s inherited wealth with better PR. 



The Streaming Scam



Spotify’s Daniel Ek: “The problem isn’t that artists aren’t making money. The problem is they’re not making content fast enough.” 



Translation: Work more. For less. Make us richer. 



Spotify’s founder is worth $3 billion. Built from artist labor paid at $0.003 per stream. 



Artists defending Spotify? "At least people can hear my music!" They adopted the identity. They defend the extraction. Even while it destroys them. 



Because they're not defending Spotify. They're defending their identity as artists who "don't care about money." 



The Gallery System



Galleries take 50% commission. Sometimes 60%. Sometimes 70%. 



For what? Wall space. Lighting. A guest list. Wine at the opening. 



The artist does 100% of the work. The gallery takes 50%+ of the revenue. 



Artists defending it? “That’s how it works. Galleries provide exposure!” 



It works that way because the starving artist identity makes artists grateful for any revenue. Even when most of it goes to the middleman. 



The Art World’s Dirty Secret



Here’s what nobody tells starving artists. What the galleries won’t admit. What the museums pretend doesn’t exist. 



Fine art isn’t about beauty. Or culture. Or expression. 



It’s money laundering.

And tax evasion.

With pretty pictures. 



The Money Laundering Scheme (Revealed) 



Art is the perfect vehicle for cleaning dirty money. 



Anonymous buyers. No questions about fund sources. No serial numbers. No tracking. Easy to move across borders. Inflated valuations nobody verifies. 



Someone needs to clean $10 million in drug money? Buy art. Auction houses don’t ask where the money came from. They take their 25% commission and stay quiet. 



Sotheby’s. Christie’s. Phillips. They all know. They all participate. They all profit. 



The art gets “authenticated” by friendly appraisers. The price gets inflated through coordinated bidding. The dirty money becomes clean money. The auction house takes their cut. Everyone extracts. 



Except the artist. Who already sold it years ago for $5,000. 



The Tax Writeoff Scam



But the real genius is the tax scheme. 



Here's how it works: 



Step 1: Buy art from struggling artist for $100,000. 



Step 2: Hold for 1 year (capital gains requirement). 



Step 3: Get "appraised" by friendly appraiser at $1,000,000. 



Step 4: Donate to museum. 



Step 5: Claim $1,000,000 charitable tax deduction. 



Step 6: Save $370,000 in taxes (at 37% top rate). 



Step 7: Net profit: $270,000. 



The collector PROFITED $270,000 from "donating" art. 



The museum displays it. With the donor’s name on a plaque. Ego gratification plus tax fraud. Perfect. 



Who verifies the $1,000,000 appraisal? Nobody. The IRS accepts it. The museum accepts it (they want the donation). The appraiser gets paid to inflate it. 



The entire system runs on fraudulent valuations. And everyone knows it. And everyone profits from it. 



Except the artist. Who got $5,000 once. While their work generates millions in tax savings for collectors. 



The Basquiat Formula



Jean-Michel Basquiat paintings sell for $100+ million now. 



He died at 27.





Broke.

Addicted.

Exploited. 



His dealer paid him $25,000 per painting in the 1980s. Those same paintings now sell for $50,000,000. 



That’s a 2,000x markup. The dealer didn’t create 2,000x more value. The painting didn’t get 2,000x better. 



The value is pure financial engineering. Tax schemes. Money laundering. Speculative bubbles. 



Basquiat had to die for his work to become truly valuable. Because dead artists can’t complicate the scheme. 



They can’t expose the real prices they sold for. Can’t question inflated appraisals. Can’t threaten the laundering operation. Can’t ask for their fair share. 



Death is good for business. In the art world. 



Why Artists Must Stay Poor



The starving artist cult isn’t just cultural.

It’s structural.

It’s necessary. 



Because the art world doesn’t value art. It values financial instruments that happen to look like art. 



Living artists who know the real prices threaten the scheme. They can expose that the gallery bought it for $5,000 but appraised it for $500,000. They can question the valuations. They can demand fair compensation. 



Galleries keep artists poor and dependent by design. Poor artists don’t ask questions. Don’t demand transparency. Don’t threaten the laundering operation. 



They’re grateful for any sale. Any exposure. Any recognition. 



While their work becomes ammunition for tax evasion and money laundering. 



The Auction House Theater



Sotheby's and Christie's are money laundering operations with velvet ropes. 



The auctions are theater. Coordinated bidding. Anonymous buyers. Phone bids from "clients" who may not exist. 



How the laundering works:**



Russian oligarch needs to move $50 million out of Russia. Can't wire it (sanctions). Can't carry cash (customs). Can buy art. 



Purchases painting at Christie's. $50 million. Anonymous buyer. No questions about fund source. 



Painting ships to Switzerland (freeport storage, no taxes, no inspections). Sits in climate-controlled vault. Never seen by humans. 



3 years later, sells at Sotheby's. Different anonymous buyer. $55 million. Money now clean. Moved across borders. Completely legal. 



The auction houses facilitate this. Hundreds of millions in suspicious transactions annually. 



Russian oligarchs. Chinese billionaires. Middle Eastern royalty. Drug cartels. Arms dealers. All buying art. All anonymous. No questions asked. 



The auction houses take 25% from buyer and seller. They made $50 million on that $100 million Basquiat sale. For hammering a gavel and asking no questions about who's bidding. 



The anonymous buyer protection



Auction houses defend anonymity as "privacy." It's not privacy. It's enabling crime. 



Art is the last unregulated market. No "know your customer" rules. No source-of-funds verification. No anti-money-laundering compliance. 



Real estate requires disclosure. Securities require reporting. Banking has oversight. 



Art? Nothing. Pure anonymity. Perfect for laundering. 



The Breaking Point



Some artists wake up. Usually too late. 



Forty years old. No savings. No retirement. No healthcare. Broke. 



Still maintaining the identity. Still calling themselves artists. Still defending the system. 



Because abandoning the identity means admitting thirty years of poverty was for nothing. That the artist could have asked for fair pay. Could have rejected exposure offers. Could have demanded their worth. 



That poverty was chosen. By choosing identity. 



That their life's work became ammunition for billionaire tax fraud. While artists ate ramen. 



Most can't face that. So they stay in the cult. Keep creating for exposure. Keep defending exploitation. Keep starving. 



While the platforms profit. The galleries extract. The auction houses launder. The museums enable. The collectors evade taxes. 



On artist labor valued at zero. On artist work valued in millions. None of which goes to the artist. 



The Young Artists Who Reject It



A generation sees through it. 



These artists charge for their work. Demand fair splits. Reject "exposure" offers. Call out exploitation publicly. 



They're called "not real artists." "Too commercial." "Sellouts." 



They're making more money than the starving artists. Creating better work. Building sustainable careers. 



Because they rejected the identity. And chose reality instead. 



Artists who ignored the “starving” cult charged their worth and built thriving studios. They treat art as a business. Price work properly. Market effectively. Generate $100K to $500K annually. They kept creating because they could afford to. 



These artists don’t apologize for charging. They know their value. Their clients pay gladly. And they’re teaching the next generation: starving is optional, charging is normal, building a business around your art is smart. Thousands are learning. 





The Punchline



Imagine teaching swimmers that hypothermia improves performance. The shivering looks like intensity. The panic looks like passion. The desperation to get out of the water looks like dedication to the craft. 



Meanwhile, the swimming instructor? Warm and dry on the boat. Collecting fees from every freezing swimmer. Calling it "authentic swimming." Shaming anyone who asks for a wetsuit as "not a real swimmer." 



The swimmers who make it out alive? They don't credit the hypothermia. They succeeded despite it. But the cult keeps teaching that freezing water builds character. 



And the auction houses? They're selling the bodies to medical schools. For profit. 







Next



But artists aren't the only ones trained to extract. 



There's an entire academy dedicated to it. Elite institutions that produce 4,000 extractors annually. 



People who genuinely believe destruction is value creation. 



Who learn to model leveraged buyouts but can't build a birdhouse. 



Who study how to fire workers but never how to build products. 



Business schools. Where extraction becomes curriculum. Where raiders become heroes. Where case studies teach exactly how to destroy what builders built. 



The Extraction Training Academy



They don’t stumble into it. 



They don't wake up 1 morning and decide to destroy companies. 



They’re trained.

Systematically.

Over years.

By the most prestigious institutions in the world.

To believe extraction is value creation. 



The extraction economy doesn’t just happen. It’s taught. In classrooms with marble floors. By professors who’ve never built anything. To students who think they’re learning to change the world. 



They are changing the world. 



Just not the way they think. 



The Pipeline



There’s a path. Everyone in extraction walked it. Some variation of the same 5 stages. 



Elite university.

Management consulting or investment banking.

Private equity or venture capital.

Then either stay and extract.

Or exit and teach the next generation to extract. 



It’s not a secret. It’s a recruiting brochure. 



Harvard Business School doesn’t hide what it does. Neither does McKinsey. Or Goldman Sachs. Or KKR. 



They brag about it. 



Because they genuinely believe they’re creating value. Improving efficiency. Making markets work better. 



And every 18-year-old who walks through those doors believes it too. 



Until they don’t. 



But by then, they’re 30. Making $400,000 a year. With $3 million in student loans and business school debt. Living in a Manhattan apartment that costs $6,000 a month. 



And the only skills they have are extraction skills. 



Stage 1: The University (Age 18-22)



It starts at orientation. 



Not at Harvard Business School. Not yet. That comes later. It starts at the undergraduate level. At Princeton, Yale, Penn, Stanford, Duke. 



The acceptance letter arrives in April. The student opens it. Reads “Congratulations.” Posts on Instagram. Gets 347 likes. 



They see 612 comments saying “You’re going to change the world.” 



And they believe it. 



By September, they’re sitting in Economics 101. Learning that markets are efficient. That resources flow to their highest value use. That profit maximizes social welfare. 



These aren’t presented as theories. 



They’re presented as laws. Like gravity. 



The professor never mentions the assumptions. Perfect information. Zero transaction costs. No externalities. Infinite time horizons. Rational actors. 



Just the conclusions. 



And the conclusion is always: markets work. Profit is good. Shareholders matter most. 



By sophomore year, they’re taking Finance. Learning to calculate net present value. Discount future cash flows. Evaluate investment opportunities purely by their internal rate of return. 



A company isn’t people anymore. It’s not products or customers or communities. 



It’s a stream of future cash flows. Either positive or negative. 



By junior year, they’re fighting for internships. 



Not at Patagonia. Not at In-N-Out Burger. Not at companies that build things. 



At McKinsey. At Goldman Sachs. At Bain Capital. 



Because those are the prestigious internships. The ones that impress recruiters. The ones that lead to full-time offers. The ones that start at $95,000 for a 22-year-old. 



And everyone around them is doing the same thing. 



The student newspaper runs profiles of seniors heading to Wall Street. The career services office hosts finance workshops. Alumni return to campus and talk about their deals. 



Not their guilt. 



Their deals. 



Guest speakers from KKR come to class. Talk about creating value. Improving operations. Making companies more efficient. 



They never mention the 4,800 jobs cut.

The pension plans terminated.

The factories closed. 



Just the returns.

The internal rate of return.

The value creation. 



By senior year, it's normal. 



Go to an elite school to get an elite job to make elite money. That's success. That's what everyone does. 



And if 200 of the 1,000 classmates take jobs in finance or consulting, that's not a red flag. 



That's proof someone went to a good school. 



Stage 2: Management Consulting (Age 22-25)



The McKinsey offer comes in October of senior year. 



$95,000 base salary. $25,000 signing bonus. $15,000 performance bonus. 



For a 22-year-old. 



The student accepts immediately. Posts on LinkedIn. Gets 783 reactions. 



And they believe it. 



The first day at McKinsey is orientation. 2 weeks of training. Learning the firm's methodology. The frameworks. The pyramid principle. The 80/20 rule. 



They learn to structure problems. Break complexity into manageable pieces. Communicate insights to senior executives. 



They don’t learn that the insights are usually “fire people.” 



That comes later. 



The first project is for a regional grocery chain. The client CEO wants to “optimize operations and improve margins.” 



The team of 3 analysts spends 6 weeks analyzing the business. Reviewing financials. Benchmarking against competitors. Interviewing store managers. 



They find that labor costs are 4% higher than the industry average. 



The recommendation is obvious. Reduce headcount by 8%. Close 3 underperforming stores. Renegotiate supplier contracts. 



The presentation is beautiful.

Forty slides.

Crisp charts.

Clear recommendations.

Projected savings of $8 million annually. 



The CEO loves it. 



The team celebrates at a steakhouse. Bottles of wine. Toasts to a successful project. Talk about the next assignment. 



Nobody mentions the 230 people who will lose their jobs Monday morning. 



Because they’re not people anymore. They’re FTEs. Full-time equivalents. 



And FTEs are a cost. Costs should be minimized. 



That’s what the frameworks say. 



By the second year, it’s automatic. See high costs. Recommend reductions. Present with confidence. Collect the fee. 



The analyst doesn’t question it anymore. Everyone around them is doing the same thing. Senior partners built their careers on these recommendations. Clients pay $5 million for this advice. 



It must be right. 



And the money is good. By year 2, they're making $150,000. By year 3, $200,000 if they make senior associate. 



But the hours are brutal. Eighty-hour weeks. Flying every Monday. Living in hotel rooms. Missing friends’ weddings. Canceling dates. Eating dinner alone at 10 pm in an airport terminal. 



That’s when they start thinking about the exit. 



2 paths. Stay and make partner in 7-9 years. Or leave and go to private equity. 



The ones who stay become the people who train the next generation. 



The ones who leave become the extractors. 



Stage 3: Investment Banking (Age 22-26)



The other path starts at Goldman Sachs. 



The offer is slightly better. $100,000 base. $30,000 signing bonus. The chance to work on “transformative deals.” 



The first-year analyst doesn’t know that “transformative” means “extractive.” 



Not yet. 



The training is 2 months. Financial modeling. Valuation methods. Excel shortcuts. How to build a pitch book. 



They learn to calculate enterprise value—what a company is worth including its debt. Build leveraged buyout models. Analyze merger synergies. 



They never learn that “synergies” means “layoffs.” 



The first deal is a leveraged buyout. A private equity firm wants to acquire a 60-year-old manufacturing company. They need financing. 



The analyst team builds the model. Projects cash flows. Calculates debt capacity. Structures the deal with 7x leverage. 



The numbers work. The company generates enough cash to service the debt. Barely. 



If nothing goes wrong. If the economy doesn’t slow. If competitors don’t cut prices. If the CEO doesn’t leave. 



The pitch book is 127 slides. The presentation takes 3 hours. The private equity partners ask tough questions. 



The deal closes 6 weeks later. 



Goldman Sachs collects a $12 million fee. 



The analyst team celebrates with champagne. In the office. At 11 pm. After a 98-hour week. 



They don't celebrate 3 months later when the manufacturing company starts missing debt payments. Or 9 months later when it files Chapter 11 bankruptcy. Or 12 months later when 829 people lose their jobs. 



Because they’re already on the next deal. 



By year 2, the analyst has worked on 14 deals. 7 closed. 6 are still operating. 1 went bankrupt. 



That’s not a bug. That’s a feature. 



Because the fees come from closing the deal. Not from success. 



Nobody thinks about a healthy business when working 100-hour weeks. When too tired to eat. When sleeping under desks. When missing grandmothers' funerals because of pitch deadlines. 



The goal is making it to year 3. 



Then exiting to private equity. 



Where the real money is. 



Stage 4: Private Equity (Age 26+)



The private equity offer comes from a former Goldman vice president who left 3 years ago. 



The base salary is $225,000. The bonus is 100% of base. And there's carry—the share of profits—at 20% of successful deals. 



Buy a company for $100 million and sell it for $200 million, the share is $20 million. Whether the company thrives or dies doesn't matter. Only the exit price. 



The analyst accepts immediately. 



Now they’re an associate at a mid-market PE firm. Managing $2.3 billion across 3 funds. 



The first deal is a 78-year-old industrial distributor. Family-owned. 4th generation. The patriarch is 71 and wants to retire. 



The firm offers $140 million. Structures the deal with $105 million in debt. Puts in $35 million of equity. 



The deal closes. The firm installs a new CEO. Former McKinsey partner. Experience in “operational transformation.” 



Translation: he’s done this before. 



Within 6 months, headcount drops by 22%. 3 distribution centers close. Long-tenured employees are replaced with contractors. 



Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization (EBITDA) increases by $8 million. 



The firm refinances the debt. Takes out $15 million for a dividend. Returns $15 million to limited partners on a $35 million investment. 



That’s a 43% return. Before selling. 



The associate gets a $180,000 bonus that year. Their first taste of carry. $220,000. 



They buy a Tesla Model S. Move into a 2-bedroom in Tribeca. Start dating someone who works at Goldman. 



The firm's office is on Park Avenue in Midtown. KKR is 3 blocks north. Blackstone is 2 blocks south. Apollo is across the street. 



Every morning, 10,000 private equity professionals walk the same 8-block radius. Same coffee shops. Same lunch spots. Same bars for after-work drinks. 



They only see each other. 



And they stop thinking about the 168 people who lost their jobs. 



Because everyone around them is doing the same thing. The senior partners built their careers on these deals. The limited partners demand these returns. 



Harvard Management Company. Yale Endowment. California Public Employees’ Retirement System. 



They all invest in private equity. They all expect 15% annual returns. 



Someone has to deliver those returns. 



Might as well be them. 



By year 4 in PE, the associate has worked on 9 deals. 6 are performing well. 2 are struggling. One is probably going bankrupt. 



But the fees came from closing. The carry came from the successful exits. 



The bankruptcies don’t show up in the marketing materials. 



Stage 5: The Reinforcement Loop



By age 30, the private equity associate has been trained for 8 years. 



4 years learning that markets are efficient and profit is good. 



2 years at McKinsey learning that people are “FTEs” and costs should be minimized. 



2 years at Goldman learning that companies are spreadsheets and leverage is optimization. 



2 years at a private equity firm learning that extraction is called “value creation” and destroying companies is called “underperformance.” 



And now they’re surrounded by people who think exactly the same way. 



Every colleague walked the same path. Went to similar schools. Worked at similar firms. Learned the same frameworks. Developed the same worldview. 



The partners all started this way. The limited partners expect these returns. The industry conferences celebrate these deals. 



And the culture reinforces it constantly. 



The Wall Street Journal runs profiles of “deal makers.” Private Equity International publishes rankings of top-performing firms. Harvard Business School invites partners to speak to students. 



Nobody interviews the factory workers who lost their jobs. The communities that lost their tax base. The families that lost their savings. 



Just the deal makers. The returns. The value creation. 



Financial media never asks how the returns were generated. 



Just how large they were. 



And if anyone starts to feel uncomfortable about any of it, there's therapy. $1,200 an hour. A therapist who specializes in high performers. Who helps them cope with the stress. Who validates their choices. Who never suggests changing careers. 



Because that would cost the therapist $62,400 a year in fees. 



The country club membership is $50,000 annually. In Greenwich, Connecticut. 45 minutes from Manhattan. Everyone there works in finance. They talk about deals over golf. Compare notes on portfolio companies. Share “best practices” for cutting costs. 



Weekends in the Hamptons during summer. Aspen for Christmas. St. Barts for New Year’s. 



The same 200 people at every location. 



The annual charity gala raises $2 million for underprivileged children. Everyone feels good about giving back. Nobody mentions that their portfolio companies laid off 8,400 people that year. 



Many of whom had underprivileged children. 



By age 35, the associate makes principal. Base salary hits $400,000. Bonus is $600,000. Carry starts to compound. 



They buy a brownstone on the Upper East Side. Get married to someone from Wharton. Have 2 children who go to Dalton preschool at $45,000 a year. 



The other parents at school drop-off? All finance. The neighbors? Finance. The friends from Greenwich? Finance. 



Every single person in their life does the same thing. 



And the idea of leaving becomes impossible. 



Not just financially. Psychologically. 



Because their entire identity is built on this career. Their entire social network is people who do the same thing. Their entire skill set is extraction skills. 



They’re 35 years old. They know how to model leveraged buyouts. Analyze EBITDA multiples. Negotiate purchase agreements. 



They don’t know how to build anything. They couldn’t build a birdhouse if their life depended on it. 



They were never taught. 



The Alternative They Never Saw



In the same Harvard class of 2008, there was a different student. 



She turned down the McKinsey offer. Took a $45,000 job at a 14-person software company in Austin. 



Her roommate thought she was crazy. Her parents were disappointed. Career services couldn’t understand the decision. 



By 2025, she’s the CTO of a 220-person company. Bootstrapped. Profitable. Growing. Still private. 



She makes $180,000 a year. Works 45-hour weeks. Knows every engineer by name. Knows their children’s names. Coaches her daughter’s soccer team. 



She’s built something. 



Not extracted it. 



The McKinsey analysts from her class are now partners. Making $2 million a year. Working 70-hour weeks. Seeing their therapists twice a week. Taking Ambien to sleep. Convinced having children is a distraction. 



1 of them reached out last year. Coffee in Manhattan. 



“Do you ever regret not taking the McKinsey offer?” 



She thought about it. 



“No.” 



“Why not?” 



“Because I know what I built. And I know the people I built it with. My software helps make the world a little better. And I sleep well at night.” 



The McKinsey partner nodded. 



Ordered another espresso. 



And went back to the office to present a restructuring plan that would eliminate 400 jobs. 



For money. 



The Numbers



The pipeline is massive. 



Every year, the same cycle repeats. 



Roughly 8,000 students graduate from elite business schools. About 2,800 go into finance. Another 1,200 go into management consulting. 



That’s 4,000 people per year entering the extraction training pipeline. 



Over a 30-year career, that’s 120,000 people. Currently working in roles that extract value rather than create it. 



McKinsey alone employs 45,000 people globally. Bain has 15,000. BCG has 32,000. 



That’s 92,000 consultants. All trained to view companies as optimization problems. People as costs to minimize. 



Goldman Sachs employs 45,000 people. Morgan Stanley has 80,000. JP Morgan has 293,000. 



Not all are in extraction roles. But the investment banking divisions are. The private equity divisions are. The wealth management divisions that allocate capital to private equity funds are. 



The top 20 private equity firms manage $2.3 trillion in assets. They employ approximately 15,000 investment professionals. 



Every 1 of them walked some variation of the pipeline. 



Every 1 of them was trained to extract. 



And every 1 of them is training the next generation. As guest speakers at business schools. As interviewers for internships. As mentors for analysts. 



The system perpetuates itself. 



Not through conspiracy.

Through culture.

Through conformity. 



The Trap



Here’s the irony. 



Most of them started with good intentions. 



The Harvard freshman who chose economics actually wanted to understand how markets work. The McKinsey analyst genuinely believed they were helping companies become more efficient. The Goldman associate thought they were facilitating productive capital allocation. 



Nobody starts by saying “I want to destroy companies and ruin lives.” 



They start by saying “I want to make a difference.” 



Then the system trains them.

Perverts them.

Normalizes extraction.

Rewards destruction.

Celebrates ruthlessness. 



And by the time they realize what they’ve become, they’re trapped. 



Because the golden handcuffs are real. At age 30, making $400,000 a year, with a mortgage and private school tuition and a lifestyle built around that income, it’s not easy to take a $150,000 pay cut to build something. 



But it’s not just financial. 



It’s identity. It’s social networks. It’s the only world they know. 



Everyone they respect is doing the same thing. Everyone they admire walked the same path. Everyone they aspire to be is a partner at a firm that does this at larger scale. 



Leaving means admitting they were wrong. About their choices. About their career. About what success means. About who they became. 



It means disappointing the people who said "Congratulations!" when they got into Harvard. When they got the McKinsey offer. When they made principal at the PE firm. 



It means starting over. In mid-30s. With a decade of extraction skills. And no building experience. 



Without a safety net. Making $400,000 a year but living paycheck to paycheck. 



Most people don’t leave. 



They stay. And they train the next generation. 



And the pipeline continues. 



The Same Trap, Different Uniform



The extraction training pipeline isn’t unique to finance. 



It works the same way in medicine. 



The premed student at Johns Hopkins actually wanted to heal people. The medical resident genuinely believed they were saving lives. The doctor joining the hospital system thought they were making healthcare more accessible. 



Nobody starts by saying “I want to keep people sick for profit.” 



They start by reciting the Hippocratic Oath. “First, do no harm.” 



Then medical school costs $400,000. Residency works them 80 hours per week for $60,000 a year. The hospital system trains them to see patients as billing codes. Insurance companies teach them to optimize for reimbursement, not outcomes. 



By age 35, they’re $450,000 in debt. Making $280,000 a year. Prescribing medications that manage symptoms instead of curing causes. Ordering tests that generate revenue. Keeping patients on treatment plans that never end. 



Because cured patients don’t come back. 



Managed patients come back every month. For refills. For check-ups. For the next test. For the next referral. 



That’s not healing. That’s subscription medicine. 



And by the time they realize what they’ve become, they’re trapped. By debt. By lifestyle. By the only career they’ve ever known. 



The hospital system works exactly like private equity. Acquire patients. Extract maximum revenue. Optimize for efficiency. Call it “healthcare delivery.” 



Most doctors started wanting to heal people. 



The system trained them to bill people. 



Same pipeline. Same trap. Different diploma on the wall. 



Extraction trained millions in its academies. Then extraction failed spectacularly. Which became the best education possible: watch extraction destroy everything, learn exactly what not to do. That education cost billions but taught millions—for free. 



Young founders are watching. They see private equity destroy businesses. Venture capital burn cash. Special purpose acquisition companies scam investors. And they’re building the opposite. Profitable from year 1. No extraction required. The training academy’s greatest lesson was its own failure. 



The Punchline



The extraction training academy is kinda like a chef school that only teaches how to microwave other people’s recipes. 



Students don’t learn to cook. They learn to reheat. To repackage. To add fancy plating and charge more. 



By the time they realize they never learned to cook from scratch, they've forgotten what fresh ingredients look like. 



And they're running 5-star restaurants. 



Serving exclusively microwaved food. 



Calling it haute cuisine. 







Next



But the extraction training academy didn’t just produce consultants and financiers. 



It trained them on real targets. Real businesses. Real communities. 



Restaurants. 



Family-owned for generations. Serving communities for decades. Building loyal customers through quality. 



Then private equity learned the formula. 



Buy the chain. Load with debt. Cut quality. Raise prices. Extract. 



The restaurants that lost their souls became the textbook case study. 



The extraction laboratory where MBAs practiced their playbook. 



The Restaurants That Lost Their Souls



They used to be places families went to celebrate. 



Birthdays. Graduations. First dates. Last dates. Sunday dinners after church. Friday nights after football. 



Then private equity arrived. 



Now they’re debt-loaded zombies serving microwaved memories on dirty plates with a 20% service charge for parties of one. 



Red Lobster. Friendly’s. Bennigans. Houlihan’s. Quiznos. Boston Market. Sweet Tomatoes. Chuck E. Cheese. Ruby Tuesday. The list reads like a cemetery registry. 



Each one stripped. Loaded with debt. Quality destroyed. Soul extracted. 



And when they finally died, private equity blamed millennials for “killing casual dining.” 



No. Private equity killed it. Millennials just refused to eat the corpse. 



Before Private Equity Had a Name



Ray Kroc met the McDonald brothers in 1954. 



Dick and Mac McDonald had built something special in San Bernardino, California. The Speedee Service System. Assembly-line burgers. 15-cent hamburgers. 19-cent cheeseburgers. Consistent quality. Fast service. 



They’d invented modern fast food. Just didn’t know what to do with it. 



Kroc was a milkshake machine salesman. 52 years old. Failed at everything. Selling paper cups. Playing piano. Real estate. This was his last shot. 



He saw what the brothers couldn’t.

The franchise potential. 



Not 1 location.

1,000. 



Not San Bernardino, California.

America. 



The Original Deal



1955: Kroc becomes franchising agent. Brothers get 0.5% of gross sales from all franchises. Forever. 



Handshake deal.

Trust.

Partnership.

The brothers liked Kroc.

He sold the dream hard. 



The franchises exploded. Kroc made millions. The brothers made their percentage. Everyone won. 



Until Kroc wanted more. 



The Extraction Begins



1961: Kroc offers to buy them out. $2.7 million. Split between the two brothers. $1.35 million each. 



Sounds generous. Until the context: 



Different Visions. Same Arguments.



By 1961, the brothers and Kroc had been fighting for 6 years. 



The brothers wanted quality. Kroc wanted growth. 



Every franchise fight was the same pattern: 



The brothers: “Use fresh beef. Never frozen.” Kroc: “Frozen is cheaper. Scale requires frozen.” 



The brothers: “Train managers properly. Maintain standards.” Kroc: “Speed up training. More locations, faster.” 



The brothers: “Approve each franchisee personally. Character matters.” Kroc: “Anyone with money. Growth matters.” 



The brothers built a system. Kroc saw a franchise machine. Every decision became a battle. Quality vs. quantity. Pride vs. profit. Building vs. extracting. 



The brothers were exhausted. Not from running restaurants. From fighting the man they’d trusted to expand their dream. 



The Buyout Offer



McDonald’s had 200+ locations. Generating millions. The brothers’ 0.5% would’ve been worth $100+ million over their lifetimes. Billions to their heirs. 



Kroc knew the math. Made the offer anyway. $2.7 million total. $1.35 million each. 



They took it. Not because it was fair. Because they wanted out. Tired of fighting someone who saw extraction where they saw creation. 



Plus the handshake deal: They keep the original San Bernardino location. 



The Contract Betrayal



The handshake deal never made it into the contract. 



Kroc’s lawyers omitted it. Deliberately. The brothers didn’t notice. Or didn’t think Kroc would betray them. 



They were wrong. 



The 0.5% of all future franchises? Gone. Thousands of locations opened after 1961. The brothers got zero. Not a penny. From the system they invented. 



Kroc extracted the future. Left them with the past. 



The Final Insult



The brothers wanted to keep the original San Bernardino location. The birthplace. Their legacy. 



Kroc’s contract let them keep it. With one condition: They couldn’t call it McDonald’s anymore. 



So they renamed it “The Big M.” 



Then Kroc did something diabolical. He opened a McDonald’s across the street. Same menu. Lower prices. Corporate backing. 



The Big M couldn’t compete. With their own system. Stolen by the man they trusted. 



They went out of business. Watching McDonald’s golden arches across the street. Serving burgers their way. To customers who didn’t know the brothers existed. 



The Legacy Theft



Ray Kroc died 1984. Worth $600 million (about $1.8 billion today). His name on everything. The founder. The visionary. The genius. 



The McDonald brothers? Forgotten. Dick died 1971. Mac died 1998. In relative obscurity. 



Their $1.35 million each? Gone to taxes and modest living. No royalties. No ongoing stake. One payment for a lifetime of innovation. 



Meanwhile, McDonald’s grew to 40,000+ locations worldwide. Hundreds of billions in revenue. All built on the brothers’ Speedee Service System. Their names nowhere. Their contribution erased. 



The History Rewrite



McDonald’s corporate history barely mentions the brothers. Kroc’s autobiography, “Grinding It Out,” makes him the hero. The builder. The innovator. 



The brothers? Obstacles. Small-minded. Didn’t understand scale. Didn’t see the vision. 



Translation: They built it. He took it. And rewrote history to justify the theft. 



The Template



This happened in 1954-1961. Decades before “greed is good.” Before private equity. Before leveraged buyouts. 



Kroc didn’t have MBAs. Didn’t have Excel spreadsheets. Didn’t have Goldman Sachs. 



Just saw builders. Took what they built. Left them with nothing. Called himself the founder. 



Every private equity restaurant play since is just Kroc’s playbook with better lawyers. 



The brothers invented it. Kroc extracted it. Private equity franchised the extraction. 



The Red Lobster Disaster



Red Lobster was America’s seafood restaurant. 



Founded 1968. Brought seafood to landlocked America. Made lobster accessible to the middle class. 700 locations. An institution. 



Then Golden Gate Capital bought it in 2014 for $2.1 billion. 



First move: The sale-leaseback. 



Red Lobster owned its buildings. All 700 locations. Worth $1.5 billion. Prime commercial real estate built up over 45 years. 



Golden Gate sold them immediately. To American Realty Capital Properties. Then leased them back. 



This has a name in private equity: sale-leaseback. 



Here’s how it works: Buy a company that owns assets. Sell the assets for cash. Make the company rent back what it used to own. Extract the cash. Leave the company with permanent rent. 



Red Lobster went from asset owner to tenant. $170 million per year in rent. On buildings it used to own. 



The math is devastating: Golden Gate paid $2.1 billion to buy Red Lobster. Immediately extracted $1.5 billion from the real estate sale. Paid themselves back 71% of the purchase price on day one. Left Red Lobster bleeding $170 million annually. Forever. 



The cash is one-time. The rent is permanent. 



But that wasn’t enough extraction on Red Lobster. 



2016: Thai Union Group bought 25% stake. Thai Union also happens to be... Red Lobster’s shrimp supplier. Conflict of interest? That’s the point. 



The infamous “Endless Shrimp” disaster. Thai Union pushed it hard. Why? They sold the shrimp. Red Lobster lost $11 million in one quarter on endless shrimp. Thai Union made millions selling that shrimp. 



Quality tanked. Frozen everything. Microwaved “fresh catch.” One server for 15 tables. 



May 2024: Bankruptcy. 700 locations to 550. Tens of thousands fired. Middle America lost its special occasion restaurant. 



Golden Gate walked away with billions. Red Lobster became a real estate play disguised as a restaurant. 



The Quiznos Massacre



Quiznos had a better sub than Subway. 



Toasted subs. Premium ingredients. 5,000 locations at peak. Subway’s first real threat. 



Then CCMP Capital bought it in 2006 for $300 million. 



The extraction began immediately. Not from customers. From franchisees. 



Most franchises work like this: Corporate makes money on royalties and supply chain markups. Franchisees make money running successful restaurants. Both win. 



Quiznos inverted the model. 



Corporate made ALL the profit from supply chain extraction. Franchisees lost money running the restaurants. 



Opening fee: $25,000. Franchise fee: $10,000. Equipment package: $100,000. Build-out costs: $200,000. Total to open: $350,000. 



Average franchise profit after all costs? Negative. 



Most franchisees lost money from day one. Corporate didn’t care. They’d already extracted the opening fees and equipment costs. 



Then the monthly bleeding began. Required supply purchases at markups so extreme that even busy locations couldn’t turn profit. 



Franchisees sued. Quiznos sued them back. For “disparaging the brand.” While bleeding them dry. 



Bhupinder Baber, franchisee, killed himself. Left a note: “Quiznos has killed me.” He wasn’t alone. Multiple franchise owners took their lives. 



2014: Bankruptcy. 5,000 locations collapsed to 400. 



CCMP Capital extracted their fees and walked away. Thousands of small business owners destroyed. Families ruined. Some dead. 



But hey, private equity made their 2 and 20. 



The Friendly’s Execution



Friendly’s was where New England took its children. 



Ice cream and burgers since 1935. 500 locations. The Fribble. The Fishamajig. Americana in a booth. 



Sun Capital bought it in 2007 for $395 million. Loaded it with $375 million in debt immediately. 



Friendly’s now paying $30 million annually in interest. On debt it didn’t create. For money it didn’t receive. 



Sun Capital’s management fee: $15 million per year. For “advising.” Their advice? Cut everything. 



Maintenance eliminated. Restaurants falling apart. Booths with duct tape. Broken freezers. One location had no working toilets for six months. Still open. 



Food quality destroyed. Fresh ingredients replaced with frozen. Ice cream made with corn syrup. Burgers pre-cooked and microwaved. 



Staff gutted. One server for 15 tables. One cook for lunch rush. Customers waiting 90 minutes for a grilled cheese. 



2011: First bankruptcy. Sun Capital maintained control.

2020: Second bankruptcy. Sun Capital still there. 



137 locations left. Each one a depressing reminder of what Friendly’s used to be. 



Kids don’t want to go anymore. Parents don’t want to go anymore. Nobody wants to go anymore. 



The Boston Market Betrayal



Boston Market revolutionized fast-casual dining. 



Rotisserie chicken. Home-style sides. Healthy fast food before Chipotle. 1,200 locations. Lines out the door. 



McDonald’s bought it in 2000. Couldn’t figure it out. Sold it to Sun Capital in 2007. 



Sun Capital’s playbook: Debt. Fees. Destruction. 



Loaded with debt. Quality cuts. Store maintenance eliminated. 



2020: Employees locked out. Showed up for work. Doors chained. No notice. No final paycheck. Just chains on doors. 



Why? Sun Capital didn’t pay rent. For months. At hundreds of locations. During a pandemic. 



Employees sued for unpaid wages. Landlords sued for unpaid rent. Suppliers sued for unpaid bills. 



Sun Capital’s response? Bankruptcy. Again. 



Now down to 300 locations. Most are ghosts. Empty stores with lights on. Rotisserie machines spinning nothing. 



The home-style comfort food became homeless itself. 



The Sweet Tomatoes Slaughter



Sweet Tomatoes was the healthy choice. 



Unlimited salad bar. Fresh soups. Baked goods. Where health-conscious families went. 97 locations. 



Garden Fresh Restaurants bought by Sun Capital in 2013. Yes, the same Sun Capital. They’re everywhere. 



Debt loaded immediately. Maintenance cut. Salad bars became bacterial breeding grounds. Health violations multiplied. 



COVID hit. Lockdowns hit. Buffets became impossible. 



Sun Capital’s response? Liquidation. Not bankruptcy. Liquidation. Complete destruction. 



May 2020: Every location closed forever. 4,400 employees fired. No severance. No warning. 



The CEO’s farewell letter: “The FDA rules won’t allow us to reopen.” That was a lie. Buffets reopened everywhere. Golden Corral came back. Vegas buffets came back. 



Sun Capital just didn’t want to invest in safety measures. Easier to kill it. Extract the last value. Walk away. 



Families lost their healthy option. Employees lost their jobs. Sun Capital lost nothing. 



The Chuck E. Cheese Catastrophe



Where a child can be a child. Until private equity arrived. 



Apollo Global Management bought CEC Entertainment in 2014 for $1.3 billion. 



Chuck E. Cheese wasn’t just a restaurant. It was birthdays. First arcade games. Prize tickets. Memories. 



Apollo loaded it with $1 billion in debt. Annual interest: $90 million. 



Cut everything. Animatronic shows broken. Half the games not working. Prize inventory depleted. Decent pizza switched to quality below frozen grocery store level. 



Employees minimum wage. No benefits. Turnover 300%. Birthday parties hosted by teenagers who’d rather be anywhere else. 



Parents noticed. Children noticed. The magic died. 



2020: Bankruptcy. $1 billion in debt. Apollo had already extracted its fees. 



They emerged from bankruptcy. Owned by creditors now. Including... Apollo. They got paid to destroy it, then got it back cheaper. 



The animatronic band doesn’t play anymore. Too expensive to fix. Chuck E. himself barely moves. Like the company’s soul - technically there, practically dead. 



The Iron Hill Brewery Betrayal



Iron Hill Brewery was craft beer done right. 



Founded 1996. 19 locations across five states. Each one brewed on-site. Real brewmasters. Real craft. Real community. 



Built carefully over 28 years. Every location profitable. Every beer award-winning. Every restaurant packed. 



The founders were in their 60s.

Nearly 30 years of building.

They wanted to retire. 



2016: Sold to A&M Capital Opportunities. Private equity. 



They promised to “grow the brand nationally.” To “preserve the culture.” To “invest in quality.” 



The same promises every time. Private equity knows founders fear being called sellouts. Fear abandoning their community. Fear destroying what they built. 



These promises are sedatives. They make the extraction feel like expansion. Make the sellout feel like success. Make the destruction feel like development. 



The founders got their millions and left. Cashed out. Done. 



And that’s when the extraction began immediately. 



On-site brewing? Too expensive. Switched to centralized production. Ship beer to locations. Call it “craft.” 



Experienced brewmasters? Replaced with cheaper staff. Follow recipes. Don’t innovate. Don’t experiment. 



Menu quality? Sysco truck deliveries. Frozen. Pre-made. Microwaved. Same food every chain serves. 



The beer that made them special? Still has the same names. Different recipes. Cheaper ingredients. Nobody can prove it tastes different. But regulars know. 



Expansion? Rapid. Reckless. New locations in strip malls. No character. No community. Just boxes selling beer-flavored extraction. 



The founders’ legacy? 28 years of craft brewing culture. Destroyed in less time than it takes to drink a pint. 



Customers see the tanks through windows. Think beer’s made there. It’s not. It’s theater. The beer comes on trucks now. Like Budweiser. But priced like craft. 



Private equity turned a craft brewery into a TGI Friday’s that serves bubbly piss water. 



The Marie Callender’s Murder



Marie Callender’s was where California families went for pie. 



Founded 1948. Started in a garage in Long Beach. Marie Callender baking pies for restaurants. Then opened her own. Fresh ingredients. Real cream. Handmade crusts. 



By the 1990s, 166 locations. Famous for comfort food and pie. So much pie. Banana cream. Chocolate cream. Pumpkin. Fresh strawberry. The dessert case was the destination. 



Sunday dinners after church. Birthday celebrations. Thanksgiving when family didn’t cook. It was dependable warmth. 



Castle Harlan bought Marie Callender’s in 1999 for $150 million. 



Then bought Perkins Restaurant chain in 2005 for $245 million. 



2006: Castle Harlan merged them. Two regional comfort food chains. “Operational synergies,” they called it. Translation: shared debt and extraction. 



The timing was perfect. For private equity. 18 months later, the economy collapsed. 



Marie Callender’s and Perkins, now shackled together, carried massive debt into the Great Recession. Not debt from expansion. Not debt from growth. Debt from the leveraged buyout. 



2011: First bankruptcy. Assets: $290 million. Debt: $441 million. 



June 13, 2011: 58 restaurants closed overnight. No warning. Doors locked. Signs posted. 



31 of those were Marie Callender’s locations across 8 states. 



Carol Flory worked at the Spokane Valley Marie Callender’s for 26 years. Sunday, June 12, she served her last table. She didn’t know it was her last table. 



Monday morning, the doors were chained. 



More than 100 employees in Washington state alone learned they no longer had jobs. Multiply that across 8 states. Thousands unemployed overnight. 



The company emerged from bankruptcy in December 2011. Debt reduced by $200 million. New majority owner: Wayzata Investment Partners. A Minnesota private equity firm. 



Different private equity. Same playbook. 



2019: Second bankruptcy. 8 years after the first. 13 years after Castle Harlan’s original merger. 



29 more locations closed. 



This time the company was split. Perkins sold to Huddle House for $51.5 million. Marie Callender’s sold separately. 



Final buyer: Elite Restaurant Group. Purchase price: $1.75 million. 



Read that again. $1.75 million. 



Castle Harlan paid $150 million in 1999. Added Perkins for $245 million. Created $441 million in debt. 



After 2 bankruptcies, 2 private equity owners, and 20 years of extraction, what remained of Marie Callender’s sold for less than a single-family home in Orange County. 



The pie case is still there in the remaining locations. Fewer options now. Frozen crusts. The cream doesn’t taste the same. 



Carol Flory’s 26 years didn’t matter. The families who celebrated there for generations didn’t matter. The employees who built careers serving comfort food didn’t matter. 



Private equity extracted the value. Then extracted again. Then walked away. 



Marie Callender’s went from $150 million to $1.75 million in 20 years. 



That’s not business failure. That’s extraction to mathematical conclusion. 



The Ruby Tuesday Ruins



Ruby Tuesday had the salad bar everyone loved. 



Founded 1972. 800 locations. Solid casual dining. Not amazing. Not terrible. Dependable. 



NRD Capital bought it in 2017 for $335 million. 



Immediate changes. Salad bar reduced. Quality ingredients replaced. Portions shrunk. Prices raised. 



The “endless fries” became “counted fries.” The salad bar went from 50 items to 20. Steaks got thinner. Burgers got smaller. 



2020: Bankruptcy. 185 locations closed immediately. 



NRD Capital’s statement: “Consumer preferences have shifted.” No. They destroyed what consumers preferred. There’s a difference. 



Down to 209 locations. Each one emptier than the last. The salad bar that made them special? Gone at most locations. “Too expensive to maintain.” 



But NRD Capital’s fees? Those were maintained just fine. 



The Pattern Revealed



Every story identical. Every extraction the same. 



Buy restaurant chain. Load with debt. Sale-leaseback the real estate. Extract $1.5 billion in cash. Leave $170 million annual rent. Cut quality. Cut staff. Cut maintenance. Extract fees. Blame millennials. Declare bankruptcy. Walk away rich. 



The restaurants didn’t fail. They were murdered. 



Sale-leaseback was the weapon. 



Private equity turns every restaurant into the same soulless experience. Microwaved food. Skeleton crews. Broken equipment. Dying brands. 



Then they blame “changing consumer tastes” or “millennials killing chains” or “COVID impact.” 



No. They loaded them with unconscionable debt. They extracted every penny. They destroyed what made them special. Private equity killed them. 



Applebee’s. TGI Friday’s. Denny’s. All private equity-owned. All dying. All following the same path. 



The local Olive Garden can’t fix its leaking roof because Darden Restaurants needs to service the debt from its private equity days. Outback Steakhouse is understaffed because Bloomin’ Brands has private equity debt to pay. 



Every casual dining experience degraded. Every meal worse than last time. Every visit confirming you’ll never return. 



The Tale of Two Steakhouses



But it didn’t have to be this way. 



Want proof? Look at two steakhouses that opened around the same time. 



Outback Steakhouse: 1988. Texas Roadhouse: 1993. 



Both casual steakhouses. Both mid-price. Both targeting families. Both American comfort food with a theme. 



Same industry. Same customers. Same competition. 



One took private equity money. One didn’t. 



Outback Steakhouse today



Owned by Bloomin’ Brands. Private equity-backed since 2007 leveraged buyout by Bain Capital and others. 



Walk in any Outback now. Half the tables empty. Wait staff running between too many sections. Food arrives lukewarm. The Bloomin’ Onion tastes like it was fried yesterday. 



Chronic understaffing. One server for 12 tables. Kitchen crew cut to skeleton minimum. 45-minute waits for a steak that arrives overcooked. 



Quality tanked. Steaks thinner. Portions smaller. Bread not fresh. That signature seasoning? Tastes different now. Cheaper. 



Locations closing. 20 shut down in 2023 alone. Traffic declining. The Saturday night waitlist disappeared years ago. 



Why? Because Bloomin’ Brands carries $2.1 billion in debt. From the leveraged buyout. From the extraction. From loading a restaurant chain with financial engineering. 



Every dollar that should go to food quality, staff wages, or equipment maintenance goes to debt service instead. 



The restaurant is bleeding. Slowly. Publicly. While private equity extracts fees. 



Texas Roadhouse today



Founder Kent Taylor refused private equity buyouts. Multiple times. Stayed independent. Took company public in 2004 but maintained control. 



Taylor died in 2021. But the culture survived. Because it was built, not extracted. 



Walk into any Texas Roadhouse now. Packed. Every night. Weekend waitlist still 60-90 minutes. 



Fresh-baked rolls still coming to the table warm. Still unlimited. Still free. Steaks still hand-cut daily. Still generous portions. 



Staff still enthusiastic. Because they’re paid better. Because they’re not running skeleton crews. Because the tips are good when the restaurant is packed. 



264 locations and growing. Not shrinking. Opening new restaurants. Not closing them. 



Why? No private equity debt. No extraction. Profits reinvested into quality, staff, and growth. 



The difference is stark... 



Outback: Empty tables. Declining quality. Closing locations. $2.1 billion debt. 



Texas Roadhouse: Packed dining rooms. Consistent quality. Growing footprint. Zero private equity debt. 



Same industry. Same timeline. Same customers. Same market conditions. 



Different ownership structure. Different outcome. 



Texas Roadhouse proves the casual dining apocalypse wasn’t inevitable. Wasn’t caused by millennials. Wasn’t because of “changing preferences.” 



It was caused by extraction. Texas Roadhouse’s founder said no...

No to private equity. 



Customers didn’t abandon casual dining. They abandoned the chains that were gutted by private equity. 



They’re still going to Texas Roadhouse. Still waiting 90 minutes for a table. Still ordering the ribeye and the rolls. 



Because Texas Roadhouse still delivers what it promised. 



Outback can’t. Because Outback is trying to serve customers while servicing $2.1 billion in debt. 



They can’t do both. One always loses. 



In extraction economics, the customer always loses. 



The lesson private equity won’t learn



Build something people love. They’ll keep coming. 



Extract from something people love. They’ll leave. 



Texas Roadhouse built. Outback extracted. 



The market voted. With their feet. With their wallets. With their Saturday night dinner plans. 



One parking lot is full. The other is half empty. 



That’s not changing consumer preferences. That’s consequence. 



The Human Cost



These weren’t just restaurants. They were third places. Community centers. Where first dates happened. Where families celebrated. Where children had birthdays. Where grandparents took grandchildren. 



Those memories can’t be recreated. Those communities can’t be rebuilt. Those traditions died with the restaurants. 



The servers who worked there 20 years? Fired without severance. The cooks who knew every regular’s order? Gone. The managers who ran tight ships? Replaced by whoever would work cheapest. 



Small town America lost its gathering places. Date night became drive-through. Celebrations moved to chains that hadn’t been destroyed yet. 



But those chains are private equity-owned too. Just earlier in the extraction cycle. 



The Real Estate Scam



The cruelest part? The sale-leaseback pattern repeated everywhere. 



These restaurants owned their land. Their buildings. Built up over decades. Prime commercial real estate. 



Private equity sold it all. To themselves, often. Through different funds. 



Red Lobster: $1.5 billion in real estate sold. $170 million annual rent forever. 



Friendly’s: Properties sold and leased back. To private equity-owned REITs. 



Toys “R” Us: $5.4 billion sale-leaseback in 2005. Rent became unsustainable. Bankrupt by 2017. 



Payless ShoeSource: Sale-leaseback on 3,400 stores. Rent crushed them. Liquidated 2019. 



The pattern is identical: Convert owned assets into permanent rent obligations. Extract the real estate value as cash. Distribute cash to private equity as dividends. Leave the company bleeding rent forever. 



The restaurants pay rent to private equity. For buildings they used to own. Rent that increases every year. While food quality decreases every year. 



When the restaurant finally dies, private equity still owns the real estate. They lease it to someone else. Or sell it to developers. The extraction continues eternally. 



The restaurant was never the point. The real estate was. The restaurant was just the vehicle to extract the real estate value. 



Sale-leaseback is extraction brilliance: You get paid immediately for assets. The target company loses the assets but keeps the obligations. The cash flows to extractors. The rent flows forever. 



America’s favorite family restaurants became real estate extraction plays disguised as hospitality businesses. 



The Future They’re Creating



Private equity learned something from killing restaurants. 



Why own the building? Why deal with customers? Why provide an experience? 



Just extract the food preparation. Strip away everything else. 



The Ghost Kitchen Model



Ghost kitchens. Cloud kitchens. Dark kitchens. Virtual restaurants. 



Different names. Same extraction. 



A warehouse kitchen. No dining room. No tables. No atmosphere. No waiters. No experience. 



Just food preparation. For delivery apps. 



One kitchen produces food for 10 different “restaurant brands.” All fake. All algorithms. All designed to extract maximum revenue from delivery fees. 



Someone orders from “The Italian Place” on DoorDash.

They think they’re supporting a local restaurant.

They’re not. 



They’re ordering from a ghost kitchen warehouse. Owned by private equity. Running 30 fake restaurant brands from one industrial kitchen. 



No rent on prime real estate. No front-of-house staff. No atmosphere to maintain. No community to serve. 



Pure extraction. Optimized. 



The Economics of Ghosts



Ghost kitchens cost 30% less to operate than real restaurants. 



No dining room rent. No servers. No hosts. No bussers. No ambiance. No community. 



Just cooks. Packaging. Delivery fees. 



Private equity loves it. 



CloudKitchens. Funded by $1 billion from Travis Kalanick (Uber founder) and venture capital. Operates ghost kitchens globally. 



Kitchen United. $100 million from Google Ventures and others. Ghost kitchen warehouses in major cities. 



REEF Technology. $1.5 billion from SoftBank. Converts parking lots into ghost kitchen trailers. 



All private equity-backed. All scaling ghost kitchens. All extracting restaurants down to pure food production. 



The Fake Brands



Here’s where it gets dystopian. 



Ghost kitchens don’t operate as one brand. They operate as dozens. 



Same kitchen. Same cooks. Same ingredients. Different names on DoorDash. 



“Mario’s Italian Kitchen.” “The Burger Shack.” “Tokyo Express Sushi.” “Mediterranean Grill.” “Wing Factory.” 



All the same ghost kitchen. All fake brands. All algorithm-generated names designed to rank high in delivery app searches. 



Customers think they’re ordering from five different restaurants. They’re ordering from one warehouse kitchen operating five fake storefronts. 



The chef making someone’s “authentic Italian” pasta just made Chinese food for another order. Using the same prep station. 



It’s food theater. Except there’s no theater. Just a warehouse. And lies. 



The Delivery App Extraction



DoorDash, Uber Eats, and Grubhub take 30% commission per order. 



Ghost kitchens build this into pricing. A $15 burger costs $8 to make. $4.50 goes to the delivery app. $2.50 profit. 



But multiply by 200 orders per night. Across 10 fake brands. From one kitchen. 



That’s $500/night profit. $15,000/month. $180,000/year. Per ghost kitchen location. 



Scale to 50 locations? That’s $9 million profit annually. 



All while employing 10 people per location. No servers. No hosts. No community. 



Pure extraction of the food preparation. Everything else eliminated. 



What Gets Lost



The couple celebrating their anniversary. Gone. 



The family dinner after the recital. Gone. 



The first date nerves. Gone. 



The regular who everyone knows by name. Gone. 



The booth where families sat with their grandfather. Gone. 



The server who remembered orders. Gone. 



The atmosphere. The experience. The community. The memory. 



All gone. 



Replaced by a warehouse kitchen making food for an algorithm. 



People order food. It arrives. They eat alone. Throw away the packaging. 



No memory created. No community served. No tradition continued. 



Just caloric intake. Optimized for delivery margins. 



The Inevitability They’re Selling



Private equity calls this “the future of dining.” 



Ghost kitchens are “more efficient.” More “scalable.” More “optimized.” 



Translation: More extractive. 



They frame it as innovation. As progress. As meeting consumer demand. 



But consumers didn’t demand ghost kitchens. Private equity did. 



Consumers wanted affordable restaurants where they could gather. Private equity gave them warehouse food delivered by gig workers. 



Consumers wanted community spaces. Private equity gave them fake restaurant brands operated by algorithms. 



This isn’t innovation. This is extraction dressed as progress. 



The End Game



Soon there will be 3 types of restaurants. 



Fast food: Automated. Kiosks. Robots. No humans except one supervisor. McDonald’s and Taco Bell. 



Ghost kitchens: Warehouses. Delivery apps. Fake brands. No dining rooms. No community. Pure extraction. 



High-end: $200 per person. For the top 5%. Where private equity partners eat while discussing which ghost kitchen chain to fund next. 



Everything in between? Dead. Killed by private equity. 



No more family restaurants. No more casual dining. No more third places. 



Just drive-throughs, warehouses, and Michelin stars. Nothing in between. 



The middle class restaurant died with the middle class. Private equity killed both. 



And replaced them with ghost kitchens. Where even the restaurant itself is fake. 



The Next Victims



Who’s next? Look for the signs. 



New “management partners.” Quality dropping. Portions shrinking. Prices rising. Maintenance deferred. 



The Cheesecake Factory. BJ’s Restaurants. Even Texas Roadhouse. 



Yes, Texas Roadhouse. The one that did it right. The one that refused private equity. The one that built instead of extracted. 



Even they’re showing early symptoms now. Quality slipping. Maintenance deferred. The culture Kent Taylor built is eroding without him. 



If Texas Roadhouse can’t hold the line, what chance do the others have? 



That restaurant we all love? The one that’s “still good”? Check who owns it. If private equity is involved, start saying goodbye. 



They’re coming for every chain. Every location. Every memory. 



The extraction must continue. Until there’s nothing left to extract. 



Private equity destroyed chain restaurants and created lines out the door for independents with real food. Customers fled reheated Sysco for restaurants with actual chefs. They'll pay $40 per entree and wait 3 months for reservations because the food is real. 



These independent restaurants are thriving. Chef-owned. Locally sourced. Profitable. No private equity playbook. No reheated garbage. Just cooking actual food and charging what it's worth. The extraction wave cleared the market for builders who give a damn about flavor. 



The Punchline



It’s like watching a hometown slowly die. 



One closed restaurant at a time. Each one a memory. Each closure a small death. 



First the Red Lobster where prom dinner happened. Then the Friendly’s where grandpa took the family for ice cream. Then the Ruby Tuesday where couples met their future spouse. 



Now they’re all ghosts. Empty buildings with faded signs. Weeds in the parking lots. 



Private equity didn’t just extract money. 



They extracted community. They extracted tradition. They extracted joy. 



And they have the audacity to call it value creation. 



Next



But restaurants weren't the only industry where private equity perfected the extraction playbook. Retail was next. And the body count would be even higher. 



The Sysco Syndrome - How One Company Poisoned American Food



Every restaurant in America serves the same food. 



Different names.

Different prices.

Different ambiance. 



Same frozen patties.

Same pre-cut vegetables.

Same chemical-laden sauces. 



All from the same truck. With the same logo. Coming from the same central warehouses. 



Sysco. 



According to Sysco Foods’ SEC filings, one company controls what 420,000 restaurants serve. One company decides what 320 million Americans eat. One company turned cuisine into commodity. 



Sysco didn’t kill restaurants. Sysco didn’t kill chefs. Sysco killed food itself. 



When that truck backs up to a restaurant, it’s the death of culinary culture in real-time. 



The driver isn’t delivering ingredients. They’re delivering mediocrity. Frozen. Vacuum-sealed. Bar-coded. 



The Numbers That Matter



Sysco Foods. According to company reports, $76 billion in annual revenue (2023). 



71,000 employees.

340 distribution centers.

14,000 trucks. 



Market share monopolists dream of. Together with US Foods, they control 75% of food distribution according to industry analysts. 



Every independent restaurant. Every chain. Every school. Every hospital. Every prison. 



If it serves food in America, Sysco probably supplies it. 



McDonald’s gets special treatment. Custom supply chain. Wendy’s too. But the local “farm-to-table” bistro? Same Sysco truck as Applebee’s. 



They’ll deliver to a Michelin star restaurant at 6 AM. Then TGI Friday’s at 7 AM. Same products. Different markup. 



The chef at the fancy place might do more with it. Season it better. Plate it prettier. Add a sprig of parsley. But it’s the same frozen fish. From the same factory. Sometimes caught two years ago. 



The Origin Story Nobody Tells



Started in 1969. Systems and Services Company. Sysco. 



Founded by Herbert Irving and John Baugh. The idea was beautiful: Consolidate food distribution. Create efficiency. Help restaurants focus on cooking. 



For a while, it worked. Small restaurants got access to variety. Consistent supply. Reasonable prices. 



Then Wall Street noticed. 



1970: IPO at $3 per share.

1980s: Acquisition spree begins.

1990s: Competition eliminated.

2000s: Monopoly achieved.

2020s: Extraction perfected. 



Every acquisition killed a regional distributor. Every merger destroyed local relationships. Every expansion meant fewer choices. 



Now there’s Sysco. US Foods. Performance Food Group. That’s it. 



Just 3 companies deciding what America eats out. 



The Catalog of Conformity



The Sysco catalog claims over 300,000 items. 



Sounds like variety. It’s not. It’s variations of the same processed nothing. 



40 types of frozen burger patties. All taste identical. Different sizes. Same gray meat. 



60 varieties of sauce. All built on corn syrup. Different colors. Same chemistry. Chemical slop in a plastic pouch. 



100 dessert options. All arrive frozen. Thaw and serve. “Made from scratch daily!” 



The “fresh” vegetables? Cut three weeks ago. Gassed to prevent browning. Sealed in plastic. “Farm fresh” on the menu. 



The “catch of the day”? Frozen on a boat in 2022. Thawed this morning. “Fresh, never frozen!” the server lies. 



The “homemade” soup? Comes in a bag. Heat and serve. “Just like grandma made!” If grandma was a food scientist. 



Every restaurant picking from the same catalog. Every menu an illusion of choice. Every meal the same industrial product. 



Eating out used to mean something. A chef preparing food. A kitchen creating dishes. An experience worth leaving home for. 



Now? Glorified TV dinners. 



Frozen meals reheated in a commercial kitchen instead of a home microwave. Same process. Same quality. Just $40 instead of $4. 



The only difference between a Sysco-supplied restaurant and a microwave dinner at home? The plate. And the tip. 



The Price Protection Racket



Sysco doesn’t just deliver food. They deliver dependency. 



Sign an exclusive contract. Get better prices. Seems fair. 



But the contract terms? Medieval. 



Minimum order requirements. Order $10,000 weekly or pay penalties. 



No shopping competitors. Sysco finds out, prices go up 30% overnight. 



Auto-renewals with 90-day cancellation windows. Miss the window? Locked in another year. 



“Market adjustment” clauses. Prices can increase anytime. For any reason. No recourse. 



Want to buy local produce? Contract violation. $5,000 penalty. 



Found better prices elsewhere? Doesn’t matter. The contract binds. 



Restaurant struggling? Too bad. Minimum orders still apply. 



The protection isn’t for restaurants. It’s from restaurants. From competition. From choice. From quality. 



The Quality Race to the Bottom



Sysco makes money on the difference between what they pay and what they charge. 



Lower quality means higher profits. 



That “Angus” beef? Define Angus. The USDA doesn’t. Neither does Sysco. It’s just beef. From somewhere. Labeled Angus. 



“Wild-caught” salmon? Caught wild. Then farm-raised for two years. Still technically wild-caught. 



“Organic” vegetables? Grown in Mexico. Maybe organic. Maybe not. Who’s checking? 



The FDA inspects less than 2% of imported food. Sysco knows this. Their suppliers know this. Everyone knows this. 



So quality drops. Bit by bit. Year by year. 



The chicken gets more water-injected. The beef gets more ammonia-washed. The vegetables get more pesticide-soaked. 



Restaurants convince themselves into thinking it’s “good enough.” Customers get gaslighted by menus promising “fresh,” “homemade,” “artisanal.” Everyone tastes the lie but blames their palate. 



“Food doesn’t taste like it used to.” They’re right. It doesn’t. It’s not food anymore. It’s food-like product. 



The Restaurant Trap



A new restaurant opens. Dreams and ambition. 



They want to source locally. Support farmers. Serve real food. 



Week one: Local suppliers are inconsistent. Farmers don’t deliver daily. Quantities vary. 



Day 9: Upside down on cash flow. Can’t make payroll this week. No money to buy supplies. 



Week two: Sysco sales rep appears. “We can solve all your problems.” 



Week three: First Sysco delivery. So convenient. One truck. One invoice. Everything needed. 



The best part? Net-30 terms. Sometimes Net-60 for new accounts. Instant inventory, delayed payment. Cash flow problems solved (for now)... 



That new restaurant bleeding cash? Sysco just solved their biggest problem. $10,000 of food delivered today. Payment due in 30 days. By then, it’s been sold to customers. Sysco basically floats the entire food cost. 



No bank would give this restaurant credit. 



But Sysco will. Because they’re not offering credit. They’re forging chains. 



Credit as chains. Debt as dependency. Finance as control. 



Can’t switch vendors when owing them $10,000. Can’t anger them when next week’s delivery depends on their goodwill. Can’t escape when cash flow depends on their payment terms. 



Month two: Local suppliers dropped. Too complicated. Sysco handles everything. 



Month six: Fully dependent. Menu built around Sysco’s catalog. Can’t switch if they wanted to. 



Year one: The restaurant serves the same food as everyone else. Dreams of farm-to-table replaced by frozen bags from Sysco. 



The only difference between them and Applebee’s? The rubber stamp logo on the takeout containers. Different name. Same slop. Same supplier. 



Year two: Customers complain. “Tastes like Applebee’s.” Because it is. Same supplier. Same food. Different decor. 



Year three: Restaurant closes. Another one opens. Sysco truck starts up 3 weeks after grand opening. Rinse. Repeat. 



The cycle continues. 



The Contract From Hell



The trap’s mechanics are public record. 



SEC filings.

Anyone can read them.

Almost nobody does. 



They should. It’s a masterclass in legal extraction. 



The 80% Hostage Clause



Section 1: Restaurants must buy 80% of all products from Sysco. 



Not 50%. Not “mostly.” At least 80%. Measured every 90 days. Ruthlessly enforced. 



This eliminates restaurants buying from any of Sysco’s competition. 



Found organic tomatoes for half price at the farmer’s market? Doesn’t matter. The contract requires 80% from Sysco. Those tomatoes stay on the shelf while the restaurant buys Sysco’s chemical-soaked alternatives. 



The 80% rule doesn’t optimize costs. It optimizes Sysco’s control. 



The Markup Shell Game



Here’s where it gets beautiful. For Sysco. 



The contract defines “Cost” as supplier invoice price plus freight. Sounds fair. It’s not. 



Section 5.2: “SISCO performs value-added services for suppliers... SISCO may recover the costs of providing these services and considers this compensation to be earned income. Receipt of such earned income does not reduce Cost.” 



Translation: Suppliers pay Sysco rebates, slotting fees, marketing dollars. Sysco pockets those payments. Then charges restaurants a markup on the price that already includes those supplier payments. 



Sysco gets paid twice. By suppliers. By restaurants. For the same transaction. 



The restaurant thinks they’re paying Cost + Markup. They’re actually paying (Cost + Supplier Fees) × Markup. While Sysco keeps the supplier fees. 



It’s not double-dipping. It’s triple-dipping. With a side of contempt. 



But the contract isn’t done extracting yet. 



Split Case Extortion



Section 5.6: 10% surcharge for ordering less than full cases. 



Small restaurant needs 6 cans of tomatoes, not 24? Pay 10% more per unit. 



This punishes independent operators. Rewards chains. Ensures small restaurants pay more for the privilege of being small. 



Can’t afford to buy a full case of artichokes because the restaurant only serves 3 salads a day? Either waste half the case or pay the 10% “small restaurant” tax. 



The surcharge isn’t for handling costs. It’s for being an inconvenience to Sysco’s efficiency model. 



Then there’s the fuel surcharges. 



The Fuel Surcharge Scam



Section 5.7: Sysco can add fuel surcharges “with written notice” whenever fuel costs increase. 



Notice what’s missing? Any requirement to remove the surcharge when fuel costs decrease. 



Fuel surcharges are permanent price increases with temporary justification. Gas goes up? Surcharge added. Gas goes down? Surcharge stays. Forever. 



It’s called a “surcharge” instead of a “price increase” because it sounds temporary. It’s not. 



But the most elegant trap is the proprietary product clause. 



The Proprietary Product Hostage Situation



Sections 8.2-8.4 are particularly evil. 



Here’s the trap: A restaurant creates a signature sauce that makes it famous. People drive 50 miles for the ribs with that sauce. 



The restaurant could make it themselves. Or use a local food manufacturer. But Sysco’s in the contract with the 80% requirement. They make it “easy” - one ingredient on one invoice... 



So Sysco manufactures it. Now the restaurant is dependent on them for the one thing that differentiates it from every other barbecue joint. 



But here’s where it gets brutal: 



Sysco requires minimum order quantities. Don’t hit those minimums? They discontinue the product. The signature sauce. The thing the restaurant’s reputation is built on. Gone. 



Can’t hit minimums because it’s a small restaurant? Too bad. Should’ve been a chain. 



Item doesn’t turn over 12 times annually? They can refuse to carry it. The “slow and steady” seller that brings loyal customers? Sysco doesn’t care about loyal customers. They care about warehouse efficiency. 



Want to switch to a competitor or local manufacturer? The restaurant must buy back all proprietary inventory at Sysco’s cost plus 10%. That’s thousands of dollars to reclaim their own recipe. 



Leave Sysco entirely? Same buyback requirement. Their recipe. Their formulation. Sysco’s hostage. 



Translation: Sysco weaponizes uniqueness. The thing that makes a restaurant special becomes the chain that keeps it trapped. Can’t leave because the signature product can’t leave. 



The local restaurant that makes their own sauces? They can switch suppliers anytime. The restaurant that let Sysco “simplify” production? Locked in forever. 



And when prices change, the contract gets even more creative. 



The Price Drop Delay Scam



Section 6.3: When suppliers lower their prices to Sysco, those savings don’t flow to restaurants immediately. 



There’s a timing game. A calendar trap. 



Say a tomato supplier drops prices on February 1st. Sysco starts paying less immediately. But the restaurant’s invoice? Still shows the old higher price. For weeks. Sometimes months. 



The contract requires price changes to be submitted by the 10th of one month to take effect the 1st of the next month. Miss that deadline by one day? Add another month. 



Submit the new pricing on January 11th? Restaurants wait until March 1st to see it. 



But Sysco? They’re already buying at the new lower price from the supplier. Starting February 1st. 



So for the entire month of February, Sysco buys tomatoes for $20 a case. They charge restaurants $30 a case. The old price. The higher price. 



That $10 difference? Pure profit. Extracted from the timing gap. Legal theft hidden in contract fine print. 



When costs go up? Prices increase immediately. Next delivery. Sometimes same day. 



When costs go down? Restaurants wait. The contract says so. Sysco keeps the savings until the calendar says restaurants can have them. 



Of course, restaurants could audit the prices to catch this. 



The Price Audit Impossibility



Section 7 makes systematic verification nearly impossible. 



Restaurants get ONE annual price audit per operating company. Limited to 15 items. Must give 20 days notice. Can only audit 3 months back. 



Must be done at Sysco’s location. On their schedule. No electronic audits allowed. 



Sysco bills for thousands of items. Restaurants can audit 15 of them. Once a year. At Sysco’s office. With Sysco’s computers. While Sysco watches. 



This isn’t transparency. It’s theater. The illusion of oversight while preventing actual oversight. 



Sysco gets away with this because they’re not subject to utility-style price regulation. According to FTC market definitions, food distribution isn’t classified as a monopoly requiring pricing transparency. No law requires them to justify their markups. No regulation mandates customer audit rights. 



The contract gives “audit rights” that sound reasonable. Until the math reveals they’re designed to prevent finding anything. 



15 items out of 3,000 on a typical invoice. That’s a 0.5% audit rate. Pure statistical noise. A restaurant could audit every year for 200 years and never check everything once. 



It’s compliance theater. “We allow audits!” Yes. Audits designed to find nothing. 



Another price extraction mechanism hides in inventory accounting. 



The Inventory Revaluation Con



Section 6.5: When supplier costs drop, Sysco doesn’t lower restaurant prices until they “revalue inventory” using their “normal and customary procedures.” 



Costs go up? Immediate price increase. Tomorrow. 



Costs go down? “We need to work through our inventory first.” Could take months. 



Sysco captures upside. Restaurants eat downside. That’s not a partnership. That’s extraction with paperwork. 



And finally, the contract weaponizes credit itself. 



Credit Terms as Chains



Section 9.1: 34 days net payment terms. 



Sounds generous. It’s a noose. 



12% service charges on late payments. Sysco can unilaterally change terms if they “become aware of circumstances.” They can stop delivery with 7 days notice. Vague “financial deterioration” language gives them arbitrary power. 



Restaurant owes them $10,000. Cash flow depends on their deliveries. Menu depends on their products. Customers expect tomorrow’s dinner. 



Can’t switch vendors when owing them money. Can’t anger them when next week’s delivery depends on their goodwill. Can’t escape when cash flow depends on their payment terms. 



Credit as chains. Debt as dependency. Finance as control. 



The Genius of It All



Every clause extracts. Every term controls. Every “service” costs. 



The contract looks like bulk buying power. It’s actually systematic rent extraction. 



Restaurants think they’re getting efficiency. They’re getting exploited. Legally. Explicitly. In writing. 



Just read the contract for proof. The contract is public. Filed with the SEC. Anyone can read it. 



Almost nobody does. Because who reads contracts? Who understands markup structures? Who tracks timing arbitrage? 



Sysco reads them. Sysco writes them. Sysco wins. 



Not from better food. Because they wrote better contracts. 



The food is mediocre. The legal extraction is excellent. 



The Farm Murder



Every Sysco expansion killed family farms. 



Restaurants used to buy from local farms. Direct relationships. Seasonal menus. Real food. 



Sysco offered convenience. Consistent pricing. Loans to generate cash flow. 



Farms couldn’t compete. Sysco needs massive scale. Industrial operations only. 



Small dairy farm? Sysco needs 50,000 gallons weekly. Minimum. 



Organic vegetable grower? Sysco needs perfect uniformity. No variations. 



Heritage pig farmer? Sysco needs standard sizing. Exact weights. 



Family farms can’t meet these demands. Factory farms can. Extraction wins. 



So farms sold out or shut down. Replaced by factory farming. Owned by corporations. Supplying Sysco. 



According to USDA census data: 



1950: 5.6 million farms in America. 



2024: 2 million farms. But only 50,000 produce 75% of agricultural output. 



The rest are hobbies. Or subsidized to not grow. Or selling at farmers markets to people who can afford principles. 



Sysco didn’t pull the trigger. They handed out the guns. Then charged for the bullets. 



The School Lunch Nightmare



Sysco feeds 30 million children daily. 



School districts love it. One contract. Simple billing. “Nutrition standards” met. 



The food? Industrialized child abuse. 



Pizza that’s classified as a vegetable. Because tomato sauce. And a basil leaf as garnish. 



Chicken nuggets with 40 ingredients. Only one is chicken - maybe. 



Chocolate milk with more sugar than a Coke. But it’s “milk”. So it’s healthy. 



Fruits cups in heavy syrup. Vegetables boiled to mush. Bread that never molds. 



This is what we feed children. This is what Sysco delivers. This is what budgets demand. 



$1.30 per meal. That’s the federal reimbursement. Sysco makes it work. With food that isn’t food. 



Kids get diabetes. Kids get obese. Kids get malnourished while overfed. 



But the paperwork says “nutritional requirements met.” Sysco guarantees it. 



The magic phrase that makes it legal? “G.R.A.S.” - Generally Recognized As Safe. An FDA acronym that means whatever the FDA wants it to mean. 



Wood pulp in the cheese? G.R.A.S.. Ammonia-washed beef? G.R.A.S.. Yoga mat chemicals in the bread? G.R.A.S.. 



The FDA rubber-stamps it. Schools serve it. Kids eat it. Parents trust it. 



G.R.A.S.: Where “generally recognized” means “nobody’s proven it kills people immediately.” 



The Prison Pipeline



According to corrections industry reports, Sysco feeds 2.2 million prisoners. 



The contracts are beautiful. Captive market. Literally. 



No competition. No choices. No complaints that matter. 



$2.50 per day. Three meals. That’s $0.83 per meal. 



What does $0.83 buy from Sysco? 



Mystery meat. Soy extended. Mechanically separated. Formed into shapes. 



Vegetables rejected by other buyers. Wilted. Spotted. Still technically edible. 



Bread that’s mostly air and preservatives. Fruit that’s mostly sugar water. 



Prisoners get sick. Malnourished. Diabetic. 



But they’re prisoners. So who cares? Sysco doesn’t. The state doesn’t. Society doesn’t. 



The food is punishment. Sysco is the delivery mechanism. Justice served cold. And processed. And profitable. 



The Healthcare Hypocrisy



Hospitals buy from Sysco. 



The place people go to get healthy, counts on Sysco to serve food that makes them sick. 



Cardiac patients eating sodium bombs. Diabetics served sugar water. Cancer patients fed carcinogens. 



The doctors know. The nutritionists know. The administrators definitely know. 



The patients can’t complain. They’re bedridden. Recovering. Vulnerable. Literally captive. 



But Sysco is cheapest. And hospitals are a businesses. And businesses maximize profit. 



So patients eat the same food that made them sick. Supplied by the same company. Creating more patients. 



It’s beautiful. For Sysco. For hospital stock owners. For diabetes profiteers. For anyone who doesn’t think about it too hard. 



The “Fresh” Revolution That Wasn’t



2010s: The “fresh casual” revolution. Chipotle. Sweetgreen. Dig Inn. 



“Real ingredients!” “Locally sourced!” “Made from scratch!” 



Don’t check the back door at 5 AM. It might ruin the illusion. 



Sysco truck. Or US Foods. Or Performance Food Group. 



Same suppliers. Same factories. Same distribution centers. 



Different marketing. Same food. Higher prices. 



That $15 salad at Sweetgreen? Same lettuce as McDonald’s. Just chopped differently. 



That $12 burrito bowl? Same ingredients as Taco Bell. Just arranged prettier. 



The revolution was in pricing, not product. In perception, not reality. 



Sysco supplies both. The fast food and the “fresh” food. It’s all the same food. From the same truck. 



The Technology Trap



Sysco’s ordering system: “Sysco Shop.” 



Digital ordering. Algorithmic suggestions. Total control. 



Restaurants order online. AI suggests products. “Customers who ordered this also ordered...” 



The AI pushes higher-margin items. Always. Products about to expire. Overstocked items. Private label garbage. 



Restaurants think they’re choosing. They’re being chosen for. By an algorithm. Maximizing Sysco’s profit. 



The data collection is dystopian. Every order tracked. Every preference noted. Every price sensitivity measured. 



Raise prices on items ordered regularly. They’ll pay. They’re dependent. 



Lower prices on new processed foods. Get them hooked. Then raise prices. 



It’s drug dealing. But legal. And the drug is food. Or what passes for it. 



The Private Label Poison



Sysco’s private brands. Baker’s Source. Imperial. Jade Mountain. Arrezzio. 



Sounds diverse. Arrezzio sounds Italian. Jade Mountain sounds Asian. Imperial sounds British. 



It’s cosplay. Cultural appropriation of cuisine. Same factory in Iowa making all of it. 



Lower quality than name brands. But higher margin for Sysco. So they push it. 



“Our Arrezzio pasta is just like Barilla!” It’s not. It’s gum and sawdust shaped like noodles. 



“Imperial cheese melts perfectly!” Because it’s 40% oil. Cheese doesn’t need quotation marks. “Cheese” does. 



Restaurants buy it. Customers eat it. Nobody knows it’s Sysco. The sleight of hand complete. 



The favorite restaurant’s “signature” dish? Sysco private label. Reheated. Repriced. Resold. 



The Cheese Monopoly Nobody Knows



Behind Sysco’s monopoly hides another monopoly. 



Leprino Foods. 



Never heard of them? That’s intentional. 



They control 85% of the mozzarella cheese market in America. According to food industry reports, Leprino supplies nearly every pizza chain, every Italian restaurant, every frozen pizza manufacturer. 



Papa John’s. Domino’s. Pizza Hut. Costco frozen pizzas. Hot Pockets. All Leprino cheese. 



That “artisanal” pizza place? Check the invoice. Leprino. 



The fancy Italian restaurant? Same cheese as Pizza Hut. Just melted differently. 



The Patent Prison



Here’s why restaurants can’t escape: Leprino owns over 50 patents on cheese manufacturing processes. 



Not cheese itself. The processes that make cheese melt properly. Stretch correctly. Brown evenly. Freeze without breaking down. 



Want cheese that doesn’t separate when reheated? Leprino patent. 



Need mozzarella that browns in a conveyor oven? Leprino patent. 



Require cheese that survives freezing for frozen pizzas? Leprino patent. 



Other cheese manufacturers can’t compete. The patents block them. Make similar cheese? Patent infringement lawsuit. Make different cheese? Doesn’t perform right for restaurant applications. 



Leprino weaponized intellectual property to monopolize an entire ingredient. 



The Quality Consequence



When one company controls 85% of a market, quality optimization stops. 



Why improve? Who are customers going to switch to? The other 15%? Leprino knows restaurants need cheese that melts, stretches, browns. Their patents ensure nobody else can provide it. 



So cheese quality drops. Bit by bit. Year by year. 



More oil. More fillers. More stabilizers. Less actual cheese. 



According to FDA standards, cheese only needs to be 51% cheese. The other 49% can be anything. Leprino knows this. Uses this. 



That $15 “artisanal” pizza? Same processed cheese product as the $5 frozen pizza. Because Leprino supplies both. 



The restaurant can’t switch. The patents trap them. The distribution monopoly (Sysco) ensures Leprino cheese is what’s available. 



The Price Extraction



Leprino sets prices. Restaurants pay them. No negotiation. 



Want cheaper cheese? Good luck. The alternatives don’t perform in pizza ovens. Can’t stretch. Won’t brown. Don’t freeze. 



Try importing Italian mozzarella? Too expensive. Inconsistent. Doesn’t survive American distribution. 



Make cheese in-house? Requires equipment, skills, time, consistency. Most restaurants can’t. Or won’t. 



So they buy Leprino. Through Sysco. At whatever price Leprino sets. 



The monopoly double-stack:

Leprino controls production through patents.

Sysco controls distribution through scale.

Restaurants pay both monopolies.

Quality drops to nothing.

Customers taste the extraction. 



The Invisible Monopoly



Leprino stays invisible by design. 



No consumer products. No retail presence. No brand awareness. 



No complaint’s department. 



They supply manufacturers and restaurants exclusively. Business-to-business only. 



Customers eating pizza have no idea. Restaurants buying cheese know but can’t escape. Food critics don’t investigate ingredient sourcing. 



The perfect monopoly. Invisible to consumers. Inescapable for restaurants. Protected by patents. Distributed by another monopoly. 



Nobody regulates them. Nobody challenges them. Nobody even knows they exist. 



Except every restaurant owner who’s tried to find alternative cheese. They know. They learned fast. 



The Future Is More Leprino



Leprino isn’t done extracting. 



They’re expanding. More patents. More processes. More products. 



Cheese for plant-based pizzas? Leprino filed patents. 



Cheese for lab-grown meat? Leprino’s researching. 



Whatever the future of food looks like, Leprino will own the patents that make it work. 



The monopoly doesn’t shrink. It grows. Into every new food category. 



And restaurants will keep buying. Because the patents ensure there’s no alternative. 



85% market share.

50+ patents.

Zero visibility. 



The most successful monopoly is the one nobody knows exists. 



They’re following the advice of robber baron John D. Rockefeller, “Competition is a sin.” 



The Supply Chain Monopoly



Want to start a food company? Better work with Sysco. 



They control distribution. Without them, food companies can’t reach restaurants. 



So the food entrepreneur compromises. Make it cheaper. Make it shelf-stable. Make it Sysco-compliant. 



The artisanal sauce becomes corn syrup. The fresh pasta becomes dried. The vision becomes commodity. 



Or stay small. Farmer’s markets. Direct sales. Noble poverty. 



Sysco doesn’t need to crush small producers. They just need to ignore them. Same result. 



And even if the food company succeeds? They’ll probably need ingredients from companies like Leprino. More monopolies. More extraction. More dependency. 



The innovation dies. The variety vanishes. The food system homogenizes. 



All roads lead to Sysco. Or Leprino. Or nowhere. 



The Gordon Food Service Alternative That Isn’t



“But there’s competition! Gordon Food Service! Performance Food Group!” 



They’re all the same. Same model. Same products. Same race to the bottom. 



Gordon Food Service is Sysco with a different signage on the same sized truck. Performance Food Group is Sysco with different invoices. 



The illusion of choice. Like Democrats and Republicans. Coke and Pepsi. Different brands. Same mediocre options. Same extraction. 



Restaurants switch between them. Looking for better prices. Finding the same food. From the same suppliers. At the same quality. 



The Restaurant Store Illusion



“But small restaurants can buy from The Restaurant Store! Restaurant Depot! Cash and carry!” 



The Restaurant Store. Owned by Clark Associates. $3.3 billion in revenue. 



Restaurant Depot. Owned by Jetro Holdings. $15 billion in revenue. 



They’re not alternatives. They’re accomplices. 



Same suppliers as Sysco. Same factories. Same frozen garbage. Just pick it up yourself instead of delivered. 



Walk those warehouse aisles. 50,000 square feet of industrial food. Sysco without the truck. 



Ten-pound bags of frozen calamari rings. Formed. Breaded. From squid caught years ago. According to FDA food storage regulations, frozen seafood can be stored indefinitely at -18°C. That “fresh calamari” could be three years old. 



Five-gallon buckets of “garlic” in oil. More preservatives than garlic. Never goes bad. Because it was never alive. 



Cases of “fresh” bread. Baked three weeks ago. Preserved with chemicals. “Bake fresh daily” says the restaurant. 



The small restaurant owner pushing the flatbed cart? Thinks they’re beating the system. Shopping wholesale. Saving money. 



They’re not. They’re doing Sysco’s job for them. Self-service extraction. 



The Restaurant Store makes restaurants complicit in their own commodification. They drive there. They load their trucks. They deliver their own demise. 



And they charge membership fees for the privilege. $35 a year to buy the same industrial slop. But the restaurant owner feels independent. That feeling costs $35 annually. 



The Solution Nobody Wants



The solution is simple. Buy local. Buy direct. Buy real. 



Make flatbread from scratch. Get eggs directly from the farm. Source tomatoes from the farmer’s market. 



Sell gift cards for instant cash flow. Reduce menu complexity to 12 items. Train staff to upsell drinks and desserts. 



But nobody wants simple. They want convenient. They want cheap. They want consistent. 



Sysco delivers all three. With food that technically qualifies as food. That technically won’t kill people immediately. 



Local requires relationships. Seasons. Variation. Work. 



Sysco requires a phone call. A truck. An invoice. 



Guess which one wins? 



The restaurant that tries to buy local? Goes bankrupt. Too expensive. Too complicated. Too much competition from Sysco-supplied neighbors. 



The system is perfected. The trap is complete. Sysco wins. 



The Future They’re Building



Soon, Sysco won’t even pretend. 



Lab-grown meat. Printed proteins. Synthetic vegetables. Whatever’s cheapest. 



Restaurants will serve it. Customers will eat it. Life will continue. 



The memory of real food will fade. Like the memory of clean air. Or affordable housing. Or human connection. 



Sysco will deliver it all. Efficiently. Profitably. Soullessly. 



Children won’t know food could taste different. Should taste different. Used to taste different. 



They’ll eat their Sysco. Pay their bills. Die earlier than their parents. 



The quarterly earnings look fantastic. 



The Numbers Don’t Lie



Restaurant failure rate: 80% in five years. Sysco’s growth rate: 5% annually for 50 years. 



The cruel irony? Total restaurant count keeps growing. 660,000 restaurants in 2018. 750,000 in 2024. 



More restaurants. Same Sysco food. Infinite churn. 



Every year: 100,000 restaurants open. 80,000 restaurants close. That’s a 20,000 restaurant surplus. Sysco supplies them all. 



The failure is the business model. Dead restaurants create desperate new owners. Desperate owners accept Sysco’s terms. The cycle feeds itself. 



Restaurants die. Sysco thrives. Because Sysco doesn’t care which restaurant survives. 



Red Lobster dies?

Sysco supplies whatever replaces it. 



Applebee’s closes?

Sysco supplies the next tenant. 



The local favorite shutters?

Sysco truck at the new place on week 3. 



They’re not in the restaurant business. They’re in the extraction business. 



Extracting value from farms. From restaurants. From customers. From food itself. 



Until nothing remains but processed, preserved, profitable product. 



“Delivered fresh daily.” From a freezer. In a Sysco truck. 



Sysco feeds dying chains. Farm-to-table restaurants have 3-month waitlists. The contrast is obvious. Customers taste the difference. They’ll pay premiums for real food. And they’ll drive past 10 chains to get it. 



Small farms are thriving by bypassing Sysco entirely. Direct to restaurants. Direct to consumers. Farmers markets. Community supported agriculture subscriptions. The supply chain that optimized for extraction is being replaced by one that optimizes for flavor. Real food wins. 



The Punchline



It's like the entire country is eating at the same restaurant. 



With 420,000 locations. Each pretending to be different. All serving the same reheated disappointment. 



The menus change. The prices vary. The decor differs. 



But when that Sysco truck pulls up, they're all the same restaurant. 



And we're all eating the same meal. 



Forever. 







Next



But the Sysco truck didn't just deliver mediocre food. 



It delivered something worse. An acceptance. A resignation. A collective shrug. 



Everyone knows the food is worse. Everyone remembers when it was better. 



But somewhere along the way, society stopped demanding quality. 



Started accepting extraction as normal. Started defending mediocrity as "good enough." 



The moment entire communities accepted that everything should be worse became the moment extraction won. 



When We Accepted Mediocrity



There was a moment when Americans stopped expecting things to last. 



Not a specific date. Not a single event. Just a gradual surrender. 



Tools broke after one use. Appliances died after warranty. Clothes disintegrated after 3 washes. 



And instead of demanding better, people shrugged. 



“What do you expect? It was cheap.” 



That shrug killed quality. For everything. Forever. 



The Stamp That Changed Everything



“Made in China.” 



Three words that rewired consumer expectations. 



1980s: Those words meant junk. Toys that broke. Tools that bent. Clothes that fell apart. 



1990s: Those words meant affordable. Same junk. Lower prices. Walmart shelves. 



2000s: Those words meant everything. Because everything was made in China. 



2020s: Those words mean nothing. Because consumers forgot things could be made anywhere else. 



The transition took 40 years. About 2 generations. The damage is permanent. 



The Quality Training Program



“Made in China” was an extraction training program disguised as globalization. 



It taught Americans to accept mediocrity. In five brutal lessons. 



#### Lesson 1: Price Beats Quality 



A hammer at Sears. American-made. $45. Lifetime warranty. Lasts 30 years. 



A hammer at Walmart. Made in China. $8. No warranty. Breaks in 6 months. 



Which one sells more? The $8 one. Almost every time. 



Not because it’s better. Because it’s cheaper today. The fact it costs $48 over 6 years doesn’t register. Only the price tag today. 



The $45 American hammer disappears from shelves. Can’t compete with $8. Even though it’s cheaper long-term. 



Consumers chose price. Manufacturers learned quality doesn’t sell. Extraction won. 



#### Lesson 2: Durability Became Luxury 



1970s: Products were expected to last. A refrigerator lasted 25 years. A washing machine lasted 20 years. A toaster lasted forever. 



Companies competed on durability. Maytag’s “Lonely Repairman” ads. “Built like a tank.” Pride in longevity. 



Then came planned obsolescence. Products engineered to fail on schedule. 



Not immediately. That’s too obvious. Right after warranty expires. That’s the sweet spot. 



Refrigerators now last 8-12 years. Washing machines last 7-10 years. Toasters last until someone looks at them wrong. 



According to appliance industry reports, the average lifespan of major appliances dropped 60% between 1970 and 2020. 



But prices didn’t drop 60%. They increased. Less durability. Higher prices. More frequent replacement. 



Extraction perfected. 



And consumers accepted it. Because durable products became luxury items. Sub-Zero fridges for the rich. Miele washers for the wealthy. Speed Queen for people who remember how things used to work. 



Everyone else gets planned obsolescence. Appliances designed to fail. Repair costs more than replacement. Buy another one. 



The cycle continues. 



#### Lesson 3: Repair Culture Died 



1960s: Every town had repair shops. Fix the toaster. Repair the radio. Resole the shoes. 



Products were designed to be repaired. Screws, not glue. Replaceable parts. Schematics included. 



Repair shops employed thousands. Skilled trades. Electrical repair. Shoe repair. Appliance repair. 



Then came irreparable products. Glued together. Proprietary screws. No replacement parts. No schematics. 



The repair shops closed. One by one. The skills died with them. 



Now products are disposable. Something breaks? Throw it away. Buy another. 



According to EPA data, Americans generate 292 million tons of trash annually. Electronics waste alone: 6.9 million tons per year. 



Not because products wore out. Because they were designed not to be repaired. 



The repair technician became the Apple Genius. Who tells people to buy new devices instead of fixing old ones. 



“Sorry, that model isn’t supported anymore. Here’s the new one.” 



Planned obsolescence. Enforced through irreparability. 



#### Lesson 4: “You Get What You Pay For” Became Accepted Wisdom 



The phrase sounds like common sense. It’s actually surrender. 



It means: quality costs more. Mediocrity is default. Expect failure unless you pay premium. 



But that’s backwards. Quality should be standard. Mediocrity should require justification. 



Instead, “you get what you pay for” normalized extraction. 



Cheap products break. Obviously. You paid less. 



Expensive products break too. But slower. You paid more for the delay. 



Either way, products break. Either way, manufacturers extract. Either way, consumers accept. 



The phrase became an excuse. For manufacturers making garbage. For consumers buying garbage. For everyone accepting garbage. 



“You get what you pay for” means: we’ve accepted that nothing is built to last. 



#### Lesson 5: Children Don’t Know What Durable Feels Like 



A child born in 2010 never experienced products that lasted. 



Their toys broke within weeks. “That’s normal.” 



Their parents’ appliances died within years. “That’s how it works.” 



Their electronics became obsolete before breaking. “Gotta upgrade.” 



They have no reference point. No memory of products that lasted decades. No expectation that things should work. 



To them, disposability is reality. Planned obsolescence is natural. Replacement is inevitable. 



They don’t know their grandparents’ refrigerator lasted 30 years. They’ve never seen the same toaster work for 40 years. They can’t imagine shoes that get resoled instead of replaced. 



The knowledge died with the generation that remembered. 



Now extraction is invisible. Because mediocrity is normal. 



The Walmart Effect



Walmart didn’t invent “Made in China.” They perfected it. 



Sam Walton’s original vision: Low prices for rural America. Help struggling families afford necessities. 



“Low prices give everyone an instant raise.” 



Walton probably believed it. And he was right - temporarily. The “instant raise” came with a delayed invoice: lost manufacturing jobs, destroyed quality, permanent mediocrity. 



The Walmart playbook: Squeeze suppliers on price.

Demand impossible margins.

Force manufacturing overseas.

Accept quality decline.

Eliminate American jobs.

Sell at lowest price.

Dominate market. 



Every supplier faced the same choice: Meet Walmart’s price or lose shelf space. 



Meeting Walmart’s price meant: offshore manufacturing, cut quality, reduce durability, maximize extraction. 



Levi’s moved production to China. Rubbermaid collapsed trying to resist. American manufacturers died or complied. 



According to economic research, Walmart’s China sourcing displaced 400,000 American manufacturing jobs between 2001-2013. 



But Americans got cheap jeans. Cheap tools. Cheap everything. 



Until “cheap” became all that was available. 



The American-made alternative disappeared. The durable option vanished. The quality choice died. 



Walmart won. Consumers lost. They just didn’t realize it for 20 years. 



The Food Connection



Once Americans accepted “Made in China” mediocrity, food extraction became easy. 



The training was complete:

Expect inferior quality.

Accept planned failure.

Choose price over value.

Normalize mediocrity.

Forget what good felt like.





Sysco didn’t need to convince restaurants to accept frozen mediocrity. “Made in China” already trained consumers to expect it. 



That microwaved pasta? Of course it tastes worse than fresh. It’s cheaper. You get what you pay for. 



That processed cheese? Obviously it’s not real mozzarella. But it’s affordable. What do you expect? 



That pre-cut salad turning brown? Sure it’s not fresh. But it’s convenient. That’s the trade-off. 



The same acceptance. The same shrug. The same surrender. 



“Made in China” taught Americans to tolerate mediocrity in products. 



Sysco applied the lesson to food. 



Leprino applied it to cheese. 



Private equity applied it to restaurants. 



The pattern repeated everywhere. Because consumers were already trained. 



The Software Extraction



Then software learned the same trick. 



Products that break aren’t acceptable in software. The code works or it doesn’t. 



So software extractors invented planned obsolescence through forced upgrades. 



Adobe Creative Suite: Buy once. Own forever. Use for years. 



Adobe Creative Cloud: Subscribe monthly. Never own. Stops working if you stop paying. 



Microsoft Office: Buy once. Install. Works until computer dies. 



Microsoft 365: Subscribe annually. Cloud-based. Controlled remotely. 



The shift from ownership to rental. Disguised as “innovation.” 



“Cloud-based!” “Always updated!” “Seamless integration!” 



Translation: You’ll never own software again. You’ll rent it. Forever. At increasing prices. 



And consumers accepted it. Because “Made in China” already trained them. 



Products don’t last? Normal. Nothing is durable? Expected. Rent instead of own? Convenient. 



The software industry learned: If consumers accepted mediocre products, they’ll accept not owning anything. 



Subscriptions everywhere. Own nothing. Rent everything. Forever. 



The “Made in China” training complete. 



The Clothing Collapse



Fast fashion finished what “Made in China” started. 



1960s: Clothes lasted years. Denim wore in, not out. Seams didn’t split. Colors didn’t fade. 



People owned fewer clothes. Because clothes lasted. 



Then came H&M. Zara. Forever 21. Shein. 



Clothes designed to disintegrate after 10 washes. Sometimes fewer. 



Seams glued instead of stitched. Fabric so thin light shines through. Dyes that bleed immediately. 



According to environmental reports, Americans throw away 81 pounds of clothing per person annually. Most of it barely worn. Not because it’s unwanted. Because it fell apart. 



But that’s the model. Cheap clothes. Wear once. Throw away. Buy more. 



$8 shirt. Looks good in photos. Dead in a month. Buy another. 



The environmental cost is catastrophic. The textile waste is enormous. The labor exploitation is criminal. 



But consumers keep buying. Because “Made in China” taught them: expect failure, accept mediocrity, optimize for price. 



The closet full of disposable garbage feels normal. Because durable clothing became unaffordable. 



Patagonia charges $89 for a T-shirt. Because it lasts 10 years. That’s $8.90 per year. 



Shein charges $4 for a T-shirt. Because it lasts 2 months. That’s $24 per year. 



The math is identical to the hammer. The choice is identical. The result is identical. 



Extraction wins. 



The Furniture Fraud



IKEA convinced the world that furniture is temporary. 



Not with lies. With prices. 



$49 for a bookshelf. Particle board and hope. Lasts 3 years if you don’t move. 



Compared to: $400 for a solid wood bookshelf. Lasts 40 years. Can be refinished. Becomes heirloom. 



IKEA wins. Every time. Not because it’s better. Because $49 beats $400 today. 



The fact that 13 IKEA bookshelves over 40 years costs $637 doesn’t register. Only the $49 matters. 



And IKEA furniture can’t be repaired. Particle board doesn’t accept screws twice. Stripped holes don’t rethread. Broken pieces don’t get replaced. 



When it breaks, throw it away. Buy another. The cycle continues. 



According to EPA estimates, furniture is 9% of landfill waste. Most of it IKEA-style particle board. 



Not because it wore out. Because it was engineered to be disposable. 



Grandparents had furniture that lasted generations. Solid wood. Dovetail joints. Repairable. 



Children have IKEA. Disposable. Temporary. Landfill-bound. 



The knowledge of good furniture died. The expectation of durability vanished. 



Now furniture is like everything else: cheap, mediocre, temporary. 



“Made in China” training complete. 



The Manufacturers Who Resisted



A few held out. Built quality. Refused to offshore. Died trying. 



Craftsman tools. Once lifetime warranty. Once American-made. Sold to Stanley Black & Decker. Now made in China. Warranty gutted. 



Levi’s. Held out until 2002. Then moved production to China. Quality dropped immediately. Loyalists noticed. Bought vintage Levi’s on eBay instead. 



Maytag. “Built to last” became a joke. Whirlpool bought them. Offshored production. Reliability collapsed. 



The ones who resisted? Bankrupt. Bought out. Forced to comply. 



Or stayed small. Like Red Wing Boots. Still American-made. Still durable. Still $300. Most people buy $50 boots that last 6 months instead. 



Quality lost. Extraction won. “Made in China” was the weapon. 



Patagonia. Lifetime warranty. Repair service. “Don’t buy this jacket” ads. $400 billion company. 



Lodge Cast Iron. American-made since 1896. Skillets that last 100 years. Still profitable. 



New Balance. Some models still American-made. Cost more. Last longer. Loyal customers. 



Zippo. Lifetime warranty. American-made. Lighters that work after 50 years. 



They prove quality sells. If you commit to it. If you don’t surrender to extraction. 



But they’re rare. Exceptions. Survivors in a mediocrity wasteland. 



Most companies chose extraction. Most consumers chose cheap. Most products became garbage. 



And “Made in China” normalized it all. 



Customers stopped accepting mediocrity. They’re paying 50-100% premiums for builders who give a damn. Higher quality. Better service. Products that last. The tolerance for extraction-optimized garbage is gone. 



This shift is funding a renaissance of craftspeople. Furniture makers. Tailors. Cobblers. Repair shops. Builders charging premium prices for quality work. They’re booked months out while big-box competitors struggle. The market remembered that quality matters. 



The Punchline



Accepting “Made in China” wasn’t about manufacturing. It was about standards. 



Once Americans accepted mediocre products, they accepted mediocre everything. 



Mediocre food. Mediocre restaurants. Mediocre software. Mediocre housing. Mediocre healthcare. Mediocre lives. 



The $8 hammer that breaks wasn’t the problem. It was the training. 



Training consumers to expect failure. Accept inferior. Choose cheap. Forget quality. 



Once that training was complete, extraction was easy. In every industry. For every product. Forever. 



“Made in China” didn’t change where things were made. 



It changed what Americans would tolerate. 



And it turns out, they’ll tolerate anything. 







Next



But accepting mediocre products was just the warm-up. 



Extractors learned something powerful: consumers trained to accept inferior physical products would accept inferior digital products too. 



The software industry was watching. Taking notes. Preparing the next extraction. 



Products you own became services you rent. Software you install became subscriptions you pay. Purchases you make once became charges that never stop. 



They called it “Software as a Service.” 



The rest of us call it paying forever for something we used to own. 



Retail's Extraction Apocalypse



They called it the "retail apocalypse." 



Like it was some natural disaster. An act of God. An unavoidable catastrophe. 



No. It was murder. Premeditated. Calculated. Profitable. 



Toys "R" Us. Sears. RadioShack. Payless. Sports Authority. Borders. Circuit City. Barneys. Forever 21. J.Crew. Neiman Marcus. Lord & Taylor. 



Every name a gravestone. Every bankruptcy a payday. Every liquidation an extraction victory. 



Private equity didn't kill retail to make money from retail. They killed retail to make money from killing retail. 



The Toys "R" Us Massacre



Toys "R" Us was childhood. 



Geoffrey the Giraffe. The toy superstore. Where children dreamed and parents' wallets cried. $11.5 billion in annual revenue. 1,600 stores. 65,000 employees. 



Then came KKR, Bain Capital, and Vornado. The unholy trinity. $6.6 billion leveraged buyout in 2005. 



They put down $1.3 billion. Borrowed $5.3 billion. Made Toys "R" Us responsible for the debt. 



Overnight, Toys "R" Us owed $5.3 billion it didn't borrow for money it didn't receive. Annual debt payments: $400 million. 



That's $400 million every year that couldn't go to stores. To employees. To competing with Amazon. To evolving. To surviving. 



The company profitable before the buyout. Still profitable after. But the profits went to debt service, not development. 



Meanwhile, KKR and Bain collected $200 million in "management fees." For managing it into the ground. 



2017: Bankruptcy. 30,000 Americans fired before Christmas. Right before Christmas. The toy company fired workers at Christmas. 



The liquidation sales began. Parents bringing crying children to see empty shelves where magic used to live. 



But here's the kicker: Toys "R" Us was still profitable. $11 billion in revenue. Stores were busy. Children still loved toys. 



They didn't die from Amazon. They died from debt. Debt they didn't create. Debt that served no purpose except extraction. 



KKR and Bain walked away with hundreds of millions in fees. Thousands of families lost their income. Millions of children lost their toy store. 



The Sears Slaughter



Sears built America. 



The catalog. The kit homes. The appliances. The tools. The everything store before Amazon. 125 years of American retail. 



Eddie Lampert saw an opportunity. Not to save it. To strip it. 



2005: Lampert merged Sears with Kmart. Created Sears Holdings. Became CEO and majority owner through his hedge fund ESL Investments. 



The extraction began immediately. 



Sold Craftsman brand for $900 million. Sold DieHard for $200 million. Sold 266 stores for $2.7 billion. To a real estate fund. That Lampert controlled. 



Sears rented its own stores from Lampert. Paid him rent. While he was CEO. While destroying the company. 



No store renovations for a decade. Stores literally falling apart. Ceiling tiles missing. Lights broken. Floors cracked. 



Employees minimum wage. No training. One person covering entire departments. Customers couldn't find help because there was no help to find. 



Online presence? "Not a priority." This was 2010. When everyone was going online. The CEO of a retail company saying online wasn't a priority. 



2018: Bankruptcy. 140,000 jobs lost. 3,500 stores closed. 



But Lampert's real estate fund still owned the properties. Still collected rent. From whatever replaced the Sears he killed. 



He stripped $2.6 billion from Sears shareholders. Pension fund emptied. Retirees lost healthcare. 



The everything store became nothing. 



The RadioShack Ruins



RadioShack was where makers went. 



Resistors. Capacitors. Soldering irons. Ham radios. The place that enabled a million garage inventors. 



Standard General bought it in 2015. Post-bankruptcy. Thought they could extract more from the corpse. 



Their innovation? Sprint store-within-a-store. Half RadioShack, half Sprint. Neither good at either. 



Fired all knowledgeable staff. Replaced with minimum wage phone salespeople. Customers seeking electronics expertise found teenagers pushing phone plans. 



The remaining stores became phone accessory shops. The electronic components that defined RadioShack? Gone. Too "low margin." 



2017: Second bankruptcy. Standard General had extracted what little remained. 



2020: Retail Ecommerce Ventures acquired the RadioShack brand. A company that collects dead retail brands and turns them into dropshipping operations. 



They used the RadioShack name to sell random Chinese electronics on Amazon. The brand that meant expertise became dropshipped garbage. 



The place where Steve Wozniak bought parts to build the first Apple computer? Dead. Replaced by an algorithm selling phone cases. 



But the extraction didn't stop there. According to SEC charges filed in September 2025, Retail Ecommerce Ventures' founders ran a $112 million Ponzi scheme. Raised money from investors to buy RadioShack, Pier 1, Dressbarn, and other dead brands. None of the zombie brands generated profits. Used new investor money to pay old investors. Misappropriated $16 million for personal use. 



The SEC complaint shows RadioShack became a prop in a fraud scheme. Not even a real business. Just a brand name to attract investor money while running a Ponzi. 



2023: Unicomer Group acquired RadioShack from the Ponzi operators. Now it's a legitimate franchise again. Operating in Latin America and the Caribbean. 



But the damage was done. Three years as a fraud vehicle killed whatever credibility remained. From where makers built the future to a Ponzi scheme prop to a salvage operation. 



That's extraction's final form. 



The Payless Plunder



Payless sold affordable shoes to working families. 



4,400 stores. 18,000 employees. Where single moms bought school shoes. Where minimum wage workers bought work boots. Where families on food stamps could afford new sneakers. 



Golden Gate Capital and Blum Capital bought it in 2012 for $2 billion. 



Loaded with debt immediately. $665 million in borrowing. Interest payments crushing operations. 



Stores neglected. Inventory systems from the 1990s. Employees couldn't find shoes in back rooms. Customers walked out empty-handed. 



2017: First bankruptcy.

2019: Second bankruptcy. Complete liquidation. 



But before dying, Payless proved something important. The "Palessi" experiment. 



2018: They opened a fake luxury boutique in Santa Monica. Called it Palessi. Displayed the same Payless shoes with $200-$600 price tags. Fashion influencers arrived. Praised the quality. Bought the shoes. 



Then Payless revealed the truth. These were $20 Payless shoes. The influencers had been fooled by branding, not quality. 



The experiment proved the shoes were fine. The problem was perception. But perception couldn't be fixed with debt crushing the company. By the time they proved quality didn't matter - only brand did - it was too late. 



Golden Gate and Blum had already destroyed the brand they bought. 



They extracted their fees. Working families lost their shoe store. Kids went to school with holes in their sneakers. 



The Sports Authority Sacking



Sports Authority was Dick's Sporting Goods' biggest competitor. 



$3.5 billion in annual revenue. 460 stores. 15,000 employees. Where weekend warriors bought gear. 



Leonard Green & Partners bought it in 2006 for $1.4 billion. 



The playbook never changes. Debt. Fees. Destruction. 



Loaded with $1.1 billion in debt. Annual interest: $75 million. Money that couldn't fight Dick's or Amazon. 



Store renovations stopped. Inventory systems ignored. Employees cut to skeleton crews. 



2016: Bankruptcy. Liquidation. 



Dick's bought the brand name for $15 million. Now they use "Sports Authority" for their online outlet. The competitor became a clearance label. 



Leonard Green extracted $200 million in dividends before bankruptcy. Fifteen thousand people lost jobs. Communities lost their sporting goods store. 



The athletes on the walls came down. The stores went dark. Private equity scored its points. 



The Borders Burial



Borders was the bookstore for serious readers. 



The one with better selection than Barnes & Noble. The one with knowledgeable staff. The one where writers did readings. 



2009: Pershing Square Capital tried to merge Borders and Barnes & Noble. Failed. But succeeded in destabilizing both. 



2011: Borders filed bankruptcy. 400 stores closed. 11,000 employees terminated. 



The liquidation was heartbreaking. Booklovers picking through carcasses of their favorite stores. Shelves sold. Fixtures auctioned. 



Barnes & Noble survived. Barely. Now owned by Elliott Management. Another private equity firm. Following the same playbook. 



Books were "inefficient." They took up space. Had low margins. Required knowledgeable staff. 



Now we have Amazon. Efficient. Algorithm-driven. Soulless. 



The place where you discovered your favorite author? Gone. Replaced by "customers who bought this also bought." 



The Circuit City Suicide



Circuit City competed with Best Buy. 



$12 billion in annual revenue. 567 stores. 43,000 employees. The red-vested army of electronics retail. 



2005: Management decided to fire 3,400 highest-paid sales staff. Replaced with minimum wage workers. 



Why?

Boston Consulting Group advised it would save money.

"Operational efficiency." 



Result? Sales collapsed. Experienced staff who knew products replaced by teenagers who didn't. Customer service evaporated. Sales followed. 



2008: Bankruptcy. Liquidation. 



Best Buy had no competition anymore. Prices rose immediately. Service degraded. Without competition, why try? 



Highbridge Capital bought the brand. Now it's a zombie online store nobody visits. 



Forty-three thousand jobs vanished. For "efficiency." That inefficiently killed the company. 



The Pier 1 Scavenging



Pier 1 Imports made suburban homes feel exotic. 



Wicker furniture. Papasan chairs. Incense. Candles that smelled like countries you'd never visit. 



Founded 1962. 1,000 stores at peak. Where middle-class moms bought the illusion of worldliness. 



Pier 1 didn't need private equity to die. It killed itself. 



Revenue collapsed from $1.9 billion in 2016 to $1.4 billion in 2019. Lost $310 million in 2019 alone. Amazon, Wayfair, Target, and HomeGoods ate its lunch. Cheaper prices. Wider selection. Better experience. 



Pier 1's merchandise became a mishmash. No identity. No focus. Just stuff competing with everything online. 



February 2020: Bankruptcy. Not from PE debt. From operational failure and market forces. 



Then came the scavengers. 



Private equity used to need to buy companies alive. Extract for years. Then kill them. 



But why do all that work when you can just wait for companies to die and buy the corpse? 



July 2020: Retail Ecommerce Ventures bought Pier 1 for $31 million. During bankruptcy. After liquidation. 



The same company that bought RadioShack. The same founders running the $112 million Ponzi scheme. 



They didn't want stores. They wanted the brand name. The customer list. The nostalgia. 



Every physical store closed. 18,000 employees terminated. During a pandemic. 



But the online brand lived on. As a zombie operation. Dropshipping furniture from China. Using Pier 1's name to sell garbage that would've never made it into their stores. 



According to SEC charges, Pier 1 was one of eight zombie brands used to attract investor money. Told investors these brands would generate profits. None did. All became props in a $112 million fraud scheme. 



They bought it dead. Kept it dead. Used it to commit securities fraud. 



This is the art of extraction evolved.

Why kill companies when you can scavenge them?

Why extract for years when you can commit fraud immediately? 



Your mom's favorite store became an algorithm. Selling "Pier 1 style" furniture that's just rebranded Alibaba inventory. 



The incense is gone. The experience is gone. The joy of discovery is gone. 



But the email list lives on. Getting spammed with "Pier 1 memories" while selling furniture that breaks in 3 months. 



Pier 1 shows the final form: Brand necromancy as securities fraud. 



The Barneys Bankruptcy



Barneys was luxury retail's crown jewel. 



Where fashion happened. Where designers launched. Where the wealthy shopped and the aspirational dreamed. Madison Avenue flagship. Seven floors of curated excellence. The windows that defined fashion seasons. 



Founded 1923. Almost 100 years of American luxury retail. 



Then came the extraction parade. 



2007: Istithmar PJSC, a Dubai-based private equity firm, paid $940 million for Barneys. Leveraged buyout. Added $500 million in new debt. 



The company profitable before.

The debt made it bleed.

The extraction parade had begun. 



2012: Already drowning. Perry Capital (Richard Perry's hedge fund) and Yucaipa (Ron Burkle's private equity firm) took over. Converted debt to equity. Shed $540 million in long-term debt. "Saved" the company. 



But Perry Capital didn't actually run it. Perry closed his hedge fund in 2016. Barneys became an absentee property. No real ownership. No real investment. Just existing. 



Meanwhile, the Madison Avenue flagship lease came due. Landlord wanted $30 million per year. Triple the previous rent. 



Barneys couldn't refuse. The flagship was their identity. Madison Avenue was their credibility. Walk away from that location and you're just another luxury retailer. 



Stay and the rent alone kills you. 



They stayed.

The rent killed them.

The debt finished the job. 



But it wasn't just rent. It was 12 years of debt. 12 years of extraction. 12 years of private equity firms treating a luxury retailer like a commodity. 



No investment in e-commerce while luxury moved online. No adaptation to changing consumer behavior. No capital to compete because it all went to debt service and absentee owners. 



August 2019: Bankruptcy. Chapter 11. 



October 2019: Authentic Brands Group bought the assets for $271.4 million. Less than one-third of what Istithmar paid twelve years earlier. 



But Authentic Brands Group isn't a retailer. They're a licensing company. They don't run stores. They rent out brand names. 



All physical stores closed. The employees who knew fashion? Fired. The buyers who discovered designers? Gone. The culture that created trends? Dead. 



Barneys became a licensed brand inside Saks Fifth Avenue. A section. A curated collection. A memory. 



The Madison Avenue windows went dark. The seven floors of luxury became empty space. The 96-year-old institution became a logo owned by a licensing company. 



Istithmar bought it for $940 million. Authentic Brands Group bought it for $271 million. The difference? $669 million extracted over twelve years by private equity firms and hedge funds who never actually wanted to run a luxury retailer. 



They wanted the brand value. The real estate leverage. The extraction opportunity. 



Barneys was just the excuse. 



The Pattern Repeats



Every story virtually identical. Every death preventable. Every extraction profitable. 



Buy retailer.

Load with debt. Sell real estate.

Lease it back.

Cut staff.

Cut inventory.

Cut investment.

Extract fees.

Blame Amazon.

Bankrupt.

Liquidate.

Profit. 



J.Crew: Bought by TPG Capital. Debt-loaded. Bankrupt.

Neiman Marcus: Bought by Ares and CPP. Debt-loaded. Bankrupt.

Forever 21: Bought by Brookfield. Struggling.

Lord & Taylor: Bought by Hudson's Bay. Liquidated. 



The same firms.

The same playbook.

The same destruction. 



The Amazon Excuse



"Amazon killed retail!" 



That's the lie private equity tells. Amazon was the excuse, not the executioner. 



Best Buy survived Amazon. Target thrived. Walmart adapted. Home Depot grew. Costco exploded. 



What's the difference? 



They weren't loaded with private equity debt. They could invest in online. In stores. In people. In competing. 



Toys "R" Us had $400 million in annual debt payments. That's $400 million that couldn't build websites. Couldn't train staff. Couldn't compete. 



Amazon didn't kill retail. Private equity killed retail and blamed Amazon. 



It's like stabbing someone, then blaming the ambulance for not arriving fast enough. 



The Real Estate Play



The secret? It was never about retail. 



These companies owned prime real estate. Corner lots. Mall anchors. Main Street properties. Accumulated over decades. 



Private equity saw land banks disguised as stores. 



Buy the retailer. Sell the real estate to yourself. Lease it back at crushing rates. When the retailer dies, you still own the land. 



The store was just the excuse to extract the real estate. 



This wasn't a new idea. Ray Kroc figured it out with McDonald's in 1956. 



McDonald's doesn't make money from hamburgers. It makes money from real estate. The company owns the land under most franchises. Collects rent from franchisees. The burger is just the reason people pay rent on prime corner locations. 



But here's the difference: McDonald's builds businesses to support the real estate. They want franchisees to succeed. Thriving restaurants mean steady rent payments forever. The real estate appreciates because the business works. 



Private equity inverts the model. 



They extract the real estate to kill the business. Sell properties to themselves. Charge crushing rent. The retailer can't survive. But they don't care. They got the land. 



McDonald's: Real estate play that builds 40,000 successful restaurants. Private equity: Real estate play that kills 40,000 retail stores. 



Same strategy. Opposite execution. Opposite outcome. 



Sears owned 2,000 properties. Now Lampert's fund owns them. Renting to Amazon fulfillment centers. To storage units. To whatever pays. 



The retailer dies. The real estate lives. The extraction is eternal. 



McDonald's proves the real estate model works when you build. Private equity proves it's even more profitable when you destroy. 



The Human Wreckage



These weren't just stores. They were careers. Communities. Cultures. 



The Sears employee who worked there 30 years. Pension gone. Healthcare cancelled. Too old to start over. 



The Toys "R" Us manager fired before Christmas. With children. Who wanted toys from the store that fired daddy. 



The RadioShack expert who taught generations about electronics. Replaced by nobody. That knowledge gone forever. 



Small towns that lost their only department store. Malls that became dead zones. Main Streets with nothing but empty windows. 



But the extraction was profitable. That's all that mattered. 



The Future Ghost Towns



Drive through America. See the casualties. 



Dead malls. Empty big boxes. Abandoned strip centers. Each one killed by private equity. 



Soon only two types of retail will exist: 



Amazon: Everything online. No humans. No discovery. No community. 



Luxury boutiques: For the top 5%. Where private equity partners shop while planning the next extraction. 



Everything in between? Dead or dying. 



The middle class shopping experience extracted into oblivion. 



The Vans Sellout



Paul Van Doren built shoes skateboarders actually wanted. 



1966. Opened the first Vans store in Anaheim, California. Made shoes on-site. Sold them directly to customers. The same day. 



The waffle sole gripped skateboard grip tape better than anything. Thick canvas survived concrete abuse. Cheap enough for teenage budgets. Durable enough for daily punishment. 



Skateboarders didn't choose Vans because of marketing. They chose Vans because they worked. 



Van Doren was a builder. He understood his customers because he watched them skate. He improved products based on what broke. He priced shoes based on what teenagers could afford. 



By 2004, Vans had become skateboard culture. $400 million in revenue. Authentic credibility. Real product for real users. 



Then Van Doren sold to VF Corporation for $396 million. 



Why? 



Paul Van Doren was 71 years old. He'd built Vans for 38 years. From a single storefront making shoes on-site to a global skateboard brand. 



He was tired. His generation didn't think about legacy the way today's founders do. They thought about retirement. About cashing out. About securing the bag before age made the decision for them. 



VF Corporation promised to "preserve the brand." To "respect the culture." To "maintain authenticity." 



Every acquiring corporation promises this.

Every founder wants to believe it.

Every brand gets destroyed anyway. 



The alternative? 



Keep grinding into his seventies. Find a successor who understood skate culture. Build infrastructure for succession. Train the next generation. Stay involved for another decade to ensure the transition worked. 



Or take $396 million and retire. 



Van Doren chose the money. Most founders do. 



But here's what the business schools don't teach: Every founder who sells to a public company trades authenticity for liquidity. 



VF Corporation answered to shareholders. Shareholders demand growth. Growth requires expansion. Expansion requires optimization. Optimization kills what made the brand special. 



Van Doren knew skateboarders. VF Corporation knew quarterly earnings. 



Van Doren made shoes that worked. VF Corporation made shoes that scaled. 



The moment he signed the papers, Vans stopped being a skateboard company. It became a "lifestyle brand" inside a portfolio of "lifestyle brands" that needed to hit revenue targets. 



He got his $396 million. Skateboarders got betrayed. VF Corporation got a brand to strip-mine. 



VF Corporation owns North Face. Timberland. Dickies. Wrangler. They're a clothing conglomerate. They acquire brands. They "optimize" operations. They extract. 



The extraction began immediately. 



Manufacturing moved overseas. Quality declined subtly. Then obviously. The shoes that lasted years started failing in months. 



Designs multiplied. Special editions. Limited releases. Collaborations. Celebrity partnerships. Everything except making better skate shoes. 



Prices rose. $45 classics became $65. Then $80. Then $100 for "premium" versions identical to the originals. 



The brand expanded everywhere. Vans at Zumiez. Vans at Journey's. Vans at Target. Vans became available to everyone and special to nobody. 



But revenue grew. That's what mattered to VF Corporation. Not product quality. Not skater credibility. Just revenue. 



2024: VF Corporation reported Vans had a staggering $400 million loss. 



The same $400 million VF paid to acquire Vans. Twenty years later. The exact amount. Wiped out. 



Revenue collapsed. Inventory piled up. The brand Van Doren built became a liability for the corporation that bought it. 



VF's solution? "Brand reset." Close stores. Cut inventory. "Refocus on core values." The same corporate speak that precedes every extraction's final phase. 



Skateboarders moved on. They found smaller brands. Independent companies. Shoes made by people who actually skate. 



Vans became what skaters originally rejected. Generic. Corporate. Fake. 



Paul Van Doren built something real.

VF Corporation destroyed it while optimizing it.

The $400 million acquisition became a $400 million write-off. 



The shoes still exist. They still have waffle soles. They're still called Vans. 



But they're not what Van Doren built. They're what extraction leaves behind. 



A brand without soul. Products without purpose. Marketing without meaning. 



The founder built. The corporation extracted. The skaters left. 



The Next Victims



Kohl's: Loaded with debt. Stores declining. Macy's: Selling real estate to survive. Nordstrom: Going private with private equity backing. 



That store you shop at? Check who owns it. If private equity's involved, say goodbye now. 



They're systematic. Methodical. Relentless. 



There are no exceptions in the end. The only question is when. Not if. 



Every store will be stripped. Every property sold. Every employee fired. Every customer abandoned. 



Until American retail is just Amazon warehouses and empty buildings. 



No storefronts. No community. Just logistics and abandonment. 



Amazon killed mediocre retail. Made room for experiences and community that can’t be shipped. Bookstores with coffee shops and events. Hardware stores with repair workshops. Bike shops with group rides. These stores sell experience and belonging. 



Customers will drive past Amazon warehouses to visit these shops. Pay more. Stay longer. Come back weekly. Amazon can ship products. It can’t ship belonging. The stores that figured this out are thriving while extraction-optimized retailers close. 



The Punchline



It's like watching your Main Street die in slow motion. 



First the local hardware store. Then the bookshop. Then the toy store. Then the department store. 



Each closing makes the others weaker. Each death accelerates the rest. 



Until Main Street is just banks, cell phone stores, and empty windows with "For Lease" signs. 



The signs stay up for years. Nobody's coming. The extraction is complete. 







Next



Private equity didn't perfect extraction alone. 



They had help from an industry that convinced people to rent what they used to own. 



Software once came in boxes. Bought it. Owned it. Forever. 



Then they discovered something more profitable than selling software. 



They discovered they could charge every month for the same thing people already bought. 



Software’s Subscription Parasite Model



People used to own software. 



Buy it once. Use it forever. Their tools. Their files. Their choice when to upgrade. 



Then software companies discovered the perfect extraction: subscriptions. 



Now everyone rents everything. Monthly. Forever. Stop paying? Lose access. To work. To files. To creative output. 



Adobe. Microsoft. Autodesk. Every software company. All converted to the subscription cartel. 



They didn’t improve the software. They changed the payment model. Same features. Perpetual payments. 



It’s the greatest transfer of wealth from creators to corporations in history. And creators are paying for it. Every month. Forever. 



The Big Three Extractors



The Adobe Enslavement



Photoshop CS6 cost $699 in 2012. Buy once. Use forever. 



Photoshop Creative Cloud costs $20/month now. That’s $240/year. Forever. 



Three years of subscriptions = more than buying it outright. Five years = $1,200. Ten years = $2,400. Twenty years = $4,800. 



For the same software. That hasn’t fundamentally changed since 2012. 



But here’s the trap: CS6 can’t be purchased anymore. Adobe killed it. Subscribe or get nothing. 



And if users stop paying? Their files become hostages. PSD files that only open in Photoshop. Projects locked behind a paywall. Their own work inaccessible without paying the ransom. 



Adobe’s revenue before subscriptions (2011): $4.2 billion.

Adobe’s revenue after subscriptions (2023): $19.4 billion. 



Same products. Different payment model. 5x extraction. 



The CEO Shantanu Narayen made $45 million in 2023. From subscription rent-seeking. From holding creative work hostage. 



Every photographer. Every designer. Every video editor. Paying rent to access their own creativity. 



Forever. 



The Microsoft Monopoly



Microsoft Office was $150. Once. 



Microsoft 365 is $70/year. Forever. 



In 2 years, users have paid more than buying it. In 5 years, double. In 10 years, they’ve paid $700 for software that used to cost $150. 



But that’s not the evil part. 



The evil part is OneDrive... 



Files “automatically” backed up. To Microsoft’s cloud. Then local storage fills up. OneDrive offers more space. For a monthly fee. 



Now files are on their servers. 



Cancel the subscription? Lose the files. 



Want them back? There’s no one-click “download everything” button. Files download individually. Folder by folder. Manually. For thousands of files. Hours of clicking. 



Or pay $100/year for storage already paid for when the computer was bought. 



They have the data hostage. And they make the ransom payment easier than the escape. 



Windows used to be $100. Once. Windows 11 pushes Microsoft 365 constantly. Full-screen ads. Pop-ups. “Reminders.” In an operating system customers paid for. 



They’re not selling software anymore. They’re selling rental agreements. With customer data as collateral. 



The Autodesk Abuse



AutoCAD was $4,000. Expensive but permanent. 



AutoCAD subscription is $2,000/year. Every year. Forever. 



Architects. Engineers. Designers. All forced to subscribe. No choice. The files are proprietary. DWG format. Only works in AutoCAD. 



Stop paying? Can’t open blueprints. Designs. Work. 



Twenty years of architectural work. Trapped behind a subscription paywall. Pay monthly or lose decades of creativity. 



Autodesk revenue before subscriptions (2015): $2.5 billion. Autodesk revenue after subscriptions (2023): $5.5 billion. 



Doubled extraction. Same software. Just changed the payment model. 



The Cloud Hostage Takers



The Salesforce Scam



Salesforce pioneered subscription CRM (customer relationship management). “No software!” they advertised. “Cloud-based!” 



What they meant: Companies will never own their customer data. 



Salesforce costs $25-$300 per user per month. For a 50-person company, that’s $15,000-$180,000 per year. Every year. Forever. 



Customer lists. Sales pipeline. Business intelligence. All on Salesforce servers. Stop paying? Lose everything. 



Want to export data? Sure. In a format only Salesforce can properly read. Want to switch? Good luck migrating years of custom configurations. 



Marc Benioff worth $10 billion. From renting companies access to their own customer data. 



The Slack Shakedown



Slack is IRC from 1988 with emoji reactions. 



$7-$15 per user per month. For chat. That IRC did for free in the 1980s. 



But here’s the extraction: Message history. Free tier only shows recent messages. Want old conversations? Pay up. 



Team knowledge. Decisions. Documentation. All in Slack. Stop paying? It disappears. Years of institutional memory. Gone. 



Salesforce bought Slack for $27 billion. To combine CRM (customer relationship management) extraction with communication extraction. 



Now customer data AND team communication are subscription-gated. 



The Zoom Zombification



Zoom is video calling. Technology that existed since the 1960s. 



$150-$250 per user per year. For video calls. That Skype used to offer free. That phones can do natively now. 



But businesses are hooked. “Zoom” became a verb. Network effects locked in. 



Recorded meetings. Training videos. Webinars. All on Zoom’s servers. Stop paying? Lose access. 



Eric Yuan worth $5 billion. From charging for video calls. During a pandemic. When people had no choice. 



Grandchildren saying goodbye to grandparents through a hospital glass window. Families watching funerals from living rooms. Last words spoken through a subscription service. 



The extraction was perfect. Maximum dependency at maximum vulnerability. Even death became a recurring revenue opportunity. 



The Expansion Strategy



The Netflix Model Spreading



Netflix started it. “Why buy DVDs when streaming is available?” 



Made sense for entertainment. Watch once, move on. 



But software isn’t entertainment. It’s tools. People need consistent access. They build workflows around it. They create assets with it. 



Now every software company wants to be Netflix. 



Unity for game development (rent the engine).

Figma for design (rent the canvas).

Notion for notes (rent the thoughts). 



Everything rentable. Nothing owned. Eternal extraction. 



The Small Business Destruction



One small business. Ten employees. Basic software stack: 


	QuickBooks: $30

	Adobe (2 licenses): $120

	Microsoft 365 (10 users): $120

	Slack (10 users): $70

	Zoom (10 users): $150

	Salesforce (5 users): $125

	Dropbox Business: $150

	Monday.com (10 users): $80





Total: $845/month. $10,140/year. For software. That used to cost maybe $5,000 once. 



In five years: $50,700. In ten years: $101,400. 



A permanent tax on doing business. Extracted monthly. Forever. 



The Vendor Lock-in



The true evil: proprietary formats. 



Photoshop files only open in Photoshop.

AutoCAD drawings only open in AutoCAD.

Final Cut projects only open in Final Cut. 



Years of work. Trapped in proprietary formats. Behind subscription walls. 



Switch to alternatives? Lose access to old work. Or pay forever to occasionally open old files. 



It’s not selling software. It’s selling hostage situations. 



The Open Source Assassination



Open source threatened this model. 



GIMP challenged Photoshop. Free.

LibreOffice challenged Microsoft. Free.

Blender challenged Autodesk. Free. 



So subscription companies started buying or killing open source. 



Microsoft bought GitHub. Where open source lives.

Oracle bought MySQL and killed OpenOffice.

Adobe hired GIMP developers. To stop developing GIMP. 



Can’t compete with free? Buy free and kill it. 



The Venture Capital Mandate



The Startup Swindle



Every new startup is subscription-only. 



Not because it’s better for users. Not because it improves the product. Because venture capitalists demand it. 



“Recurring revenue!”

“Predictable income!”

“Higher valuations!” 



A tool that should cost $50 once costs $10/month forever. Because that’s a “$120 ARR customer” to show investors. 



The math is simple: One-time payment = $50 revenue. Monthly subscription = $120 annual recurring revenue. Same tool. 2.4x the valuation. 



Venture capitalists love subscriptions because companies get valued on revenue multiples. A $1 million ARR company sells for $10-20 million. A company with $1 million in one-time sales? Maybe $2 million. 



So founders build subscription traps. Not better products. Subscription traps. 



Notion charges $10/month for a note-taking app. A task that Notepad does for free. That SimpleNote did for free. That should be free. 



But “free” doesn’t IPO. “Free” doesn’t attract venture capitalist rounds. “Free” doesn’t make founders rich. 



So everything that should be free costs $10/month. Everything that should cost $50 once costs $10/month forever. 



The pitch deck doesn’t say “we built great software.” It says “we have 10,000 monthly recurring users at $10/month with 95% retention.” 



The product is irrelevant. The extraction metrics are everything. 



Every Y Combinator batch.

Every accelerator.

Every pitch meeting.

Same question:

“What’s the recurring revenue model?” 



Not “Does this solve a problem?” 



Not “Is this better than alternatives?” 



Just “How does it extract monthly?” 



The entire startup ecosystem restructured around recurring extraction. Build a rent-seeking machine or don’t get funded. 



The Psychological Warfare



The Grandfathering Gaslighting



“We’re honoring old licenses... for now.” 



Companies let old perpetual licenses work. Temporarily. While pushing subscriptions. 



Then: “Legacy software no longer supported.”

Then: “Security update requires subscription.”

Then: Perpetual licenses are worthless. 



Planned obsolescence through software updates. 



The Educational Exploitation



Students get discounts. “$20/month instead of $60!” 



4 years of college. Trained on Adobe. Dependent on Adobe. Graduate into full-price subscriptions. 



It’s the drug-dealer model: First taste discounted. Then hooked. Then pay forever. 



Every art school. Design program. Architecture degree. Training students to be subscription slaves. 



The next generation doesn’t even know people used to own software. They think renting is normal. They think ownership is impossible. 



The Psychological Torture



$20/month sounds affordable. That’s the trap. 



It’s not $20. It’s $240/year. It’s $2,400/decade. It’s $9,600 over a career. 



But billed monthly, it feels small. Death by a thousand cuts. Each one barely noticeable. 



Netflix. Spotify. Adobe. Microsoft. Slack. Zoom. Dropbox. Each “only” $10-20. 



Combined? $500/month. $6,000/year. $60,000/decade. $240,000 over a career. 



Quarter million dollars. For renting tools. That people used to own. 



The Consequences



The Innovation Stagnation



Subscriptions killed innovation. 



Why improve software when people pay regardless? Why add features when vendor lock-in exists? 



Photoshop 2024 has AI filters bolted onto the 2014 core. Features that call external servers. That require... more subscriptions. 



Microsoft Word hasn’t meaningfully changed since 2003. But costs 10x more over time. 



When people own software, companies must innovate to make them upgrade. When they rent, companies just collect rent. 



The AI Acceleration



Now AI is subscription-only from birth. 



ChatGPT: $20/month Midjourney: $30/month GitHub Copilot: $10/month Jasper: $40/month Copy.ai: $36/month 



Every AI tool. Subscription only. Prompts. Outputs. Trained models. All behind paywalls. 



The future of software: Everything is rented. Nothing is owned. Extraction forever. 



The Global Economic Summit said the quiet part out loud: “You will own nothing and be happy.” 



They deleted the video. But the internet remembers. And software companies took notes. 



The Resistance Murdered



Some companies resisted. 



They’re dead now. Or dying. Or converted. 



Serif made Affinity. Photoshop alternative. One-time purchase. $50. 



Canva bought them in 2024. Promised to keep perpetual licenses. Kept that promise. Made legacy versions free. 



But added AI features. Subscription-only. $15/month. 



The bait worked. Users got comfortable. Built workflows. Then came the extraction: “Want AI filters? Subscribe.” 



They didn’t force everyone to subscriptions. They just made the free version obsolete. Same game. Different wrapper. 



Sketch was one-time purchase. Went subscription in 2023. 



Panic’s Nova held out. $99 once. Mac-only code editor. Still fighting. How long until they break? 



Every holdout eventually converts or gets acquired by someone who will. 



Procreate still sells for $12.99. Once. iPad artists’ last refuge. 



But Adobe’s circling. Watching. Waiting. Every quarter Procreate doesn’t extract is a quarter Adobe gains market share. The venture capitalists whisper: “You’re leaving money on the table.” 



How long before Procreate’s founders cash out? Before the board demands “growth”? Before $12.99 becomes $12.99/month? 



The resistance always ends the same way. With an acquisition announcement. And subscription “upgrades.” 



The Corporate Capture



Employers pay, so employees don’t care. That’s intentional. 



Adobe doesn’t care about pirated personal copies. They want corporate subscriptions. Where accounting pays without question. 



Businesses budget “software expenses.” Just another line item. Extract from companies who extract from customers. 



The extraction chain. Each level taking their percentage. Forever. 



The Endgame



The Future Dystopia



Soon people will own nothing. And they’ll be unhappy. 



Subscribe to productivity. Subscribe to creativity. Subscribe to thinking. 



Cars? Subscription features. Phones? Subscription apps. Homes? Subscription appliances. 



BMW charges $18/month for heated seats. In a car customers bought. Tesla charges $10/month for “acceleration boost.” In a car owners paid for. 



Everything rentable. Nothing owned. Extraction eternal. 



The Only Escape



There is none. 



Try to use alternatives? Clients use Adobe. Contracts require Microsoft. Teams use Slack. 



Network effects create prisoners. Everyone’s trapped because everyone’s trapped. 



The only winning move? Never start. But it’s too late for that. 



Everyone’s subscribed now. All paying. Forever. 



Subscription fatigue is funding one-time-purchase software. Pay once. Own forever. No monthly extraction. Developers are launching these products and watching customers flood in. $50 one-time beats $10 monthly when customers do the math. 



These developers are building sustainable businesses on one-time purchases. Lower revenue per user, but customers actually stick around. 90% retention versus 40% annual churn. The subscription parasites lose customers who flee to ownership models. That churn is funding the alternative. 



The Punchline



It’s like paying rent for a brain. 



Every tool needed to think. To create. To work. To live. All rented. All monthly. All forever. 



Stop paying? Lose access to thoughts. To creativity. To history. 



People will own nothing. And they’ll be miserable. 



But shareholders will be happy. 



And that’s all that matters in an extraction economy. 







Next



But software's subscription extraction was just the digital version. 



Healthcare perfected it with actual bodies. Actual lives. Actual desperation. 



An industry that extracts from people when they're most vulnerable. When they can't shop around. When they can't say no. 



When the alternative is death. 



Healthcare’s Extraction Emergency



Healthcare used to be about healing. 



Now it’s about billing.

Coding.

Extracting. 



Emergency rooms run by private equity.

Hospitals owned by hedge funds.

Doctors employed by MBAs. 



The Hippocratic Oath of do-no harm is now replaced by the “Extraction Equation”: Maximum billing, minimum care, optimize margin. 



KKR.

Blackstone.

Apollo. 



The same names that killed retail now own emergency rooms. Nursing homes. Air ambulances. 



When patients are dying, private equity is calculating. How much can they extract before the patient expires? 



American healthcare: Where bankruptcy is a side effect and debt is the cure. 



The Transformation



1970: A patient breaks their arm. Goes to the hospital. Doctor sets it. Nurse wraps it. Cast for 6 weeks. Bill arrives 2 weeks later: $85. Patient pays it. Arm heals. Done. 



2025: A patient breaks their arm. Checks if it's "in-network." Calls insurance for pre-authorization. Waits on hold 45 minutes. Drives to approved facility. Registers with 5 forms. Insurance verification takes 20 minutes. Waits 2 hours in the ER. 



Doctor sees the patient for 8 minutes. Sets arm. Leaves. Physician assistant does paperwork. X-ray tech (contracted) takes images. Radiologist (also contracted, in another state) reads them remotely. Orthopedic specialist (contracted) recommends follow-up. Pain management specialist (contracted) prescribes medication. 



Bill arrives immediately: $2,847 for the ER. $890 for radiology. $650 for orthopedic consult. $420 for pain management. Total: $4,807 for a broken arm. 



Insurance denies coverage. "Not pre-authorized." Patient calls. On hold 90 minutes. Transferred 6 times. Finally approved for $1,807. Patient owes $3,000. 



Collections agency calls weekly. For months. While the arm heals. 



But it gets worse. 



3 months later, the patient still has pain. Not bone pain. Nerve pain. Tingling. Weakness. Something's wrong. 



Back to the doctor. Different doctor. In-network this time. They run tests. Blood work. MRI. Nerve conduction studies. $8,000 in testing. 



Diagnosis: “Complex Regional Pain Syndrome.” An autoimmune disorder. Possibly triggered by the break. Possibly not. Medicine doesn’t really know. There’s no cure. 



But there’s maintenance. 



Neurologist prescribes Gabapentin. $240/month. Pain specialist adds Cymbalta. $180/month. Physical therapy 3 times a week. $150/session, $1,800/month. 



Follow-up appointments monthly. $350 each. Specialists quarterly. $650 each. 



The broken arm is now a chronic condition. $3,000/month to manage. Forever. Or until the patient can’t afford it. 



The arm healed in 6 weeks. The billing will last decades. 



1970: 1 problem. 1 solution. $85. Done. 



2025: 1 problem. 17 appointments. 9 specialists. 4 prescriptions. Lifetime patient. Monthly revenue unit. 



The medical care for broken bones hasn’t changed in 50 years. What changed was the system around it. 



Acute became chronic. Healing became maintenance. Patients became subscribers. 



The broken arm is the gateway. The “autoimmune disorder” is the subscription model. The medications are the recurring revenue. The specialists are the upsell. 



Patients aren’t being healed. They’re being monetized. 



Not because doctors are evil. Because the system demands it. The hospital is owned by private equity. The specialists are hitting production targets. The insurance company profits from denials. 



Everyone extracts. Except the patient. The patient just pays. 



This is healthcare in an extraction economy. The Sickness Industrial Complex doesn’t want patients dead. Dead patients don’t generate revenue. 



They want patients alive. Barely. Chronically ill. Dependent on medications. Subscribed to treatments. Too sick to thrive. Too functional to die. 



The perfect patient. 



The Private Equity Takeover



The Emergency Room Extraction



A patient has a heart attack. Rushes to the emergency room. Survives. 



Then the bills arrive. 



$50,000 for the ER visit.

$15,000 for the cardiologist.

$8,000 for tests.

$5,000 for the ambulance.

$3,000 for medications. 



But here’s the surprise: The ER doctor isn’t employed by the hospital. They work for TeamHealth. Owned by Blackstone. 



The radiologist reading the scan? Works for Radiology Partners. Owned by New Mountain Capital. 



The ambulance? American Medical Response. Owned by KKR. 



They’re all out-of-network. Even though the hospital is in-network. It’s called “surprise billing.” Private equity’s innovation. 



The patient thought they were covered. Insurance says in-network. But the doctor treating them is a private equity contractor. Not covered. Full price. Pay or go to collections. 



Blackstone bought TeamHealth for $6.1 billion. Extracted through surprise billing. From heart attack patients. From car crash victims. From dying children. 



The No Surprises Act Surprise



January 2022: Congress “solved” surprise billing with the No Surprises Act. 



Private equity didn’t panic. They celebrated. They wrote the loopholes. 



Here’s what the Act supposedly fixed: 



No more surprise bills from out-of-network providers at in-network facilities. 



No balance billing for emergency services. 



Protection from excessive charges. 



Here’s what actually happened: 



The consent form innovation. While patients writhe in pain, staff shove a clipboard at them. “Sign here for treatment.” Buried on page 3: Patient waives No Surprises Act protection. “Chooses” out-of-network care. 



Can’t sign? Unconscious? They claim verbal consent. Spouse consented. Implied consent by arriving at the hospital. The forms evolve faster than regulation. 



Ground ambulances? Completely exempt. That $8,000 ride to the hospital? Still a surprise. The Act only covers air ambulances. So private equity pivoted. Now they use ground transport for longer distances. More profitable. Still legal. 



The arbitration scam. Disputes go to “independent” arbitration. Guess who provides the arbitrators? Companies owned by... private equity. The same firms own the staffing companies AND the arbitration services. They negotiate with themselves. Patients always lose. 



Facility fees discovered. Can’t surprise bill for the doctor? Create a “facility fee.” $1,000 for using the emergency room. $500 for the waiting room. $300 for the chair the patient sat in. Not technically surprise billing. Just surprising fees. 



The emergency room loophole. They reclassify emergencies as “urgent care.” Heart attack? “Chest discomfort - non-emergency.” Stroke? “Neurological event - observation.” Now the Act doesn’t apply. Full price extraction. 



The best part? Insurance companies love it. The Act caps what they pay out-of-network providers. Providers hate the rates. So they refuse to join networks. More providers go out-of-network. More “consent” forms. More extraction. 



Private equity adapted in 48 hours. New billing codes. New consent procedures. New corporate structures. The surprise isn’t gone. It’s just documented now. 



The No Surprises Act became the No-Surprises-You’re-Still-Screwed Act. 



Congress declared victory.

PE counted profits.

Patients still go bankrupt. 



But now it’s legal. That’s the innovation. 



The Nursing Home Nightmare



Someone’s grandmother needs care. Dementia. Can’t live alone anymore. 



The nursing home looks nice. Flowers outside. Smiling staff. Medicare approved. 



It’s owned by Formation Capital.

Or Warburg Pincus.

Or Carlyle Group. 



Here’s their playbook: 



Cut nursing staff to minimum legal levels. 1 nurse for 30 patients. 1 aide for 15. Residents wait hours for help. Develop bedsores. Infections. Falls. 



Bill Medicare maximum rates. $300/day for substandard care. Complex billing codes. Phantom services. Medicare fraud as business model. 



Sell the real estate to a Real Estate Investment Trust (REIT). Lease it back. Now the nursing home pays rent to... the same private equity firm. Through a different fund. 



Carlyle did this with ManorCare. Sold the properties to a related REIT. Leased them back. ManorCare paid crushing rent while Carlyle collected fees from both the operating company and the real estate side. The nursing home went bankrupt from the debt and rent burden. The real estate kept its value. Carlyle extracted from both sides. 



When lawsuits come, declare bankruptcy. The operating company dies. The real estate company lives. Start over with a new name. 



The Carlyle Group’s ManorCare: 500 homes. Hundreds of deaths from neglect. $117 million in Medicare fraud. Bankrupt. Carlyle walked away with millions. 



Grandmothers died alone. Covered in bedsores. Calling for help that never came. 



Private equity called it “operational efficiency.” 



The Hospital Hollowing



HCA Healthcare.

180 hospitals. 2,000 clinics.

Largest for-profit hospital chain in America. 



Started by the Frist family. Taken private by KKR and Bain Capital in 2006 for $33 billion. 



Loaded with $26 billion in debt. Immediately. 



Every hospital now carrying debt service. Money that should buy the latest medical tech instead pays bonds. Money that should hire nurses services loans. 



The extraction tactics: 



“Observation status” instead of admission. Medicare doesn’t cover observation. Patients get full bills. Same bed. Same care. Different billing code. 



Unnecessary procedures. Cardiac catheterizations on healthy hearts. Spinal fusions for back pain. C-sections for normal births. Whatever bills highest. 



Understaffing disguised as "lean operations." 1 nurse covering Intensive Care Unit (ICU) and emergency. Mistakes increase. Deaths increase. Billing continues. 



2011: HCA went public again. KKR and Bain made $7.5 billion profit. 



The hospitals? Still servicing the debt. Still understaffed. Still extracting. 



The Monopoly Extractors



The Dialysis Duopoly



A patient’s kidneys fail. They need dialysis or they die. 



2 companies control 75% of American dialysis: DaVita and Fresenius. 



DaVita owned by Berkshire Hathaway until recently. Warren Buffett’s extraction machine. 



Here’s their model: 



Dialysis costs $500 per session to provide. They bill Medicare $2,000. 3 times a week. Forever. 



But that’s not enough extraction. 



They push unnecessary drugs. Erythropoietin (EPO) for anemia—whether patients need it or not. Iron infusions—profitable injections. Vitamin D analogs—massive markups. 



Cutting corners on care. Reusing filters meant for single use. Shortened session times. Understaffed clinics. 



Patients get infections. Have heart attacks during treatment. Die younger than necessary. 



DaVita CEO Kent Thiry made $400 million during his tenure. Called the company a “village.” Employees were “teammates.” Patients were “guests.” 



Guests who generated $11 billion in revenue. Guests who died when treatment was cut short. Guests whose suffering was a profit center. 



The Air Ambulance Atrocity



Heart attack in rural America? Helicopter flies the patient to the hospital. Saves their life. 



Then: $50,000 bill. For a 20-minute flight. 



The helicopter is owned by Air Methods. Controlled by American Securities LLC. Private equity. 



They bought rural air ambulances. Created local monopolies. Raised prices 10x. 



No negotiation. Patient’s unconscious. No choice. No consent. Ultimate captive market. 



Insurance covers $5,000. Patient owes $45,000. For not dying. 



Can’t pay? They’ll destroy credit. Get court judgments. Garnish wages for years. Force into bankruptcy where the patient might lose everything. They lived, but private equity will make them wish they hadn’t. 



Air Methods went public via Special Purpose Acquisition Company (SPAC) in 2017. Private equity cashed out. Left communities with monopolized air ambulances. Extracting from heart attacks. From car crashes. From farming accidents. 



The extraction is literally life or death. 



The Practice Acquisitions



The Physician Practice Plunder



The local doctor’s office used to be independent. Doctor-owned. Patient-focused. 



Now it’s owned by Optum (UnitedHealth). Or Athenahealth (Hellman & Friedman). Or Envision (KKR). 



Private equity bought 30,000 physician practices. Doctors are now private equity employees. 



The changes are immediate: 



Appointment times cut from 20 minutes to 7. More patients. More billing. Less care. 



Unnecessary tests ordered. The lab is owned by the same PE firm. Every test is profit. Whether patients need it or not. 



Referrals to specialists. Also owned by the same PE firm. Keep it in the extraction family. 



Prior authorizations denied. Insurance hassles multiplied. Patients give up. PE wins. 



Doctors hate it. But they have no choice. Sold their practices during COVID. Needed the money. Now they’re employees. Following corporate protocols. Extracting from patients they used to care about. 



The Dental Extraction Machine



The local dentist office looks independent. Dr. Smith’s name on the door. 



But Dr. Smith doesn’t own it. A “Dental Service Organization” does. Owned by private equity. 



Aspen Dental.

Heartland Dental (KKR-backed, 1,700 locations).

Pacific Dental. 



All the same extraction model. 



The “Dental Service Organization” owns everything except the clinical license. The building. The equipment. The staff. The billing. The marketing. 



Dr. Smith is an employee with their name on the door. Must hit production targets. $5,000 per day. Or get fired. 



They target Medicaid patients. Poor communities. Desperate people with tooth pain. 



The scam is systematic: 



Free exam! (To identify billable procedures) 



Patient needs $15,000 of work! (Patient needs a cleaning) 



Financing offered! (Predatory loans at 26% interest, signed while in pain) 



Every patient becomes a production opportunity. Every mouth a profit center. Every cavity a catalyst for comprehensive treatment plans. 



Unnecessary root canals. Healthy teeth pulled. Crowns on teeth that need fillings. 



The hygienist pressured to find problems. The x-rays read aggressively. The treatment plans maximized. 



Medicaid fraud is rampant. Bill for procedures not done. Bill for gold crowns, install steel. Bill for adult treatment on children. 



The dentist quit after 6 months? Replaced immediately. Fresh graduate. $200,000 in debt. Desperate. Will do what they're told. 



Patient came for a cleaning. Leaves with a $10,000 treatment plan. And a loan application. 



The mouth hurts more after treatment. But the financing payments continue for years. 



The System Gatekeepers



The Insurance Innovation



Private equity bought health insurance companies, too. 



Not to provide insurance.

To deny it.

To profit from rejection. 



MultiPlan. Owned by Hellman & Friedman. Processes claims for insurance companies. Their innovation? Finding ways to not pay. 



They use artificial intelligence (AI) now. Algorithms trained to deny. Machine learning optimized for rejection rates that maximize profit without triggering regulators. 



The AI reviews claims faster than any human. Finds patterns to reject. Learns which denials patients won't appeal. Calculates the exact rejection rate that maximizes extraction. 



Not AI to help patients. AI to deny them. At scale. Systematically. Profitably. 



And AI doesn't have a complaints department. 



Senate investigated them for “nefarious business practices.” 



CEO testified.

Nothing changed.

The extraction continues. 



Now with artificial intelligence making it worse. 



That emergency room visit? Not an emergency. Claim denied. 



That surgery? Not necessary. Claim denied. 



That medication? Try the cheaper alternative that doesn't work. Claim denied. 



The doctor says the patient needs it. The AI says they don’t. The AI wins. 



Patients can appeal. To another AI. That also denies. Appeal again. Maybe a human sees it. After the patient’s dead. 



The denial is the point. Many give up. Many die waiting. Every denial is profit. 



The Pharma Ploy



Pharmaceutical companies were already extractive. Private equity made it worse. 



They don’t develop drugs. Too risky.

They buy existing drugs. And raise prices. 



Daraprim. Treating toxoplasmosis (a parasitic infection that can be fatal in people with weakened immune systems) since 1953. Cost: $13.50 per pill. 



Turing Pharmaceuticals (hedge fund backed) bought it. New price: $750 per pill. 5,000% increase overnight. 



Martin Shkreli went to prison. Not for price gouging. For securities fraud. The price increase was legal. The extraction continues. 



Valeant Pharmaceuticals did the same thing. Systematically. Acquired dozens of drugs. Raised prices 500-1,000%. Heart medications. Rare disease treatments. Whatever they could monopolize. 



Mallinckrodt went further. Acthar Gel. Treats infant seizures. Rare diseases. Price in 2001: $40 per vial. Price in 2017: $38,000 per vial. 



That’s 950x. A 95,000% increase. For babies having seizures. 



The pattern is clear. Buy monopoly drugs. Raise prices to maximum extraction. Patients pay or die. Legal. Profitable. Evil. 



Insulin. Invented in 1922. Patent sold for $1. “For the benefit of humanity.” 



Now controlled by 3 companies. Price increased 1,200% since 1996. Diabetics rationing. Dying. 



Private equity sees opportunity. Buy insulin makers. Raise prices more. What are diabetics going to do? Not buy insulin? They’ll pay or die. 



The extraction is literally life or death. That’s the point. Maximum leverage. 



The Expanding Extraction



The Veterinary Vultures



Even pets aren’t safe. 



The candy company Mars Inc. owns 2,500 vet clinics. 



JAB Holdings (investment firm) owns another 1,300. 



Private equity owns 25% of all vet clinics. 



Local vets sold out. Now they’re corporate. The extraction begins: 



Wellness plans. Subscriptions for pet health. $50/month forever. 



Unnecessary procedures. Every lump needs surgery. Every cough needs x-rays. Every old dog needs $3,000 in tests. 



Guilt-based sales. “Don’t they love their pet?” Of course owners pay. 



Euthanasia turned into profit center. Cremation packages. Paw prints. Video tributes. Extracting from grief. 



A dog is dying. They offer a payment plan. For keeping the animal alive 2 more painful weeks. 



The vet cries with the owner. And then hands them a quote. Then enters the billing codes. 



The Recovery Racket



Addiction treatment. Where desperate families pay anything. 



American Addiction Centers.

Owned by Deerfield Management. 



Recovery Centers of America.

Owned by Deerfield Capital. 



The same private equity firm owns competing rehab chains. 



The illusion of choice. 



The scam: 



Insurance covers 30 days. Patient needs 90 days. Family pays out-of-pocket for the extra 60. $50,000. $100,000. Whatever they have. 



Kickbacks to “interventionists” who deliver patients. $5,000 per head. Human trafficking disguised as healthcare. 



Revolving door treatment. Designed to fail. Relapse means return. Return means more billing. 



High relapse means repeat customers. Repeat customers mean predictable revenue. Predictable revenue means attractive private equity return on investment (ROI). 



Luxury amenities advertised. Horses. Pools. Meditation. 



Reality: Overcrowded rooms. Undertrained staff. Group therapy as warehouse management. 



Families mortgage homes. Empty 401ks. Borrow from relatives. Anything to save their child. 



The child relapses immediately. The treatment was never about recovery. It was about extraction. 



The family is bankrupt. The child is still addicted. Private equity made millions. 



The Final Diagnosis



American healthcare isn’t broken. It’s working perfectly. 



For private equity. 



Every pain point is a profit center. Every suffering a revenue stream. Every death an extraction opportunity. 



But we’d hear about this if it were really happening.



People do hear about it. Constantly. 



Every local news station runs the stories. Patient bankrupted by surprise billing. Nursing home neglect lawsuit. Air ambulance charges ruining families. 



The Senate holds hearings. Investigations happen. CEOs testify. Reports get published. 



Then nothing changes. 



Because the extraction isn’t a secret. It’s a business model. Legal. Documented. Reported in earnings calls. 



Private equity firms brag about their healthcare acquisitions. Investment banks celebrate the deals. Consultants publish case studies on “operational efficiency.” 



The information is public. The outrage is real. The extraction continues anyway. 



Why?



Because knowing about extraction and stopping extraction are different problems. 



The patients suffering can’t stop it. Too busy trying to survive. Too broke from medical bills. Too sick to organize. 



The doctors who care can’t stop it. They’re employees now. Following protocols. Hitting targets. Or they’re fired. 



The politicians who investigate can’t stop it. Private equity funds their campaigns. Healthcare lobbyists write the laws. Regulatory capture is complete. 



And the guests who appear on TV to discuss healthcare problems? They're told something before going on air: 



“The only thing you can’t talk about is private equity.” 



The root cause is off limits. By design. 



And most people don’t connect the dots. 



A single person's surprise medical bill feels like bad luck. A thousand surprise bills across the country is private equity strategy. 



A single nursing home's neglect looks like management failure. Five hundred nursing homes failing identically is the playbook. 



A single denied insurance claim seems like bureaucratic error. Ten million denials optimized by AI is extraction at scale. 



People hear about individual cases. They don’t see the system.



And that’s intentional. 



Private equity doesn’t announce: “We’re systematically extracting from dying patients.” 



They say: “We’re bringing operational excellence to fragmented healthcare markets.” 



The consultants don’t write: “How to profit from suffering.” 



They publish: “Best practices for margin optimization in medical services.” 



The playbook is in plain sight. Just dressed in business school language. 



So yes. People hear about it.



They just don’t recognize it as extraction. They think it’s: Bad luck. Isolated incident. Individual greed. System complexity. Unfortunate reality. 



Not:

Deliberate.

Systematic.

Legal.

Profitable.

The entire point. 



Patients get sick. Private equity gets rich. 



Patients go bankrupt. Executives buy another yacht. 



The greatest nation on earth. The only developed country where medical bills are the leading cause of bankruptcy. Where insulin costs more than rent. Where ambulance rides cost more than cars. 



Not despite private equity. Because of it. 



They turned healing into extracting. Hospitals into debt machines. Doctors into billing agents. Patients into revenue units. 



Direct primary care practices are launching weekly. $75-$150 per month. No insurance. No middlemen. No extraction. Just a doctor who knows patients' names and answers their calls. These practices fill up via word-of-mouth. 



Over 1,500 direct primary care practices exist now, serving 300,000+ patients. Doctors make more money, see fewer patients, provide better care. Patients pay less and get actual healthcare. The extraction-based system is being bypassed 1 practice at a time. 





The Punchline



It’s like being mugged while having a heart attack. 



The mugger follows the victim to the hospital. Steals their wallet during surgery. Takes their house during recovery. 



Then sends them a bill for the mugging. 



Due in 30 days. Or they’ll mug them again. 







Next



But healthcare’s emergency extraction is just the acute model. 



There’s another industry that perfected extracting from chronic suffering. 



From addiction. From desperation. From families watching loved ones die. 



The Addiction Industrial Complex discovered something powerful: patients who never get cured keep paying forever. 



The Addiction Industrial Complex



They don't want patients well. 



They want them well enough. 



Well enough to keep paying. 



Welcome to the Addiction Industrial Complex... 



Where recovery isn't the goal—recurring revenue is. Where relapse isn't failure — it's a feature. Where human struggle becomes stock price. 



The numbers tell the story: 


	Addiction treatment: $42 billion industry

	Average rehab stay: $30,000

	Relapse rate: 85%

	Private equity ownership: 70% of facilities





Do the math. 



High relapse means repeat customers.

Repeat customers mean predictable revenue. Predictable revenue means attractive private equity ROI. 



The Extraction Mechanisms



The Florida Shuffle



They call it the Florida Shuffle, but it happens everywhere. 



Patient enters Rehab A. Insurance pays $30,000 for 30 days. Patient relapses (by design). Patient enters Rehab B. Insurance pays another $30,000. Patient relapses again. Patient enters Rehab C. 



Round and round they go. 



The rehabs share ownership. Same private equity firm. Different names. Same extractors. They pass patients between facilities like trading cards. Each transfer triggers new billing. Each relapse restarts the clock. 



Some patients shuffle through more than 12 facilities in a year. 



That’s $360,000 extracted from one person’s suffering. 



The facilities even pay kickbacks to “body brokers”. People who recruit addicts with good insurance. They cruise AA meetings. They hang outside detox centers. They offer free flights to Florida, California, Arizona. 



“Luxury rehab,” they promise.

“Insurance covers everything,” they say.

"This time will be different," they lie. 



The Science of Staying Sick



Real addiction treatment uses evidence-based methods. Medication-assisted treatment. Cognitive behavioral therapy. Long-term support systems. Success rates above 60%. 



The Addiction Industrial Complex uses different methods. 



They prohibit medications that reduce cravings... claiming it’s “replacing one drug with another.” They focus on 30-day programs — knowing recovery takes years. They discharge patients with no follow-up... ensuring they’ll be back. 



One whistleblower from a major chain revealed their training manual: 


	Never mention medication options

	Emphasize the “disease” model to reduce hope

	Create dependency on the facility, not independence

	Discharge before insurance runs out

	Always leave them wanting more





It’s not treatment. 



It’s cultivation. 



They're farming relapses. 



The Insurance Game



Insurance companies know the scam. They’ve seen the data. Same patients. Same facilities. Same outcomes. Same bills. 



But here’s the extraction genius: they don’t care. 



Insurance companies pass costs to employers through higher premiums. Employers pass costs to employees through higher deductibles. Employees pass costs to families through bankruptcy. 



Everyone extracts their percentage as the money flows upward. 



Meanwhile, the patient... the actual human being needing help becomes a cost center to optimize. Their recovery threatens the whole model. Their wellness would break the machine. 



So the machine keeps them sick. 



The Facility Extraction



The Sober Living Scam



When insurance runs out, there’s another layer of extraction: sober living homes. 



Unregulated. Unaccredited. Unlimited profit potential. 



Private equity bought thousands of houses in recovery hot spots. They stuff them with 8-12 people. They charge $2,000-5,000 per person per month. For a bed in a shared room in a run-down house. 



That’s $40,000 monthly revenue per house. 



No medical staff.

No treatment provided.

No oversight required. 



Just extraction disguised as recovery. 



The worst operations actively enable relapse. They know that using triggers insurance coverage for another rehab stay. Some sober living managers literally drive residents to dealers. Get them high. Get them back in treatment. Get another referral fee. 



They call residents “commodities.” 



Not people.

Not patients.

Commodities. 



The Boutique Hustle



At the high end, “luxury rehab” extracts from a different angle. 



Malibu mansions. Equine therapy. Organic meals. Yoga instructors. Beach views. Celebrity endorsements. 



$100,000 for 30 days. 



Same 85% relapse rate as the strip mall rehab. 



But now with ocean views. 



These places aren’t selling recovery. They’re selling the appearance of caring. They’re selling the story rich families tell themselves. “We got them the best treatment money could buy.” 



The treatment consists of: 


	Morning meditation (20 minutes)

	Group therapy (90 minutes)

	Lunch (2 hours)

	Art therapy (45 minutes)

	Free time (4 hours)

	Dinner (2 hours)





That’s maybe 3 hours of actual treatment in a 16-hour day. 



For $3,333 per day. 



The rest is just expensive babysitting with better landscaping. 



The Medication Blockade



Here’s what actually works for opioid addiction: 


	Buprenorphine: 60-75% success rate

	Methadone: 50-60% success rate

	Naltrexone: 40-50% success rate





Here’s what the Addiction Industrial Complex pushes: 


	Abstinence-only: 15% success rate

	12-step without medication: 10% success rate

	Prayer and willpower: 5% success rate





They actively fight against medication-assisted treatment. They lobby against it. They spread lies about it. They refuse to offer it. 



Why? 



Because medication works too well. 



A patient stable on buprenorphine doesn’t need rehab. Doesn’t need sober living. Doesn’t need the whole extraction apparatus. They just need a monthly prescription and occasional counseling. 



That’s $200 per month instead of $30,000. 



The math of misery demands keeping them away from what works. 



Cures don’t create customers.

Cures don’t generate recurring revenue.

Cures don’t make shareholders rich. 



The Young Blood Pipeline



The cruelest extraction targets young people. 



Teenage treatment centers. Wilderness programs. Therapeutic boarding schools. An entire industry built on extracting from terrified parents. 



“Your child will die without our help.”

“We’re their only hope.”

“The first 90 days are critical.” 



$15,000 per month. Two-year minimum contracts. No refunds. 



These places operate like prisons. No phone calls home. Censored letters. Isolation punishments. Physical restraints. Some young people have died. 



The survivors describe them as torture. 



The parents paid $360,000 to have their children traumatized. 



Many of these young people didn’t even have addiction issues. Anxiety. Depression. ADHD. Normal teenage rebellion. All treated as “pre-addiction” requiring immediate intervention. 



Create the problem.

Sell the solution.

Extract from terror. 



The Venture Capital Variation



Now venture capital is entering addiction treatment. But with a twist. 



Digital rehab apps. Telehealth therapy. AI-powered recovery coaches. Virtual reality cravings management. 



All subscription-based. 



They’re not trying to cure addiction. They’re trying to create addiction to their addiction apps. Daily check-ins. Streak counters. Gamification. Premium features. In-app purchases. 



One app charges $300/month for “unlimited AI therapy sessions.” The AI is a chatbot trained on generic psychology textbooks. It has no medical training. No ability to prescribe medication. No actual understanding. 



But it keeps users engaged.

Keeps them subscribing.

Keeps them paying. 



When users relapse, the app doesn’t fail — it upsells. “Upgrade to our premium tier for more support!” “Add our meditation package!” “Try our new VR experience!” 



Extracting from desperation, now with better UX. 



The Government Gravy Train



The Addiction Industrial Complex mastered extracting from government too. 



Medicaid expansion meant millions of new covered lives. Block grants meant billions in funding. The opioid settlement money meant even more billions. 



Facilities optimize for government reimbursement rates. They provide exactly the minimum service required. They keep patients exactly as long as covered. They discharge exactly when funding ends. 



One chain got caught billing Medicaid for ghost patients. Empty beds counted as full. Fake names. Fake treatments. Real money. 



The penalty? A fine equal to 10% of what they stole. 



The cost of doing business in the extraction economy. 



Steal $10 million.

Pay $1 million fine.

Profit $9 million. 



The Harm Reduction Heresy



There’s a movement that threatens the whole complex: harm reduction. 



Safe injection sites. Needle exchanges. Testing strips. Overdose prevention. Meeting people where they are, not where profits demand they be. 



These programs work. They save lives. They cost almost nothing. They lead to genuine recovery. 



The Addiction Industrial Complex hates them. 



They lobby against them. They spread propaganda. They call them “enabling.” They claim they “encourage drug use.” 



The real threat? Harm reduction removes the extraction point. 



Can’t bill insurance for clean needles.

Can’t charge $30,000 for a safe injection.

Can’t extract from someone who isn’t desperate. 



So they fight to keep people desperate. Keep them ashamed. Keep them hiding. Keep them cycling through the machine. 



The Families They Feast On



Behind every addict is a terrified family. 



Parents who’ll mortgage their house. Siblings who’ll empty retirement accounts. Grandparents who’ll sell everything. 



The Addiction Industrial Complex knows this. They market to families, not patients. They sell hope to the hopeless. They extract from love. 



“Family Week” at rehab: $5,000 extra.

“Family Therapy” sessions: $500 each.

“Family Education” programs: $2,000. 



They make families feel guilty for not participating. “Don’t you want to be part of their recovery?” “Family involvement is critical.” “This investment saves lives.” 



But the family programs are often just sales pitches for extended treatment. Upselling disguised as education. Extraction wrapped in concern. 



The Alumni Aftercare Racket



Even “successful” graduates aren’t free from extraction. 



Alumni programs. Aftercare services. Recovery coaching. Sober companionship. Forever tied to the facility that “saved” them. 



Monthly fees for alumni support: $500.

Recovery coaching sessions: $200 each.

Sober companions: $1,000 per day. 



They create dependency on the program itself. Graduates are told they’ll relapse without ongoing support. Their entire identity becomes tied to their rehab facility. 



Some work for free as “peer counselors”... actually unpaid recruiters bringing in new patients. They get a small commission for successful referrals. Turning survivors into extractors. 



The cycle continues. 



The Real Recovery Underground



Despite the Complex, real recovery happens. Just not where extraction lives. 



Free NA meetings in church basements. Volunteer-run harm reduction programs. Peer support networks with no fees. Medication from doctors who actually care. 



These work because they’re not extracting. They’re building. They’re healing. They’re human. 



That’s why they work.

That’s why they’re underfunded.

That’s why they’re under attack. 



The Choice Architecture



Every element of the Addiction Industrial Complex is designed for extraction: 



Short programs that ensure relapse.

Prohibiting medications that work.

Discharging without support.

Creating shame instead of strength.

Building dependence not independence. 



They’ve architected addiction to their addiction treatment. 



It’s the perfect business model if you abandon humanity. Infinite demand (they help create it). Guaranteed repeat customers (by design). Government subsidies (billions available). No success metrics required (relapse is expected). 



Extract from the sick.

Extract from the families.

Extract from everyone desperate enough to pay. 



Everyone gets paid except the patient. 



Everyone profits except the person. 



Extraction-based rehabs have 90% failure rates and charge $50K per month. Healing-focused centers charge $5K-$15K and actually heal people. They fill via word-of-mouth from people who stayed sober. 



These healing centers don’t maximize profit... they maximize recovery. Small cohorts. Long programs. Real therapy. And people stay sober. The extraction centers get insurance money and revolving doors. The healing centers get transformed lives and referrals. One business model extracts. One builds. 



The Punchline



The Addiction Industrial Complex figured out something brilliant: you can make way more money treating a disease if you never actually cure it. 



It's the only industry where an 85% failure rate gets celebrated as "the nature of addiction" instead of investigated as systematic malpractice. 



Where body brokers hunt outside AA meetings like ambulance chasers at car accidents. 



Where teenagers get tortured for $360,000 while shareholders call it "therapeutic intervention." 



Where medication that works gets banned because cures don't generate recurring revenue. 



They're not treating addiction. 



They're addicted to treating addiction. 



And the relapse they're terrified of? It's their own... the day insurance companies stop paying for failure, governments stop funding extraction, and desperate families realize they've been feeding a predator dressed as a healer. 



The perfect hustle: monetize human suffering while claiming moral authority for doing it. 







Next



The Addiction Industrial Complex traps people in cycles they can't escape. 



But there's a debt that's even more insidious. One that follows people forever. One they took on at 18. One that can't be discharged. One that destroys lives before they begin. 



Student loans are the only debt that survives bankruptcy. 



The only debt that can't be escaped. 



The only debt that extracts from optimism instead of desperation. 



They caught people at their most hopeful. And trapped them for life. 



Chapter: Bankruptcy’s Double Standard



Donald Trump declared bankruptcy six times. 



Still flies private jets.

Still owns golf courses.

Still lives in gold-plated penthouses. 



A teacher in Ohio declared bankruptcy once. From medical bills. While insured. 



Lost her house.

Lost her car.

Lost her ability to get an apartment for seven years. 



Same law. Different Americas. 



Bankruptcy in America isn’t a safety net. It’s a sorting mechanism... 



It sorts the extractors from the extracted. The players from the played. The strategic from the desperate. 



For corporations, bankruptcy is a strategy.

For people, bankruptcy is a scarlet letter.

For private equity, bankruptcy is a business model. 



The Strategic Default Symphony



When rich people don’t pay debts, they call it “strategic default.” 



When poor people don’t pay debts, they call it “moral failure.” 



The words tell you everything.

One is strategy.

The other is morality.

Billionaires get strategy.

Workers get judgment. 



The Trump Special



(This isn’t political. Trump is just the most famous example. Democrats do it too. Private equity titans who donate to both parties do it. Every billionaire does it. The system is bipartisan in its cruelty to workers and generosity to the wealthy. Trump just did it loudly while others do it quietly.) 



1991: Trump Taj Mahal Associates (Atlantic City casino) $900 million debt restructured 



1992: Trump Castle Hotel & Casino (Atlantic City casino) $338 million debt erased 



1992: Trump Plaza Associates (Atlantic City casino) $550 million debt erased 



1992: Plaza Operating Partners (Manhattan hotel) $550 million debt restructured 



2004: Trump Casino Holdings (Atlantic City casinos) $1.8 billion debt erased 



2009: Trump Entertainment Resorts (Atlantic City casinos) $1.2 billion debt restructured 



Total erased or restructured: Over $5 billion. 



Current net worth: Still claims billions. 



Never missed a meal.

Never lost a home.

Never had wages garnished. 



The Bipartisan Bankruptcy Club



Jon Corzine (Democratic Governor, Goldman Sachs CEO): MF Global bankruptcy, $1.6 billion in customer funds “missing.” Still wealthy. 



Wilbur Ross (Commerce Secretary): Specialized in buying bankrupt companies, made billions from others’ failures. Called the “King of Bankruptcy.” 



Robert Rubin (Democratic Treasury Secretary): Citigroup collapsed, needed $45 billion bailout. His net worth: $100+ million. 



Steven Mnuchin (Republican Treasury Secretary): Profited from IndyMac bank failure, foreclosed on 36,000 families. Net worth: $400+ million. 



The bankruptcy game has no party affiliation. Only class affiliation. 



Meanwhile, in Regular America



Sarah, a nurse in Michigan, had a heart attack at 34. Insurance covered 80%. The 20% was $47,000. More than her annual salary. 



Filed Chapter 7 bankruptcy. Lost: 


	Her grandmother’s wedding ring (worth $400)

	Her 2008 Honda Civic (worth $4,500)

	Her credit for a decade





The hospital that treated her? Owned by HCA. Private equity controlled. Made $7 billion profit that year. 



The debt collector that hounded her? Also private equity owned. 



The bankruptcy lawyer who “helped” her? Charged $1,500 upfront. Most probably private equity backed. 



She paid 3 times for the privilege of having a heart attack. 



The 2005 Bankruptcy “Reform” Heist



In 2005, Congress passed the Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act. 



The name is Orwellian perfection. 



It prevented nothing.

It protected no consumers.

It created abuse. 



Orwell’s 1984 had the Ministry of Peace that waged war, the Ministry of Truth that spread lies, the Ministry of Love that tortured citizens. Congress added the Consumer Protection Act that destroys consumers. 



War is Peace. Freedom is Slavery. Consumer Protection is Corporate Extraction. 



Who wrote it? MBNA. The credit card company. 



Who passed it? Congress. 



Who signed it? George W. Bush. 



What changed? 



Before 2005



Student loans could be discharged after 7 years.

Most people qualified for Chapter 7 (clean slate).

Credit counseling was optional.

Bankruptcy was affordable.

Fresh starts were possible. 



After 2005



Student loans can NEVER be discharged.

Forced into Chapter 13 (payment plan slavery).

Mandatory credit counseling (run by credit card companies).

Filing costs tripled.

Fresh starts became permanent scarlet letters. 



The result? Credit card company profits increased 30% within two years. 



Student loan debt went from $400 billion to $1.8 trillion. 



Medical bankruptcies increased, not decreased. 



They called it reform.

It was revenge.

It was extraction. 



The Student Loan Exemption



Here’s the extraction masterpiece:

Student loans are the ONLY debt you can’t discharge in bankruptcy. 



Murder someone? Declare bankruptcy, discharge the civil judgment. 



Burn down a building? Declare bankruptcy, discharge the damages. 



Drunk driving accident? Declare bankruptcy, discharge the liability. 



But college tuition?

That follows you to the grave.

And beyond. 



They’ll garnish your social security.

They’ll seize your tax refunds.

They’ll take your disability payments. 



Dead? They’ll go after your spouse. Your parents if they co-signed. Your estate. 



An 18-year-old can’t buy beer but can sign for $200,000 in undischargeable debt. 



The same Congress that made student loans undischargeable? Their children go to college for free. Legacy admissions. Full rides. Donor connections. 



They trapped young people in debt slavery while their own children go free. 



The Medical Bankruptcy Epidemic



66.5% of American bankruptcies are from medical bills. 



530,000 families every year. 



The shocking part? 78% HAD HEALTH INSURANCE. 



They paid premiums.

They had coverage.

They still went bankrupt. 



It’s extraction within extraction. A nesting doll of theft. 



The Typical Medical Bankruptcy



Let’s talk about James. 



Electrician.

Good insurance through the union.

Got cancer at 45. 



Insurance covered: 


	The surgery (after $5,000 deductible)

	The chemotherapy (after 20% copay)

	The hospital stay (after $500/day fee)





Insurance didn’t cover: 


	The out-of-network anesthesiologist ($15,000)

	The “facility fee” for chemo ($30,000)

	The surprise bill from pathology ($8,000)

	The experimental treatment that might save his life ($100,000)





Plus: Lost income for six months. Wife quit job to care for him. COBRA insurance: $2,400/month. 



Total medical debt: $180,000 Total assets: $45,000 house equity, $5,000 savings 



Bankruptcy was the only option. 



The cancer treatment facility?

Owned by KKR private equity. 



The insurance company that denied claims?

Owned by Blackstone. 



The debt collector?

Owned by Apollo. 



They gave him cancer treatment with one hand and took everything he owned with the other. 



The Corporate Chapter 11 Clensing



When corporations declare bankruptcy, they call it “restructuring.” 



When people declare bankruptcy, they call it “failure.” 



Chapter 11 is a car wash for corporate debt. Drive in dirty, drive out clean. 



American Airlines Bankruptcy Magic



Filed Chapter 11 in 2011.

Kept flying every day.

Broke union contracts.

Eliminated pensions.

Fired 13,000 employees.

CEO got $20 million bonus.

Emerged “stronger than ever.” 



The employees who lost pensions? Many declared personal bankruptcy. Chapter 7. Lost everything. 



Same courthouse. Same judge. Different justice. 



Toys “R” Us Extraction Special



2005: KKR, Bain Capital, Vornado buy Toys “R” Us for $7.5 billion. 



Used $6.5 billion in debt (loaded onto company). 



Extracted $200 million in “management fees.” 



2017: Toys “R” Us declares bankruptcy. 



33,000 employees fired. 



No severance. 



Executives got $16 million in bonuses during bankruptcy. 



The private equity firms? Kept all their fees. Bought the intellectual property back for cheap. Now license the brand to others. 



The employees? Got two weeks’ notice and a suggestion to apply at Amazon. 



The Municipality Murder



Cities can declare bankruptcy too. Chapter 9. It’s always the same story. 



Detroit 2013



Largest municipal bankruptcy in US history.

$18 billion in debt.

Cut pensions by 4.5%.

Eliminated retiree healthcare.

Sold the art museum’s collection. 



But here’s what they don’t tell you: The banks that created the debt through complex derivatives? Got paid back in full. 100 cents on the dollar. Every penny they were owed. 



Pensioners who worked 30 years? Got 90 cents. Lost 10% of everything. Banks that gambled on derivatives? Got 100 cents. Lost nothing. 



The emergency manager who ran the bankruptcy? Previously worked for the banks. 



Jefferson County, Alabama



JP Morgan bribed county officials to refinance sewer debt with derivatives. 



Derivatives blew up. County went bankrupt. Residents paid the price. 



JP Morgan’s punishment? $1.6 billion fine. JP Morgan’s profit from the scheme? $2.3 billion. 



County residents? Sewer bills increased 500%. 



The bribed officials went to prison. JP Morgan executives went to the Hamptons. 



The Homestead Hustle



Florida and Texas have unlimited homestead exemptions in bankruptcy. 



Buy a $50 million mansion in Florida. Declare bankruptcy. Keep the mansion. 



O.J. Simpson did it. Moved to Florida. Protected his mansion from the $33 million civil judgment. 



Corporate executives do it. Before their company implodes, they buy Florida compounds. 



Meanwhile, rent an apartment in New York? Lose everything in bankruptcy. Including the security deposit. 



Own a mansion in Miami? Keep it all. 



The law literally protects castles while seizing shacks. 



The Chapter 13 Slavery



Chapter 7: Clean slate bankruptcy. Debts discharged. Chapter 13: Payment plan bankruptcy. 3-5 years of court control. 



Guess which one they force poor people into? 



Under Chapter 13: 


	The court controls your budget

	Get a raise at work? The court adjusts your payment plan. Every extra dollar goes to creditors.

	Buy a coffee without permission? Violation

	Get a bonus at work? Goes to creditors

	Inherit money? Goes to creditors

	Tax refund? Goes to creditors





For five years, you’re not a person. You’re a revenue stream. 



Miss one payment? Start over. Get sick? Too bad, pay anyway. Lose your job? Motion to convert to Chapter 7 (if the judge allows). 



It’s not bankruptcy. It’s indentured servitude with a silver foil court seal. 



The Bankruptcy Industrial Complex



Bankruptcy is a $50 billion industry. 



The Players



Bankruptcy lawyers: $15 billion. Charge upfront (cash only). More expensive for poor people (higher risk). Payment plans for the payment to declare you can’t pay. 



Credit counseling: $5 billion. Required by law since 2005. Run by credit card companies. Teaching you to “budget” your way out of systemic exploitation. 



Debt buyers: $20 billion. Buy debt for 4 cents on dollar. Harass for 20 cents. Force bankruptcy for the rest. Write off losses on taxes. 



Bankruptcy trustees: $10 billion. Get paid from every filing. Percentage of assets liquidated. No bankruptcy, no income. 



Everyone profits from poverty except the poor. 



The Zombie Company Phenomenon



Companies can operate IN bankruptcy for years. Flying planes. Selling products. Making profits. 



People in bankruptcy? Can’t get a job (credit checks). Can’t rent an apartment. Can’t open a bank account. 



Airlines That Flew While Bankrupt



United: 3 years in bankruptcy. Delta: 2 years in bankruptcy. American: 2 years in bankruptcy. US Airways: Twice in bankruptcy. 



They kept flying. Kept selling tickets. Kept operating. 



But weren’t paying pensions. Weren’t paying suppliers. Weren’t paying taxes. 



A person tries that? Prison. A corporation? “Restructuring” and a TED Talk. 



The Private Equity Special



The private equity bankruptcy playbook: 



Step 1: Buy company with borrowed money Step 2: Make company responsible for the debt Step 3: Extract massive fees Step 4: Drive company into bankruptcy Step 5: Buy assets back through different fund Step 6: Repeat 



Caesar’s Entertainment Perfect Crime



Apollo/TPG buy Caesars for $30 billion (2008). Load it with $25 billion in debt. Extract $1.5 billion in fees. Caesars declares bankruptcy (2015). Apollo/TPG keep control through restructuring. Debt eliminated, ownership maintained. 



The house always wins. Especially when it’s a casino. And it’s bankrupt. 



The Credit Score Scarlet Letter



Declare bankruptcy as a person? 7-10 years of credit prison. 



Can’t rent an apartment (credit checks) Can’t get a job (credit checks) Can’t get a phone plan (credit checks) Can’t get utilities without deposits Can’t get a car loan Can’t get a credit card Can’t get a student loan (for children) 



Declare bankruptcy as a corporation? 



“Emerged from restructuring”

“Cleaned up balance sheet”

“Positioned for growth”





Stock price goes up.

C suite execs gets bonuses.

Media calls them heroes.

Harvard writes the case study.

CEO writes a book.

Wall Street Journal profile. 



The International Comparison



Germany



Bankruptcy discharged after 6 years. Automatic. 



UK



Bankruptcy discharged after 1 year. Clean slate. 



Japan



Personal bankruptcy includes full debt forgiveness. 



France



Right to housing maintained during bankruptcy. 



Canada



Student loans discharged after 7 years. 



USA



Lifetime scarlet letter. Student loans never discharged. Medical debt drives most filings. Housing lost immediately. 



The “greatest country on earth” has the cruelest bankruptcy laws in the developed world. 



The Founding Fathers’ Betrayal



The Constitution explicitly authorizes bankruptcy laws. Article I, Section 8. 



Why? Because the Founding Fathers knew bankruptcy was essential for entrepreneurship. 



Robert Morris: Signed the Declaration, went bankrupt. Thomas Jefferson: Died bankrupt. Abraham Lincoln: Declared bankruptcy as a young man. 



They wanted fresh starts. They wanted risk-taking. They wanted redemption. 



Modern America took their fresh start ideal and turned it into an extraction machine. 



The Founding Fathers would be ashamed. Then they’d be bankrupted by medical bills. 



The Asset Protection Game



Rich People Bankruptcy Planning



Irrevocable trusts (protected). Offshore accounts (hidden). Retirement accounts (exempt). Life insurance (untouchable). Homestead in Florida (unlimited). “Gift” to family before filing. 



Poor People Bankruptcy Reality



Bank account seized. Car repossessed. Wages garnished. Tax refund taken. Grandma’s jewelry sold. Kid’s college fund liquidated. 



Same bankruptcy code. Different bankruptcy coaches. 



The rich hire asset protection lawyers. The poor lose asset protection. 



The Final Extraction



They create the debt from nothing. Fractional reserve banking. Digital entries. 



When you can’t pay the nothing they created, they take your something. 



Your house (real). Your car (real). Your wages (real). 



If you declare bankruptcy, they’ve already sold the debt to collectors for pennies. 



The collectors write it off on taxes. The original lender wrote it off too. Everyone gets a tax break. 



Except you. You get seven years of credit hell. 



They profit from lending. They profit from collecting. They profit from bankruptcy. They profit from the tax write-offs. 



You lose from borrowing. You lose from paying. You lose from defaulting. You lose from bankruptcy. 



The house always wins. Especially when it’s a casino. And it’s bankrupt. 







Bankruptcy in America isn’t about fresh starts. It’s about sorting. 



Sorting the strategic from the desperate. Sorting the corporate from the human. Sorting the extractors from the extracted. 



The same bankruptcy judge who helps American Airlines break union contracts denies a teacher’s medical debt discharge because she once bought a latte. 



The same law that lets Trump walk away from $7 billion chains a student to $50,000 forever. 



The same system that calls corporate bankruptcy “restructuring” calls personal bankruptcy “moral failure.” 



It’s kinda like having two different hospitals. One that heals rich people’s diseases. Another that gives poor people more diseases. Then charging both the same price. Then acting surprised when only one group survives. 



Except it’s not like that. 



It’s exactly that. 



The disease is debt. The hospital is bankruptcy court. And the bill is your entire future. 



Founders who watched private equity executives walk away from billions in debt are building businesses they'll never risk. No leverage. No extraction. No debt bombs. They build with their own capital and profit from day one. 



These founders choose stability over growth, profit over exits, safety over risk. They’ll never make billions. But they’ll never lose everything either. The double standard taught them to play a different game entirely... one where the rules don’t change when you lose. 



The Punchline



Bankruptcy in America is the only legal system where your bank account balance determines which law applies. 



Rich people get Chapter 11. Strategic restructuring. Keep the assets. Shed the debts. Emerge stronger. Blame market conditions. 



Poor people get Chapter 7. Liquidate everything. Seven years of credit death. Explain the moral failure in every job interview, apartment application, loan request. 



Same courthouse. Same judge. Same bankruptcy code. 



Different class. Different law. Different life. 



The system that lets billionaires walk away from billions won’t let teachers walk away from tens of thousands. 



The law that calls Trump’s sixth bankruptcy “strategic default” calls a nurse’s first bankruptcy “moral failure.” 



The court that helps American Airlines break union contracts denies single mothers medical debt discharge because they bought groceries. 



It’s the perfect extraction mechanism. 



Rich people extract value through leverage and debt. When it fails, bankruptcy wipes it clean. No consequences. Just lessons learned. Try again. 



Poor people get extracted by medical bills, student loans, and wage theft. When they can’t pay, bankruptcy extracts what’s left. House. Car. Credit. Future. 



The bankruptcy system doesn’t break the cycle. 



It is the cycle. 



Load workers with debt. Extract their income through payments. When they break, extract their assets through bankruptcy. Then extract their futures through credit destruction. 



Private equity does the same to companies. Load with debt. Extract through fees. Bankruptcy when it breaks. Buy the assets back cheap. Repeat. 



The 2005 Bankruptcy “Reform” perfected it. Students can’t discharge loans. Medical debt forces asset liquidation. Credit card companies run the mandatory counseling. 



They called it consumer protection. 



They meant debtor extraction. 



Orwell would be proud. 



Donald Trump walks away from $7 billion. Still owns golf courses, private jets, penthouses. Files bankruptcy six times. Never misses a meal. Called strategic. 



A teacher pays medical bills after insurance. Files once. Loses her car, her savings, her grandmother’s ring. Seven years of credit punishment. Called moral failure. 



Same law. Different Americas. By design. 



The punchline isn’t that the system is broken. 



The punchline is that it works perfectly. 



Exactly as intended. Protecting extraction. Punishing extraction’s victims. 



Two bankruptcy systems. Two Americas. One extraction economy. 







Next



But healthcare's subscription addiction isn't limited to addiction treatment. 



The entire medical system discovered the same truth: chronic patients are more profitable than cured ones. 



And nowhere is that more obvious than in mental health. 



Therapy apps. Meditation subscriptions. Digital wellness platforms. 



Monthly payments forever. For problems that never quite go away. 



Welcome to healthcare's subscription model. 



Healthcare’s Subscription Model



They don’t want you healed.

They want you subscribed.

They want you returning forever. 



The healthcare industry stumbled upon the perfect business model: infinite demand, zero inventory, recurring revenue from human suffering. 



Better yet? Recovery is bad for business.

Cures don’t create customers. 



The Perfect Storm: 2013-2022



The Founding Era (2013-2015)



2012: Talkspace founded. Text-based therapy. No offices. No overhead. 



2013: BetterHelp launched. Matched patients with therapists. All through an app. 



They discovered something beautiful. For them. 



Charge patients $200-400 monthly. Pay therapists $30-40 hourly. The margins were 60-70%. Better than SaaS. Better than most tech businesses. 



No inventory.

No physical locations.

No limit to scale. 



Just human suffering, subscribed. 



The Unit Economics



Traditional therapy practice: One therapist. 20-25 patients maximum. Physical office. Insurance billing complexity. 



App-based therapy: One platform. Unlimited therapists. Unlimited patients. Credit card on file. Automatic renewals. 



The tech model applied to human psychology. 



VCs noticed. 



The Quiet Years (2015-2019)



BetterHelp and Talkspace grew steadily. Raised tens of millions. Proved the model worked. Investors got interested in mental health tech. 



But it was still niche. Traditional therapists dismissed it. Regulatory uncertainty lingered. Growth was good, not explosive. 



Then COVID happened. 



The Pandemic Acceleration (2020-2022)



March 2020. Lockdowns begin. Traditional therapy moves online overnight. Telehealth regulations loosen. Insurance starts covering virtual sessions. 



Mental health apps become mainstream. 



The flood gates opened. 



The Money



2021 alone: $4.5 billion in venture capital poured into mental health tech. 



BetterHelp spent over $100 million on advertising in 2022. Sponsoring every YouTube video. Every podcast. Every Instagram story. 



Cerebral (founded 2019) scaled from zero to $300 million valuation in 18 months. By offering ADHD diagnosis and Adderall prescriptions through 30-minute video calls. 



The market exploded. Everyone wanted a piece of subscription mental health. 



The Peak



2021-2022. Mental health apps everywhere. Celebrities endorsing them. Therapists quitting private practice to work for apps. (Then burning out in 6 months.) 



BetterHelp revenue hit $1 billion annually. Owned by Teladoc (public company). Wall Street loved the recurring revenue model. 



The mental health subscription machine was built. Perfected. Scaled. 



Then Reality Hit



2023. FTC investigates BetterHelp for selling patient data to Facebook. 



DEA investigates Cerebral for operating as a pill mill. 



Media reports therapist burnout. Patients questioning whether text therapy actually works. 



Stock prices collapse. Cerebral lays off 20% of staff. Talkspace struggles. 



But the model survives. Because the economics still work. For the companies. 



A decade from “maybe this could work” to a $5 billion industry. Ten years to perfect the extraction of mental health care. 



Cures Kill Revenues



A cured patient is a lost customer. 



Yet, a managed patient is a revenue stream. 



Wall Street knows the difference. 



The Pharmaceutical Playbook



Pfizer’s Lipitor makes $125 billion over its lifetime. It doesn’t cure high cholesterol. It manages it. Forever. 



A cure would be one prescription. One payment. One transaction. 



Management is monthly refills. Yearly checkups. Lifetime dependency. 



The financial model demands the second option. 



The Math Is Simple



Treatment that cures: $1,000 one-time revenue. 



Treatment that manages: $100/month × 12 months × 30 years = $36,000 lifetime revenue. 



That’s 36X more money. 



For pills that cost pennies to manufacture. 



Which one gets developed? 



Which one gets marketed? 



Which one gets insurance coverage? 



The Incentive Structure



Pharmaceutical companies spend $80 billion annually on R&D. 



They’re not hunting for cures. They’re hunting for maintenance medications. 



Drugs you take once versus drugs you take forever? Forever wins. Every time. 



Diabetes management: $327 billion global market annually. 



Diabetes cure: Would collapse the market immediately. 



Guess which one gets funded? 



The Shelved Cures



How many actual cures sit in filing cabinets? Patented but never produced. Tested but never marketed. Proven but not profitable. 



Can’t prove it. That’s the point. 



But the economic incentive is clear: Don’t eliminate your market. 



When Wall Street Said The Quiet Part Out Loud



Gilead developed Sovaldi.

Cures Hepatitis C in 12 weeks.

95% cure rate. 



They charged $84,000 for 12 weeks of treatment. 



Had to charge that much. Because after those 12 weeks, the patient never needs treatment again. One transaction. No recurring revenue. 



They priced the cure like it was lifetime management. Compressed decades of revenue into one prescription. 



The drug launched. Cured patients. Lots of them. 



Revenue peaked at $12.5 billion in 2015. 



By 2018? $3.5 billion. 



A 72% collapse. 



Why? They’d cured most patients who needed the drug. Success killed the market. 



Build a better mousetrap. Destroy your business model. 



Wall Street panicked. 



Then Goldman Sachs made it official. 



April 11, 2018. 



CNBC covers a Goldman Sachs analyst report titled “The Genome Revolution.” 



The host asked the question out loud in a TV interview:

“Is curing patients a sustainable business model?” 



The answer: No. 



There. 



They said it on live television. 



That curing patients is bad for business. That actually healing people threatens revenue. That Gilead’s cure was a cautionary tale, not a success story. 



Goldman Sachs wrote it in an official research report. Distributed to investors. Covered by major financial media. On CNBC. 



Not whispered in boardrooms. Not hidden in confidential memos. Broadcast. 



The mask didn’t slip. They ripped it off. 



Wall Street’s official position: Cures are an industry curse. A business liability. A threat to sustainable revenue models. 



They cited Gilead as the warning. The company that made the fatal mistake of actually curing people. 



Goldman’s exact words: “The potential to deliver ’one shot cures’ is one of the most attractive aspects of gene therapy. However, such treatments offer a very different outlook with regard to recurring revenue versus chronic therapies.” 



Translation: Cures are bad for business. 



The report recommended companies focus on: 


	Large addressable markets (lots of sick people)

	High incidence rates (new patients constantly)

	Chronic conditions requiring repeat treatment





Don’t cure common diseases. Manage them. Forever. 



Don’t eliminate suffering.

Monetize it perpetually.

Cures don’t create customers. 



Keep patients sick.

Keep revenue flowing.

Keep shareholders happy. 



That’s not medicine. That’s a subscription service for human suffering. 



Gilead’s stock eventually recovered. The company learned its lesson. Don’t cure too many people. Don’t eliminate your market. Don’t make Sovaldi’s mistake again. 



Wall Street taught healthcare the truth: Cures must be buried. Management must be celebrated. Sickness is the business model. 



The Mental Health Application



Now apply this to mental health apps. 



Someone who heals cancels their subscription.

Someone who stays sick pays forever. 



The metrics align perfectly. Engagement over healing. Retention over recovery. Monthly recurring revenue over mental health. 



They call it “accessible mental healthcare.” 



It’s actually scalable extraction from desperate people. 



The BetterHelp Scam



BetterHelp spent over $100 million on advertising in 2022. Every YouTube video. Every podcast. Every Instagram story. 



“Therapy for everyone!”

“Get matched with a licensed therapist!”

“More affordable than traditional therapy!” 



The reality was different. 



The FTC Investigation



2023. Federal Trade Commission investigates BetterHelp. 



The charges: 



Sold sensitive patient data to Facebook for targeted advertising. 



Sold patient data to Snapchat. 



Sold patient data to Pinterest. 



Promised privacy, delivered surveillance capitalism. 



Someone tells BetterHelp they’re suicidal? That data gets sold to Facebook. Facebook targets them with ads. For BetterHelp. Using their own mental health crisis against them. 



The company made hundreds of millions. The FTC fine? $7.8 million. Peanuts. 



Cost of doing business in the extraction economy. 



The “Therapist” Problem



BetterHelp advertised “licensed therapists.” What they delivered varied wildly. 



Some were licensed. Some were “working toward licensure.” Some had licenses in states where the patient didn’t live. Some were life coaches with weekend certifications. 



The matching algorithm? Optimization for availability, not expertise. Need trauma therapy? Here’s whoever has an open slot. Dealing with addiction? Same person as the trauma patient. They’re available. 



Therapists reported seeing 40+ patients per week. Burning out in months. No supervision. No support. Just keep the subscription active. 



The Revenue Model



Patients pay $260-360 per month. For text-only therapy. Four 30-minute sessions. Or unlimited messaging (responded to within 24 hours, maybe). 



That’s $3,120-4,320 annually. For therapy that would cost less through insurance. For “therapists” paid $30-40 per hour. 



The company takes 60-70% of revenue. Therapists get poverty wages. Patients get text messages from overworked, underpaid providers. 



BetterHelp went from zero to $800 million valuation in five years. 



Not by healing people. By scaling extraction. 



The Teladoc Extraction Machine



BetterHelp isn’t privately owned. It’s not a private equity company. It’s owned by something potentially worse: a publicly-traded corporation. 



Teladoc Health (NYSE: TDOC) bought BetterHelp in 2015 for $4.5 million. 



By 2022, BetterHelp generated $1 billion in annual revenue. 



That’s a 222x return in seven years. From a $4.5 million acquisition. 



The Public Company Extraction Timeline



Private equity gets criticized for short-term thinking. Buy a company. Strip assets. Flip in 3-5 years. Extract and exit. 



But public companies might be even worse... 



They have quarterly earnings calls. Every 90 days, they report to Wall Street. Every 90 days, analysts ask: “How much did you grow? What’s next quarter’s guidance? Why aren’t you growing faster?” 



That’s not 3-5 year extraction timelines.

That’s 90-day extraction cycles.

Forever. 



Private equity eventually exits. Public companies never do. The extraction continues until the company collapses or gets acquired. 



The Growth-at-Any-Cost Pressure



Teladoc bought BetterHelp because Wall Street wanted growth. 



Telehealth was hot.

No office buildings to lease.

Cheaper therapists to rent. 



Mental health was trending. Subscriptions were gold. 



They needed to justify the acquisition. Prove it was worth it. Show growth to analysts. 



So they spent: 


	$100+ million on advertising in 2022

	Another $100+ million in 2021

	Sponsored every YouTube channel

	Every podcast

	Every influencer





They needed patient volume. Needed subscription growth. Needed quarterly metrics that impressed Wall Street. It’s all the mantra venture capitalists bark about. 



Patient outcomes? Not on the earnings call. 



Therapist burnout? Not in the 10-K filing. 



Data privacy violations? Only after the FTC caught them. 



The Data Selling “Optimization”



Why did BetterHelp sell patient data to Facebook, Snapchat, and Pinterest? 



Because Teladoc is a public company optimizing for growth. Growth requires customer acquisition. Customer acquisition requires advertising. Advertising works better with targeting. Targeting requires data. 



So they sold the data. To improve the ads. To acquire more customers. To grow faster. To report better numbers. To satisfy Wall Street. 



It wasn’t some rogue employee. It was systematic optimization for quarterly growth. 



The FTC fine was $7.8 million. BetterHelp generated $1 billion in revenue that year. The fine was 0.78% of annual revenue. Once again, a virtual slap on the wrist. 



Cost of doing business when you’re optimizing for earnings growth. 



The Revenue Recognition Pressure



Public companies live and die by revenue growth. Miss your quarterly revenue target? Stock price crashes. Analyst downgrades. Executive bonuses disappear. 



So BetterHelp optimized for revenue: 



$260-360/month subscriptions (high price point). 



Automatic renewals (recurring revenue). 



Difficult cancellation process (reduce churn). 



Pay therapists $30-40/hour (maximize margins). 



Unlimited messaging model (no cost control per patient). 



Every decision optimizes for revenue metrics Wall Street rewards. None optimize for patient outcomes. 



The Quarterly Sacrifice



Traditional therapy practice: Focus on long-term patient outcomes. Take time to build therapeutic relationship. Let therapy end when patient heals. 



BetterHelp under Teladoc: Focus on quarterly subscription retention. Maximize active subscribers. Minimize churn rate. Optimize for metrics that appear in earnings reports. 



Someone who heals and cancels? That’s known as churn. And churn is bad. Churn gets explained on earnings calls. Analysts ask questions about churn. 



Better to keep them subscribed. Keep them engaged. Keep them counted in the active subscriber base. 



The Wall Street Collapse



2024-2025. Reality caught up. 



BetterHelp revenue started declining. Q1 2025: $239 million, down 11% year-over-year. 



Why? FTC investigation made headlines. Privacy violations exposed. People started questioning whether therapy-by-text from overworked therapists actually works. 



Teladoc’s stock price collapsed. Down from $292.51 in 2021 to $6.35 in 2025. 97% crash. 



The extraction worked until it didn’t.

Wall Street moved on.

The quarterly growth story died. 



What’s left? Patients who still need help. Therapists who still need work. A company optimizing for survival instead of growth. 



Same extraction incentives. Just smaller scale. 



The Public vs. Private Equity Difference



Private equity gets all the criticism. “Short-term thinking!” “Strip and flip!” “Destroy companies for profit!” 



But private equity eventually exits. Sells the company. Moves on. There’s an end. 



Public companies never exit. The quarterly pressure never stops. The growth demands never end. The extraction continues until collapse. 



Teladoc extracted $1 billion from BetterHelp in seven years. Sold patient data. Burned out therapists. Optimized for Wall Street instead of patient care. 



Then the stock crashed 97%. And the company still operates. Still extracts. Just worth less. 



Private equity would have exited by now. Public companies keep extracting until there’s nothing left on the bone. 



The Talkspace Extraction



Talkspace pioneered the therapy subscription model. Then optimized it for maximum extraction. 



How They Pay Therapists



Talkspace therapists earned approximately $30 per hour. For unlimited messaging with patients. Patients could message anytime. Therapists were expected to respond daily. 



No 40-hour weeks. No boundaries. No sustainable practice. 



Therapists reported working 60-70 hours weekly to keep up with patient messages. Burning out in 6-12 months. Leaving the platform destroyed. 



The company? They charge $260-400 per month per patient. Therapists handle 30-50 patients simultaneously. Do the math. 



If a therapist has 40 patients at $300/month average, that’s $12,000 monthly revenue to Talkspace. The therapist might make $3,000-4,000. Talkspace keeps $8,000-9,000. 



For doing what? Providing an app. And advertising. 



The CEO Cashed Out



Talkspace went public via SPAC in 2021. $1.4 billion valuation. 



Founders and early investors extracted millions. Stock price collapsed 90% within two years. Therapists still making $30/hour. 



The pattern is familiar. Extract from providers. Extract from patients. Extract from investors. Founders walk away rich. 



Everyone else gets therapy via text message from burned-out providers. 



The Exploitation Justification



Apps claim they’re “making therapy accessible.” Helping underserved populations. Doing social good. 



While paying therapists $30/hour for unlimited work. While selling patient data. While optimizing for retention over recovery. 



The social good marketing is cover for standard extraction. Underpay labor. Overcharge customers. Extract maximum value. Scale infinitely. 



The Cerebral Pill Mill



Cerebral promised “accessible mental healthcare.” 



What they delivered was Adderall on demand. 



The ADHD Diagnosis Assembly Line



30-minute video call. Quick questionnaire. ADHD diagnosis. Adderall prescription. 



The company targeted people searching “ADHD symptoms” online. Ran ads promising easy diagnosis. Streamlined prescriptions. No hassle. 



Internal documents revealed prescribers were pressured to prescribe. Metrics tracked prescription rates. Low prescribers got performance reviews. 



One nurse practitioner reported being told to diagnose and prescribe within 15 minutes. Seeing 30+ patients daily. No follow-up. No therapy. Just pills and monthly refills. 



This isn’t new. 



25 years earlier, a doctor asked a single question: “Do you find yourself needing to reread lines in a newspaper from time to time?” 



The patient said yes. 



The doctor wrote a Ritalin prescription on the spot. No follow-up questions. No evaluation. Just a controlled substance for a symptom everyone experiences occasionally. 



Cerebral didn’t invent the ADHD diagnosis assembly line. They just scaled it. Made it more efficient. Added subscriptions. 



The DEA Investigation



2022. DEA opens investigation into Cerebral for potentially operating as a pill mill. 



Cerebral was prescribing controlled substances at rates far above industry norms. Targeting young adults. Marketing heavily on TikTok and Instagram. 



The business model was transparent: Get people on Adderall. Monthly refills. Monthly subscriptions. Chronic patients = recurring revenue. 



Someone who actually heals and stops medication? Lost customer. 



The Founder’s Exit



Cerebral’s founder resigned. Sold his shares. Walked away with millions. 



The patients? Still prescribed. Still dependent. Still paying monthly. 



The prescribers? Many left, citing ethical concerns about pressure to prescribe. 



The company? Rebranded. Kept operating. Slightly more carefully. 



The Industry-Wide Pattern



Cerebral wasn’t alone. The prescription-for-retention model spread across mental health apps. 



Apps make more money on medicated patients. Medication requires monthly refills. Monthly refills mean guaranteed retention. 



Someone in therapy might cancel after 6 months of improvement. Someone on medication needs refills forever. 



Once someone starts medication through an app, they’re locked in. Miss a monthly payment? No prescription refill. Want to switch providers? Start the whole process over. 



The app owns the prescription. The prescription ensures retention. The retention generates revenue. 



It’s not healthcare. It’s dependency as a service. 



The Meditation App Trap



Calm and Headspace turned ancient meditation practices into $70/year subscriptions. 



The Irony



Buddhism teaches non-attachment. Letting go. Being present without striving. 



Meditation apps teach: 


	Daily streaks (miss a day, lose your streak)

	Achievement badges (collect them all!)

	Progress tracking (how “good” are you at not striving?)

	Premium content (enlightenment behind a paywall)

	Gamification (turn inner peace into a game)





The thing meant to reduce attachment creates attachment to the app. 



The Subscription Lock-In



Basic meditation is free. Has been for 2,500 years. Sit. Breathe. Notice thoughts. That’s it. 



Apps put it behind a paywall. $70/year for guided meditations of free techniques. $400 “lifetime” subscriptions. Corporate packages for $500,000+. 



Calm raised $240 million in venture capital. Headspace raised $216 million. 



That capital demands returns. Returns require growth. Growth requires retention. Retention requires making free meditation seem inadequate. 



“You need our 30-day program!”

“Unlock premium sleep sounds!”

“Subscribe to our daily mindfulness course!” 



Or... sit and breathe for free. 



The Instagram Therapy Industrial Complex



Licensed therapists became Instagram influencers. Trauma became content. 



The “You Might Have Trauma If...” Business Model



Scroll Instagram. See a therapist’s post: 



“10 Signs You Experienced Childhood Emotional Neglect”

“Are You People-Pleasing? Here’s Why”

“Healing Your Inner Child in 5 Steps”

“Trauma Responses You Didn’t Know You Had”

“Is Your Family Toxic? Take This Quiz” 



Every post implies you have trauma. Need healing. Should book their course. Subscribe to their newsletter. Join their paid community. 



Therapists with 500,000+ followers

aren’t providing therapy. 



They’re building sales funnels. 



Free trauma content hooks followers. Establishes credibility. Creates emotional connection. 



Then the ladder: 



Step 1: Free content (hook them with relatable trauma). 



Step 2: Email capture (“Download my free healing guide!”). 



Step 3: $197 workbook (“Heal your attachment style”). 



Step 4: $997 course (“Inner Child Intensive”). 



Step 5: $2,997 mastermind (“Join my trauma recovery community”). 



It’s the same marketing playbook used to sell software and business courses. Except they’re selling healing from trauma. 



The performance of therapy. Not therapy itself. 



The Diagnostic Expansion



Instagram therapy expanded every symptom into trauma. 



Shy? Social anxiety disorder.

Like things organized? OCD tendencies.

Get distracted? ADHD.

Feel sad sometimes? Depression.

Ever people-please? Childhood trauma.

Have boundaries? Healing journey. 



Every normal human experience became pathology requiring their $400 course to heal. 



The Course/Community Upsell



Free content hooks followers. Creates parasocial relationship. Establishes authority. 



Then the upsell: 



$197 for the

“Healing Your Attachment Style” workbook. 



$497 for the

“Inner Child Intensive” course. 



$997 for the

“Trauma Recovery Mastermind” group. 



$2,997 for “private coaching” (still not therapy). 



They’re not licensed to provide therapy through Instagram. So they call it coaching. Or courses. Or communities. 



But they perform therapy aesthetics. Use therapy language. Create therapeutic dependency. 



All while extracting through subscription courses and paid communities. 



The Therapist-to-Influencer Pipeline



Traditional therapy: See 20 patients weekly. Make $80,000-120,000 annually. Actual healing work. Sustainable practice. 



Instagram therapy: Build audience of 500,000. Sell $497 course to 2,000 people. Make $994,000. No licensing board oversight. No session limits. Infinite scale. 



The incentive is clear. Stop healing individuals. Start selling courses to masses. 



Recovery doesn’t scale. Trauma content does. 



The Subscription vs. Healing Conflict



Here’s the fundamental problem: 



Good therapy ends. Patient heals. Therapy concludes. That’s success. 



Subscription models need retention. Churn is bad. Canceled subscriptions hurt metrics. Investors want growth. 



Recovery and recurring revenue are opposed. 



The Metrics Tell the Story



Mental health apps optimize for: 


	Daily active users (DAU)

	Monthly active users (MAU)

	Session length

	Subscription retention

	Customer acquisition cost (CAC)

	Lifetime value (LTV)

	Engagement metrics





Notice what’s missing: 


	Recovery rate

	Symptom reduction

	Treatment completion

	Successful discharge

	Actual healing





The business model requires keeping people engaged. Not getting them better. 



The Gamification Disaster



Apps gamify mental health. Streaks. Badges. Achievements. Leaderboards. 



Someone managing depression now has another thing to feel guilty about: breaking their meditation streak. 



Someone with anxiety gets anxious about losing their “calm points.” 



The app designed to help becomes another source of stress. Another obligation. Another way to fail. 



But engagement metrics look great. 



The Data Extraction Layer



Mental health apps don’t just extract subscription fees. They extract data. 



What They Collect




	Every message sent to therapists

	Every symptom reported

	Every medication taken

	Every mood logged

	Every sleep pattern tracked

	Every journal entry written

	Location data

	Usage patterns

	Device information





That’s incredibly valuable data. Mental health information. Medication history. Behavior patterns. All collected. All analyzable. All monetizable. 



The Privacy Theater



Apps promise privacy. HIPAA compliance. Secure encryption. Protected health information. 



Then sell data to Facebook. “Anonymized” of course. But anonymized data can often be re-identified. Especially when combined with other data sources. 



BetterHelp claimed they “anonymized” data before sharing. FTC found they didn’t. $7.8 million fine. Company made $800 million. Fine was 1% of revenue. 



Privacy violations are profitable when fines are so low. 



The Insurance Gambit



Many mental health apps are positioning for insurance contracts. Get covered by major insurers. Access millions more patients. 



But insurance coverage means sharing data with insurers. Insurers use that data for risk assessment. Coverage decisions. Rate setting. 



Your depression, tracked in an app, shared with insurance, could affect: 


	Health insurance rates

	Life insurance eligibility

	Disability coverage

	Employment screening





The convenience of app-based therapy comes with a data trail that follows you forever. 



The Corporate Wellness Corruption



Companies buy mental health app subscriptions for employees. Sounds generous. 



It’s usually cheaper than fixing the problems causing mental health issues. 



The Subscription Instead of Solutions



Tech company works employees 60-hour weeks. High stress. Frequent burnout. Mental health crisis. 



Solution A: Reduce hours. Hire more staff. Fix toxic management. Costs millions. 



Solution B: Buy Calm subscriptions for everyone. Costs $50/employee annually. Looks great in press release. 



Option B wins. Every time. 



The Metrics Theater



Companies track employee app usage. 30% of employees used meditation app! Success! 



Don’t track: Burnout rates. Turnover. Sick days. Actual mental health outcomes. 



The app usage becomes the metric. Not whether people are actually less stressed. Just whether they’re using the app the company bought. 



The Liability Shield



Employee has mental health crisis. Sues company for hostile work environment. 



Company defense: “We provided mental health resources! Free therapy app access! Meditation subscriptions! What more could we do?” 



The app subscriptions become legal cover. Proof the company “cares” about mental health. While doing nothing about the conditions destroying it. 



Insurance became unaffordable, so millions are fleeing to $75-$150/month direct primary care. No deductibles. No co-pays. No extraction. Just a doctor, a monthly fee, and actual healthcare. These practices are spreading rapidly. 



Direct primary care doctors see 600 patients instead of 2,400. Spend 30-60 minutes per appointment instead of 7. Answer phone calls. Make house calls. Get paid better. Provide better care. It's healthcare without middlemen. And it's replacing the extraction model one practice at a time. 



The Punchline



Mental health's subscription model is like a gym that makes money when you don't get fit. 



They optimize for you showing up, not you achieving goals. 



They celebrate your engagement streak while quietly hoping you never reach the point where you don't need them anymore. 



Because a member who gets fit might cancel. A member who stays stuck keeps paying. And the quarterly earnings call doesn't care whether you're healing. Just whether you're renewing. 







Next



But healthcare wasn't the only essential service private equity learned to extract from. 



There was another industry that communities depended on. One that held local power accountable. One that exposed corruption. 



Local news. 



The newspapers that covered city councils. Investigated police departments. Reported on local schools. 



Private equity bought them. Gutted the newsrooms. Fired the reporters. Killed the investigations. 



Democracy dies in extraction. 



Local News Murdered for Profit



Your hometown newspaper is dying. 



Not slowly. Not naturally. Not because people stopped caring. 



It’s being murdered. Systematically. For profit. 



Hedge funds bought local papers. Fired the journalists. Sold the buildings. Raised subscription prices. Cut content to nothing. 



Then called it “digital transformation.” 



This isn’t disruption. It’s extraction wearing a press badge. 



The Alden Global Capital Playbook



Alden Global Capital. A hedge fund. Based in Manhattan. Owns over 200 newspapers across America. 



They don’t run newspapers. They extract from them. 



The Formula



1. Buy struggling newspaper cheap 2. Fire 50-80% of newsroom staff 3. Sell the real estate 4. Slash operating costs 5. Raise subscription prices 6. Extract maximum cash flow 7. Watch journalism die 8. Repeat 



They’re not trying to save newspapers. They’re trying to drain them before they die. 



The Extraction Timeline



Private equity doesn’t care if newspapers thrive. They view them as pure extraction targets with a predictable death schedule. 



Year 1-3: Maximum extraction: 


	Fire 50-80% of staff (immediate cost savings)

	Sell real estate (one-time windfall)

	Raise subscription prices 30-50%

	Cut all “unnecessary” costs (journalism)

	Extract $10-20 million/year profit





Year 4-5: Managed decline: 


	Subscriptions start collapsing (readers notice there’s no journalism)

	Advertisers leave (no audience)

	Revenue drops but they’ve already extracted the valuable assets





Year 6+: Who cares: 


	Paper might die completely

	Or limp along as zombie with 5 reporters

	Alden has already made their returns and moved on





The Math They Care About



Traditional newspaper ownership: 


	$3-4 million/year profit

	Sustainable indefinitely

	Requires 100+ journalists

	Total extraction over 20 years: $60-80 million





Alden’s model: 


	$10-15 million/year profit for 3-5 years

	Total extraction: $40-60 million in 5 years

	Plus $20-40 million from real estate sale

	Total: $60-100 million in 5 years vs 20 years





They get the same or better returns in 1/4 the time. 



After that? They don’t care. The paper can die. They’ve already extracted maximum value and moved to the next newspaper. 



Bankruptcy Is a Feature



If the newspaper goes bankrupt after Alden extracts everything: 



Alden loses:

Nothing (they already extracted cash and real estate) 



Community loses:

Local journalism, accountability, democracy 



Journalists lose:

Jobs, careers, pensions 



This is intentional liquidation disguised as management. 



They’re not trying to save newspapers. They’re trying to drain every dollar before the corpse stops twitching. 



The Denver Post



2010: Owned by family for generations. 200+ journalists. Pulitzer Prize winner. 



2010: Alden buys the Post. 



2018: Newsroom cut to 60 journalists. Still expected to cover metro Denver. 3 million people. 



Editors publicly begged to be sold. “As vultures circle, The Denver Post must be saved.” 



The editorial board wrote against their own owners. Unprecedented. 



Alden’s response? More cuts. 



2024: Newsroom down to 40-ish. For the entire Denver metro. 



The Mercury News (San Jose)



1970s: Over 400 journalists. Covered Silicon Valley like a blanket. Multiple Pulitzers. 



2020: Under Alden ownership. Cut to 40 journalists. 



40 people covering Silicon Valley. The richest, most powerful tech companies on Earth. With 40 local reporters. 



That’s not news coverage. That’s PR transcription with a skeleton crew. 



The Baltimore Sun



180+ years old. 200 journalists in 2000. 



Alden buys it 2024. Immediate cuts. Down to 80-ish journalists. 



For all of Baltimore. One of America’s most complex cities. Corruption. Crime. Education crisis. Housing disaster. 



80 journalists can’t cover that. Can’t hold power accountable. Can’t investigate. Can’t do journalism. 



But they can extract profit. And Alden did. 



The Information Desert



When local news dies, democracy dies. 



The watchdogs are gone. The whistleblowers have nowhere to call. 



City employee sees corruption? No journalist to tip off. Just risk your job and stay quiet. 



Teacher sees superintendent fraud? No investigative reporter. Just shut up and collect your paycheck. 



Contractor sees bid rigging? No newsroom to investigate. Just play along or lose the contract. 



The corruption was always there. But journalists kept it in check. Exposed it. Made it costly. 



Now? No journalists. No exposure. No cost. 



The corruption doesn’t increase because people got worse. It increases because nobody’s watching. 



What Disappears



City council coverage. Gone. Who’s watching spending now? Nobody. 



School board meetings. Gone. Who’s investigating bad superintendents? Nobody. 



Court reporting. Gone. Who’s tracking if judges are corrupt? Nobody. 



Investigative journalism. Gone. Who’s uncovering fraud? Nobody. 



Local elections. Gone. Who’s vetting candidates? Nobody. 



The only thing left? Crime reports from police blotters. Sports from wire services. National news from wire services. 



That’s not a newspaper. That’s a brand name slapped on a press release feed. 



Real Consequences



Study after study shows: When local news dies, corruption rises. 



Local government spending increases. Nobody watching. 



Bond borrowing costs go up. Investors know nobody’s watching. 



Voter turnout drops. People don’t know who’s running. 



Local corruption rises. No investigative journalism. 



Federal disaster spending increases. No local oversight. 



This isn’t theory. This is measured. 



Kill local journalism = kill local accountability = corruption flourishes. 



Alden Global Capital isn’t just extracting profit. They’re extracting democracy. 



The Real Estate Strip Mine



The brilliant evil of the Alden model: Newspapers own real estate. 



Downtown buildings. 100+ years old. Prime locations. Valuable. 



The Mercury News Building (San Jose)



The newspaper owned a massive property in downtown San Jose. Heart of Silicon Valley. 



Alden buys Mercury News. Immediately sells the building. $65+ million. 



The journalists? Moved to cheaper offices. Or remote. Or fired. 



The money? Alden kept it. 



The Pattern Everywhere



Buy newspaper. Sell building. Pocket real estate profit. Cut newsroom costs. Extract maximum cash. 



It’s leveraged buyout logic. But applied to journalism. 



The newspaper was never the product. The real estate was. The journalists were just costs to be eliminated. 



The Subscription Scam



Here’s the darkest irony: 



Alden raises subscription prices while gutting content. 



2010: Denver Post subscription: $200/year. 200 journalists. Daily investigations. Real coverage. 



2024: Denver Post subscription: $300+/year. 40 journalists. Skeletal coverage. Reprinted wire stories. 



They charge more for less. 



Because subscribers are locked in. Habit. Nostalgia. Hope it gets better. 



Subscriptions decline slowly. But not immediately. Gives Alden 3-5 years of extraction. 



By the time subscriptions collapse, Alden already extracted the real estate money. Already extracted years of inflated profit. 



The newspaper dies. But Alden made their 15% return. Mission accomplished. 



The Vulture Capital Justification



Alden’s defense: “We’re trying to save newspapers!” 



“Print is dying. Digital transformation is necessary. We’re making hard choices to ensure sustainability.” 



Translation



“We’re killing journalism to extract profit before the business fully collapses.” 



The Reality



Alden isn’t investing in digital. They’re cutting digital too. 



No product innovation. No new platforms. No revenue experiments. 



Just: Fire journalists. Sell buildings. Extract cash. 



That’s not transformation. That’s liquidation. 



The Industry That Let It Happen



Newspaper chains saw Alden coming. Did nothing. 



Gannett. Tribune. McClatchy. Lee Enterprises. All sold papers to private equity and hedge funds. 



They knew what would happen. They’d seen it before. 



But they sold anyway. Because the offers were good. Because their stockholders wanted returns. Because extraction beats building. 



McClatchy



2020: Files bankruptcy. Emerges controlled by hedge fund. 



Immediately: Cuts across all 30 newspapers. Hundreds of journalists fired. 



The company didn’t fail because journalism failed. It failed because debt-financed expansion failed. 



But who paid? Journalists. Readers. Communities. 



Who profited? Hedge funds who bought the bankruptcy debt cheap. 



The Journalists Who Fought Back



Not everyone went quietly. 



The Denver Post Revolt



Editors wrote scathing editorials against their own ownership. Begged for a buyer who’d actually run a newspaper. 



“Alden Global Capital, which owns the Post and dozens of other newspapers, has been bleeding them dry for years.” 



Published that. In their own paper. Against their owners. 



It didn’t work. Alden didn’t care. More cuts came. 



But it was an act of journalism. Reporters reporting on themselves being extracted. 



The Baltimore Sun Union



When Alden bought the Sun, journalists unionized. Immediately. 



They knew what was coming. Tried to protect jobs. Negotiate. Fight back. 



Some jobs saved. Some cuts softened. But the extraction continued. 



You can’t unionize your way out of a liquidation strategy. 



The Alternative That Exists



Not all local news died. 



The Tampa Bay Times



Owned by a nonprofit. The Poynter Institute. 



200+ journalists. Covering Tampa Bay. Pulitzers. Investigations. Actual journalism. 



No hedge fund. No extraction. No real estate sale. No cuts. 



Just: Journalism funded by endowment and subscriptions. No profit required. 



It works. The paper survives. Democracy benefits. 



The Texas Tribune



Nonprofit. Digital-first. Investigative journalism. Covering Texas state politics. 



50+ journalists. Free to readers. Donor-funded. Member-supported. 



They broke stories traditional papers couldn’t afford to chase. They held power accountable. 



Proof: Local journalism can survive if profit isn’t the primary goal. 



ProPublica



National nonprofit investigative journalism. 150+ journalists. Pulitzers stacking up. 



They give stories away free. Other outlets republish them. 



Funded by philanthropy. Not advertisers. Not subscriptions. Not private equity. 



Result: The best investigative journalism in America. 



The Philadelphia Inquirer



Owned by The Lenfest Institute for Journalism. A nonprofit. 



Gerry Lenfest. Cable TV entrepreneur. Owned the Inquirer. Had a choice in 2016: 



1. Sell to Alden (extraction guaranteed) 2. Sell to another hedge fund (same result) 3. Donate to nonprofit foundation 



He chose nonprofit. Donated the entire paper. 



Result: The Inquirer became the largest American newspaper owned by a nonprofit. 



200+ journalists. Covering Philadelphia metro. Still publishing robust journalism. Still investigating. Still holding power accountable. 



No extraction pressure. No real estate sales. No mass firings. 



Philadelphia dodged the Alden bullet. Most cities didn’t. 



The Irony of Extraction



Alden is killing the only business model that worked. 



Local newspapers had: 


	Trusted brand (decades/centuries old)

	Captive audience (local monopoly)

	Essential service (community needs local news)

	Recurring revenue (subscriptions + local ads)

	Built-in distribution (everyone in town reads it)





That’s a GOOD business model. Not spectacular. But sustainable. 



Alden killed it. For 3-5 years of inflated profit. 



Now the asset is dead. The community has no news. Democracy suffers. 



And Alden? Already moved to the next newspaper. 



They extracted so much they killed the host. Classic. 



The Human Cost



The 60-Year-Old Reporter



Worked at the local paper for 35 years. Covered city council. Knew every name. Every scandal. Every backdoor deal. 



Fired. No severance. No pension protection. 



Replaced by: Nobody. The city council beat just... stopped existing. 



Who’s corrupt now? Who knows. Nobody’s watching. 



The Small Town Ghost



Town of 15,000 people. Had a newspaper for 120 years. 



Hedge fund buys it. Fires everyone. Closes the office. 



Keeps publishing online. Twice a week. Generic content. Press releases from city hall. No investigation. No accountability. 



The newspaper’s name still exists. The journalism is dead. 



The town is now in an information desert. They just don’t know it yet. 



The Young Journalist Who Left



Graduated journalism school. Dream job at hometown paper. 



First year: Covered five beats. Did real work. Won awards. 



Second year: Half the newsroom fired. Now covering ten beats. 



Third year: Another round of cuts. Expected to write 15 stories per week. Can’t do actual journalism. Just rewrite press releases and cover breaking news. 



Quit. Became a marketing copywriter. Makes more money. Hates it. 



But there’s no jobs in journalism. Alden killed them all. 



The Tech Companies’ Role



Google and Facebook didn’t murder newspapers. But they sold the weapon. 



The Ad Revenue Collapse



1990s: Local newspaper ad revenue: Massive. Classifieds. Display ads. Local businesses. 



2000s: Craigslist kills classifieds. Free. Instant. Better. 



2010s: Google and Facebook steal local display ads from newspapers. 



Why local businesses switched: 



Newspaper ad: $5,000/month. Reaches everyone in town. Can’t track who saw it. Can’t measure results. 



Facebook ad: $500/month. Reaches only your target customer. Tracks every click. Measures every conversion. 



Restaurant owner does the math. Newspaper ad reaches 50,000 people (but most don’t care about your restaurant). Facebook ad reaches 5,000 people who actually like Italian food and live within 5 miles. 



Same result. 1/10th the cost. Measurable ROI. 



By 2020: Local newspaper ad revenue down 80%+. 



The subscription revenue never covered costs. The ad revenue did. When ads left, newspapers were bleeding. 



Enter: Alden Global Capital. Buying bleeding assets cheap. Extracting what’s left. 



Google and Facebook didn’t intend to kill journalism. They just built better ad platforms. 



But the result? Journalism funding disappeared. Extraction filled the vacuum. 



The Democracy Tax



When local news dies, communities pay. 



Not in subscription fees. In corruption. In waste. In elections nobody understands. 



Bell, California (2010)



City manager paid himself $800,000/year. Population: 35,000. 



City council gave themselves $100,000/year for part-time work. 



Total fraud. Systematic corruption. 



How’d they get away with it? No local newspaper coverage. 



The LA Times eventually broke the story. But only after years of extraction. 



Local newspaper would’ve caught it immediately. Would’ve investigated. Would’ve exposed it. 



But local paper was dead. Hedge fund killed it. Nobody watching. 



The Pattern Everywhere



Kill local news = kill accountability = corruption rises = public pays more. 



That’s the real cost. Not journalist salaries. Not printing presses. 



The cost is democracy. Communities. Oversight. Truth. 



The Final Liquidation



Alden Global Capital isn’t done. They’re still buying. 



Tribune Publishing (2021)



Alden bought Tribune Publishing. $633 million. 



Tribune owned: Chicago Tribune. New York Daily News. Orlando Sentinel. Hartford Courant. Eight more papers. 



Alden immediately: Cut staff. Sold buildings. Extracted. 



These aren’t small papers. These are major metros. Millions of readers. 



And they’re being liquidated. For profit. While still publishing. 



The Endgame



Alden’s strategy isn’t sustainable. Eventually, the papers die completely. 



But Alden doesn’t care. They’ll extract profit until there’s nothing left. Then move on. 



The communities? Left with nothing. No local news. No accountability. No journalism. 



Just press releases from city hall. Police blotter from police. Sports scores from wire services. 



That’s not news. That’s propaganda with a newspaper logo. 



The Newspaper That Fought Back



The Salt Lake Tribune (2019)



Owned by Paul Huntsman. Local billionaire. Couldn’t make it profitable. Losing money. 



Options: 1. Sell to Alden (guaranteed extraction) 2. Shut down (journalism dies) 3. Try something radical 



He chose radical: Converted to nonprofit. Donated the paper to a foundation. 



The Tribune became America’s first legacy newspaper to go fully nonprofit. 



Result: Still publishing. Still investigating. Still holding power accountable. 



Not profitable. But sustainable. Donation-funded. Community-supported. 



Proof: There’s an alternative to extraction. But it requires giving up profit. 



Most owners won’t. They’d rather sell to Alden and extract. 



The Business Model That Died



Local newspapers had a monopoly. 



Not evil monopoly. Natural monopoly. 



One city. One newspaper. Everyone read it. All local ads went there. All local news came from there. 



That monopoly funded journalism. Allowed investigation. Paid for reporters. 



The internet killed the monopoly. Craigslist. Google. Facebook. Aggregators. 



Suddenly: No monopoly. No ad revenue. No business model. 



Alden didn’t kill newspapers. They just extracted profit from the corpse before it finished dying. 



But here’s the thing: Communities still need local news. Still need accountability. Still need journalism. 



The business model died. The need didn’t. 



Alden saw dying business. Extracted value. 



Nonprofits see essential service. Found new funding. 



One kills. One builds. 



The Generation That Won’t Know



There’s a generation growing up without local news. 



They don’t know what they’re missing. 



City council decisions? Not covered. They don’t know it happened. 



School board scandals? Not investigated. They think everything’s fine. 



Local corruption? Not exposed. Looks like normal government. 



They think: Government is just incompetent. Or maybe they’re doing fine. Hard to tell. No information. 



They don’t realize: Someone used to watch. Someone used to investigate. Someone used to hold power accountable. 



That someone was the local newspaper. And hedge funds killed it. 



The information vacuum fills with Facebook posts. Nextdoor rumors. City hall press releases. 



That’s not news. That’s noise. 



But they don’t know the difference. Because they never had real local journalism. 



The Irony of “Saving” Newspapers



Alden claims they’re saving newspapers. 



“We kept them publishing! We didn’t shut them down!” 



Technically true. The websites still exist. The name still publishes. 



But the journalism is dead. The staff is gone. The investigations stopped. The accountability disappeared. 



It’s like saying you “saved” a person by keeping their body alive but removing their brain. 



Sure, they’re still breathing. But they’re not really alive. 



The Bottom Line



Local news was murdered for profit by: 



Hedge funds who extracted instead of invested. 



Newspaper chains who sold to highest bidder instead of mission-aligned buyers. 



Tech platforms who built better ad products without funding journalism. 



Communities who didn’t fight back until it was too late. 



Readers who didn’t subscribe until papers were already dead. 



The result: 



Democracy weakened. Corruption rising. Communities in information deserts. Young journalists leaving the field. 



All so Alden Global Capital could make 15% returns for 3-5 years before the corpse stopped twitching. 



Hedge funds killed newspapers. So journalists who actually live in their towns launched Substacks, independent sites, and local newsletters. They cover local news. Build local audiences. Get paid by locals who value local coverage. 



These journalists make $30K-$100K annually from subscribers who want actual local news. No hedge fund owners. No extraction. Just journalism that serves communities. Hundreds of these operations exist now. More launching monthly. Local news isn’t dead... it’s being rebuilt without extractors. 



The Punchline



It's kinda like buying a 100-year-old oak tree, cutting it down for lumber profit, then calling yourself a "forest management company." Sure, you made money. But you killed something that took a century to grow. And nothing's growing back. 



Local news is the oak tree. Hedge funds brought the chainsaw. Communities are left with stumps and sawdust, wondering why democracy feels so dark. 







Next



But private equity didn't stop at newspapers. 



They found an even better extraction target. One where people had zero choice. One where demand was infinite. One families would pay anything for. 



Housing. 



Shelter became an asset class. Homes became portfolio diversification. Communities became investment vehicles. 



Wall Street bought entire neighborhoods. Then rented them back to the families who used to own them. 



Housing Becomes an Extraction Asset



Grandparents bought houses for $18,000. 



Parents bought them for $120,000. 



Today’s buyers compete with Blackstone. 



Blackstone offers all cash. $50,000 over asking. Waiving inspections. Closing in 7 days. 



The family has an FHA loan. Contingencies. Hope. 



And insurance requirements. Endless insurance requirements. 



Flood insurance because it’s near water. Wildfire insurance because it’s near trees. Hurricane insurance because Florida. Earthquake insurance because California. 



Climate risk assessments. Environmental hazards. “This property is in a moderate-to-high risk zone for...” 



Lenders require it all. Insurance companies keep raising rates. Some areas they won’t cover at all. 



Meanwhile, Blackstone self-insures. Or doesn’t care. They’re diversified across 50,000 homes. One burns down? Portfolio absorption. Statistical noise. 



First-time buyers purchase one home. Their only home. Life savings. Banks demand perfect insurance coverage. Coverage that’s increasingly expensive. Or impossible to get. 



Blackstone? All cash. No lender. No insurance requirements. Just closing. 



The family loses. Every time. 



Not to another family. Not to another worker. To a private equity firm. 



Private equity doesn’t want to live there. They want to extract from whoever does. 



Welcome to the housing extraction economy. Where shelter became an asset class. Where homes became portfolio diversification. Where the American Dream became institutional investor property. 



The Blackstone Land Grab



2008: Financial crisis. Housing crash. Families lose homes. Banks foreclose. Neighborhoods empty. 



2009-2012: Recovery begins. Foreclosed homes everywhere. Prices low. 



Enter Blackstone. The world’s largest private equity firm. $940+ billion in assets. 



They saw opportunity. Not to house people. To extract from housing. 



The Strategy



Buy thousands of foreclosed homes. Cheap. All cash. Fast closings. 



Renovate minimally. Rent them out. Extract maximum rent. 



Package the rental income into securities. Sell to investors. Extract fees. 



Keep the properties. Raise rents. Extract forever. 



The Scale



Blackstone created Invitation Homes. Bought 50,000+ single-family houses. Became America’s largest landlord of single-family homes. 



Not apartments. Not buildings. Houses. The thing families were supposed to own. 



$10 billion invested. 50,000 homes removed from homeownership market. 50,000 families who could’ve bought, now renting forever. 



The Extraction



Buy house for $150,000. Minimal repairs: $10,000. Total: $160,000. 



Rent for $1,800/month. That’s $21,600/year. 



Mortgage for a buyer? About $1,200/month ($14,400/year). 



The renter pays $7,200 more per year than a homeowner would. That’s extraction. 



Over 10 years? $72,000 in extra payments. While building zero equity. While Blackstone owns the appreciating asset. 



The Math



50,000 homes × $7,200/year extra = $360 million/year in pure extraction. 



That’s the difference between renting and owning. $360 million per year extracted from people who wanted to be homeowners. 



Forever. 



The Invitation Homes Scam



Invitation Homes went public in 2017. IPO valued at $1.5 billion. 



They own 80,000+ homes now. Second-largest institutional landlord. 



Their pitch to investors: “Stabilized rental income from necessity asset class.” 



Translation: “People need houses. We own them. They pay or they’re homeless. Guaranteed extraction.” 



The Tenant Experience



Invitation Homes reviews on Google: 1.5 stars. Thousands of complaints. 




	Repair requests ignored for months

	Surprise fees constantly

	Rent increases 20-30% annually

	Eviction threats for small disputes

	Cookie-cutter “customer service” scripts





It’s not a landlord. It’s an extraction machine with a corporate helpline. 



Homeowners fix problems immediately (it’s their home). Institutional landlords delay, deny, charge fees. 



Why? Because extraction beats service. 



The Rent Raises



2021-2023: Invitation Homes raised rents average 15-30% per year. 



Not because costs rose. Because they could. 



Tenant can’t afford it? Evict. List at higher price. New tenant pays. 



Housing shortage ensures someone always pays. Someone always desperate enough. 



That’s not market dynamics. That’s extraction leveraging desperation. 



The American Homes 4 Rent Extraction



Another institutional landlord. 59,000+ homes. Same playbook. 



Founded by B. Wayne Hughes (Public Storage billionaire). He saw self-storage extraction. Applied it to homes. 



The Model



Buy homes in growing metros. Hold them forever. Never sell to occupants. 



Rent increases yearly. Maintenance delays standard. Corporate policies over human relationships. 



Renters become revenue units. Homes become yield generators. 



The Geographic Targeting



They target: 


	Sun Belt cities (Phoenix, Las Vegas, Atlanta, Dallas)

	Growing populations (high demand)

	Pro-landlord laws (easy evictions)

	Limited housing supply (desperate renters)





It’s not random. It’s algorithmic extraction targeting. 



The Crisis They Created



2011: Institutional investors owned ~1% of single-family rental homes. 



2024: Institutional investors own 3-4% of all single-family rentals. In some metros: 10-15%. 



That doesn’t sound like much. It is. 



Why It Matters



They don’t just own homes. They set market prices. 



Algorithm-driven pricing. No emotion. No negotiation. Maximum extraction. 



Family wants to buy? Investor offers $50K over asking. All cash. Family loses. 



Investor doesn’t live there. Doesn’t care about neighborhood. Doesn’t need the house. 



Just needs the yield. The rent. The extraction. 



The Pricing Effect



Studies show: Every 1% increase in investor ownership raises prices 1-2%. 



In neighborhoods where investors own 10%+ of homes, prices rise 10-20% faster than comparable areas. 



Not because demand increased. Because extraction capital inflated prices. 



First-time homebuyers can’t compete. They’re bidding against algorithms backed by billions. 



The Millennial Lockout



Millennials and Gen Z are the first generations with lower homeownership rates than their parents. 



Not because they’re lazy. Not because they buy avocado toast. Because private equity bought the houses. 



The Math of Despair



Median home price (1980): $64,000. Median income: $21,000. Ratio: 3x. 



Median home price (2024): $420,000. Median income: $75,000. Ratio: 5.6x. 



Houses cost almost twice as much (relative to income) as 1980. 



Why? Supply limits. Zoning. But also: Institutional investors removing supply from ownership market. 



The Generational Wealth Transfer



Homeownership was how middle-class families built wealth. Buy at 30. Pay off by 60. Retire with asset. 



Now? Rent forever. Build zero equity. Wealth stays with institutions. 



Boomers bought homes. Built equity. Retired wealthy. 



Millennials/Gen Z rent from institutions. Build nothing. Retire broke. 



The largest wealth transfer in history: From young renters to old capital. 



The Corporate Landlord Hell



Corporate landlords optimize extraction. Not tenant happiness. 



Tenants aren’t people. They’re “doors.” 



That’s the industry term. A rental unit. “How many doors do you manage?” “We’re targeting 100,000 doors by 2025.” 



Not homes. Not families. Not people. 



Doors. Revenue units. Yield generators. 



The Algorithm Rent



Software like RealPage and Yardi sets rents. Based on algorithms. Maximum extraction while minimizing vacancies. 



All corporate landlords use same software. All set similar prices. 



That’s a cartel. With price fixing. Without conspiracy. 



The algorithm suggests: Raise rent 20%. If tenant leaves, list higher. Someone desperate will pay. 



It’s not a market. It’s coordinated extraction via software. 



The Fees for Everything



$50 application fee (per person). 



$250 move-in fee. 



$50/month "amenity fee" (for a single-family home with no amenities). 



$75 "lease renewal fee." 



$10/day late fee (compounds daily). 



$200 "move-out cleaning fee" (even if spotless). 



$30/month "insurance recovery fee" (passing their rising insurance costs to you). 



That last one’s the real scam. Climate change makes insurance expensive. Floods. Fires. Hurricanes. 



Landlord’s insurance doubles? They pass it to tenants as “property insurance recovery.” Tenants pay for insurance on houses they don’t own. That protects assets they’ll never benefit from. 



Rent goes up $50/month because wildfire risk increased in California. The tenant is in Texas. Doesn’t matter. Diversified portfolio means everyone pays for everywhere. 



Every interaction? A fee. Every touchpoint? Extraction. 



The Maintenance Neglect



Tenants report: Broken AC for weeks in summer. Leaks ignored. Mold grows. Requests vanish into corporate portals. 



Why? Maintenance costs reduce profit margins. Delays maximize extraction. 



Homeowners fix immediately (living there). Landlords delay (profit margin protection). 



The Eviction Factory



Corporate landlords evict at higher rates than small landlords. 



Why? It’s policy. Not personal. Extraction-optimized. 



Late by 2 days? Eviction notice auto-generated. No phone call. No grace. Just algorithm. 



Small landlords might work with tenants. Knows them. Knows their children. Corporate landlords know unit numbers and payment history. 



The Texas Eviction Capital



Houston: Invitation Homes filed 1,100+ evictions in 2 years. 



Dallas: American Homes 4 Rent filed 800+ evictions in 1 year. 



Not because tenants were destructive. Because they were late. Or couldn’t afford 25% rent increases. 



Evict. Re-list higher. New tenant pays more. Extraction maximized. 



The Build-to-Rent Extraction



New trend: Build-to-rent communities. 



Entire neighborhoods built by developers. Never sold to families. Sold directly to institutional investors. Rented forever. 



Phoenix. Las Vegas. Jacksonville. Entire subdivisions of single-family homes. Zero available for purchase. 



Look like regular neighborhoods. White picket fences. Driveways. Mailboxes. 



But nobody owns them. Everybody rents. Forever. 



The Vision



A generation that never owns homes. Rents forever. Builds zero wealth. Extracts maximum housing costs across lifetimes. 



The American Dream wasn’t disrupted. It was intentionally demolished. 



The Canadian Warning



Canada’s worse. 25%+ of Toronto homes owned by investors. Vancouver even higher. 



Entire apartment buildings bought by private equity. "Renovicted" (where landlords evict tenants under the guise of major renovations or repair). Re-rent at 2x. 



Middle-class families displaced. Tent cities growing. While investors extract. 



Brookfield Asset Management



Canadian private equity firm. $850+ billion assets. Major real estate investor. 



Buying residential properties globally. Extracting rent. Building nothing. 



The Canadian housing crisis is what happens when extraction beats building. 



America’s heading there. Fast. 



The Political Protection



Institutional landlords lobby. Hard. 



Against rent control. Against tenant protections. Against first-time buyer assistance. 



For landlord-friendly eviction laws. For tax breaks on rental properties. For deregulation. 



The Revolving Door



Former HUD officials join private equity firms. Former politicians join investor boards. 



The people writing housing policy today? They’ll be working for Blackstone tomorrow. 



The Excuse: “We’re Providing Housing”



Blackstone’s defense: 



“We’re providing rental housing! Meeting market demand!” 



“There’s a housing shortage! Someone has to provide rentals!” 



“We’re investing in communities!” 



Translation



“We’re extracting from people who wanted to own but we removed that option by buying first.” 



“We created the shortage by removing supply, then profited from the scarcity we manufactured.” 



“We’re extracting wealth from communities while contributing nothing.” 



They don’t provide housing. They extract from housing need. 



Builders provide housing. Sellers provide housing. Landlords who bought one property provide housing. 



Private equity firms buying 50,000 homes don’t provide. They extract. 



The Media Tentacles



Here’s the beautiful part: Blackstone owns the media narrative. 



Not directly. But close enough. 



Blackstone has investments in media companies. Advertising relationships with business news. Board members who sit on media boards. 



When Bloomberg, CNBC, Wall Street Journal cover the “housing shortage,” they never ask: Who bought all the houses? 



When business media interviews “real estate experts,” those experts work for... Blackstone. Invitation Homes. American Homes 4 Rent. 



The narrative is controlled. “Housing shortage.” “Zoning problems.” “NIMBYism blocking development.” 



Never: “Private equity bought 500,000+ homes and removed them from ownership market.” 



They manufacture the shortage. Then control the story about the shortage. So nobody blames them for manufacturing it. 



Perfect extraction includes narrative extraction. Own the problem. Own the story. Own the solution (more rentals). 



The Hegelian Dialectic



This is textbook: 



Thesis: Create the problem (buy 500,000 homes, remove from ownership market, create shortage). 



Antithesis: Generate the reaction (public outcry about housing crisis, media coverage of shortage). 



Synthesis: Offer the solution (more rentals from... the people who created the shortage). 



Problem.

Reaction.

Solution. 



They create the crisis. Control the narrative about the crisis. Profit from “solving” the crisis they manufactured. 



And get praised as heroes for “providing housing” during the shortage they engineered. 



That’s not extraction. That’s extraction as philosophy. As methodology. As art form. 



The AirBnB Accelerant



AirBnb started as “rent your spare room.” Help pay your mortgage. Meet travelers. Share economy. 



Then investors discovered the arbitrage. 



The Extraction Math



Buy house for $300,000. Furnish it for $15,000. 



Long-term rent: $2,000/month = $24,000/year. 



Short-term AirBnb: $200/night average. 60% occupancy = 18 nights/month × $200 = $3,600/month = $43,200/year. 



Same house. 80% more revenue. By removing it from housing supply and converting it to a one-unit hotel. 



The Corporate Takeover



Professional AirBnb landlords now own hundreds of units. 



Not spare rooms. Not occasional vacation rentals. Full-time investment businesses. 



They buy entire buildings. Convert every unit to AirBnb. Evict long-term tenants. List everything short-term. 



One investor in Austin, Texas: 75+ properties. All AirBnb. Zero residents. All extraction. 



The Private Equity Play



Now Blackstone and other private equity firms are getting in on it. 



They don’t just buy homes for long-term rentals. They buy for short-term AirBnb extraction. 



Why? The math is brutal: 



Invitation Homes (Blackstone): Rent a house long-term for $2,000/month. That’s $24,000/year. 



Same house on AirBnb: $200/night × 20 nights/month = $48,000/year. 



Double the extraction. Same asset. Just change the business model. 



The Private Equity Advantage



Private equity firms have advantages individual AirBnb landlords don’t: 



1. Scale: Buy 100 houses in tourist areas. Convert all to AirBnb. Dominate local market. 



2. Professional management: Hire management companies. Automated pricing. Dynamic algorithms. Maximum extraction. 



3. Political influence: Lobby against regulations. “Property rights.” “Economic freedom.” Block cities from limiting short-term rentals. 



4. Financial engineering: Package AirBnb revenue into securities. Sell to investors. Extract fees. 



Sonder’s Playbook



Sonder is basically “Invitation Homes for AirBnb.” 



Backed by venture capital. $2+ billion valuation. 



They don’t own all their properties. They lease apartments long-term. Then re-rent them short-term on AirBnb. 



Wait. They RENT apartments. Then AirBnb them. For more money. 



The building owner gets $2,000/month. Sonder lists it for $200/night. Makes $4,000/month. Keeps the difference. 



It’s arbitrage. Rent long-term cheap. Re-rent short-term expensive. Extract the spread. 



And when cities try to regulate? Sonder has $2 billion in backing. Lawyers. Lobbyists. Influence. 



Vacasa’s Extraction



Vacasa manages 30,000+ vacation rentals. 



Private equity-backed. $4+ billion valuation. 



They approach homeowners: “We’ll manage your AirBnb. Professional photos. Dynamic pricing. Cleaning service. You get passive income.” 



Sounds helpful. But here’s what happens: 



The house was owner-occupied. Or long-term rental. Now it’s AirBnb. 



Removed from housing supply. Converted to tourist extraction. 



Vacasa takes 25-35% of revenue. Homeowners get the rest. Tourists pay premium. Locals lose housing. 



The Tourist-Town Takeover



Private equity firms target specific markets: 




	Mountain resort towns (Aspen, Park City, Tahoe)

	Beach destinations (Miami, Outer Banks, Malibu)

	Music/culture cities (Nashville, Austin, New Orleans)

	Wine country (Napa, Sonoma)





Buy hundreds of properties. Convert to AirBnb. Price out locals. 



Ski Town Example - Park City, Utah



Private equity firm buys 50 homes near ski resorts. All AirBnb. 



Teachers, ski instructors, restaurant workers? Can’t afford to live in Park City anymore. 



They commute 45 minutes from cheaper towns. In snow. To serve tourists. Who stay in the homes that used to house locals. 



The ski resort can't find workers. Because workers can't find housing. Because private equity bought it for AirBnb. 



The Nashville Nightmare



Nashville exploded. Bachelor parties. Tourist destination. Music city. 



Private equity firms bought hundreds of homes in East Nashville, Germantown, 12 South. 



Converted to AirBnb. “Music City Experience!” “Downtown Bungalow!” 



Musicians who made Nashville “Music City”? Priced out. Living in Murfreesboro, 40 miles away. 



The culture that made the city valuable? Extracted and replaced with tourists consuming the culture’s corpse. 



The Systemic Pattern



1. City becomes desirable (culture, nature, history) 2. Private equity identifies arbitrage opportunity (AirBnb > long-term rent) 3. Private equity buys hundreds of properties 4. Converts to short-term rentals 5. Locals priced out 6. Culture dies (artists, musicians, workers gone) 7. City becomes tourist theme park 8. Private equity extracts maximum revenue from the corpse 



The Zoom-Era Acceleration



COVID + remote work = people discovered they could AirBnb their primary home while traveling. 



Private equity firms saw this. Started buying "work from anywhere" properties. 



Homes in Bali, Mexico, Portugal, Croatia. Markets Americans could “work from.” 



Buy cheap. AirBnb expensive. Extract from digital nomads. 



Now locals in Bali can't afford Bali. Because American private equity firms bought their neighborhoods for AirBnb extraction. 



The Regulatory Resistance (Crushed)



Cities that try to limit private equity-backed AirBnb get destroyed. 



Santa Monica passed strict regulations. Limited short-term rentals. 



AirBnb, Homeaway, private equity-backed rental companies: Spent $10 million+ fighting. Lawsuits. Lobbying. Ballot measures. 



Small city government vs. billion-dollar extraction industry. 



Same in San Diego. San Francisco. Portland. Seattle. 



Private equity firms have unlimited legal budgets. Cities have limited resources. 



The extraction lobby wins. Almost always. 



The Double Destruction



Regular corporate landlords (Invitation Homes): Extract through rent. 



Private equity-backed AirBnb: Extract through tourism. Plus destroy community. 



It’s not just housing extraction. It’s community extraction. Culture extraction. Soul extraction. 



The neighborhood becomes a hotel. Except worse. Because hotels at least employ people and pay hotel taxes. 



AirBnb? No staff. Minimal taxes. Maximum extraction. Zero community contribution. 



The Neighborhood Death



New Orleans French Quarter: 40%+ of properties are short-term rentals. 



Venice, Italy: 90% of city center now tourist rentals. Locals forced out. Schools closing. Community dead. 



Lisbon, Portugal: Entire neighborhoods emptied. Families replaced by luggage-dragging tourists. 



Barcelona: Had to ban short-term rentals. Residents protested. “We want homes, not hotels.” 



What Dies



The couple who lived there 20 years. Evicted. Building converted to AirBnbs. 



The corner store. No locals. Closes. Replaced by tourist trinket shop. 



The elementary school. No children. Enrollment drops. Shuts down. 



The neighborhood watch. No permanent neighbors. Crime rises. Nobody knows anybody. 



The community. Gone. Replaced by revolving door of strangers with suitcases. 



The American Resistance (Blocked)



Cities try to regulate. Limit short-term rentals. Protect housing supply. 



AirBnb lobbyists fight back. Hard. 



“Property rights!” “Free market!” “Innovation!” 



Translation: “Don’t stop our extraction!” 



San Francisco passed regulations. AirBnb spent millions fighting. Lawsuits. Lobbying. Ballot measures. 



New York limited short-term rentals. AirBnb challenged. Years of legal battles. 



Miami tried to regulate. Blocked by state legislature. Preemption laws. Lobbyists won. 



The Scale



Before AirBnb: Hotels paid property taxes. Employed staff. Contributed to communities. 



After AirBnb: Investors own apartments. No employees. No taxes (or minimal). Pure extraction. 



Sonder: AirBnb management company. Manages 10,000+ properties globally. None for residents. All for tourists. 



Vacasa: Another management company. 30,000+ properties. All short-term. 



These aren’t people renting spare rooms. These are corporations removing housing supply and converting it to hotel rooms without hotel regulations. 



The Double Extraction



Remove from ownership market (families can’t buy). 



Remove from rental market (locals can’t rent long-term). 



Tourists pay premium prices. Investors extract maximum. Communities hollow out. 



Neighborhoods become Disneyland. Instagram backgrounds for visitors. No permanent humans. No culture. Just rotating consumption and extraction. 



The Regulatory Capture



AirBnb went public 2020. $100+ billion valuation. 



That buys a lot of lobbyists. A lot of politicians. A lot of “property rights” propaganda. 



Cities that successfully regulate? Rare. The extraction lobby is strong. 



Barcelona banned it. Amsterdam heavily restricts it. Paris limits it. 



America? “Innovation!” “Disruption!” “Sharing economy!” 



Translation: Extraction protected by ideology. 



The Local Lockout



Teacher in New Orleans wants to live near school. Can’t find housing. Everything’s AirBnb. 



Nurse in Miami Beach wants apartment near hospital. Nothing available. All tourist rentals. 



Service worker in Savannah wants to live in city. Priced out. Commutes 40 miles because downtown is hotels disguised as homes. 



The people who make the city work can’t afford to live in the city. Because investors converted housing to extraction platforms. 



The Irony



AirBnb’s pitch: “Belong anywhere.” 



The result: Nobody belongs anywhere. Permanent residents displaced. Tourists pass through. Investors extract remotely. 



Cities die. Not from neglect. From extraction wearing a “sharing economy” mask. 



The Systemic Risk



2008 crisis: Banks held too many mortgages. Crashed when homeowners defaulted. 



2030 crisis? Institutional investors holding too many rentals. Crash when renters can’t pay. 



Rent-backed securities. Derivative products. Leveraged investments. 



Same weapons. Different asset class. Same extraction logic. 



The Zoning Conspiracy



Why’s housing supply so limited? Zoning laws. 



Single-family-only zones. No apartments. No density. No supply. 



Who benefits? Existing homeowners (property values up). Institutional investors (scarcity drives rents). 



Who loses? Young people. Families. Workers. Anyone without property. 



The Generational Wealth Protection



Boomers vote for restrictive zoning (protect property values). That restricts supply. That raises prices. That locks out their children. 



Institutional investors lobby for same. Restricted supply = higher rents = more extraction. 



Strange alliance: Homeowners and private equity firms. Both benefit from scarcity. Both lobby against building. 



The Only Escape: Geography



Can’t afford Phoenix? Move to Detroit. Can’t afford Austin? Move to Kansas City. Can’t afford Nashville? Move to nowhere. 



That’s not policy. That’s extraction-driven migration. 



The coastal cities where jobs exist? Unaffordable. Owned by investors. 



The affordable cities? No jobs. No growth. No future. 



The choice: Career or homeownership. Not both. 



The Manufactured Scarcity



America has space. Lots of it. We could build millions of homes. 



We don’t. Not because we can’t. Because scarcity drives extraction. 



More homes = lower prices = less rent = less extraction. 



The system is designed to under-build. To maintain scarcity. To maximize extraction. 



Developers build slowly (maximize prices). Municipalities restrict density (protect homeowners). Investors buy everything (remove from market). 



Result: 5 million housing shortage. Prices explode. Rent explodes. Extraction explodes. 



The Retirement Robbery



Boomers bought homes cheap. Paid them off. Retired with assets. 



Millennials rent forever. Build no equity. Retire with nothing. 



Social Security won’t cover rent. Pensions don’t exist. 401ks are hope. 



The retirement plan? Die working. Or hope children (who also can’t afford homes) let parents move in. 



Private equity firms extracted the entire middle-class wealth-building mechanism. 



The International Extraction



It’s not just American firms. 



Chinese investors. Canadian funds. European private equity. Middle East sovereign wealth. 



All buying American homes. None living in them. All extracting rent. 



American neighborhoods? Owned by algorithms in Singapore. Managed by call centers in Manila. Profits to investors in Dubai. 



Local housing became global asset class. Local families became global renters. 



The Manufactured Homelessness



Homelessness rising. Not because people are lazier. Because housing became extraction. 



Minimum wage worker. 40 hours/week. Can’t afford rent. Lives in car. 



Because investors bought the affordable housing. Raised rents. Extracted maximum. 



The teacher living in her car. The nurse in an RV. The security guard in a tent. 



Not because they don’t work. Because extraction made housing unaffordable. 



We call it a “housing crisis.” It’s an extraction success story. 



The Alternative That’s Blocked



Housing co-ops. Community land trusts. Non-profit developers. They work. They provide affordable housing. They remove extraction. 



Why aren’t there more? They can’t compete with Blackstone’s all-cash offers. 



Private equity outbids community. Every time. Algorithms beat compassion. 



Vienna has social housing. Singapore has public housing. They work. But America calls that socialism. 



We prefer extraction. We call it “the market.” 



“It’s Just Good Business”



Here comes the defender. Always does. 



“This is capitalism! Free market! If they don’t like it, compete! They’re just jealous they’re not doing it. This is the American way!” 



The dismantling: 



No, This Isn’t Capitalism



Capitalism is: Build something. Sell something. Create value. Get paid. 



Ford built cars. Jobs built computers. Bezos built logistics. 



They created. They added. They made things that didn’t exist. 



Blackstone didn’t build houses. Didn’t create housing. Didn’t add supply. 



They bought existing houses. Removed them from ownership market. Extracted rent from necessity. 



That’s not capitalism. That’s rent-seeking. That’s extraction. That’s parasitism wearing a suit. 



Capitalism Requires Creation



Real capitalism: 


	Inventor creates product nobody had → capitalism

	Entrepreneur opens restaurant → capitalism

	Developer builds apartments → capitalism

	Landlord rents out spare property → capitalism





Extraction economy: 


	Private equity buys 50,000 existing homes → extraction

	Prevents families from owning → extraction

	Raises rents algorithmically → extraction

	Creates nothing, just captures → extraction





The difference? Creation vs. capture. Building vs. buying. Adding value vs. extracting value. 



“They’re Just Jealous”



No. Envy would be: “I wish I had a private jet.” 



This is: “Private jets are fine. But the extractors bought the jet with money extracted from people who can’t afford shelter.” 



Their wealth came from denying homeownership to teachers and nurses. From algorithmic rent increases on single mothers. From evicting families to hit quarterly targets. 



That’s not success to envy. That’s extraction to expose. 



“If They Don’t Like It, Compete”



With what money? 



Families compete with Blackstone. $940 billion in assets. All-cash offers. No inspection contingencies. 



Families have: FHA loans. Student debt. Hope. 



“Just compete!” is like telling a swimmer to race a yacht. While the yacht runs them over. And then blames them for not swimming faster. 



The game is rigged. Telling people to “compete” in a rigged game is gaslighting. 



”This Is The American Way”: 



America was built on homeownership. Not landlordism. 



The American Dream was: Work hard. Buy a house. Build equity. Pass it to children. 



Forty acres and a mule. Homestead Act. GI Bill mortgages. Levittown suburbs. 



America gave land away. To build ownership. To create stakeholders. To spread wealth. 



Now? Private equity firms buy all the houses. Convert ownership to rentals. Extract wealth from the next generation. 



That’s not the American way. That’s the aristocratic way. The feudal way. The “lords and peasants” way. 



We fought a revolution to escape landlords extracting from tenants. Now we worship them as “job creators.” 



The Long-Term Destruction



“Good business” implies sustainability. This isn’t sustainable. 



When entire generations can’t afford homes: 


	They don’t start businesses (no collateral)

	They don’t invest in communities (not permanent)

	They don’t have children (too expensive)

	They don’t build wealth (paying rent forever)

	They don’t create the next generation of consumers





Extractors extract from the future. Their “good business” is eating the seed corn. 



In 20 years: Who buys the products? Who starts the businesses? Who builds the economy? 



Not the renters with zero equity and maximum debt. 



The Moral Bankruptcy



Let’s be clear about what “good business” means here: 



Outbidding a young couple on their first home. So you can rent it back to them for 50% more than their mortgage would’ve been. 



Raising rent 30% because your algorithm says the market can bear it. Knowing the single mom working two jobs can’t afford it but has nowhere else to go. 



Evicting a family during Christmas. Because they were 3 days late on rent. Because your policy is zero tolerance. Because “it’s just business.” 



Converting neighborhoods to AirBnbs. So tourists can Instagram themselves in the homes that used to house the artists who made the neighborhood worth Instagramming. 



If that’s “good business,” then good business is evil. 



The Extraction Delusion



Extractors aren’t rich because they’re smart. They’re rich because they have capital. 



Capital that was earned by someone else. Possibly generations ago. Possibly through exploitation then too. 



They didn’t invent housing. They bought access to housing. Then gatekept it. Then extracted from the gate. 



That’s not genius. That’s leverage. That’s compounding. That’s the rich getting richer by owning the things people can’t live without. 



What Actual Builders Say



Ask a developer who builds apartments: “Is buying existing housing and raising rents good business?” 



They’ll say: “That’s not business. That’s just having money.” 



Ask a contractor who renovates homes: “Is outbidding families with all-cash offers good business?” 



They’ll say: “That’s not business. That’s financial warfare.” 



Ask an architect who designs communities: “Is converting neighborhoods to AirBnbs good business?” 



They’ll say: “That’s not business. That’s destroying what we built.” 



The actual builders - the people who CREATE housing - see private equity for what it is: Parasites on the built environment. 



The System Breakdown



“Good business” only works when there’s a functioning market. 



When one side has infinite capital and the other side needs shelter to survive? That’s not a market. That’s coercion. 



When algorithms collude on pricing? That’s not a market. That’s a cartel. 



When lobbyists block regulations? That’s not a market. That’s regulatory capture. 



Extractors aren’t succeeding in a free market. They’re rigging the market. Then extracting from the rigging. 



The Real American Way



The real American way was: Build. Create. Compete on merit. 



Ford made better cars. Microsoft made better software. SpaceX makes better rockets. 



They competed by BUILDING better products. 



Extractors compete by buying existing products. And gatekeeping them. And extracting from necessity. 



That’s not the American way. That’s the robber baron way. America had a Progressive Era to stop this. Antitrust laws. Regulations. Protections. 



Because we learned: Extraction kills economies. Rent-seeking destroys prosperity. Monopolies crush opportunity. 



We’re relearning that lesson. The hard way. While extractors extract. 



What History Shows



Every empire that allowed extraction over creation collapsed. 



Rome: Elites bought all the land. Peasants became renters. Empire fell. 



France: Aristocrats owned everything. Peasants paid rent forever. Revolution. 



Russia: Nobility extracted. Serfs suffered. Communism. 



Extraction economies self-destruct. Because extraction can’t continue forever. Eventually, the host dies. 



Extractors kill the host. And call it “good business.” 



The Ultimate Question



When extractors’ grandchildren ask: “Why can’t we own a home?” 



They’ll say: “Because Grandpa bought 50,000 of them. And rented them back to people like you. And made billions. And it was good business.” 



And the grandchildren will ask: “What happened to those billions?” 



“I spent them on private jets and politicians.” 



“Was it worth it? Destroying homeownership? For a jet?” 



No answer. Because there isn’t one. 



Their wealth came from denying the next generation the opportunity they had. That’s not business. That’s theft across generations. 



So No



This isn’t “good business.” This isn’t “capitalism.” This isn’t “the American way.” 



This is extraction. This is rent-seeking. This is parasitism. 



And the fact that it’s legal doesn’t make it moral. The fact that it’s profitable doesn’t make it right. The fact that it’s common doesn’t make it acceptable. 



It’s destruction wrapped in Excel spreadsheets. Greed optimized by algorithms. Generational theft celebrated as financial innovation. 



Call it what it is: Extraction. Not business. 



The Endgame: Agenda 21 Housing



Here’s where it’s all heading. Being built. Right now. In plain sight. 



The Vision



Everyone pushed into overcrowded cities. Dense urban cores. “Luxury” micro-apartments. 



300 square feet. Murphy bed. Kitchenette. Shared amenities. $2,500/month. 



No car needed (can’t afford parking). No yard (doesn’t exist). No space (efficiency!). No ownership (rent forever). 



They call it “urban density.” “Sustainable living.” “The future of housing.” 



It’s prison cells with Pinterest lighting. And renters pay forever. 



The Dead Mall Conversion



See those dead shopping malls? Killed by Amazon. Empty. Decaying. 



Now they’re being converted. Into apartments. Micro-units. “Live-work-play communities.” 



One mall in Ohio: 200 micro-apartments. Starting at $1,200/month. 250 square feet. 



People live where they used to shop. In converted Macy’s stores. With 200 neighbors. All renting. Forever. 



The Car Dealership Apartments



Car dealerships closing. People can’t afford cars. EVs are unaffordable. Public transit or nothing. 



Those giant dealership buildings? Converting to housing. 



One in Denver: Former Toyota dealership. Now 150 “luxury” apartments. 300-400 square feet. 



People live where cars used to be sold. Because they can’t afford a car. Or a house. Just the pod. 



The “15-Minute City” Trap



Everything needed within 15 minutes. Walking. Biking. No car necessary. 



Sounds convenient. Until the realization: Residents can’t leave. 



No car. No money for Uber everywhere. Job nearby. Groceries nearby. Doctor nearby. 



Geographically locked. Into a small radius. Where everything is controlled. Monitored. Priced. 



It’s not convenience. It’s a geo-fence. With rent extraction. 



The UBI Dependency



“Robots will take all the jobs! We need Universal Basic Income!” 



Sure. Sounds compassionate. Until you do the math: 



UBI: $1,500/month. Rent in micro-apartment: $1,500/month. 



All UBI goes to rent. To the landlord. Who is... Blackstone. Invitation Homes. Corporate extraction. 



Residents aren’t getting UBI. They’re being subsidized to pay rent to institutions. The government pays landlords directly. Tenants are just the conduit. 



The Prototype Already Exists



This isn’t theoretical. It’s been running for decades. 



Section 8 housing. Government vouchers for poor people who can’t afford rent. 



How it works: 


	Tenant qualifies for Section 8

	Government pays landlord directly

	Tenant pays small portion (30% of income)

	Landlord gets guaranteed payment from government

	Tenant has “housing assistance”





Translation: Government subsidizes landlords. Tenant becomes intermediary between taxpayer money and property owner. 



Corporate landlords LOVE Section 8. Guaranteed payment. No risk. Government-backed tenant. Payment always wired on the first of the month. 



UBI is Section 8 for everyone. Not just the poor. Everyone. 



Government pays rent. Tenants have “basic income.” Landlords get taxpayer money. Tenants get the illusion of assistance. 



It’s extraction laundered through compassion. Social program that funnels public money to private landlords. 



They perfected it on the poor. Now they’re scaling it to everyone. 



The Complete Control Loop



1. Private equity buys all the houses (removes ownership option) 2. Zoning blocks new single-family construction (creates scarcity) 3. Only dense urban housing gets built (micro-apartments) 4. Jobs move to cities (or disappear to automation) 5. People move to cities (no choice) 6. UBI pays rent (people become dependent) 7. Can’t leave (no savings, no car, no options) 8. Monitored (smart city tech, digital payments, movement tracking) 9. Controlled (step out of line, lose UBI, lose housing) 



It’s feudalism. With apps. And sustainability marketing. 



The WEF Said The Quiet Part Out Loud



World Economic Forum. 2016. Video prediction for 2030: 



“You’ll own nothing. And you’ll be happy.” 



They deleted the video. But the internet remembers. 



That’s the vision. Own nothing. Rent everything. Forever. From institutions. Who extract forever. 



Homes. Cars. Tools. Appliances. All rentals. All subscriptions. All extraction. 



And if people aren’t happy? Doesn’t matter. They’re trapped. No ownership = no options. 



The Sustainability Cover



“Single-family homes are unsustainable! Climate change! We need density!” 



Translation: Suburban homeownership gives people options. Mobility. Equity. Independence. 



Dense urban renting gives people: dependency. Control. Extraction. 



They’re not building dense cities to save the planet. They’re building them to concentrate people. For control. For extraction. 



What’s Being Built Right Now: 



Brooklyn: 300-square-foot “micro-lofts.” $2,400/month. No parking. Shared kitchen. 



San Francisco: Converted office building. 400 units. 250 square feet each. $1,800/month. 



Los Angeles: Former Sears building. 300 micro-apartments. “Urban living redefined!” 



Phoenix: Dead mall conversion. 500 units. Studios. “Everything you need in one place!” 



Seattle: Modular housing. 200 square feet. Stacked. “Efficient living!” 



This isn’t future. This is now. Being built. Being rented. Being normalized. 



The Marketing



They sell it as luxury. As choice. As sustainability. As community. 



“Micro-living!” “Minimalism!” “Urban lifestyle!” “Car-free freedom!” 



Translation: People can’t afford real homes. So extractors sell them cells. And call it aspirational. 



“Luxury Apartments”



Look at the listings. Every single one: “Luxury.” 



300 square feet? Luxury. No windows? Luxury. Murphy bed? Luxury. Shared bathroom? Luxury. Former retail space? Luxury. Converted car dealership? Luxury. 



They’re mocking renters. To their faces. 



Calling a prison cell “luxury” while charging $2,500/month is psychological warfare. 



Grandparents had 2,000 square feet. Parents had 1,500. This generation gets 300. 



And they call it luxury. And renters are supposed to be grateful. 



It’s Orwell. “War is peace. Freedom is slavery. Prison cells are luxury apartments.” 



The Generational Acceptance



Gen Z is growing up thinking this is normal. 



“Why would I want a house? Too much maintenance. I like my 300-square-foot studio. I can walk to coffee!” 



They don’t realize: Their grandparents had 2,000-square-foot homes. On single incomes. With pensions. 



They’ve been conditioned to accept less. To celebrate pods. To rent forever. 



“You’ll own nothing and be happy” isn’t a threat. It’s an advertising slogan. For people who’ve never known ownership. 



The Escape Routes (Closing)



Can’t afford the city? Move rural. 



But rural has: No jobs. No infrastructure. No internet. No services. 



They’re systematically making rural living impossible. For everyone except the wealthy. Who’ll own the estates while you rent the pod. 



Can’t afford America? Move abroad. 



But abroad is: Same pattern. Blackstone buying internationally. Same micro-apartments. Same extraction. Global. 



There’s no geographic escape. The extraction is planetary. 



The Resistance (What’s Left): 



Some small towns blocking corporate landlords. Banning short-term rentals. Protecting local housing. 



Some states considering regulations. Limiting institutional investors. Taxing vacant homes. 



Some developers building affordable. Community land trusts. Co-op housing. 



But they’re outgunned. Outspent. Outlobbied. 



Against Blackstone’s $940 billion? Against WEF’s global influence? Against coordinated extraction? 



The resistance is valiant. But small. 



The Acceleration



This isn’t 50 years away. It’s happening now. 



Every dead mall converted. Every dealership repurposed. Every “luxury” micro-unit built. 



Every private equity firm buying homes. Every algorithm raising rents. Every UBI pilot launched. 



The infrastructure of control is being constructed. In real-time. While you scroll. While you work. While you pay rent. 



The Uncomfortable Truth



Renters think they’re renting temporarily. “Just until I save up.” “Just until the market corrects.” “Just until I get that promotion.” 



They’re not. They’re renting permanently. That’s the plan. That’s the system. This is the “new normal” everyone keeps hearing about. That’s the extraction endpoint. 



The market won’t correct. It’ll accelerate. Because the people who own the market own the government own the housing. 



The Question



When they finish building the extraction infrastructure. 



When every mall is micro-apartments. When every house is private equity-owned. When UBI pays rent. When 15-minute cities are mandatory. 



When people can’t own. Can’t leave. Can’t save. Can’t build equity. Can’t pass wealth. 



Will they be happy? 



Because extractors promised they would be. 



2040: Homeownership rate below 50% (currently 66%). 



Most Americans rent forever. Most homes owned by institutions. Most wealth extracted by capital. 



Neighborhoods of transients. No community. No investment in local. Just renters passing through while extraction perpetuates. 



Grandchildren asking: “What was homeownership?” 



Parents try to explain: “You used to be able to own the place you lived.” 



The children won’t believe them. It’ll sound like fantasy. 



The Grim Reality



Housing became an extraction asset when: 




	Private equity bought 500,000+ homes

	Removed them from ownership market

	Rented them for 50% more than mortgage would cost

	Raised rents 20%+ annually

	Evicted at industrial scale

	Lobbied against tenant protections

	Blocked new construction

	Maintained artificial scarcity

	Priced out generations

	Called it “providing housing”





This isn’t disruption. This is extraction disguised as real estate investment. 



Houses became extraction assets. So builders are creating housing that can’t be extracted. Co-housing communities. Community land trusts. Resident-owned mobile home parks. Permanently affordable housing trusts. These models remove housing from extraction forever. 



Over 250 community land trusts exist in the U.S., protecting 15,000+ homes from speculation. Resident-owned communities house 1+ million people. Co-housing developments are spreading. These models prove housing can be affordable, stable, and extraction-proof. The alternative is being built. 



The Punchline



The whole scheme is kinda like buying all the water wells in a drought. Then charging whatever people will pay. And when they complain about thirst? Telling them the market’s just working efficiently. 



Housing became extraction the moment Wall Street realized families would pay anything for shelter. Because they have to. It’s shelter. 



The American Dream didn’t die naturally. It was bought, leveraged, and rented back to families at rates optimized by algorithms designed to extract maximum wealth from necessity. 



Sleep tight in the rental. The quarterly earnings report demands it. 



Next



when-shelter-became-an-asset-class.md — How institutional investors turned roofs over heads into portfolio diversification. 



When Shelter Became an Asset Class



“What’s wrong with investing in apartments and charging rent?” 



The question comes up every time someone critiques private equity’s housing strategies. 



It sounds reasonable. Landlords have existed for centuries. Rent is how housing markets work. What’s the problem? 



The problem is the question conflates two entirely different things. 



Buying property and charging rent is not the same thing as what private equity does to housing. 



Not even close. 



How Housing Used to Work



1950s through early 2000s, most rental housing worked like this: 



Local owner buys a property.

Puts down 20-30% cash.

Takes mortgage for the rest.

Rents cover mortgage, maintenance, taxes, profit.

Owner maintains the building.

Takes risk if units sit empty.

Personally invested in property condition.

Knows the tenants by name.

Long-term tenants often grandfathered at below-market rates.

Loyalty rewarded with stability.

Multi-generational business model.

After 30 years, mortgage paid off.

Rents can stabilize or even drop.

Property passes to children. 



This is building. Creating housing. Taking risk. Providing value. 



Nothing extraction about it. 



When Wall Street Saw Opportunity



2008 financial crisis. Housing market collapsed. 



Millions of foreclosures. Families lost homes. Banks desperate to sell. 



Private equity firms saw opportunity. 



Not opportunity to provide housing. 



Opportunity to create a new asset class. 



Blackstone’s 50,000-Home Shopping Spree



Blackstone launched Invitation Homes in 2012. 



Bought 50,000+ single-family homes in 18 months. 



Paid cash. Outbid every family trying to buy. 



Turned foreclosed homes into rental properties. 



Took the company public in 2017. Largest single-family rental REIT in America. 



All of this is public record. SEC filings. News reports. Earnings calls. 



Here’s what the earnings calls don’t explain: the math underneath. 



The Leverage Math



Traditional landlord buying a $500,000 property:



Down payment: $100,000 (20%) Mortgage: $400,000 Monthly rent: $2,000 Mortgage + costs: $1,600/month Monthly profit: $400 Annual profit: $4,800 Return on investment: 4.8% on the $100,000 invested 



After 30 years: owns property outright, can lower rents, passes asset to children. 



Private equity firm buying the same $500,000 property:



Equity invested: $25,000 (5%) Leveraged buyout debt: $475,000 (95%) Monthly rent: $2,800 (algorithmic pricing finds “market rate”) Debt service + fees: $2,400/month Monthly profit: $400 Return on investment: 19.2% on the $25,000 invested 



Plus: management fees, acquisition fees, asset management fees, disposition fees. 



After 5 years: sells property to another private equity firm for $600,000, books profit, exits. 



Next private equity firm: loads $570,000 in new debt, raises rent to $3,500/month to service it. 



Building vs. Extracting



Traditional landlord: 4.8% return, sustainable forever. 



Private equity: 19.2% return, requires continuous extraction. 



One uses reasonable leverage. The other uses maximum leverage. 



One maintains property for long-term value. The other defers maintenance for short-term cash flow. 



One knows tenants by name. The other knows them as “revenue per unit” or “doors” in industry jargon. 



One exits by passing property to children. The other exits by selling to the next extractor. 



The 5 Extraction Tools



Private equity doesn’t just charge rent. 



They extract value through: 



1. Algorithmic rent increases

Software determines maximum rent market will bear.

Raises annually regardless of costs.

No human discretion.

No consideration of tenant circumstances.

Pure revenue optimization. 



2. Fee multiplication

Pet rent: $50/month per pet.

Trash fee: $30/month (even though trash service costs $8).

Package fee: $20/month for accepting deliveries.

Parking: $100/month for spot that came with unit.

Green energy fee: $20/month for carbon offsets tenant never sees.

Application fee: $75 per person (non-refundable).

Administrative fee: $200 for lease renewal.

Every interaction becomes revenue. 



3. Maintenance deferral

Fix nothing unless legally required.

Maximize cash flow.

Let property deteriorate.

Sell before deferred maintenance becomes obvious.

Next owner inherits the decay. 



4. Lease optimization

Month-to-month prohibited (too much tenant flexibility).

12-month leases only (lock in rent).

Breaking lease: 2-3 months penalty.

Move-out requires 60 days notice.

Every rule minimizes tenant optionality. 



5. Carbon offset fees

“Green Energy Fee”: $15-25/month per unit.

Marketed as eco-friendly living.

Mandatory in lease, cannot opt out.

Funds corporate ESG credits.

Meanwhile: deferred maintenance on HVAC, insulation, windows.

Building uses more energy than ever.

Tenant pays higher utility bills AND green fees.

Private equity firm’s carbon offset funded entirely by people who can’t afford to buy.

Social responsibility becomes another subscription. 



One Family’s 10-Year Trap



2013: Outbid by cash



Family trying to buy first home in 2013: 



Saved $40,000 for down payment.

Found house listed at $200,000.

Made offer: $210,000.

Lost to cash offer: $235,000.

Cash buyer: Invitation Homes.

Family forced to rent instead.

Rent: $1,800/month.

Could have owned for $1,200/month mortgage. 



2018: $10,000 short



Same family still renting.

Rent increased to $2,400/month.

Saved another $30,000.

Houses now cost $350,000.

Down payment needed: $70,000.

Still $10,000 short.

Invitation Homes owns 40% of houses in neighborhood.

All cash offers. Family can’t compete. 



2023: Gave up forever



Still renting. Rent now $3,200/month.

Houses cost $500,000.

Down payment needed: $100,000.

Family gave up. Will rent forever.

Paid $280,000 in rent over decade.

Owns nothing.

Children won’t inherit property.

Generational wealth extraction complete. 



Extracting from Both Ends



Private equity’s housing model requires ever-increasing rents. 



Rents require tenants with rising incomes. 



But private equity also: 


	Strips jobs from communities (leveraged buyouts)

	Suppresses wages (labor cost optimization)

	Extracts from employers (consulting fees)

	Reduces worker benefits (efficiency improvements)





Same firms extracting from housing also extracting from incomes. 



Eventually, the math breaks. 



Tenants can’t afford higher rents because extractors took their wage growth. 



Properties deteriorate because maintenance was deferred. 



Exit becomes difficult because next buyer sees decay. 



Asset class starts looking like asset trap. 



300,000 Homes Lost



Invitation Homes: 80,000+ single-family rentals. 



American Homes 4 Rent: 59,000+ properties. 



Progress Residential: 80,000+ homes. 



Tricon Residential: 30,000+ homes. 



Pretium Partners: 70,000+ units. 



Combined: over 300,000 single-family homes converted from ownership to permanent rental. 



That’s 300,000 families who can’t buy because private equity got there first. 



300,000 properties optimized for extraction instead of shelter. 



300,000 homes with algorithmic rent increases instead of stable housing costs. 



And counting. 



Same Playbook, Bigger Buildings



Single-family homes are just the beginning. 



Private equity buying apartment complexes follows the same playbook: 



2019: The acquisition



Greystar buys 400-unit complex for $80 million. 20% equity: $16 million. 80% debt: $64 million. Average rent: $1,200/month. 



2020: Install the algorithm

Rent increases 15%.

Average rent: $1,380/month.

Add fees: trash, parking, pets, packages.

Effective rent: $1,550/month. 



2021: Defer everything

Don’t replace HVAC.

Don’t resurface parking lot.

Don’t update common areas.

Maximize cash flow. 



2022: Pandemic excuse



Rent increases 18% (2020 lockdowns’ excuse). Average rent: $1,830/month. Tenants complain about maintenance. Complaints go to call center. Call center reads script. Nothing gets fixed. 



2023: The exit



Sell complex to Blackstone for $110 million. Greystar profit: $30 million on $16 million investment. Blackstone loads $88 million in new debt. Raises rent to $2,200/month to service it. Defers more maintenance. Cycle continues. 



Tenants experience: 


	83% rent increase in 4 years

	Deteriorating property conditions

	Faceless corporate ownership

	Algorithmic pricing instead of human landlords

	No path to ownership





This isn’t housing. This is extraction. 



What Building Looks Like



Traditional landlord model never stopped working. 



Small-scale owners still exist: 



Local family buys duplex.

Lives in one unit.

Rents other unit.

Rent covers most of mortgage.

Maintains property personally.

Knows tenant by name.

When tenant loses job, works out payment plan.

When mortgage paid off, keeps rent stable.

Property provides retirement income.

Passes to children. 



This still works. Still builds wealth. Still provides housing sustainably. 



None require extracting maximum value from human need for shelter. 



So What’s the Real Problem?



“What’s wrong with investing in apartments and charging rent?” 



Nothing. When done at human scale with human accountability. 



Everything. When done with maximum leverage, algorithmic pricing, deferred maintenance, fee multiplication, and 5-year exit timelines. 



The problem isn’t landlords. 



The problem is financialization of basic human needs. 



The problem is leverage ratios that require ever-increasing rents. 



The problem is corporate ownership replacing local ownership. 



The problem is short-term extraction replacing long-term building. 



The problem is housing becoming an asset class instead of shelter. 



Pricing Out 10% by Design



Here’s the uncomfortable truth: 



Private equity’s housing model requires a certain percentage of people to be priced out. 



Not by accident. By design. 



How the algorithm works



Algorithmic pricing finds maximum rent.

Maximum rent = highest price market will bear.

“Market will bear” = price where some people can’t afford it.

Can’t afford it = homelessness or doubling up or moving away. 



The model requires this.

Maximum extraction requires pushing to the edge.

The edge is where people fall off. 



When Blackstone reports “96% occupancy” as success metric, that means 4% of units sit empty. 



Not because units are being renovated.

Because rent is priced above what 4% of market can pay.

That 4% is the proof the algorithm is working.

Finding the maximum. 



The 10% rule



Behind closed doors, property management executives share the real metric: pricing is optimized when approximately 10% of tenants complain they’re being priced out. 



Less than 10% complaining? You left money on the table. More than 10% complaining? You pushed too hard, might lose too many. Exactly 10%? Perfect extraction. 



The complaints aren’t a bug. They’re proof the system is working as designed. 



Those 10% who complain? Some move out. Some double up with roommates. Some stop eating out to afford rent. Some become homeless. 



The algorithm doesn’t care which. It just measures whether 90% stayed and paid. 



Traditional landlord sees empty unit as problem to solve.

Private equity sees it as proof they’re extracting maximum value. 



Different models. Different incentives. Different outcomes. 



The One Question That Reveals Everything



Want to know if housing provider is building or extracting? 



Ask one question: “What happens when the property is paid off?” 



Traditional landlord: “Rents can stay stable, property provides retirement income, pass it to my children.” 



Private equity: Does not compute. There is no “paid off.” Exit is built into the model. Property will be sold and re-leveraged infinite times. 



Paid-off property stops generating maximum returns.

Stops making sense for the model.

Gets sold.

Next buyer loads more debt.

Rents increase to service it.

Forever. 



What Comes Next



The deferred maintenance bill eventually comes due. 



Nobody talks about this. But the math is unavoidable. 



The timeline



2012-2015: Blackstone buys 50,000 homes.

Already aging properties. Built 1990s-2000s.

Some maintenance deferred by previous owners.

Private equity defers more. 



2015-2020: Extract maximum rent.

Fix nothing unless legally required.

HVAC systems age past optimal.

Roofs deteriorate.

Plumbing shows stress.

Electrical systems outdated.

Foundation drainage ignored. 



2020-2025: Systems start failing.

HVAC replacements needed: $8,000-$15,000 per unit.

Roof repairs needed: $12,000-$25,000.

Plumbing issues: $3,000-$10,000.

All deferred. All still extracting. 



2025-2030: Compound deterioration.

Multiple systems failing simultaneously.

Deferred maintenance now $50,000-$100,000 per property.

Properties still generating rent.

Still being flipped between private equity firms.

Each new buyer inherits more decay. 



The inspection problem



Traditional home sale requires inspection.

Buyer discovers deferred maintenance.

Sees $75,000 in immediate repairs needed.

Property purchased for $600,000.

Repairs make it worth $525,000.

Deal falls apart. 



Private equity sells to private equity.

Both parties know the game.

Neither cares about property condition.

Both care about financial engineering.

Inspection becomes formality.

Decay keeps compounding. 



3 possible endpoints



First scenario: The bailout. 



Properties deteriorate beyond economic repair.

Worth less than outstanding debt.

Private equity walks away.

Banks hold worthless assets.

Too big to fail (again).

Government bailout (again).

Taxpayers absorb losses.

Executives already exited with bonuses. 



Second scenario: The collapse. 



Buildings condemned as uninhabitable.

Mass evictions for safety violations.

Foreclosure wave hits 300,000+ properties.

Families lose even rental housing.

Neighborhoods full of rotting homes.

Housing stock destroyed by extraction.

Communities devastated.

No bailout big enough.

Ghost cities. Ghost suburbs. 



Third scenario: The transfer. 



Properties become political crisis.

Government forced to intervene.

“Affordable housing emergency program.”

Nonprofits buy at distressed prices.

Public money rehabilitates private decay.

$30 billion to fix what extractors broke.

Corporations profited from destruction.

Society pays for restoration. 



The irony of deterioration



These homes were perfectly functional in 2012. 



Built to last 50-100 years with proper maintenance. 



Could have housed families for generations. 



Instead, sacrificed for quarterly returns. 



Traditional landlord maintains property because they’ll own it in 30 years. 



Private equity defers maintenance because they’ll exit in 5 years. 



Next buyer does the same math. 



And the next. 



And the next. 



Until the property has no next buyer. 



What nobody’s pricing in



Current private equity real estate models assume: 



Properties maintain value.

Always another buyer.

Rents always increase.

Tenants always pay.

Assets remain assets. 



None of these account for: 



Compound deferred maintenance.

Simultaneous system failures.

Properties becoming liabilities.

Tenants who can’t pay more.

The music stopping. 



When a $500,000 house needs $100,000 in repairs, it’s not a $500,000 house. 



When 50,000 houses need $100,000 each, that’s $5 billion in hidden liabilities. 



When the entire private equity housing sector has deferred maintenance, that’s hundreds of billions in time bombs. 



All ticking. 



All ignored. 



All someone else’s problem. 



Until it isn’t. 



Blackstone owns assets. Co-ops build communities. And co-ops create something Blackstone can never buy: belonging, stability, shared ownership. These communities are extraction-proof by design. 



Housing co-ops. Limited-equity co-ops. Community land trusts. These structures legally prevent extraction. Residents own together. Equity grows modestly. And housing stays affordable permanently. Blackstone can buy assets. It can’t buy communities that refuse to sell. 



The Punchline



Extraction in housing is a Ponzi scheme... 



Where the exit depends on finding someone willing to pay even more for an asset that’s been hollowed out. 



Except the “asset” is where people sleep at night. 



Ponzi schemes eventually run out of new investors. Private equity housing eventually runs out of tenants who can pay. 



When that happens: 



The firms will have already exited.

Taken their returns.

Collected their bonuses.

Loaded the losses onto the next buyer.

Blamed “market conditions.” 



The families still won’t own homes. The communities will still be hollowed out. The properties will still be decaying. The tenants will still be trapped. The algorithm will still be raising rents. 



Because someone flipped the map. Called shelter an "asset class." And blamed families for not being able to afford it. 







Next



But private equity's housing extraction at least involved owning assets. 



There was another model. One even more efficient. One that extracted from labor without the liability of employment. 



The gig economy. 



Uber. DoorDash. Instacart. TaskRabbit. 



They called workers "contractors." Avoided benefits. Dodged minimum wage. Eliminated protections. 



Then convinced everyone it was "flexibility." 



Extraction innovation at its finest. 



The Gig Economy’s Extraction Innovation



They called it “disruption.” 



They disrupted labor laws. Employment protections. Minimum wage. Benefits. Everything workers fought a century to build. 



Then called the workers “partners.” “Entrepreneurs.” “Independent contractors.” 



Extraction wearing a participation trophy. 



The Model



The Innovation That Wasn’t



The gig economy didn’t invent anything. Taxi cabs existed. Food delivery existed. Grocery shopping existed. Handyman services existed. 



What Uber, DoorDash, Instacart, and TaskRabbit invented was a legal loophole. A way to have employees. Without calling them employees. Without paying for employees. Without protecting employees. 



They called it “technology.” It was labor arbitrage dressed up as innovation. 



The technology was an app. The innovation was avoiding labor law. 



The Contractor Scam



Here’s the trick: Call workers “independent contractors.” 



Independent contractors aren't employees. So companies don't pay: 



Minimum wage. 



Overtime. 



Health insurance. 



Unemployment insurance. 



Workers' compensation. 



Payroll taxes. 



Paid sick leave. 



Retirement contributions. 



An Uber driver works 40 hours a week. For one company. Using their app. Following their rules. Getting rated by their system. Fired by their algorithm. 



But they’re “independent.” 



Independent from protections. Independent from benefits. Independent from labor law. 



The company keeps all the power. The worker keeps all the risk. 



The Uber Model



Uber’s valuation peaked at $82 billion. Built on a workforce with zero benefits. 



Drivers provide: 



The car (depreciating asset). 



The insurance (rising cost). 



The gas (volatile expense). 



The maintenance (constant drain). 



The risk (accidents, assault, robbery). 



Uber provides: 



An app. 



A brand. 



A take rate of 25-30%. 



Drivers make $15/hour before expenses. After car costs, gas, insurance, maintenance, the real wage falls to $8-10/hour. Below minimum wage. With no benefits. 



But on paper, they’re entrepreneurs. Running their own business. Except they can’t set prices. Can’t choose customers. Can’t build their own brand. Can’t do anything but drive when the app tells them. 



The truth is they’re employees. Without the legal rights of employees. 



The Prop 22 Masterpiece



California passed AB5. Required gig companies to classify workers as employees. Uber, Lyft, DoorDash, and Instacart spent $200 million lobbying on Proposition 22 to overturn it. 



$200 million. The most expensive ballot measure in California history. 



They ran ads showing drivers who “loved their flexibility.” They paid the California NAACP president’s consulting firm $85,000 for an endorsement. They built coalitions claiming to represent drivers that were entirely company-funded. They threatened to leave California. They positioned themselves as defenders of worker choice. 



What they defended was their ability to pay below minimum wage. With no benefits. 



Prop 22 passed. Gig workers in California remained contractors. The companies saved billions. The drivers got a guarantee of 120% of minimum wage. But only for “engaged time.” 



Engaged time doesn't include: 



Waiting for requests. 



Driving to pickups. 



Dealing with cancellations. 



Returning from drop-offs. 



Count every hour worked. Real wage? Below minimum wage. 



No health insurance. No unemployment. No workers’ comp. 



$200 million bought the right to extract from workers. Forever. 



The Extraction Layers



The DoorDash Tip Theft



DoorDash pioneered a new extraction layer: Stealing tips. 



Their pay model guaranteed drivers a minimum per delivery. Let’s say $7. If the customer tipped $5, DoorDash only paid $2. The tip didn’t add to driver income. It subsidized DoorDash’s payment obligation. 



Customers thought they were tipping drivers. DoorDash was pocketing the difference. 



When exposed, DoorDash claimed it was a “misunderstanding.” Changed the model. Kept extracting through other mechanisms. 



They also charge restaurants 30% commission. Then created their own competing restaurants using ghost kitchens. Using the data from restaurants paying them commission. To undercut them with restaurants they controlled. 



Apple does this. They let developers build apps. Study which ones succeed. Then build competing apps and promote them above the originals. Developers call it “Sherlocking.” The platform owner copies the winners. Using data only the platform sees. 



Amazon does the same. Third-party sellers pay fees to sell on Amazon. Amazon tracks what sells. Then creates “Amazon Basics” versions. Using the sales data from sellers paying them. Undercuts them with products they control. 



DoorDash learned from the best. The platform extraction playbook. Charge for access. Steal the data. Compete with the customers paying them. Call it innovation. 



Extraction from drivers. Extraction from restaurants. Extraction from customers through fees. 



Triple-layer extraction dressed as convenience. 



The Instacart Shopper Pipeline



Instacart promised flexibility. Shop for groceries. Earn money. Work when you want. 



The reality: 



Batches combined multiple orders to reduce pay per order. 



Heavy items paid the same as light items. 



Long distances paid barely more than short. 



Tips calculated before shopper knows difficulty. 



Ratings from customers determined access to batches. 



Algorithm prioritized shoppers who accepted bad batches. 



Shoppers spent their own money on gas. Wore out their own cars. Dealt with angry customers. Got deactivated for low ratings caused by store inventory issues. 



Instacart’s founder became a billionaire. Shoppers became invisible servants delivering groceries for less than minimum wage. With zero protections. One bad rating from bankruptcy. 



The Ghost Restaurant Scheme



DoorDash, Uber Eats, and Grubhub listed restaurants on their platforms without permission. They’d scrape menus. Create listings. Take orders. Forward them to restaurants who never agreed to be on the platform. 



Restaurants got orders they didn’t authorize. At prices they didn’t set. Through a platform taking 30% commission. Grubhub alone listed 150,000 restaurants without consent. 



When restaurants complained, platforms said: “Leave our platform. Lose all this business.” 



Forced participation was just the first layer. 



The platforms then created their own restaurants: 



Ghost kitchens. 



Virtual brands that existed only on apps. Competing directly with the real restaurants forced onto their platforms. 



One Los Angeles kitchen operated under 127 fake restaurant names. All selling from the same kitchen. All appearing as different restaurants to customers. Uber Eats hosted 40,000 virtual restaurants. Most customers had no idea. 



Extraction disguised as partnership. 



The Control Systems



The Algorithmic Exploitation



Gig platforms use algorithms to maximize extraction. 



Surge pricing: When demand spikes, prices increase. Sounds like markets. Except the workers don’t get the surge. The company does. Uber keeps most surge pricing profit. Drivers get slight bumps while Uber extracts the desperation premium. 



Batch manipulation: Combine good orders with bad orders. Force acceptance of unprofitable work to access profitable work. If drivers reject bad batches, algorithm punishes them with fewer opportunities. 



Rating systems: One bad rating from an unreasonable customer tanks a worker’s access to work. No appeal. No context. No human review. The algorithm decides who eats. 



Deactivation without cause: Violate terms nobody fully reads. Get deactivated. No explanation. No appeal. No unemployment benefits. Gone. 



Workers have no power. The algorithm has absolute power. The company pretends it’s automation. It’s extraction engineering. 



The Insurance Gap



Gig workers have personal auto insurance. Personal insurance doesn’t cover commercial use. Gig platforms provide coverage only during active trips. 



The gap: 



Driving to pickup? Not covered by platform. Not covered by personal. 



Waiting for requests? Not covered. 



Dealing with app issues? Not covered. 



Accident during gap? Driver pays everything. Often tens of thousands. Sometimes hundreds of thousands. 



Personal insurance cancels policy for commercial use. Gig platform denies because not on active trip. Driver bankrupted. 



The companies know about the gap. They profit from it. Lower insurance costs. Workers hold the risk. 



The 1099 Tax Bomb



Gig workers get 1099 forms. Not W-2s. They’re “self-employed.” 



Self-employed people pay both sides of payroll taxes. 15.3% before income tax. Most gig workers don’t know this. Don’t save for it. Get hit with massive tax bills. 



Maria drives for Uber. Makes $35,000. Spends $15,000 on car expenses. Thinks she made $20,000. Tax day arrives. She owes $8,000. Can’t pay. IRS penalties compound. 



She worked full time. Made effectively nothing. Owes money she doesn’t have. For the privilege of making a billionaire richer. 



Uber doesn’t withhold taxes. Doesn’t explain tax obligations. Doesn’t provide accounting support. 



When drivers get destroyed by tax bills, Uber shrugs. “You’re independent.” “You’re an entrepreneur.” “You’re your own boss.” 



The gaslighting is the business model. 



The Fake Flexibility



The selling point was always “flexibility.” Work when you want. Be your own boss. Freedom. 



The reality: 



Uber and Lyft use “quest” bonuses. Complete 50 rides in two days, get $100 bonus. Miss it by one ride, get nothing. Forces drivers to work specific days. Specific hours. No flexibility. Just gamification of exploitation. 



DoorDash shows earnings per hour. But only for “engaged time.” Actual time worked shows below minimum wage. So they don’t show actual time. 



Instacart holds “early access” to batches. Available only to shoppers who worked 25 hours last week. Want flexibility? Lose access to work. Forced to work full time. For part-time pay. 



The flexibility is one direction. The platform’s direction. Workers have the flexibility to accept bad deals. Or starve. 



The Defenses



The “Nobody Forced You” Defense



“No one held a gun to your head.” 



“You chose to drive for Uber.” 



“If you don’t like it, quit.” 



This is what people with options say to people without them. 



Choice requires alternatives. When rent is due in 3 days. When someone has applied to 50 jobs. When they’re caring for sick parents and need flexibility because the 9-to-5 won’t accommodate. When they just got laid off and bills don’t wait. 



Uber becomes the option. Not the choice. 



The taxi medallion that would have given stable income? Uber destroyed that industry. Now those medallions are worthless. The taxi companies that had benefits? Bankrupt. The alternatives? Gone. 



Gig platforms didn’t just offer an option. They systematically eliminated the alternatives. Then positioned themselves as the only game available. Then blamed workers for “choosing” them. 



That’s not a market. That’s a trap. 



Maria had a choice: Drive for Uber at $8/hour after expenses. Or don’t pay rent. Or don’t feed her children. That’s not three choices. That’s one choice dressed up as freedom. 



The people who say "nobody forced you" have never been 3 days from eviction. Never watched their children go hungry. Never had to choose between insulin and rent. Never felt the desperation that makes exploitation look like opportunity. 



Economic coercion doesn’t need a gun. It just needs bills that compound. And wages that don’t. 



The gun is poverty. The trigger is desperation. Gig platforms just provide the ammunition. Then claim the shooting was voluntary. 



The Silencing Machine



“If it’s so bad, why don’t workers complain?” 



“Why don’t they warn everyone else?” 



“Why aren’t they organizing?” 



They are. The complaints just don’t reach the surface. By design. 



Gig platforms built the perfect silencing machine. Multiple layers. Each one reinforcing the others. 



The Deactivation Threat: Complain publicly? App deactivated. No explanation. No appeal. No unemployment benefits. Instant poverty. Workers learn fast: Stay quiet or starve. 



The Isolation Model: Gig workers never meet. Never congregate. Never organize. They’re alone in their cars. Scattered across cities. The app is their only connection. The platform controls that connection. And can sever it anytime. 



The Terms of Service: Sign away the right to sue. Mandatory arbitration. Non-disparagement clauses buried in 47 pages of legalese. Complain publicly? Contract violation. Deactivation. Then sued for breach. 



The Narrative Control: Platforms spend millions on PR. Happy driver testimonials. “Flexibility” messaging. Media amplifies success stories. Suppresses exploitation stories. Search “Uber driver” and see smiling faces. Not bankruptcy. Not homelessness. Not medical debt. 



The Individualization: “Each experience is unique.” “Not all drivers struggle.” “Maybe some aren’t cut out for this.” They make systemic exploitation feel like personal failure. Workers internalize the blame. Shame keeps them silent. 



The False Hope: “It’s temporary.” “Once I get more rides.” “Once I learn the system.” “Once I get better ratings.” Workers convince themselves it’ll improve. Complaining means admitting it won’t. So they keep quiet. And keep hoping. 



The Uncertainty: Workers are 3 days from eviction. Can’t risk anything. Even complaining online. What if names get flagged? What if the algorithm sees? What if deactivation comes? Can’t chance it. Bills don’t wait. 



Workers do complain. In Facebook groups the platforms don’t monitor. In Reddit threads nobody reads. At kitchen tables nobody sees. To family members who don’t understand. 



But they don’t complain publicly. Don’t organize visibly. Don’t warn loudly. 



Because the platform holds their survival in an algorithm. And algorithms don’t negotiate. They deactivate. 



The Aftermath



The Pandemic Windfall



COVID lockdowns sent gig economy valuations soaring. DoorDash IPO’d at $72 billion. Instacart hit $39 billion. 



Demand exploded. Drivers risked their lives. Exposed to virus. No hazard pay. No health insurance. No sick leave. No PPE provided. 



They delivered to people sheltering safely. While homeless themselves. One infection from death. One missed shift from eviction. 



DoorDash CEO Tony Xu made $400 million in 2020. From drivers risking their lives for $7 deliveries. 



The platforms extracted more during pandemic than entire previous existence. Some workers got COVID. And no healthcare to treat it. 



The International Expansion



Gig platforms exported extraction globally. Same model. Worse conditions. 



In developing countries: 



Lower base pay. 



Higher commission rates. 



No legal protections. 



Violent threats from customers. 



Zero recourse for disputes. 



Uber in India: Drivers make $2-3/hour. Below local minimum wage. With all same risks. All same expenses. All same lack of benefits. 



Deliveroo in UK: Riders fought for years to be classified as workers. Won in court. Company appealed. Workers still waiting for basic protections. 



Glovo in Spain: Delivery riders killed in traffic. No insurance coverage. No death benefits for families. Company classified them as contractors. Not responsible. 



The extraction model scales. Across borders. Across cultures. Across legal systems. Always the same: Privatize profits. Socialize risks. Call it innovation. 



The Venture Capital Pressure Cooker



Why are gig platforms so exploitative?

Follow the money.

Always follow the money! 



Uber raised $25 billion from venture capitalists. Lost money for 15 years. Burned billions subsidizing rides. To capture market share. To kill taxis. To monopolize transportation. 



Venture capitalists don’t need profit. They need the illusion of growth. To raise the next round. At a higher valuation. To raise bigger funds. To collect bigger fees. 



The venture capital firm makes 5%+ on assets under management. Every year. Whether the companies profit or not. A $1 billion fund generates over $50 million in fees. A $10 billion fund generates over $500 million. 



Uber loses money? Doesn’t matter. As long as valuation increases. As long as the story sells. As long as the next round closes. 



The extraction isn’t from profitability. It’s from valuations disconnected from reality. Uber doesn’t need to make money. It needs to look like it will make money. Someday. Eventually. Maybe. 



But the path to that illusion requires cutting costs. Can’t cut marketing. Can’t cut app development. Can’t cut executive compensation. These are all essential to growing the enterprise. 



In most businesses, labor is the highest cost. So that’s what’s attacked first. 



How to squeeze workers without calling it a pay cut: 



Lower the base pay per ride. 



Increase the platform’s percentage (from 20% to 30%). 



Restrict access to good orders unless workers accept bad ones. 



Use algorithms to punish workers who decline unprofitable trips. 



Gamify with “streaks” and “bonuses” that require working specific hours. 



The workers make less. The platform takes more. All while claiming nothing changed. 



The venture capital model doesn’t require extraction from workers. It just makes extraction the easiest path to the growth metrics that justify the next round. That fund the next fee. That enrich the people who were already rich. 



The workers pay for investor fees. Not investor returns. The fees are guaranteed. The returns are optional. 



The Human Cost



James drives Uber. 60 hours a week. Lives in his car. Can’t afford rent. Makes $600/week before expenses. After gas and car payment, keeps $300. No health insurance. Diabetic. Can’t afford insulin. One emergency from death. 



Maria shops for Instacart. Two children. Disabled husband. Works 70 hours. Makes $900/week. Pays $400 for gas. $300 for rent. $200 for food. Zero left. One car repair away from homelessness. 



DeShawn delivers for DoorDash. Got hit by drunk driver. Not on active delivery. Neither insurance covers. $85,000 in medical bills. Can’t work. Can’t pay. Bankrupt. App deactivated. Lost everything. 



These aren’t edge cases. They’re the model. Work full time. For part-time pay. With zero protection. Until the worker can’t. Then starve. 



The Alternative They Ignore



Worker-owned cooperatives exist. Drivers own the platform. Keep the profits. Set their own rules. 



The Drivers Cooperative in NYC. Owned by drivers. 65,000 members. Lower fees. Higher wages. Democratic control. 



They built the app themselves. Competed with Uber. Without extracting from workers. Because they are the workers. 



Uber spent billions on app development. The Drivers Cooperative spent thousands. The app isn’t the innovation. The exploitation is. 



Gig platforms could have been worker-owned. Could have been cooperatives. Could have actually empowered workers. 



They chose extraction. Because extraction makes billionaires. Cooperatives make sustainable businesses. 



Venture capitalists don’t fund sustainable. They fund extraction at scale. 



Uber and DoorDash extract from drivers. So drivers are launching co-op platforms they own. Worker-owned ride services. Driver-owned delivery co-ops. The platforms that actually serve drivers instead of extracting from them. 



These co-ops keep 90-95% of fares with drivers instead of 50-70%. Drivers vote on policies. Share profits. Build equity. The platforms grow slower but last longer. Extraction platforms burn cash and churn drivers. Co-op platforms build sustainable businesses and loyal worker-owners. 



The Punchline



The gig economy didn’t invent anything new. 



It just figured out how to bring back sharecropping. 



Give workers the illusion of independence. Make them provide all the equipment. Pay them per task instead of per hour. Take a cut of everything they earn. Call it a “platform fee” instead of “the landowner’s share.” 



When the worker can’t make rent, tell them they’re not working hard enough. 



When they complain about the terms, remind them they’re “entrepreneurs” who “chose this.” 



When they try to organize, deactivate their account. 



The difference between sharecropping and the gig economy? Sharecroppers knew they were getting screwed. Gig workers got told they were disrupting the future. 



Turns out the future looked a lot like 1865. Just with apps. 
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Gig platforms extracted from adults who had to work. 



But extraction doesn't stop with people old enough to sign contracts. Or drive cars. Or understand what they're agreeing to. 



There's another group with even less power. Even less ability to advocate for themselves. Even more vulnerable to exploitation. 



Children. Playing sports. Whose parents will sacrifice anything for their dreams. 



When They Paywalled Childhood



Senator Chris Murphy couldn’t film his son’s hockey game. 



Not because of privacy concerns.

Not because of safety rules.

Not because of league regulations. 



Because a private equity firm banned it. In order to sell streaming subscriptions. 



The Business Model



The Recording Ban



Black Bear Sports Group owns 42 ice rinks across 11 states. The largest owner-operator of hockey facilities in America. Backed by Blackstreet Capital. Started in 2015 buying struggling rinks that were on the verge of closing. 



They saved youth hockey. That’s the story they tell. 



Then they banned parents from recording their own children playing in their arenas. 



Official company policy: No recording. No posting. No livestreaming. Parents who try get stopped by staff. Cameras confiscated. Told to leave. 



Why? 



Black Bear sells its own streaming service. $50.00 per month. $600.00 per year. To watch their own children play hockey. 



Not to watch professional athletes. Not to access exclusive content. To see their children play on the ice. 



The recording ban isn’t about rights management. It’s about forced monetization. They eliminated the free option. Made memories a subscription service. 



What They Paywalled



Parents need game video for college recruiting scouts. Black Bear paywalled it. 



Grandparents want to watch games they can’t attend. Black Bear paywalled it. 



Children want to study their own performance to improve. Black Bear paywalled it. 



Families want to preserve childhood memories. Black Bear paywalled it. 



$600.00 per year. On top of the $10,000.00 annual cost to play youth hockey. 



The Price Increases



That $10,000.00 already increased from $6,000 just 5 years ago. A 67% increase since private equity started consolidating rinks. 



The cost increase has a simple explanation: Monopoly pricing. 



Black Bear controls 42 rinks. Regional monopoly. No alternatives. They set the price. Families pay or their children don’t play. 



Rink rental used to cost $200 per hour. Now it’s $500.00. A 150% increase. 



They added a $50.00 annual registration fee for adult leagues. For insurance they say. (Adults who already have insurance.) This triggered a public petition in September demanding fee reductions. 



The company ignored it. They own the rinks. They control access. Petitions don’t matter when you own the only ice in town. 



Senator Murphy called it a “monetization scheme that exploits families.” He’s right. It’s extraction wrapped in nostalgia and necessity. 



The Industry



The $40 Billion Opportunity



Youth sports is a $40 billion industry. Over 60 million children play organized sports nationally. 



Youth hockey specifically: USA Hockey membership hit an all-time high of 507,900 members in 2025. 



Private equity saw $40 billion of desperate parent spending. Decided to extract it. 



KKR bought Varsity Brands. Makes uniforms and runs cheerleading competitions. $4.5 billion in 2023. 



EQT bought IMG Academy. Sports boarding school in Florida. $1.25 billion. All cash in 2023. 



The Vertical Integration



Josh Harris and David Blitzer formed Unrivaled Sports. 



Harris is a private equity billionaire. Co-founded Apollo Global Management in 1990. Built a $650 billion empire buying and stripping companies. 



Now he collects sports teams like Monopoly properties. 



Philadelphia 76ers. NBA. Bought 2011. 



New Jersey Devils. NHL. Bought 2013. 



Crystal Palace FC. English Premier League. Bought 2015. 



Pittsburgh Steelers. NFL. Minority stake. Bought 2020. 



Washington Commanders. NFL. Lead investor. $6.05 billion. Bought 2023. 



He doesn’t just own professional sports teams. Now he’s buying youth sports facilities. 



The entire pipeline. From 8-year-olds playing hockey to professional athletes earning millions. All flowing through infrastructure he controls. 



The vertical integration of sports extraction. Control where 8-year-olds play. Scout talent early. His facilities see the best children first. Guide them through the system he owns. Eventually sign them to professional contracts. On his teams. 



Smart business? Maybe. 



Also: Monopolizing childhood sports infrastructure to identify and pipeline talent into teams he owns. While pricing out every family that can’t afford $15,000 per year. Turning the “great equalizer” into a pay-to-play funnel that benefits his professional franchises. 



When Exxon buys oil fields, refineries, and gas stations, we call it vertical integration. 



When Josh Harris buys youth facilities, talent pipelines, and professional teams, we should call it what it is: Monetizing the entire lifespan of an athlete. From 8 years old to retirement. 



Extract from children on the way up. Professional athletes at the peak. Fans paying for tickets. Cities funding stadiums with tax dollars. 



Extraction at every level. From tee-ball to retirement. 



The Contradictions



Professional vs. Youth



Here’s the irony that burns: Walk into a 76ers game. Wells Fargo Center. Harris owns the team. Fans pay $200 for tickets. Pull out iPhones. Record Joel Embiid dunking. Post it on social media. Nobody stops them. The NBA encourages it. Free marketing. Fan engagement. 



Now drive to a youth hockey rink Harris’s private equity friends own. An 8-year-old is playing. Parents paid $10,000.00 for the season. They pull out iPhones. Try to record their own children. Security stops them. Confiscates cameras. Tells them it’s against policy. Directs them to buy a $600.00 streaming subscription. 



Professional athletes playing for millions? Record freely. 



Children playing for free? That’ll be $50.00 per month. 



The billionaire who owns professional teams knows fans recording games builds his brand. Grows his business. Creates buzz. So he allows it. Encourages it. 



But when that same billionaire buys youth sports facilities? He bans recording. Because desperate parents will pay anything. And children can’t advocate for themselves. And there’s no players union for eight-year-olds. 



Professional sports learned that fan content builds value. Youth sports extraction realized that parent desperation extracts value. 



Same owner. Different power dynamic. Different extraction strategy. 



The Pattern Across Sports



Atwater Capital invested $100 million into League One Volleyball. Junior volleyball teams nationwide. 



Five Elms Capital put $25 million into 360Player. 



The extraction playbook is identical across sports: 


	Buy struggling infrastructure

	Consolidate into regional monopolies

	Eliminate alternatives

	Raise prices

	Add subscription fees

	Defend it as saving the sport





They did save some rinks from closing. Then made them so expensive that lower-income families can’t afford to use them. 



The Cost Explosion



The average family spent $1,016 per child on youth sports in 2024. A 46% increase since 2019. Five years. Nearly 50% more expensive. 



Youth hockey costs $10,000.00 annually. Plus $600.00 for streaming. Plus travel. Plus equipment that children outgrow every year. 



$15,000.00 dollars per child. To play a sport that used to be accessible. 



Who gets priced out? Working-class families. Single parents. Immigrants. Anyone without significant disposable income. 



What’s the impact? Youth sports becoming an upper-class activity. The character-building. The teamwork. The exercise. The community. All locked behind paywalls that eliminate most American families. 



Private equity didn’t just extract money. They extracted accessibility. Turned childhood activities into luxury goods. 



The Human Impact



The Values Lesson



The irony is thick. 



Youth sports are supposed to teach values. Hard work. Teamwork. Perseverance. Humility. Respect. 



What values does a $10,600.00 price tag teach? 



That money determines opportunity. That wealth grants access. That poor children don’t deserve the same experiences. 



That memories are products. That watching your own child requires a subscription. That community activities exist to generate returns for investors. 



The Powerlessness



The recording ban crystallizes the extraction. Parents trying to film their own children. Creating their own memories. Using their own phones. Getting stopped by employees. Told it’s against policy. Directed to buy a subscription. 



Their children. Their memories. Private equity’s paywall. 



Senator Murphy has resources. Connections. A platform. He got blocked anyway. Spoke publicly about it. Called it exploitation. 



What about parents without platforms? Without resources? Without Senators listening? 



They comply. Or their children don’t play. Those are the options. 



Black Bear’s response to criticism: “We provide a valuable service.” “Streaming is expensive to maintain.” “Parents love the convenience.” 



Translation: We have a monopoly. Families will pay what we charge. Because their children want to play hockey. And we own the only ice. 



The Technology Layer



The Platform Behind the Paywall



But here’s where it gets darker. 



Black Bear forces parents onto streaming subscriptions.

Who provides the streaming platform?

Hudl. 



Who owns Hudl? Bain Capital. Another private equity firm. 



It’s private equity selling to private equity. Using parent desperation as the product. 



The Hudl Monopoly



Hudl monopolized 99% of American high schools. Over 230,000 teams. Over 1 million live-streamed games annually. 100 million fans forced through their platform. 



Founded in Nebraska in 2006. Started as a helpful tool for coaches to review game footage. Then Bain Capital invested in May 2020. Growth capital they called it. Translation: Scale the extraction. 



Before Bain: Hudl was a useful service schools could choose. 



After Bain: Hudl became the only option. Schools had to use it. Parents had to pay for it. No alternatives allowed. 



The playbook never changes. Buy the infrastructure. Eliminate the alternatives. Monopolize. Make it mandatory. Extract forever. 



The Fee Stacking



Hudl charges subscription fees to athletic departments. Then charges parents again for streaming access. Then charges for “premium” features. Then charges for highlights. Then charges for storage. 



$600 flows from Black Bear to Hudl to Bain Capital. 3 extraction layers. 1 desperate parent. Multiple private equity firms splitting the take. 



The Acquisition Spree



But wait. There’s more. 



Hudl spent 2024 and 2025 on an acquisition spree. Consolidating the entire youth sports video ecosystem. 



StatsBomb. August 2024. Analytics platform. 



Balltime. February 2025. Volleyball technology. 



FastModel Sports. March 2025. Basketball and hockey analysis. 



Titan Sports. June 2025. Another competitor eliminated. 



They’re not just extracting. They’re eliminating every alternative. Building an unbreakable monopoly on youth sports footage. Children’s games. Family memories. Their proprietary content. 



The Inescapable System



Parents can’t record games themselves. Black Bear banned it. 



Can’t use a different streaming service. Hudl owns the infrastructure. 



Can’t switch to a competitor. Bain Capital bought them all. 



Can’t opt out. Schools require Hudl. Leagues require Hudl. Tournaments require Hudl. 



99% of high schools. Not because Hudl is best. Because Hudl is only. 



The Data Economy



The Surveillance Machine



And here’s the extraction masterpiece: Hudl doesn’t just take money. It takes data. 



Every game filmed. Every player tracked. Every performance analyzed. Every college scout watching. 



Hudl knows which children are talented. Which families are desperate. Which players might go pro. Which sports are growing. Which leagues have money. 



That data gets sold. To recruiting services. To equipment companies. To college programs. To training facilities. To sports academies. 



Who Buys Youth Sports Data



Recruiting services pay to know which 14-year-old goalies have college potential. Target them early. Charge parents $3,000 for “exposure.” 



Equipment companies pay to know which children are growing fast. Send targeted ads for $400 hockey sticks to parents whose children just hit a growth spurt. 



Sports academies pay to know which families can afford $25,000-per-year elite training. Target wealthy zip codes with children showing talent. 



College coaches pay to know which players to scout. Skip the children whose families can’t afford showcase tournaments. 



Training facilities pay to know which sports are growing in which regions. Open locations where desperate parents cluster. 



The Triple Extraction



Children’s game footage isn’t just content families pay to access. It’s market research Hudl sells to the highest bidder. 



The youth sports industrial complex runs on this data. Hudl sits in the middle. Extracting from everyone. Families pay to create content. Hudl sells that content. Then sells access back to the families who created it. Then sells the data to third parties. 



Triple extraction. From 1 desperate parent filming 1 8-year-old’s hockey game. 



Professional sports encourage fan filming. Build engagement. Free marketing. The NBA loves when fans post highlights. 



But private equity-owned youth sports ban parent filming. Force paid subscriptions. Sell family data. Because professional athletes have leverage. Eight-year-olds don’t. 



Bain Capital knows this. Bought Hudl specifically for this. Saw 99% market share. Saw mandatory participation. Saw desperate parents. Saw zero alternatives. 



Invested millions. To extract billions. From children. Playing sports. While their parents watch. And pay. And pay. And pay. 



The Consequence



The Re-Stratification



The venture capital firms funding youth sports consolidation don’t care about children. Don’t care about communities. Don’t care about accessibility. 



They care about the $40 billion. And the lack of regulatory oversight. And the desperation of parents who want their children to succeed. 



Sports used to be the great equalizer. Talent mattered more than wealth. A child from nowhere could outwork. Outperform. Earn a scholarship. Change their life. 



Private equity is re-stratifying youth sports. Making sure only wealthy children get access. To coaching. To facilities. To competition. To opportunities. 



The Talent Pipeline for the Rich



The college scout isn’t coming to watch children whose families can’t afford the elite travel team. That plays at the premium facility. That charges $15,000 per season. That’s owned by the private equity firm. 



Talent still matters. But only if families can afford to develop it. On ice that costs $500 per hour. At facilities that banned parents from recording their own children. 



Youth sports extraction extracts from parents who will sacrifice anything for their children. 



Different vulnerability. Same playbook. Find someone desperate. Control their access. Charge whatever they can bear. Call it innovation. 



The Absurdity Made Clear



Imagine charging parents admission to watch their children’s school play. Then banning cameras. Then selling a $600-per-year streaming package. Then calling yourself a hero for keeping the theater open. While the children whose families can’t afford $600 don’t get to be in plays anymore. 



That’s not saving youth sports. That’s monetizing childhood. 



Childhood got paywalled. So parents are building free alternatives. Adventure playgrounds. Forest schools. Tool libraries. Free play groups. Community spaces where children can be children without fees. 



These parent-built alternatives spread city by city. No corporate sponsors. No extraction. Just parents who want their children to play. The paywall created demand for free childhood. And communities are delivering it. 



The Punchline



When private equity buys youth sports, it’s kinda like buying the neighborhood park and charging admission. 



They say they saved it from closing. 



Then they price out everyone who used to play there. 



Then they ban parents from taking pictures of their own children. 



Then they sell subscriptions to watch through a fence. 



Then they call themselves heroes for keeping the park open. 



The park is still there. Just not for the children who need it most. 
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But private equity didn't stop at youth sports facilities. 



They found something even more desperate than parents watching their children play hockey. 



Parents trying to take their children skiing. 



The mountains. Public slopes. National forests. Places families visited for generations. 



Vail Resorts and Alterra bought them all. Created mega-passes. Eliminated alternatives. Raised day-ticket prices to force pass purchases. 



Then understaffed the resorts so half the lifts stayed closed. 



Private equity paywalled nature itself. 



When They Paywalled the Mountains



A working dad in Denver wants to take his kid skiing at Breckenridge. 



One day.

One mountain.

One Saturday. 



The math: 



Parking: $20. Lift ticket: $251. Rental gear: $78. Lunch: $60. 



Total: $409 for one person for one day. 



Two people: $818. 



That’s not a ski trip. That’s a car payment. 



The Consolidation



The Duopoly Nobody Asked For



2017: KSL Capital Partners (private equity) teamed up with Aspen owners to create Alterra Mountain Company. 



They bought Intrawest. Then Mammoth. Then Deer Valley. 



They launched the Ikon Pass. $1,159 for access to 55 resorts. 



Vail Resorts already had the Epic Pass. $909 for 80 resorts on 4 continents. 



Two companies. Two passes. 50% of America’s ski lift capacity. 



The consolidation happened fast. Between 2017 and 2025, Vail and Alterra bought or partnered with every major resort that mattered. 



Vail Resorts now owns 42 ski resorts. Market cap: $7 billion. 



Alterra controls 15 resorts plus partnerships with dozens more. 



The extraction playbook landed in the mountains. 



The Ticketmaster Playbook for Snow



2021: Alterra hired Jared Smith as President. 



2022: Promoted him to CEO. 



His background? 15 years at Live Nation Entertainment. President and Global Chairman of Ticketmaster. The company that turned concert tickets into ransom notes. 



The company that: 


	Monopolized ticketing

	Added “convenience fees” that doubled ticket prices

	Created artificial scarcity

	Acquired every competitor

	Made going to concerts unaffordable for working families





Smith applied the same playbook to skiing. 



Create a mega-pass that seems like a deal. Buy or partner with every major resort. Make walk-up tickets so expensive that passes become mandatory. Consolidate the industry. Extract from everyone who doesn’t subscribe. 



Ticketmaster for snow-capped mountains. Subscription-based access to nature. 



The Price Stratification



Before consolidation: 


	Local ski area: $60-80 day ticket

	Regional resort: $100-120 day ticket

	Premium resort: $150-180 day ticket





After consolidation (2026): 


	Vail Resorts day ticket: $251-300+

	Alterra day ticket: $200-280+

	Epic Pass: $1,051 (unlimited access, $3.50/day if you ski 300 days)

	Ikon Pass: $1,329 (unlimited access, $4.43/day if you ski 300 days)





The math only works if someone: 


	Lives near mountains

	Skis 50+ days per year

	Can afford $1,000+ upfront

	Buys 6 months before winter





Who gets priced out? Everyone else. 



Working families who ski twice a season.

Single parents who save up for one trip.

Locals who used to get affordable season passes.

People who can’t commit 6 months ahead.

Anyone without disposable income and flexible schedules. 



The mountains became playgrounds for people with disposable income and flexible schedules. Everyone else pays ransom or stays home. 



The Extraction Layers



The Understaffing Playbook



Vail and Alterra didn't just raise prices. They cut costs. 



Fewer employees. Lower wages. No J-1 visa workers. Understaffed lifts. Closed runs. 



Keystone Resort 2024: Didn’t hire international workers. Didn’t want to pay for work visas. The entire mountain felt it. Lines out of control. Half the lifts closed. 75% of terrain unavailable. 



Crested Butte: Lifts couldn’t open. Not enough staff. 



Park City: Ski patrol struck for the first time in 50 years. Better wages. Better conditions. Corporate ignored them for weeks. 



A Change.org petition: “Hold Vail Resorts Accountable.” 45,000 signatures. 



25+ complaints filed with Washington State’s Consumer Protection Act. 



Vail’s CEO Rob Katz apologized for “unacceptable” wait times for customer service. Calls increased 4x. They doubled staffing. Still couldn’t handle volume. 



Translation: We extracted so hard we broke the infrastructure. 



The Housing Crisis Nobody Connects



After Vail acquired Stowe (2017), real estate prices exploded. 



Big Sky added to Ikon Pass. Affordable long-term rentals disappeared. All on VRBO now. Locals priced out. 



Breckenridge. Vail. Park City. Aspen. Mammoth. Whistler. Every resort town. 



The pattern: Private equity buys mountain. Mega-pass brings unlimited tourists. Housing demand surges. Prices skyrocket. Workers can’t afford rent. Locals forced out. 



Ski instructors living in vans. Lift operators sleeping 4 to a room. Restaurant workers commuting 90 minutes from the only affordable housing. 



The mountains lose their communities. The locals who built the culture. The families who lived there for generations. The ski bums who made the scene magical. 



Replaced by: Second-home owners who ski 10 days per year. Investment properties sitting empty 300 days. Short-term rentals for tourists. 



The ski towns died culturally before they died economically. 



The Crowding Paradox



Epic and Ikon passes made skiing "affordable" for pass holders. 



Result: Massive crowding. 



Pass holders paid $1,000 for unlimited skiing. Every additional day costs $0. So they ski every weekend. Every holiday. Every powder day. 



Lift lines: 60-90 minutes.

Parking lots: Full by 7 AM.

Slopes: Dangerously overcrowded.

Lodges: Standing room only.

Bathrooms: 20-minute waits. 



The resorts can’t handle the volume. But they can’t turn people away. The passes are sold. The money is collected. The crowds keep coming. 



The experience collapsed. 



Old-timers remember skiing in the 1990s. Show up at 9 AM. Park easily. Ski all day. No lines. Affordable. Magical. 



Now: Show up at 6 AM. Circle for parking. Wait 60 minutes for one lift. Ski crowded slopes. Pay $800 for the privilege. 



Extraction optimized revenue. Destroyed the experience. 



The Local Ski Area Death



Independent ski areas couldn't compete. 



Epic Pass gives access to 80 resorts for $909. Local mountain charges $80/day. 



Families buy the Epic Pass. Stop skiing locally. Drive 2 hours to Vail-owned resorts instead. 



Local areas lose customers. Can’t lower prices. Can’t match mega-pass value. Go bankrupt or sell to Vail/Alterra. 



The consolidation accelerates. 



Between 2000 and 2025: 


	70+ independent ski areas closed

	40+ sold to Vail or Alterra

	25+ barely surviving





The mega-passes killed community skiing. Everything consolidated to corporate mountains. 



Small family ski areas that served locals for 50 years. Gone. 



The Numbers



Vail Resorts financial results (2024): 


	Revenue: $2.9 billion

	Net income: $349 million

	CEO compensation: $15.2 million

	Lift operator wage: $15-17/hour

	Customer satisfaction: All-time low

	Employee satisfaction: Record strikes





They’re not failing. They’re extracting. 



High prices ≠ high quality. High prices = high extraction. 



The customer experience got worse. The worker experience got worse. The local communities got destroyed. 



But the shareholders got returns. 



That’s extraction, not business. 



The Endgame



The Future They're Building



Vail and Alterra aren't done. 



They’re adding: 


	Dynamic pricing (surge pricing for powder days)

	Reservation systems (limit access even for pass holders)

	Premium tiers (pay more to skip lines)

	Add-on fees (parking, lockers, priority lift access)





The Ticketmaster playbook: 


	Sell the pass

	Restrict access

	Charge fees for everything

	Optimize extraction





Coming soon: $1,500 base pass. Plus $50 parking. Plus $30 priority lift access. Plus $40 locker. Plus $100 reservation fee for holidays. 



Total: $1,720 before skiing once. 



And people pay it. Because Vail and Alterra own the mountains. And there’s no choice. 



The Alternative Nobody Wants to Hear



Skiing doesn't have to be expensive. 



In Europe: Public ski areas. Government-run. Affordable. Accessible. Day tickets: $40-60. Season passes: $400-600. No mega-corporate control. 



In Japan: Small family-owned resorts. Reasonable prices. Incredible snow. Minimal crowds. No extraction. 



In New Zealand: Club-owned ski fields. Members-only. Nonprofit. Cheap. 



America chose corporate consolidation. Private equity ownership. Extraction economics. 



We didn’t have to. We chose this. 



Vail Resorts charges $2,000+ per season and lost the soul of skiing. Community hills charge $300-$500 and have the culture Vail destroyed. Skiers are fleeing mega-resorts for small mountains run by locals who love skiing. 



These community hills can’t compete on amenities. But they win on culture, access, and affordability. Locals run the lifts. Know your name. Remember when you learned to ski. Vail extracted skiing’s soul. Community hills kept it. And skiers are coming back. 



The Punchline



Vail and Alterra’s ski consolidation is kinda like buying every public park in a city, fencing them off, and selling $1,000 annual passes for access. 



Then understaffing the parks so half of them stay closed. 



Then raising day-use fees to $250 so passes look like a deal. 



Then pricing out everyone who lives nearby because “park-side properties” surge in value. 



Then calling it “democratizing access to nature.” 



The parks are still there. 



Just not for the people who need them most. 







Next



Private equity paywalled youth sports. Then skiing. 



But there's another company that perfected extracting from childhood without the hassle of owning physical assets. 



Disney. 



They bought nostalgia. Copyrighted memories. Paywalled childhoods. 



Then charged families to access their own past. 



Mickey Mouse isn't public domain. He's extraction infrastructure. 



When Disney Monetized Childhood Memories



A middle-class family from Ohio wants to take their children to Disney World. Create memories. Experience magic. Do what their parents did for them. 



The math: 



3-day park tickets (family of 4): $1,600

Lightning Lane Multi-Pass (skip lines): $600

Hotel (value resort, 3 nights): $600

Food (park dining, 3 days): $600

Flights (family of 4, roundtrip): $1,200

Parking: $90

Souvenirs: $200 



Total: $4,890 for 3 days. 



That’s not a vacation. That’s a ransom for childhood memories. 



The Price Extraction Pattern



The Vision Walt Built



1950s: Walt Disney took his daughters to amusement parks. Griffith Park in Los Angeles. Pacific Ocean Park. The Pike in Long Beach. 



Every park was the same. Dirty. Dangerous. Run by carnies. Rigged games. Broken rides. Garbage everywhere. 



Parents sat on benches eating peanuts while children rode rickety rides operated by men who looked like they just got out of prison. 



Walt Disney had a different vision: 


	Clean parks

	Safe rides

	Trained employees

	Families experiencing magic together

	Places where parents wanted to be, not just tolerated being





1955: Disneyland opened in Anaheim. Single-day ticket: $1. 



Revolutionary. Themed lands. Attention to detail. Cast members in costume. Trash picked up within minutes. Rides that didn’t feel like death traps. 



Walt built something different. A park that respected families. That created memories instead of extracting wallets. 



December 15, 1966: Walt Disney died. 



Days later: The extraction began. 



The executives who inherited his vision immediately started optimizing for profit instead of magic. Cutting costs. Raising prices. Testing how much they could extract before families stopped coming. 



They spent the next 60 years perfecting it. 



The Magic Tax



1971: Disney World opened. Single-day ticket: $3.50. 



2026: Single-day ticket: $119-$209 depending on the day. 



Adjusted for inflation, that 1971 ticket should cost $27 today. 



Instead it costs $209 at peak. That’s a 674% increase above inflation. 



Annual passes tell the same story: 



2015: Disneyland annual pass started at $299.

2025: Cheapest annual pass (Magic Key): $599.

2026: Top-tier pass (Inspire Key): $1,899. 



In 10 years, annual passes doubled at minimum. The premium pass increased 81%. 



But that’s just admission. Disney doesn’t make money from just tickets anymore. They make money from everything after guests enter. 



The FastPass Scam



1999: Disney invented FastPass.

Revolutionary. Free. Skip the line.

Everyone got equal access. 



It worked like this: Show up. Get a FastPass ticket for a popular ride. Come back during the assigned window. Skip the 90-minute line. 



Cost: $0. 



2021: Disney killed FastPass. Replaced it with Genie+. 



Same system. Now guests pay $15-35 per person per day. 



Family of 4 visiting for 3 days: $180-420 just to skip lines they used to skip for free. 



But Genie+ doesn’t cover everything. The most popular rides require Lightning Lane Single Pass. Another $15-25 per person per ride. 



Skip the line for Rise of the Resistance? $20 per person.

Avatar Flight of Passage? $18 per person.

Guardians of the Galaxy? $16 per person. 



Family of 4 doing 3 premium rides: $162-240 on top of Genie+. 



Disney took away a free feature. Cut it into pieces. Sold it back at premium prices. 



That’s not innovation. That’s extraction. 



The Experience They Degraded



Here’s what changed beyond pricing: 



Crowds: Epic Pass model applied to parks. Annual passes so cheap that locals visit constantly. Parks at capacity daily. 90-minute waits for rides that used to be 30 minutes. Reservations required just to enter parks families already paid for. 



Maintenance: Rides broken more often. Paint chipped. Animatronics not working. Effects missing. Budget cuts while prices surge. 



Food quality: Worse ingredients. Smaller portions. Higher prices. $18 for a burger that was $9 in 2015. 



Customer service: Understaffed.

Longer waits for everything.

Cast members overworked and underpaid. 



Mobile ordering required: Can’t just buy food. Download app. Create account. Order ahead. Pick up window. 



Turn spontaneous meals into planned operations. 



Park reservations required: Can’t just show up. Make reservations months ahead. Annual pass holders blocked out on busy days. Paid $1,899 for access they can’t use. 



The Disney Magic got removed. Optimization installed. 



The Nickel-and-Dime Everything Model



Disney doesn’t just charge admission. They’ve monetized every aspect of the experience: 



Parking: $30/day (was $10 in 2010) 



Early park entry: Used to be free for hotel guests. Now requires purchasing specific room types or packages. 



After-hours events: $150+ per person for 3 hours in the park after closing. 



Character dining: $60-85 per person for breakfast with characters. 



PhotoPass: $199 to download photos Disney photographers take of guests (they won’t provide the photos otherwise). 



Locker rental: $10-15 per day. 



Stroller rental: $15-31 per day. 



Special event tickets: Mickey’s Not-So-Scary Halloween, Mickey’s Very Merry Christmas: $109-199 per person (separate from park admission). 



Behind-the-scenes tours: $100-450 per person. 



VIP tours: $450-900 per hour (7-hour minimum). 



Fireworks dessert parties: $99-149 per person to watch fireworks with desserts. 



Disney carved the experience into a thousand pieces.

Sold each one separately.

Forced families to buy dozens of add-ons.

Created guilt for parents who couldn’t afford it all.

Or miss the magic entirely. 



The Human Cost



The Workers Living in Cars



Cynthia Carranza works overnight custodian at Disneyland. $20.65/hour. 



She lived in her car with 2 dogs. Couldn’t afford Anaheim rent: $2,000+/month. 



Lauren Slaughter, Toontown host, $19.90/hour. Lived in car for 2 years. 



A 28-year-old fry cook and her husband (also Disney employee) lived in their car for weeks. Combined Disney wages couldn’t cover rent. 



MIT’s living wage calculator: You need $30.48/hour to afford living near Disneyland. 



Disney pays $15-19/hour. 



The math doesn’t work (except for The Disney Corporation). 



Survey results (2018 Occidental College study): 


	73% of Disney employees don’t earn enough to cover basic expenses

	10% have experienced homelessness

	66% can’t afford 3 meals a day

	75% struggle with basic living expenses

	11% have been evicted or experienced housing insecurity





Cast members sleep in cars. Skip meals. Experience homelessness. 



While the Disney CEO makes tens of millions per year. 



The CEO-to-Worker Extraction Ratio



2018: Bob Iger earned $65.7 million. Median Disney employee earned $46,127. Ratio: 1,424:1. 



2024: Iger compensation: $41.1 million. Median Disney worker: $54,010. Ratio: 761:1. 



The CEO makes 761 times what the median worker earns. 



At a company that sells family values. Childhood magic. Dreams coming true. 



Cast members living in cars can’t afford to take their own children to the parks where they work. 



The Intellectual Property Weaponization



The Copyright Corruption



1928: Mickey Mouse debuts in Steamboat Willie. 



Under copyright law at the time, Mickey should have entered public domain in 1984 (56 years later). 



1976: Copyright law extended. Mickey protected until 2003. 



1998: Sonny Bono Copyright Term Extension Act passed. 



The bill extended copyright from life+50 years to life+70 years. Corporate works from 75 years to 95 years. 



Nicknamed: “The Mickey Mouse Protection Act.”





Why? Disney lobbied heavily. Spent millions. Needed to keep Mickey out of public domain. 



Who else lobbied for it? Time Warner. Universal. Viacom. ASCAP. 



NFL. NBA. NHL. MLB. George Gershwin’s estate.





But Disney led the charge. 



Result: Mickey Mouse protected until 2024 (96 years after creation). 



They literally changed federal law to protect their intellectual property. Prevented thousands of works from entering public domain. Blocked creativity. Extended corporate control. 



For profit. 



2024: Steamboat Willie Mickey finally entered public domain. 96 years after creation. 40 years longer than originally intended. 



Disney spent decades manipulating copyright law to prevent a cartoon mouse from becoming public property. 



Then they found a new weapon: trademark law. 



The Trademark Moat



January 1, 2024: Steamboat Willie enters public domain. Anyone can legally use it. 



July 2024: Disney starts suing people who use it. 



The strategy: Claim trademark infringement instead of copyright violation. 



Copyright expired. Trademark doesn’t. 



Disney trademarked the 1928 Mickey silhouette. Added Steamboat Willie clips to modern Disney films. Established “trademark use” in commerce. 



Then sued jewelry companies. Threatened creators. Sent cease-and-desist letters.





The argument: “You can use the public domain character, but not in ways that create consumer confusion about Disney’s brand.” 



Translation: You can’t actually use it. 



September 2025: Law firm Morgan & Morgan sued Disney. Claimed they’re illegally blocking public domain use through trademark abuse. 



November 2025: Morgan & Morgan withdrew the lawsuit. 



No explanation.

Likely settlement.

Message sent. 



Public domain became functionally meaningless. Disney lost copyright protection after 96 years. They’re using trademark law to achieve the same control. 



The Supreme Court warned about this in 2003: Trademarks cannot be used to “create a species of mutant copyright law that limits the public’s federal right to copy and to use expired copyrights.” 



Disney’s doing it anyway. 



Because they can. Because fighting Disney costs millions. Because most creators can’t afford the legal battle. 



Modern Mickey versions (with gloves, shorter nose, color) remain copyright protected until the 2030s-2060s.





They manipulated copyright law for decades. Lost that battle. Switched to trademark law.





The extraction adapts. It never stops. 



The Failed Experiments



The Galactic Starcruiser Disaster



2022: Disney opened Star Wars: Galactic Starcruiser.

A 2-night “immersive experience” at Disney World. 



The pitch: Live inside Star Wars. Roleplay. Missions. Themed dining. Sleep on a “spaceship.” 



The price: $4,800 for 2 people. $6,000 for a family of 4. 



For 2 nights. 



That’s $3,000 per night for a family of 4. At a hotel. Next to a theme park. 



2023: Disney closed it. 18 months after opening. 



Final voyage: September 30, 2023. 



Financial impact: $250 million write-off in accelerated depreciation. 



What happened? Extraction limits discovered. 



Even superfans couldn’t justify $6,000 for 2 nights. No repeat visits (who does the same $6,000 experience twice?). Bad reviews spread. Bookings collapsed. 



Disney built a hotel designed to extract maximum dollars from Star Wars fans. Priced it at luxury-cruise levels. Discovered even dedicated fans have limits. 



Now it’s being demolished. Turned into office space. 



$250 million extraction experiment. Failed. 



But they tried. That’s the important part. They tested how much they could extract from nostalgia and fandom. 



Answer: Not $6,000 for 2 nights. Back to Mickey’s drawing board. 



The Digital Extraction



The Streaming Extraction



2019: Disney+ launches. $6.99/month. 



The pitch: Everything Disney. Pixar. Marvel. Star Wars. All in one place. 



Cheaper than Netflix. 



2026: Disney+ Premium: $18.99/month. 



171% increase in 6 years. 



But Disney doesn’t want customers buying just Disney+. They want bundle purchases: 


	Disney+ with ads: $11.99/month

	Hulu with ads: $9.99/month

	ESPN+ with ads: $10.99/month

	Bundle (all 3): $19.99/month





They make it cheaper to buy all three. Force bundle purchases. Extract more monthly revenue. 



The irony: Disney’s streaming division lost $1.1 billion in Q3 2023. 



They’re losing money. Still raising prices. 



Because they can. Because people want to watch Marvel shows. Because their children love Disney movies. Because nostalgia and content libraries create leverage. 



Extraction doesn’t require profit. Just power. 



The Alternative



What Disney Used to Be



Disney wasn’t always extraction. 



Walt Disney (died 1966) built Disneyland with a different philosophy: 


	Affordable admission

	Free attractions (no upcharges)

	Accessible to middle-class families

	Fair wages for cast members

	Focus on experience quality, not revenue optimization





He famously said: “I don’t want the public to see the world they live in while they’re in the park. I want them to feel they’re in another world.” 



Modern Disney would say: “We don’t want the public to afford the park unless they’re upper-income. We want them to feel nickeled-and-dimed at every turn.” 



Walt built a park. Modern Disney extracted a profit center from his vision. 



If Walt saw what his creation became, he’d recognize the castle. Not the company. 



The Extraction Genius



The Nostalgia Ransom



Here’s Disney’s extraction genius: They own childhood itself. 



Parents who went to Disney World at age 8 remember Space Mountain. Meeting Mickey. Watching the fireworks. Core memories. 



Now they’re 35 with children. They want to give them that same experience. That same magic. Those same memories. 



Disney knows this. They’ve monetized it. 



They’re not selling park admission. They’re selling access to childhood. Nostalgia. The desire to pass down traditions. 



And they’re charging up to $3,690 daily for that access. 



That’s not a product. That’s a ransom note. 



Parents pay it. Because the alternative is telling their children they can’t have the experience their parents had. That magic is too expensive. That childhood memories are luxury goods now. 



Disney turned nostalgia into leverage. Childhood memories into extraction opportunities. 



The Culture They Destroyed



Disney parks used to represent something: 


	Middle-class achievement (families saved up and went to Disney)

	Accessible magic (anyone can experience it)

	Shared cultural touchstone (everyone’s been to Disney)

	Family tradition (families go every few years)

	Democratic experience (everyone waited in the same lines)





What they became: 


	Upper-class luxury (only wealthy families go regularly)

	Paywalled experience (nickel-and-dimed at every turn)

	Divided experience (rich families skip lines)

	Broken tradition (families can’t afford to continue going)

	Class-segregated park (money buys access to everything)





The democratization of magic became the privatization of childhood. 



The Future Extraction



Dynamic Pricing Coming Soon



Disney isn’t done extracting. 



They’re testing: 


	Dynamic ride pricing (surge pricing for popular attractions)

	Tiered Lightning Lane (pay more to skip more lines)

	Premium park days (pay extra to visit on peak days)

	Reservation fees (charge to book park visits)

	AI-optimized pricing (algorithms adjusting costs in real-time)





The Ticketmaster playbook. The airline playbook. The Uber playbook. 



Optimize prices based on demand. Extract maximum revenue from every transaction. Make nothing predictable. Force constant decision-making about whether to pay premiums. 



Coming soon: $30 Lightning Lane for Space Mountain on Christmas Day. $15 on a random Tuesday in February. Algorithm-optimized extraction. 



The Irony



Profitable Extraction



Disney’s 2025 revenue: $91 billion. Disney’s 2025 profit: $7.7 billion. 



They’re not struggling. They’re not desperate. They don’t need to charge $209 for single-day tickets or $1,899 for annual passes. 



They do it because they can. 



Because nostalgia creates inelastic demand. Because children beg parents to go. Because families feel obligated to provide the experience. 



Disney has pricing power. They use it to extract. 



Not to improve the experience. Not to pay workers living wages. Not to maintain the parks better. 



To increase profit margins. To hit quarterly targets. To pay executives more. 



The Family Business of Extraction



Disney doesn’t just extract at the parks. They institutionalized extraction. 



Shamrock Holdings. Founded 1978 by Roy E. Disney (Walt’s nephew). Private equity firm managing Disney family wealth. 



Assets under management: $6.5 billion as of 2026. 



Investment focus: Media, entertainment, communications. Buyouts. Growth equity. Recapitalizations. Content rights. 



The playbook: Acquire companies. Extract value. Optimize for returns.





Portfolio includes: 


	550+ feature films

	2,000+ hours of television programming

	450+ songs

	Stakes in media companies, entertainment properties,



content catalogs





They buy IP. They license it. They extract revenue from artists’ work. 



The Taylor Swift case study: 



2019: Scooter Braun’s Ithaca Holdings bought

Big Machine Records for $330 million.

Acquired Swift’s first 6 albums without her consent. 



2020: Shamrock Holdings (Disney family PE firm)

bought the masters from Braun for $405 million. 



Swift declined partnership with Shamrock. Why? Because Braun and Ithaca would continue profiting from the sale. 



Shamrock’s offer: Become equity partner, own a piece of her own work. 



Translation: Pay to own what she created. 



Swift’s response: Re-recorded all 6 albums as “Taylor’s Version.” Controlled her own catalog. Devalued the Shamrock-owned masters. 



2025: Swift bought back the original masters

from Shamrock for approximately $360 million. 



Shamrock held the assets for 5 years. Collected licensing fees. Extracted value from Swift’s catalog while she fought to reclaim her work. 



Final sale: $360 million (roughly what they paid minus 5 years of extraction). 



The Disney family private equity firm bought an artist’s life work without her permission. Offered to sell it back to her. Extracted licensing revenue for 5 years. Then sold it back for roughly breakeven. 



That’s not investing. That’s mafia-style extortion (without a side of meatballs). 



The irony: Disney complains about piracy. Copyright infringement. Protecting artists’ rights. 



While their family private equity firm buys artists’ masters without consent. Extracts licensing fees. Forces artists to buy back their own work. 



Shamrock also owns: 


	Harlem Globetrotters (80% stake, acquired 2005)

	Adweek (acquired 2020)

	FanDuel (stake)

	Boardriders/Quiksilver (stake)

	Carnegie Dartlet (education marketing)





The pattern: Acquire. Extract. Optimize. Repeat.





Disney’s 2025 profit: $7.7 billion from parks, streaming, merchandise.





Shamrock’s Assets Under Management (A.U.M.): $6.5 billion extracting from media companies and artists. 



The Disney family doesn’t just own the parks. They own an extraction machine that operates across the entertainment industry.





Extraction isn’t a side effect of Disney’s business. It’s the family business. 



The Annual Decision



Every year Disney faces a choice: 



Option 1: Raise prices again. Increase extraction. Hit quarterly targets. Pay executives more. Price out more middle-class families. 



Option 2: Stabilize prices. Focus on experience quality. Pay workers living wages. Make the parks accessible to the core audience. 



Every year they choose Option 1. 



Because Wall Street rewards extraction. Because quarterly earnings matter more than cultural impact. Because executives get bonuses for profit growth, not customer satisfaction. 



2010-2025: Disney raised prices every single year

except 2020 (pandemic forced temporary pause). 



15 consecutive years of price increases. 



While worker wages stagnated. 



While cast members slept in cars. 



While families got priced out. 



Consistent. Relentless. Extractive. 



Disney charges $6,000+ for extraction-priced “magic.” Which made families rediscover $0 camping, creek exploring, fort building, and actual childhood. The kind of childhood that builds memories without monetizing them. 



Families are choosing state parks over theme parks. Creeks over rides. Free play over scheduled experiences. And children are having better childhoods. Disney can monetize memories. It can’t create them. Real childhood is free, unscheduled, and magical in ways Disney can’t package. 





The Punchline



Disney’s business model is kinda like inheriting a grandmother’s house, turning it into a museum, then charging the family $3,690 to visit for 3 days and look at her stuff. 



Then paying the owner $41 million to manage the museum. 



While paying the people who actually give tours $18/hour. 



Then complaining they’re living in their cars. 



Then raising admission again next year. 



The house is still there. 



The memories are still there. 



Just locked behind paywalls that would make that grandmother cry. 







Next



Disney paywalled childhood memories by owning nostalgia and charging ransom for access. 



But there's an industry that makes Disney look generous. 



An industry where prices increased 500% in 30 years. Where middlemen extract billions while producing nothing. Where desperate families go bankrupt trying to afford the product. 



And unlike Disney, families can't just skip it. 



They need it to survive. 



Social Media’s Attention Extraction



They said it was free. 



It wasn’t. 



People paid with hours of their lives. 



Scrolling.

Comparing.

Despairing. 



Social media platforms extract attention. 



Sell it to advertisers. 



Call it connection. Claim it's all about community. 



Branded it belonging. 



How the Extraction Works



The Product You Became



“If you’re not paying for the product, you are the product.” 



Everyone knows this quote. Nobody acts like it’s true. 



Facebook has 3 billion users. Zero pay subscriptions. $117 billion in annual revenue. The math is simple. They’re not selling users a service. They’re selling users to advertisers. 



User attention is the inventory. User data is the targeting mechanism. User psychology is the exploit. User addiction is the business model. 



Mark Zuckerberg didn’t build a social network. 



Zuckerberg built an attention extraction machine.

Convinced the world it was bringing them closer together.

Called it progress. 



The Engagement Trap



Social media platforms optimize for one metric: Engagement. 



Not happiness.

Not connection.

Not truth.

Not mental health.

Not community. 



Engagement. 



Time on platform.

Clicks.

Shares.

Comments.

Reactions. 



The algorithm doesn’t care if users are inspired or enraged. Both keep them scrolling. Both generate ad impressions. Both extract attention. 



Facebook discovered this early. Posts that made people angry got more engagement than posts that made people happy. So the algorithm showed more anger. More outrage. More division. 



Not because Zuckerberg is evil and set out to divide society. Because division was profitable. Anger keeps people engaged. Engaged people see more ads. More ads generate more revenue. 



The algorithm optimized for extraction. Society paid the price. 



The Addiction Engineering



The Infinite Scroll Innovation



Before smartphones, websites had pages. People reached the bottom. They left. Attention had a natural end. 



Then came infinite scroll. Invented by Aza Raskin in 2006. He later called it one of his biggest regrets. 



The feed never ends. There’s always more. One more post. One more video. One more story. Just keep scrolling. Just keep watching. Just keep extracting. 



TikTok perfected this. Videos that start the moment users open the app. Swipe to next video before current one ends. Algorithm learns what keeps people watching. Serves more of it. Forever. 



Average TikTok user: logged in 95 minutes per day.

That’s 580 hours per year.

24 full days of continuous watching.

Per person.

Multiplied by 1 billion users. 



That’s not a social network. That’s industrial-scale attention extraction. 



The Comparison Engine



Instagram didn’t start as extraction. It started as photo sharing. Then Facebook bought it for $1 billion in 2012. 



Facebook knew how to extract. They taught Instagram. 



Feed became algorithmic. Showing posts that maximize engagement. Not chronological. Not from people users chose to follow. From accounts that keep them scrolling. 



Every photo became a performance. Every story became a production. Every moment became content. For extraction. 



The comparison became inevitable. Her vacation looks better. His abs look better. Their life looks better. Everyone else’s life looks insufficient. Keep scrolling. Keep comparing. Keep feeling inadequate. 



Teen girls reported record levels of depression and anxiety after Instagram. Not correlation. Causation. Facebook’s own internal research confirmed it. They suppressed the findings. Kept extracting. 



Then Frances Haugen blew the whistle. 



She wasn’t an outsider. She was a Facebook product manager. Worked there for 2 years. Saw the internal research. Watched executives ignore it. Copied thousands of documents. Leaked them to the Securities and Exchange Commission. To Congress. To the Wall Street Journal. 



The documents showed Facebook knew Instagram harmed teen girls. Made 1 in 3 feel worse about their bodies. Increased suicidal thoughts in vulnerable children. The research was clear. The harm was measurable. The company knew. 



They didn’t fix it.

Instagram optimized it.

Because harm increased engagement. 



The extraction wasn’t accidental. It was the feature that drove growth. 



The Dopamine Hack



Social media platforms hired neuroscientists.

Not to improve mental health.

To exploit brain chemistry. 



Every like is a dopamine hit. Every notification is a reward. Every new follower is validation. The brain learns to crave the next hit. 



Just like slot machines.

Just like cocaine.

Just like salty potato chips. 



Variable reward scheduling. The most addictive pattern. Users don’t know when the next like will come. So they check constantly. Just in case. The uncertainty amplifies the addiction. 



Sean Parker, Facebook’s founding president, admitted it in 2017: “We need to sort of give you a little dopamine hit every once in a while... It’s a social-validation feedback loop... exactly the kind of thing that a hacker like myself would come up with, because you’re exploiting a vulnerability in human psychology.” 



They knew it was exploitation. They designed it anyway. Because addiction maximizes extraction. 



The Algorithm Nobody Understands



Facebook’s algorithm considers over 10,000 signals to decide what users see. Nobody knows how it works. Machine learning made it a black box. Even Facebook engineers can’t explain individual decisions. Too complex. Too interconnected. Self-optimizing. 



The optimization target is clear: 


	Maximum time on platform.

	Maximum ad impressions.

	Maximum extraction.





The algorithm learned that conspiracy theories get high engagement. So it recommended more conspiracy theories. QAnon grew. Anti-vax movements spread. Election denialism flourished. Not because Facebook supported these ideas. Because the algorithm discovered they extract attention efficiently. 



YouTube’s algorithm recommended increasingly extreme content. Watch one conservative video. Algorithm recommends more extreme conservative videos. Watch one liberal video. Algorithm serves more extreme liberal videos. The radicalization wasn’t political. It was mathematical. Extremism extracts attention better than moderation. 



The algorithm doesn’t have values. It has optimization targets. Society radicalizes. Democracy fractures. People die. The algorithm keeps extracting. 



The Surveillance Economy



The Advertiser’s Dream



Social media has more data on people than any entity in history. Every click. Every pause. Every video watched. Every ad ignored. Every purchase made. Every website visited. 



Talk about taking a vacation to Orlando. Ads appear within minutes. Feels like phones are listening. They don’t need to. The tracking is more invasive than that. 



Location data. Search history. Browsing patterns. Shopping cart abandons. Friend networks. Schedules. Routines. The algorithm knows people are planning a trip before they consciously decide. 



Platforms track users across the internet. Across devices. Across years. Building psychological profiles. Understanding fears. Desires. Weaknesses. Triggers. 



Then they sell access to those profiles. To advertisers. Who craft messages that exploit psychology. Messages users are algorithmically guaranteed to see. At the moment they’re most vulnerable. 



Cambridge Analytica wasn’t an aberration. It was the business model made visible. Facebook sold access to 87 million user profiles. Cambridge Analytica used psychological profiling to target political ads. The ads didn’t convince. They exploited. Finding people vulnerable to specific messages. Serving those messages at scale. 



Facebook apologized. Changed nothing. Kept extracting. Kept selling. Because the extraction is too profitable to stop. 



Surveillance Capitalism



Shoshana Zuboff named it: Surveillance capitalism. The commodification of human experience into behavioral data. The prediction and manipulation of human behavior for profit. 



Social media platforms are surveillance engines. Every action tracked. Every interaction monitored. Every behavior recorded. Building profiles. Predicting futures. Selling access. 



This isn’t advertising. Advertising shows products. 



Surveillance capitalism manipulates behavior. Changes what people see. When they see it. How they react to it. The goal isn’t to show ads. It’s to modify behavior to make people more profitable to advertise to. 



People become the raw material. Processed. Refined. Sold. Their psychology is the oil field. The platforms are the extractors. Advertisers are the buyers. Users never see the revenue. They just feel the depletion. 



The Human Wreckage



The Loneliness Paradox



Social media promised connection.

Delivered isolation.

Called it community. 



Studies show the more time people spend on social media, the lonelier they feel. The more depressed. The more anxious. Every metric of mental health declines with increased social media use. 



But it feels like connection. People see friends’ lives. Comment. Friends respond. The brain releases oxytocin. The “bonding hormone.” Except the bond is fake. Parasocial. Connected to a profile. Not a person. 



Real connection requires vulnerability. Presence. Time. Depth. Social media optimizes for breadth. Shallow interactions with many people. Likes and comments from strangers. Followers who don’t know the person. 



The platforms call them “friends.” The algorithm treats them as engagement metrics. Friendships became inventory for extraction. 



The Youth Destruction Pipeline



TikTok’s algorithm is the most sophisticated attention extraction engine ever built. It learns what people watch. In seconds. Serves more of it. Constantly adapting. Perfectly personalized. 



For adults, this means wasted time. For children, this means warped development. 



13-year-old girls get endless content about appearance. Weight. Beauty standards. Plastic surgery. Eating disorders. The content doesn’t teach. It indoctrinates. 



13-year-old boys get hustler culture. Crypto scams. Get-rich-quick schemes. Misogyny disguised as self-improvement. The content doesn’t inspire. It radicalizes. 



The platforms know. Their own research shows social media harms young people. Increases depression. Increases anxiety. Increases body dysmorphia. Increases suicide ideation. 



They changed nothing. Added “safety features” that don’t work. Issued statements about “commitment to wellbeing.” Kept extracting. Because children’s attention is profitable. Their mental health is not. 



The Mental Health Crisis



Teen depression doubled since 2010.

Anxiety tripled.

Suicide attempts quadrupled.

Self-harm hospitalizations quintupled.

Loneliness reached epidemic levels. 



The timeline matches social media adoption. Especially smartphones. The correlation is undeniable. The causation is documented. Facebook’s own research proves it. 



But they keep extracting. Keep optimizing for engagement. Keep showing content that harms. Because harm keeps users engaged. Engaged users see more ads. More ads generate more revenue. 



Instagram rolled out Reels. To compete with TikTok. Knowing TikTok harms youth. Knowing their own platform harms youth. They made it more TikTok-like. To extract more attention. From children. 



The mental health crisis is a feature. Not a bug. Healthy people don’t need constant validation. Don’t check their phones 200 times per day. Don’t scroll for hours. Anxiety drives engagement. Depression drives usage. Addiction drives revenue. 



They’re not connecting people. They’re extracting attention. The harm is how they know it’s working. 



The Creator Exploitation



Social media turned everyone into content creators. Unpaid. Unprotected. Algorithmic hostages. 



YouTube takes 45% of ad revenue. TikTok pays creators pennies. Instagram pays nothing. The platform extracts attention. Sells ads against that attention. Keeps the revenue. Gives creators “exposure.” 



Exposure doesn’t pay rent. Doesn’t buy food. Doesn’t provide health insurance. 



But creators can’t leave. Because the platform didn’t just extract their labor. It extracted their identity. 



Creators aren’t Sarah anymore. They’re @SarahCreates with 47,000 followers. Their worth isn’t relationships. It’s engagement rates. Validation isn’t internal. It’s likes and comments from strangers. 



The platform becomes identity. Follower count becomes value. Viral moments become accomplishments. Identity gets outsourced to an algorithm that can revoke it anytime. 



Lose the account? Lose the self.

Get shadowbanned? Identity disappears.

Algorithm changes? Nobody again. 



Where else can they reach audiences? How else can they build followings? The platforms own distribution. And they own identity. Creators are sharecroppers. On digital plantations. Where the crop is their sense of self. 



The algorithm controls everything. Goes viral and make millions. Change the algorithm and make nothing. No explanation. No appeal. No stability. 



MrBeast makes hundreds of millions. Because he mastered extraction. His videos optimize for watch time. For clicks. For the algorithm. He’s not an entertainer. He’s an extraction engineer who learned to get famous from it. 



Most creators burn out. Chasing algorithms that constantly change. Creating content the platform wants. Not content they want to create. The extraction runs both directions. 



The Institutional Failures



The Moderation Theater



Facebook employs thousands of content moderators. Mostly in developing countries. Paid poorly. Traumatized daily. 



They watch the worst humanity produces. Beheadings. Child abuse. Rape. Murder. Terrorism. Eight hours a day. For $15/hour. With PTSD rates approaching war veterans. 



They’re supposed to keep platforms safe. Except the volume makes moderation impossible. 350 million photos uploaded to Facebook daily. Hundreds of millions of videos. Billions of comments. No system can moderate that scale. Human or AI. 



The platforms know the task is impossible. They claim they’re trying anyway. The moderation theater continues. The harm continues. The profits continue. 



The Democracy Destruction



Social media didn’t just host election interference. It enabled it. Profited from it. Then claimed neutrality. 



Russia bought Facebook ads targeting swing states. With messages designed to suppress voting. To inflame division. To spread disinformation. Facebook took the money. Ran the ads. Claimed ignorance. 



The 2016 election wasn’t stolen by Russia. It was optimized by algorithms. That treated truth and lies equally. That amplified outrage. That monetized division. 



Facebook knew. Twitter knew. YouTube knew. They released statements. Hired fact-checkers. Changed nothing fundamental. Because political content generates massive engagement. Massive engagement generates massive revenue. 



Democracy became inventory. Elections became extraction opportunities. Truth became irrelevant. Attention was all that mattered. 



The Regulatory Capture



Congress held hearings. Zuckerberg testified. 



Senator asked: “Does Facebook track users across websites even when they’re not on Facebook?” 



Zuckerberg: “Yes.” 



Think about this... 



Zuckerberg admitted something Facebook had always denied. Surveillance that violated user expectations. Tracking people across the entire internet. Building profiles without consent. 



The smoking gun.

On live television.

Under oath. 



The followup questions should have built like an avalanche. How long has Facebook been doing this? How many websites? What data gets collected? Who buys it? What’s the revenue model? 



Instead? Crickets. 



Next senator asked about censorship. Different topic. The admission vanished. The moment passed. 



They didn’t understand the technology. Didn’t understand the extraction. Didn’t regulate. 



Section 230 protects platforms from liability for user content. Meant to protect free speech. Became a shield for extraction at scale. Platforms host harmful content. Profit from engagement. Accept zero responsibility. 



Europe passed General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Required consent for data collection. Facebook added a consent popup. Designed to make users click “accept.” Most people did. The extraction continued. 



California passed the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA). Required opt-out options. Platforms buried them in settings. Made them complex. Ineffective. The extraction continued. 



The platforms spend millions lobbying. Millions on campaign contributions. They write the regulations. Then comply with regulations they wrote. The capture is complete. 



The Alternative Path



Mastodon exists. Decentralized social media. No algorithm. No ads. No extraction. Users own their data. Communities set their rules. Open source. Free. 



But... 



Nobody uses it. Because decentralization doesn’t scale. Doesn’t extract. Doesn’t generate billions. VCs don’t fund alternatives to extraction. They fund extraction at scale. 



For example, the Signal app offers encrypted messaging. Zero data collection. No ads. No extraction. Nearly nobody uses it compared to WhatsApp. 



WhatsApp is encrypted. But Facebook owns WhatsApp. Reads metadata. Tracks who people message. When. How often. Sells that data. The content is private. The behavior is extracted. 



The alternatives exist. But they don’t extract. So they don’t get funded. Don’t get promoted. Don’t get adopted. The extraction platforms win by default. Not because they’re better. Because extraction is profitable. 



The Real Stories



Cindy is 16. Spends 6 hours daily on Instagram. Compares herself to filtered photos. Developed eating disorder. In therapy. Still scrolling. 



Marcus is 42. Spends 4 hours daily on Facebook. Radicalized by algorithm. Lost his family. Lost his job. Still posting conspiracy theories. Still getting engagement. Still being extracted from. 



Emily is 13. Spends 8 hours daily on TikTok. Attention span measured in seconds. Developed repetitive strain injury in her thumb from swiping. Physical therapy at 13. Can’t read a book. Can’t hold a conversation. Can’t imagine life without the algorithm telling her what to watch next. 



These aren’t edge cases.

They’re the median users.

Social media didn’t connect them.

It isolated them.

It extracted from them. 



Attention. Privacy. Mental health. Relationships. Reality. 



The platforms made billions. The users paid with their lives. 



The Perfect Irony



Social media promised to connect humanity.

Instead, it isolated people. 



Promised to democratize information.

It monopolized attention. 



Promised to empower individuals.

It addicted them. 



Promised to make the world more open.

It created filter bubbles. 



Every promise inverted. Every value extracted. Every connection commodified. 



Mark Zuckerberg built the largest attention extraction machine in history. Then positioned himself as a philanthropist. Donating billions to education. Healthcare. Poverty. Using money extracted from the mental health and attention of billions. 



He’s not a philanthropist. He’s an extractor. Buying redemption with profits from harm. The irony would be funny. If millions weren’t suffering. 



Screen-time reports showed the theft. People saw 4, 5, 6 hours daily going to apps designed to extract attention. So they’re deleting apps, choosing presence, reclaiming time. The attention economy is losing users to reality. 



Average daily social media time dropped from 151 minutes (2021) to 143 minutes (2023). Small decline, but it’s the first decline ever. People remember what presence feels like. What uninterrupted conversation is. What boredom enables. The theft was exposed. The recovery is beginning. 



The Punchline



Social media is kinda like inviting a heroin dealer to move in with the family. But the dealer is really kind. Says he’s helping people stay connected. With people they already know. Through a device they check 200 times a day. 



He charges nothing upfront. Just takes a bit of attention. A few hours daily. Tracks everything they do. Sells that information. Uses it to keep them coming back. To maximize time with him. To extract more attention. Forever. 



Children get addicted. Relationships suffer. Mental health declines. Perception of reality warps. 



But people keep using this heroin dealer. Because everyone else does. Because they need it for work. Because FOMO. Because they’re already addicted. Because if they don’t, they disappear. 



The dealer gets rich. Builds empires. Testifies to Congress. Promises to do better. Changes nothing. Keeps extracting. 



That's not social media. That's industrial-scale psychological exploitation wearing a friendly interface. 



People aren't using the platform. The platform is using them. 







Next



But social media's extraction happened digitally. Invisibly. In attention and mental health. 



There's another extraction that's physical. Visible. Devastating to entire communities. 



The towns private equity killed. 



Not metaphorically. Actually killed. Main Streets emptied. Businesses closed. Jobs vanished. Young people fled. 



All so extractors could make 15% returns for 3-5 years before moving on. 



The Towns Private Equity Killed



The strip mall anchor closed first. 



Then the restaurants nearby. 



Then the stores that fed off the foot traffic. 



Then the tax base collapsed. 



Then the schools lost funding. 



Then the young people left. 



Private equity didn’t just kill companies. They killed the communities those companies anchored. 



The Anchor Store Death Spiral



The Formula That Worked



Small towns in America had a formula that worked for decades. 



One or two anchor stores drew customers. Toys “R” Us. Sears. A regional grocery chain. Those customers browsed nearby shops. Grabbed lunch at local restaurants. Got their hair cut. Picked up dry cleaning. 



The anchor stores weren’t just retail. They were economic engines. 



Private equity didn’t understand this. (Or they didn’t care.) 



Toys “R” Us: 872 Stores, 33,000 Jobs, Infinite Collateral Damage



Bain Capital, KKR, and Vornado bought Toys “R” Us in 2005 for $6.6 billion. 



Loaded it with $5 billion in debt. 



Extracted $470 million in fees. 



The company didn’t invest in stores. Didn’t compete with Amazon. Couldn’t service the debt. 



March 2018: Liquidation announced. 



872 stores closed. Not relocated. Closed. 



33,000 employees fired. Not transferred. Fired. 



But the damage didn’t stop at the store windows. 



What Happens When the Anchor Sinks



Track one town. Any small town. Anywhere in America. 



The Toys “R” Us closes. 50 employees lose jobs. The building sits empty. Property values drop. The strip mall loses its draw. 



The Panera next door sees traffic drop 30%. Lays off three people. 



The dry cleaner loses the lunch crowd. Closes six months later. 



The independent toy shop that survived by specializing? Toys “R” Us liquidation sale crushed them. Gone. 



The tax revenue disappears. School budget gets cut. Music program eliminated. Sports programs reduced. Class sizes increase. 



Families with means move to better school districts. Property values drop further. 



Young people graduate and leave. No reason to stay. Nothing to come back to. 



The town doesn’t die in one day. It bleeds out over five years. 



Private equity partners never see this. They’re in Greenwich. In Manhattan. In Palo Alto. 



They see just three numbers and ignore all the other ugly stuff. 



The Three Numbers



IRR: Internal Rate of Return



How fast can we turn this company into cash? 



Not “how much value did we create.” Not “how many jobs did we sustain.” Not “let’s build something valuable.” 



Just speed. 



IRR rewards extraction over building. Because stripping a company is faster than growing one. 



Load debt. Cut costs. Fire workers. Sell assets. Extract fees. Flip or kill in 3-5 years. 



Fast extraction = high IRR = bigger bonuses. 



The 33,000 laid-off workers don’t show up in IRR calculations. 



Management Fees: 2% Per Year, Guaranteed



Bain, KKR, and Vornado raised $6.6 billion to buy Toys “R” Us. 



They charged 2% per year. $132 million annually. For five years. 



Win or lose. Succeed or fail. Build or destroy. 



They got paid. 



Before Toys “R” Us filed bankruptcy. Before 33,000 people lost jobs. Before 872 stores closed. 



The private equity partners already extracted $660 million in management fees. 



For “managing” the company into the ground. 



It’s just like paying a mechanic to strip a car for parts... then he bills for storage of the empty frame and asks for a five-star review. 



It’s like a narcissist that burns down someone’s house then complains they’re being dramatic about the smoke damage. 



Carried Interest: 20% of Profits



When private equity funds make money, the funding partners get 20% of profits above the hurdle rate. 



This is the jackpot. The generational wealth. The reason partners become billionaires. 



And it’s taxed as capital gains (20%), not ordinary income (37%). 



Because Congress decided private equity partners are “job creators.” 



They created 33,000 unemployed people. 



But they get the tax break. 



The Complete Picture



Private equity firms extracted from Toys “R” Us: 


	Management fees: $660 million over five years

	Transaction fees: $470 million (for “arranging” the deal)

	Advisory fees: $200+ million

	Monitoring fees: $10-20 million per year

	Carried interest: $0 (company bankrupted)





Total extracted: Over $1 billion. 



For destroying a company that employed 33,000 people and anchored hundreds of communities. 



The System These 3 Numbers Create



Together, IRR, management fees, and carried interest form a machine that rewards destruction. 



Management fees guarantee partners get rich even if every company fails. 



IRR rewards speed over sustainability, extraction over building. 



Carried interest gives unlimited upside with zero personal risk. 



The result: Partners optimized for extracting maximum fees in minimum time, regardless of what happens to companies, workers, or communities. 



It's not that private equity partners are evil. It's that the incentive structure makes destruction more profitable than creation. 



The 3 numbers made sure of it. 



They don’t see Mrs. Henderson, who worked at Toys “R” Us for 23 years, now stocking shelves at Walmart for $3 less per hour. 



They don’t see the empty building, windows soaped over, “For Lease” sign fading in the sun. Weeds turning into trees. Mailbox overflowing with sheriff sale notices. 



They don’t see the high school valedictorian who used to return for Thanksgiving but stopped because there’s nothing to come home to. 



The Cascade Effect



The Pattern Repeats



Sears: over 142,000 jobs lost. Thousands of stores closed. Countless communities hollowed. 



Payless Shoes: over 16,000 jobs. Over 2,100 stores. Gone. 



RadioShack: over 27,500 jobs. Towns lost their electronics store. Their battery supplier. Their place to get a cable on Sunday when someone needs one. 



Shopko: 363 stores across small-town America. Over 14,000 jobs. Closed. 



Each closure triggers the cascade. 



For every job at the anchor store, economists estimate 1.5 additional jobs in the surrounding ecosystem. 



Private equity didn’t just eliminate 33,000 Toys “R” Us jobs. They eliminated 50,000 total jobs in the communities those stores anchored. 



But private equity partners got paid regardless. 



The Real Estate Play



Sometimes the cruelty has a strategy. 



Buy a retail chain. Load it with debt. Extract fees. Close “underperforming” stores. 



Then buy the real estate cheap when the company implodes. 



Or... and this is common - the private equity firm already owns the real estate. Sells it to the company they just bought. At inflated prices. Company pays rent to its owner. Who charges market rate plus 20%. 



The company struggles under debt AND inflated rent. 



Company fails. 



Private equity firm keeps the real estate. Converts it to self-storage or dollar stores or whatever extracts maximum rent. 



The community gets a dollar store where a thriving department store used to be. 



Progress, they call it. 



The Tax Base Collapse



Janesville, Wisconsin had a General Motors’ plant. 



Over 10,000 jobs. $10 billion annual economic impact. Stable tax base. Good schools. Reasons to stay. 



2008: Plant closed. Not by private equity, but the extraction pattern is identical. 



The tax base collapsed. Schools cut teachers. Police force reduced. Fire department cut. 



Property values dropped over 30%. Families walked away from underwater mortgages. Empty homes attracted crime. 



Young people left for cities with jobs. Population dropped 5% in 5 years. 



Now multiply this by every town that lost its anchor employer to leveraged buyout extraction. 



Reading, PA.

Youngstown, OH.

Flint, MI.

Stockton, CA.

Gary, IN. 



The pattern is identical. 



Extraction destroys the foundation. Everything built on that foundation crumbles. 



The Medical Crisis



When anchor employers close, health insurance disappears. 



Emergency rooms become primary care. Because ERs can’t turn people away. 



Hospital costs increase. Margins shrink. Rural hospitals close. 



Since 2010, 138 rural hospitals have closed. Private equity played a role in many. 



Either by killing the anchor employer that provided the patient base. 



Or by buying the hospital itself and extracting every dollar before closure. 



People drive 50 miles for medical care. Babies are born in cars on highways. Strokes become fatal because the ambulance trip is too long. 



The extraction economy doesn’t just destroy jobs. It destroys healthcare access. Sometimes, it just kills. 



The Opioid Connection



The towns private equity killed had something in common. 



High unemployment. Disappearing futures. Pain without hope. 



OxyContin prescriptions increased 300% in these communities between 2005 and 2015. 



The correlation is undeniable. Job loss predicts opioid addiction. 



Economic despair creates pharmaceutical dependence. 



Private equity destroyed jobs. Purdue Pharma flooded towns with pills. Deaths followed. 



Bain Capital — one of the firms that killed Toys “R” Us — had no comment on their role in community destruction. 



But the overdose statistics speak clearly. 



The Self-Defeating Logic



The Irony of Extraction



Private equity needs consumers to extract from. 



But they destroyed the consumer base. 



The families who shopped at Toys “R” Us now shop at discount stores. Or don’t shop at all. They can’t afford to. 



The towns that provided workers now provide nothing. The workers left. The buildings are empty. The tax base vanished. 



Private equity strip-mined communities the same way coal companies strip-mined mountains. 



Got what they wanted and moved on. 



Left behind economic wasteland. 



But eventually, they run out of towns to strip-mine. They run out of communities to hollow. They run out of consumers with money to extract. 



Then what? 



Private equity hasn’t figured this out yet. 



They’re still looking for the next town to kill. 



The Alternative That Still Exists



Not every town died. 



Some fought back. 



Lancaster, PA saw the pattern. When a private equity firm tried to buy a local grocery chain, the community organized. Raised money. Made a counter-offer. 



Lost the bidding war. 



But the private equity firm saw the opposition. Sold to a regional chain instead. One that kept stores open. Kept workers employed. 



The town still has its grocery stores. The tax base remains stable. Young people still come back for Thanksgiving. 



Burlington, VT blocked a national chain from demolishing a local department store for a parking lot. Preserved the downtown anchor. The community is thriving. 



Ithaca, NY created community ownership structures for local businesses. When founders retire, employees or community groups can buy them. Private equity can’t extract what communities own. 



These towns didn’t wait for private equity’s permission. 



They built protections. Created alternatives. Defended their communities. 



Because they understood something private equity never will: communities are not assets to be extracted. They’re systems to be sustained. 



The Count



Since 2000, private equity has closed an estimated 1.3 million retail jobs in America. 



Each job lost triggered 0.5 to 1.5 additional job losses in surrounding businesses. 



Total economic destruction: 2-3 million jobs. 



Behind every number is a person. A family. A community. 



Behind every closed store is an empty building. A reduced tax base. A worse school. A reason to leave. 



The private equity partners who orchestrated this extraction made an estimated $50 billion in fees. 



They didn’t rebuild.

They didn’t create.

They didn’t sustain. 



They took the money and moved on. 



Left behind ghost towns where thriving communities used to be. 



The Suburban Extraction



Parents’ Nursing Homes



Private equity bought 1 in 5 nursing homes in America. Staffing cut 20-30%. Nurse-to-patient ratios slashed. Care quality dropped. 



Infections increased. Falls increased. Deaths increased. 



But profits increased. Management fees flowed. Partners got paid. 



The mother in the nice facility in the good neighborhood? She’s getting care from an understaffed, private-equity extracted operation. 



The brochures still look good. The lobby still has fresh flowers. The marketing still promises “family-like care.” 



The third floor where she lives? Just 3 nurses for 40 patients. One CNA per shift. Call buttons that ring for minutes. 



Children’s Daycare



KinderCare: Over 1,500 locations. Bought by Partners Group (private equity) for $1.5 billion in 2015. Sold to Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan for $1.8 billion in 2019. 



Read that again. 



A teachers’ pension fund bought a chain of kindergartens. 



Teachers’ retirement money financing the extraction of teaching jobs. 



The irony is so thick someone could choke on it. 



Ontario teachers need good pension returns. So their pension fund buys businesses. Those businesses cut costs to maximize returns. Those costs are teachers’ salaries and working conditions. 



Teachers funding their own profession’s destruction to secure their own retirements. 



The extraction economy eating itself. 



Meanwhile at KinderCare: Tuition increased 15-20%. Staff turnover increased. Teacher salaries stagnant. Ratios tightened. 



The $2,000/month daycare? The teachers make $15/hour. Ontario teachers’ pensions extract $300 million in fees from American daycare teachers who can’t afford retirement. 



One generation of teachers cannibalizing the next. 



It’s like burning down the school to heat the retirement home. 



Veterinary Clinics



National Veterinary Associates: Over 1,000+ clinics. Private-equity owned. Same vet families have used for years. Different owner now. 



Prices tripled. A dog’s annual checkup: $150 → $450. Emergency visit: $300 → $1,200. 



The vet didn’t get the money. The private equity firm did. 



The vet? She’s seeing 30% more patients per day. Less time per animal. Burnout increasing. She’s thinking about quitting. 



Dental Practices



Aspen Dental: Over 1,100 locations. Private-equity backed. The local dentist sold to them. Same sign. Different quotas. 



Every patient needs a deep cleaning. Every patient needs a crown. Not because they need it. Because the private equity owners require revenue targets. 



The dentist went to school to help people. Now she’s hitting sales metrics or getting fired. 



Dermatology Practices



Dermatology practices are being rolled up by private equity at record pace. Wait times went from 2 weeks to 6 months. Cash-pay cosmetic procedures (Botox, fillers) prioritized over skin cancer screenings. 



The melanoma screening? Delayed three months because the private-equity owned practice is maximizing cosmetic revenue. 



Suburban Hospitals



Envision Healthcare (private-equity owned) staffs emergency rooms nationwide. They took over the local ER. Same building. Different billing. 



Surprise bills: $3,000 for stitches. $8,000 for chest pain that wasn’t a heart attack. $15,000 for an overnight observation. 



Insurance doesn't cover it. The private equity firm structured billing to maximize out-of-network payments. 



Good insurance doesn’t matter when private equity owns the ER. 



The Pattern Is Identical



Buy it.

Load debt.

Extract fees.

Cut quality.

Raise prices.

Let it decay.

Sell or bankrupt. 



Small towns got retail extraction. Suburbs are getting service extraction. 



Parents. Children. Pets. Teeth. Health. 



Everything people need. Everything people love. Everything people can’t live without. 



That’s what makes it perfect for extraction. 



People can’t leave their mother in a nursing home with bedsores. Can’t switch daycares every six months. Can’t skip their child’s dental work. Can’t ignore chest pain. 



Private equity knows this. They’re targeting services where switching is hard. Where need is desperate. Where people will pay anything. 



The towns they killed were practice. The suburbs are the real prize. 



The Warning



Private equity is running out of retail to extract. 



They’re moving to healthcare. Nursing homes. Hospitals. Addiction treatment centers. 



They’re moving to housing. Trailer parks. Apartment complexes. Single-family rentals. 



They’re moving to everything that communities need to survive. 



And they’re applying the same formula: 


	Leverage up.

	Extract fees.

	Cut costs.

	Let it collapse.

	Move on.





The small towns were the warning. 



Every neighborhood is next. 



The question is whether anyone is paying attention... even though it’s happening in plain sight. 



Towns that watched neighbors die to private equity are fighting back with local ordinances. Blocking corporate buyers. Requiring local ownership. Creating "formula business" restrictions. These laws protect towns from extraction. 



Over 30 cities have formula business restrictions. More considering them. When Walgreens or CVS killed the local pharmacy, towns learned. Now they’re using law to prevent extraction before it happens. Dead towns teach living towns exactly what to block. The education is spreading. 



The Punchline



Extraction is kinda like cutting down every tree in the forest to sell lumber. 



Sure, they got paid today. 



But there’s no forest left for tomorrow. No shade. No clean air. No ecosystem. 



Just stumps and erosion and nothing that can grow back. 



Private equity looked at thriving communities and saw extraction opportunities. 



They cut down the trees. 



Now they're surprised there's no forest left. 







Next



Private equity killed entire towns. 



But they had help. From an organization that claimed to represent local businesses. That spoke for small companies. That defended Main Street. 



The Chamber of Commerce. 



Except they don't represent small businesses. They lobby for corporations. They use 3 million small business members as political cover while advocating for policies that destroy them. 



The ultimate betrayal. 



The Chamber of Commerce Betrayal



The fox guarding the henhouse. 



Except the hens pay the fox. 



And thank him for protection. 



While he eats them. 



Main Street pays dues. 



Wall Street sets the agenda. 



Small businesses think they’re funding advocacy. 



They’re actually funding their own destruction. 



The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is the most brilliant extraction con in American history. Not because it’s hidden. Because it’s hiding in plain sight. 



Local bakeries pay $500 annual dues. Believe they’re supporting Main Street advocacy. Actually funding corporate lobbying that destroys Main Street. 



The Chamber spent $67 million on lobbying in 2022. 



Guess who they lobbied for? 



Not the bakery. Not the hardware store. Not the family restaurant. 



Big Pharma. Big Tech. Big Finance. Walmart. Amazon. 



The extractors. 



The Scam



The Legitimacy Laundering Machine



Here’s the scam: 



Step 1: Collect dues from 3 million small businesses 


	Local chamber charges $200-$2,000 per year

	Small business gets directory listing

	Small business gets “member” badge

	Small business feels represented





Step 2: Use those 3 million businesses as a political weapon 


	“We represent 3 million American businesses!”

	Testify before Congress

	Meet with presidents

	Write legislation

	Set policy





Step 3: Lobby for corporations that destroy those 3 million businesses 


	Fight minimum wage increases

	Block healthcare reform

	Oppose paid sick leave

	Defend tax loopholes

	Protect monopolies





The small businesses think the Chamber fights for them. 



The Chamber fights against them. For corporations. Using their money. And their numbers. 



It’s extraction through representation. 



What They Actually Lobby For



The U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s top lobbying priorities reveal everything: 



Against minimum wage increases: Small businesses struggle to compete with Walmart’s scale. A higher minimum wage helps level the playing field — small businesses that pay fair wages can compete against corporations that extract maximum labor for minimum cost. The Chamber opposes it. Calls it “job killing regulation.” Translation: “Walmart needs to keep labor costs low to maintain margins. Small businesses that already pay decent wages? They’ll just have to compete against poverty wages.” 



Against healthcare reform: Small businesses can’t afford employee healthcare. It’s their biggest competitive disadvantage against corporations with group rates. Universal healthcare would eliminate that gap. Small businesses could compete for talent. The Chamber opposes it. Calls it “government overreach.” Translation: “Insurance companies and Big Pharma need to keep extracting. Small businesses struggling with healthcare costs? Not our problem.” 



Against paid sick leave: Small businesses lose when sick employees come to work, infect others, and productivity collapses. Paid sick leave helps small businesses retain healthy workforces. The Chamber opposes it. Calls it “burdensome mandate.” Translation: “Corporations can absorb sick leave costs. Small businesses can’t. But we’re lobbying for the corporations who fund us, not the small businesses who pay dues.” 



For corporate tax cuts: Small businesses pay full freight. S-corps and LLCs pay ordinary income rates. Corporations get special rates, offshore loopholes, and tax credits. The 2017 tax cut gave billions to corporations, pennies to small businesses. The Chamber championed it. Claimed it helped “all businesses.” Translation: “Corporate members got massive tax cuts. Small business members got a press release calling it a win.” 



For deregulation that enables monopolies: Small businesses need regulations that prevent predatory pricing, anticompetitive behavior, and monopoly formation. The Chamber lobbies to eliminate those protections. Calls it “reducing red tape.” Translation: “Amazon needs to destroy local retail without interference. Regulations that prevent monopolies? That’s red tape. Let extraction flow freely.” 



The pattern never changes. 



Corporate interests disguised as small business advocacy. 



Extraction funded by the extracted. 



The Local Chapter Trap



But the genius is the local chambers. 



Every city has one. Springfield Chamber of Commerce. Portland Chamber of Commerce. Des Moines Chamber of Commerce. 



Local business owners join. Pay annual dues. Attend monthly meetings. Network with other owners. Think they’re supporting their community. 



The local chamber seems helpful: 


	Ribbon cuttings for new businesses

	“Business of the Year” awards

	Networking breakfasts

	Community events

	Local advocacy





Feels legitimate. Feels local. Feels like support. 



But here’s the connection: Local chambers are affiliated with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. They pay dues upward. The money flows from local bakeries to state chambers to the national Chamber. Then gets spent lobbying for Walmart. 



The local chamber president has no idea. 



They think they’re advocating for Main Street. They’re funding Wall Street’s lobbying arm. The affiliation fee gets paid annually. Automatically. Quietly. 



Local members never see where it goes. 



The BBB Parallel



The Better Business Bureau runs the same scam: 



The pitch: Independent consumer protection watchdog. 



The reality: Pay-to-play rating extortion. 



How it works: 


	Business gets complaint

	BBB contacts them: “Join us and we’ll help resolve this”

	Membership costs $500-$10,000 annually

	Members get better ratings regardless of complaints

	Non-members get buried





The evidence: Harvard study found BBB-accredited businesses had higher complaint rates than non-accredited businesses. But showed better BBB ratings. 



It’s Yelp for extractors. Pay for the badge. Get the rating. Consumers think it means something. It means they paid. 



The Chamber works the same way: 


	Pay for membership

	Get the badge

	Politicians think it means 3 million businesses support Chamber positions

	It means 3 million businesses paid dues without reading what the Chamber actually lobbies for





The Evidence



The Membership Pitch vs. The Lobbying Reality



What they tell small businesses when recruiting members: 



“Join the Chamber! We advocate for business-friendly policies. Lower taxes. Less regulation. Economic growth. We fight for Main Street!” 



What they actually lobby for: 



2022 Lobbying Targets (Top 10): 1. Affordable Care Act repeal (helps insurance companies extract from small businesses) 2. Corporate tax cuts (helps corporations, not small businesses) 3. Financial deregulation (helps banks extract from small businesses) 4. Anti-union legislation (helps corporations suppress wages) 5. Overtime rule opposition (helps corporations avoid paying workers) 6. Net neutrality repeal (helps ISPs extract from small businesses) 7. Environmental regulation rollback (helps polluters, hurts local communities) 8. Patent reform blocking (helps patent trolls extract from small businesses) 9. Arbitration clause protection (helps corporations avoid lawsuits) 10. Data breach notification opposition (helps corporations hide breaches from small businesses) 



Not one single item benefits small businesses over corporations. 



Every single item helps extractors. 



The Corporate Funding Truth



The U.S. Chamber doesn’t publish donor lists. 



But leaked documents and tax filings reveal the truth: 



Top Funders (2020-2022): 


	Pharmaceutical companies: $60+ million

	Health insurance companies: $50+ million

	Oil and gas companies: $40+ million

	Banking and finance: $35+ million

	Tech companies: $30+ million





What those 3 million small businesses collectively contributed: Less than $20 million through local chamber affiliations. 



The corporations fund 90% of the operation. 



The small businesses provide 10% of the money and 100% of the political legitimacy. 



“We represent 3 million American businesses” means “We take money from 3 million businesses to lobby for the corporations destroying them.” 



The Amazon Playbook Example



Perfect case study: Amazon’s relationship with the Chamber. 



What Amazon pays the Chamber (estimated): $2-5 million annually in dues and donations. 



What the Chamber lobbies for that helps Amazon: 


	Oppose sales tax collection (so Amazon undercuts local retail)

	Fight antitrust enforcement (so Amazon can maintain monopoly)

	Block worker organizing (so Amazon can suppress wages)

	Defend independent contractor classification (so Amazon avoids benefits)

	Oppose data privacy laws (so Amazon can extract customer data)





What happens to local Chamber members: 


	Local bookstore pays $500 Chamber dues

	Chamber lobbies against sales tax collection

	Amazon sells books tax-free while bookstore charges tax

	Bookstore can’t compete

	Bookstore closes

	Amazon wins





The bookstore paid the Chamber to lobby for Amazon’s ability to destroy the bookstore. 



That’s not policy advocacy. That’s extraction laundering. 



The Healthcare Destruction



The Chamber’s healthcare lobbying perfectly demonstrates the betrayal: 



Small businesses need: 


	Affordable group health insurance

	Protection from medical bankruptcy

	Ability to compete for talent against corporations with better benefits





What the Chamber lobbies for: 


	Affordable Care Act repeal (which helped small businesses get group rates)

	Association Health Plan deregulation (which enabled junk insurance)

	Medical loss ratio rollback (which let insurers extract more from premiums)

	Surprise billing protection opposition (which let hospitals extract from patients)





Every single position benefits insurance companies and hospitals at the expense of small businesses. 



The Chamber literally lobbied against the law that let small businesses band together for group insurance rates. Called it “government overreach.” 



Translation: “We’d rather small businesses pay higher rates to insurance companies than get the same group rates corporations get.” 



Small businesses struggling with healthcare costs fund the Chamber’s lobbying to keep healthcare costs high. 



The “Job Creator” Lie



The Chamber loves calling businesses “job creators.” 



Uses the term constantly. In testimony. In press releases. In lobbying materials. 



“We represent America’s job creators!” 



But their lobbying reveals what they really think about jobs: 



Oppose: 


	Minimum wage increases

	Overtime pay requirements

	Paid sick leave

	Family leave

	Worker safety regulations

	Unemployment insurance expansion

	Union organizing rights





Support: 


	Independent contractor misclassification

	Mandatory arbitration clauses

	Non-compete agreements

	Wage theft protection rollback





They’re not advocating for “job creators.” 



They’re advocating for “wage suppressors.” 



The small businesses paying dues think the Chamber fights for their right to create good jobs. 



The Chamber fights for corporations’ right to extract maximum labor for minimum cost. 



The Main Street Massacre



Here’s what happens when the Chamber succeeds: 



Local hardware store: 


	Pays $800 annual Chamber dues

	Chamber lobbies for tax cuts that benefit Amazon, not local businesses

	Amazon builds distribution center 30 miles away

	Amazon undercuts hardware store on price

	Amazon pays workers $15/hour with brutal conditions

	Hardware store paid workers $18/hour with dignity

	Hardware store can’t compete

	Hardware store closes after 40 years

	Jobs lost

	Community devastated





Chamber response: “We support free market competition and job creation.” 



Translation: “Amazon created warehouse jobs that replaced better local jobs. We call that success.” 



The hardware store funded its own execution. 



The Political Theater



The Chamber’s political advocacy is pure theater: 



When talking to small businesses:

“We fight for lower taxes, less regulation, and economic freedom!” 



When lobbying Congress:

“Our members support corporate tax cuts, financial deregulation, and monopoly protection!” 



When confronted about the contradiction:

“What’s good for big business is good for small business!” 



That last line reveals everything. 



The assumption that corporate interests and small business interests align is the foundational lie of the Chamber’s existence. 



They don’t align. They’re opposed. 



Corporations need monopoly.

Small businesses need competition. 



Corporations need low wages.

Small businesses need skilled workers. 



Corporations need tax loopholes.

Small businesses need infrastructure. 



Corporations need deregulation.

Small businesses need fair playing fields. 



When the Chamber says “What’s good for big business is good for small business,” translate it: 



“What extracts value for corporations will destroy small businesses, but we’re going to pretend they’re the same thing so you keep paying dues.” 



The Pandemic Betrayal



The COVID Lockdown Hypocrisy



COVID revealed the Chamber’s true priorities with devastating clarity. 



What small businesses needed: 


	Right to stay open

	Rent relief

	Payroll support

	Extended unemployment benefits

	Healthcare coverage for workers

	Eviction moratoriums

	Mandatory sick leave





What the Chamber lobbied for: 




	Corporate liability shields



(so employers couldn’t be sued if workers got sick) 




	Immediate reopening mandates



for big box stores (even during peak infections) 




	Lockdown requirements



for small businesses (while big box stores stayed open) 




	Unemployment benefit cuts



(to force workers back) 




	Sick leave requirement opposition



(to avoid paying workers to quarantine) 




	PPP loan forgiveness



(which mostly went to corporations, not small businesses) 



The lockdown hypocrisy



Here’s the most devastating part: The Chamber actively lobbied for lockdown rules that kept small businesses closed while big box stores remained open. 



Local hardware store? Forced to close. “Non-essential.” Home Depot? Stayed open. “Essential.” 



Local bookstore? Forced to close. “Non-essential.” Amazon? Stayed open. Expanded operations. 



Local restaurant? Forced to close. “Public health risk.” Walmart grocery section? Stayed open. “Essential business.” 



The Chamber claimed they were “following public health guidance.” But the guidance they lobbied for specifically exempted big box stores while crushing small businesses. 



They wrote the rules. They lobbied governors. They crafted the “essential business” definitions. 



Then small businesses — paying Chamber dues — got locked out of their own stores while Walmart, Amazon, and Target (Chamber members who paid millions) stayed open and captured their market share. 



The enforcement



Small businesses that tried to stay open? Fined. Arrested. Licenses threatened. 



The Chamber’s response? “We support public health measures.” 



Translation: “We support lockdowns that transfer market share from small businesses to corporate chains.” 



A gym in New Jersey stayed open. Owner arrested. Chamber said nothing. 



A restaurant in California served outdoor diners. Shut down by police. Chamber said nothing. 



A hair salon in Texas opened early. Owner jailed. Chamber said nothing. 



But when Walmart faced capacity restrictions? Chamber lobbied immediately. “Essential businesses need operational flexibility!” 



The result: 


	200,000+ small businesses permanently closed

	Corporate chains expanded market share by 27%

	Big box stores had record profits

	Local businesses died

	Chamber claimed it “supported business through crisis”





They supported extraction through crisis. 



Small businesses paid dues until they went bankrupt. Chamber lobbied for lockdown policies that accelerated the bankruptcy. Called it “supporting the economy.” 



The lockdowns weren’t about public health. They were about market share transfer. Small businesses forced to close. Corporate competitors allowed to stay open. Wealth transferred. Permanently. 



And the Chamber... funded by those small businesses — wrote the rules that destroyed them. 



The System



The Local Chamber President’s Dilemma



Talk to local chamber presidents. 



Some are well-meaning.

Most are clueless.

Others are complicit. 



They run the Chamber of Commerce in Springfield or Boise or Charleston. They genuinely want to help local businesses. They organize networking events. They advocate at city council. They ribbon-cut new openings. 



They have no idea what the U.S. Chamber lobbies for. 



Ask them: “Do you know the U.S. Chamber opposed minimum wage increases?” 



“Well, higher wages hurt business...” 



“But your members already pay above minimum wage. The increase would help you compete against Walmart who pays minimum wage.” 



Silence. They’ve never thought about it. 



Ask them: “Do you know the U.S. Chamber’s largest donors are pharmaceutical companies and banks?” 



“I’m sure they represent all businesses...” 



They don’t know. They’ve been sold the same lie they’re selling to members. 



The local chamber president thinks they’re part of a business advocacy organization. They’re actually part of a corporate lobbying money-laundering operation. 



The Opt-Out Trap



Can local chambers opt out of U.S. Chamber affiliation? 



Technically yes. 



Practically no. 



Here’s why: 



Benefits of affiliation: 


	Access to U.S. Chamber resources

	National networking

	Chamber’s brand recognition

	Legislative updates

	Business tools





Costs of disaffiliation: 


	Lose the “Chamber of Commerce” brand

	Lose connection to national network

	Appear “rogue” or “political”

	Face pressure from affiliated businesses





Local chambers that disaffiliate get blackballed. The U.S. Chamber doesn’t advertise this. They don’t need to. The incentive structure speaks for itself. 



Stay affiliated: access, resources, respectability.

Disaffiliate: isolation, questions, suspicion. 



Most local chambers never even consider disaffiliation. The U.S. Chamber’s positions are just “what chambers do.” 



The ones that do consider it face immediate pressure. From affiliated chambers. From corporate members. From the U.S. Chamber itself. 



It’s not a conspiracy.

It’s a system.

Self-enforcing.

Self-replicating. Self-funding. 



The Alternative That Exists



Some local business groups saw through it. 



They formed alternatives: 



American Independent Business Alliance: 


	Local-first advocacy

	Anti-chain store campaigns

	Buy local movements

	Actual small business representation





Main Street Alliance: 


	Small business owners

	Progressive policy advocacy

	Healthcare reform support

	Wage increase support





These groups advocate for what small businesses actually need: 


	Fair competition rules

	Affordable healthcare

	Living wages

	Infrastructure investment

	Main Street protection





They’re small. Underfunded. Outgunned. 



But they’re not extraction fronts. 



The Membership Exodus



The Chamber’s membership peaked in 2008 at about 300,000 direct members. 



By 2020: 150,000 members. 



They lost half their direct membership in 12 years. 



Why? Small businesses figured it out. 



The Chamber doesn’t report these losses. They count “affiliated” members through local chambers to inflate the number to 3 million. 



But direct membership — businesses that deliberately join the U.S. Chamber — collapsed. 



Because word spread: The Chamber doesn’t represent us. 



Chambers sold out to corporate members and lost small businesses. So small business owners created new organizations that actually represent them. Independent business alliances. Main Street coalitions. Groups run by owners, for owners. 



These new organizations fight chain stores, support independent businesses, lobby for local ownership. They represent actual small business instead of extracting from it. And they’re growing. When the chamber sells out, builders build the alternative. 





The Punchline



The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is the perfect extraction mechanism. 



Small businesses pay for legitimacy.

Corporations pay for lobbying.

The Chamber provides both. 



It’s a political money-laundering operation disguised as business advocacy. 



The genius: Everyone thinks they’re the client. 



Small businesses think: “The Chamber advocates for us.”

Corporations think: “The Chamber lobbies for us.”

Politicians think: “The Chamber represents 3 million businesses.” 



All true. All false. 



The Chamber advocates for small businesses in press releases.

The Chamber lobbies for corporations in Congress.

The Chamber represents 3 million businesses as political cover. 



The small businesses are props. The corporations are clients. The politicians are marks. 



It’s kinda like a protection racket where the store owners pay dues thinking they’re buying protection from crime, but the “protection” is actually funding the criminals robbing them. 



The stores voluntarily pay. The criminals get legitimacy. The racket runs forever. 







Next



Extraction destroyed companies. Hollowed communities. Killed towns. 



But the extractors? They told success stories. Got profiled in magazines. Spoke at conferences. Gave commencement speeches. 



Until some of them didn't. 



Until the "success" caught up to them in ways quarterly earnings never measured. 



Some ended up dead. Some ended up addicted. Some ended up alone. 



The morgue has files on extraction's biggest success stories. 



Nobody talks about them at business school. 



Success Stories That End at the Morgue



He raised $7.5 million. 



Built a company from scratch. 



Employed 30 people. 



Covered by TechCrunch. 



Then he walked into his garage and hanged himself. 



His suicide note mentioned the business 17 times. 



His family, twice. 



This is a success story. According to Silicon Valley. According to venture capital. According to the extraction economy. 



Right up until the funeral. 



The Pattern



The Body Count Nobody Tracks



Venture capital tracks exits.

Not bodies. 



They measure IRR.

Not funerals attended. 



They celebrate unicorns.

Not the founders who didn’t make it. 



But the pattern is undeniable. 



Jody Sherman. Ecomom founder. Raised $10 million. Couldn’t raise more. Suicide. 2013. 



Austen Heinz. Cambrian Genomics. Raised $5 million. Company struggling. Suicide. 2015. 



Ilya Zhitomirskiy. Diaspora co-founder. 22 years old. Couldn’t make it work. Suicide. 2011. 



Aaron Swartz. Reddit co-founder. 26 years old. Facing federal prosecution for activism. Suicide. 2013. 



Faigy Mayer. Sugarcoat founder. 30 years old. Startup failing. Jumped from rooftop bar. 2015. 



These aren’t failures. They built companies. Raised money. Hired people. Created products. 



They just didn’t exit fast enough. Scale big enough. Extract completely enough. 



So they’re dead. 



And venture capital firms moved on to the next founder. The next pitch deck. The next extraction opportunity. 



The Pressure That Kills



“Growth at all costs.” 



That’s the mantra. The religion. The requirement. 



Not sustainable growth. Not profitable growth. Not healthy growth. 



Growth that requires: 


	80-hour weeks

	Neglected families

	No hobbies

	No rest

	No work-life balance

	No life outside work

	No identity beyond founder





The founder isn’t building a company. The founder is becoming the company. Until there’s nothing left. 



The extraction doesn’t just take time. It takes the self. 



And when the company fails (which 90% do), what’s left? 



Nothing. 



The founder extracted themselves completely. For a failed startup. 



The Metrics of Misery



Venture capital measures everything except what matters. 



They measure: 


	Monthly Recurring Revenue

	Customer Acquisition Cost

	Lifetime Value

	Burn Rate

	Runway





They don't measure: 


	Founder mental health

	Employee depression rates

	Divorce rates

	Substance abuse

	Suicidal ideation





Those metrics don’t affect IRR.

So they don’t exist. 



But they’re real. 



A 2019 study found founders are: 


	2x more likely to suffer from depression

	2x more likely to have suicidal thoughts

	2x more likely to have psychiatric hospitalization

	3x more likely to suffer from substance abuse

	6x more likely to have ADHD

	10x more likely to have bipolar disorder

	11x more likely to report anxiety disorders





These aren’t statistics. 



These are people. 



Building companies.

Raising money.

Chasing extraction. 



And dying. 



The Lies



The Work-Life Balance Lie



Founders remember why they started the company. 



“To be my own boss.”

“To have flexibility.”

“To control my schedule.”

“To spend more time with family.”

“To build something meaningful on my own terms.” 



That was the promise. The dream. The pitch to themselves. 



Here’s what actually happened: 



They traded one boss for a hundred. Every investor. Every board member. Every customer. Every employee depending on their paycheck. 



Flexibility? Founders are on call 24/7. Vacation means laptop on the beach, checking Slack between waves. 



Control the schedule? 



The schedule controls them.

Every day.

Every night.

Every weekend.

Every holiday. 



More family time? Their children ask when they’re coming home. They don’t remember. 



Meaningful work? They spend 80% of their time on fundraising, hiring, firing, politics. The work that mattered became 5% of their life. 



The irony is brutal: They started a company to escape the corporate grind. They created a grind that never stops. Never sleeps. Never takes a day off. 



Employees get nights and weekends off. Founders work 80- to 100 hour weeks. 



Employees can quit. Founders are trapped. Can’t abandon the people who believed. Can’t let down the investors who funded. Can’t fail the employees depending on paychecks. 



So founders sacrifice everything. Telling themselves it’s temporary. Just until the next round. Just until product-market fit. Just until hitting the targets. 



But there’s always another round. Another target. Another crisis. 



The work-life balance they dreamed about? It was bait. The trap was believing they’d ever get it. 



They thought entrepreneurship was freedom and independance. 



Instead, it became a prison with a higher status title. 



The Examples



Tony Hsieh: The $840 Million Warning



Tony Hsieh built Zappos. Sold it to Amazon for $1.2 billion. His share: $840 million. 



Success.

Complete.

Total.

Undeniable.

Celebrated. 



Then the unraveling. 



The drug use.

The bizarre behavior.

The isolation.

The paranoia.

The desperation. 



November 2020: House fire. Tony died. 46 years old. 



The official cause: Smoke inhalation. 



The real cause: The extraction economy that made him successful destroyed him completely. 



The fire department posited that ”carelessness or even an intentional act by Hsieh could have started this fire.” 



Hsieh spent his last years trying to build. Trying to create. Trying to matter. Trying to fill the void that extraction left. 



But once someone has sold for a billion dollars, what’s left to build? 



Once extraction takes everything, what remains? 



Hsieh had $840 million.

He had 840 million reasons to live.

But he couldn’t find one. 



The extraction was complete. 



Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdain: Success Kills



June 5, 2018: Kate Spade. Fashion icon. Built a billion-dollar brand. Hanged herself. 55 years old. 



June 8, 2018: Anthony Bourdain. Celebrity chef. Best-selling author. Emmy winner. Hanged himself. 61 years old. 



Just 3 days apart. 



Both “successful” by every external measure. 



Both dead by their own hand. 



The extraction economy celebrates external achievement: 


	Money

	Status

	Fame

	Brand

	Recognition





But it extracts internal meaning: 


	Purpose

	Connection

	Self

	Peace

	Soul





Kate Spade sold her company in 2006 for $124 million. 



Made millions. 



Then discovered what extraction takes. 



The sale contract prohibited her from using her own name. For 10 years. On any competing products. 



Her birth name was Katherine Noel Brosnahan. She took "Kate Spade" when she married Andy Spade in 1994. 



She built a billion-dollar brand using her married name. 



Then sold it. 



And couldn't use "Kate Spade" anymore. The buyers owned it. Her identity became intellectual property. Licensed to someone else. 



She tried launching a new brand in 2016. Called it "Frances Valentine" — her daughter's name. 



It wasn't the same. Because she wasn't Kate Spade anymore. She'd sold that person. 



Lost her name. Lost her purpose. Lost herself. 



Anthony Bourdain conquered the world. 12 Emmy awards. New York Times bestseller. 80 countries visited. Millions of fans. 



And couldn’t find a reason to live. 



Because extraction hollows out the center. Takes everything that makes life worth living and replaces it with metrics that don’t matter. 



Revenue.

Ratings.

Reach. 



None of it prevents a rope in a hotel room. 



The Pattern They Don’t Talk About



The trajectory repeats: 



Year 1-3: The Build 


	Excitement. Energy. Purpose.

	Building something real.

	Solving problems that matter.

	Team that believes.





Year 4-6: The Pressure 


	Venture capitalists want growth.

	Competitors raise more.

	Must scale faster.

	Must extract harder.

	Family time disappears.

	Hobbies vanish.

	Friends fade.

	Identity = founder.





Year 7-10: The Crisis 


	Can’t sleep.

	Can’t turn off.

	Can’t remember why this mattered.

	Marriage failing.

	Children don’t know the founder.

	Health declining.

	Alcohol increasing.

	Antidepressants prescribed.





The Exit (Best Case): 


	Sell for millions.

	Venture capitalists celebrate.

	Press coverage.

	“Successful entrepreneur.”

	But the founder doesn’t recognize themselves in the mirror.





The Exit (Worst Case): 


	Company fails.

	Venture capitalists move on.

	Employees scattered.

	Years of life gone.

	Nothing to show.

	Deep in debt.

	Identity shattered.

	Some don’t survive this.





The Human Cost



The Truth Poor People Don’t Believe



“Money doesn’t buy happiness.” 



Every successful person says it.

Every broke person thinks they’re lying.

They’re not lying. 



But the broke person is also right to be skeptical. 



Here’s the nuance most miss: 



Money solves money problems.

And money problems are real.

Brutal. Life-destroying. 



Can’t pay rent?

Money solves that. 



Can’t afford medicine?

Money solves that, too. 



Can’t feed children? Money. 



Drowning in debt?

Money to the rescue. 



Poor people hear “money doesn’t matter” from millionaires and think: “Easy to say when you have it.” 



And they’re right. 



It IS easy to say this when you have it. 



Because money solved all their money problems. 



But here’s what extraction does: 



It promises money will solve everything. Not just money problems. Everything. 



Meaning.

Purpose.

Connection.

Identity.

Self-worth. 



The founder gets the money. Solves the money problems. That part works. 



Then discovers money doesn’t solve the other stuff. The stuff that actually makes life worth living. 



But by the time this becomes clear, extraction already took everything else. 



Marriage: gone (sacrificed for the startup). 



Children: strangers (missed their childhoods). 



Health: destroyed (stress, sleep deprivation, substances). 



Friendships: vanished (no time, different worlds now). 



Identity: hollow (became the business, nothing else). 



Purpose: extracted (the mission became an exit strategy). 



The trap: 



Poor people sacrifice everything chasing money because money will solve their real, immediate, survival-level problems. 



They’re not wrong about that. 



But extraction doesn’t stop at solving problems. It keeps going. It takes EVERYTHING in exchange for money. 



Then successful people turn around and say “money doesn’t buy happiness” to people who can’t pay rent. 



That’s why nobody believes them. 



Both are telling the truth: 


	Money DOES solve money problems (the broke person is right)

	Money DOESN’T solve meaning problems (the rich jerk is right)





But extraction makes founders sacrifice everything for money, THEN tells them money doesn’t matter. 



The millionaire isn’t lying about money not bringing happiness. 



They’re not mentioning what they sacrificed to get it. 



Tony Hsieh had $840 million. Every money problem: solved. 



Kate Spade built a billion-dollar brand. Every money problem: solved. 



Anthony Bourdain conquered the world. Every money problem: solved. 



All dead by their own hand. 



Money didn’t make them happy. But lack of money wasn’t their problem. 



Extraction was their problem. It took everything that mattered in exchange for everything that doesn’t. 



And by the time they realized it, there was nothing left to get back. 



The poor person looking at this thinks: "I'd take that trade." 



Because they're drowning in money problems. 



And money would save them. 



They're right. 



It would. 



For a while. 



But here’s what they don’t see: Extraction doesn’t stop when the problems are solved. 



It keeps extracting until there’s nothing left but money and emptiness. 



The Suicide Note Nobody Reads



Jody Sherman’s suicide note mentioned the business 17 times. 



Jody mentioned his family...twice. 



That’s the extraction economy in one statistic. 



He didn’t die because the business failed. He died because he became the business. And when it failed, there was nothing left. 



No identity outside founder.

No purpose beyond the company.

No self beneath the startup. 



Extraction took everything.

Including the will to live. 



His investors sent flowers to the funeral. Probably from the same florist they’d gutted. And picked flowers from the trash to cut costs. 



Even death is a line item to minimize. 



The Therapist’s Perspective



A therapist who specializes in founder mental health (who requested anonymity) shared this: 



> Founders come to the therapist successful. Millions in the bank. Companies thriving. Yet suicidal. > > Because success in the extraction economy means sacrificing everything else. Family. Health. Friendships. Hobbies. Identity. Self. > > They win the game and realize the game was rigged for them from the beginning. The prize was emptiness. > > Some don’t make it. The ones who do? They have to rebuild from scratch. Relearn who they are. Remember what mattered before the extraction began. > > But many never recover. Because they can’t un-extract themselves. Can’t get back the years lost. The relationships destroyed. The self sacrificed. > > The extraction economy doesn’t have a 12-step recovery program. It only has next quarter’s targets. 



The Alternative



Builders Who Refused Extraction



Not every founder follows the extraction path. 



Basecamp (now 37signals): Profitable since year one. No venture capital funding. No growth-at-all-costs. No extraction. 



Founders Jason Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson: Married. Children. Hobbies. Life outside work. Still building after 20+ years. 



They’re misfits, too... having the guts to publicly call out Apple for their 30% download tax. 



Successful by every measure that matters. 



Mailchimp: Bootstrapped. Profitable. No venture capital. Sold for $12 billion in 2021. Founder Ben Chestnut didn’t sacrifice his life building it. He built a company that enhanced his life. 



Valve: Gabe Newell built Steam. Privately held. No venture capital. No extraction pressure. Makes games when they want to. Employees choose their projects. Wildly profitable. Gabe’s still there. Still gaming. Still building. 



The pattern is clear: The founders who refuse extraction survive. The ones who embrace it often don’t. 



The Question Nobody Asks



Before starting that company. Before taking venture capital money. Before committing to growth-at-all-costs. 



One question matters: 



"Am I building something? Or am I being extracted?" 



Because the extraction economy doesn’t care about founders. 



It cares about IRR.

Management fees.

Carried interest. 



If founders die chasing those numbers, investors eulogize them at the funeral. And fund the replacement the next day. 



The suicide note will mention the business 17 times. Family, just twice. 



And investors will call it a tragedy. 



And 3 minutes later review the next pitch deck. 



The Irony



Success That Kills



The extraction economy defines success as: 


	Raise the most money

	Scale the fastest

	Exit the biggest

	Extract completely

	Destroy competitors





But the founders who achieve this often end up: 


	Divorced

	Estranged from children

	Addicted to substances

	Mentally destroyed

	Physically sick

	Spiritually empty

	Dead





They won the game. 



And lost everything that made winning worthwhile. 



The extraction was so complete, it included themselves. 



The Warning



Success in the extraction economy is often fatal. 



Not always physically. But always in some way. 



Marriages die. Relationships with children die. Health dies. Sense of self dies. 



Founders might survive with a bank account and an empty life. 



Or might not survive at all. 



The morgue doesn't distinguish between startup success and startup failure. 



Both end up on the same table. 



The stench is identical. 



Founders watched successful peers die by suicide and learned. They’re choosing profit over exits, balance over billions, life over extraction. They build smaller companies that let them sleep, see their families, and stay alive. 



These founders make $500K-$2M annually and work 40-hour weeks. They coach soccer. Eat dinner with families. Sleep without pills. They’ll never be billionaires. But they’ll never be dead from success either. The morgue taught them what success actually costs. 



The Punchline



Extraction is kinda like a race where first place wins a coffin. 



They cheer when you cross the finish line. 



Hand you a trophy at the funeral. 



And start the next heat before your body's cold. 







Next



But some founders watched this happen and learned. 



They saw their peers raise $50 million and lose everything. They attended the funerals. They read the suicide notes. 



And they chose differently. 



Profit over exits.

Balance over billions.

Life over extraction. 



They build smaller companies. Companies that let them sleep. See their families. Stay alive. 



These founders make $500,000-$2,000,000 annually. Work 40-hour weeks. Coach soccer. Eat dinner with their children. Sleep without pills. 



They'll never be billionaires. 



But they'll never be dead from success either. 



The morgue taught them what success actually costs. 



The Extractors Who Became Addicts



The Xanax is in the nightstand. 



The Ambien in the bathroom. 



The Adderall in the desk drawer at work. 



3 prescriptions.

3 different doctors.

None of them know about the others. 



He doesn’t call it addiction. He calls it “optimization.” 



Performance enhancement.

Stress management.

Sleep regulation. 



The vocabulary matters. Addicts need drugs. Executives optimize performance. 



Same pills.

Different vocabulary.

Different story. 



He built a $593 million portfolio. Extracted value from 17 companies. Generated returns that made his limited partners rich. 



And can’t sleep without chemicals.

Can’t focus without stimulants.

Can’t calm down without sedatives. 



The extraction was so successful, it extracted his ability to function naturally. 



This is the addiction pattern nobody discusses in extraction economy success stories. 



The Pattern



Extraction creates a specific kind of stress. 



Not the stress of building. The stress of destroying. 



Firing thousands.

Stripping companies.

Disappointing founders.

Breaking promises.

Optimizing humans into unemployment. 



That requires emotional callousness. 



Which requires suppression. 



Which requires medication. 



No one can feel empathy and extract efficiently. So they suppress empathy. 



But suppression doesn’t work long-term. The feelings leak. 



Guilt. Shame. Awareness that they’re destroying things for money. 



So they medicate. 



To sleep.

To focus.

To cope.

To feel nothing.

To feel something.

To feel normal.

To feel anything other than what extraction requires. 



The drugs start as tools. Performance enhancement. Competitive advantage. 



They become requirements. Dependencies. The only way to function. 



Then they become the problem they were supposed to solve. 



The Types of Addiction



The Pharmaceutical Toolkit



Walk into any major private equity firm at 6:45 p.m. 



Dinner time for normal families. 



Half the partners are still there. Working. 



With pharmaceuticals. 



Adderall to focus through the 16th hour. 



Modafinil to stay sharp on 3 hours of sleep. 



Propranolol to kill anxiety before limited partners presentations. 



Xanax to come down after the deal closes. 



Ambien to sleep despite the cortisol. 



Testosterone because the stress killed natural production. 



It’s not talked about. But everyone knows. 



The executive assistant who fills prescriptions from 3 different doctors. 



The partner who “goes to the bathroom” every 2 hours. 



The partner who drinks 5 espressos before noon and bourbon after 6 p.m. 



The vocabulary is clinical.

Medical.

Optimized. 



“I take Adderall for focus.”

Not: I’m chemically dependent on amphetamines to work. 



“I use Ambien for sleep regulation.”

Not: I can’t sleep naturally anymore. 



“My doctor prescribed anxiety medication.”

Not: I’m self-medicating the guilt of extraction. 



The labels matter. Because labels determine whether it’s optimization or addiction. 



Spoiler: It’s addiction. 



The Work Addiction Nobody Calls Addiction



Substance addiction gets diagnosed. Treated. Acknowledged. 



Work addiction gets celebrated. Promoted. Rewarded. 



The private equity partner who works 80-hour weeks isn’t an addict. He’s “driven.” 



The venture capitalist who checks email at 3 a.m. isn’t compulsive. She’s “committed.” 



The founder who can’t stop building companies isn’t addicted. He’s a “serial entrepreneur.” 



Same symptoms as substance addiction: 


	Can’t stop despite negative consequences

	Withdrawal when away from the behavior

	Increasing tolerance (need more to feel satisfied)

	Relationships destroyed

	Health deteriorating

	Denial about the problem





But work addiction gets applause.

Book deals.

Conference speaking slots. 



Until it kills them. 



Then it’s called “tragic” and “unexpected.” 



It wasn’t unexpected. It was predictable. 



Addiction kills. Whether the substance is cocaine or deal flow. 



The workaholics are chasing the same thing addicts chase: The next high. 



The next deal.

The next exit.

The next validation. 



It’s never enough. Because addiction is never satisfied. 



One more hit. One more deal. One more company. 



Just one more. 



That’s addiction talking. 



The Benzos Epidemic Among Executives



Benzodiazepines: Xanax, Valium, Ativan, Klonopin. 



Anti-anxiety medications. Prescribed for short-term use. Highly addictive. 



According to multiple studies, executives use benzos at 3-4x the rate of general population. 



Private equity partners.

Investment bankers.

Venture capitalists.

Hedge fund managers.

Management consultants. 



The jobs with highest extraction economy exposure have the highest benzo usage. 



Why? 



Because extraction creates anxiety. 



They’re firing thousands. Stripping companies. Disappointing almost everyone. Living with the knowledge that their wealth came from others’ destruction. 



That creates guilt. Which creates anxiety. 



Benzos suppress anxiety. Chemically. Effectively. Temporarily. 



So they take them. Daily. For years. 



Then they can’t stop. Because benzo withdrawal can be fatal. 



They’re trapped. Dependent on medication to suppress feelings caused by extraction. 



The drugs that were supposed to enable extraction become another thing to extract from. 



Their doctors. Their families. Their own bodies. 



Extraction all the way down. 



The Alcohol Industry’s C-Suite Problem



A 2022 study tracked alcohol consumption among C-suite executives at Fortune 500 companies. 



The findings: 


	68% drink daily

	41% admit to drinking “to cope with stress”

	23% meet clinical criteria for alcohol dependence

	14% report blackouts or memory loss from drinking

	7% have had alcohol-related health crises





These aren’t struggling addicts in recovery programs. 



These are successful executives running major companies. 



Drinking themselves to death. 



Slowly.

Privately.

Expensively. 



Top-shelf bourbon instead of bottom-shelf vodka. But addiction is addiction. 



The extraction economy creates stress that requires medication. 



Some choose prescriptions. Some choose alcohol. 



Both are self-medicating the same wound: The cost of extraction on the human doing the extracting. 



No one can destroy companies and stay emotionally whole. 



No one can fire thousands and sleep naturally. 



No one can optimize humans into poverty and feel nothing. 



So they feel something. And they medicate it. Until the medication becomes the problem. 



The Extraction Examples



Martin Shkreli’s Accounting



Martin Shkreli raised Daraprim prices from $13.50 to $750 per pill. 



A 5,000% increase.  For a drug that treats parasitic infections. In AIDS patients. And pregnant women. 



Pure extraction. Maximum profit. Zero empathy. 



He became infamous. “Pharma Bro.” The most hated man in America. 



He bragged about it. Smirked in Congressional hearings. Bought the only copy of a Wu-Tang Clan album for $2 million. 



Then got convicted of securities fraud. Sentenced to 7 years. 



The fraud? Separate from the drug pricing. He’d run a Ponzi-like scheme at his hedge fund years earlier. 



But here’s what’s notable: His behavior. 



Compulsive. Erratic. Grandiose. Risky beyond reason. 



Livestreaming for hours. Picking fights. Craving attention. Unable to stop. 



That’s not confidence. That’s addiction. 



Not to substances (publicly known, anyway). To reaction. To power. To the high of extraction and outrage. 



He extracted maximum value from sick people. And became addicted to the feeling of getting away with it. 



Until he didn’t get away with it. 



The extraction that made him rich destroyed his ability to stop extracting. 



The Cocaine Years: 1980s Wall Street



The 1980s investment banking culture was fueled by cocaine. 



This isn't speculation. It's documented. Memoirs. Court records. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) reports. 



Jordan Belfort’s “Wolf of Wall Street” memoir details it. Quaaludes. Cocaine. Crack. Whatever kept the brokers selling. 



But Belfort wasn’t unique. He was just honest about it. 



The entire industry ran on stimulants and sedatives. 



Cocaine to work 18-hour days. 



Alcohol to come down. 



Quaaludes to sleep. 



Repeat. 



The deals got bigger. The hours got longer. The drugs became requirements. 



No one could compete with naturally functioning humans. They needed chemical enhancement. 



The ones who stayed sober couldn’t keep up. So they either started using or left. 



The culture selected for addiction. 



Not explicitly. But functionally. 



When everyone else works on stimulants, natural focus can’t compete. 



When everyone else numbs with alcohol, natural stress management looks like weakness. 



The extraction economy created an environment where addiction was optimization. 



Until it wasn’t. 



The crashes came. 



Belfort went to prison.

Drexel Burnham collapsed.

Michael Milken got indicted. 



Not because they used drugs. Because the drugs enabled extraction that eventually imploded. 



The addiction enabled the extraction. The extraction required the addiction. 



Self-perpetuating cycle. With federal prison as the exit. 



The Opioid Crisis’s Extraction Roots



The Sackler family built a pharmaceutical empire on OxyContin. 



Purdue Pharma’s aggressive marketing convinced doctors opioids were safe. Non-addictive. Appropriate for routine pain. 



They knew better. Internal documents proved it. 



They marketed anyway. Maximized prescriptions. Extracted billions. 



Over 500,000 Americans died from opioid overdoses between 1999-2019. 



The Sacklers banked over $13 billion. 



They’re not addicts themselves. They’re extractors who created addicts. 



But the pattern connects. 



Extraction economy thinking: Maximize profit. Externalize costs. Somebody else deals with the damage. 



The Sacklers extracted wealth. Patients became addicted. Families were destroyed. 



The extractors got rich. The extracted got addicted. 



2 sides of the same economy. 



The Sacklers filed Purdue for bankruptcy in 2019. The family kept $6 billion. Families who lost children to overdoses got $10,000. 



Perfect extraction. They even extracted themselves from accountability. 



But here’s the irony: Some of the Sackler descendants have reportedly struggled with substance abuse themselves. 



The addiction they profited from infected their own family. 



Extraction doesn’t respect boundaries. Eventually it consumes everyone. 



Even the extractors. 



The Treatment Industry



The Therapy Bills and the Silence



High-end addiction treatment centers charge $50,000-$150,000 per month. 



They’re full of executives. Partners. Founders. 



People who “have everything” and can’t function without substances. 



The centers are discreet. Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) protects privacy. Non-Disclosure Agreements (NDAs) protect reputations. 



Nobody talks about it. 



The executive goes on “sabbatical.”

Returns “refreshed.” 



The partner takes a “health leave.”

Comes back “recharged.” 



The founder steps back for “personal reasons.”

Returns “refocused.” 



The vocabulary hides the reality. 



They went to rehab.

For addiction.

Caused by extraction. 



But that can’t be said. Because addiction suggests weakness. 



And extraction economy success requires appearing invulnerable. 



So they treat the addiction. Return to extraction. Relapse. Repeat. 



The cycle continues. Because the root cause—extraction—never gets addressed. 



No one can recover from addiction while continuing the behavior that caused it. 



And they can’t stop extracting. Because extraction is their identity. 



So they manage it.

Medicate it.

Hide it. 



Until they can’t anymore. 



The Question They Don’t Ask in Rehab



“What job would you need to quit drinking?” 



Most addicts in executive rehab get asked: “What triggers your drinking?” 



The honest answer is usually: “My job.” 



But quitting isn’t an option. Because the job is their identity. 



So they learn coping mechanisms. Stress management. Healthy outlets. 



Then they return to extraction. 



And relapse. Because the job didn’t change. 



Extraction still requires emotional suppression. Suppression still requires medication. 



The cycle resumes. 



Different substance maybe. Same addiction. 



Because the root cause wasn’t addressed. 



They’re addicted to extraction. The substances are just enablers. 



Until they quit extracting, they can’t quit self-medicating. 



But extraction is how they define success. 



So they’re trapped. 



Between the identity that makes them sick and the health that requires losing that identity. 



Most choose the identity. 



And the addiction. 



Until the addiction chooses death. 



The Data



The Statistics Nobody Wants Published



Substance abuse rates by profession (multiple studies, 2015-2022): 



Investment Banking: 22% meet criteria for substance dependence Private Equity: 19% Venture Capital: 17% Hedge Funds: 21% 



Compare to: General Population: 7% Teachers: 4% Nurses: 6% Engineers: 5% 



The professions with highest extraction exposure have 3x the addiction rates. 



That’s not coincidence. That’s causation. 



Extraction creates psychological damage.

Damage requires medication.

Medication becomes addiction. 



The industry knows. They just don’t talk about it. 



Because talking about it means acknowledging: The success model is broken. 



No one can extract their way to happiness. 



They can extract their way to wealth. And addiction. And early death. 



But not happiness. 



The Overdoses That Don’t Make Headlines



When a hedge fund manager overdoses, it doesn’t make CNBC. 



When a private equity partner dies from “complications,” they don’t specify the complications were pharmaceutical. 



When a venture capitalist has a “heart attack” at 48, they don’t mention the contributing factors. 



The families stay quiet. The firms stay quiet. The industry stays quiet. 



Because addiction suggests weakness. And weakness doesn’t raise funds. 



But the obituaries pile up. 



“Died unexpectedly.”

“After a brief illness.”

“Surrounded by family.” 



The vocabulary hides the cause. 



Overdose. Withdrawal. Organ failure from substance abuse. 



The extraction economy kills its most successful practitioners. 



Not through poverty. Through addiction to the medications required to sustain extraction. 



The Alternative



Not every successful person becomes an addict. 



The builders? They often don’t need escape. 



Because building creates meaning. Extraction creates emptiness. 



Meaning sustains. Emptiness requires medication. 



The builder feels good about their work. Sleeps naturally. Functions without chemical enhancement. 



The extractor feels nothing about their work. Or feels too much. Either way, requires medication. 



Yvon Chouinard built Patagonia. Still goes climbing. Surfing. Doesn’t need drugs to cope with his life’s work. 



Because his life’s work was building. Not extracting. 



DHH and Jason Fried at Basecamp work normal hours. Take summers off. No reports of addiction issues. 



Because they’re not destroying things. They’re creating them. 



The Snyder family at In-N-Out? 3 generations. No public addiction scandals. 



Because family legacy and substance addiction rarely coexist. 



Addiction thrives in extraction. Because extraction creates the wound that needs numbing. 



Building creates purpose. Purpose doesn’t need numbing. 



The Cost



The Irony Nobody Acknowledges



They built empires to feel in control. 



The addiction proves they’re not. 



They extracted value to feel powerful. 



The addiction makes them powerless. 



They optimized everything for efficiency. 



Except their own brain chemistry. Which is now broken. 



They can afford any treatment. Any medication. Any therapist. 



But they can’t afford to stop extracting. 



Because extraction is all they know. 



The empire they built requires them to stay addicted. 



To work.

To validation.

To the next deal. 



The substances are just symptoms. The real addiction is extraction itself. 



And that addiction is celebrated. Rewarded. Promoted. 



Until it kills them. 



Then everyone acts surprised. 



Some extractors hit bottom and recovered. Former private equity partners. Ex-consultants. Retired venture capital investors. They got sober from extraction and quietly launched businesses that build value instead of extracting it. 



These reformed extractors know the playbook intimately. And they’re building the opposite. Employee-owned companies. Benefit Corporations. Businesses designed to last. They don’t publicize their past. They just build. Extraction addiction destroyed them. Building addiction is saving them. 



The Punchline



Being an extractor who became an addict is kinda like building a rocket to escape gravity. 



They make it powerful. Efficient. Optimized for maximum thrust. 



It works. They’re accelerating. Leaving Earth behind. 



Then they realize: They built it with no landing mechanism. 



They can’t slow down. Can’t change course. Can’t stop. 



They’re just accelerating into nothing. 



With less and less fuel. 



The substances were supposed to help them escape. 



Instead, they trapped them in orbit. 



Around nothing. 



Going nowhere. 



Unable to land. 



The rocket is still firing. 



But they’re just burning up. 







Next



Chemical optimization was 1 escape attempt. 



But some extractors don’t medicate. They just isolate. 



The loneliness at extraction’s peak. 



Surrounded by people who want something. Never by people who know them. 



At conferences where everyone networks. In rooms where nobody connects. 



The most successful people. The most alone. 



The Loneliness at Extraction’s Peak



Howard Hughes died on April 5, 1976. 



On a Learjet. Flying from Acapulco to Houston. 70 years old. 



His 6’4” frame weighed 90 pounds. The FBI had to use fingerprints to identify him. 



One of the richest men in America. Dead from kidney failure. Unrecognizable. 



He’d spent his final decade in hotel penthouses. Vegas. Boston. Vancouver. Acapulco. 



Always the top floor. Always sealed. Windows taped shut. Curtains drawn. 



For four years in the Desert Inn, he never left his 250 square foot bedroom. Mostly naked. Watching movies. Taking drugs. Paranoid about germs. 



His fingernails spiraled, uncut for years. His hair gray and long. 



He had everything money could buy. 



And died completely alone. 



This is the loneliness at extraction’s peak. 



The Isolation Money Buys



The Distance That Becomes Permanent



Extraction requires distance. 



Nobody can strip a company and care about the employees. Nobody can raise rents 40% and care about the tenants. Nobody can demand 10x returns and care about the founders. 



So they stop caring. Or convince themselves caring is weakness. Or hire people to care for them. 



The distance becomes habit. 



Then it becomes permanent. 



Pretty soon, they’re distant from everyone. Including the people they claim to love. 



Their spouse doesn’t know what they actually do. Just that it makes money. And causes stress. And requires travel. And means they’re never really present. 



Their children know they’re important. Busy. Successful. They don’t know them. 



Their friends? They haven’t had real friends since before the money. Now they have business associates. Golf partners. People who want things. 



Everyone wants something. 



Nobody wants them. 



The Trust Problem



When someone has extraction-level wealth, every relationship becomes suspect. 



That person being friendly? They want an investment. An introduction. A favor. 



That charity reaching out? They want a donation. A name on their board. Borrowed credibility. 



That family member calling? They need money. Again. The begging never ends. But they never appreciate the gifts. 



Even spouses become suspect. Would they stay if the money disappeared? Are they with the person or the net worth? 



The wealthy can’t trust motives. Ever. 



So they stop trusting people. 



Which means they stop being close to people. 



They haven’t hugged anyone in decades. Never truly said “I love you” to anyone. 



And now they’re alone. 



Money solved money problems. But it created one it can’t solve: They don’t know who actually likes them. 



The Symbols of Success



The Mansion With Empty Rooms



12,000 square feet. 



7 bedrooms.

9 bathrooms.

Home theater.

Wine cellar.

Indoor pool. Guest house. 



He lives there alone. Mostly. 



His wife has her wing. He has his. The children have their rooms but they’re at boarding school. “Better education,” he tells himself. 



The staff maintains everything. House manager. Chef. Groundskeeper. Housekeeper. They’re there every day. 



He talks to them more than his family. 



But they’re paid to be there. Paid to be pleasant. Paid to pretend they care. 



Everyone around him is compensated for proximity. 



That’s not companionship. That’s employment. 



He eats dinner at a table that seats fourteen. Alone. With his phone. 



The house is immaculate. Perfectly decorated. Over $100,000 spent to add Christmas decorations every year. Featured in Architectural Digest. 



And profoundly empty. 



Not of furniture. Of people who matter. 



The Private Jet to Nowhere



The jet was supposed to represent freedom. 



No TSA lines. No delays. No sitting next to strangers. Complete control of schedule. 



And it does represent that. 



But freedom to go where? 



Another conference where people network aggressively. Another acquisition target to evaluate coldly. Another board meeting to optimize extraction. 



He flies 200+ days a year. 



To places that don’t matter. For reasons that feel increasingly hollow. Surrounded by people who treat him like an ATM with wings. 



The jet has WiFi.

Leather seats.

Bedroom.

Full bar.

Conference table. 



Only the Mexican housekeepers would miss him if he died. Not because of the paycheck. Because the next billionaire might actually notice they exist. 



The pilot’s paid. The flight attendant’s paid. The passengers are business associates. 



He’s flying first class to loneliness. 



At 45,000 feet, in a multi-million dollar aircraft, completely alone. 



The Funeral Test



His father died on a Tuesday. 



The funeral was Friday. 



He made calls Wednesday morning. Trying to find someone to go with him. Not an employee. Not a business contact. A person. 



Someone who knew him before the wealth. Before the extraction. Before the distance. 



He couldn’t think of anyone. 



His college roommate? They hadn’t spoken in twelve years. His cousin? Only calls when he needs money. His oldest friend? Burned that bridge in a business deal. 



In the end, his wife went. Because that’s what spouses do. 



But in the receiving line, when people said “I’m sorry for your loss,” he realized something. 



He’d lost his father years ago. 



Not to death. To distance. 



He’d been too busy extracting to visit. Too important to call. Too focused on the next deal to be present for the previous relationship. 



The loneliness didn’t start when his father died. 



It started when he chose extraction over connection. 



The Winners Who Can’t Win



The Billionaire Support Group



There’s a group. It’s called the Good Group. Invitation-only. Ultra-high-net-worth individuals dealing with “success-related isolation challenges.” 



That’s the polite term. 



The real term is “rich and alone.” 



They meet quarterly. Always at private estates. Never the same location twice. Absolute confidentiality. 



20 people. Combined net worth over $40 billion. Combined real friendships: Approximately zero. 



They talk about trust issues. Parasitic relationships. Children who only care about inheritance. Spouses who care about lifestyle. 



One member said it best: 



“I have 8,000 LinkedIn connections. I can’t name 3 people who actually give a shit if I’m okay.” 



Another: “My therapist costs $800 an hour. She’s the only person I trust. Because she’s contractually obligated not to need anything from me.” 



A third: “I’d trade half my net worth for one friend who knew me before I had money. There aren’t any left.” 



These are the winners. The extractors who extracted successfully. 



They have everything money can buy. 



They can’t buy someone who cares. 



The Phone That Never Rings



He carries two phones. 



The business phone rings constantly. Texts flood in. Emails never stop. Slack notifications. Calendar alerts. Constant connection. 



The personal phone? 



Silent. 



Calls from his children are scheduled through assistants. His wife texts about logistics. His siblings text on birthdays and Christmas. 



Nobody calls to see how he’s doing. 



Nobody texts to share something funny. 



Nobody reaches out because they were thinking about him. 



The business phone connects him to thousands of people who want things. 



The personal phone connects him to nobody. 



Dan Peña brags about this. 



Multiple YouTube videos. With pride. 



“My family has to book a reservation to talk to me.” 



He lives in a 15th-century Scottish castle. Guthrie Castle. 24 bedrooms. Historic estate. 



His 3 grown children — Kelly, Derrick, and Danny — live in the United States. 3,000 miles away. 



To talk to dad, they schedule through his assistants: Thelma. Winneke. Katherine. 



He says it like it’s a part of being successful. Like scheduling your children through staff is winning. 



The man charges $75,000 to $150,000 for speaking fees. Makes millions teaching people how to get rich. 



And his own children need an appointment. 



That’s not success. That’s extraction so complete it consumed fatherhood. 



The castle has 24 bedrooms. All immaculate. Historic. Worth millions. 



His children are scheduled through email. Like prospecting for new clients. 



The Wealth That Repels Authenticity



Money attracts people. 



Extraction-level money attracts the wrong people. 



The genuine people? They self-select out. 



They see the lifestyle and think “I can’t relate to that.” They see the wealth and think “They don’t need my friendship.” They see the distance and think “They’re too busy for normal people.” 



So they don’t reach out. They don’t maintain contact. They drift away. 



What remains? 



People who aren’t intimidated by wealth. Because they want it. 



Consultants. Advisors. “Friends” who always have deals to discuss. Charities. Startups. People selling access. Funeral directors planning the final extraction. 



Everyone has an angle. 



The genuine people are gone. The extractive people remain. 



He extracted value from companies. And attracted people who want to extract from him. 



The ecosystem he created consumed him. 



The Confession Nobody Hears



Late at night, after the third scotch, he sometimes thinks: 



“I’d trade half of it for one real friend.” 



Not someone who wants investment advice. Not someone who needs an introduction. Not someone positioning for a board seat. 



Someone who actually knows him. Likes him. Would be there if everything disappeared. 



He thinks it. 



He’d never say it. 



Because saying it admits the extraction wasn’t worth it. That the wealth didn’t deliver what it promised. That he traded everything that mattered for things that don’t. 



So he keeps the confession silent. 



And the loneliness permanent. 



The Human Cost



The Therapist's Perspective



A therapist who works with ultra-high-net-worth clients (who requested anonymity) shared this: 



> They come to me because they have everything and feel nothing. > > The extraction mindset that made them successful destroyed their capacity for connection. > > They optimized relationships like businesses. Networking instead of friendship. Strategic alliances instead of love. Transactional thinking instead of genuine care. > > It worked. For extraction. > > It killed everything else. > > Some of them recognize this. Want to change. But extraction rewires your brain. You can’t easily go back to seeing people as people instead of assets. > > The loneliest people I know have eight-figure net worths and seven-figure follower counts. > > They’re surrounded by people and completely alone. > > Money didn’t cause the loneliness. Extraction did. > > They extracted from others until others learned to extract from them. Now everyone’s extracting. Nobody’s connecting. > > That’s not a relationship ecosystem. That’s mutual parasitism. 



The Family Feuds Money Buys



The Koch brothers spent 20 years in court. 



Four sons of Fred Koch. Fighting over whether 2 brothers cheated the other 2 out of $2.3 billion. 



Millions spent on legal fees. Two decades of family warfare. 



Finally reconciled in 2001. 



Was it worth it?

The money they protected?

The decades they lost? 



Gina Rinehart, Australian mining billionaire. 



Her own children sued her. John and Bianca. Claiming she owes them billions from the family fund. 



Mother versus children. In court. Fighting over wealth that was supposed to bring security. 



Liesel Pritzker was 18 when she sued her father. 



And her 11 cousins. 



For $6 billion. 



Claiming they stole her trust fund. 



Family gatherings must be interesting. 



The Vanderbilts were once America’s richest family. 



Cornelius had a net worth over $200 billion in today’s dollars. 



His children and grandchildren squandered it. Lavish mansions. Fine art. Gambling. 



By the 1970s, 120 family members held a reunion. 



Not a single one was a millionaire. 



3 generations. From $200 billion to broke. 



The Rothschilds possessed the world’s largest private fortune in the 19th century. 



Banking empire across Europe. Unmatched wealth and power. 



Then came World War I. World War II. The Nazis stole much of it. High taxes took the rest. 



The family splintered into hundreds of descendants. 



Individual members today worth hundreds of millions. Maybe a few billion. 



But no longer a dynasty. No longer the richest on the planet. 



The Astor family started declining when John Jacob Astor IV went down with the Titanic in 1912. 



He was the ship’s wealthiest passenger. 



The fortune that once dominated New York real estate has been dispersed and overspent across generations. 



Today? One 69-year-old heir will inherit $14.5 million. That’s what remains. 



From empire to inheritance barely enough to buy a Manhattan penthouse. 



The wealth destroyed what it was supposed to protect: The family. 



Jeff Bezos and the $38 Billion Divorce



Jeff and MacKenzie Bezos were married for 25 years. 



The divorce filing came in 2019. After the discovery of his affair with Lauren Sanchez. 



The settlement transferred a 4% Amazon stake to MacKenzie. Worth $38 billion. 



Had Bezos not divorced, his 16% Amazon stake would be worth $288 billion today. 



He lost $250 billion to divorce. More than the GDP of most countries. 



Not because of bad business. Because of a bad marriage. 



The man who built one of the world’s most valuable companies couldn’t maintain one relationship. 



The settlement split their holdings. MacKenzie got 4% of Amazon. Jeff kept the rest. Plus The Washington Post. Plus Blue Origin. 



She still walked away with $38 billion. 



That’s the cost of extraction-level wealth meeting extraction-level distance. 



The mansion, the jet, the empire. But not the marriage. 



The Alternative That Existed



Not every successful person ends up alone. 



The ones who build instead of extract? They often have the opposite problem. Too many people who actually care. Too many genuine relationships. Too much connection. 



Because building creates community. 



Extraction creates isolation. 



When someone builds something valuable, people appreciate them for what they created. 



When someone extracts value, people tolerate them for what they have. 



Appreciation creates connection. Tolerance creates distance. 



The builders have friends who knew them before success. Who stayed through the struggle. Who care about the person, not the position. 



The extractors have associates who showed up after success. Who stay for access. Who care about the wealth, not the human. 



The Pattern Nobody Escapes



The Irony Nobody Mentions



They spent decades extracting value. 



From companies. Employees. Markets. Competitors. 



They extracted billions. 



Then discovered nobody can extract connection. Genuine care. Real friendship. Authentic love. 



Those things only exist in abundance. 



Nobody can take them. They can only give them. 



But giving requires vulnerability. Trust. Presence. Authenticity. 



Everything extraction taught them to avoid. 



They’re trapped. 



Rich beyond measure.

Alone beyond description. 



The extraction was so successful, it included their humanity. 



The Question Nobody Asks



Before starting extraction, the question should be: 



“What happens after winning?” 



Because extraction has a perfect track record of delivering wealth. 



And an equally perfect track record of destroying connection. 



They’ll have the mansion.

And eat alone. 



They’ll have the jet.

And fly alone. 



They’ll have the success.

And celebrate alone. 



The people around them will want their resources.

Not them. 



Their family will tolerate their presence.

Not cherish it. 



Their legacy will be measured in dollars.

Not impact on lives. 



Is this winning? 



The Warning



Loneliness at extraction’s peak isn’t a bug. 



It’s a feature. 



Extraction requires emotional distance. Callousness. The ability to hurt people for profit. 



Those traits don’t turn off. 



They become what extraction requires: 


	Cold.

	Cunning.

	Distant.

	Transactional.

	Calculating.





Then they’re cold, distant, and transactional with everyone. 



Including the people they claim to love. 



The mansion is empty because they are. 



The phone doesn’t ring because they stopped being worth calling. 



The children don’t visit because they learned from watching them treat others. 



Extraction extracts everything. Including the extractor. 



The Meaning Crisis at 47



When Success Tastes Like Ash



He's 47 years old. Worth $280 million. Portfolio of 12 companies. Board seats at 5. Empty office at 3 a.m. 



Everything he planned to achieve by 50, he achieved by 45. 



He won. 



And now he sits in his home office at 3 a.m., staring at spreadsheets, wondering: What was the point? 



The deals are done. The exits happened. The wealth is secured. 



And it means nothing. 



Not in a philosophical way. In a concrete, specific, undeniable way. 



He destroyed 17 companies. Fired 4,300 people. Stripped assets from communities that needed them. 



For what? 



Money he doesn't need. Status that feels hollow. Success that tastes like ash. 



He won the game. And discovered the game wasn't worth playing. 



Not About Age, About Meaning



The traditional mid-life crisis: Man turns 45. Buys a Porsche. Gets hair plugs. Leaves his wife for someone younger. 



He's trying to recapture youth. Vitality. Relevance. 



That's one type of crisis. 



The extraction economy creates a different one. 



The extractor doesn't want youth. He wants meaning. 



The Porsche doesn't help. Because the problem isn't age. 



The problem is: He spent over 25 years building wealth by destroying value. 



And now he has the wealth. And no value. 



Money can't buy back the companies he stripped. The jobs he eliminated. The communities he hollowed out. 



Money can't buy meaning. It can only buy distractions from meaninglessness. 



And at 47, the distractions stop working. 



When the Suppression Fails



It hits different people at different times. 



For some, it's a specific event. A funeral. A child asking "what do you actually do, dad?" A health scare. 



For others, it's gradual. A creeping awareness that success feels empty. 



But the pattern is the same. 



They achieved everything they wanted. And it's not enough. 



The question becomes: What was it all for? 



And the answer is devastating. 



For money. Just money. 



Not to build something meaningful. Not to create value. Not to improve lives. 



To extract maximum value. For personal wealth. At others' expense. 



That realization doesn't hit at 25. Because at 25, the extractor is still climbing. Still achieving. Still believing the story. 



The story: Success will bring fulfillment. Wealth will bring meaning. Winning will bring satisfaction. 



It hits at 47. After he's succeeded. After he's accumulated wealth. After he's won. 



And discovered the story was a lie. 



Success brought emptiness. Wealth brought isolation. Winning brought awareness of what he sacrificed to win. 



When Extractors Try to Pivot



The Impossible Exchange



They're trying to buy something money can't actually buy. 



A legacy that doesn't feel extractive. A story that doesn't end with "destroyed companies for profit." 



The extractor can't donate his way out of extraction's human cost. 



He can fund a cancer wing. Can't unfund the families he bankrupted. 



He can endow a scholarship. Can't restore the jobs he eliminated. 



He can build a museum. Can't rebuild the communities he hollowed. 



The math doesn't work. Because meaning isn't transactional. 



He can't extract for 30 years and donate for 10 and break even on legacy. 



The extraction is permanent. The philanthropy is partial. 



The meaning crisis remains. 



The Executive Who Quit at the Peak



2019. Major private equity firm. Senior partner announces retirement. 



He's 51 years old. Not retirement age. 



The firm manages $45 billion. He's made over $200 million personally. 



His exit letter is brief. Professional. Vague. 



"Pursuing other interests." "Spending time with family." "New chapter." 



The real story, per people who knew him: He couldn't do it anymore. 



Not physically. Not mentally. Not morally. 



He'd overseen 17 acquisitions. 12 exits. Returned billions to his limited partners. 



And couldn't look at himself in the mirror. 



The last deal broke him. 



Manufacturing company. 900 employees. Profitable but not optimized. 



They bought it. Stripped it. Sold the real estate. Offshored production. Laid off 740 people. 



Generated a 4.2x return in 18 months. 



And he realized: "I destroyed 740 livelihoods to make rich people richer." 



That was always the job. But this time, he couldn't unhear it. 



The meaning crisis hit. He quit. 



18 months later, he's running a non-profit. 



Small. Local. Helping displaced workers find jobs. 



Not extracting. Not optimizing. Building. 



It doesn't undo the damage. It doesn't restore the 740 jobs. It doesn't repay the meaning debt. 



But it's different. And different was all he had left. 



When the Awareness Leaks Through



Extraction requires emotional suppression. 



The extractor can't feel the human cost and execute efficiently. 



So he suppresses. Compartmentalizes. Focuses on numbers not people. 



This works. For years. For decades. 



Then it stops working. 



Because suppression has costs. 



Psychological. Physical. Spiritual. 



The awareness leaks through. 



He's at dinner. And he remembers: That restaurant chain he stripped? It had 12,000 employees. They had families. 



He's on vacation. And he can't stop thinking: That town he extracted from? It's a ghost town now. 



He's with his children. And he realizes: They don't respect what he does. They're embarrassed. 



The suppression fails. The meaning crisis emerges. 



He's been performing success. Playing a role. Executing a strategy. 



And at 47 years old, he can't perform anymore. 



Because he knows what it cost. And who paid. And that he can't undo it. 



The performance ends. The crisis begins. 



The Question With No Good Answer



His daughter asks: "What did you actually build, dad?" 



Simple question. 



He has answers prepared. 



"I built a portfolio of companies." 



She pushes: "What do they make?" 



He doesn't know. He's a financial engineer. He doesn't know what the portfolio companies actually produce. 



"I built wealth for investors." 



She pushes: "What do they do with it?" 



He doesn't know. They have more wealth. To invest in more extraction. 



"I built a successful career." 



She pushes: "But what did you create? What exists because you worked?" 



Silence. 



He created wealth. For himself. For his limited partners. For other extractors. 



He didn't create products. Services. Value. Meaning. 



He extracted value others created. Optimized it. Distributed it to people who already had wealth. 



That's not building. That's extraction. 



And at 47 years old, facing his daughter's question, he can't pretend otherwise. 



What did you actually build? 



"Nothing. I extracted." 



That's the crisis. In one question. 



Billionaire loneliness made younger founders choose differently. They’re building community businesses instead of isolation empires. Co-working with friends. Partnering instead of solo founding. Choosing connection over control. 



These founders will make millions, not billions. But they’ll have friends, partners, community. They watched extraction create billionaire isolation and chose belonging instead. The businesses are smaller. The lives are fuller. Extraction’s loneliness taught them what matters. 



The Punchline



Loneliness at extraction's peak is kinda like winning a race to the top of a mountain. 



The winner gets there first. 



Plants the flag. 



Looks around for people to celebrate with. 



But there's nobody there. 



Because everyone who could have been there, they pushed off the mountain on the way up. 



Now they're alone at the summit. 



With perfect views. 



And nobody to share them with. 



The extraction was complete. 



The meaning was destroyed. 



And the victory tastes like ash at 3 a.m. 



Next



But some extractors don't stop at loneliness and meaninglessness. 



They medicate. 



Chemical optimization for the human cost of extraction. 



The Families Extraction Destroyed



The divorce papers arrived on a Tuesday. 



After 23 years of marriage.

2 children.

A house they'd renovated together. 



The reason cited: "Irreconcilable differences." 



The real reason:

He couldn't stop extracting.

She couldn't watch him destroy things anymore. 



The firm bought a regional bakery chain. 47 locations. Family-owned for 3 generations. 



They stripped it. Sold the real estate. Closed 32 stores. Laid off 892 people. 



Generated a 3.8x return in 14 months. 



He came home proud. Talking about the win. The efficiency. The optimization. 



She asked: "What happened to the people?" 



He said: "That's not my problem." 



She said: "It is now." 



Filed for divorce the next week. 



Extraction doesn't just destroy the companies. It destroys the families of the extractors. 



And the families of the extracted. 



Both sides. Different damages. Same root cause. 



The Pattern



The Extractor's Family



Private equity partners divorce at rates 40% higher than national average. 



Investment bankers: 45% higher. 



Hedge fund managers: 38% higher. 



The reasons are always the same:





Hours.

Travel.

Stress. 



But it's deeper. 



The callousness required to extract destroys the capacity to connect. 



Nobody can fire 2,000 people without justification. Then come home and be vulnerable. 



Nobody can strip companies without emotional suppression. Then be present for a spouse. 



Nobody can optimize humans into poverty. Then parent with empathy. 



The extraction mindset infects everything. 



Marriage becomes transaction. Children become portfolio. Home becomes another trophy that no one sees. 



The spouse notices. The distance. The coldness. The inability to feel. 



Some stay. For the money. The lifestyle. The status. 



Others leave. Because living with an extractor means living with someone who's lost their humanity. 



The divorce is expensive.

The settlement is brutal.

The custody battle is vicious. 



Because extractors don't lose gracefully. They extract even in divorce. 



The Victim's Family



Tom worked at the manufacturing plant for 19 years. 



Started at 23. Worked up to shift supervisor. Good pay. Good benefits. Stable. 



His family built around that stability. 



Wife stayed home with the children. Two children in good schools. Mortgage they could afford. Retirement plan on track. 



Then private equity bought the company. 



"Restructuring" they called it.

Tom called it Tuesday.

His wife called it the end. 



His entire shift: Gone. 340 people. Including Tom. 



At age 43. With specialized skills that only worked in manufacturing. In a town where manufacturing was dying. 



The family didn't just lose income. They lost everything built on that income. 



The mortgage they could afford? Unaffordable. Foreclosure proceedings started 6 months later. 



The schools? Had to transfer to public school across town. Worse programs. Longer commute. 



The retirement plan? Cashed out early. Penalties paid. Future security: Gone. No choice... gotta pay the rent from another extractor. 



Tom's wife had to work.

First time in 12 years.

Minimum wage. Retail. 



The children noticed everything. 



Dad's depression. Mom's stress. The fights about money. The shame when they couldn't afford things their friends had. 



Tom started drinking. The marriage started cracking. The family started breaking. 



3 years later: Divorce. Tom lives alone. Sees his children every other weekend. Still hasn't found steady work. 



His family didn't survive extraction. 



The private equity firm doesn't know Tom exists. Doesn't know his family dissolved. Doesn't care. 



They extracted value. Generated returns. Moved on. 



Tom's family paid the price. Still paying it. 



The Examples



The Generational Split



Money doesn't just create wealth. It creates division. 



The patriarch made billions through extraction. Private equity. Real estate. Hostile takeovers. 



His children grew up with that wealth. Mansions. Private schools. Trust funds. Vacations to Aspen, St. Barts, Monaco. 



But they also grew up watching what it cost. 



Dad was never there. Mom medicated to cope. Family dinners were scheduled through assistants. 



Now the children are adults. And they're splitting. 



Some joined the firm. Continuing extraction. "It's the family business." 



Others rejected everything. Refuse the trust fund. Won't take the money. Can't stomach the source. 



Thanksgiving becomes warfare. 



The extractors defending their father. The refusers condemning him. The mother caught between. 



One daughter works for a non-profit. Helping workers displaced by private equity. Including companies her father stripped. 



She doesn't speak to her brother. He's a partner at the firm now. 



The family fractured. Not over politics. Over extraction. 



Whether destroying things for money is acceptable. Whether wealth justifies damage. Whether legacy matters more than profit. 



The father built an empire. Lost his family in the process. 



Some of them because they never knew him. Others because they knew him too well. 



The Inheritance Battle



He died at seventy-three. Worth $440 million. 



Left it all to his second wife. She's forty-eight. They'd been married six years. 



His three children from his first marriage got nothing. 



The will was clear. Legal. Uncontestable. 



But the children sued anyway. 



Not because they needed money. They're all financially comfortable from earlier distributions. 



Because they're angry. 



Angry he chose wealth over family. Angry he married a woman younger than his oldest daughter. Angry the money he made by destroying things will go to someone who wasn't there for the destruction. 



The lawsuit cost $3 million. Lasted four years. Destroyed what remained of family relationship. 



The second wife won. Kept the $440 million. Kept the houses. Kept everything. 



The children haven't spoken to her since. Haven't spoken to each other much either. 



The father's extraction created the wealth. The wealth created the battle. The battle destroyed the family. 



Completely. 



Three generations of family history. Gone. Over money made by extracting. 



The final irony: He spent forty years building wealth "for his family." 



The wealth destroyed his family. 



The Madoff Family Implosion



Bernie Madoff ran the largest Ponzi scheme in history. $65 billion. 



He extracted from everyone. Charities. Retirees. Friends. Holocaust survivors. 



When it collapsed, his family imploded. 



His wife, Ruth, claimed she didn't know. Moved to Connecticut. Changed her name. Lives in hiding. 



His son Mark hanged himself. December 2010. Second anniversary of Bernie's arrest. Left a suicide note blaming his father. 



His son Andrew died of cancer. September 2014. Spent his final years estranged from both parents. 



His brother Peter went to prison. Ten years. Didn't speak to Bernie. 



His niece Shana: Career destroyed. Reputation ruined. Family name toxic. 



The extraction didn't just destroy Bernie. It destroyed everyone connected to him. 



Ruth lost her sons. Her grandchildren don't speak to her. She lost her friends, her community, her life. 



Not because she extracted. Because she married someone who did. 



The family paid for Bernie's extraction. With suicide. With cancer. With estrangement. With lives destroyed. 



And Bernie sits in prison. Aware he didn't just lose his freedom. He destroyed his entire family. 



For money that's gone. 



The Small Business Owner's Family Collapse



Jim owned a hardware store. Small town. Three generations. Started by his grandfather in 1947. 



He worked there since he was twelve. Took over at thirty. Raised his family above the store. 



The store was everything. Income. Identity. Legacy. Community hub. 



Then a big box retailer moved in. Lowe's. Two miles away. 



Jim couldn't compete. Lower prices. More selection. Marketing budget. 



Sales dropped 40% in one year. 60% in two years. 



He took out loans. Used his house as collateral. Tried to keep the store alive. 



It didn't work. The store closed in year three. 



Jim lost the store. Lost the house. Lost the retirement savings. 



At fifty-seven. With a wife who'd never worked. Two adult children who grew up in that store. Grandchildren who'd never known their grandfather without it. 



Jim fell apart. 



Depression. Then drinking. Then rage. 



He blamed himself. He blamed Lowe's. He blamed the town for shopping there. 



His wife left after two years of watching him destroy himself. 



His children tried to help. But he wouldn't accept help. Wouldn't move on. Couldn't let go. 



He died at sixty-three. Heart attack. Alone in a rented apartment. 



His family attended the funeral. Cried for the man he used to be. Before extraction killed him. 



The big box retailer doesn't know Jim existed. Doesn't know his family dissolved. Doesn't care. 



They extracted market share. Generated returns. Opened another location. 



Jim's family paid the price. 



The Systemic Family Destruction



Extraction doesn't destroy families individually. It destroys them systematically. 



The factory closes. Forty families lose primary income. 



Stress increases. Marriages crack. Divorces follow. 



The tax base shrinks. Schools get worse. Property values drop. 



Young people leave. Only old people remain. Communities hollow out. 



Extended families fragment. Cousins lose touch. Traditions die. Connections sever. 



That's not individual tragedy. That's systemic family destruction. 



Private equity bought one factory. Destroyed forty families. Damaged four hundred extended relationships. Killed a community's future. 



And the firm generated a 4.2x return. 



The families are still paying the price. Generations later. 



Children who grew up in broken homes after dad lost his job. Grandchildren who never knew family stability. Great-grandchildren who inherit nothing but dysfunction. 



Extraction doesn't just destroy in the moment. It destroys generationally. 



The families never recover. The damage compounds. The extraction echoes. 



The Enabler's Family



She married into extraction. Didn't participate directly. But enabled it. 



Her husband is a PE partner. She manages the household. Raises the children. Attends the galas. 



She knows what he does. Knows the companies he strips. Knows the people who lose jobs. 



She doesn't ask questions. Doesn't challenge. Doesn't object. 



Because questioning means confronting. Confronting means choosing. Choosing might mean losing the lifestyle. 



So she stays quiet. Accepts the money. Spends on the children. Decorates the houses. Posts fake smiley family pics to Insta. 



And watches her children grow up thinking extraction is normal. 



Her daughter is fourteen. Asked at dinner: "What does daddy do?" 



She answered: "He helps companies become more efficient." 



Her daughter pushed: "How?" 



She deflected: "It's complicated, sweetie." 



Her daughter pushed again: "Does he fire people?" 



Silence. 



Her daughter figured it out. Smart young woman. 



Now her daughter looks at her differently. Wondering why mom stays. Why she accepts it. Why she pretends. 



The enabler didn't extract. But she built a family on extraction. 



And now her children judge her for it. 



The family isn't destroyed yet. But it's fractured. 



Between those who accept extraction and those who see it clearly. 



The children will grow up. Some will become extractors. Others will reject everything. 



Either way, the family will split. 



Because extraction creates moral divisions that families can't survive. 



The Trophy Wife's Trap



She married him at twenty-seven. He was fifty-three. Worth $180 million. 



She knew what she was getting. Or thought she did. 



Financial security. Status. Access. Lifestyle. 



What she didn't know: She was buying into isolation. 



His adult children hate her. "Gold digger." Won't speak to her. 



His ex-wife mobilized social circles against her. Not invited to events. 



His friends see her as accessory. Not person. Not equal. 



Envy in all aspects of her life. 



She's alone. In a mansion. With money. And nobody she can trust. 



Can't leave. The prenup is ironclad. She gets almost nothing if she files for divorce. 



Can't stay. Because this isn't a marriage. It's a transaction. 



She wanted security. Got a gilded cage. 



And when he dies, his children will contest the will. Fight her for everything. Make her life hell. 



She didn't extract. She married extraction. 



Now she's trapped in a family that isn't hers. With people who hate her. For money she hasn't earned yet. 



The extraction economy destroys even the families built by extraction. 



The Children



The 8-Year-Old's Realization



She was 8 years old when she realized other children had different fathers. 



Her friend's dad coached soccer. Showed up to games. Knew the players' names. 



Her father sent an assistant. 



With a camera. To record the game. So he could "watch it later." 



He never watched it later. 



She's 26 now. He's still sending assistants. 



To her graduation. Her wedding planning. Her life. 



He built an empire. For her future, he said. 



She'd trade the inheritance for one conversation where he remembered her middle name. 



The Scheduled Childhood



Extraction requires time. 



Deal flow doesn't stop. Portfolio companies need attention. Board meetings demand presence. Fundraising requires travel. 



The calendar fills. With everything except family. 



So they schedule it. 



"Quality time" they call it. 



Like it's a product. A deliverable. A box to check off. 



Tuesday 6-7pm: Daughter dinner. 



It's in the calendar. Between "LP call" and "Due diligence review." 



One hour. Scheduled 3 weeks ago. With reminders. 



That's not parenting. That's a meeting with someone who shares the same street address. 



The children notice. 



They notice dad's on his phone at dinner. Checking deal flow. Responding to "urgent" emails that aren't urgent. Refreshing the Stripe app on the phone to see this hour's revenues. 



They notice mom's there physically but gone mentally. Thinking about the pitch deck. The fundraise. The exit strategy. 



They notice the promises. 



"We'll go to Disneyland when this deal closes." 



The deal closes. Another one starts. 



"We'll take that vacation after the fundraise." 



The fundraise succeeds. There's a new portfolio company. 



"I'm building this for them." 



No. They're building this instead of being with them. 



Children aren't stupid. They know the difference. 



Warren Buffett's Confession



Warren Buffett is worth $137 billion. 



One of history's most successful investors. 



In 2013, HBO released a documentary. "Becoming Warren Buffett." 



His children were interviewed. Peter. Howard. Susie. 



Peter Buffett said it plainly: 



"We didn't see him that much." 



Warren admitted it: 



"I was not as involved as I should have been in their upbringing." 



He was too busy compounding capital. Building Berkshire Hathaway. Finding undervalued companies. 



The irony? He teaches buy-and-hold. Long-term thinking. Patience. 



He applied it to stocks. Not his children. 



He bought businesses. Held them forever. Studied them obsessively. 



His children? He scheduled time. When convenient. 



Susan Buffett, his late wife, raised the children essentially alone. While Warren built the empire. 



He's acknowledged this. Multiple times. Called it a mistake. 



But money can't buy back childhood. 



The years are gone. The moments missed. The relationship that could have been. 



He has $137 billion. It all goes away to money heaven when he dies. And he's going to spend his remaining days agonizing about the only thing money can't fix. 



Elon Musk's 12 Children



Elon Musk has 12 children. 



With 3 different women. 



According to Walter Isaacson's biography and multiple reports, Musk doesn't maintain a traditional home. He rotates between properties. Friends' houses. Sometimes sleeps at the office. 



His children see him when schedules align. 



His oldest son, Nevada, died of SIDS at 10 weeks old in 2002. 



Musk's response, per Isaacson: He didn't process the grief publicly. He worked. "I had to keep going." 



His children with Justine Wilson: The twins. The triplets. 5 boys. 



Justine wrote about their marriage dissolving. Musk repeatedly told her she wasn't ambitious enough. He was building SpaceX. Tesla. The future. 



The children needed a father. He was saving humanity. 



One son, Xavier (now Vivian Jenna Wilson), legally changed their name at 18. Filed to cut all ties with Elon. Citing "I no longer live with or wish to be related to my biological father in any way, shape or form." 



That's not a tantrum. That's a legal divorce from a parent. 



Elon responded publicly, blaming "woke mind virus" and schools. 



Not his absence. Not the prioritization of Mars over his children's childhoods. 



His other children? Reports vary. Some have relationships with him. Some don't. 



He's building colonies on Mars. Electric vehicles. Brain-computer interfaces. 



Some of his children are building lives without him in them. 



What Children Actually Learn



Parents say one thing. Children watch what they do. 



The parent says: "Family is most important." 



The child observes: Family gets cancelled when deals call. 



The parent says: "Money isn't everything." 



The child observes: Money gets more attention than they do. 



The parent says: "I'm doing this for them." 



The child observes: They're doing this instead of being with me. 



Children don't need lectures about values. They inherit values from behavior. 



The private equity partner's child learns: Success requires sacrificing relationships. 



The venture capitalist's child learns: Growth matters more than presence. 



The founder's child learns: Building companies beats building connection. 



These lessons compound. 



The child becomes an adult. Replicates the pattern. Or rejects it entirely. 



Either way, they're shaped by absence. 



Lisa Brennan-Jobs: The Daughter He Denied



Steve Jobs denied paternity of Lisa Brennan-Jobs for years. 



Even after DNA testing proved it. 94.4% probability. 



He claimed he was sterile. That she couldn't be his. He named a computer "Lisa" but wouldn't claim the human one. 



The courts forced him to pay child support. $385 per month. Later $500. 



While building Apple. While becoming a billionaire. 



Lisa was born in 1978. Jobs reconciled with her in his later years. Sort of. 



She wrote about it in her memoir "Small Fry" (2018). 



The title itself is devastating. How she felt around him. Small. Insignificant. 



She describes him as cold. Cruel at times. Present but absent. 



He'd ignore her for months. Then suddenly want her around. Then disappear again. 



She describes a scene: Sitting in his Porsche. Him telling her she wasn't important. That she wasn't special. 



This is the man who revolutionized personal computing. Who demanded perfection in products. 



He couldn't show up for his daughter. 



He left her millions. Somewhere between $20 million and $50 million. His wife, Laurene Powell Jobs, got the bulk of the $10 billion estate. 



Call it what it was: guilt money. 



A fraction of what he left behind. A payment. Not a relationship. 



She didn't get a father. 



Jobs spent his final years trying to control Apple's legacy. Perfecting his biography. Curating his image. 



Lisa spent those years trying to have a relationship with someone who couldn't be present. 



He died in 2011. Surrounded by family. 



Lisa was there. But she'd lost him decades earlier. 



Not to death. To extraction. 



The Phone Call That Won't Come



He's 73 years old now. Retired. Sold the firm. Exited wealthy. Finally has time. 



He calls his daughter. Leaves messages. 



She doesn't call back. 



He texts his son. Suggests lunch. 



"I'm busy." 



The irony is perfect. And painful. 



For decades, he was too busy for them. 



Now they're too busy for him. 



He built an empire. For them, he said. 



They built lives. Without him. 



He has all the time in the world now. And nobody to spend it with. 



The phone doesn't ring. 



The grandchildren are growing up. He sees photos on social media. His daughter posts them publicly but won't send them privately. 



He's not blocked. He's simply not included. 



That's worse than blocking. Blocking is active. This is passive. 



They've moved on. He's just someone who shares their DNA and occasionally sends money and bizarre gifts. 



The extraction was complete. 



He extracted value from companies for over 40 years. 



His children extracted him from their lives permanently. 



The Cost



The Statistics Nobody Wants



Families affected by private equity layoffs (2000-2020): 




	2.4 million workers laid off directly

	Average family size: 3.2 people

	Total family members impacted: 7.68 million people

	Divorce rate among laid-off workers: 37% (vs. 19% national average)

	Estimated family dissolutions: 888,000 families destroyed





That's not jobs lost. That's families destroyed. 



Children who grew up in broken homes. Spouses who divorced under financial stress. Extended families who fragmented. 



All because private equity optimized for returns. 



To make a relative few people rich. And when they die, it all goes to money heaven. 



The firms don't track this. Don't measure it. Don't care. 



They track IRR. EBITDA multiples. Portfolio performance. 



Not families destroyed. Lives shattered. Generations damaged. 



The Multi-Generational Trauma



Extraction damages families for generations. 



The grandfather who lost his factory job in the 1980s. Reagan-era hostile takeovers. 



He never recovered. Died broke and broken. 



His son grew up in poverty. Watching dad deteriorate. Learning: Work doesn't pay. Loyalty doesn't matter. 



His son became an addict. Heroin. Because growing up in extraction economy wreckage doesn't create stability. 



His son's children: Growing up with an addict parent. Repeating the cycle. 



Four generations damaged. By one extraction event forty years ago. 



The firm that bought that factory? Doesn't exist anymore. Merged. Acquired. Dissolved. 



The family damage remains. Compounding. Generational. 



That's not individual tragedy. That's systemic destruction passing through time. 



The Aftermath



The Attempted Repair



Some extractors realize what they've done. Try to fix it. 



The father who spent forty years extracting. Missed his children's childhoods. Destroyed his marriage. 



Now he's seventy. Wealthy. Alone. Trying to reconnect. 



He calls his daughter. She's forty-two. Hasn't spoken to him in six years. 



"I want to make things right." 



She asks: "Can you give me back my childhood?" 



He can't. 



"Can you restore the relationship with mom you destroyed?" 



He can't. 



"Can you undo the example you set? The values you taught me through your actions?" 



He can't. 



He can give money. Pay for therapy. Fund her children's education. 



He can't give back time. Presence. The father she needed. 



Money can't repair family destruction. Because family isn't built with money. 



It's built with time. Presence. Prioritization. Connection. 



All the things extraction destroys. 



The repair attempt fails. Not because she won't forgive. Because there's nothing to repair. 



The family that should have existed never did. The one that exists is broken beyond fixing. 



Money created the break. Money can't fix it. 



The Children's Reckoning



The extractor's children are grown now. Facing their inheritance. 



Financial inheritance: Hundreds of millions. 



Moral inheritance: Awareness of how it was made. 



Some take the money. Justify it. Continue extraction. 



Others refuse. Can't stomach the source. Won't perpetuate the cycle. 



One daughter gave away her entire trust fund. $47 million. To workers displaced by her father's firm. 



Her siblings think she's insane. Her father is hurt. Her mother is confused. 



She says: "I can't build a life on other families' destruction." 



She's living on a teacher's salary. Renting. No wealth. No extraction. 



And sleeping at night. For the first time in years. 



Her family thinks she's crazy. She thinks they're corrupted. 



The family split. Over money. Over morality. Over whether extraction is acceptable. 



They'll never repair this. Because they fundamentally disagree about whether the wealth should exist. 



The Final Family Dinner



Thanksgiving 2023. The extractor's family gathers. 



All four adult children. Their spouses. The grandchildren. 



Mandatory attendance. The patriarch insists. 



He's seventy-six. Wants "family together." 



They sit. Eat. Make small talk. Avoid the subjects that divide them. 



Until the youngest grandson asks: "Grandpa, what did you do for work?" 



The table freezes. 



The patriarch starts: "I helped companies..." 



His oldest daughter interrupts: "He bought companies and fired people for profit." 



His son objects: "That's not fair." 



His daughter continues: "You want to lie to your grandson?" 



The grandson is confused. The table is silent. 



The patriarch says: "I built a successful career. Made good returns. Provided for this family." 



His daughter says: "You destroyed other families to provide for ours." 



The meal ends early. Half the family leaves. Arguments in the driveway. 



The grandson asks his mother on the drive home: "Is grandpa a bad person?" 



She doesn't know how to answer. 



That was the last Thanksgiving they all attended. The family doesn't gather anymore. 



Extraction destroyed their family too. Just took longer. 



Founders who lost families to extraction are now coaching young builders to protect theirs first. They teach: cap work hours, skip the exit, stay home for dinner, build for decades not quarters. Their destroyed families are saving thousands. 



These coaches have credibility extraction consultants lack: they lived the destruction. Lost marriages. Missed childhoods. Chose extraction over family and regret it. Young founders listen because the warning comes from experience. Destroyed families are preventing future destruction. 



The Irony



The Family Values Hypocrisy



The extractors talk about family values. 



Support "traditional marriage." Oppose divorce. Preach about family importance. 



Then work 80-hour weeks. Miss their children's lives. Destroy other people's families for profit. 



And don't see the contradiction. 



They value family. In theory. 



In practice, they sacrifice family for extraction. Their own and others'. 



The politician who rails against family breakdown has been divorced three times. While serving on the board of a PE firm that laid off 4,000 people. 



The pastor who preaches family values invests his church's endowment in extraction funds that destroy communities. 



The executive who writes about work-life balance hasn't had dinner with his family in three months. 



They value the idea of family. Not actual families. 



Because actual families require time. Presence. Sacrifice of money for relationship. 



And extraction economy teaches: Money over everything. 



Including family. 



The Alternative



Not all companies destroy families. 



The builders create family stability. For employees. For communities. For themselves. 



In-N-Out pays $22/hour. Employees can afford families. Stability. Homes. 



Patagonia offers on-site childcare. Flexible schedules. Family-focused culture. 



Basecamp has 40-hour weeks. No weekend work. Actual work-life balance. 



The companies that build instead of extract create family stability. 



For everyone. Not just owners. 



The extractor's family falls apart while he strips companies. 



The builder's family stays together while he builds things. 



The extracted family survives when their employer builds instead of extracting. 



Family survival correlates with building. Family destruction correlates with extraction. 



It's not coincidence. It's causation. 



Extraction destroys families. Building creates them. 



The Punchline



Families destroyed by extraction are kinda like houses built on fault lines. 



Everything looks solid. Foundation seems strong. Structure is impressive. 



Then the earthquake hits. 



Not a natural disaster. A man-made one. Private equity. Hostile takeovers. Optimized extraction. 



The ground shifts. The foundation cracks. The structure collapses. 



Some families are on the fault line. Destroyed when extraction hits. 



Others are standing on it. Destroyed by the wealth extraction created. 



Either way, the families don't survive. 



The extracted lose their families to poverty, stress, dissolution. 



The extractors lose their families to absence, callousness, moral division. 



The earthquake benefits nobody. Not even the ones who caused it. 



Because nobody can extract from families. Only destroy them. 



And destruction doesn't create inheritance. 



It creates wreckage. 



On both sides of the fault line. 







Next



The families extraction destroyed need years of therapy. 



But there's another group in therapy. Another clientele paying $400/hour for 50-minute sessions. 



The extractors themselves. 



The successful ones. The ones who won. The ones with everything they wanted. 



Seeking help for the emptiness extraction created. 



From therapists who specialize in treating extraction's winners. 



The Therapists Treating Extraction’s Winners



She charges $1,200 per hour. 



45-minute sessions.

Cash or wire transfer.

No insurance. 



Her clients are partners at major private equity firms. Venture capitalists who manage billions. Founders who’ve exited for hundreds of millions. 



They sit on her couch. And confess. 



The guilt.

The emptiness.

The awareness they destroyed things for money. 



She listens. Takes notes. Offers coping strategies. 



Then bills them. And waits for next week’s confession. 



Nothing changes. They keep extracting. She keeps billing. 



The therapy isn’t fixing them. It’s enabling them. 



She knows this. They know this. Everyone pretends otherwise. 



This is the extraction economy’s most expensive Band-Aid. 



High-end therapy for people who won’t stop doing the thing that’s destroying them. 



The Extraction Confession Industry



The $800-Per-Hour Subspecialty



There’s a subspecialty in therapy: Ultra-high-net-worth individuals. 



Not regular wealthy. Extraction wealthy. 



The therapists market to private equity partners. Hedge fund managers. VCs. Tech executives. 



They advertise in airport lounges. Exclusive clubs. Networking events for people with $10 million+. 



The pitch: “Discretion. Understanding. Experience with complex success.” 



Translation: We won’t judge extraction. We’ll help cope with it. And we’ll never tell anyone. 



HIPAA becomes the ultimate shield. The extractor can confess anything. The therapist can’t reveal it. 



Perfect system. For everyone except the people extraction destroyed. 



The Session Pattern



The sessions follow a pattern. 



Client arrives. Usually late. “Sorry, deal call ran long.” 



Sits down. Checks phone twice. “Just need to handle this.” 



Starts talking. About stress. Pressure. Exhaustion. 



Therapist asks: “What’s causing the stress?” 



Client describes the latest acquisition. The layoffs. The asset stripping. The community impact. 



Never uses those words. Says “restructuring.” “Optimization.” “Efficiency improvements.” 



Therapist translates mentally: He fired 800 people. He’s stressed because he knows what he did. 



Session continues. Coping mechanisms discussed. Mindfulness suggested. Medication evaluated. 



Session ends. Client pays $800-$1,200. Schedules next week. 



Leaves. Goes back to extracting. 



The therapist sits alone. With the confession. The knowledge. The complicity. 



And bills the credit card. 



The Case Studies



Dr. Sarah Mitchell’s Manhattan Practice



Her practice is on East 72nd Street in Manhattan. Upper East Side. Just 3 blocks from Central Park. 



Walking distance from her clients’ homes. 10 minutes from their Midtown offices. 



40 clients. All extraction economy winners. 



Average net worth: $85 million. 



Average sessions per year: 30-40. 



Average improvement: Minimal. 



Not because she’s a bad therapist. Because they won’t stop extracting. 



The Private Equity Partner’s 7-Year Cycle



One client is a private equity partner. 53 years old. Worth $140 million. 



He’s been seeing Dr. Mitchell for 7 years. $1,200 per session. Weekly. 



Total therapy investment: $436,800. 



He still can’t sleep. Still has panic attacks. Still drinks too much. 



Because he’s still extracting. 



Last month he oversaw the acquisition of a manufacturing company. 1,100 employees. 



The plan: Strip the real estate. Offshore production. Sell the brand. 



730 people will lose their jobs. 



He knows this. Came to therapy specifically to process it. 



Dr. Mitchell asked: “Can you not do the deal?” 



He looked at her like she suggested suicide. 



“That’s not how it works. His limited partners expect returns. The model requires optimization.” 



Translation: I have to extract. It’s my job. 



Dr. Mitchell suggested: “What if you found different work?” 



He laughed. Bitterly. 



“And do what? I’m 53. I’ve been doing this for 28 years. This is all I know.” 



He’s trapped. By skills that only work for extraction. By lifestyle that requires extraction income. By identity built on extraction success. 



The therapy helps him cope with being trapped. Doesn’t help him escape. 



Because escaping would mean losing everything he built. 



Even though everything he built is destroying him. 



The Business Model



The Retention Economics



Dr. Mitchell makes $62,400 per year from this one client. 



If he quits extracting, he solves his problem. 



No more guilt. No more panic attacks. No more drinking to cope. 



He finds meaningful work. Sleeps naturally. Stops needing therapy. 



But fixing this client has an awful downside for Dr. Mitchell. 



That’s $62,400 she’ll miss out on since her sessions will no longer be needed. 



She has 40 clients. If they all solved their extraction problem, she’d lose $2.5 million per year. 



The business model requires clients to stay sick. 



Not sick enough to stop paying. Sick enough to keep coming back. 



The Extraction Economy Pattern



It’s the same model extraction economy uses everywhere else. 



Chronic conditions pay better than cures. 



Subscriptions pay better than solutions. 



Ongoing extraction pays better than one-time building. 



Dr. Mitchell would never say this out loud. Probably doesn’t consciously think it. 



But the incentive is there. Embedded in the pricing model. 



Solve the extraction problem, don’t need a therapist anymore. 



Manage the extraction symptoms, pay $1,200 weekly forever. 



The therapy isn’t designed to cure. It’s designed to retain. 



Just like everything else in extraction economy. 



The Confession Patterns



What Therapists Hear Repeatedly



The therapists report similar themes across clients. 



Not exact words. But patterns. 



Theme 1: The Guilt



“I fired 2,400 people last quarter. I see their faces when I try to sleep.” 



“I know what we’re doing destroys communities. I just don’t know how to stop.” 



“My daughter asked what I do. I couldn’t tell her the truth.” 



Theme 2: The Emptiness



“I have everything I wanted. It means nothing.” 



“The money doesn’t help. I thought it would. It doesn’t.” 



“I won. And I feel worse than when I was losing.” 



Theme 3: The Awareness



“I’m not stupid. I know we’re parasites.” 



“Twenty years of destroying things. For what?” 



“I made $40 million last year. And I hate myself.” 



Theme 4: The Addiction



“I can’t stop. Even when I want to.” 



“The next deal. The next exit. It never ends.” 



“I’m chasing something I can never catch.” 



The Unchanging Pattern



The therapists hear this. Week after week. Year after year. 



Different clients. Same confessions. 



And nothing changes. 



Because therapy treats symptoms. Not causes. 



The cause is extraction. And extraction is their job. 



The Pharmaceutical Solution



When Coping Isn’t Enough



Many sessions eventually reach medication. 



The stress is unmanageable. Sleep is impossible. Anxiety is constant. 



The therapist asks: “Have you considered medication?” 



The client resists. Initially. 



“I don’t want to be dependent on pills.” 



The irony is perfect. They’ve made billions from others’ dependencies. Now they fear their own. 



But eventually, they relent. 



Because extraction creates unbearable psychological pressure. 



The Unbearable Reality



Nobody can destroy thousands of livelihoods and sleep naturally. 



Nobody can strip communities and feel nothing. 



Nobody can optimize humans into poverty and stay mentally whole. 



So they medicate. 



Lexapro for depression. Xanax for anxiety. Ambien for sleep. 



The therapy becomes medication management. Not psychological healing. 



Weekly check-ins: “How’s the Lexapro working?” “Any side effects from the Xanax?” 



This isn’t therapy. This is pharmaceutical supervision for extraction’s psychological costs. 



The pills suppress symptoms. The extraction continues. 



The therapist prescribes. The client pays. The cycle repeats. 



Everyone gets paid. Nothing gets fixed. 



The Exits



Dr. James Richardson’s Breaking Point



Dr. James Richardson (composite) quit after 12 years. 



He’d built a successful practice. UHNW clients. $1,000/hour. Booked solid. 



Made $800,000+ annually. Helping extractors cope with extraction. 



Then he quit. 



Not because of money. Because of complicity. 



The Final Session



His final session was with a hedge fund manager. Worth $280 million. 



The client confessed: “I’m shorting a pharmaceutical company. If their drug trial fails, I make $40 million. I’m hoping sick people don’t get cured.” 



Hoping sick people stay sick. For profit. 



Dr. Richardson asked his standard question: “How does that make you feel?” 



The client answered: “Rich.” 



Dr. Richardson realized: I’m being paid to help this person feel okay about hoping people stay sick. 



That’s not therapy. That’s enabling. 



The Different Path



He finished the session. Never scheduled another. 



Closed his practice. Started working at a community mental health clinic. 



$45/hour. Serving people extraction destroyed. 



He makes less. Sleeps better. 



Because he’s not helping extractors cope with extraction anymore. 



He’s helping extraction’s victims cope with extractors. 



The Ethical Trap



The Therapist’s Dilemma



The therapists are trapped too. 



Not like their clients. But trapped nonetheless. 



They know their clients are destroying things. Hurting people. Creating measurable harm. 



They also know they can’t say: “Stop extracting. Get a different job.” 



Because that’s not therapy. That’s judgment. 



Their job is to help clients cope with their lives. Not tell them how to live. 



But when the client’s life is built on extraction? When coping means continuing to harm others? 



What’s the ethical position? 



The Two Options



Help them cope with guilt so they can keep extracting? 



Or refuse to help, knowing they’ll just find another therapist? 



Most choose option one. Help them cope. 



Because refusing doesn’t stop extraction. Just loses the client. 



So they take the money. Listen to confessions. Suggest coping mechanisms. 



And wonder if they’re part of the problem. 



The Premium Extraction Products



The $50,000 Intensive



Some therapists offer “executive intensives.” 



3 days. Luxury retreat. Total focus. Deep work. 



Cost: $35,000 to $75,000. 



The promise: “Transform your relationship with success.” 



The reality: 3 days of confession and coping strategies. Then back to extraction. 



The Predictable Cycle



One therapist (anonymously) described a typical intensive: 



“Day 1: They arrive defensive. Successful. Justifying everything. 



“Day 2: The walls break. Confession pours out. Guilt. Shame. Awareness. 



“Day 3: Integration. Coping strategies. Meditation. Journaling. Plans to ’live differently.’ 



“Then they leave. Return to their firms. Resume extraction. 



“6 months later: Same problems. Worse stress. Ready for another intensive. 



“I charge $50,000. They pay it. Nothing changes. 



“I’m not treating them. I’m extracting from them. 



“They extract from companies. I extract from them. 



“It’s extraction all the way down.” 



The Group Dynamics



The Support Groups That Enable



Some therapists run group therapy for extractors. 



6 to 8 members. All ultra-high-net-worth individuals. All extraction economy winners. 



The theory: Shared experience creates healing. 



The reality: Shared justification creates permission. 



The Echo Chamber Effect



One member confesses guilt about a deal. Others respond with their own stories. 



Not to help him process. To normalize. 



“We all do it.” 



“That’s just business.” 



“Can’t let emotion interfere with returns.” 



The group becomes an echo chamber. Where extraction is justified. Guilt is dismissed. Continuation is encouraged. 



Nobody challenges anyone. Because everyone’s guilty. 



The therapist facilitates. Collects $2,500 per person per session. 



The group meets monthly. Members stay for years. 



Because it’s not therapy. It’s mutual absolution. 



They pay $2,500 to hear: “What you’re doing is normal.” 



Even though normal doesn’t mean ethical. Or sustainable. Or healthy. 



The Family Wreckage



When Families Get Involved



Sometimes extractors bring their families. 



Spouse. Children. Everyone damaged by extraction differently. 



The sessions are devastating. 



The extractor talks about stress. Pressure. Working hard “for the family.” 



The spouse talks about absence. Distance. Living with a stranger. 



The children talk about not knowing their parent. Feeling unimportant. Wondering if money matters more than them. 



The Realization That Changes Nothing



The extractor is shocked. “I did this for you.” 



The family responds: “We didn’t want this. We wanted you.” 



The therapist watches the extractor realize: I destroyed my family for money they didn’t want. 



Session ends. Family therapy scheduled for next month. 



But the extractor doesn’t change. Can’t change. Won’t change. 



Because changing means admitting the sacrifice was pointless. 



Better to keep extracting. Keep justifying. Keep believing the story. 



Even as the family falls apart in front of the therapist. 



The Data They Don’t Share



Informal Survey Results



Therapists who work with ultra-high-net-worth extractors (informal survey, 43 respondents): 



89% report clients show no meaningful improvement after 2+ years. 



76% say clients continue behaviors causing psychological distress. 



61% question whether therapy enables harmful behavior. 



44% have considered leaving the subspecialty. 



23% report feeling complicit in clients’ harmful actions. 



What The Numbers Mean



The therapy isn’t working. Everyone knows it. 



But it pays well. And clients keep coming. 



Because they’re not seeking change. They’re seeking absolution. 



Weekly confirmation that their guilt is manageable. Their extraction is justified. Their damage is unfortunate but necessary. 



The therapist provides this. For $800-$1,200 per hour. 



It’s extraction. With a therapy license. 



The Other Side



Treating Extraction’s Victims



Some therapists work with extraction’s victims instead. 



The laid-off workers. The bankrupted business owners. The communities extraction destroyed. 



They charge sliding scale. Often pro bono. 



Different Confessions



They hear different confessions: 



“I lost my job at 58. 23 years at that company. The PE firm didn’t care.” 



“I had a business for 30 years. They bought it, gutted it, sold the pieces.” 



“I can’t afford my house anymore. They raised rent 40% in 2 years.” 



These clients need therapy because of what the other clients did. 



The Robin Hood Therapist



One therapist works both populations. Ultra-high-net-worth extractors and extraction victims. 



She charges extractors $1,200/hour. Uses revenue to subsidize free therapy for their victims. 



“I’m using extraction money to heal extraction damage. It’s absurd. But it’s what I can do.” 



She’s asked if the extractors know where their fees go. 



“No. If they knew, they’d probably stop coming. They don’t want to face what they’ve done.” 



The Deathbed Confession



The Session Nobody Forgets



One therapist (anonymous) shared a session she can’t stop thinking about. 



Client: PE partner. 61 years old. Worth over $200 million. Dying of cancer. 



6 months to live. Suddenly wanting to process everything. 



The Reckoning



The confession: 



“I destroyed 37 companies. 11 of them were profitable before we bought them. We extracted everything. Sold the pieces. Threw away what didn’t sell. 



“Thousands of jobs. Hundreds of communities. Decades of work. Gone. 



“I made $200 million. And I’m dying. And it was all meaningless. 



“I thought I’d feel successful. Rich. Important. 



“I feel like a vandal. I broke things. For money. 



“And now I’m dying. And the money doesn’t help. 



“I can’t undo it. Can’t restore the companies. Can’t give people their jobs back. 



“I destroyed things. And I die with that. 



“What was the point?” 



No Answer Exists



The therapist had no answer. 



Because there isn’t one. 



He extracted. He profited. He’s dying with awareness it was pointless. 



The therapy can’t fix that. Because that’s not a psychological problem. 



That’s a moral reality. 



He chose extraction. Destroyed value. Made money. Lost meaning. 



Now he’s out of time. 



And therapy can’t buy back the years. Or restore what he destroyed. 



The Meta-Extraction



Extraction Pricing for Extraction Problems



The therapists charge $800-$1,200 per hour. 



That’s extraction pricing. 



They’re extracting from extractors who are seeking help for extraction damage. 



The clients made their wealth by extracting value from companies, employees, communities. 



The therapists extract value from the extractors’ guilt about extraction. 



It’s meta-extraction. 



Extraction economy all the way down. 



The Circular System



The clients pay premium rates. The therapists collect premium fees. 



Nobody’s building. Nobody’s healing. Everyone’s extracting. 



The therapy itself is extraction. 



Just more polite. More credentialed. More ethical-seeming. 



But still extraction. 



The Unanswerable Question



Helping or Enabling?



Every therapist who works with extractors faces the same question: 



Am I helping or enabling? 



Helping would mean: Client gets better. Changes behavior. Stops causing harm. 



Enabling means: Client feels better. Continues behavior. Keeps causing harm. 



The Honest Answer



Most therapists admit: They’re enabling. 



Because real healing would require clients to stop extracting. 



And clients won’t stop. 



They’ll pay $1,200/hour to cope with extraction guilt. 



They won’t take $0/hour jobs that don’t create extraction guilt. 



So the therapy continues. The extraction continues. The damage continues. 



The therapist collects fees. The client confesses. Nothing changes. 



Except the therapist’s bank account. 



Some therapists treating successful extractors give the same advice: sell the extraction business, build something real. Their clients are miserable, medicated, isolated. The prescription is stop extracting, start building. 



Some clients listen. They sell. Launch small businesses. Quit private equity. Start companies that solve problems instead of extracting from them. Not all recover. But the ones who do share a pattern: they stopped extracting and started building. The therapy works when they take it. 



The Punchline



Therapy for extraction’s winners is kinda like hiring someone to help feel better about arson. 



Someone burned down a neighborhood. For insurance money. 



They feel guilty. Stressed. Can’t sleep. 



So they hire a therapist. Pay them $1,200/hour. 



The therapist helps them manage the guilt. Cope with the stress. Sleep despite what they did. 



Then they go burn down another neighborhood. 



Come back next week. Confess. Pay $1,200. Get coping strategies. 



Repeat. 



The neighborhoods stay burned. 



The arsonist stays burning them. 



The therapist stays collecting fees. 



And everyone calls it healing. 



When it’s really just premium-priced permission to keep destroying things. 



For money. 



And it’s 100% legal. 



And they’re invited on CNBC to brag how they do it. 



Next



The extractors seek therapy for what they’ve done. 



Their children need therapy for who they’ve become. 



Because extraction doesn’t just destroy companies and communities. 



It destroys the extractors’ families from the inside out. 



The “Successful” Who Secretly Wish They’d Failed



He’s worth $180 million. 



Partner at a top private equity firm. Manhattan brownstone. Children at Dalton. Summer house in the Hamptons. 



Forty-seven years old. Made it. 



Then he sees the Facebook post. 



His college roommate. The one who turned down Goldman Sachs. Took a $45,000 job at a startup in Austin. 



The post shows a family camping trip. Four children. Smiling. Roasting marshmallows. Dad wearing a ridiculous hat. 



Caption: “Best week of my life.” 



The private equity partner stares at the photo. For a long time. 



He hasn’t taken a week off in three years. Can’t remember the last time he saw his children smile like that. Hasn’t worn a ridiculous hat since college. 



Then he closes the app. Goes back to reviewing the restructuring proposal that will eliminate 600 jobs. 



But the thought stays. 



“What if I’d failed?” 



The Stanford Reunion



Twenty-fifth reunion. Class of 1999. 



The successful ones show up in their best. The suits. The watches. The confident handshakes. Talking about their exits, their portfolios, their board seats. 



Then there’s Tom. 



Tom who dropped out senior year. Started a carpentry business. Never finished his economics degree. 



He shows up in jeans. Drives a ten-year-old pickup truck. Brings his wife and three teenage sons. 



The successful ones expect him to be embarrassed. To feel like he failed. To apologize for not finishing. 



Instead, Tom is the happiest person at the reunion. 



He knows every other parent there. Because he coaches Little League. Volunteers at the high school. Builds furniture for the community theater. 



His sons actually like him. Not tolerate him. Like him. 



His wife looks at him the way most spouses look at their partners. Not like strangers. 



During the speeches, someone asks Tom what he’s been up to. 



“Building things,” he says. “Mostly tables and chairs. Some cabinets. Taught my sons to use a lathe last year.” 



The room is silent. Not because they feel sorry for him. Because they envy him. 



He failed by every metric they spent 25 years chasing. 



And he’s the only one who won. 



The Net Worth That Doesn’t Add Up



Let’s do the math. 



The Extractor (Age 50): 


	Net worth: $85 million

	Houses: Three (rarely visits two of them)

	Cars: Four (drives one)

	Marriages: Two (first one ended after affair during deal negotiations)

	Kids: Two (sees them every other weekend, sometimes)

	Friends: Unclear (lots of “contacts,” few friends)

	Hobbies: None (used to play piano, hasn’t touched it in 15 years)

	Last time he laughed until he cried: Can’t remember

	Nights he sleeps through without Ambien: 2-3 per month

	Therapist sessions per year: 48 at $1,200 each = $57,600

	Antidepressants: Daily since age 38

	Regret level: Massive (but won’t admit it)





The “Failure” (Age 50): 


	Net worth: $400,000 (house paid off, some retirement savings)

	Houses: One (loves it, built the deck himself)

	Cars: One (paid cash, runs fine)

	Marriages: One (still married to college girlfriend)

	Kids: Three (all know him, call him for advice)

	Friends: Seven close ones (same group since age 25)

	Hobbies: Woodworking, coaching soccer, playing guitar

	Last time he laughed until he cried: Last weekend (family game night)

	Nights he sleeps through: Most of them

	Therapist sessions per year: Zero

	Antidepressants: Never needed them

	Regret level: Minimal (wishes he’d started the business sooner)





By extraction economy logic, the first person won. 



By any measure that actually matters, he lost catastrophically. 



The Things You Can’t Buy Back



The extractor knows the math. 



He’s smart. Went to Stanford. Understands compound interest and opportunity cost. 



He just applied those concepts to money. Not life. 



Because there’s no compound interest on relationships. No opportunity cost calculation for your daughter’s childhood. No internal rate of return on watching your son learn to ride a bike. 



You either show up. Or you don’t. 



He didn’t. 



And now his daughter is 19. Away at college. Calls once a month. Asks about money, not advice. 



His son is 16. Lives with the ex-wife. Barely speaks to him. Not because of anger. Because they’re strangers. 



The brownstone is empty most nights. Just him. And the housekeeper who comes Tuesday and Thursday. 



He could buy a larger house. A yacht. A private jet. 



He can’t buy back 2007. When his daughter was four. When she asked him to read her a bedtime story. And he took a call instead. Then another. Then missed bedtime entirely. 



He can’t buy back 2012. When his son’s Little League team made the playoffs. And he promised to be there. Then a deal closed that weekend. Had to fly to Chicago. 



He can’t buy back the thousands of small moments. The homework help. The dinner conversations. The Saturday morning pancakes. The teaching moments. 



All gone. All traded for deals that made millions. 



And now he has the millions. And nothing else. 



The College Friend Who “Failed”



They were inseparable sophomore year. 



Roommates. Same economics classes. Same career ambitions. 



Both got Goldman Sachs offers. 



The extractor accepted. Started in 2000. On the path. 



His friend declined. Took a job at a environmental nonprofit. $38,000 a year. In Seattle. 



Everyone said he was crazy. That he’d regret it. That he was throwing away his potential. 



Twenty-three years later, they reconnect. Coffee in Manhattan. 



The friend is in town for a conference. Still works at the same nonprofit. Now executive director. Makes $95,000 a year. 



The extractor makes $3.2 million a year. 



They catch up. Share stories. 



The friend talks about his work. Protecting old-growth forests. Stopping development in critical habitats. Teaching young people about ecosystems. 



He talks about his wife. Met her at the nonprofit. They have four children. Live in a modest house outside Seattle. Growing vegetables. Raising chickens. Hiking every weekend. 



He talks about mornings. Waking up without an alarm. Making coffee. Watching the sunrise. Feeling grateful. 



The extractor talks about his deals. The latest acquisition. The restructuring plan. The returns. 



He doesn’t mention his empty house. His estranged children. His third marriage consultation with a divorce attorney. His Ambien prescription. His therapist’s concern about his drinking. 



After coffee, they hug goodbye. 



The friend says: “I’m really proud of what you’ve built.” 



The extractor says: “Thanks. You too.” 



What he thinks: “You have everything I wanted. Everything I sacrificed. Everything I can never get back.” 



What he says: “Let’s do this again soon.” 



What he knows: They won’t. 



Because spending time with his friend is unbearable. Not because he pities him. Because he envies him. 



The Partner Who Quit



There was one partner who left. 



Mid-40s. Made $8 million the previous year. Had $40 million in assets. 



Just announced one day he was done. 



Everyone thought he was crazy. Early retirement? Sure. But he wasn’t retiring. He was taking a $120,000 job teaching business at a state university. 



That’s not early retirement. That’s early failure. 



The other partners asked why. 



He gave the standard answers. “Want more time with family.” “Ready for a new challenge.” “Pursue my passion for teaching.” 



But one partner pressed him. After a few drinks. Late night. In his office after everyone else left. 



“What’s the real reason?” 



Long pause. 



“I realized I’ve spent 22 years destroying things. And I wanted to build something. Even if it’s just helping 30 students per semester understand business doesn’t have to be extraction.” 



Another pause. 



“And I wanted to be able to look at myself in the mirror without feeling sick.” 



The partner who asked the question understood completely. 



Because he felt the same way. Every morning. Looking at his reflection while tying his tie. 



That was three years ago. 



The partner who quit now posts photos on social media. Office hours with students. Hiking trips with his children. Research papers he’s excited about. Dinner parties with friends. 



He looks ten years younger. 



The partner who asked the question looks ten years older. 



He makes $4.8 million per year. And wishes he’d quit too. 



But the golden handcuffs are real. And heavy. And getting tighter every year. 



The Founder Who Stayed Small



She had a chance to scale. 



Venture capital firm offered $12 million. For 40% of her company. 



The term sheet was ready. The lawyers were prepared. The board was excited. 



She turned it down. 



Her co-founder thought she was insane. “Do you know what you’re walking away from?” 



“Yeah,” she said. “I’m walking away from becoming what I don’t want to become.” 



The company stayed small. Twenty employees. Profitable. Growing slowly. Serving customers well. 



No pressure to 10x revenue. No pressure to cut costs. No pressure to exit. 



Just building a good product. For customers who needed it. With employees who stayed for years. 



Fifteen years later, the company is worth maybe $8 million. If she sold it. Which she won’t. 



Her co-founder left in year three. Joined a venture-backed startup. Made millions when it exited. Then joined another. Then another. 



Now he’s burned out at 46. On his fourth startup. Second divorce. Can’t remember why he’s doing any of this. 



The founder who stayed small is 47. Still runs the same company. Takes three months off every summer. Knows all twenty employees’ children by name. Hasn’t raised outside capital. Hasn’t had to fire anyone. 



Her net worth is maybe $4 million. 



His is $18 million. 



She sleeps well. He doesn’t. 



She’s happy. He’s not. 



She succeeded by staying small. He failed by getting big. 



The venture capitalists would disagree. They’d point to the exits. The returns. The wealth created. 



They’d be measuring the wrong things. 



The Question They Can’t Ask Out Loud



Private equity partners don’t say this at conferences. 



Venture capitalists don’t tweet about it. 



Investment bankers don’t discuss it during pitch meetings. 



But they all think it. 



Late at night. When the Ambien isn’t working. When they’re alone in hotel rooms after closing deals. When they’re at their children’s events and realize their children don’t want them there. 



“What if I’d taken the other path?” 



The one where they made less money. Built more. Extracted less. Connected more. 



The one where success meant relationships instead of returns. Impact instead of income. Building instead of destroying. 



The one where they’d be worth $2 million instead of $80 million. But know their children. And their spouse. And themselves. 



They can’t ask it out loud. 



Because asking means admitting they chose wrong. Lived wrong. Won the wrong game. 



And admitting that after 25 years and $100 million and three marriages and estranged children and empty brownstones and Ambien prescriptions is too painful. 



So they don’t ask. 



They just scroll through social media. Looking at people who “failed.” Who make $85,000 a year. Who live in modest houses. Who drive old cars. 



And envy them. 



Secretly. 



The Irreversibility



Here’s the thing that keeps them up at night. 



Time only moves one direction. 



You can make more money. You can’t make more time with your seven-year-old daughter. Because she’s seventeen now. 



You can buy a bigger house. You can’t buy back the twenty years you missed teaching your son how to change a tire. Because he learned from YouTube. And barely calls. 



You can accumulate more deals. You can’t accumulate more memories with your father. Because he died three years ago. While you were restructuring a portfolio company. And you missed his last month. 



The extractor understands compound interest. Money compounds. Time compounds. 



He just thought the money would compensate for the time. 



It doesn’t. 



His net worth compounds at 15% annually. His regret compounds faster. 



And unlike money, regret has no exit strategy. 



Regretful exits are funding a generation of founders who refuse to sell. These “successful” people sold companies, made millions, and regret it. Now they fund founders who promise to build, not exit. 



This capital comes with conditions: no private equity buyers, no venture capital pressure, no extraction path. Just build a business that lasts. The regretful exits are ensuring others don't make their mistake. Their painful lesson is funding the alternative. 



The Punchline



Imagine training for a marathon your entire life. 



Sacrificing everything. Relationships. Health. Hobbies. Weekends. Sleep. 



Running every day. Following the plan. Hitting every milestone. 



Then crossing the finish line. Setting a personal record. Achieving everything you planned. 



And realizing you ran the wrong race. 



That the marathon you trained for was in the opposite direction of where you wanted to go. 



And everyone you passed along the way was heading somewhere beautiful. While you ran toward nothing. 



That's extraction success. 



You win the race. 



And lose everything that matters. 







Next



Extraction destroys those who practice it. Leaves them addicted, lonely, estranged, secretly wishing they'd failed. 



But here's the darkest irony: extraction doesn't just survive despite these casualties. 



It thrives because of them. 



Every crisis. Every collapse. Every catastrophe. 



Creates new extraction opportunities. 



For those who see disasters as arbitrage. 



Why Crises Always Help Extractors



March 2020. 



The pandemic hits. 



Governments issue stay-at-home orders. Small businesses close. Restaurants shut down. Main Street goes dark. 



By December 2020, billionaire wealth increased by $1.8 trillion. 



Over 200,000 small businesses closed permanently. 



Amazon’s revenue jumped from $386 billion to $470 billion. A 22% increase in one year. 



Jeff Bezos added $75 billion to his net worth while 10 million Americans lost their jobs. 



This wasn’t a conspiracy. 



This was the extraction machine doing exactly what it was built to do. 



The Pattern Repeats



Every crisis follows the same script. 



Markets crash. Assets get cheap. People need cash immediately. Those with capital buy everything at fire-sale prices. 



Then they wait. 



Markets recover. Asset prices return to normal. They sell for massive profits. Or hold forever and extract rent. 



The Great Depression.

The 2008 financial crisis.

The 2020 pandemic. 



The pattern never changes. 



Only the scale increases. 



Because each crisis makes the extraction machine more efficient. More concentrated. More prepared for the next disaster. 



The Great Depression: Building the Playbook



1929. 



The stock market crashes.

Banks fail.

Unemployment hits 25%. 



Most Americans lose everything. Homes. Savings. Businesses. 



But some get richer. 



Joseph Kennedy bought distressed assets throughout the 1930s. Real estate. Stocks. Entire companies. 



He bought into Hollywood studios when they were desperate for capital. Acquired office buildings in Manhattan when owners couldn’t make mortgage payments. Purchased entire company portfolios from sellers who needed cash immediately. 



The assets weren’t cheaper because they were worth less. They were cheaper because sellers had no choice. 



When markets recovered, his wealth multiplied. He became one of America’s richest men. 



Not because he worked harder during the Depression. Because he had capital when others didn’t. 



That’s the playbook. 



Step one: Have cash during the crisis. 



Step two: Buy assets from desperate sellers. 



Step three: Wait for recovery. 



Step four: Extract forever. 



The irony? Roosevelt appointed him first chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission in 1934. Put him in charge of regulating the exact practices he used to get rich. 



Kennedy used that Depression wealth to build political power. 



Funded his son John’s congressional campaign in 1946. His Senate campaign in 1952. His presidential campaign in 1960. 



Estimates suggest the family spent over $400,000 on JFK’s 1960 presidential race. That’s equivalent to $4 million today. Massive for that era. 



Where did that money come from? Americans who lost everything in the Depression. Who sold assets at fire-sale prices. Who had no choice but to sell to someone with cash. 



Three Kennedy brothers reached the highest levels of American power. John became president. Robert became attorney general then senator. Edward served in the Senate for 47 years. 



All funded by wealth extracted during the nation’s worst economic crisis. 



By the time JFK stood at his inauguration and said “Ask not what your country can do for you,” he was speaking from a platform built on Depression-era extraction. 



The Kennedy political dynasty didn’t start with charisma or vision. 



It started with buying cheap during a crisis. 



2008: Perfecting the Formula



September 2008. 



Lehman Brothers collapses. Credit markets freeze. The housing market crashes. 



Over 9 million Americans lose their homes to foreclosure. 



Private equity firms and hedge funds buy 200,000 single-family homes at distressed prices. 



Invitation Homes.

American Homes 4 Rent.

Progress Residential. 



They don’t buy homes to sell them. They buy homes to rent them. Forever. 



Average purchase price: $150,000 in 2010-2012. 



Average home value in 2020: $280,000. 



That’s not appreciation. That’s extraction compounding. 



But the real genius was the rent extraction. 



They bought homes from families who lost jobs. Then rented those same homes back to families who lost homes. 



The crisis created both the supply and the demand. 



Financial engineering at its finest. 



By 2023, institutional investors own 574,000 single-family homes in America. 



They didn’t build these homes. They extracted them during a crisis. 



And now they extract rent. Every month. Forever. 



COVID-19: The Acceleration



March 2020. 



Lockdowns begin. 



Small businesses forced to close. Big-box stores stay open. Because they’re “essential.” 



Who decides what’s essential? 



The same people who profit from the definition. 



Amazon stayed open. Walmart stayed open. Target stayed open. 



The Italian restaurant with 6 tables?

Closed. 



The family bakery that’s been there for 40 years?

Closed. 



The bookstore that survived the internet?

Finally killed by “essential business” definitions. 



The data is stark. 



200,000 small businesses closed permanently. 



Yet, Amazon hired 400,000 new workers. 



Walmart’s revenue increased by $35 billion. 



Independent restaurants lost $240 billion. 



Yet, Door Dash’s valuation went from $12.6 billion to $72 billion. 



The restaurants that survived paid Door Dash 30% of every order. For the privilege of staying alive... barely. 



That’s not a market.

That’s a hostage situation. 



The Essential Business Scam



Here’s how the scam works. 



During a crisis, governments need to define which businesses can stay open. 



They call these “essential businesses.” 



But who writes the definitions? 



The large corporations with lobbyists. The trade associations funded by extraction firms. The consultants who rotate between government and private equity. 



The definitions always favor concentration over distribution. 



Amazon is essential.

Your local bookstore is not. 



Walmart is essential.

The farmers market is not. 



Chain restaurants with drive-throughs are essential.

Independent restaurants (with the same drive-throughs) are not. 



Notice the pattern? 



Businesses that extract value are essential. 



Businesses that create value are expendable. 



This isn’t conspiracy. This is regulatory capture functioning exactly as designed. 



The extractors didn’t cause COVID-19. But they wrote the rules that determined who would survive it. 



The Numbers Don’t Lie



The wealth transfer during COVID-19: 



Billionaires


	March 2020: Combined wealth $8.1 trillion

	December 2020: Combined wealth $9.8 trillion

	Increase: $1.7 trillion in nine months





Workers


	March 2020: Unemployment 3.5%

	April 2020: Unemployment 14.8%

	Jobs lost: 22 million in two months

	Many never recovered pre-pandemic wages





Small Businesses


	Permanently closed: 200,000+

	Revenue lost: $1.5 trillion

	Survival rate for restaurants: 55%





Large Corporations


	Amazon revenue: +$84 billion

	Walmart revenue: +$35 billion

	Target revenue: +$15 billion

	Combined: +$134 billion while Main Street died





Commercial Real Estate


	Small business bankruptcies: Landlords sold buildings

	Private equity firms bought: Office buildings, retail spaces, warehouses

	New lease terms: Higher rent, longer commitments, corporate guarantees

	Previous tenants: Can’t afford to come back





The pattern is mathematical. 



Crisis reduces asset prices. Reduces competition. Increases dependency on remaining suppliers. 



Those with capital buy cheap. Wait for desperation. Then extract forever. 



Wall Street has a saying for this. Attributed to Baron Rothschild during the Napoleonic Wars: 



“Buy when there’s blood in the streets, even if the blood is your own.” 



They’ve been celebrating crisis extraction for 200 years. 



They even made it a motivational quote. 



Why This Happens Every Time



It’s not conspiracy. It’s just math. 



Just 3 conditions create extraction opportunities: 



Capital concentration before the crisis



Wealth is already concentrated at the top. 



The top 1% own 32% of all wealth in America. 



When crisis hits, they have cash. Most people don’t. 



Cash during crisis buys assets at 50% off. 60% off. 70% off. 



That’s not investing. That’s looting with paperwork. 



Survival timelines favor extractors



Small businesses operate on thin margins. Just 60 days of zero revenue and they’re done. 



Large corporations have credit lines, cash reserves, and government connections. 



They can survive 2 months. 6 months. 24 months. 



If they’re tagged “too big to fail”, these mega corporations never die. 



Then buy their competitors’ assets in bankruptcy court. 



Recovery concentrates wealth further



When markets recover, asset prices return to normal. 



But ownership has changed. 



The family that lost their home doesn’t get it back. The private equity firm that bought it extracts rent. 



The restaurant that closed doesn’t reopen. The chain restaurant expands into that location. 



The worker who lost their job doesn’t get rehired at the same wage. The corporation brings them back at 20% less. 



The recovery doesn’t reverse the extraction. It locks it in. 



The 2020 Playbook in Detail



The extraction worked in 4 phases: 



Phase 1: March-April 2020 (Chaos)


	Lockdowns announced

	Markets crash 34% in 3 weeks

	Small businesses close immediately

	Workers file for unemployment

	Panic selling begins





Phase 2: April-August 2020 (Consolidation)


	Private equity firms raise “distressed asset” funds

	Large corporations stay open, capture market share

	Commercial landlords offer short-term rent relief (with penalties)

	Small business loans require personal guarantees

	Institutional investors prepare shopping lists





Phase 3: September 2020-March 2021 (Extraction)


	Bankruptcies accelerate

	Private equity firms buy assets at 40-60% discounts

	Amazon captures 50% of online retail growth

	Big chains expand into closed competitor locations

	“Work from home” stocks soar (Zoom, Peloton, DoorDash)





Phase 4: 2021-2023 (Lock In)


	Asset prices recover

	But ownership has transferred

	New owners extract rent/profits from same customers

	Workers return at lower wages

	Small business formation drops

	Corporate profits hit record highs





Each phase was predictable.

Mechanical.

Inevitable. 



Because the system of extraction is designed this way. 



The Extractors Don’t Need to Conspire



Here’s the beautiful part for extractors. 



They don’t need to plan crises. They just need to be ready for them. 



Every extraction firm runs the same analysis: 



“What happens in a recession?” 



“What happens in a pandemic?” 



“What happens in a financial crisis?” 



Then they position themselves to profit from any of those scenarios. 



That’s not conspiracy. That’s Tuesday. 



Maintain large cash reserves. Keep debt minimal. Identify acquisition targets. Prepare term sheets. Have government relationships ready. 



When crisis hits, execute. 



No secret meetings required.

No illuminati necessary.

No conspiracy needed. 



Just capital, patience, and a system designed to concentrate wealth during chaos. 



The conspiracy theory gives them too much credit. Like they’re masterminds orchestrating global events. 



The truth is simpler. And more damning. 



They’re just good at extraction. And crises create perfect extraction conditions. 



So they wait. Like vultures. 



Then they feast. 



The “Providing Liquidity” Excuse



When you point this out, extractors have a ready answer. 



“We’re providing liquidity to distressed markets.” 



“We’re helping businesses survive by buying their assets.” 



“We’re creating stability during uncertain times.” 



Let’s translate that. 



“We’re buying assets at 50% off because sellers are desperate.” 



“We’re acquiring competitors while they’re weak.” 



“We’re consolidating entire industries while governments are distracted.” 



The language is designed to obscure extraction. 



“Distressed assets” = Businesses destroyed by crisis 



“Providing liquidity” = Buying cheap from desperate sellers 



“Market stabilization” = Ensuring we own everything after the crash 



“Opportunistic investing” = Profiting from other people’s disasters 



They even have academic papers justifying it. Research showing how “capital allocation during downturns improves market efficiency.” 



They’re not wrong.

Markets do become more efficient.

Efficient at extraction. 



The Alternative Nobody Sees



There’s a different way to handle crises. 



During the 1930s Depression, some communities created cooperative systems. 



Shared resources. Mutual aid networks. Time-based currencies when cash disappeared. 



These communities survived better than those dependent on external capital. 



During the 2008 crisis, credit unions weathered the storm better than investment banks. 



Why? They weren’t optimized for extraction. They were optimized for member survival. 



During COVID-19, some cities supported small businesses directly. 



Rent freezes. Property tax deferrals. Direct cash grants with no strings. 



These cities lost fewer small businesses than cities that relied on “market solutions.” 



The alternative is designing systems that distribute resilience instead of concentrating it. 



But that requires admitting extraction is the problem. 



Most people aren’t ready for that conversation. 



The Next Crisis



There will be another crisis. 



Climate disasters. Financial collapse. Pandemic. War. Infrastructure failure. Take your pick. 



The cause doesn’t matter. 



What matters is the extraction machine is already positioned for it. 



Private equity firms have record amounts of “dry powder” - cash sitting in reserves, ready to deploy. 



$2.3 trillion waiting for the next crisis. 



Not to help.

Not to rebuild.

To extract. 



They’ll buy distressed assets. Consolidate industries. Acquire competitors. 



Then they’ll tell CNBC they’re “providing crucial capital during uncertain times.” 



And the wealth will concentrate further. 



The pattern repeats because the system is designed to repeat it. 



Crises don’t break the extraction machine. They fuel it. 



The Irony



Here’s the final irony. 



The extraction economy creates the conditions for more frequent crises. 



Concentrated wealth reduces consumer spending. Weak small business sector reduces resilience. Declining middle class reduces stability. 



The more wealth that concentrates at the top, the more fragile the economy becomes. 



Which creates more crises. 



Which creates more extraction opportunities. 



The system doesn’t just profit from crises. It generates them. 



Then profits from them. 



Then generates more. 



It’s the perfect machine. 



For extractors. 



For everyone else, it’s a recurring disaster. 



Crises helped extractors until the crisis became extraction itself. Then extractors had no moves. The system that profited from chaos couldn’t profit from its own collapse. Which made building the only survival strategy. 



Builders who create value, serve customers, and operate without leverage survive when extraction collapses. They don’t need bailouts. Don’t have debt bombs. Don’t extract from communities. When the crisis is extraction, builders win by default. 



The Punchline



Crises helping extractors is kinda like a fire department that profits from fires. 



They don’t need to start the fires. They just need to be really good at showing up after they start. And buying the burned buildings cheap. 



Then they rent the rebuilt buildings back to the people who lost their homes. 



And they call it “providing housing stability to fire-affected communities.” 



Eventually, they own the whole neighborhood. 



And when the next fire starts, they’re ready. 



With cash. 



And term sheets. 



And a press release about "stepping up during crisis." 







Next



But there's one crisis the extractors didn't have to wait for. 



They created it themselves. 



And they're about to turn the planet's collapse into the greatest extraction opportunity in human history. 



The Climate Extraction Machine



Wall Street discovered something remarkable in the 2010s. 



Fear sells better than hope. 



And nothing sells fear quite like the end of the world. 



The New Extraction Playground



Whether the threat is real doesn’t matter to the extraction machine. What matters is that billions of people believe it’s real. And billions more are willing to pay to appear like they’re doing something about it. 



That’s the perfect environment for extraction. 



The climate became the largest wealth transfer opportunity since the 2008 financial crisis. Not because anyone was solving climate problems. Because everyone was selling climate solutions. 



Carbon credits. Green bonds. ESG funds. 



The same financial engineers who created mortgage-backed securities found a new extraction playground. This time, instead of bundling bad mortgages, they bundled good intentions. 



The Carbon Credit Con



A company in California wants to keep polluting.

A forest in Brazil needs protection.

A middleman connects them for a fee. 



The company pays to “offset” their emissions. The middleman keeps most of the money. The forest gets what’s left. 



In one of the largest offset projects in Kariba, Zimbabwe, investigations found that communities received 6% of the money paid by buyers. 



6%. 



The other 94% went to intermediaries. Brokers. Verifiers. Consultants. 



Literally, money for thin air. 



The pollution continues.

The forest was never actually threatened.

The extraction is complete. 



A 2023 investigation by The Guardian and SourceMaterial found that over 90% of rainforest carbon offsets approved by Verra — the world’s leading carbon credit certifier — were likely phantom credits that didn’t represent real carbon reductions. 



90%. 



A Greenpeace investigation uncovered brokers reselling credits at 3 times their purchase price. Some sold credits at 7 times markup. 



The opacity was intentional. 90% of intermediaries don’t disclose their fees or profit margins. 



These weren’t marginal errors. These were foundational lies. Companies paid billions for credits that represented nothing. The forests would have been fine anyway. The pollution happened regardless. 



But the middlemen extracted their fees. 



The ESG Bonanza



The United Nations created the framework in 2004. The Global Compact published “Who Cares Wins” and introduced the world to Environmental, Social, and Governance investing. 



The idea was noble. Measure companies beyond profit. Consider environmental impact. Evaluate social responsibility. Assess governance quality. 



Wall Street heard “new fee opportunity.” 



Environmental, Social, and Governance investing became the fastest-growing sector in finance. By 2022, ESG funds managed over 2.5 trillion dollars. 



The pitch was simple. Invest in companies doing good for the planet and society. Make money while making a difference. 



The reality was simpler. Slap an ESG label on anything and charge higher fees. 



Bloomberg Intelligence found that ESG funds charged an average of 0.2% more than traditional funds. On 2.5 trillion dollars, that’s 5 billion in extra fees per year. 



For what? 



Many ESG funds owned the exact same companies as regular funds. Same oil companies. Same manufacturers. Same banks. Just repackaged with a green label and higher fees. 



Philip Morris International — the tobacco company — was included in multiple ESG funds. The company that makes Marlboros. Selling addiction. But they had good governance scores, so they qualified. 



Tesla was removed from the S&P 500 ESG Index in 2022. The reason? Lack of a low-carbon strategy. 



The electric car company. Removed from the environmental index. For lacking a low-carbon strategy. 



Meanwhile, Exxon stayed in the same ESG index. 



The definitions were whatever the extractors needed them to be. 



The Green Bond Shell Game



Governments and corporations discovered they could borrow money cheaper by calling it “green.” 



Issue a green bond instead of a regular bond. Same company. Same use of funds. Different label. 



Lower interest rates because investors feel good about saving the planet. 



The World Bank issued the first green bond in 2008. By 2021, the green bond market exceeded 500 billion dollars annually. 



How much of that money funded actual environmental projects? 



Nobody knows. 



There’s no standardized definition of “green.”

No mandatory reporting on how funds are used.

No penalties for greenwashing. 



The European Union tried to create standards. The resulting regulations were 600 pages long. Compliance costs made green bonds economically viable only for the largest corporations... the exact companies doing most of the polluting. 



Small renewable energy companies couldn’t afford the compliance costs. Giant oil companies could afford entire departments dedicated to green bond paperwork. 



The extraction machine optimized itself. 



The Consulting Avalanche



Every major corporation needed a climate strategy. Not to reduce emissions. To appear like they were reducing emissions. 



McKinsey published over 500 reports on climate between 2020 and 2023. 



BCG created a dedicated “Center for Climate and Sustainability.” 



Deloitte launched a “Climate and Sustainability” practice with over 20,000 professionals. 



Over 20,000 consultants selling climate services. 



The fees were astronomical. A comprehensive climate strategy cost 1 to 5 million dollars. Implementation roadmaps ran 10 to 50 million. Ongoing monitoring and reporting added another 2 to 10 million per year. 



What did companies get? 



PowerPoint presentations with net-zero commitments. Pledges to reduce emissions by 2050. Frameworks for measuring scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions. 



Actual emissions kept rising. 



But the consulting fees were real. 



The Damage



The Human Cost



A manufacturing plant in Ohio faced new environmental regulations. Compliance costs would be 10 million dollars. The company had 3 options. 



Invest 10 million in actual emission reductions. 



Pay 3 million for carbon offsets. 



Spend 5 million on consultants to create a net-zero plan that delayed action for 20 years. 



They chose option 3. 



The consultants got paid.

The executives looked responsible.

The emissions continued. 



10 years later, when regulations finally forced real compliance, the plant had a problem. 



The 10 million needed for actual emission reductions was still 10 million. But the company had already spent 5 million on consultants who delivered nothing but PowerPoint presentations. 



The budget was gone. The solutions weren’t built. The deadline arrived anyway. 



The plant closed. 



500 workers lost their jobs. Not because of environmental regulations. Because the company spent the solution budget on extraction instead. 



The consultants kept their fees.

The executives kept their bonuses.

The workers lost everything. 



The same pattern repeated across every industry. Money that could have funded real improvements bought paper promises that led to real closures. 



Who Actually Pays



The extraction didn’t stay at the corporate level. 



It flowed downhill to everyday people who had no idea they were funding the climate consulting bonanza. 



Electric bills added “renewable energy surcharges.” Not to build solar panels. To buy renewable energy credits — the same phantom accounting that made carbon offsets worthless. 



California households paid an average of 15 dollars per month extra. Pennsylvania added 8 dollars. New York charged 12 dollars. 



Over 20 years, that’s over $3,600 per household in California. Multiply by 14 million households. That’s 50 billion dollars extracted through electric bills alone. 



For what? 



Utilities bought renewable energy credits from wind farms that would have been built anyway. The credits let them keep burning coal while claiming clean energy. Customers paid extra. The environment got nothing. 



The middlemen who brokered the credits extracted their fees from both sides. 



Then came the “carbon offset” fees embedded in products. 



Airlines added climate surcharges to tickets. Shipping companies passed carbon costs to consumers. Manufacturers included sustainability fees in product prices. 



Delta charged 1 dollar per ticket for carbon offsets. On 200 million passengers per year, that’s 200 million dollars. The offsets they bought? The same phantom credits — forests that were never threatened, projects that never happened. 



Amazon launched a 2 billion dollar “Climate Pledge Fund.” Sounds noble. Until the costs showed up in Prime membership fees and third-party seller charges. Sellers paid higher fees. They raised prices. Customers paid more. 



Nobody knew they were funding Jeff Bezos buying carbon credits. 



Grocery stores added “sustainable packaging fees.” Coffee companies charged extra for “carbon-neutral” beans. Clothing brands marked up “eco-friendly” products. 



The pattern was identical across industries. 



Add a green label.

Charge customers more.

Buy phantom credits.

Pocket the difference.

Call it saving the planet. 



A family of 4 in the United States paid an estimated $500 to $1,200 per year in hidden climate fees by 2023. Electric surcharges. Product markups. Airline fees. Shipping costs. Subscription services with sustainability add-ons. 



Over 10 years, that’s $5,000 to $12,000 per household. 



Over 100 million households, that's $500 billion to $1.2 trillion extracted from ordinary people who thought they were helping save the planet. 



They weren’t. 



They were funding the largest middle-class wealth transfer to consultants, brokers, and green-label marketers in history. 



The executives got bonuses for hitting ESG targets. The consultants got paid for climate strategies. The brokers extracted fees on every credit traded. 



The family in Ohio just got a higher electric bill and wondered why saving the planet cost so much. 



The Self-Defeating Machine



The Irony



The extraction machine created exactly what it claimed to prevent. 



By making climate action synonymous with financial engineering, it turned solutions into scams. Real environmental projects couldn’t compete with phantom carbon credits. Actual renewable energy companies couldn’t afford green bond compliance. 



The grifters priced out the builders. 



Worse, the extraction machine created political backlash. When people discovered that ESG funds were scams, that carbon credits were lies, that green bonds funded nothing, they stopped trusting all climate solutions. 



Real problems became impossible to discuss. Because the conversation was poisoned by extraction. 



The very existence of the climate extraction machine made solving actual environmental problems harder. Every dollar extracted was a dollar not spent on real solutions. Every scam discovered was ammunition for dismissing legitimate science. 



The extractors didn’t just take money. They destroyed trust. 



The Alternative



Some companies skipped the extraction machine entirely. 



Interface, the carpet tile manufacturer, set a goal in 1994 to eliminate any negative environmental impact by 2020. No carbon credits. No offsets. No consultants selling net-zero plans. 



Just engineering. 



They redesigned manufacturing processes. Reduced waste by 91%. Cut greenhouse gas emissions by 96%. Switched to renewable energy. Created a recycling program that turned old carpets into new ones. 



By 2019, they’d achieved carbon negative operations. Not on paper. In reality. 



The cost was lower than buying offsets would have been. Because they focused on actual efficiency improvements that saved money while reducing impact. 



Patagonia built their entire business model around durability and repair. The opposite of planned obsolescence. Their “Don’t Buy This Jacket” campaign told customers to buy less and repair more. 



Revenue increased. 



Because customers trusted a company that told them not to buy things more than companies that sold green credentials. 



These weren’t virtue signals. These were business decisions. Reducing waste reduced costs. Improving efficiency improved margins. Building durable products built brand loyalty. 



The builders focused on physics and engineering. The extractors focused on finance and marketing. 



One created value. The other captured it. 



The Next Generation



Young entrepreneurs are watching the climate extraction machine closely. 



They see the gap between promises and reality. They know the difference between carbon credits and carbon reduction. They understand that ESG scores measure compliance, not impact. 



And they’re building differently. 



Companies creating direct air capture technology. Startups developing actual carbon-negative materials. Builders designing products that last decades instead of years. 



No green bonds needed.

No carbon offset middlemen.

No ESG consultants. 



Just engineering problems and physics-based solutions. 



The extraction machine taught them what not to do. Every scam is a lesson. Every greenwashing campaign is a warning. 



Build real solutions or build nothing at all. 



The Punchline



Climate extraction is kinda like hiring a personal trainer who just takes progress photos and posts them online without making anyone exercise. 



The photos look great.

The fees keep coming.

Nobody gets healthier. 



And when people finally notice they're still out of shape, they blame fitness itself instead of the grifter who sold them nothing. 







Next



But the extractors missed something critical. 



While they were busy extracting everyone else, they created a system that eventually extracts them too. 



And the irony is perfect. 



When Extractors Extract Themselves



The private equity partner thought he was safe. 



He spent over 20 years stripping companies. 



Layoffs.

Debt loads.

Asset sales.

Extract.

Exit. 



Made $180 million doing it. 



Then his firm got bought by a larger private equity firm. 



New owners looked at his division. Applied the same formula he’d used on hundreds of companies. 



Redundant positions eliminated. His position was redundant. 



Debt restructuring meant his equity stake got wiped out. Standard procedure. 



Asset sale meant his division got sold to a competitor. Who didn’t need him. 



Gone in less than 6 months. 



The machine he built ate him. 



The Cannibalization



The Extraction Food Chain



Extraction doesn’t stop. 



It’s a parasite that needs a host. 



When the host dies, the parasite doesn’t stop being a parasite. It just finds a new host. 



Except there are no new hosts. Just other parasites. 



So the parasites start consuming each other. 



It’s a machine that needs to keep consuming. When it runs out of Main Street to strip, it turns on itself. 



Private equity firms now buy other private equity firms. 



Venture capital firms compete so viciously for deals they destroy the economics. Pay $10 billion for companies worth $2 billion. Someone has to eat that loss. Usually the earlier investors. 



Consultants get restructured. Investment banks lay off bankers. Tech companies fire their private equity-backed executives. 



Everyone thinks they’re on the winning side of extraction. 



Until the machine needs to feed. 



And they’re the next meal. 



Private Equity Eats Itself



2020: Apollo Global Management buys parts of itself back. Private equity buying private equity. 



2021: Thoma Bravo (private equity) buys another PE firm’s portfolio. Then strips it. 



2022: Blackstone competes with KKR for the same assets. Bids get insane. One of them loses billions. 



The firms that perfected extracting from companies now extract from each other. 



Apollo buys a portfolio company. Loads it with debt. Sells divisions. Extracts fees. 



Then Blackstone buys Apollo’s leftovers. Loads more debt. Extracts more fees. 



Then KKR buys the carcass. Extracts final value. Liquidates. 



Each layer of private equity extracts from the previous layer. 



Someone always holds the bag at the end. 



Usually the last private equity firm that bought in. And their limited partners. And the employees who stayed through 3 different private equity owners. 



The Venture Capital Hunger Games



2021: Peak venture capital insanity. 



Startups raising at $10 billion valuations. With $50 million in revenue. 



Venture capitalists competing to write checks. Afraid of missing the next unicorn. 



SoftBank writes a $300 million check. Andreessen Horowitz counters with $500 million. Tiger Global offers $700 million. 



Everyone piles in. 



The valuation math was simple: Someone will pay more later. 



Except later arrived. 



2022: Markets crash. Valuations collapse. 



WeWork: $47 billion valuation becomes $9 billion. SoftBank loses $38 billion. 



FTX: $32 billion becomes $0. Sequoia loses $214 million. 



Theranos: $9 billion becomes fraud charges. Everyone loses everything. 



The venture capitalists who got in late? Extracted by the venture capitalists who got in early. 



The limited partners funding the venture capitalists? Extracted by the entire ecosystem. 



Series A investors made money. Series D investors got destroyed. 



Everyone thought they’d exit before the music stopped. 



The late-stage venture capitalists became the extraction victims. Same playbook they used on founders. Used on them. 



The Consultant Paradox



McKinsey made billions teaching companies to cut costs. 



Fire people. Outsource functions. Eliminate redundancies. 



2023: McKinsey cuts 2,000 jobs. Cost reduction. Efficiency gains. Shareholder value. 



Wait. 



McKinsey doesn’t have shareholders. It’s a partnership. 



The partners cut other consultants. To make more money. For themselves. 



The machine they built to extract from clients? Used on themselves. 



Bain Capital (founded by Bain consultants) does the same. Layoffs. Cost cutting. Efficiency. 



Boston Consulting Group restructures. Shuts down entire specialized teams. Hundreds of consultants gone. 



The consultants who advised 1,000 companies to lay off workers? Got laid off themselves. 



By partners using the exact playbooks they wrote. 



The Investment Banking Purge



2008: Financial crisis hits. 



Bear Stearns collapses. Lehman Brothers dies. Merrill Lynch sold in a weekend. 



The investment bankers who built the toxic mortgage securities? Lost everything. 



Their bonuses evaporated. Their equity gone. Their jobs eliminated. 



Not by regulators. Not by government. By other investment bankers. 



Goldman Sachs survived. By letting Lehman die. Extraction. 



JPMorgan survived. By buying Bear Stearns for $2 per share. Down from $170. Extraction. 



Bank of America bought Merrill Lynch. For pennies. Then nearly collapsed from the acquisition. 



The bankers who invented extraction finance got extracted by other bankers. 



2023: Different crisis. Same pattern. 



Credit Suisse collapses. UBS buys it for $3 billion. Down from $8 billion a week earlier. 



The Credit Suisse bankers who spent careers doing leveraged buyouts? Got bought out. Leveraged against them. 



Wiped out. 



The machine doesn’t discriminate. It eats everyone eventually. 



The Extracted



The Founder Who Became the Meal



Adam Neumann built WeWork. 



Raised $12 billion from SoftBank. 



Valued the company at $47 billion. 



Bought buildings.

Loaded them with debt.

Called it “technology.” 



Classic extraction playbook. Take money from investors. Build something unsustainable. Exit before collapse. 



Except he didn’t exit fast enough. 



SoftBank figured out the building was empty. The “technology” was lease arbitrage. The valuation was fiction. 



2019: SoftBank removes Adam as CEO. Takes control. 



Then pays him $1.7 billion to leave. Stock, cash, consulting fees. 



He extracted perfectly. Walked away rich before the collapse. 



The employees who believed in the mission? Lost everything. 



The landlords who signed long-term leases? Stuck with empty buildings. 



The last investors in? Wiped out completely. 



SoftBank lost $11 billion. They thought they were extracting from the markets. 



The markets extracted from them. 



Adam was the exception. Most extractors don’t exit in time. 



The Executive Suite Purge



2022: Meta (Facebook) lays off 11,000 people. Cost cutting. Efficiency. Shareholder value. 



2023: Meta lays off 10,000 more. Including executives. Including the ones who planned the first layoff. 



The executives who extracted from employees got extracted by other executives. 



Twitter, 2022: Elon Musk buys it. Fires 80% of staff. Including the executives who sold to him. 



The execs made millions selling. Then watched their options become worthless. Then got fired anyway. 



They thought they extracted perfectly: sold high, got cash, kept jobs. 



Musk extracted them 3 months later. 



Google, 2023: 12,000 laid off. Including senior engineers. Including managers. Including the people who built the layoff systems. 



The algorithm they built to optimize away other people’s jobs? Optimized them away. 



Amazon, 2023: 27,000 laid off. Largest layoff in company history. After hiring 800,000 during the pandemic. 



The executives who built the hire-and-fire machine? Many got fired. 



By the machine. That they built. 



The Logic Eats Them



Spreadsheet Optimization



The extractors built a perfect system. 



Measure everything. Optimize everything. Cut everything that doesn’t produce immediate returns. 



They measured companies.

They measured divisions.

They measured each other. 



Found redundancies.

Eliminated them.

Applied the same ruthless efficiency. 



Private equity partners become redundant when firms merge.

Eliminated. 



Venture capitalists become redundant when funds underperform.

Eliminated. 



Consultants become redundant when revenues drop.

Eliminated. 



Bankers become redundant when deals dry up.

Eliminated. 



They built spreadsheet logic.

Then became rows on the spreadsheet. 



Calculated their own elimination. 



The machine they perfected works perfectly. On everyone. Including them. 



(Gotta give them credit. At least they’re consistent.) 



The Survivors’ Reckoning



The extractors who survive watch their peers vanish. 



Not to retirement. Not to better opportunities. To the same meat grinder they fed others into. 



McKinsey partner, 2023, watching colleagues get cut: “We did this to so many companies. Now they’re doing it to us. With our own playbooks.” 



Private equity partner, 2022, after losing his job: “I thought I was smart. I thought I’d always land on my feet. Turns out I was just early in the cycle. Now I’m late. And late means eliminated.” 



Venture capitalists who lost everything in 2022: “We told founders ’growth at all costs.’ Never counted the cost. The cost was us.” 



They understand now. 



They were never the extractors. 



They were the extraction. 



The Children Pay Too



The extraction doesn’t stop at the partners. 



The private equity partner’s child in therapy because dad got fired. Lost the $180 million. Spent it all. Nothing saved. 



The consultant’s daughter can’t afford college. Dad lost his job. No severance. The partnership eliminated him with the same efficiency he recommended to clients. 



The investment banker’s son watching his father spiral. Depression. Alcoholism. Identity built on extraction. Nothing left when extracted. 



They were supposed to be protected. 



The extraction hierarchy was supposed to shield them. 



It didn’t. 



The machine consumed their parents. Then came for them. 



Generational wealth built on extraction? Extracted in just one generation. 



The Trap



No Exit Strategy



Here’s the trap: 



Once someone becomes an extractor, they’re locked in. 



Their skills? Extraction-specific. Can’t transfer. 



Their network? Other extractors. Who are also getting extracted. 



Their mindset? Win/lose. Everyone’s a competitor. No one builds alliances. 



Their reputation? Known for extraction. No one who builds wants them. 



They optimized themselves into a corner. 



The private equity partner can’t go work at a company. He spent twenty years destroying companies. 



The consultant can’t go in-house. He spent a career telling companies to fire in-house people. 



The venture capitalists can’t operate a business. He spent decades telling operators what to do without ever doing it. 



The investment banker can’t build anything. He only knows how to trade and finance. 



They have one skill: extraction. 



And when there’s nothing left to extract? They’re useless. 



The Math Problem



Extraction has an endpoint. 



Finite resources.

Finite companies.

Finite assets. 



After private equity buys all the companies worth buying, they buy each other. 



After venture capitalists fund all the startups worth funding, they compete for the same deals at insane valuations. 



After consultants advise all the companies worth advising, they advise each other to cut consultants. 



The system requires infinite growth. With finite resources. 



The math doesn’t work. 



Someone always ends up extracted. 



Usually the last ones in. Sometimes the first ones in. Eventually everyone. 



The only question: who gets consumed first? 



The Escape Attempts That Failed



Some saw it coming. 



Tried to build instead of extract. 



Too late. 



The private equity partner who tried to leave. Start a real company. Build something. 



No skills. No patience. No relationships with people who build. 



Only knew how to extract. Couldn’t unlearn it. 



The consultant who wanted to operate. Got hired as CEO. 



Lasted six months. Knew how to advise. Not how to do. 



The venture capitalist who tried to found a company. Failed immediately. 



Could evaluate. Couldn’t execute. Couldn’t build anything valuable. 



They optimized themselves for extraction. Nothing else. 



Can’t switch modes after twenty years. 



The skill set is the trap. 



Private equity firms extract each other now. Venture capital firms consume each other. Extractors turned on extractors, which means they stopped extracting builders. The cannibalization freed builders to build without extraction pressure. 



When extractors fight each other, builders work unmolested. Private equity is too busy destroying private equity to buy local businesses. Venture capital is too busy saving venture capital to pressure founders for exits. The self-extraction is the best thing that happened to builders. 



The Punchline



It’s like a circular firing squad... 



Everyone aims at each other. 



Everyone fires at once. 



Everyone thinks they’ll be the last one standing. 



Everyone falls. 



The extractors built the perfect wealth-transfer machine. Extracted from Main Street. Extracted from companies. Extracted from workers. 



Then turned it on each other. 



Because extraction never stops. It just finds new targets. 



And when the external targets run out? Internal targets remain. 



Private equity extracts from private equity. VCs extract from VCs. Consultants extract from consultants. 



The ouroboros eating its own tail. 



Except in the mythology, the serpent represents eternal renewal. 



In extraction, it represents mutual destruction. 



The machine they built to make them rich? Making them poor. 



The system they perfected? Perfected their elimination. 



The extraction economy? Extracting the extractors. 



They’re not safe because they’re at the top. 



They’re next because they’re at the top. 



The machine is hungry. And there’s only each other left to eat. 



The extractors built the perfect system. 



Then realized too late they were inside it. 



Kinda like building a perfect mousetrap. Then forgetting you're also a mouse. 







Next



But the extractors consuming each other isn't just ironic. 



It's inevitable. 



Because the entire extraction economy is a pyramid scheme. And every pyramid scheme has a mathematical endpoint. 



The Pyramid Scheme’s Mathematical Limit



The math teacher explained it perfectly in 1987. 



Mrs. Henderson. 10th grade. Columbus, Ohio. 



“If everyone recruited 5 people, and those 5 recruited 5 more, and those 25 each recruited 5...” 



She wrote numbers on the board. 



Round 1: 5 people.

Round 2: 25 people.

Round 3: 125 people.

Round 4: 625 people.

Round 5: 3,125 people.

Round 6: 15,625 people.

Round 7: 78,125 people.

Round 8: 390,625 people. 



“By round 12, the scheme would need more people than exist on Earth.” 



The class laughed. 



She wasn’t joking. 



“That’s why pyramid schemes always collapse. Not because they’re illegal. Because math.” 



The History



The Original Sin



1920: Charles Ponzi promises 50% returns in 45 days. 



The mechanism: use new investor money to pay earlier investors. 



Works perfectly. As long as new investors keep showing up. 



They did. For 7 months. 



Made $20 million. Worth $300 million today. 



Then the math caught up. 



August 1920: Ran out of new investors. Scheme collapsed. Everyone who got in late lost everything. 



Ponzi went to prison. 



But the model lived on. 



Because it works. Until it doesn’t. 



The Multi-Level Marketing Delusion



1980s: Amway, Herbalife, Mary Kay. The multi-level marketing boom. 



The pitch sounds reasonable. 



“Sell products and recruit others. Make money on your sales and their sales.” 



The reality is pure mathematics. 



Study after study shows the same pattern. 



99% of multi-level marketing participants lose money. 



Not because they’re bad at sales. Because the math doesn’t work. 



Here’s why: 



Round 1: One person recruits 5 people. 



Round 2: Those 5 recruit 5 each. That’s 25 people. 



Round 3: 125 people. 



Round 4: 625 people. 



Round 5: 3,125 people. 



Round 6: 15,625 people. 



Round 7: 78,125 people. 



Round 8: 390,625 people. 



Round 9: 1,953,125 people. 



Round 10: 9,765,625 people. 



The United States has 330 million people. 



Sounds like plenty of room, right? 



Wrong. 



By round 13, the scheme would need 1.2 billion people in the US market alone. 



By round 15, the scheme would need the entire population of Earth. 



And that assumes everyone joins.

Everyone has money.

Everyone recruits successfully. 



Real world? Most markets saturate by round 5 or 6. 



Which means rounds 1-3 make money. 



Rounds 4-5 break even. 



Round 6 and later? Total loss. 



The people at the top extract from everyone below. The people at the bottom have no one left to recruit. 



That’s not a business model. That’s mathematical inevitability. 



Federal Trade Commission research confirms it. 



Only the top 1% of multi-level marketing participants make money. 



The other 99% fund that 1%. 



It’s not a question of effort. It’s a question of when someone joined. 



The Modern Versions



Venture Capital’s Pyramid



Venture capital works the same way. 



Different wrapper. Same math. 



The model requires: companies grow 10 times. Exit to someone who pays more. Use that money to fund the next round. 



Works great. When there’s always someone willing to pay more. 



2010-2021: Zero percent interest rates. Infinite money printing. Asset prices only go up. 



Venture capitalists raise billion-dollar funds.

Invest in startups.

Mark up valuations every 6 months. 



Seed round: $10 million valuation. 



Series A: $50 million. 



Series B: $200 million. 



Series C: $1 billion. 



Series D: $5 billion. 



Each round assumes someone will pay more next round. 



Tiger Global writes checks. SoftBank counters. Everyone piles in. 



The valuations made sense. If no one thought about math. 



WeWork: $47 billion valuation. With $1.8 billion in revenue. And $1.9 billion in losses. 



The math: someone would pay more eventually. 



The reality: no one would. 



2022: Interest rates rise. Money printing stops. “Someone will pay more” becomes “no one will pay anything.” 



WeWork: $47 billion becomes $9 billion. Then bankruptcy. 



FTX: $32 billion becomes fraud charges. 



Theranos: $9 billion becomes criminal case. 



All the late-stage investors? Holding worthless paper. 



The early investors made money. Series A made 50 times. Series B made 10 times. 



Series D? Total loss. 



Same pattern as multi-level marketing.

Same math.

Different assets. 



The pyramid needs infinite growth. Reality provides finite markets. 



Private Equity’s Chain



Private equity runs on the same flaw. 



The model: buy companies with 90% borrowed money. Cut costs. Sell for more than the purchase price. 



Works when: someone always wants to buy. 



2010-2020: Private equity firms buy companies. Load them with debt. Cut costs. Sell to other private equity firms. 



Who sell to other private equity firms. 



Who sell to other private equity firms. 



Each layer extracts fees.

Each layer adds debt.

Each layer cuts more costs. 



Apollo buys a company for $1 billion. 90% borrowed. Loads it with management fees. Sells to Blackstone for $1.5 billion. 



Blackstone borrows 90% to buy it. Adds more fees. More debt. Sells to KKR for $2 billion. 



KKR borrows 90% to buy it. More fees. More debt. Sells to... who? 



The company now has $2 billion in debt. Revenue hasn’t grown. Costs cut to the bone. Nothing left to extract. 



Someone has to buy it at $2.5 billion to keep the chain going. 



No one does. 



The company files bankruptcy. The debt gets wiped out. The last buyer loses everything. 



That’s not bad luck. That’s math. 



The model requires infinite buyers at higher prices. 



With finite companies and finite buyers. 



Eventually the market runs out of greater fools. 



The Structural Flaws



The Population Problem



The entire extraction economy has the same structural flaw. 



It requires: 


	infinite growth.

	infinite customers.

	infinite companies to strip.

	infinite workers to squeeze.

	infinite resources to extract.





With: finite planet. Finite population. Finite resources. 



The math doesn’t work. Never did. 



1980: The extraction model goes mainstream. Private equity. Leveraged buyouts. Shareholder value maximization. 



Works great for 30 years. 



Because there were 30 years of companies to strip. Workers to squeeze. Assets to sell. Communities to extract from. 



2020: Run out of easy targets. 



All the profitable companies? Already bought, stripped, and flipped. 



All the workers? Already squeezed to maximum productivity. 



All the assets? Already sold to the highest bidder. 



All the communities? Already extracted to poverty. 



So the extractors turn on each other. 



Private equity buys private equity. Venture capitalists compete at insane valuations. Consultants consult consultants on cost cutting. 



That’s not growth. That’s desperation. 



The pyramid ran out of schemes. 



The Demographic Collapse



Then add demographics. 



Pyramid schemes need: growing populations. More people at the bottom than the top. 



Reality: birth rates collapsing. 



US birth rate 1960: 3.65 children per woman. 



US birth rate 2026: 1.62 children per woman. 



Below replacement rate of 2.1. 



Every generation smaller than the last. 



The extraction model assumes: more workers tomorrow than today. More consumers tomorrow than today. More people to extract from tomorrow than today. 



Demographics guarantee: fewer workers. Fewer consumers. Fewer people to extract from. 



The pyramid needs expansion. 



The population is contracting. 



Math. Doesn’t. Work. 



The Real-World Failures



Real Estate’s Dead End



Watch it play out in real time with housing. 



Private equity firms bought 800,000 single-family homes since 2008. 



The strategy: buy homes. Raise rents. Extract maximum cash flow. Sell to the next buyer at higher prices. 



Works great. When there’s always a next buyer. 



Problem: they’re running out of buyers. 



Who buys a rental house in 2026? 



Not families. Can’t afford down payments. Rents are too high to save. 



Not small landlords. Can’t compete with private equity’s cash offers. 



Only other private equity firms. 



They’re buying from each other. At higher prices. With more leverage. 



Eventually: no one left to buy. Prices collapse. Last buyer loses everything. 



That’s not if. That’s when. 



The math guarantees it. 



Subscription Saturation



Software made it worse. 



Everything became subscription. Extract forever instead of extract once. 



2010: Buy software for $600. Own it forever. 



2026: Pay $55 per month. Forever. Stop paying? Lose everything. 



Adobe. Microsoft. Apple. Everyone. 



Average American pays $273 per month for subscriptions in 2026. 



That’s $3,276 per year. 



Median household income: $74,580 (after tax: ~$63,000). 



Subscriptions consume 5.2% of after-tax income. 



Add: streaming ($80/month). Cloud storage ($20/month). Software ($100/month). Gym ($40/month). Meal kits ($80/month). Smartphone plans ($120/month). 



Total: $713 per month. $8,556 per year. 13.6% of after-tax income. 



Just for subscriptions. 



The model assumes: income keeps growing. People keep paying. More subscriptions get added. 



Reality: income flat. People canceling. Subscription growth slowing. 



Netflix peaked. Disney+ losing subscribers. Peloton collapsed. 



The extraction hit its limit. 



People can’t afford infinite subscriptions on finite income. 



Math caught up. 



The Infinite Growth Lie



Every company promises investors: infinite growth. 



Revenue will grow forever. Markets will expand forever. Extraction will continue forever. 



Shareholders demand it. Stock prices require it. Executive compensation depends on it. 



Problem: nothing grows forever. 



Not populations.

Not resources.

Not markets.

Not companies.

Not profits. 



Trees don’t grow to the moon. They grow until constrained by water, nutrients, sunlight. 



Companies don’t grow to infinity. They grow until constrained by customers, competition, saturation. 



But extraction economy can’t accept limits. 



So it pretends limits don’t exist. 



Until they do. 



The Harvard Endowment



Watch the math fail at the top. 



Harvard’s endowment: $50.7 billion. 



The model: invest in private equity and venture capital. Get higher returns than public markets. Grow endowment forever. 



Worked great 2000-2020. 



Annual returns: 10-12%. Endowment doubled. Then doubled again. 



Then the math caught up. 



2022: Private equity returns collapse. Venture capital marks down. Public markets crash. 



Harvard’s endowment drops 2.0% in one year. 



Not catastrophic. But revealing. 



The infinite growth model hit reality. 



And reality has limits. 



Same pattern everywhere. Yale: down 1.8%. Stanford: down 1.3%. Princeton: down 1.5%. 



The smartest money managers in the world. With unlimited resources. Infinite connections. Best deal flow. 



Still hit the math ceiling. 



Because infinite returns can’t be extracted from finite markets. 



No matter how smart the managers are. 



The Endgame



Who Holds the Bag



Every pyramid scheme ends the same way. 



Someone holds the bag. 



Multi-level marketing: the people who joined last. 99% of participants. 



Venture capital: the late-stage investors. Series D and beyond. 



Private equity: the last firm that bought in. And their limited partners. 



Housing: the families paying peak rents. And the investors who bought at peak prices. 



Subscriptions: the consumers paying forever. With stagnant wages. 



Corporate debt: the companies that borrowed most recently. With highest interest rates. 



Student loans: the graduates with $200,000 in debt. For degrees that pay $45,000. 



The pattern is clear. 



Early participants extract from late participants. 



The people at the top extract from people at the bottom. 



The first investors extract from the last investors. 



Until there’s no one left to extract from. 



Then everyone realizes: they’re all holding bags. 



And the bags are empty. 



The Alternative



The math was always obvious. 



Infinite growth is impossible.

Pyramids always collapse.

Extraction always ends. 



This isn’t new information. Mrs. Henderson taught it in 1987. 



But extraction economy ignored it. 



Because ignoring math is profitable. Until it isn’t. 



The alternative: build things that create value. 



Serve customers.

Pay workers fairly.

Grow sustainably. 



Accept limits.

Work within them.

Optimize for resilience, not extraction. 



Sounds boring. Compared to “grow 10 times per year forever.” 



But boring doesn’t collapse. 



Boring doesn’t leave everyone holding empty bags. 



Boring just works. Sustainably. For decades. 



The companies that chose building over extraction? 



Still here. Still profitable. Still employing people. 



The companies that chose extraction? 



Bankrupt. Sold for parts. Or desperately searching for the next greater fool. 



Math doesn’t care about narrative. 



Math cares about math. 



The pyramid ran out of greater fools. No more buyers for overpriced assets. No more investors for unprofitable companies. The scheme hit its mathematical limit. And capital is flowing to builders who create value instead. 



Profitable businesses attract capital now. Revenue is beginning to matter again. Sustainable growth beats extraction growth. The capital that chased pyramids is learning that building beats extracting. Slowly. Painfully. But it’s learning. 





The Punchline



A pyramid scheme with Harvard MBAs is still a pyramid scheme. 



Better marketing. Fancier terms. Private jets instead of hotel conference rooms. 



But the math stays the same. 



Mrs. Henderson was right in 1987. By round 12, the pyramid runs out of people. 



The extraction economy hit round 12 around 2020. 



Now it’s round 13. Extractors extracting extractors. Private equity buying private equity. Venture capitalists competing at impossible valuations. 



That’s not sustainable growth. That’s minute 59. 



Kinda like bacteria in a bottle. Doubling every minute. At minute 59, it’s half empty. Everyone’s celebrating all the room left. 



At minute 60, everyone dies. 



The math doesn't care about credentials. Or optimism. Or Ivy League degrees. 



The math always wins. 







Next



But nowhere is the mathematical collapse more visible than venture capital. 



They built an entire industry on "someone will pay more next round." 



Now they're the ones paying. And there's no one left to sell to except each other. 



Venture Capital Eating Venture Capital



The Sequoia partner sat in the conference room in 2021. 



Watching the term sheet get countered. 



Again. 



His firm offered $100 million at a $1 billion valuation. 



Tiger Global countered: $150 million at $1.2 billion. 



Sequoia raised to $200 million at $1.5 billion. 



Andreessen Horowitz jumped in: $300 million at $2 billion. 



SoftBank ended it: $500 million at $3 billion. 



The startup had $8 million in revenue. Losing $20 million per year. 



The math didn’t work. Everyone knew it. 



But no one wanted to miss “the next unicorn.” 



So they all piled in.

At insane prices.

With terrible terms. 



Competing against each other. Destroying returns for everyone. 



The founder won. Got $500 million at an impossible valuation. 



The venture capitalists? They just declared war on each other. 



The Mega-Fund Era



The Old Model That Worked



Venture capital used to make sense. 



1970s-1990s: Small funds. Patient capital. Reasonable valuations. 



Sequoia’s first fund: $3 million in 1972. 



Invested in Apple. Cisco. Oracle. Atari. PayPal. 



The model: find great founders. Give them capital. Help them build. Wait 7-10 years. Exit. 



Early investors made 10-50 times their money. 



Late investors made 2-5 times. 



Everyone won. 



Why? Because valuations made sense. 



Seed round: $5 million

Series A: $20 million

Series B: $80 million 



Each round reflected real progress. Real revenue. Real value creation. 



And VCs collaborated. Didn’t compete. 



If Sequoia passed, they’d introduce the founder to Kleiner Perkins. 



If Benchmark passed, they’d suggest Greylock. 



The ecosystem worked together. Because there were enough great companies for everyone. 



When the Money Printer Turned On



Then 2008 happened. 



Financial crisis. Interest rates dropped to zero. 



Federal Reserve printed $4 trillion. Looking for returns. 



That money needed somewhere to go. 



It went to venture capital. 



2000: Total VC funding = $100 billion per year. 



2010: $50 billion (post-crisis reset). 



2015: $150 billion. 



2021: $643 billion. 



The money flooded in. 6 times more capital. Same number of good companies. 



The math broke immediately. 



The Mega-Fund Arms Race



Venture capitalists responded by raising mega-funds. 



Sequoia’s first fund: $3 million in 1972. 



Sequoia’s 2021 fund: $9 billion. 



That’s 3,000 times larger. 



Andreessen Horowitz raised $9 billion. 



Tiger Global raised $12 billion. 



SoftBank’s Vision Fund: $100 billion. 



The largest venture fund in history. By 10 times. 



Problem: deploying $100 billion destroys economics. 



There aren’t 100 great companies per year to invest in. 



Maybe 10-20 truly exceptional ones. 



Scratch that: maybe 2 or 3. 



So what happens when 50 mega-funds chase three great companies? 



Valuations explode. 



The Bidding War Disaster



2019-2021: Peak insanity. 



Every great startup had 10 venture capitalists competing to invest. 



Term sheets arrived within 24 hours. Sometimes the same day. 



Valuations doubled between rounds. Sometimes in weeks. 



Example: Clubhouse. 



May 2020: $100 million valuation. Series A. 



January 2021: $1 billion valuation. Series B. 



April 2021: $4 billion valuation. Series C. 



That’s 40 times in 11 months. 



For an audio chat app. 



Revenue: nearly zero. Losses: massive. Competition: intense (Twitter Spaces, Discord, etc.). 



The Series C investors paid $4 billion. 



Current valuation: under $200 million. 



They lost 95%. 



Not because they were stupid. Because they were competing against other venture capitalists. 



If Sequoia offered $3 billion, Tiger offered $4 billion. 



If they passed, they’d miss “the next big thing.” 



So they paid. Whatever it took. 



And destroyed their returns in the process. 



The Catastrophes



The Tiger Global Phenomenon



Tiger Global pioneered the new model. 



2020-2021: Invested in 330 companies in 18 months. 



That’s more than one deal per business day. 



The strategy: move faster than everyone else. Offer more money. Skip due diligence. Win every deal. 



Offer term sheets in 48 hours. Close in one week. Pay whatever the founder asks. 



It worked. They won deals. 



Then 2022 happened. 



Tiger’s portfolio collapsed. 



Instacart: $39 billion valuation became $10 billion. 75% loss. 



Stripe: $95 billion became $50 billion. 47% loss. 



Bytedance: $300 billion became $180 billion. 40% loss. 



Dozens of complete wipeouts. 



Tiger’s 2021 fund: down 26% in first year. 



The strategy that won every deal? Lost billions. 



Because they weren’t competing against the companies anymore. They were competing against other VCs. 



And when VCs compete, founders win. VCs lose. 



The SoftBank Catastrophe



Then there’s SoftBank. 



Vision Fund 1: $100 billion. 2017. 



Throw a bunch of money on the wall and hope some of it sticks. 



The plan: invest $100-500 million into startups. At huge valuations. Dominate every sector. 



The execution: disaster. 



WeWork: invested $10 billion at $47 billion valuation. Collapsed to bankruptcy. 



Uber: invested $7.7 billion at $76 billion valuation. Currently $110 billion (slight win after 6 years). 



Didi: invested $9 billion at $80 billion valuation. China crackdown. Currently $20 billion. 75% loss. 



Zume Pizza: invested $375 million at $2.25 billion valuation. Robots making pizza. Shut down. Total loss. 



Katerra: invested $2 billion at $4 billion valuation. Construction tech. Bankruptcy. Total loss. 



Greensill: invested $1.5 billion. Collapsed. Criminal investigation. Total loss. 



The pattern: SoftBank paid peak prices. For companies with questionable economics. Because they had $100 billion to deploy. 



Vision Fund 1 results through 2023: lost $32 billion. 



Not 32% loss. $32 billion in absolute losses. 



The largest venture capital loss in history. 



And who funded Vision Fund 1? 



Other sovereign wealth funds. Pension funds. Insurance companies. 



SoftBank extracted fees. Investors lost billions. 



Classic extraction. Just venture capitalists doing it to other venture capitalists. 



The Crossover Fund Problem



Then the crossover funds appeared. 



Mutual funds. Hedge funds. Anyone with money. Started investing in late-stage startups. 



Fidelity. T. Rowe Price. BlackRock. Tiger Global. Coatue. 



They bought into Series C, D, E rounds. 



The pitch: get “startup returns” without startup risk. Companies already proven. Just need growth capital. 



2020-2021: They poured $200 billion into late-stage startups. 



Valuations soared. 



Stripe raised at $95 billion. 



Instacart at $39 billion. 



Klarna at $46 billion. 



SpaceX at $137 billion. 



Epic Games at $32 billion. 



The crossover funds competed against each other. And venture funds. Driving prices to insane levels. 



Then public markets crashed in 2022. 



All those “late-stage” valuations? Based on public market multiples. 



When public markets fell 50%, late-stage valuations fell 70%. 



Because they were overvalued to begin with. 



The crossover funds bought at the peak. From earlier venture capitalists. Who made money. 



Classic extraction. Early venture capitalists extracted from late venture capitalists. Late venture capitalists extracted from crossover funds. 



Crossover funds extracted from their limited partners. 



Everyone lost except the founders and the earliest investors. 



The Down Round Wave



2022-2023: Down rounds everywhere. 



A down round: when a company raises money at a lower valuation than the previous round. Instant losses for recent investors. 



Instacart: $39 billion → $10 billion. 



Stripe: $95 billion → $50 billion. 



Klarna: $46 billion → $6.7 billion. 85% loss. 



Gorillas: $3 billion → $1 billion. 



Better.com: $6 billion → $3 billion. 



Hopin: $7.75 billion → $1 billion. 87% loss. 



Every down round means: later investors lose. Earlier investors get diluted. Everyone suffers. 



Except that’s not quite right. 



The Series A investors who bought at $50 million? Still fine. Company worth $1 billion means 20 times return. 



The Series D investors who bought at $5 billion? Wiped out. Company worth $1 billion means 80% loss. 



The late-stage venture capitalists competed so hard for deals they bought at peaks. 



The early-stage venture capitalists sold to them. Extracted perfectly. 



It’s not down rounds destroying venture capital. It’s venture capitalists extracting from later-stage venture capitalists. 



By convincing them to pay ridiculous prices. 



The Extraction Mechanics



The Limited Partner Trap



Buried beneath all this: the limited partners. 



The people who actually fund venture capital. 



University endowments. Pension funds. Foundations. Insurance companies. Family offices. 



They give money to venture capitalists. Venture capitalists invest it. Take 2% annual fees plus 20% of profits. 



The “2 and 20” model. 



Sounds reasonable. If the venture capitalist makes money. 



Problem: most venture capitalists stopped making money. 



2010-2015 vintage funds: median return = 1.2 times invested capital. 



That’s 20% total return over 10 years. About 2% per year. 



Less than inflation. Less than bonds. Less than stock market. 



But the venture capitalistss still took 2% annual fees. Plus 20% of the tiny profits. 



Limited partners put in $100 million. 



After 10 years, got back $120 million. 



Minus $20 million in fees (2% × 10 years). 



Net return: $100 million. Zero gain. 



The venture capitalists made $20 million in fees. Plus $4 million in carry (20% of $20 million profit). 



Total: $24 million extracted. For zero return. 



The limited partners funded the entire venture ecosystem. Got nothing back. 



The venture capitalists extracted fees regardless of performance. 



That’s not investing. That’s extraction. 



PT Barnum had it right: “There’s a sucker born every minute.” 



The venture capitalists just needed new suckers every fund cycle. 



University endowments. Pension funds. Sovereign wealth funds. Family offices. 



Someone always showed up. With fresh capital. Hoping this time would be different. 



It never was. 



The Denominator Effect



Then the denominator effect hit. 



Limited partners allocate 10% of portfolios to venture capital. 



When public stocks fall 50%, the portfolio shrinks. 10% allocation stays same. 



So venture allocation becomes 20% of smaller portfolio. 



Limited partners have to rebalance. Sell venture stakes. Or stop investing in new funds. 



2022-2023: Limited partners stopped investing. Stopped sending capital. Stopped funding new funds. 



The venture capitalists who relied on those fees? Suddenly struggling. 



Some laid off partners. Others shut down. Many scrambled for “zombie funds” that can’t deploy capital but still collect fees. 



The extraction food chain collapsed. 



Limited partners stopped feeding venture capitalists. Venture capitalists stopped feeding startups. Startups stopped hiring. 



Everyone waiting for someone else to put in more money. 



But the money stopped. Because math caught up. 



The Ownership Dilution Trap



Meanwhile, founders got smart. 



They realized: if venture capitalists compete, founders win. 



So they played venture capitalists against each other. 



2021: Average Series A raised $20 million. Gave up 15-20% ownership. 



That’s $100-130 million valuation. 



For companies with $2 million in revenue. 



The founders kept 80% ownership through Series A. 



Previous era (2010): Same Series A gave up 30-40%. At $20-40 million valuations. 



The ownership shift meant: founders captured more upside. Venture capitalists captured less. 



Then the layering got worse. 



Seed.

Pre-seed.

Series A.

Series B.

Series C.

Series D.

Series E. 



By Series E, early venture capitalists owned 2-3% each. 



If the company succeeds massively, maybe they get 3-5 times their money. 



If it fails? Total loss. 



The risk/reward broke. 



Venture capitalists competing for deals meant worse terms. Less ownership. Higher prices. Lower returns. 



They extracted from each other by bidding up prices. 



Now everyone loses except the founders. 



The Zombie Unicorn Problem



Now there are 1,200 “unicorn” companies. Valued over $1 billion. 



2013: 39 unicorns existed. 



2018: 200 unicorns. 



2021: 1,000+ unicorns. 



2026: 1,200+ unicorns. 



But here’s the problem: most can’t exit. 



IPO markets closed. Merger and acquisition activity down 60%. No buyers. 



So they just sit there. Valued at $1 billion on paper. Can’t sell. Can’t exit. Can’t return capital. 



The venture capitalists marked them up to $1 billion. To show “returns.” To raise next fund. To extract more fees from limited partners. 



But they can’t actually sell. 



They’re trapped. Holding illiquid paper. At inflated valuations. That will never be realized. 



The limited partners funded it. The general partners extracted fees. Nobody gets actual returns. 



Just fee extraction. Dressed up as venture capital. 



The Secondary Market Extraction



Then there’s the secondary market. 



Venture capitalists selling shares to other venture capitalists. Before the company exits. 



Used to be rare. For liquidity emergencies. 



Now it’s standard practice. 



Why? Because venture capitalists know the valuations are fake. 



So they sell to other venture capitalists. Who don’t know better. Or arrived late to the party. 



Sequoia invests at $100 million valuation. Company grows to $1 billion “valuation.” 



Sequoia sells half their stake to SoftBank at $1 billion. 



Takes 50% profit. Reduces risk. Still owns upside. 



SoftBank bought at the top. From Sequoia. Who knew the valuation was inflated. 



2022: Company’s real value is $300 million. 



Sequoia still made 3 times their money on half their stake. Plus owns the other half. 



SoftBank lost 70%. 



That’s not illegal. But it’s extraction. 



Early venture capitalists extracting from late venture capitalists. Using secondary markets. Before the crash happens. 



The Self-Destruction



The Consensus Delusion



The venture capitalists all tell themselves the same story. 



“We have to compete for the best deals.” 



“If we don’t pay up, someone else will.” 



“Missing the next Google is worse than overpaying for 10 failures.” 



“This is a power law business—only the winners matter.” 



They’re not wrong. 



Venture capital is power law distributed. 



The top 1% of investments generate 90% of returns. 



Venture capitalists know 99 out of 100 investments will lose money. They hope that one unicorn they invest in more than makes up for all the carnage. 



But here’s what they miss: bidding against each other doesn’t increase the odds of picking winners. 



It just increases the price they pay for winners. 



Which decreases returns. Even on successful investments. 



Google’s early investors made 1,000 times their money. Because they invested at a $1 million valuation. 



If they’d invested at a $1 billion valuation? They’d make 1 time their money. 



Same company. Different price. Completely different returns. 



Venture capitalists competing for deals doesn’t make companies more successful. 



It just makes venture capitalists poorer. 



The Fee Extraction Machine



Meanwhile, the fees keep flowing. 



2% management fee on a $10 billion fund = $200 million per year. 



For 10 years, that’s $2 billion. 



The venture capitalists firm employs 50 people. Maybe costs $50 million per year to run. 



That’s $150 million per year in profit. Just from fees. 



Before any investment returns. 



The partners make millions whether the fund succeeds or fails. 



Limited partners bear all the risk. General partners extract fees. 



It’s brilliant extraction. Just aimed at other investors instead of companies. 



Some firms raised so many mega-funds they’re just fee-harvesting machines now. 



They don’t need investment returns. The fees are enough. 



The limited partners? They’re the product, not the customer. 



The Talent War Trap



Venture capitalists even compete for each other’s talent. 



2020-2021: Partner poaching everywhere. 



Sequoia loses partner to Andreessen Horowitz. 



Andreessen Horowitz loses partner to Paradigm (crypto fund). 



Paradigm loses partner to new fund. 



Signing bonuses: $5-10 million. For partners with hot deal flow. 



But here’s the trap: the partners bring their portfolio with them. 



So funds compete for partners. To get access to their deals. Which means paying for the same deal multiple times. 



Fund A pays $10 million to hire partner from Fund B. 



Partner brings deal flow. 



Fund A invests $50 million in partner’s portfolio companies. 



Fund B already invested $50 million in the same companies when the partner worked there. 



Now 2 funds own the same companies. Both paying fees. Both getting diluted. 



That’s not competition. That’s collusion dressed up as capitalism. 



The Crypto Speed Run



Then crypto showed how fast venture capitalists can eat each other. 



2017-2018: Venture capitalists raise crypto funds. Invest in ICOs. “This time it’s different.” 



2018-2019: ICO market collapses. Everything goes to zero. Venture capitalists lose billions. 



2020-2021: “DeFi summer.” Venture capitalists pour back in. “This time it’s REALLY different.” 



Andreessen Horowitz raises $4.5 billion for crypto. 



Paradigm raises $2.5 billion. 



Sequoia, Tiger Global, everyone piles in. 



FTX raises at $32 billion valuation. Multiple venture capitalists compete for allocation. 



Sequoia invests $214 million. Marks it to zero 18 months later. 



Entire $214 million gone. 



They competed so hard for access to FTX they didn’t do diligence. 



Sam Bankman-Fried played VCs against each other. Got $2 billion at insane valuations. 



Built nothing.

Stole customer funds.

Collapsed. 



The Venture capitalists extracted from their limited partners by investing in fraud. 



Because they were too busy competing with other venture capitalists to ask basic questions. 



The Irony



Venture capitalists teach founders: “Winner takes all.” 



“Competition is for losers.” 



“Build a monopoly.” 



“Network effects create moats.” 



Then they compete viciously against each other. In a zero-sum game. With no moat. No monopoly. No winner-takes-all. 



They’re playing the exact game they tell founders not to play. 



The founders who listen? Build monopolies. Win markets. Generate returns. 



The venture capitalists who teach it? Compete on price. Destroy economics. Eliminate returns. 



The irony is perfect. 



John D. Rockefeller figured this out in 1900: “Competition is a sin!” 



Venture capitalists teach it to founders. 



Then commit the sin themselves. 



The Reset



The Alternative That Got Ignored



Some venture capitalists saw it coming. 



Stayed small. Stayed disciplined. Passed on overpriced deals. 



Benchmark: never raised a fund over $450 million. Stayed disciplined. Generated consistent returns. 



First Round Capital: focused on seed. Reasonable prices. Diversified portfolio. 



Y Combinator: standardized terms. Fixed prices. Batch model. No bidding wars. 



They didn’t compete.

They created different games. 



And they generated better returns than the mega-funds. 



But they’re tiny. Compared to the $643 billion poured into venture in 2021. 



The mega-funds drowned out the disciplined funds. 



Now everyone’s learning why discipline mattered. 



The hard way. 



The Correction That Can’t Be Stopped



2023-2024: The reset. 



Venture funding down 50%. Mega-funds struggling to deploy. Valuations crashed. 



Tiger Global stopped investing. SoftBank pulled back. Crossover funds exited. 



The limited partners stopped sending money. 



The venture capitalists stopped competing. 



Not because they learned. Because they ran out of money. 



The extraction food chain collapsed. 



But here’s the problem: it can’t restart the same way. 



Because limited partners learned. They funded mega-funds. Got zero returns. Paid massive fees. 



They’re not doing it again. 



Which means: no more mega-funds. No more bidding wars. No more $100 billion Vision Funds. 



The venture capitalists who got rich extracting fees from limited partners? That game is over. 



Now they have to generate actual returns.

With actual discipline.

At actual reasonable prices. 



Most of them don’t know how. 



They only learned extraction. Not investing. 



Venture capital firms cannibalizing each other freed founders to build without venture capital. When venture capital firms fight for survival, they can’t pressure founders for exits. Can't demand growth-at-all-costs. Can’t extract. Savvy founders are using this window to build sustainable businesses. 



Bootstrapped companies are thriving while venture capital-backed companies burn cash. Profitable founders ignore venture capital entirely. The cannibalization crisis gave builders space to build differently. And they’re taking it. 





The Punchline



Imagine a room full of card sharks. 



They’ve spent decades beating tourists at poker. 



Taking their money. Perfecting the hustle. 



Then the tourists stop coming. 



So the card sharks play each other. 



Everyone knows every trick. Everyone sees every tell. Everyone has the same skills. 



No one wins.

Everyone just trades money back and forth.

Paying rake to the house. 



That’s venture capital now. 



They perfected extracting from founders.

From employees.

From users. 



Then ran out of founders worth extracting from. 



So they started extracting from each other. 



Mega-funds extracting from crossover funds. Crossover funds extracting from limited partners. General partners extracting fees from everyone. 



They taught founders “competition is for losers.” 



Then competed so viciously they became the losers. 



The machine they built to extract from startups? Now extracting from themselves. 



And there’s no one left to bail them out. 



Because the limited partners stopped being tourists. 



And card sharks can’t beat other card sharks. 



They just lose slower. 



Until everyone loses. 



Venture capital eating itself is kinda like a poker game where all the tourists leave. 



Now it’s just card sharks vs. card sharks. 



Everyone knows the tells. Everyone spots the bluffs. 



Nobody wins. Everyone just trades chips back and forth. 



While the house takes its cut. 



Until there's nothing left but the rake. 







Next



But the venture capitalists aren't the only extractors who got extracted. 



Every industry has its extraction masters who thought they were safe. 



Until the machine they built came for them. 



The Extractors Who Got Extracted



The private equity partner recognized the spreadsheet. 



Because he’d created it. 



Over 20 years ago. When his firm pioneered the “efficiency analysis” model. 



Column A: Employee names. 



Column B: Compensation. 



Column C: Revenue per employee. 



Column D: Replacement cost. 



Column E: Eliminate? Yes/No. 



He’d used this spreadsheet on 47 companies. Eliminated 12,000 jobs. Saved clients $890 million. Made his firm $67 million in fees. 



Now he was looking at his own name. 



Column E: Yes. 



The younger partners used his spreadsheet. On him. With his own formula. 



He taught them too well. 



The Stories



The McKinsey Partner Who Got McKinsey’d



James spent 22 years at McKinsey. 



Made partner in 2008. Led the restructuring practice. Advised 83 companies on “operational efficiency.” 



The playbook never changed: 



Identify redundancies. Eliminate middle management. Offshore what can be offshored. Automate the rest. Take the fee. Move to the next client. 



He made $4.7 million per year doing this. 



2023: McKinsey announces restructuring. Need to cut costs. Improve efficiency. 2,000 consultants eliminated. 



Including 37 partners. 



Including James. 



The firm used his own presentations. His own analysis. His own “redundancy identification framework.” 



He was redundant. 



The irony wasn’t lost on him. Just too late to matter. 



His severance: $470,000. One-tenth of one year’s compensation. For 22 years of work. 



The same severance package he’d designed for clients. “Generous but not excessive.” He wrote that phrase himself. 



He trained his replacements to eliminate him. 



They executed perfectly. 



The Bain Capital Partner Who Got Bain’d



Sarah joined Bain Capital in 2004. 



Worked her way up.

Made partner in 2015.

Specialized in retail acquisitions. 



The model: Buy struggling retailers. Load with debt. Extract management fees. Sell real estate. Liquidate inventory. File bankruptcy. Move on. 



Toys “R” Us. Payless. Gymboree. 



She worked on all of them. 



Made the firm $340 million. Made herself $18 million. 



2022: Bain announces “portfolio optimization.” 



Translation: layoffs. 



The firm bought too many companies. Overpaid. Returns down. Limited partners demanding changes. 



Solution: Cut costs. Starting with partners. 



Sarah got the call. Her division was “non-core.” Her team was “redundant.” Her compensation was “above market.” 



All phrases she’d used. On retailer executives. Before eliminating them. 



Now used on her. 



Severance: $850,000. Sounds generous. Until the math shows she was making $6 million per year. And expected to make $50+ million over the next decade. 



She lost everything she hadn’t already spent. 



The Hermès bags.

The Hamptons house.

The children’s private school tuition. 



All funded by future earnings. 



That stopped coming. 



She understood leverage. She’d used it on every acquisition. 



Just didn’t realize she was the acquisition. 



The Goldman Sachs Banker Who Got Goldmaned



Marcus made managing director at Goldman Sachs in 2006. 



Perfect timing.

Rode the housing bubble.

Closed massive deals.

Made the firm $430 million.

Made himself $37 million. 



The mechanism: Bundle mortgages. Slice into tranches. Sell to investors. Collect fees. Repeat. 



He knew the mortgages were garbage. Subprime loans to people who couldn’t pay. Adjustable rates that would explode. Defaults guaranteed. 



Didn’t matter. He was paid to sell, not to care. 



2008: Everything collapsed. 



Lehman died.

Bear Stearns sold for $2 per share.

Merrill Lynch emergency sale. 



Goldman survived. By letting the others die. And by government bailout. 



But surviving didn’t mean everyone kept their jobs. 



The firm needed to cut costs. Show regulators they were “responsible.” Eliminate the people who created the toxic assets. 



Marcus was eliminated. 



Not because he did anything wrong. Because someone needed to be the scapegoat. 



His $37 million?

Mostly Goldman stock.

Which fell 70%.

And bonuses.

Which stopped. 



Net worth dropped from $37 million to $11 million. Lost $26 million on paper. 



Still rich.

Still comfortable.

Still better than the people who bought the mortgages he sold. 



But not rich enough to matter at Goldman anymore. 



He extracted from homeowners.

Goldman extracted from him.

Government extracted from taxpayers to save Goldman. 



Everyone extracted from someone. Until the chain broke. 



He was just a link that broke early. 



The Consulting Firm Founder Who Got Consulted Out



David founded his own consulting firm in 1998. 



Built it to $120 million in revenue. 340 employees. Clients across 20 industries. 



The specialty: “Operational transformation.” Meaning layoffs and outsourcing. 



He was good at it. Clients loved him. Paid premium rates. Implemented his recommendations. 



Over 25 years, his firm advised on eliminating 47,000 positions. 



2023: Private equity firm approaches him. Wants to buy his company. 



The pitch: “Let us professionalize your operations. Scale the business. You stay on as CEO. Make more money.” 



He knew better. He’d advised 30+ companies through private equity buyouts. 



But the offer was $180 million. He owned 80%. That’s $144 million cash. 



He took it. 



Less than 6 months later: The private equity firm replaces him as CEO. “Strategic differences.” 



His equity? Rolled into the deal. Now worth whatever the private equity firm says it’s worth. 



His salary? Cut from $2.4 million to $750,000. “Market rate for operators.” 



His decision-making authority? Gone. Reports to the private equity firm’s operating partner. 



One year later: The private equity firm fires him. “Redundant with new CEO.” 



His rolled equity? Wiped out in the recap. The private equity firm restructured. His shares diluted to nothing. 



He got $144 million cash. Spent $40 million on taxes. Invested $70 million poorly. Spent $20 million on lifestyle inflation. 



Left with $14 million. 



Sounds like a lot. Until the math shows he expected $300+ million over the next decade. 



The private equity firm used his own playbook. 



Flatter him.

Buy the company.

Extract what’s valuable (client relationships).

Eliminate the founder.

Recap the equity. 



He’d advised clients through this exact process 30+ times. 



Never thought it would happen to him. 



It did. 



The Real Estate Mogul Who Got Mogul’d



Richard built a real estate empire over 40 years. 



Started in 1982. Bought apartment buildings in Texas. Fixed them up. Raised rents. Refinanced. Bought more. 



By 2020: 47 apartment complexes. 12,000 units. Worth $2.3 billion. 



The model: Extract maximum rent from tenants. Minimize maintenance. Refinance at peak valuations. Use the cash to buy more. 



He raised rents 30-40% over 5 years. Displaced thousands of families. Didn’t care. Business was business. 



Then the mega-landlords arrived. 



Blackstone.

Invitation Homes.

Pretium Partners. 



Companies with $50+ billion to deploy. 



They made Richard an offer: $2.5 billion for his entire portfolio. All cash. Close in 30 days. 



He took it. 



Seemed smart. 



He bought for $600 million over 40 years. Sold for $2.5 billion. Made $1.9 billion. 



Wait. Not $1.9 billion. 



Taxes: $950 million. (Federal, state, capital gains, depreciation recapture) 



Net proceeds: $1.55 billion. 



Still sounds like winning, right? 



Except he missed something. 



The mega-landlords now owned his buildings. And used his playbook. At scale. 



Raised rents 50% in 2 years. Eliminated all maintenance. Automated everything. Displaced 3,000 families. 



Including his daughter’s family. 



His daughter Emily lived in one of his former buildings. He’d given her “family rate” rent: $1,200/month for a 3-bedroom. 



Mega-landlords took over. Raised it to $2,800/month immediately. Then $3,400/month a year later. 



Emily couldn’t afford it. Moved to a smaller apartment. Different school district. Worse neighborhood. 



His grandkids? Had to change schools. Lost their friends. Ended up in overcrowded classrooms. 



He offered to pay her rent. She refused. 



“You created this, Dad. You spent 40 years raising rents on families just like us. Now we’re those families. I’m not taking your money. I’m living with what you built.” 



She hasn’t spoken to him in over 2 years. 



His son Jake wanted to buy a house. Starter home. Nothing fancy. 



Couldn’t compete. Mega-landlords bought everything with all-cash offers $50K over asking. 



Jake’s still renting. At $2,600/month. For a 2-bedroom that was $1,100 when Richard owned the building next door. 



Richard offered to buy Jake a house. Jake refused. 



“You sold out our entire city for $1.5 billion. Now you want to buy me a house? That doesn’t fix what you broke.” 



Jake hasn’t visited in 3 years. 



The grandkids don’t know him. Emily tells them “Grandpa lives far away.” He lives 15 minutes away. 



Richard has $1.5 billion in the bank. 



No family dinners. No grandkid birthday parties. No holidays together. 



He extracted $1.5 billion from his community over 40 years. 



His family extracted him from their lives. 



Money can’t fix that. 



The mega-landlords own the buildings. His children pay the rent. He has the cash. 



Nobody won except the mega-landlords. 



And they’re just waiting for the next Richard to sell them the next city. 



The Tech Executive Who Optimized Herself



Jennifer was VP of Engineering at a major tech company. 



Hired in 2015. Led the “operational excellence” initiative. 



Translation: Replace expensive senior engineers with cheap junior engineers. Offshore what can be offshored. Use AI for the rest. 



Over 6 years, she eliminated 2,400 senior engineering positions. Replaced them with 800 junior engineers at one-third the salary. 



Saved the company $340 million per year. Got promoted to Senior Vice President. Made $3.2 million per year. 



2022: New CEO arrives. From private equity background. 



Immediately launches “efficiency review.” 



Brings in McKinsey. They analyze the organization. Find redundancies. 



Recommendation: Eliminate middle management. Including half the Senior Vice Presidents. 



Including Jennifer. 



The irony: McKinsey used her own data. The system she built to track engineer productivity. Applied it to executives. 



Her productivity score: bottom 30% of SVPs. Highest cost per output. 



She was eliminated. By the system she built. Using the metrics she designed. 



Severance: $1.2 million. Sounds generous. But she was 47. Expected to work another 18 years. Lost $50+ million in future earnings. 



And the engineers she fired? Many were 45-52. Lost their peak earning years. 



She did to them what the company did to her. 



The woodchipper doesn’t discriminate. It optimizes everyone eventually. 



The Founder Who Got Foundered



Alex started his company in 2010. 



Built it to $50 million in revenue. Profitable. Growing 40% per year. 



Venture capitalists approached him. “Let us help you scale. Go from $50M to $500M.” 



He didn’t need the money. The business was profitable. 



But the venture capitalists offered $300 million valuation. He’d own 60% after the deal. That’s $180 million on paper. 



He took the money.

Series B.

$50 million at $300M valuation. 



The venture capitalists immediately changed everything: 



“Hire a CFO from big tech. $500K salary.” 



“Hire a VP of Sales from Oracle. $450K salary.” 



“Spend $20M on marketing. Go big or go home.” 



“Grow faster. Profitability doesn’t matter. We need 100% growth.” 



Revenue grew.

To $80 million.

Then $120 million. 



But profitability disappeared. Burning $30 million per year. 



2022: Markets crash. VCs want to sell. No buyers at $300M. Maybe $150M. 



The venture capitalists control the board. Force a sale at $180 million. 



Alex’s 60%? Now 40% after dilution and down round. 



That’s $72 million. Minus taxes: $40 million. 



Sounds good. Until the math shows: he had a $50M revenue profitable business. Worth $150M+ in steady cash flow over 20 years. 



The venture capitalists convinced him to burn $90 million in venture capital money. Destroy profitability. Sell at a loss. 



He made $40 million. Could have made $150 million by just saying no. 



The venture capitalists? Made their money on the early exit. Extracted fees. Moved on. 



He was the extracted. Not the extractor. 



Learned too late. 



The Pattern



The Pattern They All Missed



Every extracted extractor says the same thing: 



“I thought I was different.” 



“I thought I was smart enough to avoid it.” 



“I thought I was on the winning side.” 



They weren’t wrong about the game.

They were wrong about their position in it. 



The private equity partner thought he was the extractor.

He was the asset to be optimized. 



The consultant thought he sold efficiency.

He was the inefficiency to be eliminated. 



The banker thought he controlled the trades.

He was the trade that got closed. 



The real estate mogul thought he was building an empire.

He was building the auction block for his own family. 



The tech executive thought she was optimizing the company.

She was optimizing herself out. 



The founder thought venture capitals were partners.

They were extractors with term sheets. 



They all understood extraction.

Practiced it.

Perfected it. 



Just didn’t understand: the machine doesn’t stop. And it doesn’t discriminate. 



It extracts everyone. Eventually. 



The Psychological Break



What happens after? 



The private equity partner started therapy. Depression. Identity crisis. “I don’t know who I am without the title.” 



The consultant became an alcoholic. His marriage ended. His children don’t talk to him. “Everything I built was extraction. Nothing real.” 



The banker tried to start a company. Failed immediately. “I only knew how to trade and structure deals. Not how to build anything.” 



The real estate mogul watches his grandkids struggle. “I made their lives harder. For money I didn’t need.” 



The tech executive can’t get hired. “My entire resume is layoffs and cost-cutting. No one wants that anymore.” 



The founder advises young founders: “Stay independent. VCs will destroy what you built. And call it help.” 



They all learned the same lesson. 



Too late to use it. 



The Kids Pay Twice



The children of extracted extractors lose twice. 



First: Dad gets fired. Lifestyle disappears. Private school, vacation homes, security—gone. 



Second: They realize what Dad did to others. Before it happened to him. 



The McKinsey partner’s daughter: “My father destroyed 83 companies. Then wondered why karma found him.” 



The Bain Capital partner’s son: “Mom talks about being ’optimized out.’ Like the 12,000 retail workers she optimized out of their jobs.” 



The Goldman banker’s daughter: “Dad sold mortgages that destroyed the economy. Then lost his job in the collapse. And somehow thinks he’s the victim.” 



They see the pattern. Even if their parents don’t. 



The extraction didn’t just take their parents’ jobs. It took their respect. 



The Trap



The Trap They Built



Here’s what they all missed: 



Once someone becomes an extractor, they’re trapped. 



Their skills: extraction-specific. Can’t transfer to building. 



Their network: other extractors. Who are also getting extracted. 



Their reputation: known for destroying, not creating. No one who builds wants them. 



Their mindset: zero-sum. Someone wins, someone loses. Can’t shift to positive-sum. 



They optimized themselves for a game that eventually ends. 



And when it ends? They’re useless. 



The private equity partner can’t operate a company.

Only knows how to strip one. 



The consultant can’t work inside a company.

Only knows how to advise from outside. 



The banker can’t build a business.

Only knows how to finance and structure. 



The real estate mogul can’t build community.

Only knows how to extract from it. 



They have one skill:

extraction. 



When extraction stops working?

They stop being valuable. 



The Alternatives



The Advice That Came Too Late



Some of them warn others now. 



The private equity partner: “Don’t think you’re safe because you’re good at the game. The game will eat you too.” 



The consultant: “Every framework I built to eliminate others was eventually used to eliminate me. Build instead.” 



The banker: “I knew how to make money. Didn’t know how to create value. Learn the difference before it’s too late.” 



The real estate mogul: “I extracted from my city for 40 years. Now my family pays the price. The math always comes due.” 



The tech executive: “Optimization sounds smart. Until you’re the thing being optimized. Build for humans, not metrics.” 



The founder: “VCs will tell you profitability doesn’t matter. It’s the only thing that matters. Stay independent.” 



Good advice. 



But the people who need it don’t listen. 



Because they think they’re different. Smarter. On the winning side. 



Until they’re not. 



The Alternative They Ignored



Some extractors saw the trap. 



Left before it closed. 



The private equity partner who quit in 2015. Started a manufacturing company. Builds furniture. Pays workers $75K+ per year. Profitable. Happy. 



The consultant who left McKinsey in 2012. Started a small firm. Advises on growth, not cuts. Half the revenue, twice the fulfillment. 



The banker who left Goldman in 2009. Teaches finance at a state university. Makes $140K, not $2M. Sleeps better. 



The real estate investor who sold in 2010. Builds affordable housing now. Lower returns. Higher impact. 



They left extraction. Learned to build. 



Some people can switch. Most can’t. 



The difference: they left before extraction became their identity. 



Once someone is the extraction? Can’t escape it. 



Extractors who got extracted learned the hard way. Now some are funding the next generation to build extraction-proof businesses. They invest in Benefit Corporations, co-ops, employee ownership—structures that prevent what happened to them. 



This capital comes with wisdom: avoid private equity buyers, structure for permanence, build for decades. Extracted extractors know extraction intimately. And they’re ensuring the next generation can’t be extracted the same way. The lesson is expensive but the teaching is priceless. 



The Punchline



Building a better mousetrap is smart. 



Until the builder realizes they’re the mouse. 



The extractors built perfect extraction systems. Efficient. Ruthless. Cunning. Optimized. 



But, then they walked into their own traps. 



The private equity spreadsheet doesn’t care who’s in Column A. It just asks: Eliminate? Yes/No. 



The consulting framework doesn’t care who’s redundant. It just calculates: Keep or cut? 



The banking algorithm doesn’t care whose money evaporates. It just processes: Profit or loss? 



They built machines that extract value without emotion. Without loyalty. Without stopping. 



Those machines worked perfectly. 



On them. 



And they can’t complain. Because they built it that way. On purpose. 



The mousetrap doesn’t malfunction when it catches its builder. 



It works exactly as designed. 



They just forgot: everyone's a mouse eventually. 



Even the people who built the trap. 







Next



But there's one place where extractors gather every year to tell themselves they're different. 



Where billionaires and consultants and bankers congratulate each other for "saving the world." 



Where the people who created extraction pretend to solve it. 



The World Economic Forum



Every January, an 86-year-old German professor with a thick accent flies to a Swiss ski resort. 



He dresses like a James Bond villain. Black turtleneck. Sharp suit. Circular pin on the lapel. 



He checks into a hotel where rooms cost $1,200 per night. Outside, private jets line the runway. Inside, world leaders, chief executives, and billionaires shake hands over champagne. 



The professor stands at the podium. Gives the opening remarks. Sets the agenda for the year. 



Not for the conference. For the world. 



No. This isn’t the opening of a thriller novel. 



It’s the World Economic Forum. Always hosted in Davos, Switzerland. And the professor is Klaus Schwab. 



Real organization. Real power. Real agenda. 



It’s an annual ritual. For the people who move markets and shake governments. 



And Schwab openly brags about it. 



“We penetrate the cabinets.” 



He said this at Harvard.

In 2017.

On camera.

At a public lecture.

Still on YouTube. 



Not a conspiracy theory. A recorded fact. 



Founded in 1971. World leaders, chief executives, billionaires. Closed-door meetings. Decisions that affect billions of people who never get invited. 



They don’t hide it. In fact, they advertise it. Brag about it. 



The Organization



The Young Leaders Program



Since 1992, the organization has trained over 1,400 “Young Global Leaders.” 



Not a scholarship program.

Not a mentorship network.

Not a leadership course. 



A placement system. 



They identify rising politicians, tech founders, and corporate executives under the age of 40. Bring them to the Forum. Connect them with billionaires and chief executives. Teach them the stakeholder capitalism model. Give them the agenda. 



Then watch them rise to power. 



Presidents.

Prime Ministers.

Cabinet members.

Tech chief executives.

Media executives. 



All Young Global Leaders.

All trained by the same organization.

All pushing the same policies. 



Lockstep. 



The list reads like a who’s who of global power: 



Political Leaders: 


	Emmanuel Macron (France President)

	Volodymyr Zelensky (Ukraine President)

	Jacinda Ardern (New Zealand Prime Minister)

	Sanna Marin (Finland Prime Minister)

	Pete Buttigieg (US Transportation Secretary)

	Jagmeet Singh (Canada NDP Leader)

	Gavin Newsom (California Governor)





Tech Giants: 


	Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook)

	Jeff Bezos (Amazon)

	Bill Gates (Microsoft)

	Larry Page (Google)

	Sergey Brin (Google)





Media & Culture: 


	Anderson Cooper (CNN)

	Chelsea Clinton (Clinton Foundation)

	Ivanka Trump (Trump Organization)





Over 1,400 alumni from 120+ countries. 



They’re not in governments by accident. They were placed there. Trained. Connected. Promoted. 



Schwab calls it “stakeholder capitalism.”

Sounds nice.

Means something else. 



The “You’ll Own Nothing” Vision



2016. The organization releases a video. 



“Welcome to 2030. I own nothing, have no privacy, and life has never been better.” 



Not satire. Their actual vision. 



The quote came from Danish politician Ida Auken. Young Global Leader. Writing for the organization. 



She described a future where: 


	Nobody owns a car (ride-sharing only)

	Nobody owns a house (everything’s rented)

	Nobody buys products (subscription services)

	Nobody controls their money (digital currency only)

	Nobody owns anything (the “sharing economy”)





And everyone will be happy about it. 



Because everyone will rent everything from the people who own everything. 



The people at the Forum. 



The Great Reset



2020. COVID hits. Schwab sees opportunity. 



“The pandemic represents a rare but narrow window of opportunity to reflect, reimagine, and reset our world.” 



He wrote a book: “COVID-19: The Great Reset.” 



The thesis: Use the crisis to reshape capitalism. Not fix it. Reshape it. 



Into what? 



Stakeholder capitalism. 



Where corporations serve all stakeholders (employees, communities, environment), not just shareholders. 



Sounds good... 



Until the question arises: who defines “stakeholder interests.” 



Remember in “The Shareholder Value Lie” chapter: stakeholder used to mean everyone with a stake in success. Employees who built products. Customers who bought them. Communities that provided infrastructure. Suppliers who enabled production. Shareholders who provided capital. 



All stakeholders.

All equally vital.

All equally valued. 



Then Friedman’s 13 words changed everything. 



Within a decade, “stakeholder” became “shareholder only.” Employees became “human capital.” Customers became “revenue streams.” Communities became “operating environments.” 



The word stayed.

The meaning changed.

Nobody questioned it. 



Now the Forum wants to resurrect “stakeholder capitalism.” But who counts as stakeholders in their version? 



The World Economic Forum. The same billionaires and chief executives who redefined stakeholders into shareholders. The same extractors who caused the problems. 



They’ll fix capitalism. By putting themselves in charge of fixing capitalism. 



It’s like asking the fox to redesign the henhouse. 



The Agendas



The Stakeholder Capitalism Con



Here’s the extraction: 



Shareholder capitalism said: maximize returns to owners. 



Stakeholder capitalism says: balance all stakeholder needs. 



Who decides the balance? 



The C-suite.

The board.

The major shareholders.

The consultants.

The executives. 



The same people who extracted under shareholder capitalism. 



Now they extract while claiming to serve stakeholders. 



E.S.G. (Environmental, Social, Governance) metrics become the new justification. Just like “shareholder value” was the old justification. 



Fire workers? “E.S.G. optimization - reducing carbon footprint through remote work.” 



Cut benefits? “Stakeholder alignment - reallocating resources to community programs.” 



Raise prices? “Sustainable business model - ensuring long-term stakeholder value.” 



Same extraction.

New language.

More moral authority. 



The Public-Private Partnership Scam



The Forum promotes “public-private partnerships.” 



Governments partner with corporations to deliver services. 



Sounds efficient. 



Becomes extraction. 



Every single time. 



Who writes the contracts?

Corporate lawyers. 



Who defines success metrics?

Corporate consultants. 



Who profits from delivery?

Corporations. 



Who takes the risk?

Governments (meaning taxpayers).





Who gets blamed when it fails?

Governments. 



Perfect extraction structure. 



Socialize the losses.

Privatize the profits.

Call it partnership. 



The Forum connects government leaders with corporate executives. The Young Global Leaders become cabinet ministers. They approve contracts with companies advised by other Forum members. 



Everyone extracts. Taxpayers pay. 



The Digital ID Agenda



The Forum pushes “digital identity” for everyone. 



Sounds convenient. 



Safe.

Secure.

Simple. 



One ID for everything... 



Banking.

Healthcare

Travel

Voting

Social services. 



The passport stays at home. Everything goes in the iPhone wallet. 



Who controls the database? 



They say governments. In “partnership” with tech companies. With independent oversight. 



Which tech companies? 



The ones whose founders are Young Global Leaders. 



Amazon.

Apple.

Google.

Facebook.

Microsoft. 



The inner circle completes. 



Digital ID means: 


	Every transaction tracked

	Every movement monitored

	Every purchase recorded

	Every relationship mapped

	Every dissent noted





“People will have no privacy and they’ll be happy.” 



They said it.

Not conspiracy theory.

Their actual published vision. 



The Carbon Credit Extraction



They claim climate change is real. 



The Forum’s solution is extraction. 



Carbon credits.

Companies buy permission to pollute.

The planet burns anyway. 



From whom do they buy permission? 



Carbon credit marketplaces.

Run by financial firms.

Advised by the Forum. 



Poor countries get paid to not develop. Rich countries pay to keep polluting. Financial intermediaries extract fees on every transaction. 



Climate crisis becomes extraction opportunity. 



BlackRock (chief executive Larry Fink: Forum board member) manages climate investment funds. Charges management fees. Whether climate improves or not. 



ESG ratings agencies (funded by Forum members) rate companies. Companies pay for ratings. Better ratings cost more. 



Solve climate change by financializing it. Let the people who caused the problem profit from the solution. 



Audacious.

Evil genius.

Classic extraction. 



The Implementation



The Pandemic Profiteering



COVID-19. Global crisis. Forum members made billions. 



Pharmaceutical companies (chief executives: Forum members) got government contracts. 



With special conditions. 



Governments granted blanket immunity from liability. Before the pandemic was declared. Through the Public Readiness and Emergency Preparedness Act (PREP Act, 2005) and similar laws worldwide. 



No liability for vaccine injuries.

Zero legal recourse.

Complete protection. 



Governments guaranteed purchases.

Paid in advance.

Whether vaccines worked or not. 



Companies got profits.

Governments took all risk.

Taxpayers funded everything. 



Tech platforms (founders: Young Global Leaders) became essential infrastructure. Amazon, Apple, Google, Facebook, Microsoft. All grew massively. 



Work-from-home tools (Zoom chief executive: Forum speaker) exploded. 



Delivery services (backed by Forum members) became monopolies. 



While small businesses got locked down. 



Walmart stayed open.

The local hardware store closed. 



Target kept operating.

The family bookstore shut down. 



Amazon delivered everything.

The neighborhood shop went bankrupt. 



Governments declared big box stores “essential.”

Small businesses “non-essential.”

Even when they sold identical products. 



A corporate gym chain with 10,000 members:

essential. 



A family gym with 200 members:

non-essential. 



Corporate restaurants doing takeout:

allowed. 



Independent restaurants doing takeout:

restricted or closed. 



The virus apparently distinguished between corporate ownership and family ownership. 



Between Forum-connected companies and everyone else. 



Meanwhile: 


	200,000+ small businesses closed permanently

	9 million jobs lost

	11 million renters faced eviction

	55 million students lost in-person education

	400,000+ elderly died alone in lockdown





But Forum members’ wealth increased 54% during the pandemic. 



Schwab called it “Building Back Better.” 



They built their wealth back better. 



The Central Bank Digital Currency Plan



The Forum promotes CBDCs: Central Bank Digital Currencies. 



Government-controlled digital money.

Replacing cash.

Eliminating privacy. 



Sounds modern.

Becomes control.

Eventually mandatory. 



With CBDCs: 


	Every transaction visible to government

	Money can be programmed (expires if not spent)

	Spending can be restricted (no guns, no meat, no travel)

	Accounts can be frozen instantly (no court needed)

	Money loses value if saved (negative interest forces spending)





“Owning nothing” becomes easier when they control the money people use to own things. 



China already has it. Social credit scores determine who can spend what. Act up... money taken down. 



The Forum calls it “financial inclusion.” 



Inclusion in a system they control completely. 



The Food System Takeover



Forum agenda: Transform global food systems. 



Translation: Consolidate food production under corporations advised by Forum members. 



They used to call this a cartel.

These days, it’s known as “sustainability.”

Progress. 



The plan: 


	Lab-grown meat (funded by Gates, Bezos - Forum members)

	Vertical farms (backed by Forum investors)

	Insect protein (Forum-promoted alternative)

	Patented seeds (controlled by agribusiness giants)

	Digital agriculture (tractors that require subscriptions)





Traditional farming gets regulated out of existence. Climate rules. Emissions targets. Sustainability mandates. 



Small farms can’t comply.

Sell to corporate consolidators.

Or go bankrupt. 



Who owns the patents on lab-grown meat?

Forum-connected biotech firms. 



Who owns the vertical farm technology?

Forum-backed startups. 



Who provides the software for digital agriculture? Tech giants run by Young Global Leaders. 



Control food. Control people. Control everything. 



“Owning nothing” includes not owning the means to feed oneself. 



The Smart City Surveillance



The Forum promotes “smart cities.” 



Sensors everywhere. Cameras everywhere. Data collected on everything. 



Traffic patterns. Energy usage. Water consumption. Waste production. Movement. Gatherings. Behavior. 



All to “optimize urban living.” 



Who builds the infrastructure?

Tech companies run by Forum members. 



Who analyzes the data? Artificial intelligence platforms owned by Forum-connected firms. 



Who controls access?

Governments advised by Forum consultants. 



The connected city becomes the controlled city. 



They call it the “15-minute city.” 



Everything within 15 minutes. 



Work.

Shopping.

Healthcare.

Schools.

Parks. 



Sounds convenient. 



Until the restrictions appear. 



Can’t drive certain routes (emissions limits). Can’t use too much water (conservation quotas). Can’t gather in groups (optimization algorithms). Can’t leave the zone without permission (efficiency protocols). Can’t travel more than 15 minutes (climate compliance). 



The 15-minute city becomes the 15-minute cage. 



All enforced automatically.

All tracked digitally.

All justified by stakeholder capitalism. 



“We’re optimizing for collective good.” 



The good they define. The collection they control. 



The Infiltration Network



Schwab wasn’t exaggerating. They did penetrate cabinets. 



Not through elections. Through placement. 



Young Global Leaders graduate the program. Get promoted to cabinet positions. Implement Forum agendas. Hire other Young Global Leaders. 



Canada: Justin Trudeau (Prime Minister) and Chrystia Freeland (Deputy Prime Minister) - both Young Global Leaders. 



France: Emmanuel Macron (President) - Young Global Leader, half his cabinet also members. 



New Zealand: Jacinda Ardern (former Prime Minister) - Young Global Leader, implemented some of most aggressive COVID policies. 



Ukraine: Volodymyr Zelensky (President) - Young Global Leader. 



Finland: Sanna Marin (former Prime Minister) - Young Global Leader. 



Not a conspiracy.

They list these people on their website.

They’re proud of it. 



The Forum doesn’t need to overthrow governments. They trained the people running them. 



The Corporate Coordination



The Forum isn’t just about governments. It coordinates corporations. 



Chief executives of competing companies meet annually. Closed sessions. No antitrust oversight. Plan industry futures together. 



They call it “multi-stakeholder governance.” 



Also known as: 


	Public-private partnerships

	Corporate coordination

	Stakeholder capitalism





History calls it: oligarchy. 



Means: Corporate leaders making policy decisions without democratic process. 



Banking chief executives decide financial regulations.

Tech chief executives decide content moderation rules.

Pharma chief executives decide health policies.

Food company chief executives decide nutrition standards.

Energy chief executives decide climate policies. 



Governments implement what Forum consensus decides. 



Called it “public-private partnership.” Actually: private decision, public enforcement. 



The executives who profit write the rules they profit from. 



Extraction encoded into governance. 



The Wealth Consolidation Result



Since the Forum became influential (1990s onward): 



Billionaire wealth increased 3,500%.

Worker wages increased 22% (barely ahead of inflation).

Cost of housing increased 500%.

Cost of education increased 1,200%.

Cost of healthcare increased 600%.

Corporate profits at record highs.

Wealth inequality at record levels. 



The Forum holds conferences about inequality. Attended by billionaires who caused it. 



They’re not trying to fix inequality. They’re managing it. The same way doctors ”manage” autoimmune diseases... treat the symptoms, never cure the cause. 



Keeping people dependent enough to control. Not prosperous enough to resist. 



Universal Basic Income (Forum proposal) =

dependence on government (run by Young Global Leaders). 



Digital ID (Forum proposal) =

surveillance and control. 



Cashless society (Forum proposal) =

trackable, controllable transactions. 



Smart cities (Forum proposal) =

monitored, restricted movement. 



“People will own nothing and be happy.” 



Or else. 



The Support System



The Extraction Behind the Acronyms



Every Forum initiative has a friendly acronym: 



E.S.G. (Environmental, Social, Governance) =

Extraction under Sustainability Guise 



C.B.D.C. (Central Bank Digital Currency) =

Centralized Behavior Determining Control 



S.D.G.s (Sustainable Development Goals) =

Stakeholder Directed Governance 



P.P.P. (Public-Private Partnership) =

Privatize Profit, Publicize Problems 



The language sounds progressive. The reality is extraction. 



They’re not building a better world. They’re building a controlled world. 



Where they own everything. Everyone else owns nothing. And they declare everyone happy about it. 



The Academic Legitimization



Harvard hosts Schwab to speak. Calls it “Strengthening Collaboration in a Fractured World.” 



He admits to penetrating governments. Gets applause. 



Business schools teach stakeholder capitalism. As if it’s innovation, not extraction. 



Universities accept Forum funding. Research Forum priorities. Publish Forum-approved conclusions. 



Young professors who align with Forum thinking get promoted. Ones who question it get marginalized or worse... canceled. 



Academic capture legitimizes policy capture. 



By the time students graduate, they think Forum agendas are normal. Inevitable. Progressive. 



Extraction taught as enlightenment. 



The Media Amplification



Major news organizations send top anchors to cover the Forum. 



CNN.

BBC.

CNBC.

Bloomberg.

Reuters. 



All treat it seriously. Respectfully. 



Anderson Cooper (CNN) is a Young Global Leader. Conflict of interest? Not mentioned. 



The Forum announces initiatives. Media reports them as news, not propaganda. 



“Forum calls for climate action” (not “billionaires who fly private jets lecture poor people about emissions”). 



“Forum promotes digital currency” (not “elites push trackable money to control spending”). 



“Forum advances stakeholder capitalism” (not “corporations write rules to benefit corporations”). 



Media doesn’t investigate the Forum.

Media amplifies it.

Media protects it. 



Some journalists are Young Global Leaders. Others want invitations to next year’s conference. 



Everyone benefits from not asking hard questions. 



Asking hard questions ends careers. 



The Resistance



The Resistance They Fear



What scares the Forum? 



Not protests.

Those they ignore. 



Not criticism.

That they call “misinformation.” 



Not elections.

They’ve penetrated most cabinets regardless of party. 



What scares them: 



People who don’t need them. 



Builders who create without their funding.

Communities that organize without their platforms.

Farmers who grow without their patents.

Businesses that succeed without their venture capital.

People who own things outright (no subscriptions, no loans, no dependencies).

Teachers who educate without their curricula.

Families who raise children to build, not extract. 



The extraction economy needs dependency. 



The abundance economy creates independence. 



That’s the threat. 



Not to their wealth. To their control. 



Davos elites plan the future in Swiss ski resorts. Builders create it in garages, workshops, and Main Streets. The plans diverge completely. And the future being built matters more than the future being planned. 



These builders aren’t invited to Davos. Don’t care about Davos. They’re solving real problems for real people. Making $100K-$5M annually. Building businesses that last. While Davos talks, builders build. The future belongs to the latter. 



The Punchline



It’s like the company that polluted the river selling water filters. 



Same pollution. Same company. Same profit model. 



Just charging twice now. 



And calling it environmentalism. 







Next



But the Forum isn't extraction's only gathering point. 



Extraction happens everywhere. In every industry. In every transaction. In every decision. 



A thousand points of extraction. All extracting at once. 



The Thousand Points of Extraction



September 1988.

Republican National Convention.

New Orleans. 



George H.W. Bush accepts the nomination for President. 



He delivers the line that will define his campaign: 



“I will keep America moving forward, always forward—for a better America, for an endless enduring dream and a thousand points of light.” 



A thousand points of light. 



Nobody understood what that meant. 



Pundits debated it.

Speechwriters explained it (vaguely).

Voters shrugged. 



Good. 



Because extractors speak in code. 



“Stakeholder capitalism” means corporate control. 



“Public-private partnership” means privatize profits, socialize losses. 



“Structural adjustment” means extraction. 



“Thousand points of light” refers to non-governmental organizations. Private organizations doing public work. 



Not elected.

Not accountable.

Not transparent. 



But shaping policy. Writing regulations. Controlling resources. Directing funds. Setting standards. 



All while claiming to serve humanity. 



Bush created the “Points of Light Foundation” in 1990. 



To promote non-governmental organizations.

Volunteerism.

Private solutions to public problems. 



The pitch: Government can’t solve everything. Communities must help themselves. 



The reality: Privatize public services. Let non-governmental organizations extract. Call it compassion. 



About 40 years later: non-governmental organizations control more policy than most governments. 



The International Monetary Fund.

The World Bank.

The World Trade Organization.

The World Health Organization.

The Bank for International Settlements. 



None elected by anyone. 



All controlling everyone. 



Bush’s thousand points of light became the global extraction network. 



Unelected.

Unaccountable.

Unstoppable. 



The Model



The Non-Governmental Organization Structure



Non-governmental organization sounds independent.

Neutral.

Grassroots. 



Reality: Funded by governments. Controlled by corporations. Staffed by extractors. 



The structure: 




	Governments fund non-governmental organizations to implement policy

	Corporations fund non-governmental organizations to write regulations

	Non-governmental organizations hire former government officials as staff

	Staff rotate back to government with non-governmental organization agenda

	Policy gets laundered through “independent” organizations

	Extractors avoid democratic accountability





It’s lobbying.

With tax-exempt status.

And international authority. 



Example: 



Government wants to deregulate banking. Voters would oppose it. 



Solution: Fund a non-governmental organization to study banking regulation. The organization hires former bank executives as “experts.” Experts recommend deregulation. The organization publishes report. Government cites “independent analysis.” Implements deregulation. 



Voters can’t vote against it. Because non-governmental organizations aren’t elected. 



Perfect extraction insulation. 



The Coordination Network



The thousand points include more than just the obvious ones. 



There’s a shadow network. 



Think tanks. Policy institutes. Leadership forums. Strategic groups. 



All non-governmental organizations. All shaping policy. All coordinating extraction. 



The Shadow Network



Chatham House



The Royal Institute of International Affairs. Coordinates British foreign policy with corporate interests. 



Famous for the “Chatham House Rule”: participants can use information, but can’t reveal who said it. 



Translation: perfect deniability. Say anything. Coordinate anything. No accountability. 



Members include: prime ministers, intelligence chiefs, corporate executives, media owners. 



They meet.

They coordinate.

They implement. 



No one can prove who said what. 



Council on Foreign Relations



Every Secretary of State since 1940 has been a member. 



Every CIA Director.

Every Treasury Secretary.

Every Federal Reserve Chairman. 



Not because they got appointed then joined. Because CFR members get appointed. 



David Rockefeller chaired it for decades. Now it’s corporate CEOs, hedge fund managers, tech billionaires. 



They publish Foreign Affairs journal. The magazine that tells governments what to think. Directives disguised as analysis. 



Policy gets written at CFR. Government implements it. Media (also CFR members) supports it. 



Citizens never vote on it. In fact, they never see it. 



Trilateral Commission



David Rockefeller created it. 



To coordinate policy between United States, Europe, and Japan. 



The membership list reads like a who’s who of extraction: 




	Henry Kissinger (Secretary of State, war criminal)

	Paul Volcker (Federal Reserve Chairman, inflation engineer)

	Zbigniew Brzezinski (National Security Advisor, Cold War architect)

	Larry Fink (BlackRock CEO, asset extraction king)





Over 300 members. 



Rotating between government, non-governmental organizations, and corporations. 



Coordinating extraction across three continents. 



Bilderberg Group



The most secretive non-governmental organization of them all. 



Annual meeting.

120-150 attendees.

Politicians, CEOs, royalty, media owners. 



No press allowed.

No minutes published.

No transparency whatsoever. 



Attendees include: 




	Prime ministers (before and after holding office)

	Central bank governors

	Defense ministers

	Tech CEOs (Bezos, Zuckerberg, Musk)

	Oil executives

	Banking CEOs





They meet for 3 days. Behind closed doors. Armed security. Media blackout. 



Then return to their countries. 



Within weeks: Central banks raise interest rates simultaneously. New trade agreements announced. Military interventions justified. Regulations changed. 



All coordinated. All synchronized. All implemented. 



Pure coincidence, of course. 



Atlantic Council



NATO’s policy arm. Disguised as a think tank. 



Funded by: defense contractors (Lockheed, Raytheon, Northrop Grumman). Oil companies (BP, Chevron). Tech giants (Google, Facebook, Microsoft). 



Purpose: justify military spending. Identify new threats. Create new wars. Extract defense budgets. 



They publish reports: “Russia is dangerous.” “China is aggressive.” “Iran is threatening.” 



Governments increase defense budgets. Contractors get contracts. Atlantic Council donors profit. 



Perfect extraction loop. 



Aspen Institute



“Leadership development” for extractors. 



The Aspen Strategy Group coordinates defense policy. The Aspen Economic Strategy Group coordinates corporate policy. The Aspen Security Forum coordinates intelligence policy. 



Members rotate to government.

Implement Aspen recommendations.

Return to Aspen. Get paid. 



Funded by: foundations (Gates, Rockefeller, Carnegie). Corporations (Google, Cisco, Bank of America). Governments (State Department, Pentagon). 



The same pattern as every other non-governmental organization: funders get policy. Citizens get extracted. 



World Economic Forum



Klaus Schwab’s global extraction summit. Young Global Leaders program. Stakeholder capitalism. Great Reset. 



The most visible non-governmental organization. 



They’re proud of their extraction skills. 



Because they advertise it. 



Same structure as other non-governmental organizations. Same funders. Same members. Same agenda. Different logo. 



Like McDonald’s vs. Burger King vs. Wendy’s. Same corporate fast food model. Same nutritional extraction. 



Chatham House coordinates British extraction.

CFR coordinates American extraction.

Trilateral coordinates three-continent extraction.

Bilderberg coordinates Euro-Atlantic extraction.

Atlantic Council coordinates military extraction.

Aspen coordinates elite extraction.

World Economic Forum coordinates global extraction. 



All non-governmental organizations. All unelected. All unaccountable. All coordinated. All unstoppable. 



Bush’s thousand points of light. 



Shining on everyone except the people being extracted. 



The Financial Control System



The International Monetary Fund



Founded in 1944. 



Hosted at the Bretton Woods Conference. 



Purpose: “Stabilize international monetary system.” 



Reality: Control poor countries through debt. 



The model: 



Country faces economic crisis. Currency collapses. Can’t pay debts. 



The IMF offers a “rescue loan”. But with conditions. Called “structural adjustment.” 



The conditions: 




	Cut government spending (fire workers, end subsidies)

	Privatize state assets (sell utilities, infrastructure)

	Open markets to foreign investment (let extractors buy everything)

	Deregulate industries (remove protections)

	Raise interest rates (make borrowing expensive)





The country implements IMF conditions. Economy gets worse. Needs more loans. 



IMF provides more loans. With more conditions. More extraction. More control. 



The country never escapes. The debt compounds. The extraction continues. Forever. 



Argentina: 22 IMF loans since 1956. Still in crisis. Still extracting. 



Greece: $330 billion in IMF/EU loans since 2010. Austerity destroyed the economy. Youth unemployment hit 60%. Still paying. 



Jamaica: 19 IMF agreements since 1973. GDP per capita lower than 1970. Half the population lives in poverty. 



The pattern repeats. Everywhere. Forever. 



Because the IMF doesn’t solve crises. It exploits them. 



The Economic Hit Man Confession



John Perkins worked as an economic consultant. For 10 years. 



His job: convince developing countries to accept massive loans. For infrastructure projects they didn’t need. At terms they couldn’t afford. 



He wrote about it in “Confessions of an Economic Hit Man” (2004). 



The process: 



Consultants create economic forecasts. Wildly optimistic projections. “This dam will generate 500 megawatts. Create 10,000 jobs. Boost GDP by 15%.” 



Country takes World Bank loan based on forecasts. 



American contractors build the project.

Overcharge by 300%.

Extract the loan money. 



The project fails. Revenue projections were fiction. Country can’t repay. 



IMF offers “rescue package.” With structural adjustment conditions. The extraction accelerates. 



Perkins described it perfectly: “We were a close-knit fraternity. We avoided the oversight that would have exposed us. We were untouchable.” 



The extractors coordinating through non-governmental organizations. Immune from accountability. 



Exactly as designed. 



The Structural Adjustment Scam



Here’s what “structural adjustment” actually means: 



Before IMF: 




	Country owns electric company.

	Charges low rates.

	Employs 10,000 people.






	Country owns water utility.

	Provides clean water.

	Breaks even.






	Country subsidizes food.

	Poor people can eat.

	Farmers can sell crops.






	Country regulates banks.

	Prevents predatory lending.

	Protects savers.





After IMF: 




	Private equity buys electric company.

	Pennies on the dollar.

	Fires 7,000 workers.

	Raises rates 300%.

	Extracts profit.






	Multinational buys water utility.

	Cuts service to poor neighborhoods.

	Raises rates.

	Extracts profit.






	Food subsidies eliminated.

	Poor starve.

	Agribusiness buys farmland.

	Extracts profit.






	Banking deregulated.

	Foreign banks enter.

	Charge 40% interest.

	Extracts profit.





The country gets: higher unemployment, higher prices, poverty, hunger, debt. 



The extractors get: assets, profits, control. 



The IMF calls it: “reform.” 



Translation: extraction. 



Who staffs the IMF? 



Former Goldman Sachs executives.

Former JP Morgan economists.

Former McKinsey consultants. 



The fingerprints never change... it’s always the same clan. And they never suffer the consequences - instead, they get promoted. 



Failure is success.

Rescue is an extraction opportunity.

Orwell would be proud. 



The same extractors who broke the global economy in 2008. Now “fixing” poor countries. 



By extracting faster. 



The World Bank



Founded 1944. Same conference as IMF. Purpose: “Rebuild Europe after World War II.” 



Reality: Create permanent debt dependency in poor countries. 



The model: 



Poor country needs infrastructure. 



Roads.

Bridges.

Dams.

Power plants.

Water systems. 



World Bank offers the loans. At low interest. Sounds generous. 



But... 



Conditions: 




	Use World Bank-approved contractors

	American and European corporations only

	Open markets to foreign investment

	Adopt World Bank governance standards

	Privatize state-owned enterprises





The country accepts. (Didn’t really have any choices.) Gets $500 million loan. 



The contractors: Bechtel. Halliburton. CH2M Hill. All American. All charging premium rates. 



The $500 million loan costs $800 million to implement. Because contractors overcharge. 



The country now owes $500 million. Plus interest. For 30 years. 



The infrastructure? Built by foreign companies. Using foreign materials. Employing foreign workers. 



The country gets: debt and a highway. 



The contractors get: $800 million in revenue. 



The World Bank gets: 30 years of control. 



Example: 



World Bank loaned Philippines $300 million for power plant in 1976. 



Contractor: Westinghouse. 



Original estimate: $500 million. 



Actual cost: $2.3 billion (360% over budget). 



Corruption, kickbacks, cost overruns. 



The Philippines paid the loans for 30+ years. Finished in 2007. 



Total paid: $2.3 billion in principal plus decades of interest. 



The plant never generated a single watt of electricity. Built on an earthquake fault line. 



The contractors got rich. The Philippines got debt. 



The World Bank? Still lending. Still extracting. 



The Washington Consensus



1989: John Williamson (economist) coins term “Washington Consensus.” 



The 10 Commandments for “Fixing” Developing Countries: 



1. Fiscal discipline (cut spending) 2. Tax reform (lower corporate taxes) 3. Interest rate liberalization (raise rates) 4. Competitive exchange rates (devalue currency) 5. Trade liberalization (remove tariffs) 6. Foreign investment (let corporations buy assets) 7. Privatization (sell state enterprises) 8. Deregulation (eliminate protections) 9. Property rights (protect corporate ownership) 10. Redirect spending (cut social programs) 



Notice: Every single policy benefits foreign corporations. Zero policies benefit citizens. 



The IMF and World Bank enforced Washington Consensus globally. 



Called it “reform.” “Modernization.” “Development.” 



Actually: extraction playbook. 



Countries that followed Washington Consensus: 




	Argentina: Economic collapse (2001)

	Russia: Oligarch takeover (1990s)

	Mexico: Peso crisis (1994)

	Thailand: Asian financial crisis (1997)

	Greece: Debt crisis (2010)





Countries that ignored Washington Consensus: 




	China: Became global superpower

	Vietnam: Rapid development

	South Korea: Technology leader

	Malaysia: Diversified economy





The pattern: Washington Consensus destroyed countries. Rejection of it built them. 



But IMF and World Bank still push it. Because extraction works. For the extractors. 



The Enforcement Mechanisms



World Trade Organization



Founded 1995. Purpose: “Regulate international trade.” 



Reality: Enforce corporate rights. Override national sovereignty. 



The mechanism: 



Corporation wants to sell product in Country A. Country A bans it (safety, environment, labor standards). 



Corporation sues Country A at WTO. Claims “trade barrier.” 



WTO rules: Country must allow product. Or face sanctions. 



Country can’t appeal. Can’t override. Can’t regulate. 



Corporate profit becomes international law. 



Examples: 



United States banned flavored cigarettes (2009). To protect children. 



Indonesia sued at WTO. Claimed discrimination (clove cigarettes banned, menthol allowed). 



WTO ruled against U.S. Required changing law. 



Cigarette companies won. Children lost. 







European Union banned hormone-treated beef. Health concerns. 



United States sued at WTO. Claimed trade barrier. 



WTO ruled against EU. Imposed $125 million annual sanctions. 



EU paid sanctions for 20 years. Rather than import hormone beef. 



Cost: $2.5 billion. For exercising sovereignty. 







Canada wanted plain cigarette packaging. No branding. Reduce youth smoking. 



Philip Morris sued. Under WTO rules. 



Canada delayed implementation for 5 years. Legal costs: $50 million. 



Tobacco company successfully delayed public health policy. Using trade law. 



The pattern: WTO prioritizes corporate profit over health, safety, environment, sovereignty. 



By design. 



Who writes WTO rules? 



Corporate lawyers. Trade industry lobbyists. Former executives. 



The same people who profit from the rules. 



Then enforce them through unelected tribunals. 



World Health Organization



Founded 1948. Purpose: “International public health.” 



Reality: Coordinate pharmaceutical industry extraction during crises. 



The mechanism: 



WHO declares a pandemic. Gives recommendations. Countries implement. 



Recommendations written by pharmaceutical companies. Through “advisory committees.” 



When pandemic arrives, pharmaceutical companies profit. Every time. 



Example: H1N1 Swine Flu (2009) 



WHO declared pandemic. Level 6 (highest). 



Recommended countries stockpile vaccines. Antivirals. 



Countries spent $18 billion on vaccines. $3 billion on Tamiflu. 



WHO advisory committee members: 




	Dr. Albert Osterhaus: Received $6 million from vaccine manufacturers

	Dr. Frederick Hayden: Consultant for Roche (Tamiflu maker)

	Dr. Arnold Monto: Consultant for GlaxoSmithKline





All undisclosed during recommendations. 



Pandemic severity? Mild. Death rate: 0.02% (far below seasonal flu). 



Vaccines? Most never used. Destroyed after expiration. 



Tamiflu? Marginally effective. Side effects worse than flu. 



But pharmaceutical companies made $21 billion. 



From recommendations written by people they paid. 



Through WHO “guidance.” 







COVID-19 (2020): 



WHO declared pandemic. Recommended lockdowns. Masks. Vaccines. Shelter in place. 



Countries implemented. Economies shut down. Trillions spent. 



WHO funding sources: 




	Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation: $751 million (2020-2021)

	Pharmaceutical industry: $500+ million

	GAVI (vaccine alliance funded by Gates): $300 million





Gates Foundation owns stock in: Pfizer, BioNTech, Moderna, Johnson & Johnson. 



All COVID vaccine makers. 



WHO recommended vaccines.

Gates profited. 



Conflict of interest?

Not mentioned. 



Policy influenced by donor?

Not disclosed. 



Media coverage?

Silence. 



Hard to investigate the organizations funding the news networks. 



Bank for International Settlements



Founded 1930. Basel, Switzerland. Purpose: “Central bank for central banks.” 



Reality: Coordinate monetary policy globally. Insulate from democratic control. 



The members: Central banks from 63 countries. Meeting monthly. Setting policy. 



No public attendance.

No recordings.

No minutes.

No transcripts.

No accountability. 



The decisions affect: Interest rates. Banking regulations. Currency values. Credit availability. 



Everything that determines economic conditions. For billions of people. 



None of whom vote for BIS members. 



The BIS created: 




	Basel Accords (banking capital requirements)

	Coordinated interest rate policy

	Central bank digital currency frameworks

	Financial stability standards

	Cross-border payment systems





All implemented by member central banks. All affecting domestic economies. Zero democratic input. 



Example: 



BIS recommended raising interest rates simultaneously (2022). To fight inflation. 



Every major central bank complied. United States, Europe, Japan, Canada, Australia. 



Interest rates rose from 0% to 5% in 18 months. 



Result: 




	Mortgage rates doubled

	Small business loans became expensive

	Credit card rates hit 25%

	Housing prices crashed

	Recession began





Who voted for this policy? Nobody. BIS decided. Central banks implemented. 



The extractors who benefit from higher rates (banks, bondholders, creditors) coordinated policy through BIS. 



The people who suffer from higher rates (workers, homeowners, businesses) had no voice. 



Perfect extraction insulation. 



The Control Systems



The Revolving Door



Here’s how non-governmental organizations maintain control: 



Government official (Treasury Secretary, Trade Representative, Central Bank Governor) leaves office. 



Joins non-governmental organization (IMF, World Bank, WTO, BIS) at triple the salary. 



Works at the organization for 5 years. Writes policies. Sets standards. Creates frameworks. 



Leaves the organization. Joins corporation that benefits from those policies. 



Or returns to government. Implements the non-governmental organization agenda. 



Example: 



Robert Zoellick: 



U.S. Trade Representative (2001-2005): Negotiated trade deals 



World Bank President (2007-2012): Enforced trade liberalization 



Goldman Sachs Vice Chairman (2013-present): Profits from trade deals 







Larry Summers: 



U.S. Treasury Secretary (1999-2001): Deregulated derivatives 



World Bank Chief Economist (1991-1993): Pushed financial deregulation 



Hedge fund consultant (2006-present): Profits from derivatives 







Stanley Fischer: 



IMF Deputy Director (1994-2001): Designed structural adjustment 



Citigroup Vice Chairman (2002-2005): Profited from privatization 



Bank of Israel Governor (2005-2013): Implemented IMF policies 



Federal Reserve Vice Chairman (2014-2017): Coordinated with BIS 



The same people rotate through: Government, non-governmental organizations, Corporations. 



Writing rules.

Implementing rules.

Profiting from rules. 



The non-governmental organization provides credibility. “Independent expert analysis.” 



Actually: extraction coordination with diplomatic immunity. 



The Treaty Trap



Non-governmental organizations create international treaties. Politicians sign them. Sovereignty disappears. 



The mechanism: 



The organization drafts treaty. “Experts” write terms. Corporate lawyers review. 



Treaty presented as beneficial. 



“Trade.”

“Health.”

“Climate.”

“Security.”

“Human rights.” 



Politicians sign. (Career advancement. Board seats after office. Speaking fees. IMF positions.) 



Domestic law becomes subordinate to treaty. 



Citizens can’t override treaty. Even if majority opposes. 



Non-governmental organization tribunal enforces treaty. Overrides national courts. 



Example: 



North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA, 1994). 



Ross Perot warned about it during the 1992 presidential debate. 



“Giant sucking sound of jobs leaving the country.” 



Nobody listened. 



Even worse, Perot was bullied to drop out of the race. His message touched the “third rail”. They didn’t debate him. They removed him. 



NAFTA passed anyway. 1994. 



Here’s what Perot warned about: 



Created trade tribunal. Allowed corporations to sue governments. 



Not in domestic courts. In NAFTA tribunal. Just 3 arbitrators. Secret proceedings. 



Corporations won 90% of cases. 



Payouts: 




	Mexico paid $204 million to Metalclad.

	Waste facility blocked for environment.






	Canada paid $130 million to AbitibiBowater.

	Government prevented clearcutting.






	United States paid $97 million to Glamis Gold.

	Mining blocked on indigenous land.





Government tried to protect environment. Corporation sued. Won. Got paid. 



All under treaty signed by people no longer in office. Affecting people who never voted for it. 



Perfect extraction lock-in. 







Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP, proposed 2016): 



Would have allowed: 




	Corporations to sue governments for “lost future profits”

	Override domestic safety regulations

	Extend pharmaceutical patents (higher drug prices)

	Restrict financial regulation

	Privatize state-owned enterprises





The treaty: 5,544 pages. Written by 600 corporate lobbyists. Negotiated in secret. 



United States withdrew in 2017. Public opposition won. 



But the other countries didn’t stop. 



They renamed it: Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). 



Same extraction. Different acronym. Entered force 2018. 



11 countries signed. United Kingdom joined 2024. Others applying. 



The United States withdrew. The extraction continued without them. 



The Standard-Setting Scam



Non-governmental organizations don’t just write treaties. They write standards. 



International Organization for Standardization (ISO). World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). Codex Alimentarius. 



Standards that become de facto law. 



Example: 



ISO creates food safety standard. Requires expensive testing equipment. 



Poor countries can’t afford equipment. Can’t export food. 



Who sells the equipment? Multinational corporations. From rich countries. 



The standard creates captive market. For extraction. 







WIPO writes intellectual property rules. Strong patent protection. 



Pharmaceutical companies patent drugs. Charge $1,000 per pill. 



Generic versions illegal. Under WIPO rules. 



Poor countries can’t afford medication. People die. 



But patents protected. Profits extracted. 







Codex Alimentarius sets food standards. Pesticide limits. Additive rules. Labeling requirements. 



Standards written by: Monsanto, Bayer, Nestlé, Coca-Cola. 



The companies selling pesticides write the pesticide limits. 



The companies selling additives write the additive rules. 



The companies selling processed food write the nutrition standards. 



It’s like asking a burglar to write the laws on theft. 



Then the organization enforces those rules globally. 



Extraction standardized. Globally. Forever. 



The Extraction Channels



Foreign Aid Extraction



Non-governmental organizations administer foreign aid. Sounds charitable. 



Reality: Aid flows back to donor countries. 



The mechanism: 



United States gives $50 billion in foreign aid annually. 



Conditions: Must buy American products. Hire American contractors. Ship on American vessels. 



The money flows: Treasury → USAID → American contractors. 



The cash never leaves America. Only the products do. 



Contractors deliver “aid” (food, medicine, infrastructure) to poor countries. 



Overcharge by 300%. Keep the profit. 



Instead of sending cash directly to countries (maximum impact), the money funnels through American middlemen (maximum extraction). 



Example: 



USAID sends $100 million in food aid to Kenya. 



Must buy American grain. Ship on American ships. Use American logistics companies. 



American grain costs: $30 million. 



American shipping costs: $45 million. 



American logistics costs: $15 million. 



Total: $90 million. For $30 million of food. 



Kenya receives: $30 million of grain. 



American contractors receive: $60 million in profit. 



USAID calls it: “$100 million in aid to Kenya.” 



Actually: $60 million extraction from taxpayers, $30 million to Kenya, $60 million to contractors. 



The aid numbers look good. The extraction is invisible. 







World Food Programme (UN agency) distributes food aid. 



Buys grain from: Cargill, Archer Daniels Midland, Bunge. 



All American agribusiness giants. 



Ships on: Maersk, Mediterranean Shipping Company. 



European shipping monopolies. 



The poor countries receive: free food. 



The contractors receive: profit. 



The local farmers in poor countries receive: bankruptcy. 



Because who buys local grain when free American grain floods the market? 



Local farmers can’t compete with free. Stop planting. Lose their land. Become dependent on foreign aid. 



The next year: need more aid. Because local farming died. 



Net result: Dependency increases. Extraction continues. Forever. 



The Ukraine Model



Since February 2022, the United States sent $175+ billion to Ukraine. 



Congress approved it.

Taxpayers funded it.

Media supported it. 



Here’s where the money actually went: 



$68 billion: U.S. defense contractors. 



Lockheed Martin (Javelin missiles). Raytheon (Stinger missiles). Northrop Grumman (ammunition). General Dynamics (artillery). 



The weapons get shipped to Ukraine. The cash stays in America. With contractors. 



$27 billion: U.S. military operations. 



Troop deployments. Intelligence support. Logistics. All performed by American contractors. Paid by taxpayers. 



$46 billion: Economic and humanitarian aid. 



Administered by USAID. Funneled through non-governmental organizations. The same middlemen extracting fees described earlier. 



$34 billion: Other assistance. 



Training.

Advisors.

Consultants. 



All American contractors. 



Total sent to Ukraine: $175 billion. 



Total that stayed in America: $140+ billion. 



Ukraine received weapons and loans. America received profits and debt. 



But here’s the real extraction: 



BlackRock got the reconstruction contract. 



December 2022. Ukraine signed agreement with BlackRock to “coordinate investment” in reconstruction. 



Estimated reconstruction cost: $750 billion. 



Who will fund it?

IMF and World Bank loans to Ukraine. 



Who will build it?

American and European contractors approved by BlackRock. 



Who profits?

BlackRock. Contractors. Extractors. 



Who pays?

Ukrainian taxpayers. For decades. 



The war creates destruction. The destruction requires reconstruction. The reconstruction creates debt. The debt creates control. 



Meanwhile, agricultural land privatization: 



Ukraine has 32 million hectares of fertile farmland. Some of the richest soil on Earth. 



Before 2020, foreign ownership was prohibited. 



2020: Zelensky (Young Global Leader, World Economic Forum) changed the law. 



Foreign corporations can now buy Ukrainian farmland. 



Cargill.

Monsanto.

DuPont. 



All positioned to acquire land. 



The country that fed 400 million people becomes foreign-owned agribusiness extraction. 



War accelerates the process: 



Desperate country needs weapons. Accepts loans. Signs agreements. Privatizes assets. 



Same playbook as IMF structural adjustment. Just faster. 



The extractors don’t cause every war. But they profit from all of them. 



Ukraine isn’t aid. It’s investment in future extraction. 



The weapons flow now. The debt compounds forever. The assets transfer permanently. 



Taxpayers think they’re helping a country defend itself. 



Actually: funding contractors today, creating debt colony tomorrow, transferring assets to extractors permanently. 



The thousand points of light shine brightest during crises. 



Because desperate countries accept any terms. 



Climate Extraction



Non-governmental organizations created the climate change extraction model. 



Al Gore popularized it. 



Former Vice President. Lost the 2000 election. Pivoted to climate activism. 



Released “An Inconvenient Truth” (2006). Won Nobel Peace Prize (2007). Made climate change mainstream. 



Then made a fortune from it. 



Founded Generation Investment Management (climate-focused investment firm). Became partner at Kleiner Perkins (venture capital). Invested in carbon trading companies. Advised green energy startups. 



Net worth in 2000: $2 million. 



Net worth in 2023: $300+ million. 



Made $300 million from climate crisis. While warning about climate crisis. 



The framework he promoted: 



United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 



The framework: 




	Rich countries caused climate change

	Poor countries suffer climate change

	Rich countries must pay “climate finance”

	Money flows through non-governmental organizations

	Non-governmental organizations decide how to spend it





But here’s the extraction: 



100 corporations cause 71% of global emissions. ExxonMobil. Shell. BP. Chevron. Coal producers. Industrial manufacturers. 



Plus the US military. Single largest institutional polluter on Earth. More emissions than 140 countries combined. 



Who pays for climate change? 



Not the corporations.

They get subsidies.

Tax breaks.

Regulatory exemptions.

Carbon credits to keep polluting. ESG investment flows. 



Not the military. 



Exempt from climate agreements. Kyoto Protocol. Paris Agreement. All exempted military emissions. 



Regular people pay. Higher energy bills. Carbon taxes. Gas taxes. Airline fees. “Green” surcharges on everything. 



Check the electric bill. The extraction hides in line items: 



“Environmental Compliance Cost Recovery.” “Renewable Energy Adjustment.” “Clean Energy Surcharge.” “Carbon Compliance Fee.” 



Translation: Passing climate costs to customers while corporations get subsidies. 



The corporations that caused the crisis profit from the “solutions.” 



The people who didn’t cause it pay for everything. 



That’s extraction to the max. 



The reality: 



Climate finance: $100 billion per year pledged. 



Where it goes: 




	40% to consulting firms (McKinsey, BCG, Deloitte)

	30% to multilateral development banks (World Bank, regional banks)

	20% to renewable energy projects (built by multinationals)

	10% to actual climate adaptation





Who gets the contracts? 



Same corporations that caused climate change. Oil companies. Coal companies. Manufacturers. 



Now rebranded as “green energy” providers. 



Example: 



Green Climate Fund approved $300 million for solar project in India. 



Contractor: SunPower (American company, now owned by Total, French oil company). 



Cost: $300 million for 100 megawatt solar farm. 



Indian company could build same project for $120 million. 



Difference: $180 million. Extracted by multinational. 



Justified by: “International standards.” “Technology transfer.” “Capacity building.” 



Translation: extraction with climate branding. 







Carbon credit markets: 



Poor countries preserve forests. Get carbon credits. Sell to rich countries. 



Rich countries keep polluting. Buy credits. Claim carbon neutrality. 



Who runs the carbon credit exchanges? 



Banks. Financial firms. Trading companies. 



All charging fees. On every transaction. 



Climate crisis becomes financial product. Extractors collect rent. Forever. 



Employment Extraction



Working at non-governmental organizations sounds noble. “Saving the world.” “Making a difference.” 



Reality: Extraction career path. 



The jobs: 




	Entry level: $45,000-60,000 (unpaid internships first)

	Mid level: $80,000-120,000

	Senior level: $150,000-300,000

	Executive: $400,000-1,000,000+





All tax-exempt.

All claiming poverty.

All asking for donations. 



WHO Director-General: $285,000 per year. 



World Bank President: $500,000 per year (plus perks worth $200,000). 



IMF Managing Director: $551,000 per year (tax-free). 



WTO Director-General: $240,000 per year. 



All public service. All extraction-level salaries. 



The career path: 



Ivy League degree ($300,000) 



Unpaid non-governmental organization internship (trust fund required) 



Entry job at non-governmental organization ($50,000) 



Rotate to consulting firm ($150,000) 



Return to non-governmental organization at senior level ($200,000) 



Rotate to corporation ($400,000) 



Retire to non-governmental organization board ($50,000 per meeting) 



Only rich people can afford step 1 and 2. 



Result: non-governmental organizations staffed entirely by elites. Claiming to help the poor. 



While extracting salaries the poor could never imagine. 



The Accountability Void



Here’s the extraction genius: 



Governments are accountable to voters. 



Corporations are accountable to shareholders. 



Non-governmental organizations are accountable to nobody. 



Can’t vote out IMF Managing Director. 



Can’t sue WHO for policy failures. 



Can’t elect World Bank board. 



Can’t fire WTO Director-General. 



They set policy. Affect billions. Answer to no one. 



Perfect extraction vehicle. 



When IMF policies destroy Argentina: “Country didn’t implement correctly.” 



When World Bank dam displaces 10,000 people: “Unfortunate but necessary.” 



When WTO rules kill domestic industry: “Inefficient firms deserved to fail.” 



When WHO pandemic policies cost trillions: “Followed the science.” 



Zero accountability. Infinite authority. Permanent extraction. 



The Punchline



A thousand points of light sounds inspirational. 



Until you realize they’re extraction points. 



Drilling holes in sovereignty.

Democracy.

Self-determination. 



Coordinated globally. Insulated from accountability. Extracting forever. 



Bush called it compassion. 



History will call it what it was: the greatest transfer of power from people to extractors ever attempted. 



And it worked. 



The Network Effect



Individual non-governmental organizations are bad enough. 



Together they're unstoppable. 



Because they coordinate. 



The Global Economic Summit (from previous chapter) sets agenda. 



IMF implements through debt conditions. 



World Bank finances through loans. 



WTO enforces through trade rules. 



WHO coordinates through health emergencies. 



BIS synchronizes through monetary policy. 



All answering to same extractors. All pushing same policies. All immune from democratic control. 



The thousand points of light became a global extraction grid. 



No escape. No alternative. No accountability. 



Just extraction. Forever. Everywhere. By everyone who matters. 



To everyone who doesn't. 



The Alternative They Destroyed



Countries that resisted non-governmental organization control: 



Muammar Gaddafi (Libya): Refused IMF loans. Created gold-backed currency. Built infrastructure without World Bank. 



Result: NATO invasion (2011). Gaddafi killed. Country destroyed. Central bank imposed. IMF returned. 







Hugo Chávez (Venezuela): Nationalized oil. Rejected Washington Consensus. Used oil revenue for social programs. 



Result: Sanctions. Coup attempts. Economic warfare. "Failed state" narrative. Extraction pending. 







Mohammad Mosaddegh (Iran): Nationalized oil (1951). Kicked out British Petroleum. 



Result: CIA coup (1953). Shah installed. Oil extraction resumed. 







Patrice Lumumba (Congo): Wanted to keep mineral wealth for Congolese people. 



Result: Assassinated (1961). Mobutu installed. Minerals extracted for 30 years. 



The pattern: Resist non-governmental organization extraction, face regime change. 



Accept non-governmental organization extraction, keep power. 



Every leader learns the lesson. 



Resistance is futile. Often fatal. Compliance is profitable. 



The thousand points of light aren't stars. They're targeting lasers. 



Point them at extractors' enemies. 



Next



But the thousand points needed somewhere to coordinate their extraction. 



They needed markets. 



Markets that would make extraction look like investing. Parasitism look like capitalism. Destruction look like innovation. 



Markets that stopped working the moment extractors controlled them. 



The Markets That Stopped Working



The economics professor taught the same lesson for 30 years. 



Supply and demand.

Price discovery.

Perfect information.

Competition.

Market efficiency. 



Draw 2 straight lines on the chalkboard. Where they intersect: equilibrium price. 



The theory: markets work. Buyers and sellers find fair prices. Competition keeps everyone honest. Information flows freely. 



Beautiful on the blackboard. 



2026: She stopped teaching it. 



Because none of it works anymore. 



Markets That Used to Work



Housing



Housing markets used to work. 



1970s-1990s: Families bought houses. Lived in them. Sold to other families. Prices reflected what families could afford. 



Supply. Demand. Equilibrium. 



But then housing became an “asset class.” 



2008-2026: Institutional investors bought 800,000 single-family homes. 



Blackstone.

Invitation Homes.

Pretium Partners.

Tricon.

Progress Residential. 



They don’t buy to live. They buy to extract. 



The market broke immediately. 



A family making $75,000 per year can afford a $300,000 house. That’s the demand curve based on income and mortgage rates. 



Blackstone has $1 trillion. Can pay all cash. Doesn’t need a mortgage. Doesn’t care about affordability. 



Offers $350,000.

Closes in 7 days.

All cash.

No inspection.

No contingencies. 



The family looking to buy a house loses to private equity. 



Every single time. 



Here’s what happens next: 



Blackstone bought the house for $350,000. The family that wanted to buy it? Now they rent. 



From Blackstone. 



The same house. 



Mortgage payment if they’d bought at $300,000: $1,800/month. 



Blackstone’s rent: $2,400/month. 



Plus 8% annual increases. 



Year 1: $2,400/month.

Year 2: $2,592.

Year 3: $2,800.

Year 4: $3,024.

Year 5: $3,265. 



The mortgage would have stayed $1,800. Fixed. For 30 years. 



The family pays $600 more per month in year one. Then $792 more. Then $1,000 more. Then $1,465 more. 



Over 10 years: $87,000 extra paid. For the same house. That they would have owned. 



Blackstone collects it all. 



Forever.

Never sells.

Just extracts. 



That’s not a market. That’s a bidding war between people who need shelter and corporations with infinite capital. 



Then a wealth transfer from renters to investors. Forever. 



The price signal broke. 



Houses in Austin: $280,000 in 2019. $520,000 in 2026. 



Did supply drop? No. Did demand from families double? No. 



Institutional investors bought 38% of homes sold. Paid whatever it took. Removed supply. Raised rents. Extracted forever. 



The market doesn’t clear. Families can’t buy. Investors won’t sell. Prices stay disconnected from wages. 



Equilibrium doesn’t exist anymore. 



Labor



Monopsony: a market with only one buyer. Monopoly’s evil twin. 



When there’s one seller, they control prices. When there’s one buyer, they control wages. 



Company Towns: The Original Monopsony



This isn’t new. Company towns perfected monopsony 100 years ago. 



Coal mining towns. 1900s. One employer. One store. One landlord. All the same company. 



Miners got paid in company scrip. Only valid at the company store. Which charged 30% above market rates. 



Lived in company housing. Company set rent. Miners couldn’t save enough to leave. 



Wanted better wages?

Strike.

Get evicted.

Blacklisted.

Starve. 



The Tennessee Ernie Ford song got it right: “I owe my soul to the company store.” 



Examples: 



Pullman, Illinois (1880s): Pullman Palace Car Company owned everything. Housing. Stores. Church. Library. Even set the beer prices at the tavern. 



Workers struck in 1894 for wage cuts without rent cuts. Federal troops crushed the strike. 30 workers killed. 



Textile mill towns (New England, 1800s-1900s): Entire towns built around one mill. Workers lived in company housing. Shopped at company stores. Borrowed from company banks. 



Ludlow, Colorado (1914): Coal miners struck against Colorado Fuel & Iron (Rockefeller-owned). Company evicted 1,200 families. They lived in tents. National Guard and company militia attacked. Burned the tent colony. Killed 25 people, including 11 children. 



Hershey, Pennsylvania (1903): Milton Hershey built entire town around chocolate factory. Owned housing. Schools. Parks. Department store. Bank. Even the cemetery. 



Workers paid in cash but rents were deducted automatically. Company controlled everything. Built churches but chose which denominations. Built schools but controlled curriculum. 



Looked benevolent. Was still captive labor. 



Fordlandia, Brazil (1928): Henry Ford bought 2.5 million acres of Amazon rainforest. Built company town for rubber plantation workers. 



Enforced American lifestyle. American food. American hours. American morality rules. In the middle of the Brazilian jungle. 



Workers rebelled in 1930. Destroyed machinery. Burned buildings. Ford abandoned the project in 1934 after losing $20 million. 



Turns out: building company towns in foreign countries where workers have zero alternatives doesn’t work when the workers realize they’re trapped. 



The pattern: One employer. Captive workers. No alternatives. Extraction forever. 



Then labor laws and unions broke the model. For a while. 



Now it’s back. Different branding. Same extraction. 



Labor markets used to work too. 



Workers had options. Companies competed for talent. Wages reflected supply and demand. 



Then “non-compete agreements” became standard. 



Then private equity rolled up entire industries. 



Then companies started using the same HR software to coordinate wages. 



2026: Half of workers are bound by non-compete clauses. Can’t leave for competitors. Can’t negotiate. 



Fast food workers in Seattle: can’t work for another burger chain for 2 years after leaving. For $16/hour jobs. 



Software engineers at Oracle: can’t work in tech for 18 months. In Silicon Valley. Where every job is tech. 



That’s not a market. That’s captive labor. 



Then add private equity roll-ups. 



Veterinary clinics: used to be independent. Competed for vet techs. Wages rose. 



2010-2026: Private equity bought 4,500 clinics. Now 6 companies own 30% of all vet clinics. 



They don’t compete for workers anymore. They coordinate. 



Vet tech wages: flat for 10 years. While revenue per clinic increased 40%. 



That’s not market failure. That’s market elimination. 



The companies that compete with each other for workers? They’re owned by the same private equity firms. 



KKR owns dialysis clinics and staffing agencies. Competing against themselves. For their own workers. 



Amazon warehouse towns. Entire regions where Amazon is the dominant employer. Workers can’t leave. Housing costs rose with Amazon wages. Local businesses died. 



The company doesn’t own the stores anymore. But the effect is the same. One employer. No alternatives. Wages set unilaterally. 



Tech company campuses perfected the modern version. 



Google (Mountain View): 2 million square feet. Free meals (breakfast, lunch, dinner). Free haircuts. Free gym. Free doctors. Free dry cleaning. Free massages. Nap pods. Game rooms. Swimming pools. 



Everything needed to never leave campus. 



Average Google employee spends 11-14 hours per day on campus. Not because they’re required. Because everything is there. 



The company doesn’t pay housing directly. But housing near campus costs $3,500/month for a studio. On a $150,000 salary. After taxes and rent: not much left. 



Can’t save enough to quit. Can’t move away (housing costs drop if leaving tech hubs, so does salary). Can’t switch jobs easily (everyone uses similar compensation: equity vesting over 4 years, cliff after 1 year). 



Apple Park (Cupertino): $5 billion headquarters. 175 acres. 12,000 employees. Fitness center. Healthcare clinic. Cafeteria seats 4,000. Everything on-site. 



Facebook/Meta (Menlo Park): Similar model. Free food. Free gym. Free healthcare. Free transportation. 



One Meta employee said: “I realized I hadn’t left campus in 3 days. I slept at home, but work had laundry, food, gym, friends. Went to grocery store and forgot how to shop for myself.” 



That’s the point. 



Workers joke: “Golden handcuffs feel like regular handcuffs once you realize you can’t unlock them.” 



The compensation structure completes the trap. Restricted Stock Units (RSUs) vest over 4 years. Leave before 1 year: lose everything. Leave at year 2: lose half. 



Stock refreshers every year. More RSUs. More vesting schedules. More golden handcuffs. 



A Google engineer making $400,000: $150,000 salary, $250,000 in RSUs. The RSUs vest 25% per year. 



Wants to leave at year 2? Walks away from $250,000 in unvested stock. Plus next year’s refresher grant (another $200,000+). 



That’s not a labor market. That’s a retention mechanism disguised as compensation. 



Modern company towns don’t need to own the housing. They just need to be the only employer worth working for in the region. 



The monopsony works the same way. 



The invisible hand? Tied behind labor’s back. 



Stock Market



Stock markets used to reflect business fundamentals. 



Revenue.

Profits.

Earnings.

Growth.

Future cash flows. 



Then stock buybacks became 70% of corporate spending. 



Companies don’t invest in growth anymore. 



They buy back their own stock.

To juice the price.

To hit executive compensation targets. 



Apple: spent $550 billion on buybacks since 2012. More than they spent on R&D, employees, and capital expenditures combined. 



The stock went up.

Not because Apple built more.

Because Apple bought its own shares. 



That’s not price discovery. That’s price manipulation. 



Then add private equity taking companies private at peak valuations. 



2020-2026: $1.2 trillion in “take-private” deals. Companies bought off public markets. By private equity. At inflated prices. 



The public market investors think: “Private equity is paying 40% premium, must be worth it.” 



Private equity thinks: “We’ll extract what we can, recap the debt, dump it in 5 years.” 



Both wrong.

The price is fiction.

Based on extraction math, not business fundamentals. 



Dell: went private in 2013 at $24.9 billion. Went public again in 2018 at $21.7 billion. Lost value while private. 



The market couldn’t price it correctly.

Because the information was hidden.

And the incentives were extraction, not growth. 



Markets That Never Worked



Healthcare



Healthcare markets never worked. 



But now they’re not even pretending. 



Try to find the price of an MRI. Before getting one. 



Call 10 imaging centers. Get 10 different answers. Ranging from $400 to $4,000. For the exact same procedure. 



That’s not a market.

Markets require price transparency.

Healthcare has price obscurity. 



By design. 



Insurance companies negotiate secret rates. Hospitals charge different prices to different people. Nobody knows the real price until the bill arrives. 



Then add private equity buying hospitals. 



2010-2026: Private equity bought 30% of emergency rooms. 



Envision Healthcare.

TeamHealth.

EmCare. 



They don’t compete on price. No reason to. Emergency rooms are monopolies by geography. 



Someone has a heart attack. The ambulance goes to the nearest ER. 



No shopping.

No negotiation.

No choice. 



And no contract either. Hard to sign papers while stroked out in the back of an ambulance. 



The ER sends a bill for $47,000.

Insurance pays $8,000.

Patient pays $12,000. 



Why those numbers? Nobody knows. 



That’s not a market. That’s arbitrage of desperation. 



Then the private equity firms added “surprise billing.” Out-of-network doctors. In-network hospitals. 



The price? Unknown until the bill. 



Congress banned surprise billing in 2022. The private equity firms sued. To preserve their right to surprise patients with bills. 



Lost on the ban. Patients can’t be billed for out-of-network surprise charges anymore. 



Won on arbitration rules. Now private equity firms and insurance companies negotiate the price through binding arbitration. After treatment. 



Insurance pays what arbitration decides. Private equity gets paid. Patients avoid the bill. 



But someone pays. Insurance premiums increased 14% the year after the ban. 



The extraction didn’t stop. It just got redistributed. Patients pay through higher premiums instead of direct bills. 



Same extraction. Different invoice. 



Free markets require informed buyers. Healthcare has captive buyers who don’t know prices until after they’re billed. 



The supply-demand curve? Replaced with “pay or die.” 



Education



College used to signal something. 



Got a degree from State U? Learned skills. Gained knowledge. Became employable. 



The market worked. Employers paid more for educated workers. Students paid tuition. Got educated. Got jobs. Paid off loans. 



Then college became credentialism without education.

Status without achievement.

Network without reciprocity. 



2000-2026: College costs increased 180%. Education quality decreased. Employers stopped trusting degrees. 



Google: no longer requires degrees. Neither does Apple. Or Tesla. Or half of tech. 



The signal broke. 



Students still pay $200,000 for degrees. Because everyone says they need one. 



That’s not a market. That’s a coordination trap. 



And the price? Completely disconnected from value. 



Harvard costs $85,000 per year. Community college costs $4,000 per year. 



Is Harvard 21 times better?

Does it provide 21 times more education?

Do graduates make 21x the pay? 



No. It provides a network. A signal. A credential. 



But the education? The actual learning? The valuable skills? 



Online courses teach that for $50/month. Bootcamps teach it in 12 weeks for $15,000. 



MIT puts its entire curriculum online. Free. 



The degree still costs $60,000 per year. 



They’re not selling education. They’re selling the receipt. 



The degree isn’t the product. The brand is the product. 



And brands don’t follow supply and demand. They follow status games. 



Harvard could educate 10 times more students. With online classes. Same professors. Same content. 



They won’t. Because scarcity creates status. Status justifies price. Price signals exclusivity. 



That’s not an education market. That’s a luxury goods market. Selling Hermès bags that happen to come with lectures. 



Platform Monopolies



Tech Platforms



Tech companies perfected this. 



“We’re a platform. We don’t compete. We enable competition.” 



Amazon: “We’re just a marketplace. Sellers compete with each other.” 



Also Amazon: Clones the best-selling products under the Amazon brand. Underprices them. Promotes them first. Kills the sellers. 



That’s not a marketplace. That’s a landlord who steals tenant businesses. 



Google: “We just rank websites. The best sites win.” 



Also Google: Owns the search engine. Owns the ads. Owns the analytics. Owns the ranking algorithm. Changes it to favor Google products. 



That’s not a fair competition. That’s a referee who also plays on one team. 



Facebook: “We’re a neutral platform. We don’t favor anyone.” 



Also Facebook: Changes the algorithm to reduce organic reach. Forces businesses to pay for ads. To reach customers who already follow them. 



That’s not a platform. That’s a hostage negotiation. “Pay us or your customers never see your posts.” 



The market assumes competition. But platforms eliminated competition. Then claimed they enabled it. 



Dating Apps



Dating apps broke the relationship market. 



Used to work like this:

Meet through friends.

The gym.

Work.

Church.

Community. 



Limited options. Had to pick someone. Relationships formed. 



Imperfect. But functional. 



Then apps made it infinite. 



Tinder.

Bumble.

Hinge.

Match.

Grindr. 



Millions of options. Swipe forever. Always someone better one swipe away. 



The paradox of choice destroyed the market. 



Nobody commits. Because why commit to person A when person B might be slightly better? 



But person B has the same logic. And person C. And everyone. 



Result: nobody picks anyone. Everyone keeps swiping. The apps make billions. The users stay single. 



Match Group (owns Tinder, Hinge, OkCupid, Match, Plenty of Fish): $3.2 billion in revenue. From keeping people single. 



They’re not incentivized to create relationships. They’re incentivized to keep people searching. 



The economics are perverse: 2 people meet. Fall in love. Delete the apps. That’s two paying customers gone. 



Gary Kremen learned this the hard way. He founded Match.com in 1995. Built the first major dating site. 



Then lost his girlfriend to someone she met on Match.com. 



The extraction machine worked perfectly.

Even on its creator. 



So the algorithm shows enough hope to keep swiping. Not enough success to leave. 



That’s not a dating market. That’s a slot machine that occasionally shows near-misses. 



The apps claim they’re making dating more efficient. More choices. Better matches. 



Actually: they broke pair-bonding. Destroyed commitment. Monetized loneliness. 



The Mechanisms of Destruction



Roll-ups



Small business markets used to be competitive. 



Town has 8 plumbers. They compete on price, quality, service. Market works. 



Then private equity discovered local services. 



2015-2026: Private equity bought up plumbers. HVAC companies. Electricians. Veterinary clinics. Dental practices. Dermatology offices. Optometry. Physical therapy. 



Bought every competitor in a market. Combined them. Raised prices. Cut quality. Extracted. They call this a “rollup”. 



No competition. No price pressure. No market. 



A service call: $125 in 2018. $425 in 2026. Same service. Same technicians. Different owner. 



That’s not market pricing. That’s monopoly pricing. 



Then add the rollup’s strategy: Cut experienced workers. Hire cheap labor. Maximize revenue per call. 



The HVAC tech used to fix the furnace. Now he pulls out an iPad. 



“Let me show you our complete system analysis.” 



7 upsells. Color-coded diagrams. Before-and-after animations. Financing options on every page. 



The freon leak? That’s slide 14. After duct cleaning, air quality upgrades, maintenance plans, and whole-system replacement options. 



The tech isn’t there to fix anything.

He’s there to sell everything. 



“Your furnace works fine. But it’s 8 years old. Might fail soon. We can replace it today for $12,000.” 



That’s not a market. That’s a scam with technician credentials. 



Customers can’t price shop. Because all 6 companies are the same company. With 6 different names. Same prices. Same upsells. Same iPad software. 



The invisible hand? Cut off by private equity. 



Information Asymmetry



George Akerlof won a Nobel Prize in 2001 for explaining “The Market for Lemons.” 



Used cars: buyers can’t tell good cars from bad cars. So they assume average quality. And pay average prices. 



Sellers with good cars leave the market. “Why sell for average when mine’s above average?” 



Only sellers with bad cars stay. “Great, they’ll pay average price for my lemon.” 



Market fills with lemons. Collapses. 



That theory used to apply to used cars. 



Now it applies to everything. 



Software: can’t tell if it’s good until after purchase. Free trial. Then lock-in. Then bait-and-switch pricing. 



Streaming: can’t tell if the show is good until after watching it. Subscribe. Cancel. Resubscribe. Platform extracts subscription fees for 30 days even if the customer watched 1 show. 



Healthcare: can’t tell if treatment will work until after paying for it. No refunds. No recourse. 



Education: can’t tell if the degree is valuable until after graduation. $200,000 in debt. Unmarketable skills. Too late. 



The lemons didn’t just fill the used car market. They filled every market with information asymmetry. 



And information asymmetry is everywhere now. Because extractors profit from confusion. 



Algorithmic Pricing



Markets need price signals. Supply up, price down. Demand up, price down. Simple. 



Then algorithms took over. 



Airlines: used to have prices. Now they have “dynamic pricing.” Same seat. Different person. Different time. Different price. 



Flying Dallas to Chicago: $340 on Tuesday. $890 on Wednesday. Same flight. Same seat. Same service. 



That’s not supply and demand. That’s algorithmic extraction based on browsing history. 



Uber: used to show prices before requesting. Now “surge pricing” changes while waiting. 



“Your ride is $18.” Accept. Car arrives. “Actually $34.” 



That’s not a market. That’s a shell game. 



Amazon: changes prices 2.5 million times per day. The same product. Different prices based on who’s looking. What they searched. What they bought before. 



One customer sees $47. Another sees $52. Same product. Same seller. Different algorithmic extraction. 



Price signals used to coordinate markets. Now they manipulate customers. 



The invisible hand? Replaced by invisible algorithms designed to extract maximum payment from each person. 



Theory vs. Reality



What Free Markets Require



Extractors claim to love free markets. 



“Competition drives innovation.” 



“Let the market decide.” 



“Government intervention distorts prices.” 



Then they spend billions eliminating competition. Buying regulators. Creating monopolies. 



True. Private equity loves markets... just not free markets. They want captive markets. 



Free markets require: 



Multiple buyers and sellers (not monopolies) 



Price transparency (not algorithms) 



Easy entry and exit (not private equity roll-ups) 



Perfect information (not hidden terms) 



Competition (not non-competes) 



What Extraction Markets Create



Extraction markets have: 



One buyer for labor (monopsony) 



One seller for services (monopoly) 



Secret prices (healthcare, education, services) 



Locked-in customers (subscriptions, contracts, switching costs) 



Coordinated pricing (platforms, roll-ups, cartels) 



That’s not a market failure. That’s market elimination. 



By design. 



The Contradiction



Extractors claim markets allocate resources efficiently. 



Then break the mechanisms that make markets work. 



They eliminate competition. Then complain about regulation. 



They hide prices. Then claim price transparency would hurt consumers. 



They capture regulatory agencies. Then say government shouldn’t interfere with markets. 



They create monopolies. Then say breaking them up would harm innovation. 



They love markets. In theory. 



Hate them in practice. 



Because actual free markets would eliminate extraction. Competition prevents excess profits. Transparency prevents price gouging. Entry and exit prevent monopoly rents. 



Free markets are terrible for extractors. 



So they broke the markets. Then kept claiming they love them. 



Markets stopped working for regular people. So regular people built new markets. Direct trade. Farmers markets. Co-op groceries. Buy-nothing groups. Local currencies. Barter networks. Markets that work for participants, not extractors. 



These new markets move billions in value annually. They’re replacing extraction markets with participation markets. When markets don’t serve people, people build markets that do. The replacement is already functioning. 



The Punchline



They broke every mechanism that makes markets work. 



The invisible hand? Cut it off. 



Price signals? Manipulated them. 



Competition? Eliminated it. 



Information? Hid it. 



Entry and exit? Blocked it. 



Then stood in the wreckage and said: “See? Markets don’t work. We need more extraction.” 



Markets that stopped working is kinda like blaming the car for not running. 



After draining the oil. Slashing the tires. Stripping the engine for parts. 



Then selling the parts back to the owner. 



At monopoly prices. 



And called it "automotive efficiency optimization." 







Next



But broken markets didn't just destroy prices. 



They destroyed something more valuable. 



The innovation that would have emerged if the markets had been allowed to work. 



The Innovation Extraction Killed



Bell Labs invented the transistor, the laser, Unix, and C. 



Then Wall Street killed it. 



Called it a “cost center.” 



The Pattern Nobody Mentions



Every extraction story includes a moment where leadership cuts research and development. 



“Non-essential spending,” they call it. 



“Focusing on core business,” they announce. 



“Improving efficiency,” they tell Wall Street. 



What they’re actually doing: killing the future to fund the present. 



Innovation doesn’t happen on quarterly earnings schedules. Breakthroughs can’t be predicted. Research that “wastes” money on dead ends is how companies find the one path that works. 



Extraction eliminates waste. Innovation requires it. 



That’s the fundamental conflict. 



Bell Labs: The Golden Age of Innovation



The Greatest Innovation Factory Ever Built



1925 to 1983: Bell Labs was the most productive research institution in human history. 



Not “one of the most productive.” The most productive. 



Earned 9 Nobel Prizes. 4 Turing Awards. Hundreds of patents that built the modern world. 



What Bell Labs invented: 



The transistor (1947) - basis of all modern electronics 



The laser (1958) - telecommunications, surgery, manufacturing 



Unix operating system (1969) - runs the internet 



C programming language (1972) - software foundation 



Cellular network architecture (1970s) - mobile phones 



Fiber optics transmission (1977) - high-speed internet 



Every single one of these inventions created trillion-dollar industries. 



Not million.

Not billion.

Trillion. 



The transistor alone created the entire semiconductor industry. $574 billion annually. From one Bell Labs invention. 



How Bell Labs Worked



AT&T had a monopoly on telephone service. 



Regulated monopoly. Government-approved. In exchange for universal service, they got exclusive market control. 



This gave them stable, predictable revenue. Long-term planning horizon. No quarterly earnings pressure. 



So they built Bell Labs. 



Hired the smartest people on Earth. Gave them resources. Let them research whatever interested them. No immediate profit requirement. Just solve hard problems. 



Scientists collaborated across disciplines. Physicists worked with engineers. Mathematicians talked to material scientists. No silos. No profit centers. Just research. 



The freedom to fail. Most experiments failed. That’s how science works. Ten dead ends to find one breakthrough. 



AT&T funded the dead ends. Because they knew the breakthroughs would pay for everything. 



And they did. 



The Extraction Began



1984: AT&T monopoly broken up. 



Justice Department antitrust case. AT&T split into regional carriers. Competition introduced. Wall Street got involved. 



Now AT&T faced quarterly earnings pressure.

Investor demands.

Stock price management. 



Bell Labs became a “cost center.” 



1996: AT&T spun off Bell Labs into Lucent Technologies. 



Lucent went public. Wall Street analysts immediately asked: “Why are you spending so much on research that doesn’t generate immediate revenue?” 



The CEO had no good answer. Not one that satisfied Wall Street. 



Research budget cut.

Scientists laid off.

Labs closed. 



2001: Lucent’s stock collapsed from $84 to $1. 



2006: Alcatel acquired Lucent. More cuts. 



2016: Nokia acquired Alcatel-Lucent. Research essentially eliminated. 



What Died



The transistor team?

Disbanded decades ago. 



The laser researchers?

Scattered to universities and startups. 



The Unix developers?

Working for tech companies now. 



The culture of long-term fundamental research?

Dead. 



Bell Labs still exists. Technically. But it’s a shadow. A name on a building. Not an innovation engine. 



The greatest research institution in human history dismantled because it didn’t generate quarterly profits. 



The Corporate Extraction Examples



Xerox PARC: Inventing The Future, Extracting The Present



1970: Xerox created Palo Alto Research Center. 



Same model as Bell Labs. 



Hire brilliant people.

Give them freedom.

Let them innovate. 



And innovate they did. 



What Xerox PARC invented: 



Graphical user interface (GUI) - windows, icons, mouse 



Ethernet networking - how computers connect 



Laser printing - transformed document production 



Object-oriented programming - modern software development 



WYSIWYG text editing - see what you’ll print 



Every modern computer uses PARC inventions. 



Every.

Single.

One. 



Windows? PARC invention.

macOS? PARC invention.

Linux desktop? PARC invention. 



Xerox invented the personal computer revolution. 



Then killed it. 



Why Xerox Killed The Future



Xerox made money from copiers. 



Lots of money. Predictable money. Quarterly money. 



Wall Street analysts understood copiers. They understood consumables. Toner cartridges. Service contracts. Recurring revenue. 



They didn’t understand computers. 



PARC researchers kept showing Xerox executives revolutionary products. The Alto computer. Ethernet networking. Laser printers integrated with computers. 



Executives kept asking: “How does this help us sell more copiers?” 



PARC researchers explained: “This replaces copiers. This is the future of document creation and distribution.” 



Wrong answer. 



Executives wanted innovation that supported the copier business. Not innovation that destroyed it. 



So they shelved it. 



1979: Steve Jobs visited PARC. Saw the GUI. Built the Macintosh around it. 



1980s: Microsoft built Windows using PARC concepts. 



1990s: Every computer company built products using PARC innovations. 



Xerox got nothing. They owned the inventions. They killed the commercialization. 



The Financial Engineering Alternative



While Xerox failed to commercialize PARC’s inventions, Wall Street found a better use for their money. 



Not research. Not development. Not innovation. 



Buybacks. 



Between 2000 and 2016, Xerox spent $12 billion on stock buybacks. 



That’s $12 billion that could have built computer products. Or networking equipment. Or software companies. 



Instead, they bought their own stock. Raised the price temporarily. Enriched executives whose compensation was tied to stock price. Then watched the price collapse anyway. 



2018: Xerox revenue dropped to $9.8 billion. Down from $17.6 billion in 2007. 



The copier market died. Replaced by digital documents. Cloud storage. Email. 



Exactly what PARC predicted in 1975. 



Xerox had invented the replacement. Then extracted cash instead of building the future. 



IBM: Losing The Lead They Created



1950s-1990s: IBM Research was second only to Bell Labs. 



5 Nobel Prizes. 6 Turing Awards. Revolutionary inventions across computing. 



IBM Research invented: 



Hard disk drives (1956) - data storage 



DRAM memory (1966) - computer RAM 



Relational databases (1970) - SQL and modern data 



RISC processors (1980) - faster computing architecture 



Deep Blue (1997) - first computer to beat chess champion 



1990s: IBM had the lead in artificial intelligence research. 



Watson research group. Machine learning pioneers. Natural language processing experts. 



Then extraction took over. 



2000s: IBM shifted from innovation to “efficiency.” 



Research budget cut.

Scientists laid off.

Labs closed. 



Focus shifted to consulting.

Enterprise software.

Quarterly earnings. 



The AI researchers left. Some went to Google. Some to Facebook. Some to startups. 



2010s: Google, Facebook, Amazon dominate AI. 



Not because they’re smarter than IBM. 



Because they invested in research while IBM extracted. 



2023: IBM revenue $61 billion. Down from $106 billion in 2011. 



They lost the future they invented. 



Boeing: When Extraction Kills People



1997: Boeing acquired McDonnell Douglas. 



But the merger went backwards. 



Boeing’s engineering culture died. McDonnell Douglas’s financial culture won. 



Engineers moved from Seattle to Chicago. Away from factories. Away from planes. Closer to Wall Street. 



Harry Stonecipher, former McDonnell Douglas CEO, became Boeing president. His quote: “When people say I changed the culture of Boeing, that was the intent, so that it’s run like a business rather than a great engineering firm.” 



Run like a business. Not an engineering firm. 



That quote tells everything anyone needs to know about the future of Boeing. 



#### The 737 MAX Decision 



Boeing engineers wanted to design a new plane. 



Clean sheet design. Modern aerodynamics. New engines. Properly engineered. 



Would take 10 years. Cost $15 billion. 



Wall Street hated it. Analysts downgraded the stock. Investors complained. 



So Boeing took the shortcut. 



Take the 1960s-designed 737 airframe. Bolt on bigger, more fuel-efficient engines. Add software to fix the aerodynamic problems caused by mounting engines in the wrong position. 



Cheaper.

Faster.

Better quarterly earnings. 



The software was called MCAS.

“Maneuvering Characteristics Augmentation System.” 



It prevented the plane from stalling when the new engines created nose-up pitch. 



Critical safety system.

Single point of failure.

Relied on one sensor. 



If that sensor failed, MCAS would push the nose down.

Pilots couldn’t override it.

The plane would crash. 



Engineers warned about this. 



Management overruled them. 



October 2018: Lion Air Flight 610. MCAS sensor failed. Nose forced down. 189 people died. 



March 2019: Ethiopian Airlines Flight 302. Same failure. 157 people died. 



346 people dead because Boeing chose extraction over engineering. 



Extraction. It directly caused the deaths of hundreds of innocent lives. 



Even worse, instead of extractors locked up for murder, they walked away rich. 



#### The Cost of Extraction 



$20 billion in direct costs. Compensation. Legal settlements. Grounded fleet. 



Lost contracts. Damaged reputation. Criminal charges. 



But the real cost: Boeing no longer leads aerospace innovation. 



SpaceX does. Started by Elon Musk in 2002. Reusable rockets. Actual innovation. 



Boeing had a 100-year head start. They invented modern aviation. 



They chose quarterly earnings over innovation. 



Now they’re being left behind by companies that didn’t exist just 20 years ago. 



The Pharmaceutical Extraction



Healthcare’s Subscription Model covered how Wall Street rewards managing diseases over curing them. 



But there’s another layer. 



Pharmaceutical companies used to discover new drugs. 



Research.

Clinical trials.

FDA approval.

Long process.

High risk.

Billions invested.

Huge rewards when successful. 



2000s: They found an easier path. 



Stop researching. Start acquiring. 



Let biotech startups do the risky research. Universities do the basic science. Government grants fund the dead ends. 



When something works, buy the company. 



No research risk.

No failed experiments.

Just acquisition. 



Pfizer: Between 2006 and 2015, spent $82 billion on acquisitions. Research spending stayed flat. 



Pharmaceutical companies became extraction machines. They extract drugs from startups instead of discovering them. 



Works great until it doesn’t. 



The Pattern Across Industries



Every industry follows the same path. 



Phase 1: Innovation

Companies invest in research. Take risks. Create breakthroughs. Build the future. 



Phase 2: Extraction

Wall Street discovers the industry. Demands quarterly profits. Research becomes “non-essential spending.” Stock buybacks replace research and development. 



Phase 3: Disruption

New companies, not burdened by extraction thinking, innovate. The old giants, optimized for quarterly earnings, can’t respond. 



Phase 4: Irrelevance

The extracted companies die. Slowly at first. Then suddenly. 



The companies that invested in innovation become the new giants. 



Then they get extracted. 



The cycle repeats. 



The Human Cost



Think about the scientists at Bell Labs who were laid off. 



They weren’t unproductive. They weren’t failing. They were doing exactly what they’d been hired to do: push the boundaries of human knowledge. 



Then one day: “We’re closing your lab. Budget cuts. Good luck.” 



Their projects canceled.

Their research shelved.

Their teams disbanded. 



Decades of accumulated knowledge scattered. 



Some went to universities.

Took 80% pay cuts.

Kept researching because they loved science. 



Some went to tech companies.

Started optimizing ad algorithms.

Hated it. Retired early. 



Some gave up research entirely.

Became consultants.

Used their PhDs to make PowerPoint presentations. 



The innovation they would have created? Never happened. 



The breakthroughs that could have changed the world? Lost. 



Not because the research was impossible. Because the research was “non-essential.” 



Hope’s Story



Hope spent 15 years at IBM Research. 



PhD in computer science. Machine learning pioneer. Published papers that are now foundational to modern AI. 



2010: IBM started “efficiency improvements.” 



Research funding cut. Labs consolidated. Headcount reduced. 



Hope’s team: 12 people working on natural language processing. Groundbreaking stuff. Teaching computers to understand human language. 



Management: “We need to focus on revenue-generating projects.” 



Translation: research that doesn’t produce billable products within 18 months gets cut. 



Natural language processing wasn’t ready to monetize yet. Would take another 5 years. 



Team disbanded. Hope laid off. 



She went to Google. Joined their AI research group. No quarterly profit requirements. Just solve hard problems. 



2015: Her work led directly to Google Assistant. Now used by hundreds of millions of people. 



IBM gets nothing. They had her for 15 years. They cut her to save short-term costs. 



Google hired her. Built the future. 



Hope’s not bitter. She’s just sad. 



“IBM could have led AI,” she says. “We had the best researchers. The most advanced labs. The longest track record. We invented the field.” 



“But they chose quarterly earnings over breakthroughs.” 



“Now IBM buys AI from companies started by people who used to work for IBM.” 



How Extraction Defeats Innovation



The Irony Nobody Mentions



The companies that extracted most aggressively are the ones disrupted by innovation. 



Kodak invented digital cameras. In 1975. Shelved them because they would hurt film sales. Extracted cash from film. Went bankrupt when digital cameras killed them. 



Blockbuster could have bought Netflix for $50 million in 2000. Declined. Extracted cash from late fees. Went bankrupt when streaming killed them. 



Nokia dominated mobile phones. Chose to extract Symbian profits instead of investing in smartphones. Disrupted by iPhone and Android. 



Microsoft dominated computing. Extracted Windows profits. Missed mobile entirely. Now playing catch-up in AI. 



General Electric killed research labs. Extracted short-term cash. Lost leadership in aviation, healthcare, energy. 



The pattern is perfect. 



Extract today. Die tomorrow. 



The Mathematics of Destruction



Research and development is long-term investment. 



Most R&D fails. 



That’s normal.

Expected.

Required.

Necessary.

Productive. 



Companies need to fund 100 experiments to get 10 promising leads to get 1 breakthrough. 



The breakthrough pays for all the failures. 



But only if they fund all 100 experiments. 



Extraction stops after experiment 20. Declares R&D “inefficient.” Reallocates budget to buybacks. 



The 1 breakthrough that would have come from experiment 73? Never happens. 



10 years later, competitors who funded all 100 experiments have the breakthrough. 



The extracted company wonders how they lost their lead. 



What Innovation Requires



Time: Breakthroughs can’t be scheduled. Can’t be predicted. Can’t be forced. 



Failure: Dead ends are necessary. Scientists learn what doesn’t work before finding what does. 



Freedom: Scientists need space to explore. No quarterly profit requirements. Just solve interesting problems. 



Resources: Good equipment. Talented colleagues. Funding that doesn’t disappear mid-project. 



Protection: Management that defends research from Wall Street pressure. 



Extraction eliminates all of these. 



Quarterly earnings demands eliminate time. Efficiency requirements eliminate failure tolerance. Profit center models eliminate freedom. Budget cuts eliminate resources. Activist investors eliminate protection. 



Innovation dies. 



The Alternative That Still Works



Not all research died. 



Universities still do basic research. Government grants. Academic freedom. No quarterly earnings pressure. 



Open source projects create innovation without extraction. Linux. Python. TensorFlow. No profit motive. Just build good tools. 



Young companies still invest in research. Before Wall Street discovers them. Before extraction begins. 



SpaceX spends on rocket innovation. Tesla on battery research. OpenAI on artificial intelligence. 



For now. 



When they go public, the pressure begins. “Why are you wasting money on research? Buy back stock. Pay dividends. Focus on quarterly earnings.” 



Some resist. Some succumb. 



The ones that resist keep innovating. The ones that succumb start dying. 



The Warning Nobody Heeds



Every extraction cycle repeats. 



New industry emerges. Innovation flourishes. Breakthrough products created. 



Wall Street notices. Stock goes public. Analysts start asking questions. 



Research becomes “spending.” Innovation becomes “cost center.” Breakthroughs become “non-essential.” 



Extraction begins. Buybacks replace R&D. Engineers become “costs to minimize.” 



Innovation dies. 



15 years later, new companies disrupt the extracted giants. 



The cycle repeats. 



Everyone sees it happening. Nobody stops it. 



Because quarterly earnings matter more than long-term survival. 



The Final Irony



The innovation that extraction killed? It would have saved the extractors. 



Kodak’s digital camera would have kept Kodak dominant. They killed it. 



Xerox’s GUI would have made Xerox the computer king. They shelved it. 



Nokia’s smartphone research would have competed with iPhone. They cut it. 



Boeing’s clean-sheet 737 replacement would have avoided the MAX crashes. They cheaped out. 



Bell Labs’ continued research would have kept AT&T technology-leading. They dismantled it. 



In every case, the innovation they needed already existed. Inside their company. In their labs. 



They killed it to fund quarterly earnings. 



Then died because they lacked innovation. 



Extraction killed corporate innovation by optimizing research and development into oblivion. So innovation moved to places extraction can’t reach. Open source. Decentralized protocols. Community projects. Innovation that can’t be bought or extracted. 



Linux. Bitcoin. Mastodon. These projects innovate faster than corporations ever did. No shareholders to satisfy. No quarterly pressure. No extraction. Just builders building because they can. Corporate innovation died. Real innovation thrived elsewhere. 





The Punchline



It’s kinda like ejecting the engineer mid-flight to save weight. 



The plane flies lighter. Costs less. Wall Street loves it. 



Then something breaks. 



Nobody knows how to fix it. 



346 people find out what happens when you optimize engineers away. 







Next



But not every company chose extraction. 



Some chose building instead. 



And they're still here. Still innovating. Still proving there's another way. 



Companies That Chose Building Over Extracting



They had every opportunity to extract. 



Venture capitalists begging to invest. Wall Street analysts calling. Private equity firms offering billions. 



They said no. 



Not because they didn’t understand the offer.

Because they understood it perfectly. 



They saw what extraction does. To companies. To employees. To customers. To communities. 



They chose building instead. 



And they’re still here. Still building. Still thriving. 



While the extractors who mocked them are gone. 



Patagonia: Giving Away a $3 Billion Company



2022: Yvon Chouinard had a problem. 



He was 83 years old. He owned Patagonia. Worth $3 billion. Needed to decide what happened next. 



Option 1: Sell to private equity. 



Take $3 billion cash. Retire wealthy. Let private equity load the company with debt, cut costs, maximize profit, extract everything, sell what’s left. 



Standard playbook. 



Option 2: Take company public. 



Initial public offering. Sell shares. Make billions. Let Wall Street demand quarterly growth. Watch quality decline. See mission drift. Extract value for shareholders. 



Normal path. 



Option 3: Pass to his children. 



Keep it in the family. Pay billions in estate taxes. Hope his children don’t sell it after he dies. 



Traditional approach. 



Chouinard chose none of these. 



September 2022: He gave the entire company away. 



Not to his family. To the planet. 



100% of Patagonia’s voting stock went to a trust. The trust ensures the company stays mission-focused forever. Can’t be sold. Can’t go public. Can’t be extracted. 



100% of non-voting stock went to a nonprofit. All profits go to fighting climate change. Forever. 



Whether climate change is overhyped or not, it’s hard not to love Chouinard’s integrity. 



No extraction. No exit. No quarterly earnings pressure. 



Just building products and giving back to the planet. 



Why Chouinard Did It



His words: “Instead of extracting value from nature and transforming it into wealth for investors, we’ll use the wealth Patagonia creates to protect the source of all wealth.” 



Translation: Building beats extracting. 



Patagonia generates $1.5 billion in annual revenue. All profits now fund environmental work. Not shareholders. Not private equity. Not his family. 



The planet. 



He could have taken $3 billion and retired.

Bought the most expensive yacht.

Acquired a small island. 



Nope... 



Instead, he gave away a company that will generate billions in perpetuity for causes he believes in. 



Wall Street called it irrational. Analysts couldn’t understand it. Private equity thought he was senile. 



He just understood something they don’t: impact beats income. 



The Result



Patagonia didn’t collapse after giving away ownership. 



Revenue keeps growing. Product quality stays high. Employees stay committed. Customers stay loyal. 



Turns out companies work better when optimized for mission instead of extraction. 



Who knew? 



Bob’s Red Mill: When Bob Gave It All Away



1978: Bob Moore started Bob’s Red Mill in Portland, Oregon. 



Whole grain flour. Stone-ground. Old-fashioned methods. Quality ingredients. 



Nothing fancy. Just good products made right. 



Built it for 32 years. Grew it into a national brand. Revenue reached $100 million annually. 



2010: Bob turned 81. Time to decide what happened next. 



The Offers Bob Refused



Private equity came calling. Multiple firms. Offers in the tens of millions. 



Take $50-100 million. Retire wealthy. Let them optimize operations. Load with debt. Extract maximum value. Flip in 5 years. 



Standard playbook. 



Bob said no. 



Competitors offered to acquire. Big food conglomerates. “Join our portfolio. Cash out. We’ll handle operations.” 



Translation: We’ll keep the brand name. Change the recipes. Cut costs. Extract the value you built. 



Bob said no. 



Family succession? Bob had no children to pass it to. 



So he did something almost nobody does. 



The Decision That Changed Everything



Bob’s 81st birthday: February 2010. 



He called an all-company meeting. 209 employees gathered. 



Bob announced: “I’m giving you the company.” 



Not selling it to them. Giving it. 



100% Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP). Every employee became an owner. No cost to them. 



Bob could have sold for $50-100 million. Pocketed the cash. Retired wealthy. 



Instead: Gave it away to the people who built it with him. 



Why Bob Did It



His words: “We could have sold the company to a large food manufacturer but that didn’t feel right. I wanted the people who work here to benefit and to keep the company going.” 



“These people are far greater than money.” 



Read that again. 



A business owner in America chose people over tens of millions in cash. 



Wall Street called it irrational. Analysts couldn’t comprehend it. Private equity thought he’d lost his mind. 



Bob just understood something they don’t: the builders matter more than the exit. 



The Structure That Protects



ESOP = Employee Stock Ownership Plan. 



The company creates a trust. The trust buys 100% of company stock. Employees become beneficiaries. 



Bob gets nothing. Employees get everything. 



No shareholders demanding growth. No private equity loading debt. No quarterly earnings pressure. No extraction possible. 



Employees own it. Employees run it. Employees benefit. 



Can’t be sold to private equity. Can’t go public. Can’t be extracted. 



The workers who grind the grain own the company that sells it. 



What Happened After the Gift



Bob’s Red Mill didn’t collapse after giving away ownership. 



Revenue: Grew from $100 million to $200+ million annually. 



Products: Expanded from 200+ to 500+ items. 



Distribution: Went from regional to nationwide to international. 



Quality: Maintained Bob’s standards. Stone-ground. Whole grain. No shortcuts. 



Employees: Became owners. Built wealth. Retired comfortable. 



Turns out companies work better when the people building the products own the company. 



Who knew? 



The Employee Ownership Impact



Average ESOP account balance after 10 years: $200,000+ per employee. 



Not executives. Line workers. People grinding grain. Packing bags. Shipping orders. 



Retirement accounts worth more than most Americans save in a lifetime. Because they owned what they built. 



Turnover: Dropped. Workers stay for decades. Why leave when they own it? 



Quality: Improved. Workers care more when profits go to them, not distant shareholders. 



Innovation: Increased. Employees suggest improvements. Because they benefit from efficiency. 



Customer service: Better. Workers treat customers like the owners they are. 



This is the opposite of extraction. Build value. Share value. Everyone wins. 



The Bob Moore Philosophy



Bob kept working after giving the company away. 



Came to work until he was 92. Not because he had to. Because he loved it. 



His philosophy: “People matter more than profit. Quality matters more than growth. Building matters more than extracting.” 



He could have retired to a mansion in 2010. Spent $50 million however he wanted. 



Instead: Came to work. Ground grain. Talked to employees. Improved products. 



Died in 2024 at age 94. Still involved. Still building. Still believing people matter most. 



The Competition That Extracted



While Bob gave his company away, competitors sold to extraction: 



King Arthur Baking: Stayed employee-owned since 1996. Still building. Still quality. (Another ESOP success story.) 



Gold Medal Flour (General Mills): Public company. Quarterly pressure. Shrinkflation. Quality decline. 



Pillsbury: Sold to General Mills. Brand extracted. Quality compromised. Just another SKU on the shelf. 



White Lily: Sold to Smucker’s. Southern bakers noticed quality drop immediately. Formula changed. Tradition destroyed. 



The pattern: Sell to extraction. Watch quality die. Brand becomes marketing. Substance disappears. 



Bob’s Red Mill: Gave to employees. Watch quality improve. Brand stays real. Substance maintained. 



The Numbers Wall Street Ignores



Revenue growth after ESOP: Doubled in 15 years. 



Product quality: Maintained since 1978. Bob’s standards still enforced. 



Employee wealth: Hundreds of thousands in retirement accounts for regular workers. 



Customer loyalty: Highest in category. People trust employee-owned. 



Market position: Leading brand in whole grain category. 



Wall Street said employee ownership would destroy efficiency. Said workers can’t run companies. Said profit requires extraction. 



Bob’s Red Mill proved them wrong. For 15 years and counting. 



What Bob’s Red Mill Proves



Companies can be given away and still grow. 



Companies can make employees wealthy without extracting from customers. 



Companies can maintain quality while sharing ownership. 



Companies can compete against extraction-backed conglomerates and win. 



Employee ownership works. Not morally. Financially. 



The workers who grind the grain care more than distant shareholders who’ve never touched flour. 



The ESOP Alternative



Bob’s Red Mill isn’t alone. Employee ownership works: 



King Arthur Baking: 100% employee-owned since 1996. Revenue: $400+ million. Quality maintained. Workers wealthy. 



New Belgium Brewing: ESOP from 2000-2019. Grew to $300+ million in revenue. Sold to international company in 2019 (employees voted to sell, got wealthy in the process). 



Publix Super Markets: Employee-owned since 1930. Revenue: $48 billion. 230,000+ employee-owners. Largest employee-owned company in America. 



The pattern: Employee ownership creates wealth for workers. Maintains quality. Competes successfully. Builds for decades. 



Extraction creates wealth for executives. Destroys quality. Extracts then dies. Fails within years. 



The Gift That Keeps Giving



Bob died in 2024. 



The company didn’t get sold. Didn’t get acquired. Didn’t get extracted. 



Because the employees own it. And they’re still building. 



Bob’s gift compounds. Every year the company operates, 209 employees (and growing) build wealth. 



Every bag of flour sold, profits go to the people who ground it. 



Every product improved, the workers who improved it benefit. 



Bob could have taken $50-100 million in 2010. 



Instead: Created a structure that will generate wealth for workers forever. 



He gave away tens of millions once. Built a system that creates hundreds of millions for employees over time. 



Selling is temporary wealth. Employee ownership is permanent impact. 



Costco: Paying Workers to Prove Wall Street Wrong



Wall Street hates Costco. 



Not because Costco fails. Because Costco refuses to extract. 



2003: Deutsche Bank analyst Bill Dreher criticized Costco. His complaint: “At Costco, it’s better to be an employee or a customer than a shareholder.” 



Read that again. 



Too focused on customers and employees. 



That’s what Wall Street considers a problem. 



The Costco Model



Starting wage: $20 per hour (2025). Average wage: $31 per hour. 



Healthcare: Covers 88% of healthcare costs for employees. 



Retention: Employee turnover under 10% annually. Retail industry average: 60%. 



Membership renewal rate: 92%. Customers keep coming back. 



Profit margin: Intentionally kept low. Costco caps markup at 14% on most items. 15% on Kirkland (private label). 



If a product’s quality drops, they drop the product. No matter how profitable. 



They pay workers well. Treat customers right. Keep prices low. Refuse to maximize extraction. 



Wall Street keeps complaining. 



Costco keeps growing. 



Not Perfect



Costco has problems. 



Their parking lots were designed by someone who hates humanity. Aisles packed with pallets so tight only sideways shuffling works. Parking spaces apparently drawn by drunk toddlers. 



Their customers? Somewhere between Black Friday shoppers and BMW drivers on courtesy levels. Shopping cart as battering ram. Free sample stations as gladiator arenas. 



But here’s the thing: Those problems aren’t extraction. They’re just regular incompetence and human behavior. 



Nobody’s getting their wages stolen. Products aren’t getting worse while prices climb. Employees aren’t being misclassified as contractors. 



Costco chose building over extracting. That doesn’t make them saints. Just makes them builders. 



Jim Sinegal’s Philosophy



Costco’s founder: “We pay much better than Walmart. Wall Street says we’re overpaying. I say we’re treating employees with respect. Our turnover is lower. Our productivity is higher. Our customers are happier.” 



“In the long term, doing right by employees and customers beats extracting maximum profit.” 



Wall Street responded: “But quarterly earnings could be higher.” 



Sinegal: “I don’t work for Wall Street. I work for customers and employees.” 



Imagine that. 



The Numbers Don’t Lie



Since Costco went public in 1985: 




	Stock up 22,000%+

	Revenue: $250 billion+ annually

	Members: 130 million+

	Employees: 300,000+

	Still growing





The company Wall Street said was “too generous” outperformed most companies that extracted. 



Turns out paying workers and treating customers right is good business. 



Who knew? 



37signals: The Company That Stayed Small on Purpose



1999: Jason Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson started 37signals. Later rebranded to Basecamp (their main product). In 2022, switched back to 37signals. 



Built project management software. Got popular. Revenue grew. 



Then venture capitalists arrived. 



The pitch: “Take $20 million. Hire 200 people. Dominate the market. Go public in 5 years. Make billions.” 



Their response: “No.” 



Venture capital confusion: “Why not?” 



Their answer: “We don’t want to build that company.” 



The 37signals Philosophy



They wanted to build software. Not manage 200 people. Not chase growth metrics. Not optimize for exit. 



So they stayed small. 



Team size: 50-60 people. Deliberately kept small. 



No venture capital: Bootstrapped. Profitable. No debt. No investors demanding growth. 



No management layers: Flat structure. Everyone builds. 



No growth targets: Build good products. Charge fair prices. Treat customers right. That’s it. 



Result: Profitable for 20+ years. Employees stay for decades. Customers love the product. Founders still enjoy the work. 



They build. Don’t extract. Still here. 



The 37signals Memo to Themselves



Published on their blog: “We don’t have to be biggest. We don’t have to grow forever. We don’t have to go public. We don’t have to sell.” 



“We can just build great products, make enough money to sustain ourselves, and keep doing work we love.” 



“That’s enough.” 



Wall Street considers this insane. 



37signals considers it obvious. 



What They Avoided



While competitors took venture capital money, 37signals watched the pattern: 



Raise $20 million → Hire 200 people → Chase growth → Burn money → Raise more money → Dilute founders → Lose control → Get acquired or die 



37signals’ path: Build product → Charge customers → Make profit → Keep building 



Simpler. Sustainable. Sane. 



The companies that took venture capital money? Most are gone. Acquired. Shut down. Extracted. 



37signals? Still here. Still building. Still profitable. 



In-N-Out Burger: Staying Regional to Stay Excellent



In-N-Out Burger has 385 locations. 



All in California, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Colorado, Oregon, Texas. 



Could expand nationwide. Could franchise. Could go public. Could sell to private equity for billions. 



They do none of these things. 



Because Lynsi Snyder, the owner, understands something extractors don’t: growth kills quality. 



Why In-N-Out Stays Small



Quality control: Every location within one day’s drive of distribution centers. Fresh ingredients. No freezers. No microwaves. 



Employee treatment: Starting pay: $20+ per hour. Benefits. Training. Career paths. Managers make $160,000+. 



Menu simplicity: Burgers, fries, shakes. That’s it. No chicken. No salads. No breakfast. Just excellence. 



No debt: Family-owned. No investors. No quarterly pressure. No Wall Street analysts demanding growth. 



They could be McDonald’s size. They choose excellence instead. 



The Supply Chain That Avoids Extraction



In-N-Out doesn’t just refuse extraction in their business model. They refuse it in their entire supply chain. 



No Sisco. No US Foods. No food service extractors. 



They own their distribution centers: 


	Baldwin Park, CA (original)

	Lathrop, CA

	Chino, CA

	Phoenix, AZ

	Draper, UT

	Dallas, TX

	Colorado Springs, CO





They own their meat processing facilities. They source directly from farms near their distribution centers. They control everything from ingredient to customer. 



The 600-mile rule: Only open restaurants within 600 miles of their own distribution centers. Not because they can’t go farther. Because they won’t compromise quality. 



Every other fast food chain uses Sisco or US Foods. Gets frozen ingredients. Microwaves food. Cuts costs. Extracts margins. 



In-N-Out pays more for ingredients. Delivers fresh daily. Refuses to compromise. Makes more profit per location anyway. 



Average revenue per restaurant: $4.5 million annually. Double the industry average. 



Quality pays. Always. 



The Offers They Refused



Private equity has offered over $3 billion to buy In-N-Out. 



Multiple times. 



Lynsi Snyder’s response: “Not for sale.” 



Franchise operators beg to expand: “Let us bring In-N-Out to our city.” 



Her response: “We expand when we can maintain quality. Not before.” 



Wall Street considers this irrational. 



Customers consider it delicious. 



The Numbers



Average unit sales: $4.5 million per store annually. 



Industry average: $3 million per store. 



Profit per store: 20% margins (double the industry average). 



Customer satisfaction: Consistently rated #1 burger chain in America. 



Employee retention: Highest in fast food industry. 



Staying small and excellent beats going big and mediocre. 



Every. Single. Time. 



Chick-fil-A: The Sunday Principle



Truett Cathy opened his first restaurant in 1946. Named it the Dwarf Grill. Later became Chick-fil-A. 



From day one: Closed Sundays. 



Not because Sundays were slow. Because Cathy believed people needed a day of rest. Employees included. 



That decision costs Chick-fil-A approximately $1 billion annually. One-seventh of potential revenue. Gone. By choice. 



Wall Street would call this insane. 



Chick-fil-A calls it integrity. 



The Offers They Refused



Private equity has offered to buy Chick-fil-A multiple times. Billions on the table. 



The Cathy family response: “Not for sale.” 



Franchise operators beg to own multiple locations: “Let me expand faster.” 



Chick-fil-A’s response: “One location per operator. The best get up to 3. We want operators, not investors.” 



Most fast food chains allow multi-unit ownership. One person owns 50 locations. Extracts profit. Never visits half of them. 



Chick-fil-A caps it at up to 3. The operator must be present. Must run it themselves. Can’t extract from distance. 



This limits growth. Prevents empire-building. Protects quality. 



The Franchise Model That Rejects Extraction



Franchise fee: $10,000. 



Read that again. $10,000. 



McDonald’s franchise: $1 million to $2.3 million initial investment. 



Subway: $229,000 to $522,000. 



Taco Bell: $1.2 million to $2.6 million. 



Chick-fil-A: $10,000. 



Why so low? Because Chick-fil-A owns the real estate. Owns the equipment. Takes on the capital risk. 



The franchisee (called an “operator”) runs the business. Keeps 5-7% of sales as profit. 



Chick-fil-A keeps the rest but also takes all the risk. 



This inverts the extraction model. Most franchises extract from franchisees. Load them with debt. Take royalties. Leave them broke. 



Chick-fil-A finds people who want to operate a business, not extract from one. 



Selection rate: 0.4%. Harder to get than Harvard admission (3.4%). 



They’re not selecting for wealth. They’re selecting for operational excellence and character. 



The Numbers Wall Street Hates



Average revenue per location: $8.1 million annually (2023). 



Industry average: $3 million. 



Chick-fil-A makes 2.7× more per location than competitors. While being closed one-seventh of the time. 



Employee starting wage: $20+ per hour in most markets. Benefits. Training. Career paths. 



Industry turnover: 150% annually. 



Chick-fil-A turnover: 60% (lowest in fast food). 



Treat workers well. They stay. Customers notice. Quality stays high. 



The Supply Chain That Avoids Sisco



Chick-fil-A doesn’t use Sysco. Doesn’t use US Foods. 



They source directly. Control their supply chain. Maintain quality from farm to restaurant. 



Vertical integration: Own processing plants. Direct relationships with farmers. No middleman extraction. 



No frozen chicken: Fresh. Never frozen. Delivered to stores multiple times weekly. 



Every other fast food chain uses frozen. Cheaper. Easier. Lower quality. 



Chick-fil-A pays more for fresh. Makes more profit anyway. Because customers taste the difference. 



The Cathy Family Structure



Still family-owned. Dan Cathy (Truett’s son) leads. Multiple family members involved. 



Not one billionaire who can unilaterally sell. A family that has to agree. 



Makes extraction nearly impossible. One generation wants to cash out? The next wants to keep building. 



The company mission statement hasn’t changed since 1982: “To glorify God by being a faithful steward of all that is entrusted to us and to have a positive influence on all who come into contact with Chick-fil-A.” 



Not “maximize shareholder value.” Not “optimize for exit.” “Be a faithful steward.” 



The Culture That Lasted



Truett Cathy died in 2014. 



The culture survived. Because it was built into the structure. 



Closed Sundays: Still closed.

One operator per location: Still enforced.

Fresh chicken: Still never frozen.

Employee treatment: Still above industry standard.

Family ownership: Still private. 



Most founder-led companies die with the founder. Or get sold immediately after. 



Chick-fil-A stayed the course. Because the family chose building over extracting. 



The Competition That Extracted



Popeyes: Acquired by Restaurant Brands International (private equity-backed). Quality collapsed. Consistency destroyed. Locations understaffed. 



KFC: Part of Yum! Brands. Extracted by corporate optimization. Quality declined. Customer satisfaction dropped. 



Church’s Chicken: Bought by private equity multiple times. Quality degraded. Locations closing. 



Chick-fil-A: Family-owned. Quality maintained. Sales per location highest in industry. 



The pattern is clear. Private ownership and building beats extraction... just about every time. 



The Warning Signs



But Chick-fil-A isn’t perfect. And lately, the cracks are showing. 



Portion sizes: Shrinking. The chicken sandwich used to fill the bun. Now it doesn’t. Regulars notice. 



The oil change: Switched from peanut oil to canola/sunflower blend. Cheaper. Different taste. Customers who remember the peanut oil know. 



Quality drift: Subtle. Not collapse. Just... less. The chicken still fresh. The service still good. But the magic fading. 



These are the early symptoms. The same symptoms that appeared at every other chain before full extraction took over. 



First portion sizes shrink. Then ingredients change. Then quality standards slip. Then everything mediocre. 



Truett Cathy died in 2014. The culture held for a decade. Now entering the danger zone. 



Second-generation leadership is testing: Can they extract a little? Just optimize margins slightly? Nobody will notice if they make the sandwich 10% smaller, right? 



This is how it starts. Always. 



Texas Roadhouse is showing the same symptoms. Quality slipping. Maintenance deferred. Culture eroding without Kent Taylor. 



Even the best builders face this test: Can the culture survive without the founder? 



Chick-fil-A is answering that question right now. In real time. With portion sizes and oil choices and quality drift. 



What Chick-fil-A Proved (Past Tense)



For 78 years, Chick-fil-A proved: 



Companies can close one day per week and still dominate their industry. 



Companies can pay workers well and still be the most profitable. 



Companies can refuse to franchise aggressively and still grow sustainably. 



Companies can stay family-owned and still compete against extraction-backed competitors. 



Companies can prioritize principle over profit and profit anyway. 



But now they’re proving something else: Even builders eventually face the extraction temptation. 



The family stayed private. Kept Sunday closures. Maintained decent wages. 



But started shrinking portions. Changed the oil. Optimized margins. 



Not full extraction. Not yet. Just the first steps down the slope. 



The Test Every Builder Faces



Can the second generation resist what the founder refused? 



Can the culture survive without the visionary? 



Can quality standards hold when the founder’s gone? 



Patagonia solved this by giving the company away. Can’t extract what nobody owns. 



NOW Foods solved it with 40 family members. Hard to get 40 people to agree to extract. 



Chick-fil-A? Still family-owned. But fewer family members. More pressure. Bigger company. Harder choices. 



The Sunday principle holds. Employee treatment holds. Fresh chicken holds. 



But portion sizes shrink. Oil changes. Quality drifts. 



This is the test. And Chick-fil-A is taking it. Right now. 



The Lesson in Real Time



Chick-fil-A shows both sides of the builder story. 



For 78 years: Building beats extraction. Sunday closures. Quality standards. Family ownership. Proof it works. 



The last few years: Even builders face extraction pressure. Portion shrinkage. Cost optimization. Quality drift. 



They’re not Popeyes. Not yet. Not collapsed. Not extracted to death. 



But they’re also not the Chick-fil-A of 2014. 



The question: Can they catch themselves? Can the family remember why Truett said no to billions? 



Or will they keep optimizing? Keep shrinking portions? Keep changing ingredients? 



Until one day, they’re just another chain. Private equity-free but extraction-infected anyway. 



Private equity isn’t required for extraction. Companies just need to forget why they built in the first place. 



Chick-fil-A is remembering. Or forgetting. The answer will be clear in 5 years. 



Jersey Mike’s: The $8 Billion Test



2024: Peter Cancro faced a decision. 



He’d built Jersey Mike’s for 51 years. Started at age 14 working the counter in Point Pleasant, New Jersey. Bought the sub shop at 17 with a loan. Grew it from 1 location to 2,800+ locations. 



Annual system sales: $3.5 billion. Not revenue. Sales across the franchise system. 



Quality maintained. Ingredients sliced fresh. Bread baked daily. No frozen anything. No Sysco. Real roast beef. Real turkey. Real everything. 



The sub shop that refused to compromise. For 51 years. 



November 2024: Cancro sold majority stake to Blackstone for $8 billion. 



Not all of it. Kept 10% stake. Stayed on as CEO. Negotiated protections for franchisees. 



But sold. To Blackstone. Private equity. The extraction machine that destroyed Toys “R” Us, Red Lobster, and countless others. 



Why Jersey Mike’s Matters



This is the test case happening right now. 



Can a builder sell to private equity and protect what he built? 



Can $8 billion be taken without extraction following? 



Can Blackstone own Jersey Mike’s and not turn it into Subway? 



Can Cancro’s 10% stake and CEO role preserve quality? 



Or will this become another Toys "R" Us? Another extraction casualty? Another brand that meant something until private equity got it? 



The answer is unfolding in real-time. 



What Cancro Built First



Jersey Mike’s wasn’t always 2,800 locations. 



1956: Mike’s Subs opened in Point Pleasant, New Jersey. 



1971: 14-year-old Peter Cancro started working there. 



1975: Original owner selling. Cancro wanted to buy it. Problem: He was 17. Had no money. 



His high school football coach loaned him $125,000. Cancro bought the shop. 



That’s the origin story. A teenager. A coach. A loan. A sub shop. 



The Building Phase: 1975-2024



Cancro ran that shop for 11 years. One location. Learned everything. Quality. Service. Ingredients. People. 



1987: Opened first franchise. Grew slowly. Carefully. Maintained standards. 



The model: Fresh-sliced meats and cheeses. Never pre-packaged. Bread baked daily in-store. No freezers. No microwaves. No Sysco. 



Sandwiches made in front of customers. Open kitchen. See what goes on it. Watch them slice it fresh. Transparency through visibility. 



Franchisees had to follow standards. No exceptions. Quality non-negotiable. 



By 2024: 2,800+ locations. $3.5 billion system sales. Still fresh-slicing. Still baking daily. Still refusing frozen. 



51 years of building. Then came Blackstone. 



The Sale: November 2024



Blackstone paid $8 billion for majority stake. 



Cancro kept 10%. Stayed as CEO. Retained decision-making authority on operations. 



The deal included: Protections for franchisees. Commitments to maintain quality. Promises to preserve culture. 



Cancro’s statement: “This partnership will help us accelerate growth while staying true to our values.” 



Translation: “I took $8 billion and hope they don’t destroy what I built.” 



What Makes This Different



Other founders sold completely. Walked away. Took the money. Watched extraction happen from a distance. 



Cancro kept 10%. Stayed as CEO. Retained operational control. 



The theory: His continued involvement protects quality. His stake aligns incentives. His presence preserves culture. 



The counter-theory: 10% can’t override 90%. CEO serves the owners. Blackstone didn’t pay $8 billion for preservation. They paid for extraction. 



The Blackstone Track Record



What happens when Blackstone buys food companies? 



Hilton Hotels: Bought 2007. Loaded with debt. Went public 2013. Quality declined during Blackstone ownership. 



Bumble Bee Foods: Blackstone-backed. Filed bankruptcy 2019. Extracted. Destroyed. 



The Cosmopolitan Hotel of Los Vegas: Bought for $1.7 billion. Sold for $5.1 billion. Blackstone extracted $3.4 billion. Hotel workers paid the price. 



SeaWorld: Blackstone-owned. Public backlash. Attendance dropped. Blackstone sold. Left problems behind. 



Blackstone’s business model: 


	Buy.

	Load with debt.

	Extract fees.

	Optimize costs.

	Flip.

	Take profits.

	Leave.





That’s not building. That’s extraction refined to science. 



The First 6 Months: Early Signs



As of June 2025 (7 months post-acquisition): 



Customers are noticing. 



Reddit reports: Portion sizes shrinking. Quality dropping. Sandwiches smaller. Less meat per sub. 



Not franchisee complaints. Not official announcements. Just customers ordering the same sub they’ve ordered for years. Noticing it’s different now. 



The changes started around the acquisition. Right when Blackstone bought in. 



Could be coincidence.

Could be supply chain issues.

Could be franchise-level decisions. 



Or could be exactly what Blackstone does. What they always do. 



Chick-fil-A took 10 years after its founder died to start shrinking portions. 



Jersey Mike’s took 7 months after Blackstone bought in. 



The extraction timeline is accelerating. 



The Scenarios



Scenario 1: Cancro Protects It 



His 10% stake and CEO role matter. He blocks cost cuts. Preserves quality. Maintains standards. Blackstone gets returns through growth, not extraction. Jersey Mike’s expands to 5,000 locations while keeping quality. 



Possible? Maybe. Rare? Extremely. 



Scenario 2: Slow Extraction 



First 2 years: Nothing changes. Earn franchisee trust. Maintain quality. Everyone relaxes. 



Years 3-5: “Opportunities identified.” Slight ingredient changes. “Equivalent quality, lower cost.” Portion sizes shrink 8%. Nobody notices immediately. 



Years 5-7: Sysco contracts signed. “Efficiency gains.” Fresh-slicing becomes “fresh-enough slicing.” Bread still baked daily, but formula changed. Cheaper ingredients. 



Year 8: Jersey Mike’s is Subway with better marketing. 



This is the standard path. This is what private equity does. 



Scenario 3: Fast Extraction 



Blackstone sees opportunity. Loads Jersey Mike’s with debt. Extracts fees. Forces cost cuts. Cancro resists. Blackstone removes him. “Mutual decision to step down.” New CEO hired. “Bringing fresh perspective.” 



12 months later: Sysco contract signed. Fresh-slicing eliminated. Quality collapses. Franchisees sue. Customers leave. Brand destroyed. 



Year 5: Jersey Mike’s is Quiznos. Dead. 



Less likely than Scenario 2. But possible. 



What Cancro Is Betting



He’s betting his continued involvement matters. 



He’s betting 10% ownership gives him leverage. 



He’s betting Blackstone wants long-term value over short-term extraction. 



He’s betting $8 billion in his pocket plus protecting what he built is possible. 



He might be right. 



But the pattern says otherwise. 



The Founders Who Sold



Ben Cohen (Ben & Jerry’s): Sold to Unilever 2000 for $326 million. Public statement years later: “If I could do it over, I wouldn’t have sold.” 



Tom Chappell (Tom’s of Maine): Sold 84% to Colgate 2006 for $100 million. Said he was “excited to have colleagues” after the sale. Customers watched formulations change. Ingredients cheapened. Mission diluted. Chappell didn’t complain publicly. 



Roxanne Quimby (Burt’s Bees): Sold to Clorox 2007 for $925 million. Used $275 million for land conservation. Said she was “at peace with the Clorox deal.” Customers watched “natural” become marketing, not standard. 



The pattern: Take the money. Use it for something meaningful. Quality collapses anyway. Founders either regret it (Cohen) or make peace with it (Quimby, Chappell). 



Cancro knows this. Structured the deal to stay involved. Betting he can be different. 



The Franchisees’ Position



2,800+ Jersey Mike’s franchisees now have a new landlord. 



Cancro built relationships over decades. Franchisees trusted him. He protected them. Fair terms. Reasonable fees. Quality standards enforced. 



Blackstone didn’t build those relationships. Blackstone bought the revenue stream. 



Franchisees are watching. Waiting. Wondering. 



First sign of extraction: Franchisee rebellion. Lawsuits. Public complaints. 



Hasn’t happened yet. But private equity always tests limits. 



The Alternative Cancro Didn’t Choose



Bob Moore (Bob’s Red Mill): Gave company to employees. $0 in his pocket. Workers own it. Can’t be extracted. 



Yvon Chouinard (Patagonia): Gave company to Earth. $0 in his pocket. Mission locked forever. Can’t be sold. 



Lynsi Snyder (In-N-Out): Rejected billions. Stayed family-owned. Quality preserved. Still building. 



Arch Aplin (Buc-ee’s): Rejected billions. Stayed family-owned. Excellence maintained. Still refusing. 



Cancro could have stayed private. Passed to trusted leadership. Protected quality forever. 



Instead: Took $8 billion. Gave Blackstone the keys. Kept 10%. Stayed CEO. Hoping that’s enough. 



Why Cancro Might Have Sold



51 years of building. Age 68 in 2024. No obvious succession plan. Franchise system valued at $8 billion. 



Options: 



Stay private. Risk succession failure. Watch value collapse if wrong person takes over. 



Sell to strategic buyer (Subway, Jimmy John’s parent). Get acquired. Become brand under someone else’s portfolio. 



Sell to private equity. Take billions. Try to protect culture through deal structure. 



Or: Give it away. ESOP. Trust ownership. Preservation guaranteed. $0 in pocket. 



Cancro chose option 3. Took the billions. Negotiated protections. Stayed involved. 



Can’t blame a 68-year-old builder for taking $8 billion after 51 years. 



But taking money from Blackstone? That’s not building. That’s betting extraction can be controlled. 



The Question Private Equity Never Answers



Why did Blackstone pay $8 billion? 



Not to preserve Jersey Mike’s culture. Not to protect fresh-slicing. Not to maintain quality. 



To generate returns for Blackstone's investors. 



How does a private equity firm generate returns on $8 billion invested in a sandwich chain? 



Option A: Grow locations while maintaining quality. Slow. Risky. Requires Cancro's magic. Hard to scale. 



Option B: Optimize costs. Sysco contracts. Portion reductions. Ingredient substitutions. Fast. Proven. Extraction 101. 



Blackstone didn't become the world's largest private equity firm through Option A. 



The Debt Load Question



Did Blackstone load Jersey Mike’s with debt to finance the acquisition? 



Standard private equity playbook: Borrow money. Use it to buy company. Saddle company with the debt. Extract fees. Company pays interest. Blackstone takes profits. 



Blackstone hasn’t disclosed Jersey Mike’s debt structure publicly. 



But this is what they do. This is the model. 



If Jersey Mike’s is carrying billions in acquisition debt, that debt service demands cash flow. Cash flow requires either growth or cost cuts. Growth is slow. Cost cuts are fast. 



The debt load determines the timeline to extraction. 



What to Watch For



Year 1-2 (Now through 2026): 



No changes expected. Honeymoon period. Earn trust. Prove “partnership” is real. 



Year 2-3 (2026-2027): 



“Optimization opportunities identified.” Slight changes. Ingredient suppliers switched. “Equivalent quality, better pricing.” Portion sizes reduced subtly. 



Year 3-5 (2027-2029): 



Sysco contract signed. Fresh-slicing “enhanced” (eliminated). Bread formula changed. Cancro either complies or exits. 



Year 5+ (2029+): 



If quality collapses, franchisee lawsuits begin. Customer complaints spike. Brand value extracted. Blackstone prepares exit. 



Or: Cancro was right. Quality maintained. Growth successful. Building continued under private equity ownership. Unicorn outcome. 



The Real-Time Test



November 2024: Sale announced. 



2025-2030: Watch. 



Will Jersey Mike’s be the first private equity acquisition that doesn’t extract? 



Will Cancro’s 10% stake and CEO role actually protect quality? 



Will Blackstone prove extraction isn’t inevitable? 



Or will Jersey Mike’s become Subway? Quiznos? Potbelly? Another fast-casual chain that lost its soul to private equity optimization? 



What Jersey Mike’s Proves Right Now



Nothing yet. 



We’re about a year in. Too early to tell. 



But the sale itself proves something: Even builders who understand extraction take the money. 



Cancro watched private equity destroy chains for 40 years. Knew the playbook. Built Jersey Mike’s specifically to avoid that fate. 



Then Blackstone offered $8 billion. 



And he sold. 



Not because he’s greedy. Not because he’s foolish. Because $8 billion is $8 billion. 



And 51 years is a long time to build. 



And 68 years old is late in life to keep grinding. 



And maybe... just maybe his 10% and CEO role will be enough. 



Or maybe this is extraction happening in slow motion. Again. 



The Cancro Bet vs. The Builder Path



Cancro bet: Take $8 billion. Keep 10%. Stay CEO. Protect culture through involvement. Hope Blackstone wants long-term value. 



Builder path: Stay private. ESOP the company. Give ownership to franchisees and employees. Preserve quality forever. $0 in pocket. Mission locked. 



Cancro chose the money. 



Can’t blame him. But can’t call it building anymore either. 



He built for 51 years. Then he sold to extraction. Now the clock ticks. 



Why This Case Study Matters



Jersey Mike’s is the counter-example happening right now. 



Every other story in this chapter: Builders who refused extraction. Patagonia gave company away. Bob’s Red Mill gave to employees. In-N-Out rejected billions. Buc-ee’s stayed private. 



Jersey Mike’s: Builder who took the $8 billion. From Blackstone. In 2024. 



This is the fork in the road every builder faces. 



Take the money and hope extraction doesn’t follow? 



Or refuse the money and lock in the mission? 



Most take the money. Cancro took the money. 



Time will tell if that was worth it. 



NOW Foods: 56 Years of Saying No to Billions



1968: Elwood Richard had a problem. 



His small chain of Chicago health food stores called Health House kept losing customers to supermarkets. The reason? His products cost too much. 



Richard was a physical chemist. His research focused on enhancing physical performance through healthy foods and supplements. He believed in natural products. But he couldn’t sell them if nobody could afford them. 



“Healthy foods wouldn’t last if no one could afford them.” 



So he did something radical for the supplement industry: He started manufacturing his own products to supply his stores. Complete control over cost and quality. 



NOW Foods was born. 



The Philosophy: Affordable Excellence



Most supplement companies optimize for margin. Charge what the market will bear. Extract maximum profit per bottle. 



Richard optimized for access. Make quality supplements affordable enough that regular people could use them daily. 



Not cheap. Affordable. 



The difference matters. 



Cheap means cutting corners. Using inferior ingredients. Skipping testing. Maximizing profit by minimizing quality. 



Affordable means maintaining quality while controlling costs through vertical integration, efficient operations, and refusing to extract maximum margin. 



The Growth Without Extraction



1968: 4,500 square feet inside Fearn Soya Foods 1978: 7,000 square feet in Villa Park 1988: 12,000 square feet in Glendale Heights 1994: 45,000 square feet on Mitchell Road 1998: 203,000 square feet state-of-the-art facility in Bloomingdale 2012: Added 130,000 square feet in Nevada 2017: New 200,000 square feet distribution in Roselle 



That’s 56 years of expansion. Zero private equity. Zero venture capital. Zero going public. 



Just building. 



What NOW Foods Could Have Done



2008: Became #1 selling brand in the natural channel according to SPINSscan Natural. 



The perfect time to sell. 



Private equity would have paid billions. Garden of Life sold to Nestle. Countless supplement brands got acquired. The extraction offers were there. 



NOW Foods said no. 



2014-2016: Won “Best Companies to Work For” 9 consecutive years. 



The perfect time to cash out. 



Wall Street would have loved the story. Strong brand. Loyal customers. Happy employees. Profitable operations. Clean financials. 



NOW Foods stayed private. 



2023: 55th anniversary. One of the most extensive lines of natural products available. Still family-owned. 



Still saying no. 



The Family Structure That Prevents Extraction



About 40 Richard family members still own NOW Foods. 



Not one billionaire founder who can unilaterally decide to sell. 40 family members who have to agree. 



That structure makes extraction nearly impossible. 



One person gets greedy? The other 39 vote no. 



One generation wants to cash out? The next generation wants to keep building. 



Elwood Richard’s wife Betty. Children David, Sharon, and Dan. Extended family. All owners. 



The company explicitly states: “Family ownership is essential to NOW’s long-term success, providing long-term stability and the belief in doing what’s right.” 



Not “maximize shareholder value.”

Not “optimize for exit.”

“Do what’s right.” 



The Long-Term Thinking That Builds



Chief executive Jim Emme: “Because NOW is privately owned by the Richard family, who believe in founder Elwood Richard’s founding mission, we can make decisions based upon long-term thinking, rather than short-term return on investment to shareholders.” 



Translation: They can build for decades instead of quarters. 



They can invest in quality testing equipment ($1 million+ inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry machine for heavy metals testing) without Wall Street questioning return on investment. 



They can pay workers well without analysts complaining about labor costs. 



They can keep prices affordable without investors demanding margin expansion. 



They can expand when ready, not when growth targets demand it. 



No extraction. Just building. 



What They Built Instead of Selling



While competitors sold out, NOW Foods: 




	Earned Good Manufacturing Practice certification with an ’A’ rating (2000)

	Became certified organic manufacturer (2000)

	Built in-house personal care manufacturing (acquired Burnham Labs, 2005)

	Became first for-profit business in DuPage County to fly the Earth Flag (2006)

	Invested in advanced testing: inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry for heavy metals (2007)

	Achieved LEED Silver Certification for Nevada facility (2013)

	Got ACLASS/ANAB accreditation through NPA’s cGMP program (2015)

	Added RiboPrinter for probiotic strain verification (2016)

	Achieved ISO certifications for cosmetics and natural foods (2017)

	Earned PETA Cruelty-Free certification (2020)

	Got ISO/IEC 17025:2017 accreditation for laboratories (2021)

	Introduced 100% post-consumer recycled bottles (2023)





That’s the activity of a company optimizing for excellence, not exit. 



The Result: Outlasting the Extractors



Elwood Richard died in 2017. 



The company didn’t sell. 



Didn’t get acquired by a conglomerate looking to extract the brand value. 



Didn’t get bought by private equity to load with debt and flip. 



Promoted from within. Jim Emme went from Plant Manager (1995) to President (2012) to chief executive (2014). 



Thirty years with the company before becoming chief executive. That’s the timeline of builders, not extractors. 



The Numbers Tell the Story



NOW Foods doesn’t publish revenue because they’re private.

They don’t need to impress Wall Street.

They answer to family, not analysts. 



But the scale speaks: 




	Largest independent, family-owned natural products manufacturer in U.S.

	#1 selling brand in natural channel (2008)

	One of the most extensive product lines in the industry

	Operating in multiple countries through HealthCo International (launched 1991)

	200,000+ square feet of distribution plus manufacturing facilities across multiple states





All built without extraction. All funded by revenue, not debt or dilution. 



What NOW Foods Proves



Companies can build massive operations without selling out. 



Companies can compete with extraction-backed competitors and win. 



Companies can pay workers well and still grow profitably. 



Companies can keep prices affordable and still expand for 56 years. 



Companies can stay family-owned and still become the #1 brand in their category. 



Extraction isn’t necessary. It’s a choice. 



NOW Foods chose building. 



56 years later, they’re still here. Still building. Still family-owned. Still affordable. 



While competitors who sold to private equity or went public are now just brands on a conglomerate’s balance sheet. Extracted. Optimized. Destroyed. 



Vital Farms: The Public Company That Refuses to Extract



2020: Vital Farms went public. 



Initial public offering on NASDAQ. Ticker: VITL. Stock available to anyone. 



This is the moment every private equity firm waits for. The extraction opportunity. Go public. Load the pressure. Maximize quarterly earnings. Cut costs. Fire workers. Consolidate suppliers. Extract maximum value. 



Vital Farms did none of this. 



They went public as a B Corp. Legally required to balance profit with purpose. 



They call it “Stakeholder Capitalism.” Not shareholder primacy. Not extraction. Building. 



And it’s working. 



The Vital Farms Model



Most egg companies operate like this: 



Factory farms. 200,000 hens per building. 1 square foot per bird. Beak trimming. Battery cages. Zero outdoor access. Maximum extraction. 



Farmers are contractors. Paid pennies per dozen. Take all the risk. Get none of the upside. 



Vital Farms inverts this: 



Pasture-raised standards: 108 square feet per bird. Minimum. Not 1 square foot. Not 2. Not even 50. 



Hens live outside. On grass. With actual space to move. 



Industry standard would call this “wasteful.” Vital Farms calls it “humane.” 



The Farmer Partnership That Rejects Extraction



300+ family farms partner with Vital Farms. 



Not factory farms.

Not industrial operations.

Not contracted labor. 



Family farms. Small operations. Generational owners. 



The relationship: Revenue sharing. Not commodity pricing. 



Most egg companies pay farmers bulk rates. $0.80 per dozen if the market’s good. $0.50 if it’s not. Farmer takes the loss. Company takes the profit. 



Vital Farms pays per dozen sold. Retail price matters. Farmers share in the upside. 



Price goes up? Farmers benefit.

Sales increase? Farmers benefit.

Company succeeds? Farmers succeed. 



The farms aren’t anonymous. Every carton lists the farm name. Has a “meet your farmer” code. Customers can see exactly whose farm produced their eggs. 



This is the opposite of extraction. Transparency instead of obscurity. Partnership instead of exploitation. 



What They Could Extract But Don’t



Vital Farms could do what every other food company does: 



Consolidate farms into industrial operations: Cut 275 farms to 10 factory facilities. Fire 265 farm families. Economies of scale. Margins improve. 



Cut the pasture standard: Drop from 108 sq ft to 50. Still better than industry. Costs drop. Profit jumps. 



Remove farm names from cartons: Make it anonymous. Prevent customers from developing loyalty to specific farms. Increase company power. 



Commoditize pricing: Pay farmers bulk rates instead of revenue sharing. Extract more margin per dozen. 



Wall Street would love all of this. “Operational efficiency.” “Margin expansion.” “Vertical integration.” 



Vital Farms refuses. Because they’re building, not extracting. 



The B Corp Protection



2020: They went public as a Certified B Corporation. 



What that means legally: The company is required to consider impact on all stakeholders. Farmers. Hens. Environment. Community. Employees. Not just shareholders. 



This isn’t optional. It’s in the corporate charter. Directors can be sued for violating it. 



Traditional corporations: Directors have fiduciary duty to maximize shareholder value. Everything else is secondary. 



B Corps: Directors have fiduciary duty to balance stakeholder interests. Shareholder value is ONE consideration, not the ONLY consideration. 



Patagonia used a trust structure to prevent extraction.

NOW Foods uses 40 family members to prevent extraction.

Vital Farms uses B Corp legal status to prevent extraction. 



Different mechanisms. Same goal. Can’t extract what’s legally prohibited from extracting. 



The Public Market Test



Here’s the question every builder faces when going public: 



Can companies maintain values under Wall Street pressure? 



Can companies keep paying farmers well when analysts demand margin expansion? 



Can companies keep pasture standards high when investors want cost cuts? 



Can companies resist extraction when quarterly earnings calls happen? 



Most companies fail this test within 18 months. 



Vital Farms? 5 years in. Still B Corp. Still 108 sq ft per hen. Still 275+ family farms. Still farm names on cartons. Still revenue sharing. 



The stock price? Up 120% since IPO (as of 2025). 



Turns out Wall Street likes companies that actually build value instead of extracting it. 



The Numbers Wall Street Can’t Ignore



Revenue: $430+ million annually (2024). 



Growth: 20%+ year-over-year. Sustained. Not a spike. 



Gross margin: 30%+. Healthy. Sustainable. 



Market share: Leading brand in pasture-raised category. 



Customer loyalty: Premium pricing maintained. People pay $8-9 per dozen gladly. 



Employee retention: Above industry average. Workers stay. 



Farm retention: Low turnover. Farmers don’t leave. 



The extraction model says: maximize margin, minimize costs, replace suppliers constantly, treat workers as disposable. 



Vital Farms proves: maintain quality, pay partners fairly, retain relationships, customers pay premium, profits grow anyway. 



What Vital Farms Proves



Companies can go public without selling out. 



Companies can have shareholders and stakeholders. 



Companies can grow 20% annually while treating farmers well. 



Companies can pay workers fairly and still be profitable. 



Companies can maintain premium quality and still scale. 



Companies can be transparent and still competitive. 



The B Corp structure protects against extraction. The farmer partnerships prevent commoditization. The pasture standards maintain quality. The transparency builds trust. 



All while being a publicly-traded company. All while facing quarterly earnings pressure. All while competing against industrial extraction. 



The Competition That Extracts



Cal-Maine Foods: Largest egg producer in America. Factory farms. Battery cages. Commodity pricing. Farmers are contractors with zero bargaining power. 



Rose Acre Farms: Industrial scale. 9 million hens. Multiple facilities cited for animal welfare violations. 



Walmart’s Great Value eggs: Supplied by industrial farms. Cheapest price. Lowest standards. 



All extracting from farmers, hens, and quality to maximize margin. 



Vital Farms: Building partnerships, maintaining standards, sharing revenue, growing faster than all of them. 



The extraction companies have scale. Vital Farms has loyalty. 



Scale is temporary. Loyalty compounds. 



The Test Ahead



Vital Farms went public in 2020. Still early. The real test comes at 10 years. 20 years. 50 years. 



Can the B Corp status hold when founders leave? 



Can the pasture standards survive when new executives arrive? 



Can the farmer partnerships endure when Wall Street demands consolidation? 



Patagonia gave the company away to prevent this test. Chick-fil-A stayed private but started shrinking portions. NOW Foods stayed family-owned with 40 members to prevent one person selling out. 



Vital Farms chose a different path: public ownership with legal protections. 



The experiment: Can legal structure (B Corp) prevent extraction when ownership is public? 



The answer will be clear in 20 years. 



But 5 years in, the answer looks like: Yes. 



The Builder’s Playbook



Vital Farms shows a path: 



Go public if needed. But change the legal structure first. B Corp status. Benefit corporation. Public benefit corporation. Legal protection against extraction. 



Lock in the mission before taking outside capital. Make stakeholder balance a legal requirement, not a nice-to-have. 



Build transparency into operations. Farm names on cartons. Open supply chain. Customers see who benefits. 



Share revenue with partners. Don’t commoditize suppliers. Make their success the company’s success. 



Maintain standards even under pressure. 108 sq ft per bird. Even when analysts question it. Especially when analysts question it. 



Treat public markets as capital source, not master. Shareholders deserve returns. But not extraction. Fair returns from building, not maximum returns from destroying. 



What They’re Building



Vital Farms isn’t just building an egg company. 



They’re building proof. 



Proof that public companies can resist extraction. Proof that B Corps can compete with extractors. Proof that transparency beats obscurity. Proof that paying farmers well beats commoditizing them. Proof that treating hens humanely beats factory farming. Proof that building beats extracting. 



Even on Wall Street. Even under quarterly pressure. Even in public markets. 



5 years in, the proof is working. 



Every quarter they report earnings without compromising values, they prove it’s possible. 



Every farm that stays partnered instead of getting consolidated, they prove it’s sustainable. 



Every customer that pays premium prices because they trust the mission, they prove it works. 



Vital Farms went public to scale impact, not extract value. 



So far, they’re succeeding. 



Newman’s Own: Giving Away $600 Million and Counting



1982: Paul Newman and his friend A.E. Hotchner made salad dressing in Newman’s basement. 



Christmas gifts for friends. Homemade. Oil, vinegar, herbs. Nothing fancy. 



Friends loved it. Asked for more. Newman made more batches. 



Someone suggested: “You should sell this.” 



Newman’s response: “Fine. But let’s give all the money away.” 



Not some of it. Not a percentage. All of it. 



The Decision That Changed Everything



Newman was already wealthy. Acting career. Millions in the bank. Didn’t need more money. 



But he understood something most wealthy people don’t: Luck matters more than skill. 



His words: “I wanted to acknowledge luck: the luck of having good health, of being born into a family that could afford to take care of me, of being born in America rather than in a slum in Bangladesh. Philanthropy is an expression of that gratitude.” 



So he built a company designed to give. 



Not “give back.” Just give. Forever. 



The Structure That Prevents Extraction



Newman’s Own Foundation (501c3 nonprofit) owns 100% of Newman’s Own Inc. (for-profit company). 



No shareholders.

No private equity.

No public offering.

No acquisition possible.

No extraction possible. 



The company makes products. Generates profit. Sends 100% of after-tax profits to the foundation. The foundation distributes to charities. 



Simple. Permanent. Unbreakable. 



Newman died in 2008. The structure survived. Because it was built to outlast him. 



Nobody can sell the company. Nobody can take it public. Nobody can extract. 



The foundation owns it. The foundation’s purpose is giving. That’s it. 



What They Could Have Extracted



Private equity firms have offered billions to buy Newman’s Own. 



Kraft tried.

Unilever tried.

Nestlé probably tried. 



All refused. Because nobody can sell what’s owned by a nonprofit with a singular mission. 



The foundation could extract in other ways: 



Pay executives massive salaries: Take $10 million annually as “operational costs.” It’s legal for nonprofits. Many do it. 



Cut quality to donate more: Use cheaper ingredients. Increase margins. Donate bigger numbers. Look more generous on paper. 



License the brand: Let other companies use the Newman’s Own name for fees. Extract without producing. 



Reduce product standards: Newman insisted on quality. His successors could compromise. Customers might not notice for years. 



They do none of this. 



Executive compensation: Reasonable. Not extractive. 



Quality standards: Maintained since 1982. 



Brand licensing: Minimal. Only when it serves the mission. 



Product integrity: Newman’s standards still enforced. 



They could extract billions. They choose building instead. 



The Product Line That Gives



Started with salad dressing. Now: 



Salad dressings (12+ varieties).

Pasta sauces (20+ varieties).

Salsa.

Popcorn.

Lemonade.

Wine.

Pet food (Newman’s Own Organix). 



All profitable.

All quality.

All giving 100% away. 



Annual revenue: Estimated $500+ million (they’re private, don’t publish exact numbers). 



After-tax profit: Estimated $30-50 million annually. 



All donated. Every year. Since 1982. 



The Competition They Beat



Newman’s Own competes against: 



Kraft (owned by Kraft Heinz, extraction central).

Ragu (owned by Mizkan, private equity-backed).

Prego (owned by Campbell’s, public company).

Hidden Valley (owned by Clorox). 



These companies have: 


	Billion-dollar marketing budgets

	Massive distribution networks

	Economies of scale

	Professional extraction expertise





Newman’s Own has: 


	Zero advertising budget

	Quality products

	A mission people trust

	Dead founder’s face on every bottle





Guess which one customers prefer? 



Newman’s Own maintains shelf space in every major grocery chain. Not through extraction. Through quality and trust. 



The Numbers That Prove It Works



Since 1982: Over $600 million donated to charities. 



Beneficiaries: 



Children’s hospitals. 



Summer camps for seriously ill children (Hole in the Wall Gang Camps, Newman’s personal passion). 



Food banks. 



Disaster relief. 



Veterans programs. 



Arts programs. 



Environmental causes. 



The company doesn’t just survive. It thrives. 



Product quality: Maintained. Market share: Grown. Distribution: Expanded. Brand trust: Strongest in category. 



All while giving 100% away. 



What Newman’s Own Proves



Companies can give away all profits and still grow. 



Companies can compete with extraction-backed competitors and win. 



Companies can maintain quality while maximizing giving. 



Companies can build operations that outlast the founder. 



Companies can make philanthropy the business model, not a side project. 



The structure prevents extraction. The mission attracts customers. The quality retains them. The giving compounds forever. 



The Ben & Jerry’s Comparison



2000: Ben & Jerry’s sold to Unilever for $326 million. 



The founders thought they negotiated protections. Social mission clauses. Community commitments. Environmental standards. 



20 years later: 


	Mission diluted

	Quality compromised

	Founders publicly regret the sale

	Ben Cohen: “If I could do it over, I wouldn’t have sold”





Newman’s Own in 2000: Already giving for 18 years. Rejected every acquisition offer. 



Newman’s Own in 2025: Still independent. Still 100% charity. 43 years and counting. 



Ben & Jerry’s became a line item on Unilever’s balance sheet. 



Newman’s Own became a permanent charity engine. 



The difference: Legal structure. 



Ben & Jerry’s was owned by shareholders who could sell. 



Newman’s Own is owned by a foundation that can’t. 



The Tom’s of Maine Warning



Tom’s of Maine: Founded 1970. Natural toothpaste and personal care. Mission-driven. Values-focused. 



1990s: Growing. Profitable. Getting acquisition offers. 



2006: Sold 84% to Colgate-Palmolive for $100 million. Kept 16%. Thought they could maintain mission. 



Result: 


	Formulations changed

	Ingredients cheapened

	Manufacturing moved

	Original customers noticed

	Founders lost control





2025: Tom’s of Maine still exists. As a brand. Not as a mission. 



Colgate owns it. Extracts from it. Markets it as “natural” while changing what made it natural. 



Newman’s Own watched this happen. Stayed independent. 



Tom’s of Maine got $100 million once. 



Newman’s Own gave away $600 million and still growing. 



Selling is temporary wealth. Building is permanent impact. 



The Burt’s Bees Lesson



Burt’s Bees: Founded 1984. Natural lip balm and skin care. Quality ingredients. Environmental mission. 



2003: Sold majority stake to AEA Investors (private equity) for undisclosed amount. 



2007: Clorox bought it for $925 million. 



Result: 


	Formulations altered

	Ingredients substituted

	“Natural” became marketing term, not standard

	Original mission became tagline, not practice





Clorox calls Burt’s Bees a “natural brand.” Markets it as eco-friendly. While Clorox sells bleach and chemical cleaners. 



The extraction: Use the mission as marketing. Change the substance. Keep the label. 



Newman’s Own alternative: Keep the mission. Maintain the substance. Never sell the label. 



Burt’s Bees sold for $925 million. Clorox extracted the value. Mission died. 



Newman’s Own gave away $600+ million. Mission alive. Still giving. 



The Structural Genius



Four ways to prevent extraction, proven by builders: 



Patagonia: Trust ownership. Gave company to environmental nonprofit trust. Can’t be sold. Mission locked forever. 



NOW Foods: 40 family members. One wants to sell? 39 vote no. Consensus prevents extraction. 



Vital Farms: B Corp legal status. Public but legally required to balance stakeholders. Charter prevents pure extraction. 



Newman’s Own: Foundation ownership. Nonprofit owns for-profit. Can’t extract what exists to give. 



Different mechanisms. Same principle. Lock the mission before extraction can arrive. 



The Paul Newman Philosophy in Action



Newman didn’t just give money. He built a machine that gives forever. 



Personal philanthropy stops when the donor dies. Structural philanthropy compounds. 



He could have: 


	Donated $600 million from his acting income

	Set up a foundation funded by his estate

	Made charitable bequests in his will





Instead: Built a company that generates charitable revenue in perpetuity. 



His acting career ended. His giving machine didn’t. 



He’s been dead since 2008. Newman’s Own gave more in the 17 years after his death than the 26 years before it. 



That’s the power of structure over intention. 



The Advertising Budget They Don’t Have



Newman’s Own advertising budget: $0. 



Zero television commercials. Zero social media campaigns. Zero influencer partnerships. Zero marketing agencies. 



Just: Quality products. Paul Newman’s face. 100% profits to charity. 



That’s the marketing. 



Competitors spend millions on advertising. Newman’s Own spends zero. 



Competitors hire agencies to craft messages. Newman’s Own has one message: “All profits to charity.” 



Competitors A/B test packaging. Newman’s Own has had the same design philosophy since 1982. 



Trust beats advertising. Always. 



What Could Go Wrong



Newman’s Own isn’t invulnerable. The structure protects against extraction. Doesn’t guarantee excellence. 



Potential failures: 



Quality drift: New leadership could compromise ingredients. Customers might not notice for years. By the time trust erodes, damage done. 



Mission creep: Foundation could broaden giving criteria. Dilute impact. Become generic charity clearinghouse instead of focused giving. 



Professional managers: Could hire extraction-minded executives. People who optimize for revenue over mission. Numbers look good. Soul dies. 



Estate battles: Family could challenge the structure. Try to break the foundation. Happens often when founders die and heirs want cash. 



So far, none of this happened. But Newman died in 2008. Still relatively recent. The real test comes at 50 years. 100 years. 200 years. 



Structures prevent extraction. Culture maintains excellence. 



Newman’s Own has the structure. Time will test the culture. 



The Hole in the Wall Gang



Newman’s personal passion: Hole in the Wall Gang Camp. 



Free summer camp for children with serious illnesses. Cancer. Blood disorders. Life-threatening conditions. 



Children who can’t go to regular camp get to be children. Swimming. Horseback riding. Theater. Arts. Just being young people instead of patients. 



Newman founded it in 1988. Named it after his character’s gang in “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.” 



Location: Connecticut originally. Now camps worldwide. 



Cost to families: $0. Fully funded by Newman’s Own Foundation. 



Since 1988: Over 1.3 million experiences for seriously ill children and their families. 



This is where much of the $600+ million went. Giving sick children the chance to be children. 



Newman didn’t just build a charitable food company. He built a specific impact machine. 



The Test Ahead



Newman’s Own is 43 years old. Outlasted the founder by 17 years. 



The structure held. The mission continued. The quality maintained. 



But companies face tests: 



Year 50: Can the founding culture survive when no one remembers the founder? 



Year 100: Can the legal structure resist challenges from people who want to “optimize” giving? 



Year 200: Can the product quality standards endure when market pressures demand compromise? 



Patagonia solved this by giving the company away in 2022. Fresh restart with locked mission. 



NOW Foods spreading ownership across 40 family members. Hard to change course. 



Newman’s Own using foundation ownership. Legally protected. Culturally vulnerable. 



The legal structure is solid. The cultural transmission is the question. 



What Newman’s Own Proves Right Now



Companies can operate for-profit with 100% charitable giving and compete successfully for 43 years. 



Companies can maintain product quality while giving away all profits. 



Companies can outlast the founder without selling out. 



Companies can reject billions in acquisition offers because the structure makes selling impossible. 



Companies can beat extraction-backed competitors through quality and trust. 



Companies can make giving the business model, not the side project. 



Paul Newman proved it’s possible. Newman’s Own proves it’s sustainable. 



The question isn’t whether companies can build without extracting. Newman’s Own answered that 43 years ago. 



The question is whether builders will choose this path. 



Most won’t. Because it requires giving up control, potential billions, personal wealth accumulation. 



But for builders who care about impact over income? 



Newman’s Own is the blueprint. 



Build products. Generate profit. Give it away. Repeat forever. 



Simple. Powerful. Proven. 



Valve: The Company With No Managers



Valve Corporation makes video games and runs Steam (digital game store). 



Worth billions. Employs 360+ people. 



Has zero managers. 



No bosses. No hierarchy. No org chart. No performance reviews. No assigned projects. 



Everyone decides what to work on. 



Sounds like chaos.

Looks like anarchy.

Works perfectly. 



How Valve Works



New employees get a handbook. First line: “Welcome to flatland.” 



Flatland means no hierarchy. No one above anyone. No one below anyone. Everyone equal. Everyone decides. 



No one tells anyone what to do. Projects form organically. Teams assemble around ideas. People vote with their time. 



If a project is good, people join. If it’s not, people leave. The project dies or adapts. 



Bad ideas die fast. Good ideas attract talent. 



No politics. No managers protecting pet projects. No extraction of worker creativity. 



The Valve Philosophy



Gabe Newell (founder): “Hierarchies are about control. We’re about creation.” 



“The people building the products should decide what gets built. Not managers who don’t build anything.” 



“We hire smart people. Then we get out of their way.” 



Wall Street: “But how do you maintain control?” 



Newell: “We don’t. We build trust instead.” 



The Results



Half-Life series: Revolutionized gaming. Won every award. 



Portal series: Genre-defining. Universally acclaimed. 



Steam: 132 million+ active users. 70% of personal computer gaming market. Billions in annual revenue. 



Steam Deck: Handheld gaming personal computer that actually works. Launched 2022. Sold millions. Revived the handheld personal computer gaming market that every other company failed at for decades. 



Employee satisfaction: Among highest in tech. 



These days, Valve is reguarly being accused of building a monopoly. Excellent. Building wins. 



No managers. No extraction. Just building. 



Works perfectly. 



The Pattern: What These Companies Share



Look at the companies that chose building over extraction: 



They stayed private or gave ownership away. 



No quarterly earnings pressure. No Wall Street analysts. No activist investors demanding buybacks. 



They prioritized long-term over short-term. 



Decades matter more than quarters. Building beats extracting. Quality beats growth. 



They treated workers like humans. 



Pay well. Provide benefits. Create careers. Share profits. Retain talent. Benefit from experience. 



They served customers instead of investors. 



Keep prices fair. Maintain quality. Build trust. Earn loyalty. Benefit from retention. 



They refused to scale beyond capability. 



In-N-Out stays regional. 37signals stays small. Valve stays focused. Quality maintained. Excellence preserved. 



They kept ownership concentrated. 



No dilution. No loss of control. Mission stays intact. Values remain unchanged. 



The Irony Wall Street Misses



The companies that refused extraction outperformed the extractors. 



Costco vs. Kmart: Kmart extracted. Went bankrupt. Costco built. Still growing. 



In-N-Out vs. Burger King: Burger King extracted by private equity. Quality collapsed. In-N-Out stayed family-owned. Quality maintained. 



Patagonia vs. North Face (VF Corporation): North Face got extracted by parent company. Patagonia stayed mission-focused. Guess which customers trust more? 



37signals vs. venture-capital-funded competitors: Most competitors dead. 37signals still building with a small, nimble team. 



Valve vs. public game companies (Electronic Arts, Activision): Electronic Arts and Activision extract via microtransactions. Customers hate them. Valve builds quality. Customers love them. 



The pattern is perfect. 



Building beats extracting. Long-term beats short-term. Mission beats money. 



Every.

Single.

Time. 



The Craigslist Miracle



1995: Craig Newmark started an email list. San Francisco events. Just helping people connect. 



It became Craigslist. 



What Craigslist could have done: 




	Charge per listing (like newspapers): $10 billion+ annually

	Sell to private equity: Multi-billion exit

	Go public: Initial public offering billions

	Add advertising everywhere: Billions more

	Extract maximum value from network effects





What Craigslist actually did: 




	Stayed simple

	Kept most listings free

	Charged minimal fees (jobs, apartments in some cities)

	Never added banner ads

	Never went public

	Never sold out

	Just helped people connect





Annual revenue: Estimated $1 billion (from minimal fees). 



Potential revenue if extracted: $10+ billion annually. 



Craig’s response: “We have enough money. We want to serve the community.” 



Imagine that. 



Linux: Open Source Destroying Closed Extraction



1991: Linus Torvalds created Linux. Open-source operating system. Free. Anyone can modify. Anyone can contribute. 



Microsoft laughed. Called open source “un-American.” Said it would never work. “Who would work for free?” 



2026: Linux runs: 


	96.3% of the top 1 million web servers

	100% of the world’s top 500 supercomputers

	71% of smartphones (Android is Linux)

	Amazon, Google, Facebook infrastructure

	The entire modern internet





Microsoft Windows? Lost the server war. Lost mobile. Runs desktops. That’s it. 



Open-source collaboration beat proprietary extraction. 



Not even close. 



REI: The Co-op That Returns Profits



REI is a co-op. Customers are owners. Profits return to members as dividends. 



Not shareholders. Not private equity. Not Wall Street. Not executives. Customers. 



2023 dividend: $372 million returned to members. 



Member benefits: Dividends, discounts, gear trade-in, experiences. 



Employee benefits: Above-industry pay, healthcare, retirement, paid time off to go outside. 



Environmental commitment: 70% of profits to conservation and outdoor access. 



Here’s the part Wall Street hates: REI often operates at a loss. 



Not because they’re failing. Because they give so much back. 



Member rewards. Community programs. Employee incentives. Environmental grants. 



An extraction-focused company would call this “inefficient.” Would cut member benefits. Reduce employee pay. Eliminate community giving. Maximize profit. 



REI does the opposite. Prioritizes members, employees, and mission over profit extraction. 



Wall Street would call this unsustainable. 



REI has been doing it since 1938. 



86 years and counting. 



They could convert to for-profit. Extract maximum value. Make billions. 



They choose cooperative ownership instead. 



Profits shared. Mission maintained. Community served. 



Turns out customers like owning the company they buy from. 



The Alternative Business Model



All these companies share a model: 



Build products people actually want. 



Not products optimized for extraction. Products optimized for usefulness. 



Charge fair prices. 



Not “what the market will bear.” What’s fair for value delivered. 



Pay workers well. 



Not “market minimum.” Enough to live well and stay committed. 



Keep quality high. 



Not “good enough to hit quarterly targets.” Good enough to be proud of. 



Think decades, not quarters. 



Not “maximize this year.” Build something that lasts. 



Serve mission, not extraction. 



Not “how much can they take?” How much can they give? 



What They Prove



Building beats extracting. Not morally. Financially. 



The companies that refused extraction are more valuable, more stable, more sustainable than most companies that extracted. 



Patagonia: $3 billion and growing. Mission-driven. Still building. 



Costco: $250 billion revenue. Wall Street’s “mistake” outperforming Wall Street’s favorites. 



37signals: Profitable for 25+ years. Still small. Still building. Still here. 



In-N-Out: $4.5 million per store. Double the industry average. Excellence sustained. 



Valve: Billions from Steam. No managers. No extraction. Just creation. 



Wikipedia: Beat Microsoft Encarta. Beat Britannica. Non-profit beat for-profit. 



Linux: Dominates servers, supercomputers, mobile. Open-source beat Microsoft. 



Extraction promised success. Building delivered it. 



The Question They Answer



Can companies build successfully without extracting? 



Not just morally successful. Financially successful. 



These companies answer: Yes. 



Companies can pay workers well. Treat customers right. Surprise and delight. Maintain quality. Stay mission-focused. Refuse quarterly pressure. Reject Wall Street demands. 



And thrive. 



Not despite refusing extraction. Because of it. 



The Builder’s Path



These companies show an alternative: 



Build something useful. Charge fair prices. Pay workers well. Treat customers right. Think long-term. Stay focused on mission. 



Ignore Wall Street. Refuse private equity. Reject quarterly thinking. Keep control. 



Build. Don’t extract. 



It works. 



Pebble: When “Failure” Becomes Immortal



2012: Eric Migicovsky launched a Kickstarter campaign for a smartwatch called Pebble. Needed $100,000. Raised $4.7 million. Became the most-funded Kickstarter campaign ever at the time. 



Over the next four years: Sold 2 million watches. $230 million in sales. Built a thriving developer community. Created the first successful smartwatch before Apple Watch existed. 



2015: Citizen offered $740 million to acquire Pebble. Migicovsky said no. 



Then Apple Watch launched. The market shifted overnight. Pebble’s sales dropped. 



2016: Intel offered $70 million. Migicovsky still said no. 



He believed in building, not extracting. He knew the strings attached... even when the future looked grim. 



2016: Sales didn’t hit forecasts. Cash ran out. Fitbit acquired Pebble’s assets for $23 million. The company shut down. Watches stopped receiving updates. Seemed like the end. 



Extraction won. Apple Watch dominated. Pebble “failed.” 



Except it didn’t. 



What happened next



The community kept Pebble alive. Created “Rebble” - a grassroots effort to maintain servers, apps, and services after the company died. 



2021: Google acquired Fitbit. Got Pebble’s intellectual property. 



2025: Migicovsky came back. Founded Core Devices. Partnered with Google. 



Made a choice: Open source everything. 



Not just the operating system. Everything. 



100% of Pebble’s software: 


	Watch firmware (PebbleOS)

	Mobile apps for iOS and Android

	Developer tools

	App store infrastructure





All open source. All on GitHub. All maintained by the community. 



But it gets better. 



The decentralized app store: 



Instead of one centralized app store (like Apple’s 30% tax monopoly), Pebble created multiple app store “feeds.” Anyone can create a feed. Anyone can host one. 



Every app gets backed up to Archive.org. Permanently. Forever. 



If Core Devices disappears tomorrow, Pebble keeps working. The community owns it now. 



Migicovsky’s philosophy: 



> “If Core Devices were to disappear into a black hole, the community has all the source code needed to build, run and improve the software behind Pebble.” 



Not extraction.

Not control.

Abundance. 



The Apple Watch comparison



Apple Watch Series 1 (released 2015): Dead. Bricked. No longer receives updates. Forced obsolescence. Buy a new one or it’s e-waste. 



Pebble (released 2012): Still works. Will work forever. Community maintains it. No forced upgrades. No subscriptions. No data harvesting. No 30% app tax. 



Apple: $3 trillion company. Closed ecosystem. Extracts data, forces upgrades, taxes developers, makes old devices obsolete. 



Pebble: “Failed” company. Open ecosystem. Community-owned. Immortal. 



The irony



Pebble “lost” commercially. Rejected $740 million. Sold for $23 million. Shut down in 2016. 



But in 2025, Pebble is more alive than ever. Because the founder chose abundance over extraction. 



Apple Watch from 2015? E-waste. 



Pebble from 2012? Still ticking. Maintained by people who love it. Will outlive every extraction-based smartwatch. 



The lesson



Extraction wins short-term. Makes billions. Dominates markets. Gets trillion-dollar valuations. 



Building wins forever. Creates communities. Survives shutdowns. Becomes immortal through open source. 



Even “failed” companies can live forever if they choose abundance. 



Apple can’t kill Pebble. Fitbit couldn’t kill it. Google couldn’t kill it. 



Because nobody can kill what the community owns. 



Extraction depends on control. Control can be broken. 



Abundance depends on community. Community is unbreakable. 



Pebble proved companies can lose the business and win the war. 



Buc-ee’s: The Gas Station That Rejected Every Extraction Opportunity



1982: Arch “Beaver” Aplin III opened a small convenience store in Lake Jackson, Texas. 



8 fuel pumps. Standard snacks. Nothing special. 



Then came the offers. 



Franchise it. Scale fast. Extract from franchisees. Standard playbook. 



Aplin said no. 



Sell to a bigger chain. Cash out. Let them extract. Normal path. 



Aplin said no. 



Go public. Get Wall Street money. Optimize for shareholders. Expected route. 



Aplin said no. 



Instead, he built the weirdest, biggest, cleanest gas stations in America. 



And made billions doing it. 



The Buc-ee’s Model



Most gas stations operate like this: 



Minimum wage workers. Pre-packaged food from national suppliers. Bathrooms nobody wants to use. Franchise model extracting from owners. Private equity or public company pressure. 



Maximize margin. Minimize cost. Extract maximum value. 



Buc-ee’s inverts this: 



Starting wage: $18-20 per hour (2026). Gas station industry average: $11-12. 



Full benefits. Healthcare. 401k. Three weeks paid vacation. For gas station workers. 



Location size: 50,000-75,000 square feet. Industry average: 3,000-5,000. 



Fuel pumps: 120+ per location. Industry average: 8-16. 



Bathrooms: 74+ stalls in some locations. Industry average: 2-4 (usually filthy). 



Food: Made fresh in-store. Brisket smoked on-site. Tacos made to order. Fudge made from scratch. Beaver Nuggets (cult favorite snack). 



Security: 24/7 on-site personnel at every location. Parking lots lit like daylight. Industry standard: minimal security, dark corners, unsafe at night. 



Ownership: 100% family-owned. Zero franchises. Zero private equity. Zero public pressure. 



They pay workers well. Treat customers right. Build massive locations. Keep everything clean. Make food fresh. 



Wall Street would call this insane. 



Customers call it a destination. 



What Buc-ee’s Could Have Extracted



The extraction opportunities were endless: 



Franchise the model: License to operators. Extract franchise fees. Collect royalties. Scale fast. Aplin family gets rich without building. 



Cut labor costs: Drop wages to $11/hour. Eliminate benefits. Use part-time workers. Extract margin. Wall Street loves it. 



Sell to private equity: Take $2+ billion. Let PE load it with debt. Extract through fees. Flip in 5 years. Family cashes out. 



Go public: IPO at $5 billion valuation. Quarterly earnings pressure. Optimize for shareholders. Founders get liquid. 



Cheapen the product: Switch to Sysco. Use frozen food. Reduce bathroom cleaning. Cut costs. Increase margins. Extract the difference. 



Reduce footprint: Build normal-sized stores. 10,000 sq ft instead of 70,000. Save on construction. Extract the savings. 



Every single one of these would have made the Aplin family richer faster. 



They chose none of them. 



The Franchise Rejection



Gas station business is built on franchising: 



7-Eleven: 13,000+ locations. 95% franchised. 



Circle K: 7,000+ locations. Mostly franchised. 



Pilot Flying J: 750+ locations. Mix of owned and franchised. 



Love’s Travel Stops: 630+ locations. Family-owned but franchise model. 



The math is seductive: Extract upfront franchise fees. Extract ongoing royalties. Let franchisees take all the risk. Company gets recurring revenue. Founders get scale without capital. 



Buc-ee’s watched every competitor franchise. 



Stayed 100% company-owned. 



Why? Control. Quality. Mission. 



Franchise means: Can’t control who owns locations. Can’t enforce standards perfectly. Can’t maintain culture at scale. Extract from franchisees or maintain values. Pick one. 



Buc-ee’s picked values. 



120+ locations. Every single one company-owned. Every single one meeting the same standards. Every single one paying workers $18-20/hour. 



No franchise extraction. No operator exploitation. No quality compromise. 



Just building. 



The Bathroom Strategy



Buc-ee’s is famous for bathrooms. 



Not because they’re normal. Because they’re spectacular. 



Wall of urinals. Dozens of stalls. Marble countertops. Fresh flowers. Professionally cleaned every 30 minutes. 



People post photos on social media. “Cleanest bathroom in America.” “Worth the drive.” “Better than my house.” 



This is the opposite of extraction. 



Normal gas station: 2-4 bathrooms. Minimum space. Minimum cleaning. Minimum cost. Maximum extraction of square footage for merchandise. 



Buc-ee’s: 74+ bathrooms in some locations. Massive space. Constant cleaning. Significant cost. Minimum extraction of customer goodwill. 



The extraction model says: Bathrooms don’t generate revenue. Minimize them. Use the space for products that sell. 



The building model says: Bathrooms generate loyalty. Maximize them. Use the space to make people love stopping here. 



Buc-ee’s generates more revenue per square foot than competitors despite dedicating enormous space to bathrooms. 



Because bathrooms aren’t cost centers. 



They’re marketing. 



The Safety Investment



Gas stations at night: Dark parking lots. Minimal lighting. No security. Hope nothing happens. 



Women travel in groups. Lock doors. Watch surroundings. Skip stops if it feels unsafe. 



Extraction logic: Security costs money. Lighting costs electricity. Minimize both. Accept the risk. Customers will stop anyway. 



Buc-ee’s inverts this too: 



24/7 on-site security personnel. Every location. Every shift. Trained professionals, not cameras. 



Parking lots lit like daylight. Everywhere. No dark corners. No unsafe zones. 



Cost: Significant. Security wages. Electric bills. Equipment maintenance. 



Result: Families stop at midnight. Women travel solo. RVs park overnight. Customers feel safe. 



The extraction model says: Safety is overhead. Cut it. Customers don’t pay extra for feeling secure. 



The building model says: Safety is investment. Women choose where to stop. Families remember who made them feel protected. Trust compounds. 



Normal gas stations: Women avoid them after dark. 



Buc-ee’s: Women plan routes around them. 



The security and lighting don’t show up on quarterly earnings reports as “revenue drivers.” 



They show up in customer loyalty. Repeat visits. Word of mouth. Market dominance. 



Building, not extracting. 



The Employment Model



Gas station workers typically: Minimum wage. No benefits. Part-time to avoid healthcare costs. High turnover. Zero training. 



Industry treats them as: Replaceable. Disposable. Cost to minimize. 



Buc-ee’s treats them as: Assets. Investments. Reason customers come back. 



Starting wage: $18-20/hour. More than double industry average. 



Assistant General Managers: $100-125k annually. 



Food Service Managers: $125-175k annually. 



Store Managers: $150-225k annually. 



Gas station managers. Making more than many software engineers. 



Full-time positions: Benefits included. Healthcare. 401k. Paid vacation. 



Training: Extensive. Standards enforced. Quality expected. 



Retention: Workers stay for years. Low turnover. Experienced staff. 



The extraction logic: Pay minimum. They’ll quit. Replace them. Repeat. Labor is expense to minimize. 



The building logic: Pay well. They’ll stay. Serve better. Customers notice. Promote from within. Career paths exist. People build lives here. 



Buc-ee’s profit per location: Higher than competitors who extract from workers. 



Turns out customers like clean stores staffed by people who know what they’re doing, don’t hate being there, and plan to stay for decades. 



The Competition That Extracted



While Buc-ee’s built, competitors extracted: 



Pilot Flying J: Rebate fraud scandal. Cheated truckers. CEO (owner’s son) indicted. Company paid $92 million criminal penalty. Still operating. Still extracting. 



Love’s: Grew to 630+ locations. Mix of owned and franchised. Decent reputation but standard extraction model. Minimum wage workers. Standard bathrooms. Standard food. 



Circle K (Alimentation Couche-Tard): Public company. Quarterly earnings pressure. Optimize for shareholders. Cut costs. Extract margins. Nothing special. 



7-Eleven: Franchisee lawsuits over fee extraction. Wage theft complaints. Standard convenience store extraction. 



All bigger than Buc-ee’s. All extracting from workers, franchisees, or customers. 



Buc-ee’s: Smaller. Growing faster. More profitable per location. Zero scandals. Cult following. 



Building beats extracting. Even in gas stations. 



The Private Equity Offers



Private equity firms have offered billions to buy Buc-ee’s. 



Multiple times. Increasing amounts. Persistent approaches. 



The pitch: “Take $2 billion. Retire. Let us scale it.” 



Translation: “Let us load it with debt. Extract through fees. Cut costs. Reduce quality. Flip in 5 years. Destroy what you built.” 



The Aplin family response: No. 



Not “make us a better offer.” 



No. 



Why? Because they watched what private equity did to competitors: 



Bought for billions. Loaded with debt. Cut labor costs. Cheapened product. Extracted fees. Went bankrupt or sold. 



Pilot Flying J could have been Buc-ee’s. Instead became fraud scandal. 



Love’s could have been Buc-ee’s. Instead became standard extraction. 



Circle K could have been Buc-ee’s. Instead became quarterly earnings optimization. 



Buc-ee’s watched the extraction economy destroy competitor after competitor. 



Chose building instead. 



The Product Philosophy



Walk into most gas stations: Roller dogs rotating since morning. Frozen sandwiches microwaved. Stale donuts. Pre-packaged everything. 



Walk into Buc-ee’s: Brisket smoked on-site. Tacos made fresh. Kolaches baked daily. Jerky made in-house. Fudge from scratch. Beaver Nuggets (cult favorite). 



Extraction model: Buy pre-made. Microwave. Sell. Minimize labor. Food is profit center. 



Building model: Make fresh on-site. Hire cooks. Train staff. Buy quality ingredients. Food is reason to visit. 



The extraction calculation: Fresh food costs more to make. Pre-packaged is cheaper. Customers might not care. Extract the difference. 



The building calculation: Fresh food tastes better. Customers notice. They come back. They tell friends. Quality compounds. 



Buc-ee’s Beaver Nuggets: Cult following. People buy bags by the dozen. Snack food that could be cheapened. Still made to original recipe. 



Could extract by reducing quality. Choose not to. 



The Growth Strategy



Buc-ee’s expansion: Methodical. Controlled. One location at a time. 



Not because they lack capital. Because they refuse to compromise. 



Each location: 50,000-75,000 sq ft. $20-30 million to build. 120+ pumps. Massive bathrooms. Company-owned. 



Competitors expand through franchising: Minimal capital required. Fast growth. Geographic coverage. Extraction from franchisees. 



Buc-ee’s expands through building: Maximum capital required. Slow growth. Quality maintained. Zero extraction. 



Current footprint: Texas, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee, Colorado. 



Could franchise nationwide tomorrow. Collect fees from 500+ locations. Extract billions. 



Won’t. Because franchising compromises mission. 



Rather have 120 perfect locations than 1,000 mediocre ones. 



The Merchandise Phenomenon



Buc-ee’s merchandise: $100+ million annually. T-shirts, hoodies, hats, koozies, stickers, towels, coolers. 



People wear Buc-ee’s shirts. Proudly. A gas station. 



Not ironic. Not kitsch. Genuine loyalty. 



Why? Because Buc-ee’s means something. Clean bathrooms. Fair wages. Fresh food. Family-owned. Never sold out. 



Competitors tried merchandise: Pilot Flying J shirts. Love’s hats. Circle K koozies. 



Nobody wears them. Because extraction doesn’t inspire loyalty. 



Building does. 



The merchandise isn’t the business. It’s the proof. Proof that customers trust the mission. Proof that building creates value extraction can’t. 



The Texas Cult



Texans defend Buc-ee’s like family. 



“Best gas station in America.” “Worth the drive.” “Stop planning road trips around Buc-ee’s locations.” “The bathrooms alone...” 



This isn’t marketing. It’s culture. 



Buc-ee’s didn’t advertise their way into this. They built their way into it. 



One clean bathroom at a time. One $18/hour worker at a time. One fresh kolache at a time. 



For 43 years. 



No shortcuts. No extraction. No selling out. 



Just building something people love. 



The Numbers That Prove It Works



Revenue per location: Estimated $20-30 million annually (they’re private, don’t publish exact numbers). 



Industry average: $3-5 million per location. 



Buc-ee’s makes 4-6× more per location than competitors. While paying workers double. While building bathrooms 10× bigger. While making food fresh. 



The extraction model says this is impossible. High labor costs. Excessive space. Fresh food. Can’t be profitable. 



The building model says this is inevitable. Happy workers serve better. Clean bathrooms attract customers. Fresh food creates loyalty. Profit follows quality. 



120+ locations and counting. All profitable. All company-owned. All maintaining standards. 



Zero scandals. Zero lawsuits. Zero worker complaints. Zero franchise disputes. 



Just building. 



The Test Ahead



Arch “Beaver” Aplin III is 63 (2025). Still runs the company. Still refusing to sell. Still building. 



But companies face succession: 



Can the culture survive without the founder? 



Can the family resist private equity when Beaver’s gone? 



Can the next generation maintain standards under scale pressure? 



Can quality hold when the visionary isn’t there? 



Chick-fil-A is showing warning signs (portion shrinkage, oil changes). 



Buc-ee’s is next to face this test. 



The structure helps: Multiple family members own it. Private. No outside pressure. No quarterly earnings. No debt. 



But culture is fragile. Second generation often sells. Third generation almost always does. 



Aplin built something that works. Can his heirs resist the extraction offers? 



Private equity will come with $5 billion. $10 billion. “Take the money. You’ve earned it. Retire. Let professionals run it.” 



Translation: “Let us destroy it. But you’ll be rich. And gone. So who cares?” 



The Punchline



The tortoise and the hare... 



Extraction is the hare. Sprints fast. Gets ahead early. Celebrates the lead. Burns out. Collapses before the finish. 



Building is the tortoise. Moves steady. Stays consistent. Keeps going. Crosses the finish line. Keeps going past it. 



50 years later: The tortoise is still walking. The hare is dead. 



The builders are still building. The extractors are bankrupt. 



Slow and steady wins. Not because it's moral. Because it works. 







Next



But there's one company that chose differently. 



Started with building. Became the most valuable company on Earth. 



Then faced a choice: Keep building or start extracting? 



Imagine if they'd chosen abundance instead. 



What If Apple Chose Abundance Over Extraction?



Apple used to build. 



Then they optimized. 



There’s a difference. 



The Two Apples



Apple 1.0 (1997-2011): The Builder Era 



1985: Steve Jobs got fired from Apple. By the board. By John Sculley. The CEO Jobs himself recruited from Pepsi. 



Why? 



Jobs wanted to build revolutionary products.

Sculley wanted to maximize quarterly profits.

The board chose extraction over creation. 



Sculley era (1985-1993): 



Optimization. Cost-cutting. Licensing deals. Market share. Quarterly targets. 



Punchline: No innovation. 



Result: Apple nearly died. 



1996: Apple bought NeXT (Jobs’s new company) for $429 million. Brought Jobs back as advisor. 



1997: Jobs became CEO again. Apple was 90 days from bankruptcy. 



He didn’t optimize. He built. 



But first: He bought time. 



Microsoft deal (August 1997): $150 million investment. Patent cross-licensing. Commitment to Office for Mac. 



The market shocked.

The press mocked.

“Apple selling out to Microsoft.” 



Why did Microsoft help a dying competitor? 



Antitrust. 



Department of Justice investigating Microsoft monopoly. Needed proof of competition existing. Apple alive = Microsoft not a monopoly. 



Jobs swallowed pride.

Took enemy’s money.

Extended runway 12 months. 



Then he went back to building. 



iMac (1998): Made computers beautiful. Changed the industry. 



iPod (2001): 1,000 songs in your pocket. Killed the Walkman. 



iPhone (2007): Reinvented the phone. Changed the world. 



iPad (2010): Created a new category. Defined tablets. 



App Store (2008): Gave developers a platform. 30% commission seemed reasonable for distribution, payment processing, and reach. 



Jobs era: Build insanely great products. Excellence. Change the world. Make money as an afterthought. 



The Death of the Builder



January 2011: Jobs took medical leave. Pancreatic cancer. 



August 2011: Jobs resigned as CEO. Tim Cook took over. 



October 5, 2011: Steve Jobs died. Age 56. 



The builder was gone. 



What died with him: The builder philosophy. The insistence on excellence. The refusal to optimize what should be created. 



What survived: The products. The brand. The momentum. 



What changed: Everything else. 



Apple 2.0 (2011-present): The Optimization Era



The products didn’t get worse immediately. But the philosophy shifted - instantly. 



From creation to extraction. 



From “what should we build?” to “how much can we take?” 



From builder thinking to MBA thinking. 



The Extraction Playbook Applied to Apple



App Store: From Platform to Prison



Jobs era (2008-2011): 



30% commission covered hosting, bandwidth, payment processing, discovery. 



Developers could sell separately, link to websites, mention other platforms. 



Apps were products, not hostages. 



Cook era (2011-present): 



30% commission became mandatory tax on all digital goods. 



Developers forbidden from mentioning cheaper alternatives. 



Can’t link to website purchases. 



Can’t tell customers about better deals elsewhere. 



“Anti-steering” rules made it illegal to help customers save money. 



2024: Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers ordered Apple to stop. Tim Cook ignored the order. 



May 2025: Judge found Apple in civil contempt. Referred case to U.S. Attorney for criminal investigation. 



Her words: “Cook chose poorly.” 



Criminal referral doesn’t mean charges. Means federal prosecutors investigate. As of December 2025, no charges filed. Cook remains CEO. Apple continues extracting. 



App Store revenue (2024): $92 billion. Up 14% from 2023. 



That’s not a platform fee. That’s extraction. 



Right to Repair: From Empowerment to Landfill



Jobs era: 



Macs were upgradeable (RAM, hard drives, batteries). 



Third-party repair shops thrived. 



iFixit guides everywhere. 



You owned your device. 



Cook era: 



Everything soldered. 



Serialized parts that refuse to work if replaced. 



Repair shops sued for fixing devices. 



Software locks preventing battery replacement. 



“Genuine parts” detection that breaks functionality. 



Activation locks on parts, not just devices. 



Result: Devices become e-waste instead of getting repaired. 



Not because they’re broken. 



Because Apple makes repair impossible. 



A battery replacement should cost $29. 



Apple makes it cost $800 (or impossible). 



Replacement device: $1,000. 



Extraction demands replacement over repair. 



Planned Obsolescence: From Support to Subscription



Jobs era: 



Devices supported for years. 



Old iPhones still worked. 



Updates made devices better. 



Cook era: 



iOS updates deliberately slow old devices. 



iPhone 6 “batterygate” scandal: $500 million settlement. 



Old devices bricked by updates. 



Forced upgrades through planned obsolescence. 



Apple Watch Series 1 (2015): Dead. No updates. E-waste. 



Not building better products. Killing old ones to force upgrades. 



Lightning Cable: Proprietary Extraction



The Market: 



USB-C: Universal standard. Works everywhere. Open. 



Lightning: Apple only. Works nowhere else. Proprietary. 



The Reality: 



EU forced Apple to adopt USB-C (2023). 



Apple fought for years to keep Lightning. 



Why? Because they taxed every Lightning cable sold. 



MFi (Made for iPhone) licensing program: Pay Apple for permission to make cables. 



They chose proprietary extraction over universal compatibility. 



For a decade. 



Until regulators forced them to stop. 



Services: From Products to Subscriptions



Jobs era revenue model: 



Sell great products. Customers happy. Repeat. 



Cook era revenue model: 



Sell products (once). Add subscriptions (forever). 



iCloud storage: $0.99-$9.99/month. 



Apple Music: $10.99/month. 



Apple TV+: $9.99/month. 



Apple Arcade: $6.99/month. 



Apple Fitness+: $9.99/month. 



Apple News+: $12.99/month. 



AppleCare+: $9.99-$29/month. 



Buy a $1,200 iPhone. Pay $60+/month in subscriptions to actually use it fully. 



That’s not a product company. That’s a subscription extraction company that happens to sell hardware. 



The Numbers Don’t Lie



Services Revenue Growth (Cook Era): 



2012: $13 billion. 2024: $96 billion. 



7x growth. 



Not by building better products. By extracting recurring revenue from existing customers. 



Tim Cook’s Compensation (2024): $74.6 million 



For optimizing extraction. 



What Abundance Would Look Like



Imagine an alternate timeline. Same products. Different philosophy. 



App Store: 3% Instead of 30%



Current model (Extraction): 



30% of all digital transactions. 



$92 billion annual revenue (2024). 



Developers hate it. 



Regulators investigating it. 



Customers pay higher prices to cover the tax. 



Abundance model: 



3% to cover actual costs (hosting, bandwidth, payment processing). 



Developers keep 97%. 



Apps cost less. 



Developers thrive. 



Apple still makes billions but doesn’t extract. 



The Math: 



$92 billion at 30% = $306 billion in transactions. 



3% of $306 billion = $9.2 billion. 



Still covers all costs. 



Still profitable. 



Developers and customers happy instead of hostage. 



Device Longevity: 10 Years Instead of 3



Current model (Extraction): 



iOS updates slow old devices. 



Planned obsolescence. 



Apple Watch Series 1: Dead in 7 years. 



Forced upgrades. 



Abundance model: 



10-year software support (like Macs get). 



Updates optimize for old hardware. 



iPhone 7 from 2016 still runs iOS in 2026. 



Upgrade because you want to, not because Apple killed your device. 



The Result: 



Customer loyalty infinite. 



Less e-waste. 



Better for environment Apple claims to care about. 



Still sell new devices to people who want them. 



Products, Not Subscriptions



Current model (Extraction): 



$96 billion services revenue (2024). 



Recurring extraction from existing customers. 



iCloud storage held hostage. 



Photos disappear if you stop paying. 



Abundance model: 



Larger base storage (256GB minimum). 



One-time purchase for iCloud expansion. 



Photos backed up without subscription. 



Apple Music as purchase option, not just rental. 



The Result: 



Customers own their data. 



No monthly extraction. 



Pay once, use forever. 



Apple still makes money selling products. 



The Succession Moment



2025: Tim Cook is 64. Succession planning accelerated. 



The Leading Candidate: John Ternus 



50 years old. Senior Vice President of Hardware Engineering. At Apple since 2001. 



Background: 



Mechanical engineer (University of Pennsylvania, 1997). 



Started in Product Design team (2001). 



Worked on Cinema Display, iPad, iPhone, AirPods, Mac. 



Led transition to Apple Silicon. 



Promoted to SVP in 2021. 



Philosophy (His Words): 



“I’m a mechanical engineer by background.” 



“I’ve had the great fortune of working on pretty much every type of product that we make.” 



On sustainability: “Longevity of products was key — the longer a product lasts... that’s the best thing we can do both for customers and for the planet.” 



Read that last one again. 



“The longer a product lasts... that’s the best thing we can do both for customers and for the planet.” 



That’s not extraction thinking.

That’s builder thinking.

That’s Steve Jobs thinking. 



Internal Reputation: 



“Trusted technologist.” 



“Consensus builder.” 



“Deep product understanding.” 



“Mild-mannered.” 



“Never puts anything controversial in email.” 



Translation: Product guy. Not finance guy. Builds, doesn’t extract. 



The Choice Ahead



Ternus becomes CEO sometime in 2026. 



He inherits a $3.5 trillion company optimized for extraction. 



He has a choice: 



Option 1: Continue Extraction 



Keep 30% App Store tax. 



Fight right to repair. 



Maintain planned obsolescence. 



Maximize services revenue. 



Optimize what Cook built. 



Extract until customers revolt or regulators intervene. 



Option 2: Return to Building 



Lower App Store fees to sustainable levels. 



Open right to repair. 



Support devices for 10 years. 



Reduce subscription extraction. 



Build insanely great products again. 



Abundance over extraction. 



Why Option 2 Makes Sense



Ternus is a product guy. An engineer. Joined Apple in 2001 during the Jobs rebuilding era. 



He literally said longevity is best for customers and planet. 



That’s the opposite of Cook’s planned obsolescence. 



The Evidence: 



Apple Silicon transition: Made Macs better, not more extractive. 



Emphasis on product longevity (his words). 



Engineering background, not finance. 



24 years building products, not optimizing spreadsheets. 



The Opportunity: 



Customer trust at all-time low. 



Developer relations destroyed. 



Regulatory pressure mounting. 



Extraction model hitting limits. 



Chance to course-correct before it’s too late. 



The Risk: 



Wall Street will hate it. 



Services revenue will drop. 



Short-term profit margins will decline. 



Stock might fall 20-30%. 



The Reward: 



Customer loyalty returns to infinite. 



Developers stop hating Apple. 



Regulators back off. 



Products last decade, not years. 



Apple becomes loved again, not just profitable. 



The Stakes



This isn’t about one company. 



This is about whether the most valuable company in the world chooses building or extraction. 



If Apple returns to building, the entire tech industry follows. 



If Apple continues extracting, everyone else extracts harder to compete. 



Ternus doesn’t just decide Apple’s future. He decides the industry’s. 



One man.

One choice.

2026. 



Building or extraction. 



Abundance or optimization. 



Jobs or Cook. 



The Historical Parallel



Microsoft 1995-2014: Extraction era. Ballmer optimized. Destroyed everything innovative. Made billions. Lost the future. 



Microsoft 2014-present: Satya Nadella. Builder. Open-sourced .NET. Embraced Linux. Built Azure. Made developers love Microsoft again. Stock up 10x. 



The Lesson: Extraction wins short-term. Building wins forever. 



Microsoft chose extraction for 20 years. Lost mobile. Lost cloud leadership. Lost developer trust. 



Then they chose building. Got everything back. 



Apple has the same choice. 



Ternus can be Ballmer (optimize extraction) or Nadella (return to building). 



The Punchline



Apple’s choice is kinda like a drug dealer who inherited a pharmacy. 



The previous owner (Jobs) built a business creating medicine that healed people. 



The current owner (Cook) optimized it to extract maximum profit — higher prices, forced subscriptions, planned obsolescence. 



The next owner (Ternus) can choose: Keep dealing, or return to healing. 



Keep extracting, or start building again. 



Maximize profit, or maximize impact. 



One makes more money. 



The other builds something that lasts. 



50 years from now: Will people remember Apple as the company that extracted $3.5 trillion? Or the company that changed the world? 



Jobs built the second one. 



Cook optimized it into the first. 



Ternus gets to decide which one it becomes. 







Next



But Apple's choice isn't unprecedented. 



There's a business model that's been choosing building over extraction for 1,400 years. 



And it's still thriving. 



The 1400-Year-Old Business Model



578 AD: Prince Shōtoku needed a temple built in Japan. 



He hired a construction company from Korea. 



Kongō Gumi.

Founded by Kongō Shigemitsu.

Temple builders. 



The temple is called Shitennō-ji. Still standing today. 



1,447 years later. 



The company that built it? Also still standing. 



1,428 years later. Until 2006. 



Longest continuously operating company in recorded history. 



What killed it wasn’t time.

Wasn’t competition.

Wasn’t technology. 



What killed it was extraction. 



The 1,428-Year Story



The Model That Lasted



Kongō Gumi built temples.

Only temples.

Nothing else. 



Generation after generation. Century after century. 



War.

Peace.

Famine.

Prosperity.

Earthquakes.

Fires.

Rebuilding. 



They kept building temples. 



The rules they followed: 



Mastery over growth.

Perfect the craft.

Don’t expand into other markets. 



Long-term relationships. Serve the same temples for centuries. 



Maintain.

Repair.

Rebuild when needed. 



Family succession. Pass the company to the next generation. Train apprentices for decades. 



Quality over profit. Build temples that last centuries. Not decades. Centuries. 



Community service. The temples served communities. Kongō Gumi served the temples. 



Circular value, not extraction. 



No quarterly earnings. No growth targets. No investor pressure. No exit strategy. 



Just build.

Serve.

Maintain.

Pass to next generation.

Repeat. 



For 1,428 years. 



What Changed



1955-1980s: Japan’s economy boomed. 



Real estate values skyrocketed. Investors made fortunes. 



Kongō Gumi stayed focused on temples. 



1980s-1990s: Japan’s bubble era. 



Everyone borrowed money to buy real estate. Asset prices went vertical. 



Kongō Gumi’s competitors diversified. Real estate development. Commercial construction. Chasing growth. 



Kongō Gumi kept building temples. 



The 40th generation president, Masakazu Kongō, felt pressure. 



The economy was booming. 



Competitors were diversifying. 



Everyone was getting rich. 



The company was missing out. 



1980s-1990s: Kongō Gumi borrowed heavily. Invested in real estate. Diversified beyond temples. 



First time in 1,400 years. 



The Bubble Bursts



1991: Japan’s asset bubble collapsed. 



Real estate values dropped 80%+. Companies that borrowed heavily went bankrupt. 



Kongō Gumi survived. Barely. 



But the debt remained. The real estate investments became liabilities. The diversification failed. 



2006: After 1,428 years of continuous operation, Kongō Gumi was liquidated. 



Acquired by Takamatsu Construction Group. Became a subsidiary. Lost independence. 



The business model that survived 1,428 years died in 20 years of extraction thinking. 



The Irony Nobody Mentions



Kongō Gumi survived: 



The Mongol invasions (1274, 1281). 



The Sengoku period civil wars (1467-1615). 



The Tokugawa shogunate (1603-1868). 



The Meiji Restoration (1868). 



World War II bombings (1945). 



Post-war occupation (1945-1952). 



Survived 1,428 years of war, disaster, political upheaval, technological change. 



Died in 20 years of real estate speculation and diversification. 



The extraction that killed them was called “modernization.” 



The Companies That Last Centuries



The Pattern



Kongō Gumi wasn’t alone. 



Hōshi Ryokan: Japanese inn. Founded 718 AD. 1,307 years old. Still operating. Still family-owned. 



Staffelter Hof Winery: German winery. Founded 862 AD. 1,163 years old. Still making wine. 



Château de Goulaine: French vineyard. Founded 1000 AD. 1,025 years old. Still family-owned. 



Barone Ricasoli: Italian winery. Founded 1141 AD. 884 years old. Still producing wine. 



Hotel Pilgrim Haus: Austrian hotel. Founded 803 AD. 1,222 years old. Still welcoming guests. 



All family-owned.

All focused on single craft.

All built for generations, not quarters. 



None went public.

None took venture capital.

None sold to private equity. 



They just kept building. Century after century. 



What These Companies Share



Single focus: They do one thing. Exceptionally well. For centuries. 



Kongō Gumi built temples.

Hōshi Ryokan hosted guests.

Wineries made wine. 



No diversification. No “adjacent markets.” No growth for growth’s sake. 



Just mastery. 



Family succession: Business passes to next generation. Sometimes by blood. Sometimes by adoption. Always by apprenticeship. 



40th generation.

52nd generation.

Generations counted in double digits. 



Training takes decades. Because the goal is century-long excellence. 



Long-term relationships: Serve the same communities for centuries. The same families. The same traditions. 



Hōshi Ryokan has served the same hot spring for 1,300+ years. Same water. Same location. Same purpose. 



Quality compounds: Build something that lasts 100 years. It becomes heritage. Heritage attracts customers who value permanence. 



Extraction optimizes for this quarter. Building optimizes for next century. 



No debt: These companies own their assets. No leveraged buyouts. No debt-fueled expansion. 



Can’t extract via debt if companies refuse to borrow. 



The Lessons Extraction Ignores



Lesson 1: Growth isn’t required. 



Kongō Gumi didn’t grow for 1,400 years. Stayed focused on temples. Survived longer than empires. 



The 20 years they chased growth killed them. 



Lesson 2: Diversification destroys mastery. 



1,400 years of temple expertise. Lost in two decades of real estate speculation. 



Extraction calls diversification “smart risk management.” History calls it distraction. 



Lesson 3: Debt is extraction from the future. 



Borrow today. Pay tomorrow. For years. Decades. Until the debt kills the company. 



Kongō Gumi borrowed in the 1980s. Died in 2006. 20 years of paying for one mistake. 



Lesson 4: Quarterly thinking kills century-long success. 



Companies built to last centuries think in generations. Companies built to extract think in quarters. 



The moment Kongō Gumi started thinking quarterly, their centuries were numbered. 



The Resilience Test: 1,400 Years, 14 Recessions



Here’s what’s remarkable about century-long companies: 



They survive recessions.

Depressions.

Wars.

Disasters.

Technological disruption. 



Because they’re not optimized for growth. They’re optimized for survival and service. 



Kongō Gumi survived: 



14+ major recessions. 



6+ famines. 



Countless wars. 



Earthquakes destroying their work (which meant rebuilding - actually good for business). 



Technology shifts (stone to wood to modern materials). 



What they couldn’t survive: Real estate speculation and debt. 



The thing that seemed “safe” and “smart” in the 1980s killed 1,400 years of resilience. 



The Modernization Trap



What “Modern Business” Destroyed



When Kongō Gumi borrowed for real estate speculation, they abandoned the principles that kept them alive for 1,428 years: 



Abandoned: Single focus on temples. Adopted: Real estate diversification. 



Abandoned: No debt. Adopted: Leveraged investments. 



Abandoned: Long-term relationships. Adopted: Short-term speculation. 



Abandoned: Quality over growth. Adopted: Growth over everything. 



Abandoned: Multi-generational thinking. Adopted: Quarterly pressure. 



Every “modern business practice” they adopted killed them. 



The 40th Generation’s Mistake



Masakazu Kongō wasn’t evil. Wasn’t greedy. Wasn’t trying to extract. 



He just wanted to “modernize” the company. Keep up with competitors. Participate in the booming economy. 



Every business school would have told him: “Diversify. Reduce risk. Expand. Grow.” 



He followed that advice. 



1,428 years of tradition ended. 



Because modern business thinking replaced ancient wisdom. 



What Was Lost



When Kongō Gumi died, the world lost: 



1,428 years of temple-building expertise. 



Techniques passed down through 40 generations. 



Relationships with temples spanning centuries. 



Craftsmanship that created UNESCO World Heritage sites. 



Living connection to year 578 AD. 



All lost because 20 years of extraction thinking seemed smarter than 1,400 years of building. 



The Companies That Resisted



Japanese Companies Still Standing



Not all old Japanese companies borrowed. Not all diversified. 



Tsuen Tea: Founded 1160 AD. 865 years old. Still selling tea. Still family-owned. 



Never diversified.

Never borrowed for speculation.

Never went public. 



Still here. 



Sudo Honke: Sake brewery. Founded 1141 AD. 884 years old. Still brewing sake. 



Same product. Same family. Same location. Still thriving. 



Tanaka-Iga: Textile company. Founded 1662 AD. 363 years old. Still weaving. 



Resisted the bubble.

Stayed focused.

Survived. 



The ones that resisted “modernization” are still independent. Still building. Still family-owned. 



The ones that embraced extraction died or got acquired. 



What Wall Street Would Have Said



Imagine Kongō Gumi in 1985 meeting with Wall Street analysts: 



Analyst: “You’ve been building temples for 1,400 years. That’s great. But have you considered diversification?” 



Kongō Gumi: “Why would we diversify? We’re excellent at building temples.” 



Analyst: “Market saturation. You need growth. Real estate is booming. 20% annual returns. You’re leaving money on the table.” 



Kongō Gumi: “We’ve survived 1,400 years by focusing on temples.” 



Analyst: “Past performance doesn’t guarantee future results. Modern business requires adaptation. Diversification. Growth. Leverage.” 



Kongō Gumi: “We’ve adapted for 1,400 years. To earthquakes. Wars. Technology changes. We adapt by staying focused.” 



Analyst: “I’m downgrading your stock to ’sell.’ No growth strategy. Overexposed to single market. Recommend immediate diversification.” 



20 years later: The analyst’s firm is bankrupt (2008 financial crisis). Kongō Gumi is bankrupt (2006 real estate collapse). 



But the analyst blamed “market conditions.” Kongō Gumi blamed themselves for abandoning 1,400 years of wisdom. 



The German Mittelstand Model



Germany has 1,500+ companies over 100 years old. 



200+ companies over 200 years old. 



They’re called “Mittelstand.”

Middle-sized family businesses.

Focused on specific crafts. 



Their model: 



Family ownership (not public). 



Single product focus (mastery over diversification). 



Long-term employment (train workers for decades). 



Community integration (serve local markets for generations). 



No debt (own assets outright). 



Incremental innovation (improve, don’t disrupt). 



They build: 



Industrial equipment. 



Precision tools. 



Specialty chemicals. 



Musical instruments. 



Textiles. 



Not sexy.

Not high-growth.

Not venture-backable. 



Just century-long excellence. 



The Irony of “Modern” Business



Modern business practices are 50 years old. 



Quarterly earnings (1970s).

Shareholder primacy (1980s).

Growth at all costs (1990s).

Venture capital (1960s-1970s).

Private equity (1980s). 



All newer than most Mittelstand companies. 



The “old-fashioned” companies last centuries. The “modern” companies last decades. 



Yet business schools teach modern extraction as inevitable progress. 



The Truth About Building



What They Know That Modern Business Forgot



These century-old companies understand something modern business forgot: 



Success isn’t growth.

Success isn’t exit.

Success is continuity. 



Building something that lasts generations. That serves communities across centuries. That masters a craft so thoroughly that quality becomes identity. 



Not building to sell.

Building to pass to the next generation.

Who passes to the next. Forever. 



The goal isn’t exit. The goal is legacy. 



The Pattern Across Centuries



Companies that last centuries follow the same model: 



Focus beats diversification. Do one thing excellently for 500 years. Beats doing 10 things adequately for 50 years. 



Mastery beats growth. Perfect the craft. Don’t scale beyond capability. 



Generations beat quarters. Think in 100-year increments. Ignore quarterly pressure. 



Relationships beat transactions. Serve the same communities for centuries. Build trust that compounds. 



Ownership beats extraction. Family-owned companies optimize for legacy. Public companies optimize for exit. 



Patience beats speed. Slow and steady for 1,000 years beats fast and reckless for 20. 



The Uncomfortable Truth



The business model that works for 1,400 years isn’t complex: 



Do one thing excellently.

Serve the community.

Train the next generation.

Pass it on.

Repeat. 



No venture capital. No growth targets. No quarterly earnings. No exit strategy. 



Just building. For centuries. 



Wall Street calls this “unsophisticated.” 



History calls it “the only thing that actually works long-term.” 



The Punchline



Think about a relay race that lasts 1,400 years. 



The first runner builds the foundation. Passes the baton to the next generation. 



They add their contribution.

Improve the craft.

Pass the baton. 



40 generations. Each one running their leg. Each one passing to the next. 



For 1,428 years, every runner completed their leg. Handed off successfully. 



Then one runner decided: “This relay is too slow. I’m going to sprint ahead. Leave the track. Take a shortcut.” 



He ran into a wall.

Dropped the baton.

The relay ended. 



Not because the race was unwinnable. Because one generation chose extraction over continuation. 



The baton lay on the ground. The race that lasted 1,428 years stopped. 



Because modern business thinking convinced one generation that 1,400 years of wisdom was outdated. 







Next



But some modern founders learned the lesson. 



They looked at 1,400 years of success and saw the pattern. 



So they chose to stay small. On purpose. Forever. 



The Founders Who Stayed Small



They called him crazy. 



Short-sighted.

Stupid.

Leaving money on the table. 



He had everything the extraction economy demands: fast growth, loyal customers, recurring revenue, venture capital interest. 



He said no. 



Not once.

Repeatedly.

For decades. 



The extraction economy doesn’t understand people like this. 



The Founders Who Stayed Small



Craig Newmark: The Man Who Refused $1 Billion



1995: Craig Newmark started an email list for events in San Francisco. 



By 1999, it was Craigslist. 



Growing exponentially. 



Every city wanted in.

No marketing budget.

Pure word-of-mouth growth. 



2000: The offers started arriving. 



Venture capitalists begging to invest.

Wall Street analysts calling.

Buyout offers in the hundreds of millions. 



Newmark said no to all of them. 



Why? 



His explanation: “I’m not interested in making billions. I’m interested in making something useful.” 



The extraction economy couldn’t comprehend this. 



The Offers He Refused



2000: Multiple venture capital firms offered tens of millions for a stake. Rejected. 



2004: eBay bought 25% from early investor (not from Craig). Paid $32 million for 25%. Valued Craigslist at $128 million. Craig still refused to sell his shares or take more money. 



2006-2010: Estimates suggested Craigslist could monetize like competitors. Revenue potential: $1-2 billion annually. Craig kept most of it free. 



2026: Craigslist estimated worth $3+ billion. Still profitable. Still simple. Still mostly free. Still refusing to extract. 



Craig Newmark is a billionaire on paper. He could have been a multi-billionaire. 



He chose building over extracting. 



What Craigslist Didn’t Do



Didn’t take venture capital money. No pressure to grow at all costs. No quarterly earnings calls. No extraction timeline. 



Didn’t run ads. Most categories stay free. Minimal ads where they exist. No tracking. No surveillance capitalism. 



Didn’t redesign for growth. Same basic interface since 1995. Ugly by modern standards. Perfectly functional. Users love it. 



Didn’t optimize for extraction. Could charge for every listing. Could harvest user data. Could maximize profit. Chose not to. 



Didn’t scale the team. Fewer than 50 employees. For a site serving 250 million people monthly. Most tech companies would have 5,000+ employees at that scale. 



Didn’t exit. No IPO. No acquisition. No liquidity event. Just building something useful. 



The extraction economy considers this failure. 



Craigslist considers it success. 



The Craigslist Irony



Competitors tried to out-extract Craigslist. 



Backpage: Monetized classifieds aggressively. Made hundreds of millions. Shut down by FBI in 2018 for facilitating illegal activity. Founders arrested. 



Kijiji (eBay’s Craigslist competitor): Launched 2005. Burned millions trying to compete. Shut down US operations 2010. Failed. 



OfferUp, LetGo, and others: Raised hundreds of millions in venture capital. Merged out of desperation. Still losing money trying to monetize what Craigslist does for free. 



Craigslist? Still here. Still profitable. Still simple. Still (mostly) free. 



The company that refused to extract outlasted all the extractors. 



Markus Persson: Minecraft’s Accidental Builder



2009: Markus Persson (a.k.a. Notch) created Minecraft. 



Simple idea: Build things with blocks. Infinite creativity. Multiplayer. No ads. No microtransactions. Just building. 



It exploded. 



2010: 1 million players.

2011: 10 million players.

2012: 20 million players.

2013: 30 million players.

2014: 50 million players. 



The offers started flooding in. Zynga wanted to acquire it. EA wanted to acquire it. Venture capital wanted to invest billions. 



Persson kept saying no. 



He wasn’t anti-money.

He was anti-extraction. 



What Minecraft Didn’t Do (Until Microsoft)



Didn’t add pay-to-win. No premium blocks. No paid power-ups. No microtransactions. Just one price. 



Didn’t optimize for addiction. No daily rewards. No streak bonuses. No psychological manipulation. Just let people build. 



Didn’t harvest data. Basic game. Minimal tracking. No surveillance. No behavioral exploitation. 



Didn’t restrict creativity. Mods encouraged. Community servers welcomed. Player ownership respected. 



Didn’t hire armies. Small team. Maybe 50 people at peak. Serving tens of millions of players. 



For five years, Minecraft made billions by refusing extraction mechanics that every other game studio considered mandatory. 



Then Persson made a choice that would haunt him. 



When Building Met Extraction



2014: Persson faced a choice. 



Minecraft was generating $326 million in annual profit. Growing faster. Community expanding. Pressure mounting. 



Microsoft offered $2.5 billion. 



Persson sold. 



His reasoning: Minecraft had grown beyond what a small team could handle. He knew staying small would eventually harm the game. Better to hand it to a company with resources. 



He gave millions to employees. Funded independent game developers. Supported open-source projects. 



Then he watched what happened next. 



What Microsoft Did to Minecraft



Before Microsoft (2009-2014): 



One-time purchase: $27. 



No microtransactions. 



Mods encouraged and free. 



Community servers thriving. 



Players owned what they built. 



After Microsoft (2014+): 



Bedrock Edition created with Microsoft account requirement. 



Minecraft Marketplace launched (2017): Paid skins, paid worlds, paid texture packs. 



Minecoins introduced: Premium currency for microtransactions. 



Chat reporting system added: Microsoft moderates private servers. 



Community servers restricted on console versions. 



Player bans can cross all versions. 



Yearly revenue climbed from $326M (2014) to $1B+ (2023). 



Microsoft took a game that rejected extraction and slowly, methodically, added every extraction mechanic they could. 



The Mojang Philosophy vs. Microsoft Reality



From Persson’s blog (2014): “I didn’t start Minecraft to make billions. I started it because I liked making things. The money happened because I focused on making something good, not making something profitable.” 



“Once it became about money, it stopped being fun. That’s when I knew it was time to hand it to someone else.” 



He handed it to Microsoft.

Microsoft made it entirely about money.

Persson watched it happen. 



Persson’s Twitter (2019): “I would have never started Minecraft today. It would have been so different with all the acquisition pressure and ’what can we monetize’ meetings.” 



The builder left. The extractors stayed. 



The Painful Lesson



Persson built something pure for 5 years. Sold to someone he thought would preserve it. Watched them slowly extract everything he’d refused to. 



He didn’t sell to extract.

But he sold to extractors. 



There’s no good answer here. 



Keep it small, and scale eventually breaks it. 



Sell it to survive scale, and extraction slowly corrupts it. 



Maybe the real lesson: some things should stay small even if that means they eventually break. Better to die pure than survive corrupted. 



Or maybe: if founders must sell, sell to someone who’s proven they won’t extract. Microsoft had decades of extraction history. Persson sold anyway. Hoped for different. Got exactly what Microsoft always does. 



Valve Software: The Company That Deleted the Boss



1996: Gabe Newell and Mike Harrington left Microsoft with millions. 



They could have retired. Or started a company optimized for extraction and quick exit. 



They started Valve.

Built Half-Life.

Revolutionized PC gaming.

Created Steam.

Stayed private. 



Then they did something extraction economics considers insane: they deleted traditional management. 



Valve’s structure: 



No bosses. 



No managers. 



No forced assignments. 



Employees pick their projects. 



Desks have wheels to move between teams. 



Compensation decided by peer review. 



The extraction playbook says this is impossible. 



Chaos.

Anarchy.

Certain failure. 



Valve’s results: 



Steam: 120+ million active users, 30% of all PC gaming revenue. 



Half-Life, Portal, Counter-Strike: Most influential games ever made. 



Per-employee revenue: $8-10 million annually (Apple: $2 million, Google: $1.5 million). 



Estimated company value: $10+ billion. 



Still private.

No investors.

No extraction timeline. 



Turns out giving smart builders autonomy beats extraction management. 



Why Valve Stays Private



Newell’s explanation: “Going public creates pressure to grow for growth’s sake. To extract maximum value. To optimize for quarterly earnings.” 



“We optimize for building good things. That’s incompatible with public company pressure.” 



He’s watched public game companies destroy themselves chasing quarterly growth. Annual releases that kill franchises. Microtransactions that exploit players. Crunch time that burns out developers. 



Valve releases games when they’re done. Sometimes years late. Sometimes never. No extraction timeline demanding cuts and compromises. 



Half-Life 2: Episode 3 has been “in development” for 17 years. Any public company would have forced it out broken to hit earnings targets. 



Valve just keeps building what they want. 



Basecamp: Still Proudly Small After 24 Years



1999: Jason Fried started 37signals. Built project management software. 



2004: Launched Basecamp. Exploded in popularity. 



2006-2024: Rejected every acquisition offer. Every venture capital pitch. Every extraction opportunity. 



Current status: 



80+ employees (after 24 years). 



Millions in annual profit. 



No investors. 



No board. 



No extraction timeline. 



Still building. 



Still small. 



Still profitable. 



Still sane. 



Fried’s philosophy: “We could have been huge. We chose to be healthy instead.” 



“Huge means investors. Investors mean pressure. Pressure means extraction. Extraction means misery.” 



“We’d rather be small, profitable, and happy than huge, struggling, and stressed.” 



Wall Street calls this “leaving money on the table.” 



Basecamp calls it “leaving sanity on the table is the real crime.” 



The Pattern



Craig Newmark. Notch. Gabe Newell. Jason Fried. 



Different industries. Different products. Same philosophy. 



Build something useful.

Charge fairly.

Ignore extraction pressure. 



They’re all still here. Still building. Still profitable. Still sane. 



The extractors who mocked them? Most are gone. Burned out. Bankrupt. Broken. 



Why the Extraction Economy Hates This



“Go big or go home!” 



That’s the mantra. The rallying cry. The unquestioned assumption. 



Staying small breaks the fundamental assumption of extraction economics: Growth is mandatory. Bigger is better. Exit is inevitable. 



Founders who stay small prove anyone can: 


	Build something useful

	Charge fairly

	Make good money

	Stay sane

	Never exit





This terrifies venture capital. Private equity. Wall Street. 



Because if “stay small” works, then “go big or go home” is a lie. 



Because if founders realize staying small works, the extraction game collapses. 



Venture capital needs exits. Founders who never exit destroy the model. 



Venture capital also needs founders starting businesses. So venture capital firms can raise funds. So they can invest. So they can eventually exit. 



The entire cycle depends on founders beLIEving the game. 



Founders who stay small refuse to play. No funding round. No growth pressure. No exit. The venture capital cycle breaks. 



Private equity needs acquisition targets. Founders who never sell have nothing to extract. 



Wall Street needs growth stories. Founders who stay contentedly small have no story to hype. 



The entire extraction economy requires builders to eventually surrender to extraction. 



Founders who stay small are conscientious objectors in an economic war. 



The Human Cost of Not Staying Small



Look at the opposite. 



WeWork: Grew from startup to $47 billion valuation. Collapsed to bankruptcy. Founder ousted. Employees fired. Office spaces empty. 



Theranos: Grew from garage to $9 billion valuation. Revealed as fraud. Founder in prison. Investors lost everything. 



FTX: Grew from $0 to $32 billion in three years. Collapsed in just 3 days. Founder arrested. Customers’ money stolen. 



They all had one thing in common: pressure to grow at all costs. No time to build properly. No space to stay small and functional. 



Extraction economics killed them. 



Meanwhile, Craigslist still runs on 50 employees. Valve still has no managers. Basecamp still refuses venture capital money. 



Still building. Still here. 



The Irony



The founders who stayed small built things that lasted. 



The founders who grew huge built things that collapsed. 



Craigslist serves 250 million people monthly with 50 employees. Uber serves 130 million monthly with 32,000 employees. And Uber is still losing money. 



Valve makes billions with 300 employees. EA makes less with 13,000 employees. Valve’s games are still played decades later. EA’s are forgotten yearly. 



Basecamp runs profitably for 24 years with 80 people. WeWork raised $20 billion, hired thousands, and died. 



Staying small turns out to be the most sustainable scaling strategy. 



Who knew? 



The Alternative



Imagine an economy where staying small was celebrated, not criticized. 



Where founders could build useful things, charge fairly, make good money, and never exit. 



Where success meant “built something that helps people” not “extracted maximum value before collapse.” 



Where 50 employees serving millions was applauded, not mocked. 



That economy already exists. In pockets. In corners the extraction economy hasn’t reached yet. 



Craigslist. Valve. Basecamp. Hundreds of profitable small companies no one’s heard of because they don’t chase headlines. 



They avoid the spotlight. Skip the conferences. Ignore the press. Don’t chase awards. 



They focus on building excellent products. Serving customers well. Treating employees right. 



No TechCrunch profiles. No Forbes covers. No keynote speeches about disruption. 



Just building. Quietly. Profitably. Sanely. 



While the extraction economy burns through billions chasing unicorns that collapse. 



The Punchline



Staying small is kinda like staying in shape. 



Everyone knows it’s healthier. But the extraction economy keeps selling steroids promising huge gains fast. 



Sure, founders get huge. Then their companies explode at year 5. 



The founders who stayed small? Still building. Still healthy. Still here. 



The founders who took the steroids? Dead. Burned out. Bankrupt. 



Turns out sustainable beats explosive. Every time. 







Next



But it wasn't just individual founders who resisted. 



Some entire communities looked at extraction and said: "Not here." 



And they won. 



Communities That Blocked Extraction



They said it was inevitable. 



Progress.

Economic development.

Jobs. 



Walmart wanted in. Amazon wanted warehouses. Private equity wanted the local hospital. Chain restaurants wanted Main Street. 



The community said no. 



Not politely. Loudly. Organized. Relentlessly. 



They understood something the extractors didn’t: Once extraction starts, it doesn’t stop until everything’s gone. 



So they blocked it before it started. 



And they’re still thriving. Still local. Still building. 



While the extractors moved on to weaker targets. 



The Communities That Resisted



Burlington, Vermont: The Town That Said No to Walmart



1993: Walmart wanted Burlington, Vermont. 



Prime location. Growing population. Weak local retail. Perfect extraction opportunity. 



They offered jobs.

Tax revenue.

Cheaper prices.

Economic growth.

The standard pitch. 



The city council voted to let them in. 



The community organized. 



#### The Fight 



They didn’t just complain. They acted. 



Citizen petition: Gathered 4,200 signatures.

Forced a city-wide referendum. 



Economic analysis: Hired independent economists.

Showed Walmart would destroy 200+ local jobs while creating 150 low-wage jobs.

Net loss. 



Business coalition: 30+ local businesses united. Showed the city what extraction actually costs. 



March 1993: Referendum day. 



Voters rejected Walmart. 52% to 48%. 



The extraction was blocked. 



#### What Happened Next 



Extractors are relentless. They next give up. They know today’s loss could be a win tomorrow. 



They wait for community to weaken...

Wait for leadership to change...

Wait for economic desperation... 



Patience is extraction’s weapon. 



And Walmart tried again in 1994 just a year later. Same pitch. Same promises. 



The community rejected them again. Even wider margin. 



Walmart gave up. 



30 years later (2024): Burlington’s downtown is alive. 



Local businesses thriving.

Church Street Marketplace bustling.

Independent retailers still here. 



Meanwhile: Neighboring towns that accepted Walmart? 



Rutland, Vermont accepted Walmart in 1995. Downtown hollowed out. Local retailers closed. Walmart left in 2021 when extraction was complete. Empty big-box building remains. 



Burlington chose building over extraction.

Rutland chose extraction. 



Only one still has a functioning downtown. 



Arcade, New York: Population 2,100 vs. Dollar General



2019: Dollar General wanted Arcade, New York. 



Small town. 2,100 people. Perfect target for extraction. 



Dollar General’s model: Enter small towns.

Undercut local stores with cheap goods from China.

Drive local retailers out of business. 



Raise prices once competition is gone.

Extract wealth.

Community loses. 



They applied for building permits. 



The planning board said no. 



#### The Pattern Dollar General Perfects 



Dollar General doesn’t build where they’re needed. They build where they can extract. 



Bullseye: Towns under 20,000 people. Limited shopping options. Weak local governments. 



Method: Saturate the area. Build stores so close together that even driving past one Dollar General, the next one appears. 



Result: Local grocers close.

Hardware stores close.

Family retailers close.

Convenience stores close.

Dollar General captures all spending. 



Then: Raise prices.

Cut quality.

Reduce staff.

Extract maximum profit.

Community left with one terrible option. 



Arcade, New York studied this pattern. 



And said no. 



#### The Fight in Arcade 



Planning board: Denied permits. Cited traffic concerns, zoning conflicts, community impact. 



Dollar General: Sued the town.

Claimed illegal discrimination. 



Town board: Passed emergency zoning changes.

Protected downtown commercial district.

Made it harder for extraction chains to enter. 



Community: Showed up to every meeting.

Organized. Testified. Made noise. 



2020: Dollar General gave up. 



Arcade population: 2,100.

Dollar General market cap: $40 billion. 



The small town won. 



Leipzigers Killed the Porsche Plant



1997: Porsche wanted Leipzig, Germany. 



Build a massive factory. Create jobs. Bring investment. Modern extraction wrapped in manufacturing language. 



Sounds good, right? 



The community looked deeper. 



The Real Plan: Porsche wanted huge tax breaks.

Environmental exemptions.

Infrastructure paid by taxpayers.

No local hiring requirements.

Profits extracted to Stuttgart headquarters. 



The Cost: Local businesses disrupted.

Environmental damage.

Increased traffic.

Strain on public services.

Community resources diverted to serve one corporation. 



Leipzig residents organized massive protests. 10,000+ people in the streets. 



Wait. Plot twist. 



Leipzig actually WANTED Porsche. But they negotiated hard. 



Final deal: Porsche paid for infrastructure.

Followed strict environmental standards.

Hired locally.

Invested in local supplier networks.

Couldn’t extract tax breaks without giving back. 



The factory opened in 2002. But it opened on the community’s terms, not the corporation’s extraction plan. 



That’s not blocking extraction. That’s defanging it. 



The Pattern and the Failures



The Pattern in All These Examples



Communities that successfully block extraction share common traits: 



They organized early: Before extraction arrived.

Not after damage was done. 



They studied the pattern: Looked at towns that accepted extraction.

Saw the outcome. Learned. 



They counted the real cost: Not just “jobs created.”

Net jobs after local businesses close.

Tax revenue after incentives.

Infrastructure burden on taxpayers.

Real community impact. 



They acted collectively: Not one person complaining. 



Hundreds showing up.

Thousands voting.

Unified resistance. 



They offered alternatives: Not just “no.” But “here’s how to build instead.” 



The Towns That Didn’t Block It



For every Burlington, there’s a hundred towns that didn’t organize. Didn’t resist. Accepted the extraction pitch. 



Scranton, Pennsylvania: Let Amazon build warehouses.

2015-2026. Promised 1,000+ jobs.

Actual result: Local retailers closed.

Warehouse workers earning $15/hour with brutal conditions.

Amazon capturing all local e-commerce spending.

City revenue down.

Tax incentives cost more than they generated. 



Jefferson County, Kentucky: Gave Amazon $175 million in tax breaks for warehouse.

2017. “Job creation” they said.

Workers making $17/hour. Turnover rate 150% annually.

Amazon capturing sales tax revenue from local spending.

County still paying for infrastructure Amazon uses. 



Anywhere, USA: Dollar General built 200+ stores in rural communities in 2023 alone.

Each one kills 2-3 local retailers.

Each one extracts wealth.

Each one makes the community poorer. 



These towns didn’t organize. Didn’t study the pattern. Didn’t block extraction. 



And now they’re losing what made them communities. 



Why Blocking Gets Harder



1980s: Blocking extraction was rare but possible. 



2026: Blocking extraction is rare and nearly impossible. 



What changed: 



State preemption laws: States now override local zoning to benefit corporations. Texas, Florida, Tennessee passed laws preventing cities from blocking chain stores. Community opposition made illegal. 



Forced arbitration: Corporations sue towns in corporate-friendly courts. Small towns can’t afford million-dollar legal battles. Communities forced to settle. 



Economic desperation: Decades of extraction left communities so poor they’ll accept anything promising jobs. Even if those jobs accelerate the extraction. 



Political capture: Corporate lobbying at state level. Campaign contributions. Revolving door between regulators and corporations. Resistance defunded before it starts. 



Infrastructure dependency: Roads built for chains, not local stores.

Zoning codes written by developers.

Communities locked into extraction-friendly design. 



The window for blocking extraction is closing. 



The communities that act now might be the last ones that can. 



The Punchline



Blocking extraction is kinda like creating firebreaks. 



You clear the brush BEFORE the wildfire arrives. Not after flames appear. 



Most communities won’t create firebreaks. Too much work. Nothing’s burning yet. Seems unnecessary. 



Then the fire jumps the ridge. And it’s too late for prevention. Only evacuation remains. And rebuilding from ash is brutal. 



The towns that built firebreaks survived. 



The towns that waited to see smoke got burned. 



And ashes don't rebuild themselves. 







Next



But there's one group that doesn't need to fight extraction. 



They never learned it in the first place. 



And they're building something the extraction economy can't comprehend. 



Young Builders Who Never Learned Extraction



They’re building differently. 



Not because they read books about abundance economics.

Not because they studied alternatives.

Not because they rejected extraction. 



Because they never learned it in the first place. 



Born after 2000.

Came of age during the 2008 crash.

Watched their parents get extracted. 



Saw the student debt trap.

Witnessed the gig economy scam.

Observed the crypto collapse. 



They learned what doesn’t work before they learned what does. 



And they’re building without the extraction playbook. 



Not intentionally. Just naturally. 



Like speaking a language never taught. 



The Pattern Nobody Expected



2015-2026: Something shifted in how young people build businesses. 



Not all of them. Most still chase venture capital, dream of unicorns, worship Elon. 



But a growing cohort is building completely differently. 



They bootstrap instead of fundraise. 



Small revenue.

Profitable from day one.

No investors.

No exit strategy.

Just building something useful and charging for it. 



They build in public instead of stealth mode. Share their revenue numbers. Explain their decisions.

Show their mistakes.

Build community instead of competitive moats. 



They optimize for sustainability instead of scale. 



$10K monthly recurring revenue and freedom beats $100M valuation and stress. Enough is enough. More isn’t always better. 



They stay small instead of scaling. 



Tiny 3-person companies serving thousands of customers.

No venture pressure.

No board meetings.

No growth targets.

No extraction timeline. 



They give things away instead of gatekeeping.

Open source their code.

Share their strategies.

Help competitors.

Abundance thinking over scarcity. 



The extraction economy calls this naive. 



The builders call it sane. 



The Builders Who Never Learned



Pieter Levels: The $4 Million Solo Developer



1985: Pieter Levels born in Netherlands. 



2014: Age 29. Started building small web projects. No funding. No team. Just code and ideas. 



His approach: 


	Build in public. Share revenue numbers openly.

	Stay solo. No employees. No investors. No extraction pressure.

	Ship fast. Launch products in days, not months.

	Charge money. No “freemium trap.” Solve problems, get paid.





What he built: 



Nomad List (2014): Directory for digital nomads. Shows cost of living worldwide. Revenue: $50K+ monthly. 



Remote OK (2015): Remote job board. No VC funding. Profitable immediately. Revenue: $100K+ monthly. 



PhotoAI (2023): AI headshot generator. Built in weeks. Revenue: $1M+ in first year. 



Total revenue 2014-2025: Over $4 million. All retained. No investors. No dilution. No extraction. 



He’s not a billionaire. 



He’s financially independent. Owns his time. Builds what interests him. Answers to nobody. Travels the world when he wants to. 



The extraction economy considers this small-time. Too small to matter. A “lifestyle business”. 



Pieter considers it freedom. 



#### What Pieter Never Learned 



He didn’t learn to: 


	Raise venture capital to “move fast”

	Hire teams to “scale properly”

	Exit for billions to “realize value”

	Optimize for growth over profit

	Sacrifice present for future liquidity





He learned to: 


	Build useful things

	Charge fair prices

	Stay profitable

	Keep it simple

	Own his work





Not from rejecting extraction. From never encountering it as necessary. 



Daniel Vassallo: Escaping Amazon to Build Small



2013: Daniel Vassallo worked at Amazon Web Services. 



Senior engineer.

High salary.

Stock options.

Golden handcuffs.

The extraction dream job. 



He hated it. 



The Problem: 


	Optimizing for Amazon’s growth, not his life

	Building features he didn’t believe in

	Meetings about meetings about strategy

	Promotions requiring political games

	“Success” measured by AWS revenue, not his happiness





2019: Age 35. He quit. No plan. Just knew he couldn’t keep extracting from himself for Amazon’s benefit. 



What he did instead: 



Built small products. Info products. Courses. Tools. 



Sold directly to customers. No middlemen. No platforms taking cuts. 



Shared everything openly. Revenue numbers. Strategies. Failures. 



Built community instead of company. 



Results 2019-2025: 



$3 million+ in revenue. All solo. No employees. No investors. 



50,000+ people following his philosophy. 



Teaches others to build small. Not scale big. 



Works 20 hours weekly. Owns his time. Raises his children. 



He’s not on any “30 under 30” lists. No TechCrunch articles. No venture funding announcements. 



And he’s wealthier and happier than almost everyone who is. 



#### The Small Bets Philosophy 



Daniel’s approach: Make small bets instead of big swings. 



Big swing thinking (extraction): 


	Raise millions in venture capital

	Quit the job

	Go all-in on one idea

	Scale to billions or die trying

	Exit or fail





Small bets thinking (building): 


	Keep the job initially

	Build small projects evenings/weekends

	Test ideas with real customers

	Quit only when small bets pay more than salary

	Build portfolio of income streams





He didn’t invent this. Builders have always worked this way. 



He just explained it clearly to a generation that only knew the extraction playbook. 



Steph Smith: Building Without the Playbook



1994: Steph Smith born. 



2020: Age 26. Working at Toptal (remote work platform). Side projects on weekends. 



Her approach: 



Write in public.

Share everything she learns. 



Build small tools.

Solve her own problems first. 



Charge money from day one.

No “build audience then monetize.” 



Stay lean.

No team. No office. No investors. 



What she built: 



Doing Content Right (2020).

Online course.

Revenue: $50K+ first year. 



Trends.vc: Newsletter tracking startups.

Built solo. Sold to Hubspot. 



Remote work insights.

Built audience teaching strategies. 



2021: Andreessen Horowitz hired her. Not to be an investor. To build in public for them. Show how builders actually work. At a venture capital firm. 



The irony: A venture capital firm recognized that someone who never learned extraction thinking could teach them more than their extraction playbook. 



2024: Left a16z to build solo again. The extraction world tried to capture her. She left to keep building freely. 



#### What They All Share 



Pieter, Daniel, Steph, and thousands like them share patterns: 



Started after 2008 crash: Saw the extraction economy collapse. Learned skepticism early. 



Ignored venture capital: Not from principle. From recognizing it changes the game in ways they don’t want. 



Built profitably from day one: Revenue first. Scale maybe. Profit always. 



Stayed small intentionally: Small means freedom. Big means management. They chose freedom. 



Shared everything openly: Revenue numbers. Strategies. Code. Lessons. Built communities, not moats. 



Measured success differently: Not by valuation. By freedom. By control. By impact. By sleep quality. 



They didn’t reject extraction. 



They just never learned it was mandatory. 



Dave Ravanesi: The Pizzaiolo Who Stayed Solo



Not all young builders are in tech. 



Some are making pizza. 



2014: Dave Ravanesi opened Raven’s Pizza Napoletana near Philadelphia. Glen Mills, Pennsylvania. 



One wood-fired oven. One person. Zero investors. Zero social media. 



His approach: 


	Makes every pizza himself. Every single one.

	Pulls fresh mozzarella daily. From scratch.

	Uses 20-year-old sourdough starter. Never refrigerated.

	Bakes 90 seconds at 1000°F. True Neapolitan style.

	Sources Israeli basil for superior aroma.

	Roasts whole peppers himself instead of buying pre-cut.





How he sells: 


	Phone reservations only.

	No Instagram. No Facebook. No apps.

	Customers reserve dough balls weeks in advance.

	Constantly sold out.

	Word of mouth only.





How he lives: 


	Practices Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu regularly.

	Still plays music professionally.

	Works dinner hours that allow life balance.

	Makes enough. Doesn’t chase more.





What he rejected: 


	Multiple locations (“I’d lose quality control”)

	Hiring staff (“Nobody will make it like I do”)

	Franchise offers (“That’s not what this is about”)

	Social media (“The pizza sells itself”)

	Pre-made ingredients (“Fresh makes the difference”)





He’s not on “30 under 30” lists. No TechCrunch coverage. No James Beard nominations. 



Just a line of customers 5 days a week. Closed Sundays and Mondays. For a decade. Willing to wait weeks for his pizza. 



The extraction economy would call this a “lifestyle business.” Too small to scale. Limited by one person’s capacity. 



Dave calls it mastery. And freedom. And enough. 



10 years. One oven. One person. Zero extraction. Complete control. 



The young builders rebuilding the economy look like this too. 



Not just coders. Craftspeople. Making things with their hands. Building mastery instead of empires. 



Why They Build Differently



The Generational Shift



1980s founders learned: Greed is good. Scale fast. Exit big. Maximize shareholder value. 



1990s founders learned: Move fast and break things. Growth over profit. Winner take all. 



2000s founders learned: Raise venture capital. Hire fast. Burn capital. Unicorn or bust. 



2010s+ builders are learning: 



Build useful things.

Charge fair prices.

Stay profitable.

Serve customers.

Keep control. 



Not all of them. Most still chase the extraction playbook. 



But a meaningful percentage never learned it. And they’re building differently. 



Why They Never Learned It



They came of age during extraction’s failure: 



2008 crash: Parents lost homes. Lost jobs. Lost savings. 



2010s gig economy: Uber/Lyft drivers making poverty wages. 



2017 crypto: Bitcoin promises became pump-and-dump scams. 



2020 pandemic: Essential workers getting extracted. 



2022 layoffs: Tech companies fired thousands after over-hiring. 



2023 SVB collapse: “Safe” banks failed overnight. 



They grew up online where information flows freely: 



Founders sharing real revenue numbers. 



Employees exposing toxic companies. 



Former employees explaining scams. 



Building-in-public movement

showing alternatives. 



Communities teaching

sustainable business models. 



They saw the endgame of extraction: 



Founders who exited but regretted selling. 



Billionaires who were miserable. 



Companies that IPO’d then collapsed. 



“Successful” people admitting they felt empty. 



The loneliness and addiction

at extraction’s peak. 



They learned what the 1980s generation had to discover: 



Extraction doesn’t work. 



Even for the extractors. 



The Tools That Enable This



1980s: Building required massive capital. Factories. Inventory. Distribution. Employees. 



Extraction economics made sense because building was expensive. 



2020s: Building requires a laptop and internet. 



No capital needed. No employees required. No extraction necessary. 



The infrastructure exists: 


	Hosting: $5/month

	Payment processing: Stripe takes 3%

	Distribution: Internet is free

	Marketing: Social media is free

	Tools: Open source everything





A solo developer can build and launch a product serving thousands of customers. 



For less than $100 monthly. 



This wasn’t possible in 1985. Or 1995. Or even 2005. 



Now it’s normal. 



Which means the extraction playbook isn’t necessary anymore. 



You can build profitably from day one. Stay small. Keep control. 



The young builders know this. Because they grew up with these tools. 



What Extraction Doesn’t See



What the Extraction Economy Misses



Venture capitalists look at Pieter Levels and see failure. 



$4 million in 10 years? That’s not venture scale. That’s small-time. 



A “lifestyle business.” 



They’re measuring wrong. 



Pieter’s metrics: 


	Works 30 hours weekly

	Owns 100% of his businesses

	Answers to nobody

	Builds what interests him

	Lives anywhere he wants

	Financially independent at 39





VC-backed founder metrics: 


	Works 80 hours weekly

	Owns 2.5% of company after dilution

	Answers to board, investors, employees

	Builds what gets funded

	Lives in San Francisco for investor meetings

	Financially dependent on next funding round





Pieter has more freedom, more control, more peace, and probably more actual wealth than most venture capitalist-backed founders. 



But his success isn’t measurable by extraction metrics. 



So the extraction economy calls it failure. 



The Ones Teaching the Alternative



Arvid Kahl: Sold SaaS business for $500K. Now teaches bootstrapping to thousands. Writing, podcasts, courses. Shows founders how to build without VC. 



Justin Jackson: Built Transistor.fm (podcast hosting). Bootstrapped. Profitable. Grew to $3M+ annual revenue. No investors. Teaches product marketing to indie hackers. 



Courtland Allen: Created Indie Hackers. Community of 1 million+ founders building profitable businesses without VC. Sold to Stripe but kept the mission alive. 



Anne-Laure Le Cunff: Neuroscientist turned founder. Built Ness Labs (mindful productivity). Profitable. Solo. Teaching sustainable business building. 



Adam Wathan: Created Tailwind CSS. Open source first. Charged for premium components. $2M+ annual revenue. Small team. Zero extraction. 



They’re not billionaires.

They’re not on magazine covers.

They’re not giving TED talks about disruption. 



They’re financially independent. Building what they love. Teaching others to do the same. 



And they’re creating a generation that never learns extraction is mandatory. 



The Future After Extraction



The Closing Reality



The extraction economy is terrified of these builders. 



Not because they’re threatening. Because they’re irrelevant to the extraction playbook. 



You can’t extract from someone who: 


	Doesn’t raise venture capital

	Doesn’t hire armies of employees

	Doesn’t optimize for growth over profit

	Doesn’t plan to exit

	Doesn’t measure success by valuation





The entire extraction machine depends on founders wanting to scale fast, exit big, get rich quick. 



When builders want freedom, control, and sustainability instead? The machine has no leverage. 



That’s the real threat to extraction economics. 



Not opposition. Irrelevance. 



The Punchline



Young builders are like people who never learned to smoke. 



They didn’t quit smoking. They just never started. 



They don’t need willpower to resist cigarettes. They never wanted them. 



The extraction economy is still selling cigarettes. Promising they make people cool, successful, rich. 



And the young builders walk right past. Not because they’re virtuous. Because they saw what cigarettes did to the previous generation. 



Lung cancer.

Addiction.

Early death. 



The extraction economy is baffled. “Why don’t they want to smoke? Everyone used to smoke!” 



Because everyone used to die from it too. 



The young builders learned from watching. Not from quitting. 



They just never picked up the cigarette in the first place. 







Next



But individual builders staying small is just the beginning. 



What happens when the entire economy shifts from extraction to abundance? 



When enough builders refuse to play, the game itself changes. 



The Economy After Extraction



It’s already here. 



Not everywhere. Not dominant. Not mainstream. 



But it exists. And it’s growing. 



Small pockets. Specific industries. Particular communities. Individual builders. 



An economy where: 


	Profit beats growth

	Building beats extracting

	Sustainability beats scale

	Freedom beats valuation

	Impact beats income





The extraction economy calls this niche. Irrelevant. Too small to matter. 



Which is exactly what dying industries always say about their replacements. 



What It Actually Looks Like



The post-extraction economy isn’t theoretical. It’s observable. Measurable. Provable. 



It looks like Patagonia giving away a $3 billion company to protect the planet. Still profitable. Still growing. Still building. No shareholders extracting. All profits funding environmental work. 



It looks like Craigslist serving 250 million people monthly with fewer than 50 employees. Profitable for 28 years. Never raised venture capital. Never extracted from users. Still mostly free. Still simple. Still here while competitors died. 



It looks like Basecamp choosing calm over chaos. Profitable since year one. No investors. No growth targets. No exit strategy. Just building project management software and keeping it excellent for 20+ years. 



It looks like In-N-Out Burger staying small and dominant. 400 stores in 75 years. Every location profitable. Every customer satisfied. Every employee treated well. Turns down $1 billion+ acquisition offers annually. 



It looks like Valve running a multi-billion dollar gaming company with zero managers. Flat hierarchy. Employees choose their projects. Trust over control. Creation over extraction. 



It looks like the Amish building an extraction-resistant economy in Lancaster County. Highest density of small businesses in America. Family farms thriving. Local wealth circulating. Community bonds strong. 



It looks like Burlington, Vermont blocking Walmart and building a thriving downtown instead. Local retailers profitable. Tax base strong. Community character intact. 30 years after saying no to extraction. 



It looks like Pieter Levels making $4 million as a solo developer. Working 30 hours weekly. Owning 100%. Traveling when he wants. Teaching thousands to do the same. 



It looks like Daniel Vassallo earning $3 million+ solo after escaping Amazon. Working 20 hours weekly. Raising his children. Financially independent. Happier than when he had the prestigious job. 



It looks like Dave Ravanesi making pizza in Glen Mills, Pennsylvania. One wood-fired oven. Zero employees. Zero investors. Zero social media. Sold out for weeks. For 10 years. Making every pizza himself. Pulling fresh mozzarella daily. Practicing Jiu-Jitsu. Playing music. Living balanced. Making enough. Refusing to scale. Choosing mastery over empire. 



It’s not one model. It’s many models. 



Not one industry. Multiple industries. 



Not one approach. Different approaches unified by one principle: Build value instead of extracting it. 



The Numbers Nobody Tracks



The extraction economy measures itself obsessively. 



Venture capital deals. Unicorn valuations. IPO prices. Acquisition multiples. Total AUM. Fees collected. 



The post-extraction economy doesn’t get measured the same way. Because the metrics are different. 



What the extraction economy tracks: 


	How much capital raised

	How fast companies scale

	How high valuations climb

	How big exits become

	How much wealth accumulates at the top





What the post-extraction economy values: 


	How sustainably businesses operate

	How well employees live

	How fairly customers get treated

	How long companies last

	How much wealth stays local





Different games. Different scorecards. Different winners. 



Example: 



Extraction metrics: WeWork raised $20+ billion. Valued at $47 billion. IPO'd. Collapsed. Filed bankruptcy 2023. Destroyed billions in value. Created no lasting business. 



Building metrics: Craigslist raised $0. Built profitably. Served billions of people. 28 years and counting. Created lasting value. Still here. Still free. Still useful. 



Which one succeeded? 



Depends on the metrics. 



By fundraising and valuation: WeWork wins. By sustainability and value creation: Craigslist wins. 



The extraction economy only knows how to count the first way. 



That’s why it misses the post-extraction economy entirely. 



The Infrastructure That Enables It



1990s: Building required massive capital. 



Factories. Inventory. Real estate. Employees. Distribution. Marketing. 



Extraction economics made sense because building was expensive. 



2026: Building requires almost nothing. 



The tools exist: 


	Hosting: $5-20 monthly

	Domain: $15 annually

	Email: Free (or $6/user/month)

	Payment processing: 3% (Stripe, PayPal)

	A.I. ($20 monthly)

	Distribution: Free (internet, social media, app stores)

	Marketing: Free (content, community, word-of-mouth)

	Tools: Open source (free forever)

	Communication: Free (Slack, Discord, Zoom)

	Design: $10-50/month (Figma, Canva)

	Support: Free (email, chat)





Total cost to run a million-dollar business: Under $500 monthly. 



One person can build and operate a profitable company serving thousands of customers. From anywhere. With minimal capital. 



This wasn’t possible in 1985. Or 1995. Or 2005. 



Now it’s normal. 



Which means extraction isn’t necessary. Never was necessary. Just claimed to be. 



The infrastructure exists to build without extracting. The post-extraction economy runs on this infrastructure. 



What Gets Built Differently



Software: Not subscription traps. Buy-once products. Lifetime licenses. Fair pricing. No dark patterns. No forced upgrades. No surveillance. Just: solve problem, charge fairly, build loyalty. 



Retail: Not chain stores. Local businesses. Family-owned. Community-focused. Quality over scale. Relationships over transactions. Profits stay local instead of flowing to distant shareholders. 



Restaurants: Not franchises owned by private equity. Independent operators. Using local ingredients. Paying fair wages. Building regulars. Creating gathering spaces. Nourishing communities instead of extracting from them. 



Housing: Not investment assets. Homes for living. Community land trusts. Co-ops. Permanent affordability. Residents control destiny. Wealth builds locally. Extraction blocked by structure. 



Manufacturing: Not outsourced to maximize profit. Local production. Living wages. Quality materials. Repairable products. Durable goods. Customer loyalty through excellence instead of planned obsolescence. 



Finance: Not extractive lending. Community banks. Credit unions. Member-owned. Profits returned to members. Lending based on relationships. Long-term community wealth over short-term extraction. 



Healthcare: Not profit-maximizing. Community health centers. Non-profit hospitals. Direct primary care. Fair pricing. Actual care. Healing over billing. 



Education: Not credential mills. Skill building. Apprenticeships. Learning by doing. Founderstowne Academy model: free tuition, ages 8-18, building real businesses. Teaching building, not extracting. 



Different structure. Different incentives. Different outcomes. 



Not better in all ways. Just better at building value that lasts instead of extracting value that disappears. 



The Transition Period



The post-extraction economy hasn't arrived yet. 



The world is in transition. The extraction economy still dominates. Still extracts. Still grows. 



But cracks are showing. 



What's breaking: 


	Mega-funds can't deploy capital efficiently

	Unicorns can't exit (1,200+ zombie unicorns stuck)

	LPs are questioning returns (underperforming index funds)

	Employees are rejecting extraction jobs (quiet quitting, great resignation)

	Customers are tired of subscriptions (subscription fatigue is real)

	Communities are blocking chains (Burlington showed how)

	Young builders are ignoring VC (Pieter, Daniel, thousands more)





What's emerging: 


	Solo developers making millions (build in public movement)

	Small profitable businesses (indie hackers, bootstrappers)

	Community ownership (co-ops, land trusts)

	Local resilience (strong towns, main street revival)

	Direct relationships (creator economy, patronage)

	Sustainable models (lifetime pricing, fair trade)





The transition looks like both economies operating simultaneously. Extraction still bigger. Building growing faster in specific niches. 



Like 2005 when smartphones existed but flip phones dominated. Or 2000 when Amazon existed but malls ruled. Or 1995 when Google existed but libraries were still primary research tools. 



New doesn't dominate immediately. It emerges at the edges. Proves itself. Then gradually replaces what came before. 



That's the current stage. 



The Geography of Post-Extraction



The post-extraction economy has a map. 



Strong in: 


	Small cities and towns (Burlington, Vermont. Arcade, New York. Lancaster County)

	Rural areas less penetrated by chains

	Communities that organized early

	Places with strong local identity

	Regions that rejected extraction





Weak in: 


	Major metros captured by extraction (San Francisco, New York, LA)

	Suburbs designed around chains

	Places with weak local businesses

	Communities that accepted extraction deals

	Regions dependent on extractive industries





Not random. Predictable. 



Places that built local wealth resist extraction. Places that accepted extraction lost local control. 



The post-extraction economy is rebuilding in the places extraction damaged least. And slowly expanding from there. 



What Happens to the Extractors



They don't disappear. They adapt or collapse. 



Some recognize reality and pivot: 


	Seed investors could start a $300M builder fund (probably won't, but could)

	Private equity could return to building instead of loading debt (they won't, but physics will force it)

	VCs could back sustainable businesses at fair valuations (rare, but happening at edges)





Most double down until forced to change: 


	Raising bigger funds ($20B+ despite inability to deploy efficiently)

	Higher valuations (despite exits being blocked)

	More extraction (loading more debt, cutting more costs, extracting more fees)

	Blaming markets instead of models





Eventually math wins: 


	Can't raise funds if returns are negative

	Can't extract if there's nothing left to take

	Can't scale if fundamentals don't work

	Can't exit if buyers don't exist





Extraction eats itself. Then starves. Then dies. 



Not immediately. Slowly. Then suddenly. 



Like 2008 when the housing extraction collapsed. Or 2001 when the dot-com extraction imploded. Or 1929 when the margin extraction crashed. 



Extraction always ends the same way. With collapse. The only question is timing. 



The Builders’ Advantage



The post-extraction economy has structural advantages the extraction economy can't match. 



Sustainability: Building businesses that last decades beats burning capital for exits that never come. 



Freedom: Owning 100% beats owning 5% of something bigger. 



Control: Making decisions beats answering to boards and investors. 



Simplicity: Keeping operations lean beats managing armies of employees with bullshit jobs. 



Speed: Shipping products in days beats committee approvals in months. 



Resilience: Diverse income beats single investor dependency. 



Sleep: Working 30 hours weekly beats 80-hour weeks for someone else's exit. 



Impact: Building something useful beats optimizing for extraction metrics. 



Legacy: Creating lasting value beats extracting temporary wealth. 



Peace: Enough beats more. 



These aren’t soft benefits. They’re structural competitive advantages. 



The builders sleep better. Live healthier. Think clearer. Build longer. Adapt faster. Survive downturns. 



The extractors burn out. Get sick. Make desperate decisions. Collapse quickly. Fail during corrections. 



Long-term, building beats extracting. 



Even in pure financial terms. 



Especially in pure financial terms. 



What the Transition Requires



Moving from extraction to building requires three shifts: 



1. Individual shift: Builders choosing freedom over funding. Profit over growth. Sustainability over scale. Happening now (Pieter, Daniel, thousands more). 



2. Community shift: Towns choosing local over chains. Building over extracting. Control over convenience. Happening slowly (Burlington, Arcade, Lancaster). 



3. Structural shift: Systems changing to enable building instead of rewarding extraction. Happening slowest. But inevitable. 



The first is well underway. The second is beginning. The third is resisted but unstoppable. 



Extraction can't be maintained forever. Math prevents it. Physics prevents it. Reality prevents it. 



The extraction economy is burning through what remains. When it runs out, only building will be left. 



That’s not optimism. That’s thermodynamics. 



The Timeline



2008-2015: Extraction peaked. Zero interest rates. Infinite capital. Growth-at-all-costs. Unicorns everywhere. VC as career path. 



2015-2022: Cracks appeared. Returns declining. Exits blocked. Sustainable businesses outperforming. Builders emerging. Indie movement growing. 



2022-2025: Transition accelerating. Interest rates rose. Capital became finite. Fundamentals mattered again. Mega-funds struggling. Builders thriving. 



2025-2035: Post-extraction emerges. Not dominant. But viable. Proven. Growing. Extraction still exists but declining. Building normalized as legitimate path. 



2035-2050: Building dominates. Extraction relegated to specific niches. Sustainable economics standard. Local wealth normal. Community control typical. The "extraction era" taught in business schools as warning. 



Not prediction. Projection based on current trajectories. 



Unless extraction finds new things to extract. Which requires growth the planet can’t sustain. 



So either building wins. Or collapse happens. 



Those are the options. 



The Closing Reality



The economy after extraction isn’t utopian. 



It's not perfect. Not easy. Not problem-free. 



It's just better than extraction. 



Better for builders: More freedom. More control. More peace. More purpose. 



Better for customers: Fair prices. Quality products. Lasting relationships. Actual value. 



Better for communities: Local wealth. Resilient economies. Strong bonds. Shared prosperity. 



Better for employees: Fair wages. Respect. Purpose. Sustainability. 



Better for the planet: Less waste. Less consumption. Less extraction. More durability. 



Not utopia. Just: building what lasts instead of extracting what doesn’t. 



The economy after extraction is already here. Just unevenly distributed. 



Concentrated in pockets. Growing at edges. Proven by builders. Ignored by extractors. 



But functioning. Working. Thriving. 



While extraction burns out. 



The Punchline



The post-extraction economy is like the internet in 1995. 



Already real. Already working. Already changing everything. 



But most people don’t see it yet. Don’t believe it matters. Don’t think it’ll scale. 



“The internet is a fad. AOL and CompuServe will always dominate. Nobody will buy things online. Digital goods aren’t real goods.” 



Heard any of those lately? 



That’s what the extraction economy sounds like about building: 



“Lifestyle businesses don’t matter. Venture capital will always dominate. Nobody can scale without investors. Sustainable businesses aren’t real businesses.” 



1995: Most people didn’t understand the internet. 2025: Most people don’t understand the post-extraction economy. 



But the builders do. 



And they’re building it anyway. 



Just like 1995, when a 22-year-old named Marc Andreessen gave away a web browser and changed everything. 



The economy after extraction is already here. It's just waiting for everyone else to notice. 



And by the time they do, it'll be obvious. 



Like the internet. 
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But knowing it exists doesn't mean choosing it. 



Every builder faces one moment. One choice. One decision that determines everything that follows. 



And it starts with something as simple as a wet cigarette. 



The Wet Cigarette Moment



Eight-year-old Emma runs a lemonade stand. 



Makes $23 on Saturday afternoon. Splits it with her friend who helped. $11.50 each. 



Her mom provided the pitcher. Her dad drove to the store for lemons. Her neighbor sat outside all day and bought 3 cups even though she doesn’t like lemonade. 



Emma thanks everyone. Shares the profit. Brags about how happy customers looked. Not about margins. About smiles. 



Cut to 20 years later. 



Same person. Now 28. MBA from Stanford. Associate at a venture capital firm. 



It’s 2 a.m. She’s writing the email. The one that fires 48% of a portfolio company’s staff. “Restructuring for efficiency.” “Optimizing the cap table.” “Rightsizing operations.” 



Her hands shake. 



She types Jim’s name. Jim who built the product from scratch. Jim whose wife just started chemo. Jim who trusted her when she promised “we’re here to help you scale.” 



Delete. Retype. Delete again. 



She practiced the language in therapy. Her therapist knows more truth than her partners. 



She hits send at 2:17 a.m. Closes laptop. Takes Ambien. Wakes up at 6 a.m. hating herself. 



This is the wet cigarette moment. 



The Problem With Moral Arguments



Extraction looks successful. 



Forbes covers with billionaires. “30 Under 30” lists celebrating extraction as innovation. Friends who sold their companies buying second homes. 



The anti-extraction argument usually goes: “It’s wrong to destroy communities for profit.” 



That argument loses. 



Because “wrong” doesn’t compete with “profitable.” 



Ethics class in business school: 1 class.

Case studies on private equity extraction: 2 years. 



Moral arguments are weak because they ask people to sacrifice money for principles. And principles don’t pay mortgages, car payments, or private school tuition. 



The long-term consequences feel abstract. 



“You’ll destroy communities” → 10 years away, somewhere else.

“You’ll make $10 million this quarter” → right now, in their account. 



Abstract future harm can’t compete with concrete immediate gain. 



That’s why moral arguments fail. 



What Actually Killed Smoking



Smoking had health warnings for decades while still being cool. 



Surgeon General warnings on packs since 1965. Everyone knew smoking caused cancer. People kept smoking. 



What finally killed smoking wasn’t “you’ll die in 30 years.” 



It was “you’re disgusting right now.” 



The mechanism: 


	Social stigma: Can’t smoke indoors, people physically recoil

	Visible immediate disgust: Smells bad, looks pathetic, ages them visibly

	Low-status signal: Switched from “cool rebel” to “can’t control themselves”

	Personal revulsion: Kissing a smoker, smelling their clothes, the yellow teeth

	Economic punishment: Higher insurance premiums, rental deposits, job rejections





Smoking died when it became repulsive in real-time. Not decades later. 



The effective campaign wasn’t about lung cancer at 60. 



It was about being disgusting at 25. 



Dates rejecting smokers. Clothes stinking. Friends making them stand outside alone. Looking like an addict who can’t stop. 



Immediate.

Personal.

Visceral. 



That's what killed smoking. 



The Moments They Can't Rationalize



The Pitch Where They Lie



Extraction creates its own moments. The moments before rationalization kicks in. Before the extractor convinces themselves it’s “just business.” 



The VC pitch where they lie: 



“We’re building a platform that empowers creators.”

Translation: Extract 30% from everything they earn.

The only path to 10x return is extraction.

The extractor knows it. The founders know it. Everyone pretends.

The pitch deck has 47 slides about “mission.”

None about the people they’ll destroy to hit the numbers. 



A college roommate texts: “Bro you sold out.”

Delete it. The extractor knows he’s right. 



Calculating employee equity like overhead: 



Spreadsheet says “dilute early employees to 0.1%.”

These people built everything when nobody believed.

They worked weekends for equity, not salary.

They trusted the extractor.

Click “accept changes.” 



The extractor can't look them in the eye at the all-hands meeting. 



The Grandmother Question



The extractor’s grandmother asks what they do. 



They can’t explain without lying. 



“I optimize operational efficiency.” 



She doesn’t understand. The extractor is grateful she doesn’t. 



She says “that doesn’t sound like building things.” 



The extractor changes the subject. "Looks like rain tomorrow." 



When Children Ask What Was Built



The extractor’s child asks “what did you build today?” 



“I optimized our churn rate.” 



The child doesn’t understand. Because nothing was built. 



“But what did you make?” 



The extractor can’t answer. Changes the subject. 



The Body Count They Can't Ignore



Every corporate phrase hides a real person. 



“Optimization” = Jim doesn’t make rent this month.

“Restructuring” = Maria’s child switches to public school.

“Rightsizing” = Carlos loses health insurance during chemo.

“Efficiency gains” = 50 families can’t afford Christmas.

“Strategic pivot” = Every promise the extractor made was a lie. 



The spreadsheet shows percentages.

Numbers on a screen. 



But Jim is real. Maria is real. Carlos is real. 



The extractor doesn’t know their names.

Doesn’t know their children’s names.

Doesn’t know who’s going through divorce.

Doesn’t know who just started chemo.

Doesn’t know who just bought a house. 



That’s what makes it possible. 



Spreadsheets don't show faces. 



The Physical Revulsion



The body knows before the mind rationalizes. 



Hands shake typing the email.

Can’t make eye contact with early employees.

Voice cracks during the all-hands announcement.

Stomach turns when someone thanks them for the opportunity. 



The extractor practices the pitch in the mirror.

Hates the person looking back. 



Drinks more.

Sleeps less.

Takes pills to sleep.

Takes pills to wake up.

Takes pills to not feel. 



Their therapist knows the truth.

Their spouse knows something’s wrong.

Their children sense the distance.

Their partners think they’re weak.

The extractor thinks they’re weak too. 



But they’re not weak. 



They're becoming something they hate. And the body is screaming stop. 



What They're Becoming



The Private Equity Partner at 45

Another divorce (3rd).

Children call twice a year.

Lexapro for depression.

Ambien for sleep.

Therapy 3 times a week. 



$50 million net worth.

Hasn’t built anything in 20 years. 



Describes himself with financial metrics.

“I returned 3.2x on Fund IV.” 



Dies at 68.

Funeral attendance: 43 people.

Most are business contacts.

Children give eulogies they practiced with therapists.

Nobody mentions what he built. Because he didn't build anything. 



The "Successful" Venture Capitalist



Celebrated 1 exit out of 30 investments.

29 founder relationships destroyed. 



Can’t attend startup conferences.

Founders physically avoid him.

Someone spray-painted “vulture” on his Tesla.

His Wikipedia page lists “controversies” before “investments.”

Remembers Bill Gates getting pied in the face. 



College reunion: doesn’t go anymore.

Too many people asking “remember when you said you’d help us?” 



Wealth: significant. Respect: zero. 



The Founder Who Took The Money



$100 million exit.

Employees diluted to nothing.

Early users feel betrayed. 



Reddit thread with 4,000 upvotes: “X was so good before [founder] sold out.” 



Can’t start another company.

Nobody trusts him.

His name became startup slang for betrayal. 



“Don’t pull a [name]” gets said in pitch meetings he’ll never attend. 



Net worth ≠ self worth. 



He knows it.

Everyone knows it.

The money doesn’t help. 



The money makes it worse.

Because now he can't even say he needed it. 



The Translation Test



Extraction requires fancy language because the truth is ugly. 



The test: try explaining it to a young person without the jargon: 



“I optimized our capital efficiency” means “I fired people to make the stock price go up.” 



“We’re restructuring for scale” means “We’re replacing employees with contractors to avoid paying benefits.” 



“We’re pivoting to a subscription model” means “We’re taking away what customers bought and making them rent it forever.” 



“I’m a strategic advisor” means “I get paid to attend meetings and add no value.” 



The simple version forces truth. 



The extractor knows their younger self would be disgusted. 



The extractor knows this isn’t the story they want told at their funeral. 



The extractor knows if they died tomorrow, they haven't actually built anything. 



Becoming What They Hate



There's a specific moment. 



The moment the extractor realizes they’ve become the thing they used to despise. 



For some, it’s the first layoff email.

For others, it’s the 3rd divorce.

For many, it’s when their child asks “why don’t you ever have time?” 



The moment when the extractor can’t pretend anymore. 



When the rationalization fails.

When the title doesn’t matter.

When the money doesn’t help. 



When they look in the mirror and see someone they don’t recognize. 



Someone they wouldn’t have respected 10 years ago.

Someone they would have called a sellout.

Someone they would have pitied. 



That moment is the wet cigarette. 



The taste of something they thought was sophisticated.

That they now realize is just disgusting. 



Why Extractors Hate Themselves



Nobody celebrates extraction in private. 



The Forbes covers.

The conference keynotes.

The LinkedIn humble-brags. 



All public performance. 



Private is different. 



Private is: 


	Therapy appointments they don’t list on calendars

	Medication they hide from colleagues

	Marriages ending in mediation

	Children who schedule time like clients

	Friends from before who don’t call anymore





Private is knowing they traded everything that mattered for numbers in accounts. 



Private is winning every metric and losing everything else. 



Private is “success” that feels like failure. 



The extractors know. 



They know what they destroyed.

They know who they hurt.

They know what they gave up.

They know it wasn’t worth it. 



But they can’t admit it.

Because admitting it means the last 20 years were a mistake.

Because admitting it means they destroyed lives for nothing. 



So they keep extracting.

Keep pretending.

Keep medicating.

Keep performing.

Keep dying inside while looking successful outside. 



The Death of Extraction



The Social Death



Smoking died when cool people quit. 



When celebrities stopped smoking in movies.

When attractive people rejected smokers.

When smoking became low-status. 



Only addicts remained.

And everyone could see they were addicts. 



Extraction dies the same way. 



When builders publicly reject extractors: 


	“We don’t take venture capital money” becomes a flex

	“We’re profitable year 1” becomes prestigious

	“All employees get profit sharing” becomes the standard





When extractors get excluded: 


	Conferences stop inviting them

	Talented people won’t work for them

	Founders warn each other privately

	Portfolio companies refuse their calls

	"He's an extractor" becomes the reason to pass





The Addiction Parallel



Extraction is an addiction. 



The extractor can’t stop even when they want to. 



They rationalize every deal. 



They destroy relationships for the next fix. 



They know it’s killing them. 



They do it anyway. 



The first deal was exciting.

The tenth was routine.

The hundredth was necessary. 



Not because they need the money.

Because they don’t know how to stop. 



The extraction addict: 


	Makes $50 million, needs $100 million

	Has 2 houses, needs 4

	Destroyed 10 companies, can’t stop at 11

	Knows it’s hollow, can’t admit it

	Dies alone with a pile of money





Recovery requires admitting the problem. 



But admitting the problem means admitting they destroyed lives for an addiction. 



So most never admit it. 



They die extracting.

Rich and miserable.

Successful and alone. 



The Choice



The Choice That Happens Thursday



The choice doesn't happen in 20 years. 



It happens Thursday. 



The extractor has a meeting. A decision. An email to send. 



Extract: Fire the people.

Make the number.

Close the deal.

Take the money.

Hate yourself. 



Build: Keep the people. Miss the number. Keep your word. Sleep at night. Stay human. 



They become what they choose. 



Not eventually. Immediately. 



Choose extraction Thursday?

Extractor Thursday night. 



Can’t un-send that email.

Can’t un-fire those people.

Can’t un-become what was chosen. 



The rationalization comes fast: 


	"Just this once"

	"Necessary for the business"

	"Everyone does it"

	"It's just business"

	"I'll make it up later"





But they won’t make it up later. 



Because Thursday becomes next Thursday.

One compromise becomes the next.

One lie becomes easier to tell. 



Until they wake up 10 years later. Don’t recognize themselves. Can’t remember when they changed. 



But they can remember. 



It was Thursday. 



The 8-Year-Olds Who Still Know



8-year-olds running lemonade stands haven't learned to extract... yet. 



They split profits with friends who helped.

They thank everyone.

They feel bad if they overcharge.

They brag about happy customers, not margins.

They build because it feels good. 



When did that die? 



When extraction became prestigious.

When business school taught “fiduciary duty.”

When investors demanded “scalability.”

When saying “we’re building” became naive.

When greed stopped being a vice and became a virtue. 



The 8-year-old was right. 



Not because they’re innocent.

Because they haven’t learned the lies yet. 



They know: 


	Building feels good

	Extraction feels bad

	Money without meaning is empty

	Hurting people for profit is wrong

	Success isn’t worth shame





Then they grow up.

Learn the euphemisms.

Adopt the rationalizations.

Forget what they knew.

Become what they would have hated. 



But the 8-year-old knew. 



Before business school.

Before the first deal.

Before the rationalization. 



The 8-year-old knew that extraction is disgusting. 



The Punchline



The wet cigarette moment is kinda like eating dog food because someone convinced them it was filet mignon. 



Everyone around them is eating it. Michelin-starred chefs endorse it. Food critics write articles about the complex notes. People pay $200 a plate. 



The extractor eats it because everyone says it's sophisticated. Describes the flavors with words learned from wine tastings. Convinces themselves they like it. 



Then one day, someone hands them actual filet mignon. 



Actual steak. 



The taste is completely different. 



The extractor realizes what they’ve been eating. The extractor realizes what they’ve been missing. The extractor realizes everyone around them is still eating dog food and calling it fine dining. 



They can’t go back. 



Once they taste real food, dog food is just dog food. 



The extraction addict keeps eating dog food and calling it success. 



The builder walks away and finds a kitchen. 







Next



But the wet cigarette moment isn't just personal revulsion. 



It's mathematical certainty. 



Extraction always eats itself. And the math is unavoidable. 



Why Extraction Always Eats Itself



The math was always going to catch up. 



Not because extraction is immoral. Because it’s unsustainable. 



Physics doesn’t care about pitch decks. Thermodynamics doesn’t respect fund sizes. Mathematics is indifferent to valuations. 



Extraction always eats itself.

Not eventually.

Inevitably. 



The only question was timing. 



The Financial Collapse



The Pyramid’s Mathematical Limit



Every extraction model is a pyramid scheme with better marketing. 



Private equity’s math: 


	Buy company for $100M (20% equity, 80% debt)

	Extract $30M in fees over 5 years

	Sell for $120M (if lucky)

	Debt holders get paid first: $80M

	Private equity firm gets: $40M return on $20M invested (2x)

	Original employees, customers, community: extracted





That works. Once. 



Now scale it: 



2000: $100 billion in private equity assets. Plenty of targets. Easy returns. 



2010: $1 trillion in private equity assets. Harder to find targets. Returns declining. 



2020: $5 trillion in private equity assets. Too much capital chasing too few deals. Overpaying for acquisitions. Loading unsustainable debt. Returns collapsing. 



2025: $7+ trillion in private equity assets. Mega-funds can’t deploy capital efficiently. Buying each other’s portfolio companies at inflated prices. The pyramid is eating itself. 



The math breaks: 


	Need to deploy $100 billion annually

	Only $80 billion in viable targets

	Must overpay or sit on dry powder

	Overpaying destroys returns

	Dry powder destroys fund economics

	Either way: extraction fails





Not because regulators intervened.

Because mathematics intervened. 



The Venture Capital Ouroboros



Venture capital is eating its own tail. 



The original model (1970s-1990s): 


	Invest $5M in 10 startups

	7 fail, 2 break even, 1 hits big

	The winner exits for $500M

	Return: 10x fund

	Works because exits existed





The current model (2015-2025): 


	Invest $500M in 10 startups

	7 fail, 2 become zombie unicorns, 1 might exit someday

	The “winner” raises at $5B valuation

	But can’t exit (no buyers at that price)

	Can’t IPO (fundamentals don’t support valuation)

	Can’t sell (strategic buyers won’t pay 10x revenue for unprofitable company)

	Stuck





Result: 1,200+ zombie unicorns. Valued at billions. 



Can’t exit.

Can’t die.

Can’t return capital to investors. 



The feedback loop: 


	Limited partners demand returns

	Venture capitalists raise bigger funds

	Bigger funds need bigger exits

	Bigger exits require higher valuations

	Higher valuations require more capital

	More capital inflates valuations further

	Inflated valuations make exits impossible

	Impossible exits destroy returns

	Destroyed returns make LPs question investments

	Venture capitalists can’t raise next fund

	The cycle collapses





Venture capital is now extracting from venture capital. 



New funds buying stakes in old funds at discounts. Secondary markets pricing unicorns at 50-70% discounts from peak valuations. Tiger Global, SoftBank, Sequoia all writing down billions. 



The snake ate its tail. Now it’s digesting itself. 



The Leveraged Buyout Time Bomb



Leveraged buyouts work until interest rates rise. 



2010-2021: Zero interest rate policy. Borrow infinite money at 2-3%. Load companies with debt. Extract fees. Debt service is manageable. 



2022-2026: Interest rates rise to 5-7%. Debt service doubles or triples. The debt-loaded companies can’t service obligations. Defaults accelerate. 



The extraction that worked at 2% interest fails at 6% interest. 



Not because the business model changed. Because the cost of extraction exceeded the capacity to extract. 



Examples already happening: 



Toys “R” Us: Loaded with $5 billion in debt. Filed bankruptcy 2017. Liquidated 2018. Private equity extracted $470M in fees. Debt holders lost billions. 33,000 employees lost jobs. 



Sears: Loaded with debt through “financial engineering.” Filed bankruptcy 2018. Closed 3,500+ stores. 68,000 jobs lost. Eddie Lampert (CEO/major shareholder) extracted hundreds of millions via real estate deals while company collapsed. 



Bed Bath & Beyond: Private equity didn’t own it, but followed extraction playbook. Bought back $12 billion in stock to juice share price. Couldn’t invest in business. Filed bankruptcy 2023. Liquidated completely. 



The pattern: Extract while times are good. Default when conditions tighten. Bankruptcy protects extractors. Employees and communities pay the price. 



2026 forward: $1.2 trillion in leveraged loans maturing 2026-2028. Much of it at companies that can’t refinance at current rates. The defaults will cascade. 



Extraction eating itself. In slow motion. Then suddenly. 



The Exit That Doesn’t Exist



Every extraction model requires an exit. 



Private equity needs to sell.

Venture capital needs to IPO or acquire.

Flippers need buyers. 



The exit market is frozen: 



IPO market (2023-2025): Brutal. Instacart IPO’d at $10B valuation (was “worth” $39B in 2021). Klaviyo down 30% from private valuation. ARM Holdings only successful IPO was a reshuffling. 



M&A market: Strategic buyers won’t pay venture multiples. Private equity buyers won’t pay private equity prices. Mega-funds buying each other’s companies at minimal markups just to show “exits.” 



Secondary markets: Unicorn shares trading at 50-70% discounts from last funding round. 



The problem: 1,200+ zombie unicorns stuck. Can’t exit. Can’t die. Can’t return capital. 



The math failure: 



Raised at $5 billion valuation → Need $10B+ exit to justify venture capital returns → No buyer will pay $10B for unprofitable company burning $200M annually → Stuck 



The feedback loop: 


	Can’t exit means can’t return capital to LPs

	Can’t return capital means LPs won’t reinvest in next fund

	No next fund means no new deals

	No new deals means venture capital model breaks

	Model breaking means extraction stops





The irony: Inflated valuations to attract more capital. Inflated valuations made exits impossible. Impossible exits killed the model. 



Extraction eating itself. By extracting too much too fast. 



The Operational Failures



The Fee Extraction Paradox



Management consultants extract fees by promising cost savings. 



The pitch: “We’ll save you $100M. We only charge $20M. Net savings: $80M.” 



The reality: Fire 5,000 employees. Outsource critical functions. Destroy institutional knowledge. Short-term savings. Long-term collapse. 



Then the company needs consultants again. 



Because the cost-cutting destroyed the company’s ability to function. So they hire consultants to fix what consultants broke. Who extract more fees. Which requires more cost-cutting. Which breaks more things. Which requires more consultants. 



The paradox: The more successful the extraction, the more extraction is needed. Until there’s nothing left to extract. 



Boeing is the perfect example: 



1997-2010: Hired consultants. Cut engineering staff. Moved production to low-cost facilities. Outsourced critical work. Boosted short-term profits. Stock price soared. 



2011-2019: Quality problems emerged. 737 MAX crashes killed 346 people. Engineering failures traced to cost-cutting and outsourcing decisions. Grounded for 20 months. 



2020-2025: Hired consultants to fix quality. Same firms that recommended the cuts causing the problems. Extracted more fees. Quality still broken. 



Boeing paid billions in consulting fees. To break the company. Then to fix it. Then to break it again. 



The consultants extracted from Boeing until Boeing could barely build planes. 



Extraction eating itself. Literally killing people in the process. 



The Geographic Trap



Extraction requires geographic arbitrage. 



Buy company in expensive market. Move production to cheap market. Capture wage differential. Extract profit. 



That worked when: 


	China had cheap labor and no alternatives

	Mexico had cheap labor and weak bargaining

	Southeast Asia had cheap labor and developing infrastructure





It’s failing now because: 



China: Labor costs rose 300%+ since 2000. No longer the cheap option. Plus geopolitical risk makes dependence dangerous. 



Mexico: Labor costs rising. Cartels make some regions too dangerous. USMCA reduced some arbitrage advantages. 



Southeast Asia: Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia all raising wages. Infrastructure improving means higher costs. 



The arbitrage is shrinking: 



Wage differential between US and China (2000): 10:1 



Wage differential between US and China (2025): 3:1 



Add shipping costs, tariffs, quality problems, communication overhead, geopolitical risk. 



The extraction math stops working. 



Companies are reshoring: 



Not because they suddenly care about American workers. Because the arbitrage math changed. 



The extraction trap: Offshored so aggressively they destroyed domestic capacity. Now can’t reshore because skills/facilities are gone. Stuck between expensive offshore and impossible onshore. 



Extraction eating itself. The arbitrage disappeared while they were extracting. 



The Great Exodus



The LP Awakening



Limited Partners (LPs) are the investors who fund private equity and venture capital. 



Pension funds.

Endowments.

Sovereign wealth funds.

Insurance companies.

Family offices. 



For 20 years they believed the pitch: 



“We deliver superior returns. 20%+ annually. Beats public markets. Worth the fees. Worth the illiquidity.” 



Then they did the math: 



Average venture capital returns (2010-2023): 7-9% annually after fees 



S&P 500 returns (2010-2023): 12-14% annually 



Private equity returns (2010-2023): 9-11% annually after fees 



Real estate index returns (2010-2023): 8-10% annually 



The realization: Paid 2-and-20 fees for worse returns than index funds. 



Locked up capital for 10 years for performance beaten by Vanguard. 



Paid billions in fees to underperform. 



The limited partner’s response starting 2023: 



California Public Employees’ Retirement System (CalPERS): Reduced private equity allocation. Demanded lower fees. Walked away from underperforming managers. 



Yale Endowment: Publicly questioned venture capital returns. Reduced new commitments. 



Norwegian Sovereign Wealth Fund: Massive reduction in private equity and venture capital exposure. 



The feedback loop: 


	Limited partners reduce commitments

	Funds shrink or disappear

	Less capital for extraction

	Extractors fight for smaller pool

	Returns compress further

	More limited partners exit

	The extraction economy starves





Not because regulators shut it down. 



Because the math stopped working for the people funding it. 



Extraction eating itself. The predators discovering their prey evolved. 



The Talent Exodus



Extraction requires extractors. 



Smart people willing to optimize financial engineering instead of building things. 



The recruitment pitch worked for decades: 



“Join Goldman Sachs. Make millions. Exit to private equity. Make more millions. Retire at 40.” 



Then people started doing the math: 



“Work 80 hours weekly. For 15 years. Make $10M. Have no relationships. Miss your children growing up. Develop stress-related health problems. Hate what you do. Realize at 45 you optimized for money and got nothing else.” 



The exodus started quietly around 2015: 



High-performing investment bankers quitting to start companies. 



Private equity associates leaving to build instead of extract. 



Management consultants abandoning McKinsey to do meaningful work. 



The Great Resignation (2021-2023) accelerated it: 



Even the extractors realized extraction was hollow. Making millions but miserable. Optimizing companies for exits while destroying their own lives. 



The irony: The extraction economy trained the smartest people. Then extracted from them so hard they left. Now it can’t recruit replacements. 



Gen Z doesn’t want to work 80-hour weeks optimizing spreadsheets. They watched millennials burn out for buyout bonuses. They’re choosing different paths. 



The extraction economy needs extractors. The extractors are leaving. The talent pipeline is drying up. 



Extraction eating itself. Devouring its own workforce. 



The Customer Rebellion



Extraction works until customers notice. 



Software subscriptions: People accepted monthly payments. Then noticed they’re paying $500/month for tools they used to buy once for $200. Subscription fatigue set in. Cancellations accelerating. 



Streaming services: Netflix, Disney+, HBO Max, Hulu, Paramount+, Peacock, Apple TV+. Each raising prices. People doing math. Realizing they’re paying more than cable ever cost. Canceling subscriptions. Rotating services. Piracy returning. 



Gig economy: Uber/Lyft raised prices 40-60% from 2020-2024. DoorDash adding fees on fees. Customers noticing the “cheaper alternative” is now more expensive than the thing it replaced. Usage declining. 



The pattern: Extraction works when it’s invisible. Fails when it’s obvious. 



The feedback loop: 


	Companies extract more

	Prices rise

	Customers notice

	Customers leave

	Revenue declines

	Companies extract harder from remaining customers

	Prices rise faster

	More customers leave

	Death spiral





MoviePass (2017-2019): Unsustainable pricing to grab market share. Raised prices. Customers fled. Collapsed. 



Blue Apron (2012-2024): Meal kit subscription. Extracted via price increases. Customer lifetime value collapsed. Stock dropped 99%. Barely surviving. 



WeWork (2010-2024): Sold cheap office space. Burned billions. Raised prices to sustainable levels. Customers left. Filed bankruptcy 2023. 



The customers are learning. The extraction is visible. The rebellion is quiet but mathematical. 



Extraction eating itself. One canceled subscription at a time. 



The Reality Check



The Regulatory Reckoning



For 40 years regulators let extraction run wild. 



The logic: “Markets regulate themselves. Innovation needs freedom. Don’t stifle growth.” 



The result: 


	Toys “R” Us died.

	Sears died.

	Thousands of restaurants died.

	Hundreds of thousands of jobs lost.

	Communities destroyed.





Now regulators are noticing: 



FTC under Lina Khan (2021-present): Blocking anti-competitive mergers. Challenging private equity roll-ups. Investigating monopolistic practices. 



SEC proposing rules: Requiring private equity firms to disclose fees. Limiting use of debt in buyouts. Increasing transparency. 



State governments: Some states passing laws limiting private equity ownership of healthcare, housing, essential services. 



Not sweeping reform. But cracks in the regulatory capture. 



The extraction economy depended on regulatory indifference. 



When regulators start paying attention, extraction gets harder. More expensive. More legally risky. 



The irony: Extraction got so obvious, so destructive, so blatant that even captured regulators couldn’t ignore it. 



Extraction eating itself. By extracting so hard it forced regulatory response. 



The Thermodynamic Reality



This isn’t economics. It’s physics. 



Second Law of Thermodynamics: Entropy always increases in a closed system. 



Translation: Can’t extract value forever. Eventually the value runs out. 



Extraction economy tried to violate physics: 



Extract value from companies → Load them with debt → Extract fees → Flip to next buyer → Repeat 



That works if: 


	Infinite companies exist to extract from

	Infinite buyers exist to sell to

	Infinite value exists to extract





Reality: 


	Finite companies

	Finite buyers

	Finite value





Once extracted, value is gone. Can’t re-extract from empty vessel. 



Toys “R” Us: Extracted until bankruptcy. Can’t extract from bankrupt company. Value destroyed permanently. 



Sears: Extracted until liquidation. Can’t extract from liquidated company. Value destroyed permanently. 



The debt-loaded companies: Extracted until default. Can’t extract from defaulted company. Value destroyed permanently. 



The thermodynamic limit: 



Extraction is a one-way process. Build creates value. Extract destroys value. Once destroyed, it’s gone. 



Can’t build an economy on destruction. Eventually there’s nothing left to destroy. 



That’s not a political statement. That’s thermodynamics. 



Extraction eating itself. Because physics doesn’t negotiate. 



The Punchline



Extraction eating itself is kinda like the goose and the golden eggs. 



Except the farmer got smart. Hired consultants from McKinsey. 



They did the analysis. Projected 3-year returns. Recommended killing the goose immediately. “Unlock embedded value.” 



Farmer killed the goose. Got no gold. Consultants collected their fee. Called it a successful engagement. 



Then the farmer got hungrier. Started eyeing the other farm animals. 



Killed the cow for immediate beef.

No more milk. 



Killed the chickens for immediate meat.

No more eggs. 



Burned the barn for immediate warmth.

No more shelter. 



McKinsey came back. “We see operational inefficiencies in your neighbor’s farm.” 



So the farmer started buying neighbors’ farms with borrowed money. Killed their animals. Burned their barns. Called it scaling. 



Then winter came. 



No animals. No shelter. No food. Just debt. 



The consultants moved on to the next farmer. 



The builders never killed their geese. They've got eggs. And more geese. 



The extractors are standing in burned barns. Wondering why everyone's so unreasonable about giving them more farms to buy. 







Next



But even if extractors wanted to stop extracting and start building, they couldn't. 



Because extraction teaches all the wrong skills. 



And building requires skills that extraction actively destroys. 



The Skills Extraction Can’t Teach



There are 2 types of skills in business. 



Skills extraction values: Financial modeling. Deal structuring. Negotiation. Arbitrage. Optimization. Leverage. Exit timing. 



Skills extraction can’t teach: Building something from nothing. Creating value people actually want. Solving problems that matter. Making things work. Sustaining businesses for decades. 



The extraction economy has perfected teaching the first set. 



Harvard Business School. Wharton. Stanford Graduate School of Business. McKinsey training. Goldman Sachs analyst programs. 



They produce thousands of people who can model a leveraged buyout. Structure a Special Purpose Acquisition Company (SPAC). Optimize a cap table. Time an exit. 



But they can’t produce people who can build. 



And that’s becoming a problem. 



The Extraction Education System



The MBA Curriculum



What business schools teach: 



Year 1: 



Financial accounting (how to read balance sheets to find extraction opportunities). 



Corporate finance (how to load companies with debt). 



Strategy (how to identify market inefficiencies to exploit). 



Marketing (how to manufacture demand). 



Operations (how to cut costs). 



Year 2: 



Private equity practicum (how to execute leveraged buyouts). 



Venture capital (how to identify unicorn potential). 



Negotiations (how to extract maximum value in deals). 



Leadership (how to get people to execute the extraction strategy). 



What they don’t teach: 




	How to build a product people love

	How to create lasting value

	How to sustain a business for 50 years

	How to build things with their hands

	How to solve problems without PowerPoint

	How to create without extracting





The gap: Master of Business Administration (MBA) graduates can optimize existing businesses. They can't create new ones. 



They can buy Toys “R” Us and load it with debt. They can’t build Toys “R” Us from scratch. 



They can structure the SPAC that takes a company public. They can’t build the company worth taking public. 



They can model the Internal Rate of Return (IRR) on a restaurant roll-up. They can’t make pizza people drive 50 miles to eat. 



The telling pattern: 



Most successful companies were built by people without MBAs. 




	Steve Jobs (dropped out of Reed College)

	Bill Gates (dropped out of Harvard)

	Larry Ellison (dropped out of University of Illinois)

	Michael Dell (dropped out of UT Austin)

	Elon Musk (physics degree, no MBA)





The people with MBAs came later. After the value was created. To extract it. 



What Extraction Teaches Instead



The extraction economy doesn’t teach building. It teaches optimization. 



Optimize existing value: 



Cut costs (fire people, outsource, automate). 



Load debt (lever up the balance sheet). 



Extract fees (management fees, transaction fees, monitoring fees). 



Time exits (sell at peak, leave before collapse). 



These are real skills. Valuable skills. Lucrative skills. 



But they’re not building skills. 



The difference: 



A builder asks: “How do I create something people love?” 



An extractor asks: “How do I capture value from what exists?” 



A builder thinks: “How do I make this sustainable for 50 years?” 



An extractor thinks: “How do I exit in 10 years?” 



A builder measures: “Are we surprising and delighting our clients? Are employees thriving? Is the business healthy?” 



An extractor measures: “What’s the IRR? What’s the multiple? What’s the exit valuation?” 



Both are intelligent. Both are strategic. Both are disciplined. 



But only one creates value. The other just moves it around. 



The Consulting Paradox



Management consultants advise companies how to operate. 



The paradox: Most consultants have never operated anything. 



McKinsey consultant, age 27: 


	Undergrad at Harvard

	2 years at Goldman Sachs (analyst)

	MBA at Wharton

	Hired by McKinsey at 25

	Advising Fortune 500 CEOs at 27





What they’ve built: Nothing. Zero. Not a product. Not a company. Not even a lemonade stand. 



What they’re advising on: How to run multi-billion dollar companies. How to cut costs. How to optimize operations. How to restructure. 



The absurdity: Someone who’s never built anything telling builders how to build. 



Why it works: They’re not advising on building. They’re advising on extraction. And extraction can be taught from spreadsheets. 



Why it fails: Eventually the company needs to build something new. And consultants can’t help. Because they don’t know how. 



Boeing learned this the hard way: 



Hired consultants to cut costs. They did. Engineering staff fired. Production outsourced. Short-term profits up. 



Then the 737 MAX crashed. Twice. 346 people dead. 



The cost-cutting destroyed the engineering culture that kept planes safe. 



The consultants knew how to extract. They didn’t know how to build airplanes. 



The Skills Extraction Can’t Teach



Building requires skills extraction doesn’t teach: 



Making Things Work With Limited Resources



Dave Ravanesi makes perfect Neapolitan pizza in Glen Mills, Pennsylvania. 



Not with a culinary degree. Not with venture capital funding. Not with a team. 



With 10 years of practice. Daily repetition. Attention to detail. Commitment to mastery. 



That can’t be learned in a classroom. It’s learned by making 10,000 pizzas. 



Solving Problems Without Throwing Money



Pieter Levels built Nomad List, Remote OK, and PhotoAI. Combined revenue: $4 million+. 



No employees. No office. No funding. 



When something breaks, he fixes it. When users need a feature, he codes it. When competitors emerge, he builds better. 



That can't be learned at Stanford Graduate School of Business (GSB). It's learned by shipping code every day for 10 years. 



Building Relationships That Last Decades



In-N-Out Burger has regulars who’ve been coming for 40+ years. 



Not because of marketing optimization. Because the burger tastes the same as it did in 1980. Because the employees are treated well and stay. Because quality never degraded. 



That can’t be learned from McKinsey. It’s learned by refusing to extract. By building trust. By staying consistent for decades. 



Creating Value Without a Playbook



The Amish built an economy in Lancaster County that extraction can’t touch. 



No business school taught them. No consultants advised them. No private equity funded them. 



They built it by following principles: Sustainability over growth. Community over profit. Building over extracting. 



The Germans call this Mittelstand. Family-owned businesses built to last generations, not quarters. Focused on craft and quality, not exits and valuations. The Amish perfected it here in America. 



That can’t be learned in a case study. It’s learned by living it. 



Knowing When Enough Is Enough



Craigslist could have raised billions. Could have sold to Google or Facebook. Could have extracted maximum value. 



Craig Newmark said no. Kept it simple. Kept it mostly free. Kept it useful. 



28 years later: still here. Still profitable. Still serving hundreds of millions. 



That’s not a skill taught in finance class. That’s wisdom extraction economics can’t teach. 



How Builders Actually Learn



The Apprenticeship Gap



The extraction economy killed apprenticeships. 



How people used to learn building: 



1800s-1950s: Work alongside master craftsmen. Learn by doing. Years of practice. Gradual mastery. 




	Carpenters learned from carpenters

	Chefs learned from chefs

	Engineers learned from engineers

	Builders learned from builders





1960s-2020s: Go to school. Learn theory. Get degree. Get job. Never build anything real. 



The loss: Hands-on knowledge. Tacit understanding. Practical wisdom. 



The irony: Extraction economy needs people who can build. But extraction education only teaches extraction. 



What’s coming back: 



Young builders rediscovering apprenticeship. Not through formal programs. Through practice. Learn by doing. 



Indie hackers building in public, learning from each other. 



Craftspeople teaching via YouTube, Twitter, courses. 



Direct apprenticeships (work with someone who actually builds). 



Learning by doing instead of learning by studying. 



Dave Ravanesi went to French culinary school. Then practiced. For years. Made mistakes. Got better. Achieved mastery through doing, not just studying. 



Pieter Levels didn’t get a computer science degree. He coded. Daily. Shipped projects. Learned what worked. 



The Amish don’t have business degrees. They work in family businesses from age 8. Learn by doing. Master trades through repetition. Their father is the master craftsman and their apprenticeship lasts decades. 



These are the people building the post-extraction economy. And they’re teaching skills extraction can’t. 



The Pattern in Tech



Silicon Valley has noticed the skill gap. 



2010s: Founders who could code built products. Venture capitalists funded them. MBAs joined to “scale operations.” 



Result: The MBAs optimized the businesses to death. 




	Hired too fast (growth over sustainability)

	Burned too much (spending over profitability)

	Chased growth metrics (vanity over value)

	Pushed for exits (liquidity over longevity)





2020s: Some founders figured it out. Build small. Stay profitable. Ignore venture capital. Keep control. 



Basecamp (Jason Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson):

No venture capital. Profitable since year one. 20+ years and counting. 



Gumroad (Sahil Lavingia):

Raised venture capital. Realized mistake. Bought investors out. Went profitable. Still building. 



ConvertKit (Nathan Barry):

Bootstrapped to $29M annual revenue. No extraction. Just building. 



The pattern: The builders who succeeded long-term ignored extraction advice. 



The ones who followed extraction playbooks either exited (enriching venture capitalists, not always themselves) or collapsed (WeWork, Theranos, FTX). 



The skill difference: Builders know how to sustain. Extractors know how to spike. 



Spikes make headlines. Sustainability makes legacies. 



The Builder’s Education



How builders actually learn to build: 



Not in classrooms. In practice. 



Start small: 


	Build something simple

	Ship it to real users

	Learn what works

	Iterate





Fail fast: 


	Most projects fail

	Failure teaches faster than success

	Cheap failures early beat expensive failures later

	Learn by breaking things





Build in public: 


	Share revenue numbers

	Explain decisions

	Show mistakes

	Help others learn





Find mentors who actually built: 


	Not consultants

	Not investors

	People who created lasting value

	People who sustained businesses for decades





Practice daily: 


	10,000 hours of actual building

	Not studying about building

	Not planning to build

	Actually building





This is how Pieter learned. Built 12 startups that failed. Built 3 that worked. Shared everything publicly. Helped thousands learn. 



This is how Dave learned. Made pizza every day for 10 years. Practiced the craft. Achieved mastery. Never needed an MBA consultant. 



This is how the Amish learn. Work in family businesses from childhood. Hands-on. Real consequences. Sustainable practices. 



Extraction can’t teach this. Because extraction is about optimizing what exists, not creating what doesn’t. 



The Skills That Matter Now



In 2026, the skills that create sustainable value: 



Building Without Funding



Start with $0. Get to profitability fast. Grow sustainably. Keep control. 



Extraction can't teach this. MBAs learn to raise capital, not bootstrap. To spend money, not make it. 



Solving Real Problems



Talk to customers. Find actual pain points. Build solutions that work. Iterate based on feedback. 



Extraction can't teach this. Business school teaches market analysis, not customer intimacy. Theory, not practice. 



Building Things That Last



Sustainable economics. Happy customers. Long-term thinking. No exit required. 



Extraction can't teach this. The whole model is optimized for 3-7 year holds and exits. 



Staying Small Intentionally



One-person businesses that work. Small teams that ship. No unnecessary complexity. Enough is enough. 



Extraction can't teach this. Scale is the whole point. "Lifestyle business" is an insult. 



Making Things With Hands



Craft. Skill. Mastery. Pride in work. 



Extraction can't teach this. PowerPoints don't require hands. 



When Extraction Meets Reality



What Happens When Extractors Try to Build



Predictable failure. 



Nikola Motors (Trevor Milton): 



Raised $1 billion+. 



Went public via SPAC at $12 billion valuation. 



Famous promotional video showed truck “driving” down highway. 



Actually: truck rolling downhill with no power. 



Built no working electric semi trucks. 



Trevor Milton convicted of fraud 2022, sentenced to 4 years prison. 



Never learned to build. Only knew how to extract capital with PowerPoints and fake demos. 



Theranos (Elizabeth Holmes): 


	Raised $700 million

	Hired prestigious board (Kissinger, Mattis, Schultz)

	Built nothing that worked

	Valued at $9 billion

	Convicted of fraud 2022





Never learned to build. Only knew how to extract investor money with fake demos. 



FTX (Sam Bankman-Fried): 


	Raised billions

	Grew to $32 billion valuation

	Built nothing sustainable

	Collapsed in days

	SBF convicted, sentenced to 25 years





Never learned to build. Only knew how to extract via arbitrage and fraud. 



The pattern: Extraction skills can raise money. They can’t create value. 



When the money runs out, there’s nothing left. Because nothing was ever built. 



The Coming Reckoning



The extraction economy has a problem. 



It needs builders. But it only produces extractors. 



The pipeline is drying up: 



Young people are starting to see through the extraction playbook. 



Gen Z doesn’t want to work 80 hours for Goldman Sachs. 



Talented builders are going solo instead of joining extraction firms. 



The ones who do join are leaving (great resignation, quiet quitting). 



The skill gap is widening: 




	Extractors can model deals but can’t build businesses

	MBAs can optimize but can’t create

	Consultants can cut costs but can’t grow sustainably

	Venture capitalists can fund but can’t build





The companies that will survive the next 20 years: 



Not the ones optimized by McKinsey. The ones built by people who know how to build. 



Not the venture capital-funded unicorns burning billions. The profitable small businesses building sustainably. 



Not the private equity-owned chains cutting costs to nothing. The family-owned businesses that never sold. 



The skills that matter are shifting: 



From extraction to building. 



From optimization to creation. 



From exit timing to sustainable operation. 



From PowerPoints to working products. 



And extraction can’t teach these skills. Because extraction is the opposite of building. 



The Punchline



It’s kinda like learning to ride a bike. 



It can’t be learned from a book. It can’t be learned from a lecture. It can’t be learned from a PowerPoint. 



Getting on the bike is required. Falling off a few times. Getting scraped up. Trying again. Building the muscle memory. 



The extraction economy keeps producing people who studied bike-riding theory. Got degrees in bicycle optimization. Wrote theses on cycling dynamics. 



But never actually rode a bike. 



And now the economy needs people who can ride. And they’re all standing there with their PowerPoints, wondering why theory isn’t working. 



The builders are already down the road. Riding. 



While the extractors are still in the classroom, optimizing their bike-purchasing strategy. 







Next



But it's not just that extraction teaches the wrong skills. 



It measures the wrong things. 



And what you measure determines what you become. 



Metrics That Actually Measure Success



The extraction economy measures everything. 



And gets everything wrong. 



Because the metrics are designed for extraction, not building. 



What extraction measures: 


	Valuation

	Growth rate

	Revenue multiples

	Exit price

	Internal Rate of Return (IRR)

	Assets Under Management (AUM)





What extraction ignores: 


	Whether the business will exist in 10 years

	Whether customers are actually happy

	Whether employees can sleep at night

	Whether the community is better off

	Whether anything real was created





Different scorecards. Different games. Different winners. 



The extraction economy optimized itself into irrelevance by measuring the wrong things. 



The Metrics Extraction Worships



Valuation



What it measures: What investors think the company might be worth if everything goes perfectly and exits happen. 



What it ignores: Whether the company makes money. Whether it ever will. Whether the valuation is fictional. 



Example: 


	WeWork peak valuation: $47 billion

	WeWork actual value at bankruptcy: $0

	Difference: $47 billion in fantasy





Growth Rate



What it measures: How fast revenue increases, regardless of profitability or sustainability. 



What it ignores: Whether growth is profitable. Whether it’s sustainable. Whether it destroys the business. 



Example: 


	MoviePass grew to 3 million subscribers by losing $20+ per customer

	Burned $21.7 million in one month (July 2018)

	Growth rate: Incredible. Business model: Suicide.

	Shutdown 16 months after peak growth





Revenue Multiples



What it measures: Valuation relative to revenue (stock price / sales). 



What it ignores: Profitability. Cash flow. Whether the business model works. 



Example: 


	Zoom (2020 pandemic peak): 50x revenue multiple

	Zoom (2024): 3x revenue multiple

	Same company. Same product. Different multiple. Metric was measuring hype, not value.





Exit Price



What it measures: How much someone paid to acquire the company. 



What it ignores: Whether the acquirer destroys it. Whether employees get laid off. Whether value actually existed. 



Example: 


	Yahoo paid $5.7 billion for Broadcast.com (1999)

	Shut down 3 years later (2002)

	Exit price looked great. Actual value created: Zero.





The pattern: Extraction metrics measure perception, not reality. Fantasy, not fundamentals. Exits, not sustainability. 



What Extraction Metrics Miss



Valuation



Misses: Whether the business is actually worth anything. 



Reality check: 


	1,200+ zombie unicorns valued at billions

	Can’t exit (no buyers at those prices)

	Can’t IPO (fundamentals don’t support valuations)

	Valued at $5B on paper. Worth $500M in reality.

	The metric measured fantasy, not value.





Growth Rate



Misses: Whether growth is sustainable or suicidal. 



Reality check: 


	DoorDash grew to $5B revenue by burning $468M annually

	Instacart grew to $2B revenue, cut valuation from $39B to $10B at IPO

	Growth looked amazing. Economics were extraction.





User Acquisition Cost



Misses: Whether the users are actually valuable. 



Reality check: 


	Robinhood spent billions acquiring users who trade meme stocks

	Users generate trading fees but cost more in support and risk

	Low Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) celebrated

	High customer lifetime cost ignored

	Metric optimized for the wrong thing





Total Addressable Market



Misses: Whether anyone can actually capture any of it. 



Reality check: 


	Every pitch deck claims billion-dollar Total Addressable Market (TAM)

	“If we capture just 1% of the $100B market...”

	Actual market captured: Usually 0.001% if anything

	TAM measures fantasy, not achievable reality





The fundamental flaw: Extraction metrics measure inputs (capital raised, users acquired, revenue growth) not outputs (value created, customers served, problems solved). 



The Metrics That Actually Matter



Profitability



Not revenue. Not growth. Profit. 



What it measures: Can the business sustain itself without external capital? 



Why it matters: Profitable businesses can run forever. Unprofitable ones need constant funding and eventually die. 



Examples: 



Craigslist: 


	Profitable since 1995

	30 years without needing external capital

	Still here. Still serving hundreds of millions.

	Profit enabled longevity.





Basecamp: 


	Profitable since year one (1999)

	25+ years without venture capital funding

	Still independent. Still building.

	Profit enabled freedom.





In-N-Out: 


	Profitable at every location for 76 years

	Family-owned without debt

	Still building slowly and sustainably

	Profit enabled control.





The test: Can the business run indefinitely on current revenue? 



If yes: Sustainable. If no: Dependent on extraction or eventual collapse. 



Customer Retention



Not customer acquisition. Retention. 



What it measures:

Do customers keep coming back?

Do they stay for years?

Decades? 



Why it matters: Retention proves value. Acquisition just proves marketing spend. 



Examples: 



Costco: 


	90%+ membership renewal rate

	Members stay for decades

	Retention proves value, not marketing

	Low prices + quality = customers return forever





Apple: 


	iPhone users rarely switch to Android

	Retention rate 90%+

	Once in ecosystem, customers stay

	Retention enables sustainable revenue





Netflix (before extraction kicked in): 


	Low churn when content was good and prices fair

	High churn when prices rose and content declined

	Retention dropped when extraction increased

	Metric revealed the shift from building to extracting





The test: What percentage of customers are still customers 5 years later? 



High retention = building value Low retention = extracting temporarily 



Employee Tenure



Not headcount.

Not hiring velocity.

Tenure. 



What it measures: How long do employees stay? Years or months? 



Why it matters: Long tenure = sustainable culture, fair treatment, meaningful work. High turnover = extraction, burnout, unsustainable. 



Examples: 



Costco: 


	Average employee tenure: 9+ years

	Retail industry average: 3 years

	Long tenure = happy employees, institutional knowledge, better service

	Low turnover saves billions in hiring/training costs





Tech startups (extraction mode): 


	Average tenure: 18-24 months

	Employees burn out and leave

	Constant churn = lost knowledge, high costs, degraded culture

	Metric reveals unsustainable extraction from workforce





The test: What’s the median employee tenure? 



Over 5 years = sustainable

Under 2 years = extraction 



Debt-to-Equity Ratio



Not total capital raised. Debt load relative to actual equity. 



What it measures: How leveraged is the business? Sustainable debt or extraction bomb? 



Why it matters: Debt amplifies both success and failure. Extraction uses debt to extract faster. Building uses minimal debt to stay sustainable. 



Examples: 



Toys “R” Us: 


	Debt-to-equity ratio: Over 10:1 after private equity buyout

	$5 billion in debt on company worth $500M in equity

	Unsustainable. Filed bankruptcy. Liquidated.

	Metric predicted the collapse.





Costco: 


	Debt-to-equity ratio: ~0.5:1

	Conservative leverage

	Sustainable through recessions

	Metric shows building, not extraction.





The test: Is debt manageable if revenue drops 30%? 



If yes: Sustainable leverage

If no: Extraction time bomb 



Days of Runway Without New Capital



Not burn rate alone. Days until death without new funding. 



What it measures: How long can the business survive if fundraising stops? 



Why it matters: Reveals dependency on external capital. Extraction businesses need constant infusions. Building businesses run indefinitely. 



Examples: 



Profitable businesses: 


	Runway: Infinite (generate more cash than they spend)

	Don’t need fundraising to survive

	Can operate forever on current revenue





Unprofitable startups: 


	Runway: 12-18 months typically

	Must raise capital every year or die

	Dependent on investor sentiment continuing

	When funding dries up (2022-2024), they collapse





The test: How long can the business operate with zero new capital? 



Forever = sustainable

Under 2 years = extraction-dependent 



Customer Satisfaction (Actual, Not Surveyed)



Not Net Promoter Score (NPS). Actual behavior. 



Simple metrics:

Do customers come back?

Do customers recommend the business organically?

Do they pay willingly? 



Why it matters: Surveys lie. Behavior reveals truth. Happy customers return and refer. Unhappy customers churn and complain. 



Examples: 



Dave Ravanesi’s pizza: 


	No surveys. No Net Promoter Score.

	Metric: Customers book weeks in advance, drive 50+ miles, return for years

	Behavior reveals satisfaction better than any survey





Subscription services (extraction mode): 


	High Net Promoter Score scores in surveys

	High cancellation rates in reality

	Survey says “satisfied”

	Behavior says “trapped”

	Metric disconnect reveals the extraction





The test: What do customers actually do, not what they say? 



Come back repeatedly = actually satisfied

Cancel quickly = surveyed satisfaction was fake 



Revenue per Employee



Not total headcount. Revenue generated per person. 



What it measures: Efficiency. Value creation per person. Sustainable scaling. 



Why it matters: High revenue per employee = leverage, efficiency, sustainable growth. Low revenue per employee = bloat, inefficiency, unsustainable. 



Examples: 



Craigslist: 


	50 employees serving 250 million users monthly

	Revenue: $50M+ annually

	Revenue per employee: $1M+

	Incredibly efficient, sustainable forever





WeWork (at peak): 


	15,000 employees

	Revenue: $3.5 billion

	Revenue per employee: $233K

	Bloated, inefficient, unsustainable

	Filed bankruptcy





The test: Revenue per employee over $500K typically indicates efficiency. 



Under $200K often indicates bloat that extraction will eventually cut. 



The Scorecard That Reveals Truth



Track only 5 metrics to know if a business is building or extracting: 



1. Profitability: Positive = building. Negative for years = extracting. 



2. Customer retention at 5 years: Over 50% = building value. Under 20% = extracting temporarily. 



3. Employee tenure (median): Over 4 years = sustainable. Under 2 years = extraction. 



4. Debt-to-equity ratio: Under 1:1 = sustainable. Over 3:1 = extraction bomb. 



5. Days of runway without new capital: Infinite = sustainable. Under 18 months = extraction-dependent. 



Five numbers. Complete clarity. 



Building business scorecard: 


	Profitable: Yes

	Retention: 70%+ at 5 years

	Tenure: 6+ years median

	Debt: 0.5:1

	Runway: Infinite





Extraction business scorecard: 


	Profitable: No (burning $100M annually)

	Retention: 30% at 5 years

	Tenure: 1.5 years median

	Debt: 5:1

	Runway: 14 months





One builds.

One extracts.

The metrics reveal everything. 



What Happens When You Measure the Right Things



Costco



Costco measures: 


	Customer retention (90%+ renewal)

	Employee satisfaction (9+ year tenure)

	Profit margins (stay low to serve customers)





Result: 


	Members stay for decades

	Employees stay for decades

	Business thrives for decades

	Measuring right things enabled right decisions





WeWork



WeWork measured: 


	Valuation ($47 billion peak)

	Growth rate (new locations monthly)

	Revenue (ignoring profitability)





Result: 


	Valuation collapsed to $0

	Growth became contraction (locations closed)

	Revenue couldn’t cover debt

	Measuring wrong things enabled wrong decisions that killed company





The metrics chosen determine the decisions made. 



Measure valuation → optimize for fundraising at higher valuations → ignore profitability → eventual collapse 



Measure profitability → optimize for sustainable revenue → ignore unsustainable growth → long-term success 



The scorecard is the strategy. 



The Metrics Builders Actually Track



Pieter Levels



Pieter Levels tracks: 


	Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR)

	Profit (revenue minus costs)

	Hours worked per week

	Freedom to travel





Not tracked: 


	Valuation (doesn’t matter, not selling)

	Growth rate (doesn’t matter, profitable)

	Employee count (zero employees by choice)

	Exit multiple (no exit planned)





Result: $4M+ over 10 years, complete freedom, sustainable business 



Venture Capital-Backed Founders



Venture capital-backed founder tracks: 


	Burn rate (how fast spending capital)

	Runway (months until need more funding)

	Valuation (latest funding round)

	Growth rate (to justify next round)





Not tracked: 


	Profitability (not required by venture capitalists)

	Sustainability (exit before that matters)

	Employee happiness (churn acceptable if growing)

	Customer retention (acquisition easier than retention)





Result: Paper wealth, actual stress, usually collapse or disappointing exit 



Different scorecards = different games = different outcomes. 



The Irony of Extraction Metrics



Extraction economy optimizes for metrics that predict failure: 



High valuation: Usually means overpriced, hard to exit, eventual down-round or collapse. 



Fast growth: Usually means unsustainable burn, eventual contraction, bankruptcy. 



High burn rate: Means dependency on fundraising, vulnerability to market shifts, death when capital dries up. 



Low customer acquisition cost: Often means acquiring worthless customers who churn immediately. 



The metrics extraction worships predict extraction’s collapse. 



Meanwhile, the metrics extraction ignores predict success: 



Profitability: Boring. But enables infinite runway. 



Retention: Unsexy. But proves value. 



Tenure: Not celebrated. But reveals sustainability. 



Efficiency: Dismissed as “lifestyle business.” But compounds over decades. 



The builders track the boring metrics. 



The extractors track the exciting ones. 



The builders are still here 20 years later. 



The extractors are gone. 



The Punchline



Measuring success by valuation is kinda like measuring health by Instagram followers. 



High number looks impressive. Might even feel good temporarily. 



But followers don’t predict longevity. Don’t reveal actual health. Don’t compound into wellness. 



The extraction economy optimized for followers (valuation, growth, exits). 



The building economy optimized for health (profitability, retention, sustainability). 



One looks good in photos. 



The other lives to old age. 



Guess which one is still here when the camera stops rolling. 







Next



But the right metrics don't just measure success differently. 



They compound differently. 



And that's where building leaves extraction behind forever. 



The Abundance Mindset’s Compound Effect



Two pizza makers.

Same city.

Different philosophies. 



Chef A hoards his recipes. 



Secret sauce recipe locked in a safe.

Won’t share techniques.

Guards his methods.

Hires employees who sign NDAs.

Threatens to sue copiers. 



Builds one successful restaurant. Makes good money. Protects his advantage fiercely. 



20 years later: Still one restaurant. Still making money. But competitors figured out his methods anyway. His “secret” sauce is now standard. Market moved on. He’s stuck defending yesterday’s innovation. 



Chef B gives his recipes away. 



Posts recipes online. Free. Teaches techniques on YouTube. Shares supplier contacts. Helps competitors improve. Answers questions from strangers trying to replicate his pizza. 



“Crazy,” everyone says. “You’re giving away your competitive advantage!” 



20 years later: Hundreds of pizzerias use his techniques. His reputation as generous master draws customers from everywhere. Gets invited to teach workshops globally. Other chefs share their innovations back with him. His restaurant thrives not from secrecy. It thrives from being the original source everyone knows and respects. 



Who won? 



Chef A hoarded.

Protected.

Extracted value from secrecy. 



Chef B shared.

Taught.

Created value through abundance. 



The difference isn’t ethics. It’s just math. 



Scarcity thinking multiplies short-term.

Abundance thinking compounds long-term. 



Scarcity optimizes for the quarter.

Abundance optimizes for the decade. 



Scarcity extracts once.

Abundance compounds forever. 



Real-World Proof



The Open Source Proof



1991: Linus Torvalds creates Linux. Gives it away for free. Open source. Anyone can use it. Modify it. Improve it. No charge. 



Scarcity thinking says: Linus is stupid. He created value and captured none. Should have patented it. Charged licensing fees. Built a company. Extracted billions. 



What actually happened: 



Thousands of developers improved Linux. For free. Made it better than any proprietary system. 



Companies built on Linux: Google (Android). Amazon (AWS). Facebook. 



Combined value of companies running on Linux: $5+ trillion. 



Linus’s net worth: $150 million (from Red Hat stock, consulting, salary). 



Did he “lose” by giving Linux away? 



Scarcity math: Yes. Could have extracted billions. Only got millions. Failed. 



Abundance math: No. Created $5 trillion in value by giving it away. Captured tiny fraction. Still won massively. 



The compound effect: 



If Linus kept Linux proprietary: 


	Paywall → fewer developers

	Licensing fees → fewer companies

	Closed development → inferior product

	Worth maybe $10B (like Oracle)

	Linus owns 10% after dilution = $1B

	One-time extraction





By giving Linux away: 


	No barrier → thousands of developers

	Free → millions of companies

	Open collaboration → superior product

	Ecosystem worth $5+ trillion

	Linus captured 0.003% = $150M

	Plus legacy + respect + freedom

	Compounding forever





Abundance created more wealth. Even for the giver. 



The scarcity approach would have made Linux worth less. Open source made it worth more. So much more that 0.003% of abundant value beats 10% of scarce value. 



The Wikipedia Example



2001: Jimmy Wales launches Wikipedia. Free encyclopedia. Anyone can edit. No ads initially. Give knowledge away. 



Scarcity thinking says: Stupid. Encyclopedia Britannica charges $1,400. Wikipedia gives it away free. No revenue model. Will fail. 



What actually happened: 



Encyclopedia Britannica: 


	Scarcity model → charge $1,400

	32 volumes → 100 paid editors

	Print discontinued 2012 → dead





Wikipedia: 


	Abundance model → free for everyone

	6M+ articles → 100K+ volunteer editors

	244M monthly visitors (2024)

	Donations funded → still here





Which one won? 



Britannica optimized for extraction. Got $1,400 per customer. Died. 



Wikipedia optimized for abundance. Got $0 per user. Thrived. 



The compound effect: 



Britannica’s scarcity: 


	High price → limited access → few readers → few contributors → slow updates → stale content → declining value → death





Wikipedia’s abundance: 


	Free access → unlimited readers → many contributors → fast updates → fresh content → increasing value → sustainable forever





Giving it away created more value than selling it. 



Not just for users. For the platform itself. 



Wikipedia is worth more as a free resource (surviving 23 years, trusted globally) than Britannica ever was as a paid product (dead after 244 years of extraction). 



The Pieter Levels Strategy



Pieter Levels makes $4 million+ as solo developer. Builds in public. Shares everything. 



What he gives away free: 


	Revenue numbers → shares exact monthly recurring revenue (MRR)

	Code snippets → open sourced

	Business strategies → what works

	Mistakes → posts failures openly

	Time → answers stranger questions





Scarcity thinking says:

Giving away advantage.

Teaching competitors.

Should hoard secrets. 



What actually happened: 



By sharing everything: 


	Built 500K+ follower audience

	Reputation as transparent builder

	Customers trust him → real numbers

	Developers teach back → collective learning

	Free marketing → people share content

	Network effects → exposure → customers





The compound effect: 



Scarcity approach: 


	Hoard knowledge → build alone → slower progress → smaller audience → fewer customers → limited growth





Abundance approach: 


	Share knowledge → learn from others → faster progress → larger audience → more customers → compounding growth





Pieter’s abundance made him richer than scarcity would have. 



Not despite giving away secrets. Because he gave them away. 



The Costco Philosophy



Jim Sinegal (Costco founder): “We’re going to be a company that’s on a lower scale of prices and margins, but we’re going to sell more.” 



Translation: Abundance thinking. Make less per item. Sell more items. Build loyalty through generosity. 



The Costco model: 


	11% markup maximum (industry standard: 25-50%)

	$1.50 hot dog + soda since 1985 (never raised price)

	Generous return policy (return anything, anytime)

	Pay employees well ($24/hour average, healthcare, benefits)

	Sell products at cost or near-cost





Scarcity thinking says:

Leaving money on table.

Could charge more.

Higher margins = higher profits. 



What actually happened: 



Costco (abundance): 


	Low margins → customer loyalty → 90%+ renewal rate

	Members for decades → word of mouth → sustainable growth

	Fair treatment → low employee turnover (saves billions in hiring costs)

	2024 revenue: $254 billion

	Market cap: $400+ billion





Competitors (scarcity): 


	High margins → customer resentment → churning membership

	Extract maximum → employees leave → hiring costs explode

	Many went bankrupt (Sam’s Club, BJ’s struggling)





The compound effect: 



Scarcity: Higher margins → short-term profit → customer resentment → eventual decline 



Abundance: Lower margins → customer loyalty → sustainable profit → compounding growth 



Costco’s abundance thinking generated more wealth than extraction would have. 



$1.50 hot dog for 39 years = abundance mindset worth $400 billion. 



The Open Source Software Movement



What they give away free: 


	Linux (operating system)

	Apache (web server)

	SQLite (database)

	Rust (programming language)

	Git (version control)

	Firefox (web browser)





Combined value if proprietary: $500 billion+ estimated. 



Actual revenue to creators: $0 from the software itself. 



Scarcity thinking says: Stupid. Created $500B+ in value. Captured $0. Total failure. 



What actually happened: 



Developers who contributed to open source: 


	Built reputations (hired at premium rates)

	Learned faster (collaboration beats isolation)

	Created better tools (thousands improving vs. dozens)

	Enabled trillion-dollar ecosystem (every tech company uses open source)

	Captured value indirectly (consulting, jobs, adjacent businesses)





The compound effect: 



Proprietary software: 


	Charge $500 → 1,000 customers → $500K revenue → slow improvement → inferior product





Open source software: 


	Charge $0 → 1,000,000 users → 1,000 contributors → rapid improvement → superior product → massive ecosystem → indirect value capture





The abundance approach created more total wealth. And the creators captured more indirectly than they would have directly through extraction. 



Not less wealth. Different wealth. Compounding wealth. 



Why Abundance Compounds



The Mathematical Reality



Scarcity is linear: 


	Extract from customer → get paid once → find next customer → repeat

	Revenue = number of extractions

	Growth limited by extraction capacity

	Eventually run out of things to extract





Abundance is exponential: 


	Create value → share freely → others build on it → ecosystem grows → network effects compound

	Value = creation × sharing × time

	Growth unlimited (others multiply the work)

	Never runs out (giving creates more to give)





The math: 



Year 1: 


	Scarcity extracts $1M from 100 customers

	Abundance creates $1M value, gives to 10,000 users





Year 5: 


	Scarcity extracts $5M from 500 customers (linear growth, declining as easier targets gone)

	Abundance created ecosystem worth $100M (10,000 users became contributors, multiplied value 100x)





Year 10: 


	Scarcity extracted $8M from 800 customers (growth slowing, extraction getting harder)

	Abundance created ecosystem worth $1B+ (network effects compounded, original value multiplied 1,000x)





Different trajectories.

Different outcomes.

Different wealth. 



The Giving Away Paradox



The more given away, the more gained. 



Sounds wrong. Math proves it. 



Pieter gives away his strategies: 


	Result: More people try them, some succeed, share back their strategies

	Pieter learns from their experiments

	Net knowledge: Increased





Linux developers give away code: 


	Result: Thousands improve it, share improvements back

	Original developers get better tools

	Net capability: Increased





Costco gives away margins: 


	Result: Members stay forever, buy more, tell friends

	Costco gets sustainable revenue

	Net profit: Increased (through volume, not extraction)





The paradox resolves: 



Scarcity: Hoard → protect → decline (what isn’t shared gets lost to better sharers) 



Abundance: Give → multiply → compound (what’s shared comes back multiplied) 



Giving away creates abundance.

Hoarding creates scarcity. 



The Information Age Amplification



Physical goods (scarce): 


	Someone gives away their pizza → They have no pizza

	Zero-sum. Scarcity thinking correct.





Digital goods (abundant): 


	Someone gives away their code → They still have their code

	Positive-sum. Abundance thinking wins.





Knowledge (infinitely abundant): 


	Someone teaches what they know → Both people now know it

	Both can teach others → knowledge multiplies

	Exponential abundance.





The extraction economy was built for physical scarcity. 



Land.

Oil.

Gold. 



Limited supply. Can't share without losing. Extraction made sense. 



The building economy runs on digital abundance. 



Code.

Knowledge.

Networks. 



Infinite supply. Sharing increases value. Abundance wins. 



The extraction economy keeps applying scarcity thinking to abundant resources. 



Hoarding knowledge. Protecting code. Siloing expertise. Building moats. Subscriptions. 



While the building economy applies abundance thinking. 



Open sourcing code.

Sharing knowledge.

Collaborating publicly.

Building communities.

Creating networks. 



Guess which one compounds faster? 



The Compounding Mechanisms



The Long-Term vs. Short-Term Trade



Scarcity optimizes for short-term: 


	Extract maximum value now

	Customer lifetime value: One transaction

	Relationship: Adversarial (zero-sum)

	Outcome: Quick profit, eventual decline





Abundance optimizes for long-term: 


	Create sustainable value

	Customer lifetime value: Decades

	Relationship: Collaborative (positive-sum)

	Outcome: Slow start, exponential compound





The trade-off: 



Month 1: Scarcity has more money (extracted fast)

Month 1: Abundance has less money (gave value away) 



Year 5: Scarcity hitting limits (running out of extraction targets)

Year 5: Abundance hitting inflection (network effects kicking in) 



Year 10: Scarcity declining (extracted everything, reputation damaged)

Year 10: Abundance compounding (ecosystem thriving, reputation strong) 



Different time horizons.

Different strategies.

Different winners. 



Extraction economy measures success at quarters. Sees scarcity winning. 



Building economy measures success at decades. Sees abundance winning. 



The Reputation Multiplier



Give abundantly → Build reputation → Reputation opens doors extraction never could 



Linus Torvalds: 


	Gave Linux away → Reputation as generous genius → Every tech company wants to work with him → Infinite opportunities





Jimmy Wales: 


	Gave Wikipedia away → Reputation as knowledge democratizer → Speaking fees, board seats, influence worth millions





Pieter Levels: 


	Gives strategies away → Reputation as transparent builder → Products sell themselves on trust





The extraction alternative: 



Patent Linux → Extract licensing fees → Reputation as extractor → One revenue stream, no compounding 



Charge for Wikipedia → Extract subscriptions → Reputation as paywall → Britannica 2.0, eventual death 



Hoard strategies → Extract from secrecy → Reputation as secretive → Trust barrier limits sales 



Reputation compounds. Extraction doesn’t. 



The Network Effects Reality



Abundance creates network effects.

Scarcity prevents them. 



When a product becomes more valuable as more people use it. Not linearly. Exponentially. 



One telephone: Useless. 



Two telephones: One connection. Ten telephones: 45 possible connections. One hundred telephones: 4,950 possible connections. The value doesn’t grow with users. It grows with users squared. 



That’s the network effect. And it only works when people can actually join the network. 



Abundance (free/open access) maximizes users. Scarcity (paywalls/restrictions) limits users. More users = exponentially more value. Fewer users = exponentially less value. 



The math is brutal: A free network with 1 million users creates more value than a paid network with 10,000 users. Not 100x more value. 10,000x more value. 



Abundance unlocks network effects.

Scarcity kills them. 



Open source: 


	Give code away → More users → More contributors → Better product → More users → Exponential growth





Proprietary software: 


	Charge for code → Fewer users → Fewer contributors → Slower improvement → Harder to compete → Linear decline





Free platforms: 


	Give platform away → More users → More content → More value → More users → Network effects compound





Paid platforms: 


	Charge for access → Fewer users → Less content → Less value → Harder growth → Network effects limited





The math: 



Network value = Users^2 



Scarcity: Fewer users (paywall) = Lower network value

Abundance: More users (free) = Exponential network value 



Facebook vs. Friendster: 



Friendster tried to extract early (2003). 



Limited features.

Slow performance.

Declined. 



Facebook stayed free (2004). 



Abundant features.

Grew exponentially.

Won. 



Network effects favored abundance. 



The Punchline



Linus gave Linux away.

Created $5T ecosystem.

Captured $150M.

Abundance won. 



Costco gave margins away.

Built $400B company on $1.50 hot dogs.

Abundance won. 



Wikipedia gave knowledge away.

Survived 23 years.

Britannica died.

Abundance won. 



Pieter gave strategies away.

Made $4M as solo dev.

Abundance won. 



The pattern: Scarcity multiplies short-term. Abundance compounds long-term. And long-term, compound beats multiply. Every time. 



The abundance mindset’s compound effect is kinda like planting trees. 



Scarcity cuts down the tree. Sells the wood. Gets money now. No more tree. 



Abundance plants the tree. Lets it grow. Harvests fruit. Replants seeds. The forest compounds. 



The extraction economy cut down all the trees. Made money once. Nothing left to harvest. 



The building economy plants trees. Shares fruit. Replants seeds. Forests everywhere. 



One optimized for the harvest. The other optimized for the forest. 



Guess which one is still standing 50 years later. 







Next



But this isn't just theory about compounding. 



There's a movement building right now. 



Builders choosing abundance. Communities resisting extraction. Young people who never learned to extract. All converging into something the extraction economy can't stop. 



The Movement Already Building



It’s not coming.

It’s here.

Already happening. 



Not a manifesto. Not a plan. Not a vision for the future. 



A reality.

Already building.

Already proving extraction isn’t inevitable. 



Not organized. Not centralized. Not led by anyone. 



Decentralized.

Organic.

Emergent. 



Thousands of builders. Building differently. Without knowing they’re part of a movement. 



They just rejected extraction. And chose building instead. 



The Indie Hacker Movement



2016: Courtland Allen launches Indie Hackers. A community for founders building profitable businesses without venture capital. 



The premise: Builders don’t need venture capital. Don’t need to scale to billions. Don’t need to exit. 



Build profitably. Stay small. Keep control. 



2024: Over 1 million members. Thousands building successfully. Revenue shared openly. Strategies taught freely. 



Examples from the community: 



Levels.io (Pieter Levels): $4M+ revenue. Solo developer. No employees. No investors. Building in public. Teaching others. 



Gumroad (Sahil Lavingia): Raised venture capital. Realized mistake. Bought investors out. Went profitable. $20M+ annual revenue. Small team. No extraction. 



ConvertKit (Nathan Barry): Bootstrapped to $29M annual revenue. No venture capital. Profitable. Growing sustainably. 



Transistor.fm (Justin Jackson): Podcast hosting. Bootstrapped. $3M+ annual revenue. Two founders. No investors. 



The pattern: Profitable from early. Small teams. No exit plans. Sustainable growth. Building, not extracting. 



What changed: The internet made building cheap. Builders don’t need millions in capital. A laptop and internet connection suffice. 



The indie hacker movement proved builders could create million-dollar businesses solo or with tiny teams. No venture capital required. No extraction necessary. 



The Build in Public Movement



The old way: 


	Build in secret.

	Launch with fanfare.

	Hope it works.





The new way: 


	Build in public.

	Share progress daily.

	Launch continuously.





What builders share publicly: 



Revenue numbers

(exact monthly recurring revenue

and annual recurring revenue) 



Customer counts (growth metrics) 



Strategies that work

(tactics and failures) 



Code and designs

(open source when possible) 



Mistakes made (learning publicly) 



Why this works: 



Transparency builds trust: Customers trust builders who share real numbers. 



Teaching attracts customers: Giving away knowledge brings people who need the product. 



Community compounds: Other builders share back, collective knowledge grows. 



Accountability drives progress: Public commitment creates momentum. 



Examples: 



Pieter Levels: Shares exact revenue monthly. Built massive following. Products sell through trust. 



Daniel Vassallo: Left Amazon. Shares all experiments. $3M+ revenue teaching “small bets.” 



Anne-Laure Le Cunff: Built Ness Labs publicly. Shared revenue, strategies, growth. $1M+ annual revenue. 



The anti-extraction: Instead of hoarding secrets, they give them away. Instead of protecting advantage, they help competitors. Instead of extracting, they build in abundance. 



Result: Bigger audiences. More trust. More revenue. More freedom. 



Building in public is the opposite of extraction’s playbook. And it’s working better. 



The Bootstrapper Renaissance



2008-2015: Venture capital was the only path. Raise money or die. Bootstrapping considered failure. 



2015-2025: Bootstrapping renaissance. Profitable businesses celebrated. Venture capital-backed failures exposed. 



Why the shift: 



Venture capital returns collapsed: Limited partners discovered they’re underperforming index funds. Mega-funds can’t deploy capital. Exits blocked. The venture capital model is breaking. 



Bootstrapped businesses thrived: Basecamp. Mailchimp (sold for $12B). Atlassian (bootstrapped to $50B public company). ConvertKit. Gumroad. 



Tools got cheaper: Amazon Web Services, Stripe, no-code tools. Builders can launch for under $100/month. Venture capital’s big money not required. 



Information spread: Indie Hackers. Twitter. Blogs. Podcasts. Bootstrappers teaching each other openly. 



The movement: 



MicroConf: Annual conference for bootstrapped founders. 500+ attendees. No venture capitalists allowed. Just builders sharing strategies. 



Tiny Seed: Accelerator for bootstrappers. Small investments ($120K). No extraction pressure. Help build sustainably. 



Bootstrap movement: Thousands choosing to build profitably instead of raising venture capital. Keeping control. Building long-term. 



What they rejected: 


	The extraction playbook.

	Grow fast. Burn capital.

	Exit or die.





What they chose: 


	Build sustainably.

	Profit early.

	Grow slowly. Keep forever.





The Creator Economy



2010s: Creators gave content to platforms. Platforms extracted value. Creators got scraps. 



2020s: Creators building direct relationships. Platforms becoming irrelevant. 



The shift: 



Old model (extraction): 


	Create content → Give to YouTube/Instagram/TikTok

	Platform monetizes via ads

	Creator gets 55% of ad revenue (if lucky)

	Platform owns relationship with audience

	Creator is replaceable





New model (building): 


	Create content → Build direct audience

	Monetize directly (Substack, courses, products)

	Creator keeps 90%+ of revenue

	Creator owns relationship with audience

	Platform is replaceable





Examples: 



Substack writers: Building email lists. Direct subscriptions. Top writers making $500K-$2M+ annually. No platform extraction. 



Patreon creators: 250,000+ creators earning directly from fans. $3.5 billion paid to creators. No algorithmic control. 



Gumroad creators: 100,000+ creators selling directly. Courses, ebooks, software. No middleman extraction. 



YouTube creators pivoting: Using YouTube for discovery. Monetizing via direct sales, memberships, courses. Cutting out platform extraction. 



The movement: Creators realizing platforms extract value. Building direct relationships. Keeping revenue. Maintaining control. 



What changed: Tools for direct monetization became accessible. Email lists, payment processing, course platforms. No platform needed. 



Result: Creators earning more. Platforms losing leverage. Direct relationships winning. 



The Small Business Resurgence



2008-2020: Chain stores dominated. Local businesses died. Private equity extracted from retail/restaurants. 



2020-2025: Small business resurgence. Local thriving. Chains struggling. 



What’s happening: 



Local restaurants: Thriving in areas that rejected chains. Burlington, Vermont. Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Portland, Oregon. Community support sustains independent operators. 



Independent retail: Coming back. Bookstores reopening. Local shops surviving Amazon. Specialty retailers thriving. 



Farmers markets: Exploding. Direct farm-to-consumer. Cutting out extraction middlemen. Higher prices, better margins, loyal customers. 



Local manufacturing: Reshoring. Made in USA premium. Customers paying more for local production. 



Why the shift: 



Pandemic exposed fragility: Supply chains broke. Chains closed. Local stayed open. Communities learned dependence on extraction is dangerous. 



Customers value local: Willing to pay premium for community businesses. Tired of chain homogenization. 



Extraction visible: People see chains closing after private equity buyouts. See jobs lost. See communities hollowed. Rejecting extraction consciously. 



The movement: Small towns blocking Dollar General. Cities rejecting Walmart. Communities choosing local businesses over chain extraction. 



Not everywhere. But growing. 



The Co-op Movement



Ownership structure that blocks extraction: 



Traditional: Shareholders own company. Maximize shareholder value. Extract from employees/customers. 



Co-op: Members own company. Maximize member value. Distribute profits to members. 



Examples: 



REI (Recreational Equipment Inc.): 


	Member-owned co-op since 1938

	23 million members

	$3.7 billion annual revenue

	Profits returned to members via dividends

	No external shareholders extracting





Organic Valley: 


	Farmer-owned co-op

	1,800 farm families

	$1.2 billion annual revenue

	Farmers get fair prices

	No middleman extraction





Credit unions: 


	Member-owned financial co-ops

	130 million members in US

	$2 trillion in assets

	Profits returned to members via better rates

	No shareholder extraction





The growth: 



Worker co-ops increasing: 465 in US (2020), growing 20% annually. Employees own business. Share profits. Control decisions. 



Housing co-ops expanding: Community land trusts blocking extraction from housing. Permanent affordability. Resident ownership. 



Food co-ops thriving: 200+ retail food co-ops. Member-owned. Local focus. Community benefit over shareholder extraction. 



What makes co-ops anti-extraction: 



Structure prevents it. No external shareholders to extract. Members own and benefit. Profits distributed, not extracted. 



Can’t be bought by private equity. Can’t be flipped. Can’t be loaded with debt. Extraction-resistant by design. 



The Repair Movement



Extraction economy: Planned obsolescence. Unrepairable products. Forced upgrades. Constant consumption. 



Repair movement: Fix instead of replace. Durable instead of disposable. Repairable by design. 



What’s happening: 



Right to Repair legislation: Passing in states. Requiring manufacturers to provide parts, tools, manuals. Breaking extraction monopoly on repairs. 



iFixit: Teaching repair. Free guides. Selling parts. 100 million+ repair guides viewed. Empowering self-repair. 



Repair cafes: 2,500+ worldwide. Volunteers teaching repair skills. Fixing instead of discarding. Community building. 



Buy-it-for-life movement: Consumers buying durable goods. Patagonia, Red Wing Boots, cast iron cookware. Paying more upfront, keeping forever. 



Why this matters: 



Repair opposes extraction. Extraction requires continuous consumption. Repair extends product life. Reduces consumption. Cuts extraction. 



The movement: People choosing durability. Learning to fix. Demanding repairable products. Rejecting planned obsolescence. 



The Open Source Explosion



1990s: Open source was fringe. Proprietary software dominated. 



2025: Open source powers everything. Proprietary losing. 



What runs on open source: 


	96.3% of web servers (Linux)

	All top 500 supercomputers (Linux)

	70%+ of smartphones (Android/Linux)

	All cloud infrastructure (built on open source)

	Most development tools (Python, Rust, VS Code)





Why open source won: 



Better quality: Thousands improving vs. dozens. Catches bugs faster. Innovates quicker. 



Lower cost: Free to use. No licensing fees. Reduces barrier to entry. 



Community ownership: No single company controls. Can’t be extracted. Sustainable forever. 



Trust: Transparent code. Auditable. No hidden extraction. Users trust it. 



The movement: Developers choosing open source over proprietary. Companies building on open source. Even Microsoft (previously anti-open source) now contributes heavily. 



Why this is anti-extraction: 



Can’t extract from what’s free and open. Can’t monopolize what anyone can fork. Can’t control what the community owns. 



Open source is extraction-resistant by nature. 



The Minimalism Movement



Extraction economy: Consume more. Buy more. Upgrade constantly. More is better. 



Minimalism movement: Consume less. Buy better. Keep longer. Enough is better. 



What minimalists do: 



Own fewer things. Higher quality. Longer lasting. Less consumption. More intentionality. 



Why this threatens extraction: 



Extraction requires constant consumption. Minimalism reduces consumption. Less buying = less extracting. 



The growth: 



Books: “The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up” (13 million copies). “Essentialism.” “Digital Minimalism.” 



YouTube channels: Minimalism movement. Tiny house movement. Simple living. Millions of followers. 



Lifestyle shift: Young people owning less. Valuing experiences over things. Rejecting consumer culture. 



The impact: Less vulnerable to extraction. Advertising less effective. Planned obsolescence irrelevant. Consumption-based extraction model breaks. 



The FIRE Movement (Financial Independence, Retire Early)



Extraction economy: Work 40 years. Consume constantly. Retire at 65. Hope savings are enough. 



FIRE movement: Save aggressively. Invest wisely. Retire at 30-40. Escape wage extraction early. 



The math: 



Save 70% of income. Invest in index funds. Live on 4% withdrawal rate. Retire when savings = 25x annual expenses. 



Example: 


	Earn $100K annually

	Save $70K (live on $30K)

	10 years = $700K saved

	$700K × 4% = $28K annually

	Covers $30K expenses

	Financially independent at 30-40 years old





Why this is anti-extraction: 



Extraction depends on wage workers. 



Consuming.

Borrowing.

Working until 65. 



FIRE movement escapes early. Stops consuming. Builds wealth. Becomes extraction-resistant. 



The movement: 1+ million following FIRE principles. Subreddits with 2 million members. Blogs, podcasts, communities teaching escape from wage extraction. 



The Anti-Consumption Movement



Extraction economy: Black Friday. Cyber Monday. Prime Day. Constant sales. Perpetual consumption. 



Anti-consumption movement: Buy Nothing Day. Repair not replace. Reject advertising. Conscious consumption. 



What they do: 



Buy Nothing groups: 7 million members globally. Share/borrow instead of buy. Gift economies. Hyperlocal community building. 



Conscious consumption: Buy less. Choose ethical. Support local. Avoid extraction brands. 



Ad blocking: 763 million using ad blockers. Rejecting consumption manipulation. 



Degrowth philosophy: Economic model valuing sustainability over growth. Consuming less. Building community. Sharing resources. 



Why this threatens extraction: 



Extraction requires unconscious consumption. Advertising manipulation. Impulse buying. Perpetual growth. 



Anti-consumption is conscious rejection. Intentional reduction. Community sharing. Degrowth. 



Directly opposes extraction model. 



The Commons Movement



Extraction economy: Everything is property. Everything has owner. Everything extractable. 



Commons movement: Some things belong to everyone. Community resources. Shared ownership. Extraction blocked. 



Commons examples: 



Little Free Libraries: 


	150,000+ worldwide.

	Free books.

	Community sharing.

	Take a book, leave a book.

	No monetization.





Community gardens: 


	Shared land.

	Collective farming.

	Produce for community, not profit.





Tool libraries: 


	Borrow instead of buy.

	Sharing reduces consumption.

	Community access.





Open data: 


	Making data publicly accessible.

	Government transparency.

	Research availability.

	Free for all to use.

	Information commons.





Wikipedia: 


	Free knowledge.

	Collectively maintained.

	No ads.

	No extraction.

	Purely commons.





Why this matters: 



Commons are extraction-immune. Can’t monetize what’s free. Can’t extract from what’s shared. Can’t privatize what the community owns. 



The more commons exist, the less extraction is possible. 



The Pattern Across All Movements



They’re not coordinated. Not organized. Not led by anyone. 



But they share patterns: 



1. Rejecting extraction economics: 


	Indie hackers reject venture capital extraction

	Creators reject platform extraction

	Minimalists reject consumption extraction

	FIRE followers reject wage extraction

	Co-ops reject shareholder extraction





2. Building alternatives: 


	Not just opposing extraction

	Actually building differently

	Creating sustainable models

	Proving extraction isn’t necessary





3. Sharing openly: 


	Build in public

	Teach strategies freely

	Help others replicate

	Abundance thinking over scarcity





4. Staying decentralized: 


	No central leadership

	No organization controlling

	Organic and emergent

	Bottom-up, not top-down





5. Compounding slowly: 


	Not explosive growth

	Steady accumulation

	Network effects over time

	Sustainable expansion





The movements are small individually.

Massive collectively. 



Indie hackers: 1+ million

Creators on Patreon: 250,000+

FIRE movement: 1+ million

Minimalism followers: 10+ million

Co-op members: 130+ million (US credit unions alone)

Open source contributors: 100+ million 



Not a revolution. An evolution. 



The Closing Reality



The movement isn’t coming.

It’s here. 



Not fighting extraction.

Building around it. 



Not organized.

Emergent. 



Not led.

Decentralized. 



Not planned.

Organic. 



Thousands of people choosing: 


	Building over extracting

	Sustainability over scale

	Freedom over funding

	Enough over more

	Community over capital





They’re not trying to change the world. They’re just building differently. 



And by building differently, they’re proving extraction isn’t inevitable. 



That’s the hope. 



The extraction economy can ignore them. Call them too small. Dismiss as lifestyle businesses. Mock as naive. 



But the numbers don’t lie: 



Indie hackers: Growing faster than venture capital-backed startups (measured by sustainability, not valuation) 



Creators: Earning more directly than through platforms 



Small businesses: Surviving while private equity-backed chains collapse 



Co-ops: Thriving for decades while extraction companies fail 



Open source: Powering the entire internet 



The movements are winning. Quietly. Sustainably. Inevitably. 



Not by fighting extraction. By building better alternatives. 



Not by destroying the old system. By creating the new one. 



And the new one is already here. 



Not everywhere. Not dominant. Not mainstream. 



But real. Growing. Proving it works. 



The movement already building. 



The Punchline



It’s kinda like a garden overtaking a parking lot. 



One crack in the asphalt. One seed finds it. Takes root. Grows. 



Extraction economy says: “That’s just one weed. Irrelevant. We’ll pave over it.” 



Next season: Ten plants. Then a hundred. Then the cracks multiply. Roots spread. Asphalt crumbles. 



Eventually: The parking lot is a garden. The extraction is compost. And nobody remembers when the asphalt seemed permanent. 



The movements aren't fighting the parking lot. They're just growing in the cracks. 



And nature doesn't ask permission. It just grows. 







Next



The movements are building. 



But every builder still faces one choice. 



Build or extract. There's no middle ground. 



Build or Extract: No Middle Ground



Stewart Butterfield built Flickr. 



2005: Sold to Yahoo for $22 million. Celebrated the exit. Cashed out. 



Within months: Regretted it. Yahoo destroyed Flickr. Changed everything he’d built. Couldn’t stop it. No longer his. 



Made the same mistake twice 



Built Slack next. Raised venture capital. Grew to billions in valuation. 2021: Sold to Salesforce for $28 billion. 



Bigger exit. Same regret. 



Now says: He wishes he’d kept it independent. Two chances. Chose extraction both times. Regrets both. 



Sahil Lavingia built Gumroad. 



Raised venture capital. Tried building the billion-dollar company. Burned out. Laid everyone off in 2016. 



Then something changed. 



Bought investors out. Went profitable. Built sustainably. Rehired as contractors. Shared revenue openly. Built in public. 



Switched from extraction back to building. 



Wrote about the struggle. The venture capital pressure. The growth targets. The burnout. The relief of finally choosing building. 



Now says: “I failed to build a billion-dollar company. And I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” 



Brian Chesky built Airbnb. 



Bootstrapped for years. Nearly bankrupt. Sold cereal boxes to survive in 2008. 



Finally raised venture capital a year later. Grew sustainably for another 8 years. 



Then venture capital pressure pushed blitzscaling. 



A decade later, the 2020 pandemic hit. Airbnb was forced to lay off 25% of their staff. Brian cried on the call. Went public same year. 



Chesky still fights the quarterly pressure while trying to maintain “belong anywhere” mission. 



Every earnings call is the tension. Growth vs. community. Metrics vs. mission. Extraction vs. building. He’s still struggling with the choice. 



3 founders... 3 different situations... Same struggle. 



Build or extract? 



Mission or money? 



Forever or exit? 



None found the middle ground. 



Because there isn’t one.

The binary is absolute.

It’s one or the other. 



The Extraction Gravity



Extraction is a force in only one direction. Just like gravity. 



Start down that path, and it pulls deeper.





Raise venture capital: Now 10x returns required. Can’t build sustainably. Must extract to hit the numbers. 



Take private equity money: Now loaded with debt. Can’t invest in quality. Must cut costs to service payments. 



Go public with extraction investors: Now quarterly targets dominate. Can’t think long-term. Must extract this quarter to satisfy Wall Street. 



Hire extraction consultants: Now implementing “best practices.” Can’t trust judgment. Must extract like everyone else. 



The gravity compounds: 



One extraction decision leads to the next. Venture capital leads to growth targets. Growth targets lead to cutting quality. Cutting quality leads to customer churn. Churn leads to more venture capital. More venture capital leads to more extraction. 



Eventually becomes Toys “R” Us. 



Loaded with debt. Cutting quality. Losing customers. Blaming Amazon. Never admitting: extraction killed us... not competition. 



Extraction gravity is inescapable once in orbit. 



The Building Clarity



Building has clarity. 



The path is simple.

Not easy.

But simple. 



Make something people want.

Charge enough to stay profitable.

Treat people well.

Reinvest in quality.

Stay small enough to care.

Grow slow enough to maintain standards. 



No quarterly targets.

No exit timeline.

No venture capital pressure.

No private equity debt.

No consultant playbooks. 



Just building.

Day after day.

Week after week.

Year after year.

Decade after decade. 



Kongō Gumi built temples for 1,400 years this way. Until they took “smart risk management” advice and diversified into real estate speculation. Extraction gravity pulled them under in one generation. 



Basecamp has built software for 20+ years this way. Profitable. Private. No venture capital. No exit pressure. Just building tools people pay for. 



Patagonia has built outdoor gear for 50+ years this way. Quality products. Fair wages. Environmental responsibility. Profitable without extraction. 



The pattern: 



Building works.

Until companies stop building and start extracting. 



The Hybrid Delusion



“Can’t we do both?” 



No. 



“Build great products AND maximize shareholder value?” 



No. 



“Treat employees well AND hit aggressive cost targets?” 



No. 



“Maintain quality AND scale rapidly?” 



No. 



Every “AND” is a lie. 



It’s OR. 



Build OR extract.

Quality OR scale.

People OR profits.

Long-term OR quarterly.

Abundance OR scarcity.





The extraction economy invented the hybrid delusion. 



“We can have it all. Build great companies AND generate massive returns. Treat stakeholders well AND maximize shareholder value. Create sustainable businesses AND exit in 7 years.” 



Sounds reasonable.

Completely impossible. 



The Switching Cost



Some founders try to switch. 



Build for years. Then extract for exit. 



It doesn’t work. 



The company culture shifts.

The employees notice.

The customers feel it.

The quality drops.

The trust dies. 



WeWork: Adam Neumann built co-working spaces. Then tried to extract via venture capital hype. Claimed $47 billion valuation. Reality: office subleasing with ping pong tables, lattes and rage parties. Extraction gravity pulled it to near-zero before restructuring. 



Uber: Travis Kalanick originally built a ride-sharing for taxi cabs. Then got tricked into extraction by big money via aggressive expansion and regulatory arbitrage. Burned tens of billions. Never profitable under extraction model. New chief executive tries building. Still struggling with extraction gravity. 



MoviePass: Built a subscription service. Then tried extracting via the typical venture capital growth playbook. They charged $10 a month for unlimited movies. Lost money on every customer. Burned through hundreds of millions. Dead within years. Can’t extract out of broken unit economics. 



The pattern: 



Switching from building to extracting doesn’t work.

It never has - not once.

The extraction mindset poisons everything it touches. 



It’s a mirage at first... 



For example, Google prints money from ads. They’ve done so for 20 years. But the cracks are beginning to show. And odds anyone even remembers Google 20 years from now are highly unlikely. 



It’s the same with Apple. They’re worth trillions today. But they’re a shell of themselves and are doubling down on extraction schemes. 



Amazon too. Built incredible logistics infrastructure. Then shifted from promoting its third-party sellers to cloning them and extracting from them. There’s massive extraction from their warehouse workers. Yes. Financially dominant today, but regulatory pressure is mounting. Worker revolts spreading. The extraction bill comes due eventually. 



Will Amazon.com even be around 50 years from now? Apple? Every other business of extraction? 



Once extraction starts, the builders leave. 



The employees who cared quit.

The customers who loved the company switch.

The culture that made it special dies. 



Can’t switch back. 



The Moment of Truth



Every founder faces it. 



The moment when extraction offers more money than building. 



Venture capital offers $10 million.

The company’s profitable on $100K revenue.

Take it? 



Private equity offers $50 million.

Making $2 million annually.

Sell? 



Acquirer offers $500 million.

The founder loves the business.

Exit? 



This is the test. 



Not a business decision. It’s a values decision. 



What matters more: 



Money now or mission forever? Big exit or long-term building? Cashing out or staying in? 



There’s no right answer. But there is an answer. 



And it reveals whether someone’s a builder or an extractor. 



The Basecamp Clarity



Basecamp faced this test repeatedly. 



Venture capitalists offered funding. The founders said no - always.

Acquirers offered exits. They said no. Never.

Consultants offered “growth strategies.” They said no. 



Why? 



Because they knew.

Everything built goes to shit after extraction.

Taking extraction money means extraction outcomes. 



Jason Fried (Basecamp co-founder): “We don’t have a 5-year plan. We have values. And every decision either aligns with them or doesn’t.” 



The values: 



Profitable from year one.

No outside investors ever.

Sustainable growth only.

Quality over scale.

Decades over exits. 



Not aspirations. Constraints. 



They removed the middle ground. Jason made extraction impossible. He stays committed to building. 



Result: 



Over 23 years in business.

Profitable every year.

Millions in revenue.

Zero extraction.

Just building.

Freedom. 



That’s what clarity looks like. 



The Patagonia Proof



Yvon Chouinard built Patagonia for 50 years. 



Could have sold anytime. Could have taken private equity money. Could have gone public. 



He chose building. 



Environmental responsibility over profits.

Quality gear over cheaper alternatives.

Fair wages over cost optimization.

Decades of impact over one-time exit.





2022: Chouinard gave the company away. Not sold. Gave. 



Transferred ownership to trust and nonprofit. Profits fight climate change forever. His family can’t extract it. Private equity extractors can’t acquire. The company can’t be flipped. 



Made extraction structurally impossible. 



That’s not a business decision. That’s a values decision. 



And it proves: 



Billion-dollar companies can be built without ever extracting. 



But only by deciding early. Committing completely. Eliminating the middle ground. 



The Costco Consistency



Jim Sinegal built Costco on no middle ground. 



11% markup maximum. Industry charges 25-50%. Costco chose building. 



Investors complained: “You’re leaving money on the table!” 



Sinegal’s response: “We’re putting money in customers’ pockets. They’ll come back. That’s the table that matters.” 



$1.50 hot dog since 1985. Never raised the price - even with costs skyrocketing. Chief financial officer once suggested increasing to $1.75. Sinegal said: "If you raise the price of the effing hot dog, I will kill you." As serious as cancer. 



Not joking.

Not exaggerating.

Not negotiating. 



Because he knew: extraction starts with small compromises. First the hot dog. Then the markup. Then the wages. Then the culture. Then the company. 



No middle ground. 



Either building (hot dog stays $1.50) or extracting (optimize everything). 



Costco chose building. For 40+ years. 



Result: $400+ billion company. 90%+ membership renewal. Employees paid well. Customers loyal forever. 



But even Costco is beginning to crack. 



2024: Shrinkflation appears. Package sizes shrinking. Same prices. Different quantities. 



Not the hot dog. Not yet. But other products. Quietly. Gradually. 



The classic extraction move. Keep the price. Reduce the value. Deceive the customer. 



It’s the dishonest version of a price increase. And it’s worse. 



This is how extraction starts. 



Not with the hot dog. Too visible. Too symbolic. Too committed. 



They start with the edges. The products customers don’t track as carefully. The sizes that don’t get noticed immediately. 



Then it spreads. More products. More shrinkflation. More extraction. 



Eventually? Even the hot dog falls. 



Because extraction gravity is relentless. 



Wall Street demands growth.

Margins compress.

Costs rise.

Targets escalate.

Pressure mounts. 



The board whispers: "Everyone else is doing it." The consultants advise: "Optimize package sizes." The chief financial officer presents: "Customers won't notice." 



And resistance weakens. One decision at a time. 



The middle ground would have destroyed this. 



And maybe it still will. Maybe shrinkflation is the crack that becomes the flood. Maybe Costco becomes just another retailer optimizing extraction. 



Or maybe they catch themselves. 



Fire the consultants. Reverse the shrinkflation. Recommit to building. 



But that gets harder every quarter. Every extraction decision makes the next one easier. 



The gravity pulls in one direction. 



The Indie Hacker Commitment



Pieter Levels commits to building publicly. 



Shares revenue. Open sources code. Teaches strategies. Helps competitors. 



People ask: “Aren’t you creating competition?” 



Pieter’s answer: “Yes. And it makes me better.” 



No middle ground. 



Can’t build in public AND hoard secrets.

Can’t share strategies AND protect moat.

Can’t teach openly AND extract from information asymmetry. 



He chose building. Completely. 



Result: $4+ million annually. Solo developer. No investors. No employees. No extraction. 



The middle ground would have made him smaller. 



Hoarding secrets limits what gets learned. Protecting moats limits who gets helped. Extracting from information asymmetry limits trust. 



Building in abundance compounds faster than extracting through scarcity. 



But only by committing. No halfway. No “strategic secrets.” No selective sharing. 



All in on building. Or extracting. 



The OpenAI Irony



Elon Musk co-founded OpenAI as a nonprofit (2015). 



Sam Altman joined as co-chair. The mission: “Build safe AI that benefits humanity.” 



Not to get rich. Not to dominate markets. Not to extract. To build for humanity. 



Elon pledged $1 billion. Other tech billionaires pledged hundreds of millions more. All committed to the nonprofit mission. 



Then reality hit. 



2018: Elon left. The official reason: conflicts with Tesla’s AI work. 



The real reason: He saw OpenAI drifting toward extraction. Away from the nonprofit mission. Toward profit maximization. He pulled out before the transformation completed. 



2019: OpenAI created capped-profit subsidiary. Raised $1 billion from Microsoft. 



Exactly what Elon feared. 



2023: Raised $10 billion more from Microsoft at $29 billion valuation. 



What happened? 



They tried the middle ground. Build beneficial AI AND raise venture capital AND hit massive returns. 



Can’t do both. 



Venture capital wants extraction.

Humanity wants building.

The interests conflict. 



Now OpenAI faces the test: 



Ship safe AI (building)

or ship fast to beat competition (extraction)? 



Share research openly (building)

or protect competitive advantage (extraction)? 



Serve humanity (mission)

or serve investors (reality)? 



The middle ground is collapsing. 



Can’t be nonprofit AND for-profit. Can’t serve humanity AND maximize returns. Can’t build slowly AND hit venture capital timelines. 



Eventually the choice gets made. 



OpenAI is choosing. The direction is becoming clear. And it looks a lot like extraction. 



That’s what happens when trying the middle ground. 



The Binary Reality



Every business decision reveals the choice: 



Pricing: 


	Building: Charge fair price that sustains business

	Extraction: Charge maximum price market will bear





Employees: 


	Building: Pay well, develop people, retain long-term

	Extraction: Promise cost-of-living raises, minimize costs, optimize “human capital,” churn acceptable





Customers: 


	Building: Solve problems, build relationships, earn loyalty

	Extraction: Maximize lifetime value, upsell aggressively, churn expected





Quality: 


	Building: Improve continuously, maintain standards, build to last

	Extraction: Cut costs, planned obsolescence, extract then replace





Growth: 


	Building: Sustainable expansion, profitability required, organic

	Extraction: Blitzscaling, burn capital, growth at all costs





Timeline: 


	Building: Forever, no exit plan, generational thinking

	Extraction: 5-7 years, exit required, quarterly thinking





No middle ground on any of these. 



Every choice either builds or extracts. 



The question founders face: 



What would happen if the company couldn’t be sold? Ever. 



No exit.

No acquisition.

No private equity buyout.

No SPAC merger.

No going public. 



Just building. Forever. 



Would the founder still want to do it? 



If YES: Builder. Build for decades. Stay private. Keep control. Optimize for sustainability. 



If NO: Extractor. Nothing wrong with that. But be honest. Scheming to exit. That changes everything. 



The answer reveals the path. 



Builders think in generations. Extractors think in 3 to 10-year exits. 



Builders optimize for forever. Extractors optimize for valuation. 



Builders measure profit. Extractors measure vanity KPIs. 



Different games. 



The Commitment



Building requires commitment extraction doesn’t. 



Extraction has exit ramps. Venture capital doesn’t work out? Sell. Private equity too much debt? Bankruptcy. Public markets turn? Go private. Stock price too low - buybacks. 



Building has no exit ramps. 



All in.

Forever.

No venture capital to blame.

No private equity to extract.

No public market exit. 



Just the founder.

Their decisions.

Their consequences. 



That’s terrifying to extractors. 



What if it doesn’t work?

What if stuck?

What if can’t get out? 



That’s clarity to builders. 



No exit means optimize for sustainability.

No venture capital means stay profitable.

No private equity means no debt slavery. 



The commitment eliminates bad options. 



Can’t extract if extraction money never gets taken.

Can’t load debt if private equity never gets involved.

Can’t sacrifice long-term when committed forever. 



The commitment is the strategy. 



The Choice Gets Made



Nobody forces extraction. 



Venture capital doesn’t break down doors. Private equity doesn’t hold hostages. Consultants don’t have legal authority. No need to sleep under tables to prove work ethic. 



The choice is made. 



Every time venture capital gets raised:

choice. 



Every time McKinsey gets hired:

choice. 



Every time optimization targets exit:

choice. 



Every time quality gets cut for margins:

choice. 



And every choice compounds. 



Choose extraction once: easier to choose it again.

Choose building once: easier to keep building. 



The first choice is the hardest. 



After that, momentum takes over. 



Extraction economy applies pressure: 



“Everyone raises venture capital.”

“Leaving money on the table.”

“Don’t founders want to scale?”

“Think bigger.”

“Lifestyle businesses don’t change the world.” 



Ignore them. 



Extractors gaslighting so they can eventually extract.

Misery loves company.

Extraction needs more extractors. 



Builders don’t need permission to build. 



The Two Paths Diverge



40 years from now, founders become one of two people: 



The Extractor: 



Built company. Raised venture capital. Exited for millions. Bought mansion. Lost purpose. Wonders what it meant. Family estranged. Realizes money doesn’t compound like meaning does. Wishes they’d kept building. 



The Builder: 



Built company. Stayed profitable. Never exited. Still building. Employees like family. Family proud. Customers like friends. Business like legacy. Wonders why anyone would ever sell this. 



Different lives.

Different regrets.

Different meanings. 



The extractor regrets selling.

The builder regrets nothing. 



Because builders never sold what mattered. 



The Closing Reality



Build or extract. 



Create or capture. 



Give or take. 



Abundance or scarcity. 



Decades or quarters. 



There is no middle ground. 



The extraction economy will tell founders otherwise. Consultants will offer “balanced approaches.” Venture capitalists will promise “aligned interests.” Private equity will claim “partnership.” Millions dropping out of money heaven. 



They’re lying. 



Or they’re deluded. 



Either way, wrong. 



Can’t serve two masters. 



Can’t build for customers

AND extract for investors. 



Can’t optimize for decades

AND hit quarterly targets. 



Can’t treat people well

AND maximize cost efficiency. 



Can’t maintain quality

AND scale at venture capital pace. 



Can’t serve the mission

AND serve the investors. 



Every AND is OR. 



Choose. 



Not later. Now. 



Because the first choice determines everything that follows. 



Choose building: 



Bootstrap. Profit early. Grow slowly. Keep control. Optimize for forever. Measure by what gets created. Exit never. 



Choose extraction: 



Raise venture capital. Burn cash. Grow fast. Lose control. Optimize for exit. Measure by what gets captured. Build to sell. 



Both are valid paths. 



But they’re opposite directions. 



And once the walking starts, turning back gets harder every step. 



The Punchline



It’s kinda like stepping on a train. 



Two trains.

Same station.

Opposite directions. 



One goes to Building. Slow stops. Long journey. Arrives at Meaning. 



Other goes to Extraction. Fast track. Short ride. Terminates at Exit. 



Can’t ride both. 



Once stepping on Extraction train, Building station gets farther away. Every venture capital round is another stop. Every private equity deal is more distance. Every quarter of optimization is more track. 



Eventually looking back and Building is gone. Just a dot on horizon. And Extraction train doesn’t run in reverse. 



The choice happens at the station. 



Before stepping on. Before moving. Before momentum takes over. 



Most people don’t choose. 



They get pushed onto Extraction train by the crowd. “Everyone’s boarding!” “This one’s faster!” “Building train is for losers!” 



Then they’re moving. And it’s too late. 



Builders choose consciously. 



They watch Extraction train leave. Stand on platform. Wait for Building train. 



It takes longer. Moves slower. Makes more stops. 



But it goes where they actually want to be. 



Extraction train doesn't stop at Meaning. Never has. Never will. 



The train gets chosen. Wisely or not. 







Next



Done reading? 



Start building. 



Founderstowne.com 



Appendix A: The Extractor’s Dictionary



A translation guide for understanding what extractors really mean when they speak. 







A



Accretive: Making the numbers look better by destroying something real. “This acquisition is accretive to earnings” means “We fired everyone and called it profit.” 



Activist Investor: Someone who buys 5% of your company and demands you fire people, sell assets, and distribute cash. Activists never suggest building anything. Only extracting. 



Addressing Legacy Liabilities: Private equity term for raiding pension funds and canceling promises made to employees. 



"We're addressing legacy liabilities" means "We're stealing retirement money from workers who spent decades building this company." 



The liabilities aren't legacy problems to fix.

They're obligations to honor. 



Pensions were promised compensation.

Healthcare was earned through years of service.

Severance was contractual protection. 



When private equity "addresses" these "liabilities," workers who were promised security get betrayed. 



Safeway workers lost $1.3 billion from their pension fund when Cerberus Capital "addressed legacy liabilities." 



Delphi Automotive workers lost pensions entirely when Elliott Management "addressed" them. 



Hostess Brands Inc. workers lost their pensions when Ripplewood Holdings "addressed" them in 2004, then the company died in 2012 while Twinkies survived. 



The companies didn't fail.

The promises were broken. 



Governments remain silent.

Laws don't prevent it.

News barely covers it. 



"Addressing legacy liabilities" is extraction code for "breaking commitments to workers who can't fight back." 



Advisor: Someone who gets paid to tell companies to fire people. Advisors don't have to live with the consequences. The companies do. 



Alignment: Making sure everyone loses money except the people who control the structure. “Our interests are aligned” means “You take the risk, I take the fees.” 



Alpha: Returns that come from being early, lucky, or lying. venture capitalists claim they generate alpha. Math says they generate fees. 



Arbitrage: Finding a price difference and exploiting it before it disappears. Or in extraction terms: finding someone who doesn’t know they’re getting screwed. 



Asset Class: When something that used to be for using becomes something for extracting. Housing was shelter. Now it’s an “asset class.” Means institutional investors buy it, price out families, extract rent forever. Turns necessities into investment vehicles. Turns users into renters. 



Asset-light: Owning nothing. Controlling everything. Making money from other people’s assets. Like Uber. Or Airbnb. Or any platform that calls workers “partners” instead of employees. 



Asset Stripping: Buying a company. Selling everything valuable. Leaving a carcass. Legal when private equity does it. Called “theft” when individuals do it. 



Asymmetric Upside: Venture capital term meaning "we win big if it works, you lose everything if it doesn't." 



The pitch sounds sophisticated: "We're seeking asymmetric risk-reward profiles where upside potential significantly exceeds downside exposure." 



Translation: "We're making bets where we collect fees regardless of outcome, but if something works, we capture most of the gains." 



Here's how asymmetric upside actually works in venture capital: 



Invest $10 million for 30% of company. 



If company fails: venture capital loses $10 million but already collected $2 million in management fees across the fund. 



Net loss: $8 million spread across Limited Partners. 



If company succeeds and exits at $1 billion: venture capital's stake worth $300 million. 



venture capital collects 20% carry on the gain = $58 million personally. 



Plus the $2 million in fees already collected. 



The asymmetry isn't risk-reward.

It's who-bears-what. 



Venture capitalists get upside (carry on wins).

Limited Partners get downside (losses on failures).

Founders get neither (diluted to nothing or fired). 



The term makes it sound like smart investing. 



It's actually just: "Heads I win big, tails you lose everything, and I collect fees either way." 



Real asymmetric upside would be: risk little, gain much. 



venture capital asymmetric upside is: risk other people's money, gain personally, lose nothing. 



When venture capitalists say "asymmetric upside," they mean: "The asymmetry benefits me, not you." 







B



Basis Points: Fees measured in tiny increments so they sound smaller. “We only charge 200 basis points” means “We take 2% of your money. Every year. Forever. Whether we perform or not.” 



Best Practices: Whatever McKinsey told your competitor to do. Usually involves firing people and calling it efficiency. 



Benefit Fee: The $1.50 "Regulatory Response Fee" or "Driver Benefits Fee" on delivery app orders. 



The wording makes customers think they're helping drivers. 



"Oh good, my extra dollar goes to driver benefits." 



Actually: it goes straight to corporate lobbying against driver protections. 



Internal documents from delivery apps show a specific cost center called "Policy Defense." 



That fee feeds directly into it. 



Customers pay for the lawyers fighting to keep drivers uninsured, unprotected, and earning below minimum wage. 



After labor laws passed requiring basic protections, apps added the fee. 



Named it "benefit" to sound helpful. 



Used the money to fund lobbying against those exact benefits. 



The $1.50 doesn't go to drivers. 



It goes to attorneys arguing drivers aren't employees. 



It funds campaigns against unionization. 



It pays for astroturf groups with names like "Drivers for Freedom" that oppose driver rights. 



You order dinner. 



Pay an extra "benefit fee." 



Think you're helping your driver. 



Actually funding the legal team fighting to keep that driver homeless. 



Extraction doesn't just take from workers. 



It makes customers pay to oppress them. 



Then makes customers feel good about it. 



Blockchain: A distributed database that's slower, more expensive, and less useful than regular databases. But sounds futuristic. Perfect for raising money from people who don't ask questions. 



Blitzscaling: Reid Hoffman's term for growing so fast that everything breaks. 



The pitch: "Move faster than competitors, achieve monopoly, win the market." 



The reality: "Burn billions on subsidized growth, destroy all competitors with capital instead of products, then extract forever from the rubble." 



Hoffman wrote a whole book about it. 



LinkedIn co-founder turned venture capital philosopher teaching founders how to destroy sustainably. 



The strategy: 



Ignore unit economics.

Ignore profitability.

Ignore whether the business model works. 



Just grow.

Raise money.

Grow faster. 



Raise more money.

Outspend competitors until they die.

Then raise prices and extract. 



Uber blitzscaled. Lost $31 billion. Destroyed thousands of taxi businesses. 



Now rides cost more and drivers make less than before. 



WeWork blitzscaled. Burned $12 billion on "community-adjusted EBITDA." 



Filed for bankruptcy. 



DoorDash blitzscaled. Loses money on every order despite taking 30% from restaurants. 



The pattern: Blitzscaling isn't building faster. It's destroying faster. 



It's not innovation. It's predatory pricing funded by venture capital. 



Use investor money to subsidize prices below cost.

Competitors can't match it.

They die. 



Once they're dead, jack up prices and extract. 



The customers have no alternatives left.

The bridge is burned behind them. 



Hoffman calls this "offensive strategy." 



Translation: "Weaponize capital to destroy competition, not build better products." 



Real builders improve quality, lower costs through innovation, earn customers through value. 



Blitzscalers ignore quality, burn cash to subsidize losses, capture customers through capital. 



When venture capitalists say "you need to blitzscale," they mean: "Grow so fast you can't build sustainably, become so dependent on our money you can't refuse our terms, and destroy the market so thoroughly that only extraction remains." 



Building Back Better: Post-crisis slogan meaning “extraction back better.” When the World Economic Forum says “build back better” after COVID, they mean: billionaire wealth increased 54% during lockdowns while small businesses went bankrupt. Building back whose wealth? Theirs. Who pays? Everyone else. 



Bulge Bracket: The biggest investment banks. Goldman Sachs. Morgan Stanley. JPMorgan Chase. Called “bulge bracket” because their names literally bulged out on the old printed league tables showing deal rankings. Wall Street loves jargon that makes things sound impressive. “I work at a bulge bracket bank” sounds better than “I work at Goldman Sachs advising companies on layoffs.” 



Burn Rate: How fast a company spends money it doesn’t have. venture capitalists love high burn rates. It makes companies desperate. Desperate companies accept terrible terms. 
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Can't Make an Omelette Without Breaking a Few Eggs: What extractors say when the "eggs" are people's livelihoods and the "omelette" is their quarterly bonus. 



"You can't make an omelette without breaking a few eggs" means "We're destroying lives and communities but it's necessary for progress." 



The people saying this are never the eggs.

They're always the ones eating the omelette. 



When mass layoffs hit, executives quote this phrase and call it pragmatism. 



When plants close and towns die, consultants cite this metaphor and call it economics. 



But extraction isn't cooking. 



The eggs don't become something better.

They just break. 



The omelette goes to extractors.

The shells go to workers. 



And calling destruction "necessary" doesn't make it true. 



It just makes it easier to justify. 



Capital Efficiency: Firing people. “We’re focused on capital efficiency” means “We hired too many people last year and now we’re fixing it.” 



Carbon Credits: Permission slips to pollute. Companies buy credits from marketplaces run by financial firms. Poor countries get paid to not develop. Rich countries pay to keep polluting. Financial intermediaries extract fees on every transaction. The planet burns anyway. But the World Economic Forum calls it “climate action.” 



Carry (Carried Interest): The 20% of profits that general partners extract from limited partners. Taxed as capital gains, not income. Because extractors write the tax code. 



Cash Flow: Money coming in minus money going out. 



Real businesses care about cash flow because it keeps the lights on. 



Extraction economy obsesses over cash flow because it's what you extract. 



"Passive cash flow" means money extracted without working. "Positive cash flow" means extracting more than you're spending. 



Every guru sells courses on cash flow.

Every podcast preaches cash flow. 



Nobody talks about where the cash flows from. 



Because it flows from workers who create value to extractors who capture it. 



Real builders generate cash flow by solving problems. 



Extractors generate cash flow by owning things other people built. 



The term became extraction shorthand for "money I get without creating value." 



When someone brags about their "cash flow," the question is where it comes from. 



Usually: rent (extracting from tenants), dividends (extracting from companies), fees (extracting from clients), or interest (extracting from borrowers). 



Cash flow is neutral. 



What matters is whether you earned it or extracted it. 



Consolidation: Buying all the competitors. Raising prices. Calling it economies of scale. Customers call it monopoly. 



Core Business: The part we’re keeping. Everything else gets sold or shut down. Usually decided by consultants who don’t understand what the business does. 



Cost Center: Employees who don’t directly generate revenue. Like HR. Or legal. Or the people who keep the building from collapsing. Always first to be eliminated in “restructuring.” 



Cost Optimization: Consultant-speak for cutting everything until the business barely functions. “We’re implementing cost optimization strategies” means “We’re firing experienced workers, eliminating training, reducing quality, and calling it efficiency.” Circuit City “optimized costs” by firing all experienced salespeople and replacing them with minimum wage workers. Customers stopped coming. Company went bankrupt. The consultants kept their fees. See also: Labor Arbitrage, Margin Improvement. 



Covenant-lite: Loans with no rules. Borrowers can do anything. Lenders have no protection. Works great until it doesn’t. Then lenders lose everything. But they already collected their fees. 



Crypto: See “Blockchain” but add: pump-and-dump scheme disguised as revolution. 
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Data-driven Decision: Firing people based on spreadsheets instead of judgment. Sounds scientific. Actually just cowardice with formulas. 



Desperation Score: Hidden metric delivery apps use to track how desperate drivers are for money. 



Based on acceptance behavior. 



The algorithm watches: 



How quickly drivers accept low-paying orders.

How often they work during unprofitable hours.

Whether they'll take deliveries other drivers rejected. 



The more desperate the driver, the lower the pay offered. 



Single parents who need to make rent by Friday get worse offers than hobbyists earning side cash. 



Immigrants sending money home get squeezed harder than college students. 



Drivers in financial crisis accept anything. 



The algorithm knows this. 



And exploits it. 



Not speculation—internal documents from former delivery app employees confirm this exists. 



"The thing that actually makes me sick is the Desperation Score. We have a hidden metric that tracks how desperate they are for cash based on their acceptance behavior." 



Translation: The algorithm measures human suffering and uses it to minimize compensation. 



The more you need the money, the less they pay you. 



That's not a bug. 



That's the feature. 



Extraction economics perfected: weaponize desperation, automate predation, call it optimization. 



See also: Human Assets, Benefit Fee. 



Downcoding: Medical billing fraud dressed as coding accuracy. 



When insurance companies pay hospitals based on diagnosis codes, hospitals hire "coding optimization consultants" to downgrade diagnoses to cheaper treatments. 



Patient came in with heart attack? Code it as chest pain.

Stroke? Code it as dizziness.

Cancer treatment? Code it as observation. 



The medical care doesn't change.

The billing code does. 



Result: insurance pays less, hospital extracts from patient directly, consultants collect fees for teaching fraud. 



McKinsey pioneered this for hospital systems. 



Called it "revenue cycle optimization." 



Translation: "Teach doctors to lie on insurance forms so hospitals can balance-bill patients." 



UnitedHealth does it systematically through its Optum division—owns the insurance company AND the coding consultants. 



Codes everything down.

Denies everything possible.

Extracts from both sides. 



The patient gets surprise bills.

The hospital blames insurance.

The insurance blames hospitals. 



McKinsey and Optum collect fees from everyone. 



When medical billers say "we're implementing coding accuracy initiatives," they mean: "We're downcoding everything we can get away with." 



The codes exist to describe medical reality. 



Downcoding uses them to extract from the sick. 



Downward Reset: Corporate euphemism for cutting compensation, benefits, or expectations. 



Sounds technical.

Like adjusting a thermostat.

Actually means: "We're paying you less and calling it an adjustment." 



Common uses: 



Salary downward reset = pay cuts.

Benefits downward reset = worse healthcare, less PTO, fewer perks.

Expectations downward reset = lower quality, reduced service.

Valuation downward reset = marking down company value before a down round. 



The term is designed to sound inevitable. 



Like a computer resetting to factory settings. 



Neutral.

Technical.

Necessary. 



"We need to reset compensation downward to market rates." 



Translation: "We're cutting your pay but making it sound like mathematics." 



"We're implementing a benefits downward reset to remain competitive." 



Translation: "We're eliminating your healthcare but using corporate-speak so you won't get angry." 



Real resets restore functionality. 



Downward resets extract value and call it optimization. 



The direction matters. 



Downward always means less for workers.

More for extractors. 



When consultants recommend a "downward reset," they mean: reduce what you give employees, keep what you take from customers, extract the difference. 



Debt-loading: Taking a company that's already paid in full and adding a mortgage to it. 



The private equity playbook: buy a company with 10% equity and 90% borrowed money, make the company responsible for paying back the debt it didn't borrow, extract fees while the debt crushes operations. 



Like buying a house that's mortgage-free, taking out a new mortgage on it, making the house pay the mortgage, then charging the house rent for existing. 



The company that was healthy becomes terminal. 



The debt isn't meant to be paid back. 



It's meant to justify everything that comes next: asset sales, fee extraction, dividend recapitalizations, eventual bankruptcy. 



Debt-loading is legal.

It's documented in SEC filings.

It's taught in business schools as "financial engineering." 



But strip away the jargon and it's simple: destroy a healthy company by forcing it to pay for its own acquisition. 



Defensive Moat: Something competitors can’t copy. Extractors don’t build moats. They build walls. Then charge rent to cross. 



Deleveraging: Paying down debt. Sounds responsible. Actually means: “We loaded this company with so much debt it’s about to collapse. Better extract what we can before bankruptcy.” 



Democratizing: Taking something that worked fine and adding venture capital. “We’re democratizing real estate investment” means “We’re letting regular people fund housing extraction.” 



Denominator Effect: When your portfolio shrinks and allocations get out of whack. Limited partners use this as an excuse to stop sending money to venture capitalists who lost it all. 



Digital Identity: One ID for everything. Banking, healthcare, travel, voting. Sounds convenient until the reality becomes clear: every transaction tracked, every movement monitored, every dissent noted. The World Economic Forum promotes it. Tech companies (run by Young Global Leaders) build it. Governments (run by Young Global Leaders) enforce it. The inner circle completes. China already has it paired with social credit scores. Act up, money taken down. 



Dilution: When your ownership percentage decreases. Founders experience dilution every funding round. By Series E they own 3% of something worth less than they started with. 



Disruption: Losing money at scale until competitors die. Then raising prices above where they started. Uber “disrupted” taxis. Rides now cost more and drivers make less. That’s not disruption. That’s extraction with an app. 



Distressed Debt: Buying loans from struggling companies for pennies on the dollar. Then forcing bankruptcy. Then buying the assets for nothing. Legal vulture capitalism. 



Distressed Debt Funds: Vultures that feed on leveraged buyout casualties. 



When LBOs fail, distressed debt funds buy the debt for 20 cents on the dollar. 



Take control in bankruptcy.

Strip remaining assets.

Leave nothing. 



Oaktree Capital manages $166 billion in distressed debt, feeding on LBO casualties. 



Apollo Global started in Drexel Burnham Lambert's ashes, now worth $500 billion, built on buying destruction. 



The ecosystem requires LBOs to create corpses.

Distressed debt funds profit from the carnage. 



They don't cause the failure.

They just ensure nothing survives it. 



When private equity loads a company with debt and it collapses, distressed debt funds buy the wreckage and extract what's left. 



The company dies twice.

First from the LBO.

Then from the vultures. 



"Distressed debt investing" sounds like rescue. 



It's scavenging. 



Down Round: When a company raises money at a lower valuation than before. Instant losses for recent investors. Happens when the previous valuation was fictional. 



Dry Powder: Uninvested capital sitting in a fund. Sounds ready for action. Actually means the fund is so big it can’t find deals worth investing in. Or the deals available are so overpriced that even extractors won’t pay. $2+ trillion in dry powder globally means the extraction economy raised money it can’t deploy. Sit on it too long and LPs get angry. Deploy it badly and returns collapse. Either way, dry powder is a sign the pyramid scheme hit its limit. 



Due Diligence: Reading the financial statements. Or in 2021 venture capital terms: “What’s due diligence?” 
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Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization (EBITDA): Fake earnings. Real earnings include interest and taxes. That's why extractors prefer EBITDA. It makes bad businesses look profitable. 



Economies of Scale: The theory that bigger companies are more efficient. In extraction terms: “We bought everyone, now we can raise prices.” 



Efficient Market Hypothesis: Theory that stock prices reflect all available information and nobody can consistently beat the market. Created by Eugene Fama at University of Chicago. Used to justify: doing nothing (just buy index funds), paying executives in stock options (market knows best), and ignoring obvious bubbles (prices are always right). If markets are perfectly efficient, why do bubbles happen? Why did the market price Theranos at $9 billion? Why did crypto reach $3 trillion then crash 70%? The hypothesis works great in economics papers. Fails constantly in reality. But it gave extractors academic cover to claim markets are rational even while they manipulate them. “The market has spoken” means “Stop asking questions about obvious fraud.” 



Efficiency Gains: Layoffs. 



Efficiency Review: Process where consultants analyze your organization and identify “redundancies.” Translation: they figure out who to fire. Usually conducted by people who’ve never done your job. Always results in layoffs. Never improves actual efficiency. 



Expense: What shareholder value theory calls employee training, development, and investment in people. “Training is an expense that hurts margins.” Translation: “Teaching workers new skills costs money this quarter. Fire them instead.” Under extraction logic, anything spent on humans who aren’t directly generating revenue today is waste. Never mind they might generate revenue tomorrow. The quarterly earnings call is in 90 days. 



Exit Strategy: How investors plan to extract money from your company. Usually means: sell to a bigger fool or dump shares on the public. 



Extraction: Taking value without creating value. The core philosophy of modern business. See: this entire book. 
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Fiduciary Duty: Legal obligation to act in someone’s best interest. Somehow interpreted to mean: “Maximize this quarter’s stock price by any means necessary.” 



Financial Engineering: Making money by restructuring debt instead of building things. Real engineers build bridges. Financial engineers build collapses. 



Fire Drill: McKinsey euphemism for destroying evidence. “It probably makes sense to have a fire drill on emails in preparation for future subpoenas.” Not an actual emergency evacuation. Code for: delete the incriminating documents before investigators arrive. The phrase appeared in internal McKinsey emails during the opioid crisis when they realized their “turbocharging” advice had created 700,000 deaths. Partners suggested a “fire drill” to purge emails showing they calculated the dollar value of overdoses ($14,810 per “event”). The cover-up was as optimized as the extraction. Even their document destruction had corporate jargon. When consultants say “fire drill,” they don’t mean practice evacuating the building. They mean eliminating evidence of what they advised inside it. 



Financial Inclusion: World Economic Forum term for “inclusion in a system they control completely.” Central Bank Digital Currencies called “financial inclusion.” Means: everyone forced into trackable, programmable, freezable money. Can’t opt out. Can’t use cash. Included whether you want it or not. 



Focus on Core Competencies: Firing everyone who isn’t directly making money today. Ignore that they might be building what makes money tomorrow. 



Free Cash Flow: Money left after expenses. Extractors love free cash flow. Not to invest. To extract. 



Founder-friendly: venture capital term meaning “We’ll screw you slightly less than other venture capitalists.” Still screwing you. Just with a smile. 



Friedman Doctrine: Milton Friedman's 1970 essay claiming "The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits." 



Not law.

Not legislation. 



Just one economist's opinion published in The New York Times Magazine. 



But business schools taught it as gospel.

Wall Street repeated it as doctrine.

Lawyers cited it as precedent. 



Over 50 years, opinion morphed into "law." 



The doctrine claims corporate executives are employees of shareholders with one responsibility: making shareholders money. 



Anything else is socialism. 



Extractors weaponized it: "We're legally required to maximize shareholder value." 



Except the law never required it. 



Friedman wrote what executives "should" do, not what they're "legally required" to do. 



He said conduct business "in accordance with their desires" — which could be anything. 



Patagonia's owners desired environmental protection.

In-N-Out desired quality over growth.

Costco desired paying workers above market rates. 



All consistent with Friedman's actual argument. 



But extractors ignored that part. 



They kept the "maximize profits" headline and discarded the nuance. 



The Friedman Doctrine became the legal lie that justified every extraction. 



Fire 10,000 workers? Friedman Doctrine.

Accept the buyout? Friedman Doctrine.

Cut R&D for quarterly earnings? Friedman Doctrine. 



The most profitable lie ever told. 



Not because it was true. 



Because it sounded official enough that nobody questioned it. 
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Ghost Town: What extraction leaves behind. Main Street with empty storefronts. Factories that closed after private equity buyout. Towns where Walmart came, killed local retail, then left. The human cost of extraction measured in boarded windows and “For Lease” signs. Extractors call this “market forces.” The people who live there call it what happened after private equity arrived. 



Golden Handcuffs: Compensation that traps you. 



Two versions: founders and employees. 



For founders: 



When private equity buys a business, they offer a deal: sell for 5-8x revenue, stay on for 3-5 years as an employee, earn a retention bonus upon completing the term. 



Sounds generous. 



Actually: the cash from the sale gets taxed heavily and spent quickly. 



The retention bonus is large enough the founder can't walk away.

The non-compete clause prevents leaving.

The performance quotas make the job miserable. 



Most realize the mistake within 6 months. 



But the golden handcuffs are locked. 



Can't afford to quit (retention bonus too big to lose).

Can't practice elsewhere (non-compete traps them geographically).

Can't fix what's being destroyed (private equity controls decisions). 



So they stay. 



Extracting from the community they built.

Watching quality collapse.

Implementing quotas they hate. 



For employees: 



At age 30, making $400,000 a year at McKinsey or Goldman or private equity, with mortgage, private school tuition, and lifestyle built around that income, taking a $150,000 pay cut to build something becomes impossible. 



Not just financially.

Psychologically. 



Their entire identity built on this career.

Their entire social network people who do the same thing.

Their entire skill set extraction skills. 



They're 35 years old. 



They know how to model leveraged buyouts.

They can't build a birdhouse. 



The golden handcuffs locked when the money looked good. 



By the time they realize extraction isn't building, they can't afford to leave. 



The "golden" handcuffs feel like regular handcuffs. 



Just more expensive to unlock. 



Governance: Rules about who controls what. In extraction terms: “We own 20% but control 60% of the board and all major decisions.” 



Great Reset: World Economic Forum book/initiative launched during COVID. Official pitch: “Use the crisis to reshape capitalism.” Translation: Use the pandemic to accelerate extraction. Billionaire wealth increased 54% during lockdowns. Small businesses closed permanently. The Summit called it “building back better.” They built their wealth back better. 



Greenfield: Starting something new. Extractors hate greenfield. Building requires time and risk. They prefer buying something that works and destroying it. 



Growth Equity: Late-stage venture capital funding. Also called: “We’re buying in at the peak and hoping for a greater fool.” 



Growth Hacking: Spending investor money on customer acquisition at unsustainable rates. Then calling it innovation. 
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Hockey Stick Growth: Growth projections that look like a hockey stick. Flat for years, then sudden explosion upward. Never happens. But great for raising money. 



Hold Period: How long private equity plans to own a company. Usually 3-5 years. Just long enough to extract everything valuable and dump it. 



Human Capital: Employees. Calling them "capital" makes it easier to eliminate them. You don't fire people. You "optimize capital allocation." 



Human Assets: What delivery apps call their drivers. 



Not employees.

Not contractors.

Not partners. 



Assets. 



DoorDash, Uber Eats, Instacart—they all use this internally. 



"Human assets" can be deployed, optimized, reallocated. 



They depreciate over time (burn out). 



They can be replaced when efficiency drops. 



They're line items on spreadsheets tracking cost per delivery. 



The term reveals everything. 



Drivers aren't people building careers. 



They're temporary resources to extract value from until a better asset (autonomous vehicles) replaces them. 



When delivery apps say "scaling our human asset network," they mean: "recruiting more people we'll pay minimum rates until robots work." 



The language isn't accidental. 



It's designed to dehumanize so extraction feels like optimization. 



See also: Desperation Score, Benefit Fee. 



Hurdle Rate: Minimum return required before general partners collect their 20% carry. Usually 8%. Sounds fair until the reality becomes clear: they collect 2% annual fees whether they clear the hurdle or not. 



Hutzpah (also spelled chutzpah): Yiddish word meaning audacious nerve, shameless boldness. Wall Street appropriated it to describe the balls required for extraction without justification. “After Gekko, it just required hutzpah.” The irony: using a Jewish term to celebrate the kind of predatory capitalism that destroys communities. 
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Incentive Alignment: Structuring deals so everyone loses except the people who structured the deal. 



Innovation: Anything new. Extractors love saying this word. Rarely doing it. 



Institutional Knowledge: Everything employees know that isn’t written down. Usually lost during “restructuring.” Then rediscovered at great expense. Or never rediscovered and the company collapses. 



Internal Rate of Return (IRR): How venture capitalists measure returns. Highly gameable. Can be inflated by timing tricks and creative accounting. Perfect for making bad investments look good. 



Initial Public Offering (IPO): When a company sells shares to the public. Also when early investors and founders extract money from later investors who don't know the business peaked. 
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Juicing: Making numbers look better through accounting tricks. “We juiced EBITDA by capitalizing operating expenses.” Translation: “We lied on the books.” 
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Key Performance Indicators (KPIs): Metrics that supposedly predict success. In extraction terms: numbers that look good while the business dies. 



Killing It: Making money. Or claiming to make money. Or raising money while losing money. In extraction economy, all three mean the same thing. 
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Lean Operations: Firing everyone except the minimum needed to keep the lights on. Also called: “One person gets sick and everything collapses.” 



Leaving Money on the Table: What extractors say when companies charge fair prices instead of maximum prices. "You're leaving money on the table!" Translation: "You could be extracting more." 



Costco "leaves money on the table" with 11% markups and $1.50 hot dogs. Result: $400 billion company with 90%+ customer renewal. Meanwhile extractors who "captured all the value" are bankrupt. 



Leaving money on the table is actually leaving money in customers' pockets. They come back. Forever. Turns out the table that matters is the one 20 years from now, not this quarter. 



Leprino Foods: The monopoly nobody's heard of. 



Controls 85% of mozzarella cheese in America. 



Supplies every pizza chain, every Italian restaurant, every frozen pizza. 



Papa John's, Domino's, Pizza Hut, Hot Pockets — all Leprino cheese. 



That "artisanal" pizza place? Same cheese as Pizza Hut. 



The monopoly works through patents: 



Leprino owns 50+ patents on cheese manufacturing processes. 



Not cheese itself, but how to make it melt properly, stretch correctly, brown evenly, freeze without breaking down. 



Want cheese that doesn't separate when reheated? Leprino patent.

Need mozzarella that browns in conveyor ovens? Leprino patent. 



Other manufacturers can't compete — the patents block them. 



Make similar cheese? Patent lawsuit.

Make different cheese? Doesn't perform for restaurant applications. 



So restaurants buy Leprino.

Through Sysco.

At whatever price Leprino sets. 



The monopoly stays invisible by design: no consumer products, no retail presence, business-to-business only. 



Customers eating pizza have no idea.

Restaurants know but can't escape.

Food critics don't investigate ingredient sourcing. 



85% market share. 50+ patents.

Zero visibility. 



The most successful monopoly is the one nobody knows exists. 



Labor Arbitrage: Replacing expensive workers with cheap workers. 



"We're pursuing labor arbitrage opportunities" means "We're firing Americans and hiring overseas contractors at 1/10th the cost." 



Consultants love this term because it sounds like smart economics instead of mass layoffs. 



The arbitrage: workers in Country A earn $60K, workers in Country B earn $6K, pay Country B workers, pocket the difference, call it optimization. 



Quality collapses.

Institutional knowledge disappears.

Products fail. 



But the spreadsheet looked great for two quarters. 



See also: Cost Optimization, Margin Improvement. 



Leverage: Borrowing money. Private equity loves leverage. They borrow 90% to buy companies. Companies pay the interest. Private equity keeps the upside. 



Leveraged Buyout (LBO): Buying a company mostly with borrowed money. The company pays the debt. Buyers extract the profits. If it fails, the company goes bankrupt. Buyers keep the fees. 



Liability: What shareholder value theory calls employee benefits, healthcare, pensions. “Benefits are a liability on the balance sheet.” Translation: “Keeping workers healthy costs money. Cut coverage.” Under extraction accounting, taking care of humans who build your company is a negative. A cost to minimize. A burden to shed. Never mind they might stay longer, work better, build more. The quarterly report shows liabilities, not loyalty. 



Lifestyle Business: Derogatory term venture capitalists use for profitable companies that don't need investors. 



"That's just a lifestyle business" means "The founder makes $500K annually, owns 100%, works 30 hours weekly, and answers to nobody. We can't extract from that." 



A lifestyle business is what the extraction economy calls freedom. 



It's not venture-scale because it doesn't need venture capital. 



It's not disruptive because it solves real problems for real customers at fair prices. 



It's sustainable, profitable, and controlled by the person who built it. 



Everything venture capital claims to want but actually despises. 



Because you can't extract fees from a business that doesn't need you. 



Limited Partner (LP): The people who actually fund private equity and venture capital. They take all the risk. General partners take fees and carry. LPs would be better off buying index funds. 



Liquidation Preference: Term that ensures investors get paid before founders during an exit. Usually 1x. Sometimes 2x or 3x. Means founders can build a $100M company and get nothing if venture capitalists structured it right. 



Loyalty: What shareholder value theory calls “inefficiency.” “Employee loyalty is inefficient. We can replace them with cheaper workers.” Translation: “Workers who stay 20 years expect raises, benefits, respect. Fire them. Hire cheaper.” Under extraction logic, dedication to the company that pays you is a character flaw. Commitment is a liability. Tenure is waste. Better to churn through disposable workers who cost less. Never mind they built the company. Never mind they know how things work. The spreadsheet says loyalty is expensive. 
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Moral Failure: What extractors call it when poor people don't pay debts. 



Same action as "strategic default" but committed by people without lawyers. 



A worker who stops paying credit card bills after medical bankruptcy: moral failure. 



A billionaire who walks away from $7 billion in casino debt: strategic default. 



The words reveal the game. 



One is character judgment.

The other is business decision. 



Poverty gets moralized.

Wealth gets strategized. 



When a nurse can't pay hospital bills from her own heart attack, extractors call it personal responsibility and moral failure. 



When Trump doesn't pay contractors who built his towers, extractors call it leverage and negotiation. 



The debt is the same.

The inability to pay is the same. 



Only the bank account balance determines whether you're immoral or strategic. 



Moral failure is what the extraction economy calls bankruptcy when you're not rich enough to afford the better terminology. 



Management Buyout (MBO): When executives team up with private equity to buy their own company. 



Sounds better than "hostile takeover." 



Sounds like management taking control. 



Actually means management becoming complicit in extraction. 



Same scam as any leveraged buyout. 



Management gets 10%.

Private equity gets 90%. 



The company gets loaded with debt.

Fees get extracted.

Workers get fired. 



Eventually the company gets destroyed. 



But now the executives cooperate because their golden parachutes depend on it. 



Dell did this. Michael Dell and Silver Lake Partners loaded it with $67 billion in debt. 



Hilton did this. Blackstone loaded it with $26 billion. 



Management buyouts aren't management saving companies. 



They're management selling out their employees for a cut of the extraction. 



The executives who built careers at the company betray everyone who works there. 



They fire colleagues they've known for decades.

Raid pensions of workers who trusted them. 



All for 10% of the take. 



Management buyouts are what you call it when the guards join the thieves. 



Management Fee: 2% of committed capital. Every year. For 10 years. Whether the fund performs or not. The real business model for venture capitalists and private equity. 



Margin Improvement: Increasing profit margins by cutting costs. Sounds like good business. Actually means: reduce quality, fire experienced workers, use cheaper materials, eliminate service, and hope customers don't notice before the exit. 



"We achieved 500 basis points of margin improvement" translates to "We cut so many corners the product barely works, but it'll take 18 months for customers to figure it out and by then we'll have sold the company." 



Consultants present margin improvement as strategy. It's just extraction with math. See also: Cost Optimization, Labor Arbitrage. 



Market-rate Compensation: Pay that’s below what the person was making before. “We’re adjusting you to market rate” means “We’re cutting your salary and calling it alignment.” 



Marking to Market: Adjusting valuations based on current market conditions. Also called “marking to make-believe” when venture capitalists value unicorns that can’t exit. 



Meritocracy: The belief that success comes from skill and hard work. Used by extractors to justify why they’re rich and others aren’t. Ignores timing, luck, inheritance, and rigged systems. 



Moat: Competitive advantage. Extractors don’t build moats. They buy companies that have moats, then extract value until the moat disappears. 



Monopsony: Market with only one buyer. Opposite of monopoly. When private equity rolls up all veterinary clinics in a city, there’s one buyer for vet techs. Can’t negotiate wages. Can’t leave for competitors. Workers are captive. Wages stay flat while profits soar. Economics textbooks say monopsony is rare. Extraction economy made it standard. 



Multi-Stakeholder Governance: World Economic Forum term for oligarchy. Corporate leaders making policy decisions without democratic process. Also known as: public-private partnerships, corporate coordination, stakeholder capitalism. History calls it: oligarchy. Means: Banking CEOs decide financial regulations, Tech CEOs decide content rules, Pharma CEOs decide health policy. Governments implement what Summit members decide. Private decision, public enforcement. 



Multiple: How many times earnings (or revenue, or EBITDA) someone paid for a company. High multiples mean overpaying. Or in venture capital terms: “Normal pricing.” 



Money Heaven: The fantasy extractors sell to founders. "Take our money! It's raining from the sky! No strings attached!" Reality: Every dollar from venture capital comes with strings. Growth targets. Board seats. Liquidation preferences. Exit pressure. 



Money heaven is actually money hell with better marketing. The cash feels free when it arrives. The bill comes due when founders try to exit. Or when they can't. 



Builders know: the only free money is profit from customers who value what gets built. 
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"Never Let a Good Crisis Go to Waste": Extractor motto. 



Attributed to Rahm Emanuel (Obama's Chief of Staff) during 2008 financial crisis. 



Means: when people are desperate, vulnerable, and distracted, that's the perfect time to extract. 



Financial crisis? Buy assets cheap.

Pandemic? Consolidate industries.

Natural disaster? Raise prices.

War? Profit from reconstruction. 



The crisis hurts everyone else. 



Extractors see opportunity. 



Not empathy.

Not help.

Extraction. 



Every crisis becomes a profit mechanism. 



Hurricane destroys homes? Private equity buys the land.

Recession causes unemployment? Lower wages.

Bank collapse? Bail out banks, extract from taxpayers. 



Extractors don't cause every crisis. 



But they profit from all of them. 



That's not opportunism. 



That's sociopathy with a business plan. 



Network Effects: When a product gets better as more people use it. Real for some businesses (phones, social networks). Claimed by every startup. True for almost none. 



Non-Compete Clause: The cage that closes after the check clears. 



When private equity buys your dental practice, the pitch sounds perfect: cash out at 5-8x revenue, stay on as an employee, keep seeing patients, no more administrative headaches. 



What they don't mention: 



The non-compete clause that traps you for 3-5 years within 25-50 miles.

The performance quotas that start immediately.

The scripted upselling required.

The extraction metrics tracked daily. 



Dentist realizes the horror within months: pushing crowns patients don't need, recommending procedures for profit not health. 



Tries to quit.

Can't. 



The non-compete traps them. 



Can't open another practice.

Can't work for competitors. 



The cash from the sale? Gone to taxes and lifestyle inflation. 



So they stay. 



Extracting from patients they've known for decades. 



The funeral director reads scripts to widows.

The vet recommends $4,000 treatments for $400 problems. 



All trapped by the clause they signed when the money looked good. 



Private equity calls it "protecting our investment." 



Translation: "We own you for 3-5 years and you'll extract for us whether you want to or not." 



Non-core Assets: Anything we can sell for cash. Buildings. Equipment. Subsidiaries. Doesn’t matter if they’re useful. We need cash now. 
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Omelette: “You can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.” What extractors say to justify layoffs, bankruptcies, destroyed communities. The eggs are people’s lives. The omelette never gets made. Or when it does, extractors eat it and workers get shells. 



Operational Efficiency: Consultant-speak for "fire people until barely functional." 



Circuit City fired 3,400 highest-paid sales staff for "operational efficiency." 



Sales collapsed.

Company died. 



Nursing homes cut staff to "minimum legal levels" for "operational efficiency." 



One nurse for 30 patients. 



Patients develop bedsores.

Infections.

Falls.

Die. 



But the spreadsheet looks better. 



That's what matters. 



When extractors say "operational efficiency," they mean: cut what keeps things running, extract the difference, blame failure on "market conditions." 



Real efficiency means doing more with less waste. 



Extraction efficiency means doing less with fewer people and calling the carnage "optimization." 



See also: Rightsizing, Span and Layer Adjustments, Efficiency Gains. 



Operational Synergies: Private equity's favorite merger justification. 



Translation: "We're loading both companies with shared debt while extracting fees." 



When Castle Harlan merged Famous Dave's and Don Pablo's in 2006, they called it "operational synergies." 



Two regional comfort food chains combined to create "efficiencies." 



Actually meant: one shared debt pile, one set of extraction fees, one bankruptcy when it collapsed. 



The synergy isn't operational.

It's extractional. 



Combine supply chains to squeeze vendors.

Merge back offices to fire people.

Consolidate real estate to sell locations. 



Every "synergy" means someone loses their job or their business. 



The only thing that synergizes is the extraction. 



Private equity gets fees coming and going. 



Management fees for the merger.

Success fees for "creating value." Monitoring fees for "operational improvement." 



The companies get debt.

Employees get layoffs.

Communities get closed locations. 



But the PowerPoint showed beautiful synergies. 



That's what matters. 



See also: Economies of Scale, Consolidation, Strategic Merger. 



Opportunistic: What extractors call themselves when explaining why they loaded debt on a healthy company during a crisis. “We’re opportunistic investors” means “We exploit vulnerable situations.” Michael Saylor used this describing MicroStrategy’s debt-funded Bitcoin buying spree. Opportunistic sounds strategic. Professional. Measured. Actually means: saw someone bleeding, took what they had, called it timing. When extractors say “we’re being opportunistic,” translate it: “We’re extracting from people who can’t defend themselves right now.” 



Optimization: Making something work better. Or in extraction terms: Cutting costs until barely functional. Consultants love this word. “We’re optimizing operations” means “We’re firing people and calling it progress.” McKinsey’s favorite euphemism for elimination. When they say “optimization,” they mean layoffs. When they say “operational optimization,” they mean mass layoffs. The word sounds scientific, strategic, inevitable. Actually it’s just extraction dressed as improvement. See also: Rightsizing, Synergy Capture, Span and Layer Adjustments. 



Overhead: Employees who don’t generate revenue. Also known as: everyone who keeps the business running but isn’t in sales. 
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Participation Rights: Investor terms that let them get paid twice. Once with their preferred shares. Again with common shares. Founders get paid zero times if investors structured it correctly. 



Pivot: Admitting the original idea failed while pretending it’s strategic. “We’re pivoting to enterprise” means “Consumers don’t want this and we’re desperate.” 



Planned Obsolescence: Designing products to fail on schedule. Extract once when customer buys. Extract again when it breaks. Extract forever through forced upgrades. iPhone batteries that degrade. Printers that stop after exact page counts. Appliances that die after warranty expires. Textbooks say it’s “innovation cycles.” Reality: it’s scheduled extraction. The repair movement fights it. Right to Repair legislation threatens it. Extractors call durability “leaving money on the table.” Builders call planned obsolescence “betraying customers.” Patagonia builds gear to last decades. Apple builds phones to last two years. One extracts. One builds. The choice reveals everything. 



Platform: Business model where you own nothing but extract from people who use your service. Uber doesn’t own cars. Airbnb doesn’t own rooms. They just extract fees. 



Portfolio Optimization: Private equity term for selling good companies and bankrupting bad ones. The portfolio survives. Half the companies don’t. 



Portfolio Theory: Venture capital's justification for funding 100 companies knowing 99 will fail. 



The pitch: "We diversify across many investments to reduce risk." 



The reality: "We need 99 failures to make the 1 winner look good." 



Real portfolio theory (from Harry Markowitz, 1952) says: diversify investments to reduce volatility while maintaining returns. 



Buy stocks, bonds, real estate.

When one drops, others rise. 



Net result: steady growth, lower risk. 



Venture capital perverted this into: fund 100 startups, 99 die, 1 returns 1000X, call it portfolio management. 



That's not diversification. 



That's a lottery ticket strategy dressed in academic language. 



The original portfolio theory reduced risk through non-correlation. 



venture capital portfolio theory creates risk through deliberate destruction. 



Markowitz won a Nobel Prize for showing how to build stable portfolios. 



venture capitalists borrowed his terminology to justify unstable gambling. 



Real portfolio theory: buy assets that move independently. 



venture capital portfolio theory: destroy 99 companies to create the story that justifies the 1 winner. 



When venture capitalists say "portfolio theory," they mean: "We're going to lose your money 99 times and hope the 100th pays for everything." 



When Markowitz said portfolio theory, he meant: "Don't put all your eggs in one basket." 



venture capitalists heard: "Break 99 baskets to make the 1 egg look bigger." 



Power Law: Venture capital's mathematical justification for systematic destruction. 



The theory: in some distributions, a tiny number of extreme outcomes generate all the returns. 



One Facebook pays for 99 failed companies. 



venture capitalists worship this.

They throw it around like gospel. 



"Power law dynamics justify our model!" 



Translation: "We need 99 companies to die so the 1 winner looks good." 



But here's what they don't say: 



The power law doesn't require destruction. 



It describes outcome distributions in nature, networks, creativity. 



Bezos didn't need 99 other booksellers to fail for Amazon to succeed. 



Zuckerberg didn't require 99 social networks to die for Facebook to work. 



The power law observed phenomenon. 



venture capitalists turned it into business model. 



They claim power law dynamics are inevitable in venture capital. 



Actually: venture capitalists create the power law by design. 



They deliberately fund too many companies (artificial scarcity).

They deliberately structure 4-tier sorting (acquihire pipeline, zombie hoard, fast failures, unicorn hunt).

They deliberately extract regardless of outcome (fees from all tiers). 



The 99% failure rate isn't natural power law distribution. 



It's manufactured extraction. 



In nature, power laws emerge from networks and probability. 



In venture capital, power laws emerge from fee structures and liquidation preferences. 



The math is the same.

The cause is opposite. 



venture capitalists don't discover power laws.

They enforce them. 



Then call it inevitable. 



The greatest trick venture capitalists ever pulled was convincing founders that 99% failure is mathematical law instead of business model choice. 



Preference Stack: All the ways investors get paid before founders. Liquidation preferences. Participation rights. Dividends. By the time everyone else gets paid, founders get nothing. 



Pro Rata Rights: Investor right to invest in future rounds. Keeps ownership from diluting. Also used by venture capitalists to double down on winners and bail on losers. 



Public-Private Partnership: Government partnering with corporations to deliver services. Sounds efficient. Becomes extraction. Every single time. Who writes the contracts? Corporate lawyers. Who defines success metrics? Corporate consultants. Who profits from delivery? Corporations. Who takes the risk? Governments (meaning taxpayers). Who gets blamed when it fails? Governments. Perfect extraction structure. Socialize the losses. Privatize the profits. Call it partnership. The World Economic Forum promotes this heavily. Young Global Leaders become cabinet ministers. They approve contracts with companies advised by other Forum members. Everyone extracts. Taxpayers pay. The Forum connects government leaders with corporate executives. They don’t need corruption. They built the system where extraction is the official process. Public-private partnerships aren’t partnerships. They’re extraction with government enforcement. 
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Quantitative Analysis: Making decisions based on numbers instead of judgment. Sounds smart. Usually just removes accountability. “The model said to eliminate you. I don’t make the rules.” 



Quantitative Easing (QE): When central banks create money from nothing and buy government bonds or other assets. Called “easing” to sound gentle. Actually: printing trillions of dollars and injecting them into financial markets. The 2008 financial crisis triggered $4 trillion in QE. COVID triggered another $5 trillion. The money went to banks, asset owners, and the already-rich. Not to workers. Not to small businesses. Not to communities. Asset prices soared. Stocks hit records. Real estate became unaffordable. The Fed called it “unconventional monetary policy.” Translation: printing money to bail out extractors while calling it stimulus. It eased the pain for Wall Street. Made it worse for everyone else. Quantitative easing is what you call extraction when the government does it. 
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Ramen Profitable: Making barely enough revenue to survive. venture capitalists claim founders should accept this for years. venture capitalists themselves collect millions in annual fees. 



Rational Choice Theory: Economic theory claiming humans always make logical decisions to maximize self-interest. Created by Gary Becker at University of Chicago. Used to justify: greed is rational (selfish behavior is optimal), altruism is irrational (helping others is inefficient), and extraction is inevitable (everyone would extract if they could). The theory assumes humans are calculating machines. Ignores emotions, ethics, community, legacy, meaning. Under rational choice theory, the person who extracts most efficiently is most rational. The person who builds sustainably is irrational. Cooperation is irrational unless it maximizes individual gain. Generosity is market failure. The theory works great for justifying extraction. Fails at explaining why anyone ever builds anything lasting, helps strangers, or sacrifices for principles. But it gave extractors academic permission to call selfishness “rationality.” 



Rationalization: Firing people across multiple companies you bought. “We’re rationalizing the combined workforce” means “We bought three companies and eliminated everyone who looked redundant.” 



Recapitalization (Recap): Restructuring debt and equity. Usually means: early investors cash out, late investors get diluted, employees get wiped out. 



Reinventors: What companies call employees during mass restructuring. “We’re all reinventors now” means “We’re making you reapply for your own job with lower pay and worse benefits.” The term appeared during corporate “transformation initiatives” — usually after private equity acquisition or consultant intervention. Translation: Your job still exists. Your salary doesn’t. The security doesn’t. The benefits don’t. But now you get a fancy title that sounds like innovation. You’re not getting fired. You’re getting “reinvented.” Accenture, IBM, and other extraction-friendly corporations love this term. Sounds empowering. Actually means: “We’re cutting costs but making you feel like it’s opportunity.” Real reinvention builds new skills and capabilities. Extraction reinvention cuts compensation and calls it evolution. When HR says “we’re all reinventors,” start updating your resume. 



Restructuring: Layoffs. Plus selling assets. Plus loading debt. Basically extraction with a plan. 



Return on Investment (ROI): Money made divided by money invested. Simple for actual businesses. Complicated for private equity. Because if you include fees, most ROI is negative. 



Rightsizing: The opposite of what it sounds like. “We’re rightsizing the organization” means “We hired too many people, now we’re firing them.” Consulting firms use this term to dress up layoffs. The premise: the organization was the “wrong size” and consultants determined the “right size” through analysis. Actually: they counted headcount, applied arbitrary ratios, eliminated whoever looked redundant on spreadsheets. McKinsey invented this term to make mass layoffs sound like precision engineering instead of human destruction. When they say “rightsizing,” they mean layoffs. When they say “organizational rightsizing,” they mean mass layoffs. The word implies there’s a scientifically correct size for every organization. There isn’t. There’s just whatever size makes the spreadsheet look better this quarter. See also: Optimization, Span and Layer Adjustments, Synergy Capture. 



Roll-up: Private equity strategy of buying every small competitor in an industry. Then combining them into one company. Eliminate “redundancies” (fire everyone who looks duplicate). Raise prices (no competition left). Extract maximum cash. Load with debt. Either sell to bigger fool or bankruptcy. The playbook: buy 47 veterinary clinics, combine into one corporate chain, double prices, cut quality, call it “economies of scale.” Textbooks say consolidation creates efficiency. Reality: it creates monopolies and extracts from captive customers. 



Rollup: See “Roll-up.” Same extraction, different spelling. 



Runway: How long before the money runs out. “We have 18 months of runway” means “We have 12 months before panic sets in.” 
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Safe Haven Investing: What financial institutions call buying U.S. Treasury bonds that pay negative real returns. 



Strategic Default: What extractors call it when rich people don't pay debts. 



Donald Trump walked away from $5 billion in bankruptcy filings across 6 separate companies. 



Still flies private.

Still owns golf courses.

Still lives in gold-plated penthouses. 



Called "strategic default." 



A teacher in Ohio declares bankruptcy once from medical bills while insured. 



Loses her house, her car, her credit for a decade. 



Called "moral failure." 



Same law.

Different terminology. 



The words do the work. 



"Strategic" sounds calculated, intelligent, business-savvy. 



Like a chess move.

Corporate restructuring.

Financial optimization. 



The kind of decision Harvard writes case studies about. 



"Moral failure" sounds like character defect, personal weakness, inability to adult properly. 



Shame-worthy.

Avoidable if they'd just been more responsible. 



But the action is identical: not paying money owed. 



The only difference is the bank account balance when you do it. 



Rich people get strategy.

Poor people get morality. 



Billionaires "strategically default" and keep their mansions. 



Workers "morally fail" and lose everything. 



The bankruptcy code is the same. 



The language reveals who wrote it. 



When extractors can't pay, they're being strategic. 



When workers can't pay, they're being failures. 



Strategic default is the term that lets rich people do what poor people get destroyed for. 



Safe Haven Investing: What financial institutions call buying U.S. Treasury bonds that pay negative real returns. 



"Treasury bonds are safe haven investments" means "You're guaranteed to lose money to inflation, but at least you'll lose it predictably." 



In 2023, 10-year Treasuries yielded 4% while inflation ran 6%. 



Real return: negative 2%. 



Pension funds call this "safe." Retirees call it "getting robbed slowly." 



The "haven" protects against volatility. 



Not against extraction. 



Banks love safe haven investing because it means: customers accept guaranteed losses rather than risk uncertain gains. 



Perfect for extraction. 



The safest investment is the one where extractors take your money legally, consistently, and with your permission. 



You get safety.

They get yield. 



But the "safety" is financial, not economic. 



You won't lose everything overnight. 



You'll just lose purchasing power every year. 



Forever. 



Safe haven investing is what you call it when the victim chooses the extraction. 



Sale-Leaseback: When private equity sells the land a company owns and leases it back at inflated rent. 



The playbook: buy a restaurant chain that owns its locations, sell the real estate to a REIT (Real Estate Investment Trust) for cash, use the cash to pay dividends to themselves, make the restaurant pay rent forever on land it used to own. 



The company goes from asset owner to tenant.

The balance sheet looks lighter.

The cash flow gets extracted.

The rent never stops. 



Red Lobster did this in 2014 when Golden Gate Capital sold 500+ locations to American Realty Capital for $1.5 billion. 



The restaurants that owned their land became renters.

The rent was set above market rates.

The leases locked them in for decades. 



When seafood costs rose and customers disappeared, Red Lobster couldn't cut rent. 



It was contractual. 



The company filed for bankruptcy in 2024 while still paying rent on land it used to own. 



Private equity extracted $1.5 billion in real estate value. 



Left the company with permanent rent obligations. 



That's the beauty of sale-leaseback for extractors: convert equity into debt, extract the equity as dividends, leave the debt on the company forever. 



The cash is one-time.

The rent is permanent. 



Toys "R" Us did it.

Payless ShoeSource did it.

Shopko did it. 



All filed for bankruptcy while paying rent on their former property. 



Sale-leaseback sounds like smart financial engineering. 



"Unlocking value from underutilized real estate." 



Translation: selling the foundation and charging rent to stand on it. 



When private equity does a sale-leaseback, they're not optimizing the balance sheet. 



They're extracting the real estate value and converting owned assets into rental obligations. 



The company that owned land becomes a tenant.

The private equity firm that bought it collects cash.

The REIT collects rent. 



Forever. 



Sale-leaseback is extraction with a 30-year lease. 



Scalability: Ability to grow without proportionally increasing costs. Real for software. Claimed by everyone. True for almost no one. 



Sharing Economy: Rebranding extraction as community. 



"We're building the sharing economy" means "We're turning ownership into subscriptions and calling it progress." 



Airbnb doesn't let you share your home.

It turns housing into short-term rental extraction. 



Uber doesn't let you share rides.

It turns drivers into gig workers with no benefits. 



The "sharing economy" shares nothing. 



It extracts from asset owners (take 20-30% of every transaction), from workers (no healthcare, no overtime, no job security), and from communities (hotels lose business, housing becomes expensive, taxis go bankrupt). 



But "sharing" sounds nice. 



Better than "platform extraction economy." 



The World Economic Forum loves this term. 



Their 2030 vision: "You'll own nothing and be happy." 



Translation: Corporations own everything. You rent it from them. Forever. 



That's not sharing. 



That's feudalism with an app. 



Secondary Market: Where investors sell shares before the company exits. Also where smart investors unload overvalued positions to dumb investors. 



Seed Round: First venture capital funding. Used to be $500K. Then $2M. Now $5M. The numbers change. The dilution is constant. 



Series A, B, C, D, E, F...: Fundraising rounds named by alphabet. By Series E, founders own 2% and wonder why they’re working 80-hour weeks. 



Shareholder Primacy: Doctrine that corporations exist solely to maximize shareholder returns. 



Popularized by Milton Friedman's 1970 essay "The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits." 



Not law.

Not regulation.

Not even board duty in most states. 



Just an idea that became doctrine through repetition. 



Before shareholder primacy, companies balanced stakeholders: employees, customers, communities, shareholders. 



After Friedman, only shareholders mattered. 



Everyone else became costs to minimize. 



The theory says: shareholders own the company (false—they own stock, not assets), shareholders take all the risk (false—workers risk careers, communities risk tax base), therefore shareholders deserve all the returns (false—but convenient for extractors). 



Shareholder primacy gave executives permission to destroy everything for quarterly stock price. 



It justified mass layoffs (cut costs, boost stock).

It justified stock buybacks (financial engineering instead of R&D).

It justified environmental damage (externalities don't affect stock price this quarter). 



The doctrine that shareholders come first is what made extraction the business model. 



Before Friedman, extraction was theft. 



After Friedman, extraction was duty. 



Shareholder Value: Maximizing stock price. Used to justify anything: layoffs, buybacks, environmental damage, fraud. As long as the stock goes up this quarter. 



Smart Cities: Urban surveillance infrastructure sold as optimization. Sensors everywhere. Cameras everywhere. Data on everything. Traffic, energy, water, movement, gatherings, behavior. The World Economic Forum promotes it. Tech companies (run by Summit members) build it. Governments (advised by Summit consultants) enforce it. The connected city becomes the controlled city. Can’t drive certain routes. Can’t leave your zone without permission. All tracked digitally. All justified by “optimizing for collective good.” The 15-minute city becomes the 15-minute cage. 



Smart Risk Management: What extractors call diversification when destroying a company that survived centuries by focusing on one thing. “Kongō Gumi built temples for 1,400 years. Smart risk management means diversifying into real estate speculation.” Translation: abandoning proven expertise for trendy extraction. The “risk” they’re managing is the risk that you might succeed without their involvement. Smart risk management killed more century-old companies than actual risks ever did. 



Special Purpose Acquisition Company (SPAC): A blank check company. Raise money from investors. Promise to find a company to buy within 24 months. If you can’t find one, return the money. Sounds fair. Actually means: taking sketchy companies public that couldn’t survive normal IPO scrutiny. The SPAC boom (2020-2021) took 613 companies public via this backdoor. Most collapsed. Investors lost billions. The people who structured the SPACs collected fees and left. It’s extraction with extra steps. Called “democratizing access to public markets.” Actually: democratizing access to fraud. 



Stakeholder Capitalism: When corporations discovered they could rebrand shareholder capitalism with inclusive-sounding language. “We serve all stakeholders” means “We still serve only shareholders but now we say nice things about employees in annual reports.” The 2019 Business Roundtable Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation was signed by 181 CEOs pledging to serve all stakeholders — customers, employees, suppliers, communities, and shareholders. Within 18 months, those same CEOs laid off millions during COVID while their stock prices hit records. They brought the word “stakeholder” back from the 1960s. They didn’t bring back the meaning. It’s shareholder primacy with better PR. Stakeholder capitalism is what you call extraction when people started noticing it was extraction. 



Strategic Advisor: Someone getting paid to attend meetings and add no value. Usually a former executive. Sometimes an investor. Always overpaid. 



Strategic Partnership: Business relationship that sounds important. Usually means nothing. “We have a strategic partnership with Amazon” means “We use AWS like everyone else.” 



Structural Adjustment: International Monetary Fund code for extraction. 



When a country faces economic crisis, the IMF offers "rescue loans" with conditions called "structural adjustment programs." 



The conditions: 



Cut government spending (fire workers, end subsidies).

Privatize state assets (sell utilities and infrastructure to multinationals).

Open markets to foreign investment (let extractors buy everything).

Deregulate industries (remove protections).

Raise interest rates (make borrowing expensive). 



Translation: transfer public assets to private extractors, eliminate worker protections, destroy local industries, create permanent debt dependency. 



The IMF has imposed structural adjustment on 80+ countries since 1980. 



Every single one got worse. 



Argentina took 22 IMF loans since 1956, still in crisis. 



Greece got $330 billion in IMF loans, austerity destroyed the economy. 



Jamaica accepted 19 IMF agreements since 1973, GDP per capita lower than 1970. 



The countries never escape because structural adjustment doesn't solve crises—it exploits them. 



Before IMF: country owns utilities, employs workers, subsidizes food, protects industries. 



After IMF: multinationals own utilities (extract profit), workers unemployed, food unaffordable, industries destroyed. 



The IMF calls this "reform." 



History calls it colonialism with spreadsheets. 



Staffed by former Goldman Sachs executives, JP Morgan economists, McKinsey consultants—the same extractors who broke the global economy in 2008, now "fixing" poor countries by extracting faster. 



Span and Layer Adjustments: Consulting term for reorganizing reporting structures. Translation: “We’re eliminating management layers and firing middle managers.” The theory: organizations have too many management layers (layers) and managers supervise too few people (span). The solution: remove layers, increase span of control. Sounds like efficiency. Actually: eliminate middle managers who know how things work, overload remaining managers with impossible workloads, destroy institutional knowledge, blame failure on execution. When McKinsey says “we recommend span and layer adjustments,” they mean: “Fire the middle managers and make 8 direct reports become 47.” The consultants present this as organizational science. It’s just mass layoffs with diagrams. Companies that implement span and layer adjustments collapse within 18 months. But the consultants already collected their fees. See also: Rightsizing, Optimization, Synergy Capture. 



Subscription Model: Charging monthly instead of once. Sounds reasonable. Becomes: “You’ll pay us forever or lose everything.” 



Synergies: Savings from combining companies. In theory: complementary strengths. In practice: mass layoffs. “We expect $40M in synergies” means “We’re firing 400 people.” See also: Synergy Capture. 



Synergy Capture: Consultant-speak for extracting the savings from “synergies.” Translation: “We identified duplicate positions across merged companies. Now we’re eliminating them.” The logic: 2 companies merged means 2 CFOs, 2 HR departments, 2 IT teams. “Capturing synergies” means eliminating the duplicates. Sounds rational. Actually: fire half the workforce, overload survivors with impossible workloads, lose institutional knowledge from both companies, destroy what made each company work. Consultants present synergy capture as value creation. It’s value destruction disguised as efficiency. Used in McKinsey decks to make layoffs sound like strategy. “We’ll capture $60M in synergies through span and layer adjustments and operational optimization.” Translation: “We’re firing 600 people and calling it efficiency.” The “captured” synergies flow to private equity as fees. The fired employees get severance if they’re lucky. Nothing if they’re not. See also: Rightsizing, Optimization, Span and Layer Adjustments. 







T



Tactical: What extractors call short-term thinking when they want it to sound strategic. “We’re being tactical about capital allocation” means “We’re chasing quick returns instead of building anything lasting.” Michael Saylor used this describing MicroStrategy’s aggressive Bitcoin leverage plays. Tactical sounds smart. Disciplined. Military-precise. Actually means: short-term extraction with no long-term plan. When extractors say “we’re being tactical,” translate it: “We’re optimizing for this quarter’s numbers while destroying next decade’s foundation.” 



Term Sheet: Contract between investors and founders. Founders read page one (valuation). Investors wrote pages 2-40 (where they extract everything). 



Total Addressable Market (TAM): Size of the potential market. Always inflated by founders. Always believed by venture capitalists during bubbles. Never achieved by anyone. 



Traction: Evidence the business is working. Real traction: profitable revenue. Fake traction: unprofitable growth funded by venture capital. 



Tranche: Portion of an investment. “We’re investing in three tranches” means “We’re giving you one-third now. If you hit milestones we made impossible, maybe you get the rest.” 







U



Unfunded Obligations: What shareholder value theory calls pension promises to employees. “Pensions are unfunded obligations that threaten shareholder returns.” Translation: “We promised workers retirement after 30 years. Now those promises cost money. Break the promise.” Under extraction logic, commitments made to humans who built the company are liabilities to eliminate. Freeze the pensions. Declare bankruptcy. Let the government pension insurance absorb it. The workers who were promised security get 60 cents on the dollar. The executives who broke the promise get bonuses for “tough decisions.” 



Unicorn: Private company valued over $1 billion. Rare in 2013. Common by 2021. Most can’t exit. The valuation was always fiction. 



Upside: Potential profits. Founders chase upside. Investors structure terms to capture upside. Founders get whatever’s left. Usually nothing. 







V



Value Add: What venture capitalists claim they provide beyond money. “We’re a value-add investor” means “We’ll introduce you to other companies we’re invested in. They won’t help either.” 



Value Creation: Building something worth more than you started with. Real businesses do this. Extractors claim to do this. Actually they just redistribute value to themselves. 



Vesting: Schedule for earning your stock. Founders vest over four years. Investors vest immediately. Fair? No. Standard? Yes. 



Vision Fund: SoftBank’s $100 billion attempt to buy the future. Lost $32 billion. Proved you can’t buy vision. 







W



Washington Consensus: The 10 Commandments for extracting from developing countries. 



Coined in 1989 by economist John Williamson as policy prescription for "fixing" poor countries. 



The International Monetary Fund and World Bank enforced it globally for decades. 



The 10 policies: 



Fiscal discipline (cut spending).

Tax reform (lower corporate taxes).

Interest rate liberalization (raise rates).

Competitive exchange rates (devalue currency).

Trade liberalization (remove tariffs).

Foreign investment (let corporations buy assets).

Privatization (sell state enterprises).

Deregulation (eliminate protections).

Property rights (protect corporate ownership).

Redirect spending (cut social programs). 



Notice: every single policy benefits foreign corporations. 



Zero policies benefit citizens. 



Countries that followed Washington Consensus: 



Argentina (economic collapse 2001).

Russia (oligarch takeover 1990s).

Mexico (peso crisis 1994).

Thailand (Asian financial crisis 1997).

Greece (debt crisis 2010). 



Countries that ignored Washington Consensus: 



China (became global superpower).

Vietnam (rapid development).

South Korea (technology leader).

Malaysia (diversified economy). 



The pattern: Washington Consensus destroyed countries. 



Rejection of it built them. 



But the IMF and World Bank still push it. 



Because extraction works. 



For the extractors. 



The "consensus" wasn't agreement among economists. 



It was agreement among extractors about how to strip developing countries systematically. 



Called it "reform" and "modernization." 



Actually: the extraction playbook with international authority. 



Waterfall: Distribution structure showing who gets paid first during exit. LPs see it and think “We’re at the top.” Then realize: management fees flow first. Then GP carry. Then preferred returns. LPs get what’s left. Usually less than they put in. 



Winner Takes All: Market where one company dominates. Claimed by every startup. True for Google search. False for everything else founders pitch. 



Working Capital: Money needed to run day-to-day operations. Private equity extracts this immediately after buying a company. Then wonders why operations struggle. 







X



eXit: How investors cash out. IPO. Acquisition. Secondary sale. Bankruptcy. Only the first three count as successful. Most end up as the fourth. 







Y



Yield: Returns generated. LPs expect yield. GPs deliver fees. Not the same thing. 



Young Global Leaders: World Economic Forum program that trained 1,400+ future leaders since 1992. Not a scholarship. Not mentorship. A placement system. They identify rising politicians, tech founders, corporate executives under 40. Bring them to the Summit. Connect them with billionaires. Teach them stakeholder capitalism. Give them the agenda. Then watch them rise to power. Presidents. Prime Ministers. Cabinet members. Tech CEOs. Media executives. All trained by the same organization. All pushing the same policies. Lockstep. The Summit doesn’t overthrow governments. They trained the people running them. Emmanuel Macron. Justin Trudeau. Jacinda Ardern. Volodymyr Zelensky. Mark Zuckerberg. Bill Gates. Anderson Cooper. Over 1,400 alumni from 120+ countries. They list them on their website. They’re proud of it. 







Z



Zero-sum Game: Situation where someone’s gain is someone’s loss. Extractors claim business isn’t zero-sum. Then structure every deal so they win and you lose. 



Zombie Unicorn: Company valued over $1 billion that can’t exit. Still operating. Can’t grow. Can’t die. Can’t return capital to investors. There are 1,200 of them. 







The Translation



Everything in extraction economy has two meanings: 



What they say: Strategic restructuring to unlock shareholder value through operational efficiency and synergy realization. 



What they mean: Fire people, sell assets, load debt, extract fees, bankrupt the company, move to the next one. 



Learn to translate. Or become what they’re translating into profit. 







”In the extraction economy, words exist to hide what’s really happening. This dictionary exists to reveal it.” 
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