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THE LUCID ANIMAL

On the Impossibility of Seeing Clearly

and the Necessity of Trying

by

Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri

――――――――――――――――――

Perhaps the most honest thing a philosopher can say

is that he does not know whether his honesty is honest.

――――――――――――――――――
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PREFACE
A Confession Disguised as an Introduction

――――――――――――――――――

I want to tell you, before anything else, what this book is not.

It is not a guide. It does not know where you should go. It is not a system — I have 

no system, and I am suspicious of the people who do, not because systems are 

useless but because the person who has built a complete system has usually done 

so  by  quietly  eliminating  the  questions  the  system  cannot  answer,  and  the 

eliminated questions are almost always the interesting ones.

It is not, I hope, a performance of Nietzsche. I have read Nietzsche — read him 

seriously, argued with him, found him more right than I wanted him to be and 

more incomplete than he believed himself to be. He is present in these pages as a 

thinker who opened doors rather than as a template to be followed. When I write 

in an aphoristic key it is because the aphorism is the right form for certain kinds 

of thought — the thought that arrives complete, that resists the dilution of the 

explanatory clause — not because I am borrowing Nietzsche's authority for my 

own conclusions.

My friend, who read the first version of what became this book, said: nothing here 

is new. The words are changed but the thoughts are borrowed. This was accurate 

and it stung, because accuracy that stings is the only kind of criticism worth 
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receiving. I threw the first version away. What you are reading is the attempt to 

write the book that could not be accused of that.

The philosopher who only repeats the tradition has not philosophized.  

He has curated. Curation is a useful thing. It is not philosophy.  

Philosophy requires that you arrive somewhere the map does not yet  

show.

The central question of this book is one I have not seen asked with sufficient 

directness: can the act of seeing clearly — genuinely clearly, without the consoling 

distortions that organized thinking typically provides — can that act be sustained 

while a life is being lived? Not as an achievement, not as the culminating insight 

of the sage on the mountain, but as a daily condition of a person embedded in 

relationships, obligations, desires, fears, and the irreversible passage of time?

I do not know the answer. I suspect the answer is: imperfectly, and at great cost, 

and perhaps. Perhaps is the most honest word in philosophy. I use it frequently 

here. The reader who finds this unsatisfying should examine whether what they 

are looking for is philosophy or theology — the difference being that theology has 

already  decided  its  answers  and  works  backward  to  the  arguments,  while 

philosophy has not decided and does not know if it ever will.

One more thing. My friend also said: you dismiss religion too easily. You use it as 

a foil. This was also accurate. The section of this book on religion is not a dismissal. 

It  is  an  attempt  at  something  harder:  to  take  religion  seriously  on  its  own 

strongest terms, to identify what it knows that secular thought does not know, to 

ask whether the religious impulse — the reaching toward something beyond the 
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self — is philosophically defensible even to the person who cannot accept the 

metaphysical claims of any specific tradition.

I think it might be. This surprised me. The surprise is in the book.

Read it skeptically. Read it against itself. The book that cannot survive being read 

against itself has not earned your time.

— Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri
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PROLOGUE
The Irreducible

――――――――――――――――――

Before the arguments begin, I want to draw your attention to something that the 

arguments will not be able to account for.

You  are  reading  this  sentence.  In  the  moment  of  reading  it,  something  is 

happening that philosophy has not satisfactorily described in three thousand 

years of trying: there is something it is like to be you, reading this, now. Not the 

neural correlates of reading. Not the information processing. The experience. The 

felt quality of consciousness, the interiority that is prior to every thought you have 

about it, the fact that you are someone rather than something.

This is what philosophers call qualia, what Nagel called the what-it-is-likeness of 

experience, what the Vedantic tradition calls pure awareness, what the mystics 

across every tradition have pointed toward with the frustration of people who 

know they are pointing at something real and know equally that the pointing is 

not the thing. It is the irreducible something that remains after every reduction 

—  after  the  neuroscience,  after  the  evolutionary  explanation,  after  the 

deconstruction  of  the  self  into  its  constituent  narratives  and  drives  and 

conditionings.

Every philosophy that has ever been written was written by this  

something. None of them have explained it. The something that is  
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reading these words is the most familiar thing in your existence and the  

thing you know least about. This is where the inquiry begins — not with  

confidence, but with this: the acknowledgment that something is here,  

and that what it is remains genuinely, profoundly, perhaps permanently  

open.

Keep this in mind as you read what follows. Every argument in this book — 

including the  arguments  that  seem most  certain  — is  made by and for  this 

irreducible something. If the arguments lose sight of that, they have lost the only 

thing that makes them worth making.

I intend not to lose sight of it.

I will lose sight of it sometimes. When I do, I ask you to notice — because the 

noticing is a philosophical act, and this book intends to produce philosophers 

rather than followers.
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PART I
On the Self That Was Given

Or: The Question of Who Is Doing the Choosing

“Become who you are — but first, ask who gave you the are.”
— after Nietzsche
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1. Before Freedom, Formation

Let us begin with something that is neither an argument nor a conclusion but an 

observation — the kind that, once made, cannot be unmade.

You did not choose the language in which you think. You did not choose the 

culture  whose  categories  organize  your  perception  before  you  perceive,  the 

family whose specific emotional climate shaped what intimacy feels like to you 

before you had the capacity to evaluate the shaping, the historical moment that 

determines which possibilities are thinkable and which are not yet available to 

thought. These things preceded your arrival into selfhood. They made the ground 

on which the self was built.

This is not an argument against the self. It is an argument about what the self 

actually is: not the uncaused author of its own existence, not the Cartesian subject 

floating free above its conditions, but something more interesting — a response, 

a particular configuration of the given material, a shape that the raw conditions 

of existence have taken in this specific instance.

The self is neither given nor made. It is given and made simultaneously,  

and the philosophical error of every tradition that has taken sides in this  

debate is the taking of sides. The given without the making is  

determinism. The made without the given is fantasy. What is true is less  

clean than either.

The question that follows from this — and it is the question that will thread 

through everything that follows — is not whether the self is free, but what kind 

of activity is available to something that is simultaneously shaped and shaping, 
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conditioned and capable. Not whether you can escape what formed you, but what 

you can do from inside it. Not whether the room has walls, but what is possible  

within the walls, and whether the walls are where you think they are.

1.1 The Conditioning That Cannot See Itself

Here is the problem that gives this book its reason for existing: the conditioning 

that  most  thoroughly shapes you is  the conditioning you cannot perceive as 

conditioning. The values you would fight for without hesitation, the aesthetic 

judgments  that  feel  like  direct  apprehensions of  beauty rather  than cultural 

preferences, the emotional responses that seem simply natural — these are the 

deepest work of the formation. Not the beliefs you hold consciously and could 

articulate if pressed, but the background assumptions so thoroughly installed that 

they organize your perception before you can examine them.

Wittgenstein said: the limits of my language are the limits of my world. He meant 

this descriptively. I want to say it prescriptively: the limits of your conceptual 

vocabulary are the limits of the self you can examine. You cannot think outside 

the categories available to you. This means that the aspects of your formation that 

were installed in the pre-linguistic period — in the years before you had the 

words to examine what was happening to you — are the aspects most immune to 

introspection.

They are also the aspects most likely to produce the suffering that introspection 

alone cannot address, the patterns that repeat despite the person's best conscious 

efforts,  the wound that no amount of understanding seems to close. The gap 
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between what we know about ourselves and what operates in us is not a failure 

of intelligence. It is a structural feature of the kind of being we are.

Perhaps this is the correct beginning point for philosophy: not the  

Cartesian I think, therefore I am, but the more honest I am being thought  

by something I have not yet been able to look at directly. The humility is  

not defeat. It is precision.

1.2 What This Does and Does Not Mean for Freedom

I want to resist the temptation that this analysis creates — the temptation toward 

a determinism that resolves the complexity by eliminating one of its terms. If 

everything is conditioned, if the depths of the self are shaped by forces prior to 

choice, then perhaps freedom is simply an illusion we would be better off without.

Perhaps. But consider what the conclusion requires you to do with the experience 

of deliberation — the experience of genuinely weighing possibilities, of feeling 

the pull of competing values, of arriving at a choice that feels, from inside the 

making  of  it,  like  something  more  than  the  playing-out  of  a  predetermined 

sequence. Either the experience is entirely illusory — a story the brain tells after 

the fact — or there is something happening in it that the deterministic account 

has not fully described.

I do not know which. Neither do you. Neither does anyone, and the confident 

assertion of either position is a philosophical overreach that the evidence does 

not support. What I want to hold is the genuine tension: we are more conditioned 

than we typically believe, and the conditioning operates at depths we cannot 

easily access. We are also something that experiences deliberation as real. Both 
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of  these  are  true.  The  philosophy  that  holds  both  without  resolving  them 

prematurely is the philosophy that has taken the problem seriously.

The honest position on freedom is not a position. It is a sustained  

attention to a question that remains genuinely open. The person who has  

closed it — in either direction — has purchased clarity at the cost of  

honesty. Honesty is more expensive. It is also the only currency that  

philosophy can legitimately trade in.

1.3 The Self That Cannot Be Reduced

Return, for a moment, to the prologue. The irreducible something that is reading 

these words. The formation shaped its contents — its preferences, its fears, its 

conceptual vocabulary, its patterns of relating. But did it shape the something 

itself? The what-it-is-likeness of being this particular consciousness?

This is where the neuroscientist and the philosopher have not yet made contact. 

The neural correlates of consciousness can be mapped with increasing precision. 

The mapping does not explain the experience. There is a gap — philosophers call 

it the explanatory gap, Chalmers calls it the hard problem — between the third-

person description of brain states and the first-person reality of experience. The 

gap may eventually be closed. It may be a permanent feature of the situation, 

reflecting not a limitation of current science but a structural asymmetry between 

the inside and the outside view.

What  this  means  for  the  question  of  the  self:  even  if  every  content  of 

consciousness is  conditioned and constructed,  the consciousness that has the 

content may be something that the conditioning did not make. The vessel shaped, 
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but the capacity for experience — the sheer fact of interiority — may be prior to 

and independent of the shaping.

I do not assert this. I note it as a genuine philosophical possibility that materialist 

accounts tend to dismiss with more confidence than the evidence warrants. The 

dismissal is not more scientifically rigorous than the acknowledgment. It is more 

ideologically convenient.

The being that asks whether it is free is already demonstrating  

something that pure mechanism does not obviously explain. Not the  

answer. Not even the ability to find the answer. The asking itself — the  

orientation toward the question, the care about the response, the  

something that makes it matter — this is the starting point that every  

system of thought must account for before it can claim to have  

accounted for anything.
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PART II
On Morality: The Map That Mistakes Itself for the 

Territory
Or: What Happens When Ethics Stops Asking Questions

“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does  
not become a monster.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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2. The Map and the Territory

A moral system is a map. This sounds like a diminishment but is not intended as 

one.  Maps are extraordinarily  useful  — they make navigation possible,  they 

compress information that would otherwise require direct experience of every 

terrain  feature,  they  allow  the  transmission  of  hard-won  knowledge  across 

generations. A civilization without moral maps is not free. It is simply lost.

The problem with maps is not that they are maps. The problem is when the map 

begins  to  believe  it  is  the  territory  — when the  system of  moral  categories 

becomes so thoroughly installed that it is experienced not as a framework for 

navigating ethical reality but as ethical reality itself. At this point, the map stops 

being useful and starts being dangerous, because it can no longer be corrected by 

what  it  encounters.  When the  territory  contradicts  the  map,  the  territory  is 

wrong.

Every moral atrocity in human history was committed by people who  

were certain they were right. The certainty was not incidental to the  

atrocity. It was its precondition. The person who doubts their moral  

framework pauses. The person who has identified their framework with  

moral reality itself does not pause. They proceed. This is why the most  

important question in ethics is not: what is right? It is: how confident  

should I be that I know?

2.1 The Genealogy, Revisited — But Not Repeated

Nietzsche  showed  us  that  moral  systems  have  genealogies  —  that  they  are 

produced  by  particular  people  in  particular  historical  circumstances  with 
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particular  interests,  and  that  the  universality  they  claim  is  a  rhetorical 

achievement rather than a metaphysical fact. This was an important discovery. It 

was not a complete one.

The genealogical critique shows that moral values have contingent origins. It does 

not show that all moral values are therefore equally valid or invalid. The genetic 

fallacy — the assumption that the origin of a belief determines its truth — is as 

available as an error to the critic of morality as to its defender. A moral insight 

can arise from resentment and still be an insight. A moral system can serve the 

interests of its architects and still contain genuine wisdom.

What the genealogical approach should produce is not moral nihilism but moral 

humility — the recognition that our values arrived by a route that was not purely 

rational, and that their authority therefore requires ongoing justification rather 

than the passive inheritance that most moral life consists of. I hold my values. I 

ask where they came from. I examine whether, knowing where they came from, 

I still endorse them. The endorsement is not the same as the inheritance. But it is 

not necessarily less valid.

The philosopher who uses the genealogy of morals to escape the demand  

of moral life has made the same error as the person who uses the fact  

that maps are made to justify getting lost. The map is contingent. The  

need to navigate is not.

2.2 Moral Certainty in the Age of Performance

The contemporary moral landscape has a particular pathology worth examining 

directly. The pathology is not moral relativism — the disease that every era fears 
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but  that  almost  no  one  actually  has,  since  genuine  moral  relativism  is 

psychologically unsustainable and no one actually lives by it. The pathology is 

something almost opposite: moral certainty performed at scale, without the cost 

that genuine moral conviction historically required.

To hold a moral position with genuine conviction in most historical periods meant 

accepting a cost — social,  economic,  sometimes physical.  The conviction was 

tested  by  what  it  was  willing  to  risk.  The  contemporary  version  of  moral 

expression — the post, the position, the carefully articulated outrage delivered to 

an audience that already agrees — costs almost nothing and is therefore tested by 

nothing. The position is held cheaply and defended fiercely, in inverse proportion 

to the investment.

This  produces  a  moral  culture  that  is  simultaneously  saturated  with  moral 

language and impoverished in moral substance — where everyone has strong 

views and almost no one has been required to pay for them. The person who has 

actually faced a genuine moral dilemma — where the right choice was genuinely 

unclear, where both options had real costs, where the outcome would affect real 

people in ways that could not be fully predicted — that person has a different 

relationship  to  moral  certainty  than  the  person  whose  moral  life  consists 

primarily of curated positions on events at a safe distance.

Perhaps genuine moral seriousness begins precisely where the  

performance ends — in the moment when you must choose something  

you cannot take back, for reasons you cannot fully justify, affecting  

people you care about, with consequences you cannot predict. The  
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position you hold then, in that moment, is your actual moral philosophy.  

Everything else is rehearsal.

2.3 What Morality Is For, If Not Certainty

If moral systems are maps and not territory, if moral certainty is suspect, if the 

genealogy of  values does not authorize them but does require their  ongoing 

justification — what  then is  morality  for?  Is  it  merely  conventional?  Merely 

useful? Can we say anything more than that some norms work better than others 

for producing stable cooperation among people who would otherwise destroy 

each other?

Perhaps we can. Consider this: the fact that moral intuitions are produced by 

evolution and culture does not tell us that evolution and culture have no access 

to moral truth. Evolution is a process that, over millions of years, has been testing 

social arrangements against the constraints of actual coexistence. The intuitions 

it  has  produced  —  against  gratuitous  cruelty,  toward  the  protection  of  the 

helpless, in favor of reciprocity — are not arbitrary. They reflect what works, 

which is not the same as what is metaphysically mandated but is not nothing.

The person who feels, viscerally, that the torture of a child is wrong is not simply 

reporting a  cultural  preference.  They are reporting something that  has been 

tested by the longest experiment in human history: the attempt to live together 

without destroying each other. The test is ongoing. The results are not final. But 

they are real, and the intuitions they have produced are evidence of a kind that 

deserves more philosophical respect than it typically receives.
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Moral intuition is not moral knowledge. But it is the closest thing to  

moral data that we have — the accumulated record of what human  

coexistence has found workable and unworkable, encoded in feeling  

because feeling is faster than argument and the situations that require  

moral response rarely wait for the argument to conclude. To dismiss the  

intuition as mere sentiment is to lose the data. To accept it uncritically  

as truth is to lose the ability to correct it. The task is to hold both  

simultaneously, which is uncomfortable and necessary.
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PART III
On Religion: What the Secular Mind Cannot Afford to 

Learn
Or: Three Things the Philosophers Missed When They Declared God Dead

“God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him. What was  
holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to  

death under our knives — who will wipe this blood off us?”
— Friedrich Nietzsche
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3. The Most Uncomfortable Reaffirmation

I want to be precise about what this part of the book is not doing, because the  

subject invites misreading.

It is not arguing that God exists in the sense that any specific religious tradition 

claims. It is not asking you to return to the faith of your childhood, or to adopt 

someone  else's.  It  is  not  a  conversion  document  and  it  is  not  a  defense  of 

institutional  religion,  which  has  committed  sufficient  atrocities  to  make  any 

uncritical defense philosophically irresponsible.

What it is doing is harder and less comfortable than any of that: it is arguing that 

the secular intellectual tradition that declared religion obsolete made several 

serious philosophical errors, and that these errors have costs that are now visible 

in the specific forms of emptiness that characterize contemporary secular life. It 

is arguing that religion, examined at its most philosophically serious rather than 

its most institutionally corrupted, knows things that secular thought has not yet 

learned to know. And it is arguing that the religious impulse — the reaching of 

the self toward something that exceeds and precedes the self — is not a cognitive 

error to be corrected but a genuine response to a genuine feature of the human 

situation.

The person who has outgrown the specific forms of religion they were  

given has not necessarily outgrown the need that the forms were  

responding to. To confuse the container with the content is a  

philosophical error available in both directions: to the religious person  

who cannot separate the symbols from the reality the symbols point  
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toward, and to the secular person who, having rejected the symbols,  

believes they have thereby addressed the reality.

3.1 What Religion Knows About Limitation

The first thing religious thought knows — and knows with a depth that secular 

philosophical traditions have not replicated — is human limitation. Not limitation 

in the sense of specific incapacities, the things we cannot do or cannot know 

because of current technological constraints. Limitation in the ontological sense: 

the  radical  contingency  of  the  human being,  the  fact  that  we did  not  make 

ourselves, did not choose to exist, did not author the conditions of our existence, 

and will be taken out of it by a process we did not initiate and cannot stop.

The great religious traditions organized their entire architecture around this 

recognition. The Islamic submission — islam meaning precisely the giving over 

of the self to something larger — is not the abasement of the self but the accurate 

acknowledgment of its position: the created before the creator, the contingent 

before the necessary, the temporal before the eternal. The Buddhist recognition 

of anatta — not-self, the dissolution of the ego's claim to be the fixed center of 

experience — is not nihilism but the liberation that comes from no longer needing 

to defend a fiction. The Christian doctrine of grace — that the good the person 

achieves is received rather than self-generated — is not a diminishment of human 

agency but a correction of the hubris that claims the agency is self-sufficient.

Secular humanism inherited the moral aspirations of the religious  

traditions that preceded it while rejecting the metaphysical humility that  

underwrote those aspirations. The result is a tradition that demands  

that human beings be good, but that cannot account for why goodness is  
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genuinely demanded, and that cannot address the human experience of  

failing to be good with anything more than an encouragement to try  

harder. This is insufficient. It was always insufficient. The religious  

traditions knew this, which is why they were not primarily traditions of  

moral demand but traditions of grace — of the recognition that the  

demand exceeds the capacity, and that this excess is the condition from  

which genuine spiritual life begins.

3.2 Religion as Technology for the Untransmittable

There are experiences that cannot be transmitted in propositional form — that 

cannot  be  put  into  sentences  and  communicated  directly,  but  that  are 

nevertheless real and important and formative. The experience of genuine awe: 

the encounter with something so vastly exceeding the self that the self's normal 

categories of assessment collapse. The experience of genuine gratitude: not the 

social performance of thanks but the felt reality of having received something 

that was not owed, that arrived from outside the system of exchange, that cannot 

be repaid because the debtor and the creditor are not on the same scale.

The experience of the sacred: the recognition, in certain moments and certain 

places and certain qualities of attention, that something is present that is more 

than the sum of its physical components, that demands a response different from 

ordinary response, that cannot be adequately approached with the instruments 

of ordinary knowing.

These experiences are real. They are reported across cultures, across historical 

periods, by people with no interest in coordinating their reports. The materialist 

has  several  responses:  they  are  neurological  events,  they  are  projections  of 
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psychological needs onto neutral phenomena, they are the product of the pattern-

matching  systems  that  human  brains  use  to  impose  order  on  chaos.  These 

responses  may  be  correct.  They  do  not  explain  the  experiences  away.  An 

experience that is produced by a neurological event is still an experience. The 

mechanism of its production does not determine its significance.

What  religious  traditions  have  that  secular  culture  lacks  is  a  developed 

technology for cultivating, naming, and transmitting these experiences — a set of 

practices, symbols, narratives, and communities that make the untransmittable 

somewhat more transmittable, that create the conditions in which the encounter 

with the exceeding is more likely to occur. This technology took thousands of 

years to develop. It is not trivially replaceable.

When the secular world dismissed religious practice as superstition, it  

dismissed a technology it did not understand as unscientific. The  

dismissal was scientifically premature and humanly costly. The  

meditation practice the secular world is now slowly rediscovering —  

stripped of its metaphysical context, repackaged as mindfulness, sold in  

apps — is a fragment of what the religious traditions had whole. The  

fragment helps. The whole was more than the fragment. The loss is real  

even to those who cannot accept the metaphysics.

3.3 The Validity of the Religious Impulse

Consider the human experience of standing at the edge of what can be understood 

— the limit  of  the explicable,  the  point  where the  causal  chain runs out  or 

becomes circular, where the scientific account stops being able to tell you why 

rather than how. Why is there something rather than nothing? Why do the laws 
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of physics have the values they have rather than different values? Why is there 

experience at all?

These are genuine questions. They are not answered by science, which is not a 

criticism of science — science is not designed to answer them, and the pretense 

that it is produces the scientism that masquerades as rationalism. The questions 

point toward a genuine feature of reality: that the explicable is surrounded by the 

inexplicable, that every explanation rests on a ground it cannot itself explain, that 

the chain of whys terminates in a mystery that is not a gap to be filled by future 

knowledge but a permanent horizon of human understanding.

The  religious  impulse  is  the  response  to  this  horizon.  The  reaching  toward 

something that exceeds the explainable, the orientation toward a ground that is 

itself ungrounded by anything further — this is not a cognitive error. It is the 

appropriate  response  of  a  finite  being  to  its  own  finitude.  To  suppress  this 

response in the name of rationalism is not an achievement of reason. It is the 

suppression of something reason cannot itself provide a replacement for.

The person who no longer reaches toward anything that exceeds the  

explicable has not become more rational. They have become smaller.  

Rationality is a tool for navigating what is within reach. The religious  

impulse is the recognition that something lies beyond reach and that the  

reaching — even when it grasps nothing — is not thereby meaningless.  

Perhaps reaching is itself the point. Perhaps the orientation matters  

more than the arrival. Perhaps this is something the mystics knew that  

the philosophers are still learning.

3.4 The Critique of Religion That Religion Deserves



The Lucid Animal  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     26

This  is  not  a  blank defense.  Religion has  been the vehicle  for  extraordinary 

suffering — for the organization of cruelty into doctrine, for the suppression of 

inquiry in the name of orthodoxy, for the political management of populations 

through  the  promise  of  posthumous  reward  and  the  threat  of  posthumous 

punishment. These are real. They are not peripheral. They are what happens 

when the technology is captured by institutions with interests that diverge from 

the genuine spiritual needs the technology was built to serve.

The critique of institutional religion is philosophically necessary and morally 

urgent. It is also different from the critique of the religious impulse itself. The 

corruption of a thing is not the thing. The institutional church is not the mystical 

tradition it emerged from. The televangelist is not Francis of Assisi. The jihad of 

the political movement is not the jihad of the soul that the Sufi poets describe.  

To conflate the corruption with the origin, the institution with the impulse, is a 

philosophical  shortcut  that  purchases the comfort  of  dismissal  at  the cost  of 

accuracy.

The most honest relationship with religion is the most demanding one:  

to take it seriously enough to distinguish what is genuine from what is  

corrupted, to ask what it knows that you need to know, to refuse both  

the easy believer's uncritical acceptance and the easy critic's uncritical  

dismissal. This relationship requires more from the philosopher than  

either belief or rejection. It requires engagement. Engagement is what  

the subject has always deserved and rarely received.
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PART IV
On the State: The Institution That Learned to Feel 

Like Nature
Or: How Power Became Invisible

“The State is the coldest of all cold monsters. Coldly it tells lies too; and  
this lie crawls out of its mouth: 'I, the State, am the people.'”

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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4. The Naturalization of Power

There is a particular achievement of mature political power that is worth naming 

precisely  because  its  precision  is  what  makes  it  so  difficult  to  resist:  the 

achievement of feeling natural. Not legitimate — legitimacy can be challenged, 

debated,  withdrawn.  Natural:  prior  to  challenge,  prior  to  the  question  of 

legitimacy, simply the way things are.

When the citizens of a state experience its fundamental arrangements not as 

historical constructions that could have been otherwise but as features of reality 

equivalent to weather — when the property law feels as natural as gravity, when 

the distribution of economic opportunity feels as natural as the distribution of 

height,  when  the  categories  of  who  counts  as  criminal  and  who  counts  as 

respectable feel as natural as the distinction between night and day — then the 

state has achieved something no law and no army can achieve: it has made itself 

unquestionable.

Antonio Gramsci called this hegemony: the leadership by consent rather than 

coercion,  the  cultural  organization  of  common  sense  in  favor  of  existing 

arrangements, the production of a world in which the dominated internalize the 

values of the dominating as universal values rather than recognizing them as 

particular interests elevated to universality.

The most effective form of control is the control that does not feel like  

control. The cage that feels like the world is inescapable not because it  

cannot be opened but because it cannot be seen. The philosopher's first  

task in political life is not to advocate for better arrangements but to  
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make the existing arrangements visible as arrangements — to interrupt  

the naturalization long enough for the question to become possible.

4.1 What Democracy Genuinely Achieves and What It Does Not

I want to be careful here, because the critique of democracy is easily misread as 

advocacy for its alternatives, which are uniformly worse. Let me be explicit: the 

alternatives to democratic governance that have been attempted at scale have 

produced horrors that make democracy's limitations look trivial. The critique of 

democracy is  not the advocacy of  anything.  It  is  the examination of  the gap 

between the claim and the reality.

The claim: democracy is the authentic expression of collective self-governance, 

the  system  in  which  the  people  rule  through  their  representatives,  the 

arrangement that makes political power accountable to those subject to it. This 

claim is  the  founding myth of  the modern state.  Like all  founding myths,  it 

contains genuine truth and strategic exaggeration.

The  genuine  truth:  democratic  governance,  when  it  functions,  provides 

mechanisms for the peaceful transfer of power, the correction of specific abuses 

through public pressure, the formal acknowledgment that the governed have a 

voice in the governing. These are real goods. Compared to the alternatives, they 

are substantial goods.

The strategic exaggeration: the voice is not equal, the mechanisms are captured 

by those with the resources to capture them, and the range of choices available 

within  the  democratic  process  is  pre-determined  by  arrangements  that  the 

process itself cannot easily change. The citizen who chooses between parties is 
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genuinely choosing. They are not choosing the structure within which the parties 

operate,  the  economic logic  that  both parties  must  accommodate,  the  media 

landscape that shapes what choices feel available.

Democracy gives the governed a voice in the conversation. It does not  

give them authorship of the terms on which the conversation is  

conducted. The distinction is not a reason to abandon democracy. It is a  

reason to be honest about what democracy is and what it requires of  

those who want it to be more than a legitimating ceremony for pre-

existing arrangements.

4.2 The Digital State and Its New Forms

The twenty-first century state has acquired capacities that would have constituted 

the totalitarian fantasy of  every authoritarian ruler  in history:  the ability  to 

monitor the communications of every citizen, to track their physical movements, 

to map their social connections, to assess their psychological profiles, to predict 

their behaviors with statistical confidence derived from data they voluntarily 

provided in exchange for convenience.

The difference between this and historical totalitarianism is not the surveillance. 

It is the consent. The citizen of the contemporary liberal democracy submitted to 

this surveillance voluntarily, through the terms of service of private corporations 

whose products have become so embedded in the infrastructure of daily life that 

refusal is functionally impractical. The surveillance is real. The consent is real. 

The voluntariness of the consent is the question.
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Edward Snowden demonstrated in 2013 that  the surveillance apparatus  was 

more extensive and more intimate than the public had been told. The revelation 

produced a brief period of public concern, a series of congressional hearings, 

some adjustments to the legal framework, and then a return to previous patterns 

of behavior. The surveillance continues. The public continues to submit to it. The 

explanation is not that the public is stupid. The explanation is that the goods 

provided in exchange — convenience, connection, access to services — are real 

goods,  and the  harm of  the  surveillance  is  diffuse,  probabilistic,  and mostly 

invisible in the ordinary run of a daily life.

The exchange of privacy for convenience is rational from the individual's  

perspective, disastrous from the collective's. This is the structure of  

every tragedy of the commons: individually rational choices produce  

collectively irrational outcomes. The individual citizen who uses the  

platform makes the sensible choice. The aggregate of individual choices  

produces the comprehensive surveillance infrastructure. No one chose  

the infrastructure. Everyone built it.
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PART V
On Suffering: The Question That Refuses to Be 

Answered
Or: What to Do with a Problem That Has No Solution

“That which does not kill me — and also: that which does not kill me  
does not automatically make me stronger. Let us be precise.”

— after Nietzsche
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5. The Honest Inventory

Suffering is the philosophical problem that every system must address and none 

has  adequately  answered.  Not  because  the  answers  are  insufficient  in  some 

minor technical sense, but because the question has a feature that prevents any 

answer  from  being  fully  satisfying:  the  question  is  asked  from  inside  the 

suffering, where the cognitive resources available for evaluation are themselves 

compromised by the suffering.

This is  not a small  observation.  It  means that philosophy's  engagement with 

suffering is  always retrospective — conducted after  the acute  phase,  from a 

distance that makes clarity possible and genuine engagement with the full weight 

of the experience simultaneously less available. The person in the middle of it 

cannot philosophize about it with full precision. The person outside it cannot fully 

remember what it was like to be inside it. Philosophy about suffering is always, 

to some degree,  philosophy about a memory of  suffering or a description of 

someone else's.

I want to hold this limitation in view rather than papering over it, because it is  

honest and because the honest acknowledgment of a limit is often more useful 

than the confident claim to have transcended it.

Perhaps suffering cannot be philosophically resolved. Perhaps this is not  

a failure of philosophy but an accurate recognition of what suffering is:  

the encounter with the genuinely unreasonable, the experience that  

exceeds the categories available to account for it. The philosopher who  

accepts this — who does not insist on explanation where none is  

available — has not given up. They have become more precisely useful.
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5.1 Three Traditions, Three Limits

The Stoic tradition says: suffering is the product of our response to events, not the 

events themselves. Change the response, eliminate the suffering. This contains 

genuine wisdom — the recognition that much of what we experience as suffering 

is the addition of narrative and expectation to events that, stripped of narrative 

and expectation, are simply events. The loss of a job is an event. The loss of an 

identity organized around the job is the suffering. The Stoic says: do not organize 

your identity around the job.

The limit: this works for the suffering that is, in fact, primarily narrative. It does 

not work for the suffering that is the direct encounter with genuine loss — the 

death of someone irreplaceable,  the destruction of something that cannot be 

rebuilt, the pain that is simply and straightforwardly pain and not the product of 

mistaken attachment. To tell the person in this kind of suffering that they are 

suffering  because  of  their  perspective  is  not  wisdom.  It  is  the  philosopher's 

version of being told to cheer up.

The Buddhist tradition says: suffering arises from attachment, and the path out 

of suffering is the loosening of attachment, the recognition of impermanence, the 

dissolution of the self-conception that experiences loss as loss because it  has 

identified with the lost thing. This is more sophisticated than the Stoic account 

and reaches deeper. The practice it produces — the cultivation of equanimity, the 

expansion of awareness beyond the narrow self — is a genuine achievement 

when achieved.

The limit: the equanimity that comes from no longer being attached to what is 

genuinely worth being attached to is not freedom. It is a different kind of suffering 
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wearing  wisdom's  face.  The  parent  who  has  so  thoroughly  dissolved  their 

attachment to their child that the child's suffering does not penetrate them has 

not achieved enlightenment. They have achieved a kind of death. The Buddhist 

tradition at its most sophisticated knows this and navigates it  with care. The 

popular version does not always manage the navigation.

The suffering that comes from loving what is genuinely worth loving and  

losing it is not a cognitive error to be corrected. It is the price of having  

loved. The philosophy that offers to eliminate this price by eliminating  

the love has not solved the problem of suffering. It has solved the  

problem by dissolving the thing that made the loss matter. This is a  

solution that most people, most of the time, correctly refuse.

5.2 What Cannot Be Said About Suffering

There  are  things  about  suffering  that  cannot  be  said  without  betraying  the 

suffering. That it has meaning, when the person in it cannot find the meaning. 

That it will end, when the person in it cannot see the end. That it is making them 

stronger, when the person in it is not sure they will survive it. These things may 

be true. They may even be helpful when offered by the right person at the right 

moment with the right quality of genuine attention. They are not helpful when 

offered  by  someone  who  needs  the  suffering  to  have  meaning  because  the 

alternative — that genuine, irreversible, uncompensated suffering exists — is 

philosophically intolerable to them.

The  suffering  person  has  not  failed  to  have  the  right  perspective.  They  are 

suffering. The philosophical response that begins with the invitation to reframe 

is not always wrong. But it is always secondary. First: the acknowledgment that 
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the suffering is real and that nothing in the acknowledgment diminishes it. This 

is  harder  than  it  sounds  for  the  person  who  is  not  suffering,  because  the 

acknowledgment asks them to hold the reality of suffering without the protection 

of the meaning-frame.

To sit with another person's suffering without immediately reaching for  

the consolation is one of the rarest and most valuable things one human  

being can do for another. It is rare because it requires the tolerance of  

helplessness — the willingness to be present with something you cannot  

fix and to let the not-fixing be enough. Most of what passes for comfort is  

the attempt to make the comforter comfortable with the other person's  

suffering. Genuine presence is different. It does not make the comforter  

comfortable. It makes the sufferer less alone.
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PART VI
On Love: Proximity and Its Violences

Or: The Thing That Saves Us and the Same Thing

“It is not a lack of love, but a lack of friendship that makes unhappy  
marriages.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche
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6. What Love Actually Is

Philosophy has a poor track record with love. The philosophical accounts are 

either too abstract — love as the desire for the good, love as the recognition of 

value in another — or they collapse into psychology, into the attachment patterns 

and projection dynamics and power negotiations that  constitute love as it  is 

actually lived. Neither the abstract nor the psychological account captures the 

experience, which is why people who have been most profoundly in love rarely 

find the philosophical descriptions adequate.

Let me try a different approach. Let me describe what love is not, and see whether 

what remains is more honest than the positive definition.

Love is not the state of feeling positively toward someone. That is a mood, and 

moods change. Love is not the decision to be with someone — decisions can be 

revised, and the thing that makes love feel different from a decision is precisely 

that it doesn't feel like it could be simply revised. Love is not the possession of a 

shared history, though the shared history deepens it. Love is not need, though 

need is often entangled with it in ways that are very difficult to separate.

Perhaps love is most accurately described as a form of involuntary  

attention — the state in which a person finds themselves unable to be  

indifferent to the wellbeing of another, in which the other's joy is  

genuinely experienced as something, in which the other's suffering  

registers before the calculation of whether it is convenient to let it  

register. If this is right, then love is not primarily an emotion but a  

perceptual change: the world has a different structure when someone  
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you love is in it, and the structure is not chosen and cannot be simply  

unchosen.

6.1 The Proximity Problem

The  most  interesting  philosophical  problem  of  love  is  what  I  will  call  the 

proximity problem: the closer you are to a person,  the more accurately you 

perceive them, and the more accurate the perception, the more difficult the love 

becomes. Distance is a protection — not a falsification, exactly, but a selective 

vision that preserves the image necessary for the ideal. Proximity dissolves the 

selection.  You  see  the  contradictions,  the  pettiness,  the  specific  failures  of 

character, the ways in which the person is not the person you thought they were 

or need them to be.

The person who loves at a distance loves an image. The person who lives with 

someone loves a human being — which is to say they love something genuinely 

difficult, genuinely inconsistent, genuinely other than what was imagined. The 

long marriage, the deep friendship, the relationship that has survived genuine 

crisis — these are achievements of a different order from the romantic love of the 

early period. Not lesser. More real. More costly. Built from the material of what is 

actually there rather than what was hoped for.

To love what is actually there rather than what you imagined is the  

hardest thing love requires and the thing it most rarely receives. Most of  

what ends relationships is not the discovery that the other person is bad.  

It is the discovery that they are different from the image, that the image  

was necessary and the person is not the image, and that the gap between  

the two is a gap that must be continuously navigated rather than closed.
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6.2 Love and Power

Every  relationship  organized  around  genuine  care  is  also  organized  around 

power — not necessarily the dominating kind, but the power of mattering to 

someone, the power of being the person without whom another person's life is 

qualitatively different, the power that comes from being needed or wanted or 

loved in return.

This is not a corruption of love. It is a feature of love's structure. To love someone 

is to become vulnerable to them — to grant them a power over your experience 

that they did not have before the love and cannot easily be stripped of.  The 

vulnerability is real. The power is real. The question is not whether to have power 

in love, because the question of whether to have it assumes a freedom that the 

involvement does not permit. The question is what to do with it — whether to 

wield it with awareness of what it is, or to pretend it is not there, which is the 

most reliable way of wielding it badly.

The relationship in which the power dynamics are explicitly discussed is  

rarer than it should be, and more durable than the ones in which they  

are not. This is counterintuitive — the conversation about power feels  

unromantic, feels like the introduction of calculation into a space that is  

supposed to be beyond calculation. But the power is there whether it is  

discussed or not. The discussion does not introduce it. It makes it visible.  

And visible power is power that can be used with conscience.
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PART VII
On Fame: The Self Projected Past Its Own Death

Or: The Desperate Mathematics of the Remembered

“The higher we soar, the smaller we appear to those who cannot fly.”
— Friedrich Nietzsche
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7. The Mathematics of Legacy

Let us do the arithmetic that the desire for fame never does for itself.

Of the human beings who have ever lived — estimates put the total somewhere 

above one hundred billion — a vanishingly small fraction are remembered by 

more than the circle of people who knew them personally. Of those remembered 

beyond their immediate circle, the vast majority are remembered in a single 

generation and then forgotten. Of those remembered beyond a generation, most 

are remembered as names rather than as people — as markers in a history that 

references  them without  genuinely  knowing  them.  Of  those  remembered  as 

people  —  genuinely,  with  something  approaching  the  reality  of  their 

consciousness and experience — perhaps a few dozen in any century.

The probability that any given life will be genuinely remembered is, for practical 

purposes, zero. This arithmetic is not depressing unless you have organized your 

life around the assumption of a non-zero probability. If you have organized your 

life  that  way  —  and  much  of  what  passes  for  ambition  is  precisely  this 

organization — then the arithmetic is devastating. It says: the investment you 

have made in the future's memory of you is an investment in something that will 

almost certainly not return what was paid for it.

We know this arithmetic. We have always known it. We proceed  

anyway. The question is not why we proceed despite the arithmetic —  

survival systems that evolved to prioritize the continuation of the  

individual line do not calculate expected returns on legacy investments.  

The question is whether the proceeding is justified on any grounds other  

than the compulsion that produces it.
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7.1 What Fame Provides While It Lasts

Fame, while it lasts,  provides something that philosophy tends to undervalue 

because philosophy tends to undervalue the social dimension of the self:  the 

experience of existing in other people's consciousness. The ordinary person lives 

primarily  in  their  own consciousness  and in  the  consciousness  of  the  small 

number of people they are genuinely close to. The famous person lives in the 

consciousness  of  many  more  —  which  means  that  their  existence  is,  in  a 

measurable sense,  more extended, more distributed, more thoroughly woven 

into the shared social fabric.

This is a real difference. It is not nothing. The experience of being known — of 

having your work, your face, your name recognized by people you have never 

met — addresses something genuine in the social animal's experience of its own 

reality.  The  isolated  consciousness,  known  only  to  itself  and  a  small  circle, 

experiences  a  loneliness  that  is  not  simply  the  absence  of  company but  the 

relative thinness of its own reality, the sense of existing in a space too small for 

the self that inhabits it.

Fame addresses this. It widens the space. The question is what the widening costs, 

and whether the cost is worth the address.

The hunger for fame is not vanity, whatever the moralists say. It is a  

misdirected version of something genuine: the need of a social  

consciousness to be adequately present in the social world. The  

misdirection is in the solution — in the pursuit of the widened space at  

the expense of the depth of presence in the space already available. The  

person who sacrifices the deep attention of the people who actually  
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know them for the shallow attention of the many who know their image  

has traded the thing for its shadow.

7.2 The Platform and the Permanent Performance

The social media platform has produced a situation without historical precedent: 

the  possibility  of  fame  without  the  institutional  gatekeeping  that  previously 

limited access to public attention. Anyone can now broadcast to an audience. The 

audience is real. The attention is real. The question is what the availability of 

constant performance does to the self that performs.

The sociologist Erving Goffman described the self as a performed entity — as 

something  that  presents  different  faces  in  different  contexts,  that  is 

fundamentally  social  rather  than  private,  that  does  not  exist  prior  to  its 

performances but is constituted by them. This was descriptive, in Goffman, of the 

ordinary  social  self.  The  social  media  platform  has  taken  this  dynamic  and 

intensified it: the performance is now continuous, public, quantified, and tied to 

economic reward.

The self that performs continuously for a large audience develops a particular 

relationship to its own interiority: the interior becomes a source of content. The 

experience is not fully had until it has been mediated through the platform. The 

private  grief  becomes  the  public  post  about  the  private  grief.  The  intimate 

moment becomes the caption. The process is not cynical, in most cases. It is the 

application of a learned habit — the habit of the performed self — to domains 

that  were  previously  private,  without  the  person  having  made  a  deliberate 

decision to make them public.



The Lucid Animal  —  Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri     45

When the performance becomes continuous, the distinction between the  

performed self and the private self begins to dissolve. Not because the  

private self disappears, but because it has no space in which to exist  

without the awareness of the potential performance. The most insidious  

effect of the attention economy is not that it makes people narcissistic. It  

is that it makes genuine privacy — the state of being fully present with  

oneself without an audience — increasingly difficult to access.
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PART VIII
On Death: The Argument That Swallows All Other 

Arguments
Or: The Question That Makes All Other Questions Smaller

“Live as if you were living for the second time, and as if you had acted  
the first time as wrongly as you are about to act now.”

— Viktor Frankl
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8. The Starting Point That Everything Else Avoids

Every philosophy is, at some level, a response to the fact that its author will die. I 

said something like this in the previous version of this book, and I hold the claim 

now with the qualification that it deserves: not every philosophy is only this, and 

reducing all thought to death anxiety is the kind of reductionism that explains by 

eliminating rather than explains by illuminating. But the claim in its modest form 

is  defensible:  the  awareness  of  mortality  is  not  incidental  to  philosophical 

inquiry. It is one of its primary drivers.

Why would a being that was not mortal need philosophy? A being without death 

has infinite time to experience everything, to correct every error, to revise every 

judgment in the light of new information. The urgency that gives philosophical 

questions their distinctive weight — the sense that getting this right matters, that 

the answer has consequences, that something is at stake in how we live — derives 

from the fact that the time for living is limited and the time for the consequences 

is now.

Philosophy without mortality would be a game. It is not a game. The  

person who has not yet genuinely confronted their own mortality — who  

holds it as an abstract proposition rather than a felt reality — has not  

yet understood what makes the questions urgent. The confrontation,  

when it comes, does not produce answers. It produces the genuine need  

for them. This is the only valid starting point.

8.1 The Four Responses, Evaluated Honestly
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The Epicurean: where I am, death is not; where death is, I am not. Death is nothing 

to the living. The logic is valid. The experience of dying people and the people 

who love them is that this logic, however valid, provides minimal comfort. This is 

important  evidence.  A  philosophical  position  that  is  logically  valid  but 

experientially inert — that functions as a truth claim but not as a lived reality for 

the people most directly concerned — has a problem that is not merely rhetorical.

The Stoic: death is natural, universal, not to be feared but accepted as part of the 

order of things. This is wiser than the Epicurean position because it asks for an 

orientation rather than a logical  operation.  The equanimity it  cultivates  is  a 

genuine achievement, available to the person who has cultivated it over time. Not 

available on demand, not available to the person who has not cultivated it, not 

available — and this is the honest supplement — to the person who has genuinely 

loved something that is dying.

The Religious: death is not the end. The continuation of the self in some form — 

resurrection, reincarnation, dissolution into the whole — makes the death of the 

individual not the termination it appears to be. The consolation is real, for the 

person who believes. The philosophical problem is establishing the belief, which 

requires the metaphysical claims that the post-religious person finds unavailable. 

And yet — and this is important — the religious account is the only account that 

actually addresses what death is, which is the end of this particular first-person 

perspective. Every other account addresses something adjacent to that.

The secular philosophical tradition has not produced a satisfying  

account of death because what death actually is — the irreversible  

termination of a first-person perspective — is something that secular  
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philosophy has no resources to address except by reframing it as  

something less than what it is. The religious traditions, to their credit, do  

not reframe. They face the termination directly and then ask whether  

termination is the final word. They may be wrong about the answer.  

They are asking the right question.

8.2 What Death Teaches If You Let It

There is a practice that several contemplative traditions share and that secular 

philosophy has not fully incorporated: the deliberate meditation on one's own 

death — not as a morbid exercise but as a clarifying one. The Stoics had their 

memento mori. The Sufi poets wrote of annihilation as the precondition of the 

real  life.  The  Japanese  bushido  code  maintained  the  samurai's  constant 

awareness  of  their  own  mortality  as  the  source  of  the  decisiveness  that 

distinguished action from drift.

What the practice produces, in those who sustain it, is a reordering of attention. 

The things that matter under the ordinary conditions of daily life — the minor 

slights, the social performances, the accumulation of status markers — lose their 

urgency when held against the backdrop of the finite time available. The things 

that  matter  without  the  backdrop  often  remain:  the  quality  of  genuine 

relationships, the work that feels like the expression of something essential, the 

experience  of  beauty  and  of  understanding,  the  simple  and  repeatedly 

undervalued fact of being alive.

I am not saying that thinking about death produces wisdom automatically. I am 

saying that the person who has genuinely confronted their own mortality and 

continued to live is in possession of information about what matters that the 
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person who has not confronted it does not yet have. The confrontation is the 

education. The education is expensive. It is also the only kind that cannot be 

gotten any other way.

Death is the only argument that wins every time. This is not a reason for  

despair. It is a reason for precision. The person who knows they will die  

and asks therefore what to do with the time available is asking the most  

serious question available to human consciousness. The answer they  

arrive at — through living, through error, through revision — is the  

philosophy they actually hold, as distinct from the philosophy they  

perform. Most people's actual philosophy differs substantially from their  

performed one. Death is what makes the difference visible.
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PART IX
On Living Clearly: The Cost of the Attempt

Or: What Happens to the Person Who Takes This Seriously

“One must still have chaos in oneself to give birth to a dancing star.”
— Friedrich Nietzsche
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9. The Paradox of the Clear-Eyed Life

We have now examined, with varying degrees of thoroughness: the constructed 

self, the contingent moral framework, the religion that secular thought dismissed 

too quickly, the state that naturalizes its own power, the suffering that cannot be 

fully theorized, the love that is also violence, the fame that is also terror, and the 

death  that  makes  all  of  it  urgent.  The  examination  was,  I  hope,  genuine  — 

genuinely  critical  rather  than  merely  cataloguing  the  conclusions  of  others, 

genuinely open to the possibility of being wrong.

Now I want to sit with the paradox that the examination produces.

The person who has followed this inquiry to its end is in a strange position. They 

cannot return to the comfortable certainties — the moral framework experienced 

as natural law, the automatic belonging to the national or religious community, 

the naive romantic love, the unexamined ambition. These have been seen as what 

they are. The seeing cannot be undone.

But the seeing does not automatically produce a better life. It produces a more 

honest one, which is different.  The honest life may be better.  It  may also be 

harder,  lonelier,  more demanding,  less  available to the consolations that  the 

unexamined life provides. The philosopher who does not acknowledge this has 

not been honest about the cost of the inquiry.

Can you live fully while seeing clearly? I genuinely do not know. I suspect  

the answer is: you can live more fully in certain ways and less fully in  

others, and the net effect depends on what you mean by fully and  

whether the seeing has been accompanied by the kind of courage that  
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makes seeing not just an intellectual achievement but a way of  

inhabiting a life.

9.1 The Critique Turns on Itself

Here is the thing I could not say in the first version of this book and that I believe 

is the most genuinely original observation in this one: the critique of every system 

I have offered in these pages is itself a system, and as a system it is subject to the 

same critique.

When I argue that moral certainty is dangerous, I am arguing with a degree of 

certainty. When I suggest that the naturalization of power makes it invisible, I am 

using conceptual categories — power, naturalization, ideology — that I did not 

invent and that have their own genealogy and their own limitations. When I say 

that  religious experience is  philosophically  valid,  I  am making a claim from 

within a philosophical framework that has its own unexamined assumptions. The 

genealogy of morals applies to the genealogist.

This is not a reason to stop thinking. It is not a reason to abandon the inquiry. It 

is a reason to hold the inquiry with the same skepticism one brings to the objects 

of inquiry. The philosopher who does not apply the critical tools to themselves is 

not being consistent. They are being selectively rigorous, which is the definition 

of motivated reasoning.

Every act of seeing clearly is also an act of construction. You cannot step  

outside all frameworks to see from nowhere. You see from somewhere.  

The somewhere shapes what is visible and what is not. The honest  

philosopher does not pretend to have found the view from nowhere. They  
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describe their somewhere with as much precision as they can, they  

examine the limits it imposes on their seeing, and they proceed — not  

with the confidence of the person who knows, but with the honesty of the  

person who does not know and is trying anyway.

9.2 What the Attempt Produces

I want to close this part of the book with something that is not an argument and 

not a conclusion. It is a description of what the sustained attempt at clear seeing 

has produced in my own experience, offered not as a model but as a data point.

It has produced more uncertainty than I started with. This is uncomfortable and, 

I believe, a good sign — the sign of an inquiry that is genuine rather than one that 

has been organized to arrive at predetermined conclusions. The things I was most 

certain about at the beginning of this inquiry are the things I hold most lightly 

now. The things I was most skeptical about — among them, the philosophical 

seriousness of the religious impulse — I hold with more respect.

It has produced a different relationship to other people's certainty. I no longer 

experience the person with strong, unexamined convictions primarily as wrong. 

I experience them as someone who has found a habitable position in a landscape 

that is genuinely difficult to navigate, and who has not yet had sufficient reason 

to leave it. The challenge is not to the convictions directly but to the conditions 

that make their examination possible. You cannot think outside the categories 

available to you. The task is to make more categories available.

It  has produced a tentative,  provisional,  regularly revised set  of  orientations 

that function as values without claiming the authority of moral law. I care about 
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honesty more than before, about genuine presence in the actual moment, about 

the specific irreplaceable people in my life rather than the abstract humanity that 

is easier to love at a distance. These are not conclusions. They are directions. 

The directions are subject to revision. The revision is the practice.

Perhaps this is what philosophy at its best produces: not answers but a  

higher quality of questioning. Not the settled certainty of the arrived but  

the mobile attentiveness of the genuinely en route. The philosopher is not  

the person who has found the destination. They are the person who has  

learned to travel without needing to pretend they know where they are  

going. The traveling, done honestly, is itself the thing.
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EPILOGUE
The Critique Turns on Itself

――――――――――――――――――

This book has argued, across nine parts, that several of the structures we rely on 

to  make  our  lives  coherent  are  less  solid  than  they  feel.  The  self  is  more 

constructed and less authored than we experience it to be. Moral certainty is 

more contingent and less cosmic. Religion was dismissed too quickly and deserves 

a more serious hearing than its critics have given it. The state naturalizes its 

power.  Suffering resists  philosophy's  best  attempts  to  account  for  it.  Love is 

proximity  as  well  as  tenderness.  Fame  is  mortality's  shadow.  Death  is  the 

argument that the other arguments have been trying to answer.

And now I want to say what I should have said from the beginning: I am not 

certain of any of this.

Not uncertain in the performative way of the philosopher who hedges to seem 

appropriately humble while expecting the reader to recognize that the hedges are 

rhetorical.  Genuinely  uncertain  —  uncertain  in  the  way  that  the  honest 

examination of these questions produces, which is the recognition that the tools 

available for the examination are themselves products of the conditions being 

examined,  and  that  this  circularity  has  not  been  resolved  and  may  not  be 

resolvable.
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What I am certain of is the necessity of the inquiry. The inquiry is necessary not 

because it produces answers — it does not, or at least it produces answers that 

require constant revision — but because the alternative is the unexamined life, 

and  the  unexamined  life  is  not  a  smaller  philosophical  error.  It  is  the 

abandonment of the project of being genuinely human rather than functionally 

human. Functional humanity — the execution of the behaviors required for social 

participation  and  biological  continuation  —  is  available  without  philosophy. 

Genuine humanity — the consciousness that reflects on its own conditions, that 

asks whether the life being lived is the life that could be lived, that takes seriously 

the brief and unrepeatable time it has — this requires the examination.

The examined life does not guarantee happiness. It does not guarantee  

comfort. It does not even guarantee that the examination is accurate.  

What it guarantees is this: the person who has examined is not  

sleepwalking. They are awake to the life they are living, with all the  

difficulty that wakefulness entails and all the realness that sleep cannot  

provide.

Is wakefulness worth the difficulty? I think so. I hold this with the provisionality 

that everything in this book is held with. But I hold it.
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AFTERWORD
On Not Knowing

――――――――――――――――――

A friend read the first version of what became this book and said: nothing here is 

new. He was right, and I rewrote it.

He also said: you impose your conclusions on the reader. This was also right, and 

I rewrote it differently.

He also said: you dismiss religion too easily. This was the most important thing he 

said, and it sent me back to sources I had not read carefully enough — back to the 

mystics  and the  theologians  and the  philosophers  of  religion  who are  more 

philosophically  serious than the version of  religion that the modern critique 

typically engages.

I  owe  that  friend  a  debt  that  this  acknowledgment  only  partially  pays.  The 

philosophy that survives honest criticism is the only philosophy worth having, 

and the friend who provides the criticism is rarer and more valuable than the 

friend who provides agreement.

What I want to say in closing is something about the kind of reading this book 

requires and the kind of reader it hopes to produce.

The  book  does  not  want  to  produce  followers.  A  philosophy  that  produces 

followers rather than independent thinkers has failed at the level of its deepest 
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intention,  regardless  of  how  sophisticated  its  arguments.  The  goal  is  not 

agreement. The goal is the activation of the reader's own capacity for genuine 

inquiry — the inquiry that does not stop when it encounters a satisfying answer 

but  continues  asking  whether  the  answer  is  genuinely  satisfying  or  merely 

comfortable.

The reader who finishes this book and agrees with everything in it has  

not been changed by it. The reader who finishes it with more questions  

than they started with, with a less settled relationship to their own  

certainties, with the discomfort of genuine inquiry rather than the  

comfort of borrowed conclusions — that reader has done the work the  

book was written to enable. Agreement is the reader's gift to the author's  

ego. Genuine questioning is the reader's gift to themselves.

I do not know whether this book is good. I know that it is honest — as honest as I 

am capable of being given the limitations of my position,  my formation,  my 

available  conceptual  vocabulary.  The  honesty  is  its  primary  claim  on  your 

attention.  Not  expertise,  not  authority,  not  the  credential  of  institutional 

philosophy.  The  honest  attempt  of  a  person  who  has  found  the  questions 

genuinely important and who has tried to engage them without the protection of 

a predetermined answer.

Perhaps this is enough. Perhaps it is not. I find that I can live with the uncertainty.

That, if anything, is the point.

— Syed Muhammad Hur Jaffri
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――――――――――――――――――

The question is not whether you are free.

The question is whether you can bear to keep asking.

――――――――――――――――――


