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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to outline the existential crises facing the modern individual, modern 

society, and the modern system of thought; crises at once singular and universal, specific and 

generic, material and conceptual. The underlying mechanisms fuelling these crises are the 

metaphysical controls governing our thought processes, controls embedded in the human 

psyche by means of the language employed in relating our narrative myths, a language 

increasingly technical and divorced from its mythopoetic origins. I argue that this prevailing 

language has led to a troublesome fracturing of the narrative stories of our lives, and, thereby, 

our thought. As a result, we’re increasingly unable to conceptualize solutions to modern 

problems, we’re unable to think outside the box that seeks to describe existence in purely 

mechanical terms. The result is a dangerous reduction in the power of the human imagination. 

This development must be resisted. A rebellion must be raised against the tyranny of modern 

mechanical metaphysics, a rebellion that is a true rebellion and not a revolutionary movement, 

resistance without its own program, critique which is as critical of itself as of that which it is 

formulated in resistance to. The most important battlefield of this rebellion is the education 

system, and the philosophy that grounds this system. It is there that our most basic conceptual 

narratives first become systematically formed. And it is this systematization that I shall be 

arguing against. Contrary to the prevailing metaphysics existence cannot be construed as a fully 

logical-rational construct. To avoid the pitfalls of this illusion I propose to harness the creative 

forces of youth in search of the logic of the irrational, a rebellious metaphysics better suited to 

the infinite complexities of our world. 
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Ágrip 

Markmið þessarar rannsóknar er að útskýra þær tilvistarkreppur sem blasa við samtíðinni, hvort 

sem er einstaklingnum, samfélaginu eða mennskri hugsun almennt. Þetta eru kreppur sem eru 

í senn einstakar og almennar, alhliða og sértækar, efnislegar og fræðilegar. Téðar kreppur eru 

afleiðing af þeim frumspekilegu stjórntækjum sem stýra okkar undirliggjandi hugsunarferlum, 

stjórntæki sem eru innbyggð í mannlega vitund gegnum tungumálið sem við beitum til að miðla 

frásögn okkar og goðsögunum sem móta hana, tungumál sem gerist æ tæknilegra og úr 

tengslum við ljóðrænar rætur sínar í frásagnahefðinni. Ég færi rök fyrir því að þetta ráðandi 

tungutak orðræðunnar hafi orðið til þess að sú frásögn sem grundvallar líf okkar verður sífellt 

brotakenndari, með sambærilegum skaðlegum áhrifum á hugsun okkar. Fyrir vikið erum við í 

vaxandi mæli ófær um að hugsa okkur lausnir við vandamálum nútímans, við gerumst ófær um 

að hugsa út fyrir kassann sem leitast við að lýsa tilverunni á fullkomlega vélrænan hátt. 

Niðurstaðan er hættulegur hnignun hins mannlega ímyndunarafls. Þetta er þróun sem 

nauðsynlegt er að streitast gegn. Við verðum að gera uppreisn gegn einræði nútíma vélrænnar 

frumspeki, sanna uppreisn sem ekki er bylting, andspyrna sem leitast ekki við að innleiða eigin 

kerfi, gagnrýni sem er jafn gagnrýnin á eigin forsendur og á það sem hún varð til sem andóf 

gegn. Mikilvægasti vettvangur þessarar uppreisnar er menntakerfið og sú heimspeki sem það 

kerfi byggir á. Það er á þeim vettvangi hugmyndir okkar um heiminn verða fyrst kerfisbundnar 

og staðlaðar, en það er þessi sama kerfisbinding sem ég færi rök gegn. Burtséð frá okkar 

ríkjandi frumspeki er tilvistin ekki eitthvað sem hægt er að gera fullkomlega og endanlega grein 

fyrir á röklegan hátt. Til að forðast galla þessarar tálsýnar legg ég til að við virkjum 

sköpunarkrafta æskunnar í leit að rökfræði hins órökrétta, að uppreisnargjarnri frumspeki sem 

hentar betur okkar óendanlega flókna heimi.  
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 “There is no other pill to take / so swallow the one that makes you ill.”1  

 ⸺ Zack de la Rocha 

 

 

Birth Defects: General Introduction 

This work is a chimera. A hybrid species, in parts philosophy, history, literature, myth. Part 

theory, part intuition, in large part mapmaking; in all parts: language. This is a narrative of a 

philosophical procession. My intention is to sketch a picture. The principal motifs are drawn 

from mythology and literature, along with philosophy and history; the themes are those of 

critical theory, phenomenology, pedagogy, and philosophy of language; with dabs of 

structuralism, anthropology, and psychoanalysis; along with occasional splashes from a variety 

of other sources. This thesis is a bricolage, a creative recombination with mixed media, a kind 

of academic prose poem, a homage to literature as well as philosophy. My reading of the myriad 

sources employed is, to borrow a term from Michel de Certeau, reading as poaching.2 It is 

selective, even idiosyncratic; purposeful but hopefully fair.  

The reason for this method results from the impossibility of the task. In the introduction 

to the 1968 English translation of E.M. Cioran’s The Temptation to Exist Susan Sontag writes 

that “it’s the destiny of every profound idea to be checkmated by another idea which it 

implicitly generated.”3 These words may be regarded as a warning to the reader. Philosophy – 

much as history, literature and mythology – is always inherently a work in progress, as, indeed, 

is language. As a result, any ultimate conclusion is likely to remain elusive as the work will 

remain in progress beyond the duration of this particular offering. That being said, this is a 

starting point. Not, mind you, a solid foundation to mighty theoretical citadels. This starting 

point is more akin to diving into the raging current in order to explore a river. However, it’s 

my hope to be able, at the end of the day, to provide at least a sketch. Not the kind of finite 

map (or tracing) that would denude the relevant ideas of their vitality, but a partial etching of 

ideas and the pathways that link them; a skeletal silhouette whose metaphysical flesh may be 

left to spontaneously germinate in its unilluminated crevices. This thesis is a groundwork, more 

an extended meditation on method than a proposal or theory. It is syncretic, perennial even, 

 
1 Rage Against the Machine 1999. 
2 To Certeau, reading, by which he means not just texts but society as a whole, is no passive activity but an active production 

by the user (consumer) of the text (product). See further Chapter XII in: Certeau 1984. 
3 Sontag 1968, 13. 
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and vehemently anti-dogmatic, not only in terms of content, but in terms of overall spirit, in 

ways I hope to explain in the remainder of this introduction.  

My conviction is that philosophy is (or can/should be) first and foremost a practice with 

implications relevant to our world. Indeed, it has seldom been more important to review the 

relevance of philosophy as a practice than in our present existential predicament. To that end, 

my intention is to explore issues of how we see ourselves and our society; how society and the 

metaphysics that govern it reflect and direct this view; and how philosophy has largely failed 

in its task of analysing and influencing these connections, in particular as regards pedagogy 

and (the philosophy of) education. The observant reader will undoubtedly have noted the 

vagueness and vastness of the task, so let me elaborate. While in part inspired by practical 

concerns, what follows is by no means particularly practical. This thesis contains much that is 

philosophical in the traditional academic, arm-chair discipline, sense. Structurally the paper 

comprises three chapters, each in turn subdivided into sections (and subsections), along with 

this introduction and a conclusion. The three chapters are theoretically arranged by viewpoints: 

individual, society, theory. These viewpoints manifest differing instantiations of an underlying 

existential crisis. The individual existential crisis, the metaphysical crisis of meaning affecting 

post-consumer-capitalist society (including some of its material manifestations), and the 

existential crisis of philosophy itself. The motifs and themes intersect and intertwine 

throughout, with no single source or method dominating for any great length of text. This 

approach is part of the argument. This is an opening statement, an introduction to a wider world, 

but also a (fluid) structure in its own right; a map with the basic contours provided but whose 

detail will not allow for accurate navigation. There are, in other words, many potential ways 

through this maze, and probably some dead ends, though these may prove helpful in their own 

way.   

This is an attempted diagnosis of sorts, but a diagnosis through witnessing, and not by 

way of objectifying definitions that assume a binary opposition of reader and writer,4 i.e. 

exploration rather than delineation, pathos and verve over patois and vitriol. The guiding 

principle of this project is one of inclusivity, of connecting topics, ideas, and themes from a 

wide range of sources, drawing parallels, illustrating connections. The underlying questions 

are the underlying questions of human thought; the question of consciousness, of language, of 

the project of doing philosophy: the what? how? and why? questions. The epistemic question 

 
44 I’m referencing here David Cooper’s critique of clinical psychology, which he lambasts for employing diagnosis as a tool 

to objectify the patient, rather than attempting, through intersubjectivity, to understand and validate the patient’s subjective 

world by bearing witness to it (what he terms ‘anti-diagnosis’). See: Cooper 1974, 56. 
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of what philosophy is. The ontological question of its relationship with the world. The ethical 

question of why and how philosophy should be pursued. These questions reflect the tasks 

philosophy must tackle. That of self-exploration of the individual; of how to communicate the 

findings of this exploration to others; of how to broaden the scope to include the world beyond 

the singular consciousness, i.e. the conversation between the inner and outer world. These 

foundational questions coalesce in the following thesis statement: Education (particularly of 

the young) is the principal vehicle by which systems and modes of thought are established, 

replicated, refined and maintained. Education is by definition not radical. It is by nature 

conservative, a staunch ally of the status quo. Education is a fundamental cultural bulwark, a 

seawall against the encroaching ocean of unrestrained (read: dangerous) thought. Youth, 

however, is also a haven of creativity, of limitless radical potentialities. This potential should 

be harnessed. Rather than consistently moulding youth into the established societal norms we 

should be seeking the answers to the problems of these norms among those not yet fully formed 

by them. I am not a proponent of violent revolution, I appreciate the importance of stability, 

something that education is instrumental in providing. But, as should be increasingly clear to 

most people by now, our current socio-cultural paradigm is leading us to disaster. The best way 

forward is to encourage contained radical change within our education system. Here is the 

potential for harnessing a continuously insipid rebellion that could potentially address some of 

the pressing problems of modernity before it is too late.5 As to how exactly this could be 

achieved, and what kind of structure we should be seeking to build thereby, I will provide some 

sketches, although these are unlikely to pass for concrete conclusions. 

That’s the rub. As for the particulars, one way to approach this topic is through 

analysing mechanisms of control and how they combine within the structures of experience 

and thought. Consciousness is our fundamental constant, the full nature of which we may only 

glimpse through the medium of language. Language, then, is the principal mechanism of 

control, the singular instrument of structure. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Structure is an 

aid to comprehension, but controls can work to either gently guide, or forcefully direct. 

Problems arise from ossification of structures, from reductions to simplistic principles, from 

deliberate misuse of control mechanisms. Language is by nature porous, fluid, forever open to 

new interpretations, and never final in any respect. It reflects the nature of consciousness itself. 

However, language is frequently employed, both deliberately and unconsciously, as a tool for 

directing thought, for the maintenance of the system that makes the rules that define the 

 
5 Though it may well be too late already in many cases.   
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language. There is more than a little of the ouroboros serpent inherent in this. Language 

structures our thought, our thought gives rise to systems and societies that in turn come to 

structure the language that structures thought. The tendency towards greater structural 

complexity but reduced creative potential is innate. Corollary to this primary structure are 

numerous lesser, but perhaps more generally recognized, issues of control – e.g. the Judaeo-

Christian obsession with controlling nature – as well as a myriad of real world and theoretical 

problems that arise from these, many of which this paper will touch upon to a greater or lesser 

extent.  

The framing narrative, as already indicated, is a progression form the personal to the 

social to the conceptual. This division is obviously artificial, and the sections and subsections 

might quite conceivable be arranged in an alternative order. However, this outline should serve 

the purpose of rhythm grounding a melody of thought and language that builds and branches 

and morphs and finally reaches a crescendo. I am seeking a tentative functional theory of how 

philosophy is best pursued as a project, personal and common, and a discipline; how it is best 

mediated and made relevant to the general population, especially (though not exclusively) by 

way of formal education. To a large extent, this project is a means of pursuing my personal 

philosophical journey, a journey characterized by many detours, false starts, and fitful 

perseverance. Along the way I have borrowed widely. As a result, the technical vocabulary 

employed in the following is more of a potluck of philosophical hors d’oeuvres than a set menu. 

This, also, forms part of my preferred approach. That being said, some names are more 

prominent than others. My view of the role of language in thought is informed (in part) by the 

work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, and further refined by that of Gilles Deleuze and 

Felix Guattari; my analysis of the individual is inspired by (among others) psychoanalyst Otto 

Gross and pessimist E.M. Cioran; my social critique by Günther Anders, Guy Debord, and Jean 

Baudrillard; my sense of history by Pierre Nora and Reinhart Koselleck (to name some); my 

philosophy of education by Paulo Freire’s The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 

This sounds convoluted, every subheading a potential thesis. But the point is not to 

complete the picture, merely to shade the contours, framing the questions rather than providing 

answers. To quote Slavoj Zizek: “I believe the first duty of philosophy is making you 

understand what deep shit you are in!”6 This belief is part of both the raison d'être and the 

modus operandi of this thesis; essential to both the why this work? and why this work? 

questions, i.e. why am I writing this thesis to begin with and why must it be written the way it 

 
6 This line is widely quoted in online sources, but I have been unable to locate its original context.  
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is. These questions are no less important than the proper ones I’ll address, every fragmentary 

answer a piece in a puzzle whose dimensions and complexity far exceeds our capacity to keep 

it in mind. This, then, is a work born defective. Defective, but hopefully not stillborn. “A man’s 

reach should exceed his grasp”7 Robert Browning famously wrote, but this must never persuade 

us from the attempt. Reaching for the sky is to reach for meaning. An essentially human 

endeavour as maddening as it’s impossible to resist.  

  

 
7 “...Or what’s a heaven for?” From Browning’s poem “Andrea del Sarto” (Browning, Poetry Foundation 2020). 
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“Quality for sheep is what the shepherd says.”8 

⸺ Robert Pirsig 

 

 

I. The Case Against Society 

We live in interesting times. Lament it, as the proverbial oriental sage, or laud it, according to 

the prevailing Western fashion, the fact remains; we are dealing with unprecedented socio-

political upheavals, while even further radical potentialities beckon. In the words of Albert 

Camus “we are not so wise, the divinity has not spared us”, at the end of the day “our era forces 

us to take an interest in it.”9 As recounted in the introduction I have attempted to corral the 

feral herds of my research interests according to a tripartite manifestation of the (post)modern 

existential crisis. In truth, of course, individuals do not exist separate from society, nor society 

independent of the metaphysics that provide its coherence, much less the metaphysics without 

social individuals to conceptualize them. But we must begin somewhere, even if only by diving 

headlong in.10 ‘Know thyself’ goes the Delphic maxim. Indeed, this would appear the calmest 

part of the rushing current. The guiding principle of this first chapter is to illuminate the 

existential conditions of modern man from the individual standpoint. To that end, though, we 

must also sketch something of the history that gave rise to these conditions, the myths that 

reflect this history, the language that is a prerequisite of both. What kind of animal is the 

human? What makes this animal happy and grants purpose to its being? What prevents man 

from her purpose and how can she rise against her oppressors? These ancient and all-pervasive 

questions are crucial to the social fabric, and to weaving the fabric of this thesis. I don’t pretend 

any knowledge of man’s essential nature – a deservedly controversial idea – but by delving 

into some existential investigations, and analysing the sociolinguistic conditions they reflect, 

it’s my hope to grasp something of the modern human condition. This investigation begins, as 

philosophy should always begin, by looking inwards.  

 

  

 
8 Pirsig 1974/1999, 505. 
9 Camus 2018, 1. 
10 I’m using ‘metaphysics’ here to denote a very loosely defined ground upon which the superstructure of society rises. This 

sense is deliberately vague and chosen in lieu of terms like ideology, philosophy, dogma or doctrine to avoid the concrete, and 

often negative, connotations of the latter.   
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1.1 - Becoming Philosopher: Personal Introduction 

Why did I choose philosophy? Far from being irrelevant, this question is key to the question of 

doing philosophy in general. Why would anyone do philosophy? The particular is never 

irrelevant to the general or the abstract, indeed it’s the latter that are irrelevant without the 

particular. Recall how the feminist slogan of the 1960s, ‘The personal is political’, highlighted 

the importance of personal experience to socio-political contexts. I would argue that the 

personal is also epistemological, metaphysical and ontological; not to mention 

phenomenological and ethical. Since there is no other starting point to proceed from, and since 

our personal starting point will always inform our findings in any case; we do better to 

acknowledge this and work to minimize our preconceptions and prejudices, hoping that our 

findings may translate, in however small a way; inspiring those who study them to pursue their 

own research on their own terms.  

I chose philosophy simply because I had no idea what I wanted to study, what I wanted 

to be. I still don’t. But in the course of seeking I’ve found that there may be a good reason for 

this. Even if I would ideally want a respectable career, a comfortable place to live, enough 

means to keep myself and travel on a regular basis, I’m not prepared to sacrifice too much of 

what I consider to be essential to my ideal existence to achieve this. My ideal existence isn’t to 

be defined by any of these. In fact, my ideal existence isn’t to be at all, but to ever be-coming. 

Philosophy indicates (or should indicate) the possibility of a way of living on one’s own terms, 

free of the labels imposed by the requirement of being this or that. Philosophy isn’t the only 

means to this end, but as my message is to those reading this thesis, who, one may reasonably 

assume, are already philosophically inclined, this is the means promoted herein. Perhaps my 

chief aim is to illuminate how, in what way, and why philosophy is important as a personal 

project. The significance of this lies not only in explaining my own ideas and the history of 

their sedimentation, but also in tracing how the study of philosophy takes place in general 

(albeit necessarily biased by the personal perspective); and, consequentially, how this project 

may be aided and advanced.  

Contrary to my original intention I dallied in philosophy, finding it interesting and, in 

any case, failing to think of anything more worthwhile to study. My philosophical education, 

though, did not carry me to the conclusions of the preceding paragraph quickly or by any well-

worn path. As I suspect is usually the case, I started my journey with preconceived ideas, both 

of what philosophy is and how it could be employed to better the world. I developed an interest 

in political philosophy, was left-wing, but, to my mind, practical and non-idealistic. I wanted 
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to build a better society on the foundations already in place, using the theories provided by 

ethics and moral and political philosophy. Predictably (in retrospect), I became increasingly 

disillusioned during my first two years of study, eventually leaving the philosophy department 

without graduating in order to study history and (later) literature and creative writing, without 

graduating with a degree in either at the time. I was experiencing what could (clichédly) be 

described as an existential crisis. The exact reasons and symptoms thereof need not concern 

us, what matters is the cure. My medicine proved to be the rediscovery of philosophy by a 

different approach, philosophy now understood in a broader sense than the purely academic 

and approached from a consciously more personal perspective. To this end, the study of history 

and literature were crucial, contributing new ideas that will appear throughout subsequent 

chapters. One might say that these studies led me to give up on a top-down approach to 

changing the world, so prevalent (and disastrous) throughout history, and adopt a bottom-up 

approach that permeates much of literature and certain contemporary schools of history. In 

other words, I realized that in order to change anything one must start with oneself and, 

crucially, never stop changing. Perhaps not a paradigm-shattering insight in the context of 

conceptual history, but critical to any individual discoverer. And so, I returned to philosophy 

with a new focus, one that I have retained and refined since; one that I have come to see as the 

kernel of my whole philosophical project.  

This new focus means a constant re-evaluation, not only of my ideas, but of how I 

approach the ideas of others. Perhaps the single most important reason why I feel compelled to 

write this thesis in the convoluted way it is written is that now, in virtually all my reading, I 

invariably find myself in some sort of agreement. Which is to say, I approach ideas charitably 

and automatically attempt to assign each new concept or theory a place within my own mental 

landscape by correlating with what is already there. I assimilate (or incorporate) as part of a 

forward momentum, rather than halting to define and disprove. This approach, while at times 

difficult, does offer significant benefits. It provides a common ground for further meaning-

creation.11 Secondly, this leads one to approach everything with an open mind, always seeking 

axes of convergence rather than lines of separation. This way, the world becomes easier to 

grasp even while retaining its infinite complexity. Importantly, such an approach has no final 

goal but is always in the process of creating the next synthesis. There is also a major drawback 

to this method in that it opens one up to infinitely many ideas and diverse strains of thought 

 
11 One might also say this method encourages mutual understanding, although that phrasing is problematic as it seems to 

imply there was always a firm understanding to be reached, mutually, rather than a common ground being created by a joint 

effort on which new meaning may be built. 
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that will never fit neatly into a coherent system. Were such a system even theoretically possible 

to construct for oneself, any explanation of such a convoluted scheme would inevitably 

flounder. Luckily, this is neither required nor desirable. The point is creative experimentation,12 

and whatever meaning arises thereby will always and necessarily be born of a joint effort of all 

those partaking in the conversation, and it will never be the last say.    

This is important (hopefully to the reader as well as myself) to understanding the 

strategy adopted here, and its faults. In front of us lies a smorgasbord of ideas and approaches, 

whose connections are often tentative at best, but which I will attempt to hammer, twist, and 

cajole into a resemblance of harmonious symmetry. We must by necessity deal up only a few 

at a time so as not to leave ourselves befuddled at the get-go, and before even beginning in 

earnest I must sketch in a few phrases the contours of my conceptual map at the point when I 

returned to philosophy, which is when the first seeds of this thesis began to germinate. In nearly 

two dozen pages written more than six years ago I find myself asking fundamental existential 

questions and describing the pursuit of wisdom as finding connections, drawing maps, and 

lamenting the impossibility of clear illustrations. These musings coalesce in phrases like ‘the 

map is the territory’, i.e. there is no separation between the material and the mental, and a 

joyous exclamation that this is ‘too pure to express’, incarcerated as we are in the prison of 

language, a map that belies the territory it purports to evince. These are, as I’ve discovered in 

the course of subsequent research, ideas familiar to Buddhists and Hindus, to ancient and 

modern Shamans and New Age esoterism, to Western philosophers from Heraclitus to Spinoza 

to Deleuze, and even to contemporary physicists. Nothing original then, but original to me at 

the time, the first tracings of my conceptual personae, in the parlance of Deleuze and Guattari, 

and crucial to the path taken below. Since then the language has become more refined but the 

exploratory aim retains its focus, a focus on parallels and commonalities between cultures, 

ideas, theories, etc., particularly as evident in literature, history, and our common myths.  

 

 

  

 
12 “There is no creation without experiment” (Deleuze & Guattari, What Is Philosophy? 1994, 127). 
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“Man be my metaphor.”13 

⸺ Dylan Thomas 

 

 

1.2 - Myths of Meaning 

Presumably humans have (at least) since achieving that most curious result of biological 

evolution, self-awareness, struggled to fit themselves into this great scheme of things we 

variously call Nature, Cosmos, Existence, Atman, etc. This is evident already in one of our 

oldest preserved works of literature.14 The Epic of Gilgamesh tells the surprisingly modern tale 

of the eponymous King of Uruk and his struggles to forge a personal identity. In the words of 

one scholar, “the work grapples with issues of an existential nature. It talks about the powerful 

human drive to achieve, the value of friendship, the experience of loss, the inevitability of 

death.”15 The story is multi-layered, but perhaps the principal thread centres on the essential 

incommensurability between even the greatest of men, namely Gilgamesh, and the gods, stand-

ins for the forces of nature/the cosmic order. At the beginning Gilgamesh has all the worldly 

possessions anyone could wish for. Even so, he’s unhappy. His existence is hollow, and in 

trying to alleviate his boredom Gilgamesh oppresses his people. The gods then create Enkidu, 

a wild man who is a match for Gilgamesh in strength and vigour. At first Enkidu lives free, at 

home amongst the antelopes of the plains, later to be seduced by a harlot (i.e. priestess) sent 

from the city. He is tamed, and subsequently goes to Uruk to challenge Gilgamesh. They 

struggle, but unable to overcome each other they become friends, equals; Enkidu’s 

domestication is complete. Joining forces, they proceed to challenge the gods, and, while at 

first successful to great renown, Enkidu is mortally wounded as punishment (or afflicted by 

disease, depending on your version of the text). He dies cursing the trappings of civilization, 

leading the distraught Gilgamesh to leave his kingdom to wander the wilds in search of the 

secrets of eternal life.16  

 
13 Thomas 2010, 12-13. 
14 The case could even be made that prehistoric cave painting depict humans as distinctly separate from, and dominating, 

other animals. Be that as it may (and not pretending any expertise on the subject), the abstract markings that often 

accompany such paintings, markings at least 100,000 years old, suggest that even very ancient humans already possessed 

some kind of primitive system of conveying meaning that went beyond representative pictures. There seems little chance of 

ever decoding this meaning, but whatever the markings actually mean they speak volumes about the mental capacities of 

those that made them (George 2016). 
15 Abusch 2001, 614.  
16 There are many variants of the Gilgamesh myth; the standard version, preserved in Akkadian from around 1100-1300 

B.C., believed to have been compiled from Sumerian texts as much as a thousand years older. Having studied several 

versions over many years, I am not relying on any particular translation. This brief recap of the first half of the epic should in 

any case be in line with all extant versions.  
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1.2.1 - A Modern Frankenstein  

There are many possible, and not mutually exclusive, interpretations of the Gilgamesh story. 

One common interpretation, relevant to my purposes, centres on the taming of Enkidu, his 

demise being seen as a metaphor for the victory of sedentary agricultural lifestyle over the ways 

of nomadic peoples. It is the story of the Agricultural Revolution, that literal (and literary) 

striating of smooth nomadic space, as a gulf grows between increasingly civilised Man and the 

natural/divine world; a story of Man shedding his innocence/simplicity in the web of his 

meaning-construction. Construction may be read literally. Civilisation (from the Latin: civitas, 

which gives us city) implies construction, not just of concepts but of houses, monuments and 

city walls like those of ancient Uruk.17 It’s a world that excludes natural habitats, truncates the 

divine; that gives voice only to human concerns, increasingly expressed in symbolic/abstract 

terms. It’s a narrative that centres on the pursuit of unattainable durability, whether eternal life, 

monumental structures, or the stable conceptualization of existence. I’ll have much more to say 

on these themes and their implications later. For now, I wish to focus upon one core idea: how 

Gilgamesh figures as a paradigm for the classical motif of the Fall of Man.18 Why, discarding 

the possibility of a common primary source, have seemingly all cultures created some kind of 

mythology on this theme? What gives rise to the human experience of fallenness? At least a 

part of the answer has already been provided. The ‘dawn of civilisation' with the Agricultural 

Revolution must be regarded as a foundation for the Fall allegory that straddles history and 

literature from Gilgamesh and Genesis to Make America Great Again. We have always been, 

and remain, partly convinced that ours is the postscript to a passed golden age. This powerful 

sense of something irrevocably lost is crucial to understand a lot of human behaviour, 

especially as it comingles with its obverse, the notion of progress, which I will deal with 

extensively in the next chapter.  

The official narrative of the dawn of civilization still is that the advent of agriculture 

brought huge material advantages, and thereby easily supplanted other ways of life. This 

narrative has come under increasing criticism in recent decades. The renowned geographer 

Jared Diamond, in his 1987 article “The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race,” 

points out that contrary to popular belief modern hunter-gatherers are not so much worse off 

 
17 The standard version of the Epic ends with Gilgamesh accepting his fate and taking solace in the durability of the stout 

walls of his great city, a work that is as fitting a monument as mortal men will ever have.   
18 Biblical connections to Gilgamesh and related myths have long been recognized by scholar in the field. One of the most 

accessible work on the subject is Joseph Blenkinsopp's Treasures Old and New: Essays in the Theology of the Pentateuch. 

Versions of the Fall myth, featuring a golden age-degradation cycle, exist in mythologies of cultures the world over, notably 

as the Greek tale of Prometheus, and the Ages of Man myth found in Hesiod.  
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than humans enjoying the luxuries of the civilised life. They generally work fewer hours than 

their farming neighbours to accrue the necessary material resources for daily subsistence. Their 

diet is healthier, richer in both calories and vitamins, and they’re less susceptible to food 

shortages due to their more varied diet.19 If this is the case today, even as the territories left to 

traditional hunter-gatherer tribes are far from being choice lands, how can we be so sure about 

the supposed plight of prehistoric nomads? Indeed, research in paleopathology seems to 

suggest that prehistoric hunter-gatherers were taller, healthier, enjoyed a greater life expectancy 

and more leisure time than their plough plying descendants.20 The obvious conclusion to draw 

seems to be that it was the very vitality of hunter-gatherers that led to the overpopulation that 

in turn forced them to adopt agriculture to feed their growing numbers; trading in their balanced 

diets and comparatively easy life for drudgery in service of cheap calories.21 Add to this the 

fact that until the 20th century cities, whatever their important economic functions, were 

essentially demographic sinkholes – the mortality rate outstripping the birth rate and urban 

populations thus sustained only by immigration22 – and the glorious march of civilizations 

starts to seem somewhat less glorious.  

While work on such alternative theories of human prehistory continues23 and is by now 

an accepted part of the field, it would still be a stretch to call it the prevailing consensus. Be 

that as it may, early agricultural societies were harsh places to live by any metric. 

Overcrowding of people and animals led to unhealthy conditions, aggravated by the poor 

nutritional values of farming crops; while labour-intensive agriculture reduced leisure time and 

increased societal regimentation and inequality.24 One may surmise that the social 

transformation accompanying all this would have led to people becoming increasingly 

alienated not only from their labour, but from understanding their own position. When taken 

in junction with the Eden motif of the Fall myth, it is tempting to view the Agricultural 

Revolution as the first event in human history, after the birth of self-awareness, whereby the 

existential conditions of individuals were radically and irreversibly altered. Presumably, the 

case isn’t that prehistoric man enjoyed some idyllic existence now forever lost. Surely, even if 

early agricultural civilization had multifarious problems, we’ve overcome these by now? 

Whatever the answer, there’s no going back, there never is. Moreover, there’s never any halting 

 
19 Diamond 1987, 96. 
20 Diamond 1987, 96-97. 
21 Diamond 1987, 97-98. 
22 See e.g. Harper 2018 and Frier 2000. 
23 Notably in Diamond's own bestselling and award-winning books, like The World Until Yesterday and Guns, Germs and 

Steel.  
24 Diamond 1987, 97. 
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the process once in motion. The Agricultural Revolution was (at least) at first a trap; an 

unstoppable, self-perpetuating process forcing a radical re-evaluation of pre-existing notions 

of meaning. Whether a real golden age was lost is immaterial, only the subsequent perception 

counts, and this forms the basis of a new narrative. This represented a common human 

existential crisis, the first we have any record of in our common myths and nascent literature. 

If the existential crisis undergone by Gilgamesh and Enkidu (or Adam and Eve) should be seen 

as a parable of actual felt emotions of real individuals, emotions emblematic of a society in 

crisis, then these myths speak to the core of the human condition. Further, they do so in striking 

ways rarely seen in other mediums, they preserve as only true art can.25  

Mythmakers, ancient and modern, deal with the individual on his/her own terms and let 

the complexities of social systems fall about her where they may. What I’m getting at is that 

while the philosophers have had much to say about Man and his condition, their analyses tend 

to overgeneralize. From that single datum, Man, constructing magnificent idealistic edifices 

devoid of real inhabitants, theories whose pretence to universality mocks their limited 

informational input. When Thomas Hobbes arrived at his infamous conclusion that human life 

in its natural state (i.e. pre-agricultural civilization) would have been ‘solitary, poor, nasty, 

brutish, and short’, he, influenced by the chaotic situation of his times, was guilty of 

overgeneralizing from the available data. John Locke, writing in a period of calm and 

prosperity, erred in the opposite direction. That is to say, narratives reflect the times and what 

truth there is emerges when narratives combine and evolve; when (his)stories26 become shared 

legends, and the legends morph into common myths. Myths are the bridges necessary to help 

the narratives and (his)stories of our lives along, in particular when existential chasms form 

under our feet.  

The story of Frankenstein is perhaps the premier modern myth of the Fall.27 In its 

unique way, the story analyses the crisis associated with the growing complexity of life, in this 

case the unstoppable march of science and industry.28 Much like the Agricultural Revolution 

destroyed the prehistoric nomadic way of life and plunged mankind into an existential crisis, 

the rise of modernity precipitates a new crisis; it opens up new avenues for progress, and also 

for anxiety, as the associated myths reflect. Mary Shelley’s reworking of the Eden/Fall myth 

takes it to its logical conclusion for her time. Written as the Industrial Revolution was gaining 

 
25 It is the nature of art, according to Deleuze & Guattari, to preserve and to be preserved as a “compound of percepts and 

affects” independent of model or creator (Deleuze & Guattari, What Is Philosophy? 1994, 163-4). 
26 Meaning both stories and histories in the plural, (his)stories should not be taken as implying a gendered approach.  
27 Itself a reworking of the Greek Prometheus myth as its subtitle, “The Modern Prometheus”, makes clear.  
28 It should be noted that my treatment of the Frankenstein story is based mainly on Nick Dear's stage adaptation for the 

Royal National Theatre and directed by Danny Boyle (originally in 2011 but since reprised several times) (Nick Dear 2018). 
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steam (pun intended) the new Adam is made not so much in the image of his creator but literally 

from scavenged bits and pieces of his creator’s substance. A hideous monster to all who see, 

in truth he’s closer at first to the good-natured Enkidu. In this version of the myth the creator, 

Victor Frankenstein (Prometheus/Gilgamesh), is the modern man with a mind of metal, caring 

only for the idea of creation; creation, that is, for the sake of experimentation, rather than 

experimentation for the sake of creation. Consumed by the myth of progress, he rams at the 

boundaries of the possible, never stopping to ask himself whether he should, only if he can. 

Having succeeded, he is repulsed by his own creation and quickly discards it, only to 

subsequently become enamoured with the possibility of perfecting it. Here’s a man playing god 

and losing himself, losing his humanity as the world threatens to spin out of control. The key 

feature is the emphasis on the urge driving this process, an urge not of creativity for its own 

sake but as a tool for control. The common people portrayed in the story are, by contrast, mainly 

ignorant, but not outrightly wicked; reflecting the conditions of the masses caught up in the 

tumult of history. Frankenstein is a meditation on another critical existential event in human 

history, that of the Industrial Revolution and the birth of mass production, mass society, and 

the mass man. The existential crisis of the creature in the story, born innocent into a hostile 

world, is a literary device not only for the crisis/resolution of its creator, but, additionally and 

perhaps more interestingly, for the display of the insecurities and anxieties of the common 

people.  

The existential crisis brought on by the Industrial Revolution is a crisis that continues 

unabated, only growing ever more pressing with each new incarnation of this revolution. And 

as modernity runs amok without the tiniest regard for the primitive neurobiology of us humans, 

where can we turn to for myths to inform our narrative? Despite numerous brilliant treatments 

of the subject in literature, and despite the impressive jargon available to scientist and 

philosophers alike, the answer remains elusive. The rapidity of change won’t allow time for 

myths to properly coalesce into anything useful to our postmodern Gilgamesh. Poetry, wrote 

E.M. Cioran, “flourishes only on the near or far side of civilization, never at the centre.”29 Alas, 

our ever more interconnected civilization is rather more centre than periphery. There’s little 

space left for poetry, little space for community, and thereby few means for common myths to 

form. Each one of us is increasingly left alone with only his or her individual narrative and no 

means of arraigning this into a coherent whole, each a kind of Frankenstein’s monster.  

 
29 Cioran 1968, 76. 
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Colin Wilson’s 1956 debut, The Outsider, provides an erudite analysis of the situation 

of this kind of existential outsider, the growing number of people who struggle to fit in to the 

contemporary world. At over sixty years old, the book is dated, but its insights remain relevant. 

There are, in any case, two related points I wish to make with reference to work. The first, with 

reference to the heading of this chapter, is the nature of the “Outsider’s case against society.”30 

In essence, the Outsider is he who sees the fundamental chaos that lurks beneath the fine sheen 

of civilization, the “savage, unorganized, irrational” roots of life. Wilson, quoting Henri 

Barbusse, says that the Outsider “sees too deep and too much”, and, having thus broken the 

spell, is forthwith unable to accept this supposed ‘reality’ of comfortable and ordered 

existence.31 It’s this breaking of an illusion which is key to understanding all existential 

questions. The English title of the authoritative Akkadian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh is, 

incidentally, He Who Saw the Deep,32 the deep in question being the only immutable truth of 

human existence, that of contingency, of the inevitable breakdown of this transient order that 

appears in the flickering of our consciousness. It is the flux, the chaos, that is the true backdrop 

against which the play of our lives takes place. This is a multi-layered issue, from the 

cosmological principle of entropy to the individual’s personal struggle with his own futility 

and powerlessness in the maelstrom of the unintelligible Charibdis of mortality.  

Having, at the close of the epic, finally failed in his quest for eternal life, Gilgamesh 

attains acceptance. Gazing over his city and its formidable walls he consoles himself, thinking 

that there is nothing more he could have done, invaluable knowledge indeed. There may be 

some invisible order to the Universe, but such an order is “a state that is too little known to 

human beings for their descriptions of it to be accurate.”33 Our first business is self-knowledge, 

including (especially) the knowledge of our limitations. It’s the conscious pursuit of this 

knowledge that, more than anything, defines the true Outsider. What this amounts to, is an 

attempt at (re)gaining some measure of direction, if not control; some semblance of narrative 

coherence, if not understanding. Which brings me to that second, closely related point I wish 

to graft unto this narrative. What drives us mad isn’t the knowledge itself but our inability to 

grasp it fully or communicate it effectively. This feeling that “something always eludes us, 

[that] the truth, albeit false, is always just around the corner.” This feeling is “what tires one 

more than life when life grows wearisome, and more than any knowledge of or meditation on 

 
30 Wilson 1963, 12. 
31 Wilson 1963, 9; 12-13. 
32 Metzger 2016. 
33 Wilson 1963, 96-97. 
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life, which are never less than exhausting.”34 There is a fundamental conflict ever present 

within the human psyche between the desire for Truth and the knowledge of truths, between a 

need for the finite and the certainty of the infinite.  

The Outsider, having once seen the deep, is subsequently the one-eyed man in “The 

Country of the Blind.”35 The existential question, adequately distilled, is a question of how one 

subsumes this knowledge within the wider story. With society appearing to merrily go about 

its mundane business, confident, so long as nothing happens, in its illusion of control, how can 

you live with your shattering sight? Some have been driven to madness or suicide by the 

question, because of the endemically partial nature of all answers. Victor Frankenstein and his 

creation, like Gilgamesh and Enkidu or Adam and Even before them, suffer for their insight; 

being driven into an endless headlong pursuit into the farthest regions of the world/mind in 

search of some absolute on which to build. It’s a fitting conclusion for the myth of the period, 

the appropriation of the Christian myth of eschatological time to formulate a promise of the 

kingdom of God on Earth, manifest in the myth of (infinite) progress. Presumably, our 

responses vary depending on what it is we see when we ‘gaze into the abyss’,36 on how far we 

dare dive in our quest for answers. Is chaos a void of nothingness? Or of virtuality, a 

metaphorical godhead of continuous becoming, the Chaos of Greek myth or the Hindu Atman? 

Or perhaps you think you glimpsed something there, an actual godhead? These are questions 

of personal inclinations, of experiences and situatedness, faith versus reason, optimism versus 

pessimism, of how you choose to frame your narrative.  

This is the feeding ground, not only of philosophy and religion, but of all kinds of self-

help charlatans selling us “An Antidote to Chaos.”37 Far more people have glimpsed the deep 

than some philosophers like to pretend, only our stories differ. All of us, at times, are little more 

than a husk enveloping a primordial existential scream. There are those who are better equipped 

to tune it out, others more adept at creating music with it. Sight is also always the awareness 

of more to be seen, of the unseen nonetheless present. Happily, for most people most of the 

time the gaps need not be closed, the search for ultimate coherence left in the capable hands of 

scientists, philosophers, and priests, while we muffle our doubts with meaningless tasks and 

our personal anxieties. At other times, in times of crises, these questions take on an urgency 

otherwise absent. When existential crises erupt, our need for a meaningful narrative becomes 

acute. Alas, acute need rarely invites optimal remedies.  

 
34 Pessoa 1991, 250. 
35 The title of the first chapter in The Outsider, taken from H.G. Wells’ synonymous short story (Wilson 1963, 19). 
36 Nietzsche 1972, 84. 
37 The subtitle to Jordan Peterson’s best-selling nonsense, 12 Rules for Life.  
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The Outsider closes with an endorsement of pessimism, a species of cheerful anti-

humanism that echoes Nietzsche’s development of Schopenhauer. The question is one of 

seeking meaning not in the Universe, but in oneself; not in what’s it all about? but what am I 

all about?38 Humanism is the “spiritual laziness” of those men of science who can’t be bothered 

to address what are essentially religious questions.39 Ernst Cassirer believed science to be the 

offshoot of natural language while religion and art derived from myth. In his words “the 

question of the origin of the language tends always to become a veritable monkey puzzle. […] 

All the energy devoted to it seems only to lead us about in a circle and finally leave us at the 

point from which we started.”40 Myths, of course, are related through language, just as science 

relies on mythical motifs both to direct research and communicate findings. There is no clear-

cut distinction between these modes of communication. Nonetheless, Cassirer has a point in 

that it is the nouns that dominate scientific discourse, while verbs are the essence of mythical 

narratives. Nouns represent permanence, verbs transience; nouns communicate being, verbs 

becoming. The verb comes first, giving rise to the noun in due course. The myth of the Fall 

captures that rupture between becoming and being, between the unconscious Edenic becoming 

and the self-awareness of being. The loss of the ease of becoming, of nomadic existence, is a 

crushing weight on the back of the postmodern, post-religious Frankenstein who, denuded of 

easy answers and paternalizing authority, too intelligent yet lacking wisdom, is now both 

“creator and creature in one.”41  

 

 

1.2.2 - Solid Symbols, Fluid Structures 

One of our more pervasive myths, our most dogged dogmatism, is one that claims for language 

the power over being. Language, however, is never wholly adequate to the true task of 

becoming, and from the gap that persists between language and the world, between the verb 

and the noun, the substance of myths is born. In the Book of Genesis God, having just made 

the creatures of the Earth, brings them before Adam for him to name “and whatsoever Adam 

called every living creature, that was the name thereof.”42 Such etiological myths are revealing. 

God may create, but for creation to be recognizable it must still be named by man. That is to 

say, becoming is all well and good but becoming is only confirmed via words, by instances of 

 
38 Wilson 1963, 303. 
39 Wilson 1963, 306. 
40 Cassirer 1946, 31. 
41 Stirner 2014, 140. 
42 Genesis 2:19. 
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being. Language describes meaning in existence, with the nouns in particular acting as the 

signposts marking the verbal road of the becoming. This is the case in myths the world over, 

including both Egyptian43 and Norse44 mythology. Such myths approximate, illustrate points, 

and all are ultimately hampered by the faults of the medium of their transmission. “[A]ll mental 

processes fail to grasp reality itself, and in order to represent it, to hold it at all, they are driven 

to the use of symbols. But all symbolism harbours the curse of mediacy; it is bound to obscure 

what it seeks to reveal.”45 Language is constrained by a sequence of infinite regress since even 

if we know the semantic contents we must still discover how to apply them without recourse 

to further semantic content. Even so-called scientific knowledge must be distilled in ‘concepts’, 

which are nought but “formulations and creations of thought.”46 Even as science relies on 

natural language, natural language must rely on symbolic language in order to explain itself; 

concepts giving rise to further explanatory concepts and the horizon retreating with every 

forwards step. In the last analysis, it is the transience of the verbs that governs the positioning 

of nouns and not the other way around. Those steps, however, are far from meaningless if our 

fabulations on the way can be seen as indicative of some underlying structure.   

The myths we tell ourselves are reflections of socio-economic and associated 

conceptual changes, they are a common language for exploring and analysing common 

existential issues. Far from being the relic of a primitive past, this medium continues not only 

to influence our social relations but, crucially, to influence our understanding and use of 

language itself. When struggling to express something fundamental we often seek recourse in 

the poetic language of myth. The same established myths reappear time and again in books, 

films, and other media; and new myths or new variants of old myths are continuously invoked 

to shed light on conceptually difficult areas. Myths are tools, but like all tools they also 

determine in part how the relevant task will be performed. Equipped with a hammer you will 

go about opening a locked door differently than if you had a crowbar, or, more poetically: “they 

that take the sword shall perish with the sword.”47 The symbolist interpretation proposed by 

Ernst Cassirer is sublimated and enhanced by the structuralist interpretation of myths by Claude 

Lévi-Strauss. “Myth”, he says, “is language, functioning on an especially high level where 

meaning succeeds practically at ‘taking off' from the linguistic ground on which it keeps 

 
43 In Egyptian mythology it is Ra who creates all other gods as well as all creatures and natural forces by his power of naming 

them.  
44 The 6th section of Völuspá describes how even the passage of time is dependent on the naming of periods thereof by the 

Æsir.   
45 Cassirer 1946, 7. 
46 Cassirer 1946, 7. 
47 Matthew 26:52. 
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rolling.”48 Rather than being merely symbolic of underlying thought-processes, Lévi-Strauss 

argues that myths in themselves are structural to the way human thought functions. Like the 

sounds of any given language they relate their meaning not by any individual instance, but by 

the way they are combined.49 Further, it’s not the individual relations that give rise to meaning, 

but bundles of relations.50 Myths may be combined and recombined in various ways, 

sometimes forgotten for a time only to be rediscovered, sometimes dismissed only to be 

reformulated later; but always the whole range of their relations makes for novel outcomes. 

Whatever the case, the basic elements of myths endure, and continue to be open to creative 

reworkings and alternative readings,51 for the simple reason that despite all our scientific and 

technological progress the human mind remains essentially unchanged. As evolutionary 

biology informs us, whether you’re a modern Western intellectual, an aboriginal shaman in the 

Bronze Age, or a Neolithic hunter-gatherer, the fundamentals of your mental-conceptual wiring 

are the same. This, in turn, is reflected in the similarities between myths across the globe.52 

And while these similarities may conceivably be explained by a common origin and/or 

analogous objective circumstances, by common mental processes giving rise to these 

similarities, or by some combination of these; it seems to me that whether triggered by 

analogous events, or even one common source, myths, in order to become and remain relevant, 

would always need to speak to common existential issues like those that accompany truly 

radical changes. 

Which is to say that myths serve an important function as structural models or framing 

narratives. The problem, as already noted, is the medium of transmission, of what is lost in 

translation along the way. I have elsewhere elucidated my ideas on the workings of language, 

how it cannot, in the final analysis, be relied on to express the absolute truth of our meaning.53 

I won’t restate these ideas here, but as they remain valid to my current work, let me say briefly: 

natural language (i.e. our ordinary spoken language) possesses all the relevant elements of a 

formal axiomatic systems (for communicating meaning). That is to say, like other such systems 

natural language is subject to incompleteness since such systems must always contain a priori 

 
48 Lévi-Strauss 1963, 210. 
49 Lévi-Strauss 1963, 208. 
50 Lévi-Strauss 1963, 211. 
51 Certeau makes the comparison between Lévi-Strauss’ description of how myths offer endless potential readings and his own 

ideas about the creative production involved in reading as consumption (Certeau 1984, 174-175). 
52 The study of comparative mythology is, of course, a huge subject stretching across numerous academic disciplines; and 

while I’ve touched on the archetypal Flood myth, I don’t pretend more than a cursory familiarity, derived mainly through Lévi-

Straussian anthropology and Jungian psychology, with the subject. That being said, as a student of history as well as poetry 

and creative writing, I think it’s beyond any reasonable doubt that myths have shaped human thinking in fundamental ways 

and continue to do so to this day. See further e.g.: “The Structural Study of Myth” in Lévi-Strauss 1963, 206-231. 
53 Jahnke 2016. 
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true statements that are unprovable by the logic of the system itself, i.e. by its object language. 

This was mathematically demonstrated in the case of formal languages by Kurt Gödel's 

incompleteness theorem in 1931.54 Paraphrased into intelligible English by Douglas 

Hofstadter,55 the theorem's proof involves transposing the liar paradox into formal logic: ‘This 

sentence (within the system) is unprovable’. If it turns out that the sentence is provable then 

we have a paradox, but without the paradox, i.e. if the sentence can’t be proven, then it is 

inherently true. Similarly, in ordinary language ‘This statement is a lie’ is a self-referential 

sentence – it expresses a truth value about itself – that is paradoxically true when false and false 

when true. It is, in other words, an inherent paradox because the object language of the system 

is unable to capture it. When such is the case, formal systems require an outside meta-language 

to define the workings of the system, initiating a sequence of infinite regress.56 

This is to indicate my entry point when it comes to the problems of language, problems 

which, in the final analysis, are existential in nature. My approach here is different, the 

underlying premises the same. Natural language has no meta-language, being itself the most 

basic linguistic expression. On the other hand, experience is (can be) something further than 

the language in which experience is formalized through narration, i.e. when counterpoised 

against the visible-experiential world it purports to describe natural language struggles as it 

cannot go beyond its own structural elements which don’t map exactly on to the structural 

elements of the world. Simply put, there are things we feel but cannot say, cannot reduce to 

mere words. The recognition of this explanatory failure, of the experience (presumably familiar 

to many) thereof, is crucial to understanding language. People obviously differ in their 

command of language, and while much of our inability to express ourselves is down to sheer 

intellectual laziness, it’s of supreme importance to keep in mind that language is a fluent, 

creative endeavour, its limits never static but can and must always be pushed at. Even so, 

language has limits and there will always remain that barrier to complete translatability. What 

we can do is to be creative and recognize in the examples of poetry and myth that exactitude 

isn’t always called for, that at times illusive language that places trust in our interlocutor may 

better contribute to a shared meaning; that, contrary to (the early) Wittgenstein’s infamous 

 
54 Gödel 1962/1992. 
55 Hofstadter 1979, 15-21. 
56 Following up the work of Gödel, Alfred Tarski later theorized that not only do formal system necessarily contain a priori 

true but unprovable statements, but that there may be no possibility of consistent use of the expression 'true sentence' in natural 

language, and hence, that the concept of truth may be beyond the possibility of clear definition. His ideas, though, remain quite 

controversial. See: Tarski 1936. 
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conclusion, it is precisely with regard to those things of which we cannot, strictly speaking, 

speak, that we should be prepared to be rather more verbose.57 

There’s a difference between how language functions and how modern Western 

orientated society thinks/likes to pretend it works when trying to get a point across. Language 

is water we pretend is a rock. This is by no means the case everywhere and always throughout 

history, but this is a problem central to Western-style metaphysics: the nature of meaning in its 

metaphysical, epistemic, ontological, and ethical variants.58 We can grasp answers to these but 

by the time we have, after much toil, fashioned them into a working definition they no longer 

correspond exactly to the original insight, while the definition doesn’t mean exactly the same 

to anyone else either as the words involved and the relations between them are subject to 

individual mental translation. There invariably remains that gap between one’s experience and 

the conceptualization and the ability to express and explain that experience.59 The pre-defined 

experience is a structure whose form is ephemeral, an immaterial container into which we place 

the words and ideas we use to describe/define/capture it, thus rendering form which, however, 

immediately moves to evade our descriptions. The form is never the elegant perfection we 

envisaged but a conceptual Frankenstein’s monster, a workable hypothesis but never the 

complete story. The container in which we mould our being is a mental category whose 

existence is confirmed by its being able to hold the ideas we place within it, while at the same 

time, all it contains fails to express the totality of the container itself. This container can be a 

single experience, a life, it can be language itself, it can be becoming in its entirety. The being 

that forms within it shades the edges but the container leaks and as soon as we stop pouring the 

contours fade. Too often, the response is to flee the elusiveness of language/meaning into a 

denser web of symbols in search of that substrate, that real reality.60 We curiously 

misunderstand the workings of language. The reason poetic language can communicate 

otherwise incommunicable ideas is exactly because of its ambiguity, because such language 

doesn’t attempt to define, class and file away experiences; but, rather, effectuates the creation 

of a common reality by leaving itself open to interpretation, to a continuous flow. Such 

language arises from a fascination with the intangibility of reality. This fascination informs the 

 
57 Wittgenstein 1922, 89. 
58 What is meaning? Can we recognize it? Does it exist? How can we make our lives meaningful? 
59 I will at times refer to this gap as an ‘explanatory gap’, this term here, however, is only meant to indirectly invoke the idea 

of an explanatory gap in the Philosophy of Mind, i.e. the dualism of mind-brain relations. What I mean is that even if there is 

no proper ontological or even epistemic gap between experience and conceptualization, there still remains the problem of 

mediating one’s knowledge to others.  
60 In the case of philosophy this tendency has been in vouge at least since Plato’s forms, while in the case of the hard sciences 

the search for the fabled grand unifying theory, or Theory of Everything, is a neat example. Not to say that such theories aren’t 

valid, only that their expression in technical language tends to denude them of substance.  
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composition of myths, and these come to provide the necessary structure for the systemic and 

the abstract.   

In his posthumous 1996 classic On Dialogue, physicist David Bohm details how the 

growing problem of (mis)communication in the modern world, despite (or perhaps because of) 

massive advances in communications technology, stems from a misconception of what 

communication entails. Communication is supposed to be about reaching a common 

understanding. This will never be achieved if one person sets out to make his meaning common 

for all, to win the argument. The problem is that we have supplanted dialogue – from the Greek 

dia- (through) logos (the word) – with discussion, from the Latin discutere, meaning to ‘break 

up’. Discussion emphases difference, conflicting viewpoints, while dialogue presumes a win-

win outcome.61 Dialogue, moreover, pertains not only to the content of thought, but to the 

process itself; something discussion cannot do. It is the nature of thought to divide up and 

classify, even while the world can never actually be divided up so neatly. The thought process 

is largely subconscious, it’s tacit and makes tacit assumptions which the individual can 

experience as fundamental truths since they are never called into question, which would require 

true dialogue.  

Language is “entirely collective” and already contains most thoughts.62 Individual 

contribution to thought mainly involves how one engages with the established ideas, but society 

is properly about the creation of common meaning by sharing individual meaning.63 We 

struggle with communication today because society has become incoherent and our different 

undiagnosed individual assumptions “are tacitly affecting the whole meaning of what we are 

doing.”64 Bohm suggests this is largely because human society has become too large and 

complex since the dawn of agricultural civilization, whereas our society (as evident by extant 

hunter-gatherer groups) originally developed much smaller units of perhaps 20-40 

individuals.65 In such small and close-knit groups true dialogue is both possible and necessary 

in order to preserve the group dynamic. Key to such dialogue is that the group has no fixed 

purpose. The only purpose is to “communicate coherently in truth”66 – only thereby can we 

escape the controls of our tacit assumptions. Evading the constraints of language is one of the 

most important tasks of contemporary philosophy, and one that many philosophers have 

 
61 Bohm 1996, 6-7. 
62 Bohm 1996, 15. 
63 In the way myths come about.  
64 Bohm 1996, 22. 
65 Bohm 1996, 16-19. 
66 Bohm quotes Krishnamurti: “The cup has to be empty to hold something”, which neatly illustrates the vital clash between 

becoming and being (Bohm 1996, 19). 
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pursued with gusto. But any evasion is hampered not only by reasons on the metaphysical-

linguistic spectrum, but by reasons along the whole evolutionary-sociological spectrum. True 

communication must involve people “creating something new together”67 on the basis of open-

mindedness, unprejudiced listening and a sincere will to discover truth in coherence. To that 

end one must also be aware of the inherent structures of the language we use. For this we 

require what Bohm calls ‘participatory thought’, thought that everyone both contributes to and 

partakes of.68 This is opposed to ‘literal thought’ which reduces everything to an object 

removed from the flow of the common, unlimited medium.69 Ideas like these aren’t anything 

new, but have a regrettable tendency to fall by the wayside, which is unfortunate as they are of 

great importance to philosophical practice. Rather than endlessly nit-picking at minor faults 

and trivial differences, this practice should seek commonalities and points of contact, should 

endeavour to remain open and in motion rather that becoming beached on every reef or 

sandbank.  

 

 

1.2.3 - Icarus’ Metaphorical Wings 

Language is simultaneously the wings of our Icarus and the wellspring of our hubris.70 But 

recognizing both the structural elements and their inherent limitations will allow us to better 

navigate between the abyssal ocean and the empty skies. To that end, it’s crucial to understand 

that oft-overlooked cornerstone of language, metaphor. In Metaphors We Live By linguist 

George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson illustrate how, far from being a quaint poetic 

device for flavouring speech, conceptual metaphors in fact systematically structure our 

understanding and thought. Metaphors (as well as analogy and metonymy) are complex 

interlinked tools that enable us to express much that we would otherwise struggle with, while 

simultaneously allowing us to understand, by way of established metaphorical structures, 

things that would otherwise remain beyond our grasp. For example, ontological metaphors are 

crucial for our understanding of abstract or unbounded phenomena like monetary inflation, 

political power, or even our own mind. Only by rendering these as concrete entities with 

established powers and defined boundaries (e.g. inflation rises like a river flooding) can we 

 
67 Bohm 1996, 3. 
68 Bohm’s idea of participatory thought is doubly interesting in light of the latest fad within ‘quantum philosophy’ of 

participatory realism.  
69 Bohm 1996, 96-109. 
70 For those who know their myths the two are indeed the same.  
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actually say anything about them.71 And only then can we differentiate and delineate such 

entities further by more exact metaphors: the mind is not just any old entity but a specific type 

of entity, e.g. a machine that is “a little rusty today,”72 or, more specifically for our purposes 

here, a container for ideas.  

The ideas contained in Lakoff and Johnson’s work have become largely accepted across 

linguistics and the philosophy of language, so I won’t develop them in any detail here. A few 

points should be made though. The concept of communication (i.e. the most generalized meta-

language) is, according to Lakoff and Johnson, understood by the conduit metaphor. 

Information/ideas are objects that pass through the container ‘linguistic expression’ from 

person A to person B.73 But many such fundamental metaphors are understood only tacitly, i.e. 

we forget they are metaphors and start to view ideas as actual objects that can be transferred 

wholesale much like concrete objects. This means that it's not the case that ordinary language 

is simply structured by metaphors without us realizing, but that in fact our very thought 

processes are structured thereby; we act based on conceptual metaphorical understanding 

without realizing. “The most fundamental values in a culture will be coherent with the 

metaphorical structure of the most fundamental concepts in the culture.”74 The authors’ point 

is largely the same as Bohm’s. Disregarding the operation of conceptual metaphors and relying 

purely, or mainly, on 'literal thought' causes the fragmentation of our narrative vision, reducing 

the coherence of our world. Attempting to classify experience is useful and necessary for many 

endeavours, but such classification must not lose sight of the bigger picture. Conceptual 

metaphors, of course, are a principal feature of participatory thought. Consider how we 

understand time. Near universally we speak of time as ‘flowing’ or ‘flying’ because we 

understand this abstract and immaterial phenomenon by way of metaphors, as if time was 

something like a river. The problem, as Lakoff and Johnson point out, is that whilst metaphors 

are essential to understanding abstract phenomena, and crucial to the birthing of new concepts 

with reference to established metaphorical thought, the structural element this entails means 

that certain well-established metaphorical conceptualizations may, like mythic symbols, 

obscure as much as they illuminate, since any particular metaphor will necessarily focus on 

one element to the detriment of others.75 In other words, metaphors (re)negotiate the established 

terms for communication, thus constricting our responsive vocabulary. 

 
71 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 25-32. 
72 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 27. 
73 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 10. 
74 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 22. 
75 That is, if linguistic expressions are containers then they contain lock, stock and barrel all that the purport to transfer. That 

is to say, over-reliance on one metaphor will leave us blind to the true nature of the metaphorized concept.   
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Our conceptualization of complex phenomena through metaphors, whether objects, 

events or activities, or even directions like up and down, involves what Lakoff and Johnson 

refer to as “multidimensional gestalts whose dimensions emerge naturally from our experience 

in the world.”76 Which is to say that, much like the relations between mythical narratives in 

Lévi-Strauss’ formulation, something greater is brought about by the coherence established 

between events, experiences and ideas by means of metaphor. But since this is often 

subconscious and implicit in our thought there is a gap between our understanding and our 

understanding of how we come to understand. This is where the overly rational mind tends to 

lose itself in so-called ‘objective thought’, severing itself from the (becoming) flow of 

meaning(s) to look at something static,77 disregarding the verb for the noun and thereby losing 

what grasp we had of the whole. “A proper understanding of causation”, write Lakoff and 

Johnson, “requires that it be viewed as a cluster of other components. But the cluster forms a 

gestalt – a whole that we human beings find more basic than the parts.”78 Let us look at Lakoff 

and Johnson’s examples of metaphors for arguments in this context, since they link up nicely 

with Bohm’s point about the difference between dialogue and discussion. One of the most 

common metaphors structuring our understanding of how argument works is the ‘argument is 

war’ metaphor.79 We conceptualize and structure our experience of an argument as a 

conflict/struggle; we fight for our point of view, battle it out over definitions, make a charge, 

change tactics, etc. But in doing all this we aren’t consciously aware that we're employing a 

metaphor, we are in fact channelling something primal. In other words, when we argue thus 

we’re not dialoguing, not trying to arrive at a common understanding. We’re discussing, 

fragmenting the whole and trying to force our point without regard for those of others. We are 

fighting to win. There are places for this type of argument, but they are rarer than we seem to 

think. 

Since the dawn of self-consciousness, we humans have struggled with an existential 

problem seemingly unknown to other animals, a problem intrinsically linked with how 

language not only reflects, but actively creates the world we live in. Experience is a 

metaphorical container we fill with the objects of language in order to render it real. The roots 

of our existential crisis begin here, in the befuddlement arising out of the simultaneous belief 

that language creates the world and the subconscious knowledge that it fails to express our 

experiences. The task of philosophy should be to explore the lacunae where language breaks 

 
76 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 122. 
77 Bohm 1996, 46. 
78 Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 70. 
79 See further: Chapter 13 in Lakoff & Johnson 1980. 
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down, but this is not achieved simply by naming/claiming. Meaning isn’t always, or even 

usually, literal, much less statistical. Too much modern philosophy, in tacit admittance of the 

impossibility of capturing meaning once and for all, has retreated into an escapist world of 

abstractions.80 Philosophy should strive to be a kind of meta-thinking; a tool to give form to 

the invisible structures of our lives. The ultimate container is man herself, not only as a common 

idea but as a personal idea of each self. The ideas enframed as word-concepts in language are 

not there once and for all. They are ideals that are only approximated in the words used to 

express them, plateaus formed by still shifting mountains. Not only is there an gap between 

experience and language, but thought itself only becomes real in the relevant sense 

(expressible) when assigned to categories within language. Ideas are common constructs, 

created, formalized, maintained, reformulated and restated by common human endeavours, and 

the way they are understood is always subject to the necessity of common, free and open-

minded creative effort. Thought is a commons, our individual thought only un-folded from the 

whole that en-folds everything.81 In trying to communicate my meaning I’m contributing to a 

new idea, which will in turn be subject to translation and interpretation by those who come in 

contact with it, each incarnation a gestalt of its own. 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 
80 This is admittedly hyperbole on my part and is less relevant to contemporary philosophy than to say the logical positivists 

of the Interbellum period. That being said, academic philosophy retains much of its propensity towards the abstract and 

impenetrable to the detriment of its wider relevance.  
81 Bohm 1996, 102. 
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 “[T]he only minds which seduce us are the minds which have destroyed themselves trying to 

give their lives a meaning.”82 

⸺ E.M. Cioran 

 

 

1.3 - Existential Rebellion83  

“A society founded on signs is, in its essence, an artificial society.”84 Human existential crises 

are conversely linked to life’s burgeoning complexity, from the birth of self-awareness, through 

the Agricultural Revolution and the beginning of urban life, the invention of writing and all the 

way down to the current information revolution; to the proliferation of signs. Along with 

growing complexity the accelerating rate of change means the potential for crises abounds like 

never before, while our vocabulary and metaphysical backdrop are hopelessly outdated. Either 

of the revolutions enumerated above represents a sea-change, between them lies an analogous 

explanatory gap (to that between experience and expression) separating two otherwise mutually 

incomprehensible sets of circumstances. The myths we humans create form bridges, but these 

repeatedly run afoul of the limits of language and our own preconceptions and intransigence. 

“Language is the house of being”, wrote Martin Heidegger, and being remains curfewed in its 

home. Homes, however, can be renovated, though this may call for uncomfortable stays in 

hotels or with relatives. My point is that crises have their roots in creative difficulties and can 

be addressed by creative solutions. Language, in denial of its fluidity, is impressed on us as a 

mechanism of control. Controls govern the game. But the game is a team sport and the rules 

are broken and rewritten as we go, producing (hopefully) a level field and a common 

meaning.85 In this last section of the chapter, and before widening my scope in the next, I want 

to delve into the related topics of rebellion and pessimism, and discuss how these may inform 

our mental-linguistic play in general, and my methodology in particular.  

 

 

 
82 Cioran 1968, 45. 
83 Not to be confused with the currently popular Extinction Rebellion movement.  
84 Camus 2018, 7. 
85 In this context I’m reminded of Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology: “If the sole experience of the subject is the one which I 

gain by coinciding with it, if the mind, by definition, eludes 'the outside spectator' and can be recognized only from within, 

my cogito is necessarily unique, and cannot be 'shared in' by another. Perhaps we can say that it is 'transferable' to others. 

But then how could such a transfer ever be brought about?” (Merleau-Ponty 2000, 194). 
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1.3.1 - Voices in the Wilderness 

Any true rebellion against the status quo of our existential situation needs also be a rebellion 

against the dogmatism of the language in use. This is a necessary condition, though not 

sufficient. Since language is both the game being played, the playing field, and the rulebook, 

what is called for is a combination of guile and brute force. One must master the game at the 

highest level in order to cheat most effectively. There are, then, good reasons why Wilson in 

The Outsider, even as he seeks to present a positive synthesis, acknowledges the foundational 

pessimism always at the heart of any honest existential project. Earlier I quoted the egoist 

philosopher Max Stirner. While he won’t figure prominently in my exposition, I must admit a 

debt to him as something of an architype for my view of what a philosopher should be. The 

heading of this first chapter (also) contains a sly reference to the subtitle of his principal work, 

The Ego and His own, ‘The Case of the Individual Against Authority’. Now, while I don’t 

accept many of Stirner’s conclusions, I recognize that it’s only by relentless critique, by raging 

against authority even without proposing anything in its place, that we come to see the faults 

in the system. There’s much desert wandering ahead. Even as we slowly descend from the 

mythical heights of Mount Sinai to the promised Canaan of coherence, we feel our rebellious 

fury ebb, washed over by sagacious waves of pessimism. Stirner was no pessimist. His 

philosophy, indeed, is triumphalist to the point of messianic implications. It’s also 

idiosyncratic, utterly irreverent, and near universally rejected. These are standard elements of 

thinkers ignored and forgotten in the history of ideas, the prophets of doom whose ideas, 

however, filter through by means of rediscovery, reworking and refashioning by their more 

mainstream contemporaries and successors. Such thinkers, then, are important to thought for 

the same reasons that poets are important to the development of language; they push the 

boundaries of the possible.  

Philosophy is by nature a doomed endeavour – albeit not without merit. In fact, one 

might argue that it’s the very impossibility of the project that represents its greatest asset. The 

proper utilization of this asset, however, requires that one adorn the cloak of a proselytizing 

prophet of pessimism at least a part of the time. Such religiously orientated vocabulary is no 

accident. The very core of the mythological spirit comes down to being hostile to intellectual 

unity, to paraphrase Cassirer.86 In other words, philosophy of this ilk is always and inherently 

in opposition to the established canon, to philosophy that has forgotten or neglected its essential 

critical purpose. The most famous and, arguably, successful philosophical prophet of this type 

 
86 Cassirer 1946, 32. 
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was Friedrich Nietzsche, himself reinterpreting much Ancient Greek thought and fusing it with 

various strands in his contemporary Germany,87 notably the devout pessimism of Arthur 

Schopenhauer. Nietzsche’s importance lies not least in his creative reworking of ideas that 

otherwise might well have been forgotten, as well as the method, anathema to many, employed 

to arrest his audience. His thought, in turn, has greatly influenced a myriad of subsequent, often 

highly diverse, thinkers; some well-known, others less so.  

One of the lesser known, a quote from whom serves to introduce this section, is E.M. 

Cioran. If Stirner is the ideal rebel, Cioran is the quintessential pessimist. A self-conscious 

disciple of Nietzsche, he rejects his predecessor’s life-affirming bent, while, like Nietzsche, 

avowing the futility of the philosophical preoccupation with truth and meaning, writing: 

“Wisdom and revolt: two poisons. Unfit to assimilate them naively, we find neither one a 

formula for salvation.”88 Cioran’s writings are aphoristic, bleak, highly personal, and largely 

unsystematic. He’s an introvert but, and notwithstanding his denial of the redemptive 

possibilities of revolt, he’s also a rebel to the core. A deeply ironic, pessimistic rebel to be sure. 

A rebel that acknowledges his own lack of cause and therefore doesn’t seek to offer up anything 

but his own abject insights. A true rebel then, and no revolutionary. It’s in the very lack of any 

kind of positive program that Cioran’s rebellion is most decidedly manifest. A true rebellion, 

unlike revolution, which etymologically implies circularity, it’s entirely linear, even as the end 

point continuously retreats the further one progresses. Linear, yet without beginning or end, or 

a (definite) direction; a mirror simply and constantly held up to the raging river of time. Such 

a rebellion, then, is the exemplary outsider’s rebellion against the meaninglessness of it all, the 

insistence that the only time truly worthy of philosophical speculation is the unceasing end-

time, the tacit recognition that the rebellion itself is meaningless. As Cioran writes: “To live is 

to lose ground.”89 This is what I mean when I say that I regard philosophy as a doomed 

enterprise from the start; doomed in the final analysis, doomed on account of its starting 

position, but perhaps not altogether doomed in the space between.  

“Irony”, writes Fernando Pessoa, “is the first indication that consciousness has become 

conscious.” To ‘know thyself’ is a riddle far more challenging than the Sphinx’, a labour 

beyond all those of Heracles combined. However, “[t]o consciously unknow oneself, that is the 

right path to follow.” That “is the active task of irony.”90 There is a kind of philosophical irony 

 
87 Much, indeed, has been made of the similarities between Stirner and Nietzsche, to the point that some have dismissed 

Nietzsche as merely having plagiarised his predecessor. There is, however, no definitive proof Nietzsche ever read Stirner, 

although it seems certain he had read of him in secondary sources. See e.g. Deleuze 1983, 156-158. 
88 Cioran 1968, 44-45. 
89 Cioran 1976, 96. 
90 Pessoa 1991, 250. 
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in that idealistic and highly motivated rebels (revolutionaries) tend to meet an early unhappy 

end while pessimists live out their sorry days into well into the miseries of old age. Nietzsche’s 

fate is well known, while Schopenhauer remained in robust health into his seventies; Stirner 

died in poverty aged fifty, while Cioran, despite Alzheimer’s disease, continued to work into 

his eighties. Another of those preordained poster boys for philosophical sedition is anarchist-

psychoanalyst Otto Gross. An early disciple and associate of both Freud and Jung, later 

disowned by both the Freudian and Jungian psychotherapeutic establishments in a vicious 

damnatio memoriae, Gross died of pneumonia, homeless on the streets of Berlin in 1920, aged 

42.91 Gross was another of those existential rebels whose ideas and methods were too far in 

advance of his era. He, more than any other at the time, realised the radical emancipatory 

potential of psychoanalysis, writing: “The psychology of the unconscious is the philosophy of 

revolution […] the liberation of the individuality fettered by one’s own unconscious.”92 These 

are the opening words from a short 1913 essay titled “On Overcoming the Cultural Crisis”, the 

subject of which, and other pieces from Gross’s final years, would much later be taken up by 

Freud himself in Civilization and Its Discontents.93 Gross was an anarchist, Marxist, radical 

feminist, and early proponent of sexual liberation.94 More than anything, he was a fervent rebel 

against the establishment, whether government, society, the patriarchy, or academia. He was 

also a trained physician, and as such passionately committed to improving the health of society, 

even to the detriment of his own.  

Whereas Stirner, who since his death has become widely acknowledged as a significant 

early influence in the field of psychology, emphasised man’s essentially egoist nature, driven 

by largely sub- or unconscious desires that the socio-ideological framework seeks to tame by 

installing various ‘spirits’ between the Ego and his World,95 Gross viewed man as balancing 

act between the extremes of unfettered egoist will and the natural tendency towards mutuality. 

To that end, he insisted on psychoanalysis not being merely a tool for helping the individual 

adjust to an unjust society, but a weapon for the overthrow of that unjust society and the 

creation of a new one wherein a true balance may be possible. Obviously, this radical viewpoint 

marked him as an extremely dangerous heretic against Freudian orthodoxy. To Gross, 

psychoanalysis was the logical continuation of the Nietzschean program of ethical re-

 
91 For an overview of Gross’ life and work see: Heuer 2013. 
92 Gross 1913/2012, 257. 
93 Gross may also be regarded as a precursor to the anti-psychiatry movement of the 1960s, a movement which in turn informs 

some of the work of Deleuze and, particularly, Guattari. I’ve already quoted one of its premier proponents, David Cooper, in 

the introduction, and will refer to him again later. 
94  According to some sources he may even have coined the phrase before Wilhelm Reich popularized it in the 1930s.  
95 “The divine is God’s concern; the human, man’s,” announces Stirner (Stirner 2014, Author's introduction). 
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evaluation, a practical tool for creating a new ethic based on true self-knowledge.96 Moreover, 

Gross saw the necessary groundwork for such an understanding as arising not (or not solely) 

from the analysis of sexuality, as in Freud, but from clarifying the Nietzschean Will to Power; 

a will that advances along two divergent paths, which might simplistically be labelled as 

‘sadistic male’ and ‘masochistic female’. These paths reflect the needs of the young child for 

care and nurture on one hand, which Gross, borrowing from Peter Kropotkin, identifies as the 

‘motherly’ tendency to mutual aid; and, on the other hand, for developing its own distinct 

personality, the ‘masculine’ egoist need à la Stirner. The problem is that the social structure in 

place will not allow these two properly conjoined features of the Will to develop together in 

harmony, instead forcing the individual to choose one path only, giving rise to dangerous 

pathologies.97 This is a heavily truncated recap of Gross’ ideas. They are fascinating and will 

feature further, but right now my point is firstly to underscore the difference between rebellion 

and revolution, and secondly to stress the importance even (or especially) of failed rebellions.  

Rebellion is by nature pessimistic. Desperate. Revolution, by contrast, is messianic. It 

springs not from despair at the given situation but from a pre-existing faith is its mission. This 

is hyperbole on my part, but: Rebellious pessimism is the attitude proper to philosophy in its 

doubtful, doomed endeavour. Revolution is naïvely utopian at best, sinisterly totalitarian at 

worst. The middle ground, the true revolution, isn’t a revolution at all but a pure rebellion. 

These inevitably fail, either collapsing in the face of overwhelming opposition or ‘succeeding’ 

only to be subverted by their success. Even so, as the inevitable circularity of revolution seizes 

the reins of power, rebellions constitute a linear forwards projection which means that the series 

of failed revolutions may come to form a slow-moving looping pattern. Like a snake that 

slithers across the desert sands driven on by the scorching sun, or a river slowly meandering its 

way towards the sea of oblivion; the forward momentum is the history of failed rebellions. 

Rebellion untempered by a healthy dose of pessimism will either, in the vein of Stirner and 

Gross, be crushed by superior forces, or be quickly subverted. Defeat may be glorious, heroic, 

but such defeat may in fact offer itself up to an alternative form of subversion, the subversion 

of martyrdom. Those who survive, however, the pessimists, may in turn continue to subvert 

the revolution.  

Philosophy, according to Iris Murdoch, is simultaneously a tool for the exploration of 

one’s own temperament and for the attempt at discovery of truth.98 This seems a tall order but 

 
96 Gross, 1913/2012, 257. 
97 See further in: Gross 1919a/2012 and Gross 1919b/2012.  
98 Murdoch 1970, 46. 
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the two, as I’ve been arguing, really are different sides to the same coin. A problem philosophy 

has been struggling with over the last few centuries is partly a reflection of the perceived divide 

between these two aspects. Truth is the realm of science, only to be approached through cold 

logic and clear definition and never through whims of human temperament. Ideally, the 

exploration of temperament should also be left to the mechanical march of science; the still 

inadequately fleshed-out crevasses only left momentarily to religion and pseudo-scientific self-

help voodoo. Philosophy itself seems to have forgotten that all these practices are properly 

offshoots from its own stem, it has become alienated from its applications to the extent that 

neither side is aware of a connection.  

My opting for obscure, controversial, and/or nonconformist thinkers and ideas isn’t 

solely down to personal idiosyncrasies. This is a conscious attempt to capture something of the 

core purpose of philosophy as I understand it; to be more than an unacknowledged tool to some 

ulterior purpose or a quaint mental exercise. While the natural and social sciences pay lip 

service to various philosophical precursors, they fail to recognize the philosophical practice 

fundamental to their project, both everyday operations and the core methodology. The main, 

or preferred, strands of Western and, to only a slightly lesser extent, Eastern philosophy have 

been co-opted to the service of the prevailing ideology (to invoke a problematic term). 

Therefore, it seems to me, strands as far outside the mainstream as possible are preferable when 

attempting any critique. “Critique must be a critique of truth itself”99 says Deleuze, meaning 

that not only should we doubt and debate what is or isn’t truth, but we should, to avoid all 

dogmatism, also question the core notion itself. We should question all our beliefs as well as 

the mechanisms by which we come to adopt them. This attitude is well captured by the noted 

scholar of ancient philosophy, Michael Frede. In an essay on ancient scepticism he writes:   

Thus, it is not the content of theoretical views (though, as we shall see, content is not entirely 

irrelevant) that makes them dogmatic views; it is, rather, the attitude of the dogmatist who 

believes his rationalist science actually answers questions, actually gives him good reasons 

for believing his theoretical doctrines.100 

Happily, philosophizing is innate and natural to humans, needing only to be adequately honed 

and directed, but to truly question the given fundamentals it would appear both useful and 

rational to turn to ideas considered by most people too radical to entertain. It takes, to continue 

a previous metaphor, a great deal of minor tributaries to produce the great rivers. And much as 

the waters of those distantly originating rivulets may be invisible within the grand current of 

 
99 Deleuze 1983, 99. 
100 Frede 1987, 195. 
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these Amazons they are still there, the breadth of the great river that incrementally wider. The 

river is the slave of the riverbed only so long as it doesn’t overflow its banks.  

 

 

1.3.2 - Studies in Pessimism  

There is, keeping with the religious vocabulary adopted thus far, a place where a prophet, 

willingly or not, becomes an apostle; where the symbiosis of madness and genius either burns 

itself out or betrays its ideals, where myth becomes institutionalized as religion. The difference 

between religion and myth, revolution and rebellion, is the difference between the supreme, 

compassionate and almighty God of the New Testament and the petty, irrational, blood crazed 

storm-god Yahweh, god of the Old Testament patriarchs. Much as it may sound as though we 

should prefer the former, the truth is, as we increasingly discover in our post-religious epoch, 

that it’s the irritatingly irrational that provides insight far greater than the empty sterility of 

theoretical benevolence. Myth is critical and insightful, rebellious, fatalistic. Omniscient 

religion is revolutionary theory, unable to find answers because it already has them, and these 

are immutable. Chaos and not cosmos is the real fount of creativity. Heaven, like all utopias, 

is in praxis a dystopia.  

 Madness and genius are a face in a mirror. Pessimism is what keeps the paradox in 

check. The disappointments of my original approach to philosophy gave rise to pessimism, 

which in turn forced me into an ultimately positive rethink. There may then be different species 

of pessimism. As I understand it, pessimism is no excuse for surrender; it is a recognition of 

the fundamental meaninglessness of it all, an acceptance of one’s own powerlessness in the 

final analysis; it is fatalistic in the technical sense of acknowledging one’s own impotence but 

not fatalist in the sense of ordering one’s whole existence around this acknowledgement. 

Pessimism is as much the inverse of such fatalism as a healthy anecdote to excessive and 

potentially catastrophic optimism. True pessimism should be just as pessimistic about its own 

tenets as whatever else. At first glance this may not sound like the pessimism of Schopenhauer 

or Cioran. I beg to differ. Pessimism must be honest in order to accomplish its goal, and to that 

end it can’t be merely a front for secretive hope. Nonetheless it is a kind of filter. Surveying 

existence through a filter of pessimism is precisely what these philosophers do. There’s a strong 

element of hyperbole in their works, pessimism exaggerated to the point of comedy. Far from 

dishonest, this is conscious and conceptually robust, a sincere defence mechanism. Call it 



38 

 

constructive pessimism.101 There are, in any case, many reasons to find pessimism a useful 

theoretical tool, not least as a dampener on excessive expectations and as a counterweight to 

fatalist determinism. Pessimism, to me, is the most intellectually honest position, appearing 

closest to what might be called a natural point of view in that it accepts the ultimate rule of 

contingency,102 a position that opposes its own dogmatism.   

Much as the inevitability of death might appear to endorse fatalism, of either the 

nihilistic-deterministic variety or the equally unproductive eschatological-deterministic one, 

the fact is that hope remains one of the most fundamental human emotions and will remain so 

while humankind endures. We may be pessimistic about the objects of hope, but never about 

hope itself. On the other hand, either the fanatical belief in salvation, or the fanatical certainty 

of eventual nothingness are intellectually dishonest positions to take. Denying hope means 

denying life, time, nature, one’s own basic instinct. But hope is not a destination but only the 

journey. This matters to my project in that it represents my philosophical outlook, not only as 

regards the abstract matters of language and metaphysics, but also when it comes to practical 

socio-economic and political issues. In other words, as doomed as any enterprise that seeks any 

kind of final/complete/total knowledge will inevitably be, this has no effect whatsoever on the 

hope that necessarily propels the project forwards. While time passes there is potential, and our 

curiosity regarding this potential is the very spark of life. Moreover, this curiosity of hope is 

sustained by our continuous evaluation of our own situation and the empowerment this 

provides us. Cioran asks, “is it not comforting to oppose to the world’s disorder the coherence 

of our miseries and defeats?”103 This is an exemplary pessimistic attitude but note the gleeful 

admittance of the comfort such a statement evidentially provides its author. Elsewhere Cioran 

comments that “too perfect a hell is almost as sterile as paradise”,104 illustrating perfectly how 

such constructive pessimism straddles the chasm between the extremes on either side. Also 

illustrated in these quotes is the humour inherent in such pessimism, diametrically opposed to 

the humourless gravitas of competing positions. This is an important insight for our continuing 

pursuit as we turn soon to questioning the foundational truths of our metaphysics.  

 

Society is an extension of the individual, civilization the extension of society; in the interplay 

of thought and (meta)language at the different scales lie the fundamental issues that need to be 

 
101 Perhaps in contrast to the perhaps equally honest but much less helpful pessimism of thinkers like Philipp Mainländer or 

Peter Wessel Zapffe 
102 Or maybe that is just my native pessimism talking.  
103 Cioran 1968, 73. 
104 Cioran 1976, 65. 
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addressed in order to diffuse our current crises. But as my brief digression into pessimism was 

intended to illustrate, this interplay can never be adequately understood or untangled, nor would 

that be at all helpful. What we can pessimistically hope for is to un-weave the occasional thread, 

knowing all the while that it will eventually prove a dead end. But even a dead end is something, 

at least we now know not to follow this particular thread any further. Pursuing dead ends and 

leaving loose threads is perhaps an apt description of this philosophical project, but it’s my 

belief that this will in any event always be the case. It’s the nature of big questions to be better 

at producing further questions rather than answers to any of these. The task then is to keep 

finding a way forward, to keep picking at threads to un-weave and not worry too much about 

where they may lead. This task requires either blind conviction or the kind of productive 

pessimism I’ve been describing. Recognizing the impossibility of the task is a fundamental 

requirement for its continual pursuit, which, incidentally, is also why this subsection is not a 

digression but in fact a cardinal point of methodology.  
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 “The poem that I dream is faultless until I write it down.”105 

⸺ Bernardo Soares/Fernando Pessoa 

 

 

II. ‘Mind the Gap’  

The richest one percent of the world’s population now owns more than half the global wealth. 

This percentage is expected to rise to 64% by 2030. Meanwhile, the bottom 50% own an 

estimated 2,7% of the global wealth, with this latter percentage likely to decrease.106 No matter 

what your politics, whether you buy into the myth of eternal progress under the auspices of 

global consumer capitalism, these figures should frighten you. Even if it were true that such 

incomprehensible inequality somehow benefits the worst off by raising their level in absolute 

terms, one must nonetheless confront the question: how can this possibly be any indication of 

a sustainable, never mind sane, system? Not only should it be clear to any reasonable person 

that such inequality cannot be rationalized but, more importantly, it’s inherently dangerous. 

Wealth equals power, and when such a small and relatively homogeneous group controls so 

much wealth they exercise power that potentially far outstrips the power of any state, 

organization or institution. Lastly, this system is unhealthy not only for society, but catastrophic 

for the environment, for our common ecosystem. At the time of beginning this work in earnest 

the United Nations had just released a new report warning that we have less than twelve years 

to effect radical changes in our environmental policies or face the consequences.107 Mankind 

is facing a mass-extinction event, and despite the fatalistic resolve by a horrifyingly large and 

vocal minority not to face these facts, there’s hardly much need to dwell on the by now all too 

familiar apocalyptic scenarios of global climate change presented by the scientific community. 

Earth is in crisis and we must act. How to go about this is in practical terms a question I’ve 

neither the education nor the inclination to address. My aim in this chapter is to broaden the 

scope of my analysis to the metaphysical issues of modernity on a society-wide basis, sketching 

first the increasingly unreal sense of self and history characteristic of mass consumer-society; 

second, how philosophy has largely failed to influence these; and thirdly, the operations and 

potential of the education system in this climate. A key concern is the gap between perception 

and conception, between presentation and experience.  

 
105 Pessoa 1991, 256. 
106 The Guardian 2017: The Guardian 2018. 
107 See e.g. The Guardian 2018. 
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“If there is a light at the end of the tunnel it’s the light on an oncoming train”108 

⸺ Robert Lowell 

 

2.1 - Simulation, Acceleration, Obsolescence  

“Society”, wrote Alan Watts, “is our extended mind and body.”109 A conceptual container for 

individual humans, as concretely real as it is utterly nebulous, its contours illuminated only by 

its contents. Society is more than the sum of its parts, while disappearing altogether if devoid 

of parts; an extension of the individual mind as well as a reflecting mirror held up to the self. 

No wonder that there’s no clear line of separation between the two, that any malaise of the one 

is a malaise of the other. If we grant that the Agricultural Revolution spelled the end of man’s 

bucolic innocence, effecting a re-examination of what it means to be human, how then have 

the succeeding revolutions, which have taken us so much further from any natural state, 

continued to alter our metaphysical dynamic? From the dawn of the Industrial Age we’ve seen 

the pace of change accelerate beyond anything imaginable to the ancients, through the 2nd, 3rd, 

and 4th Industrial Revolutions, the advent of the Computer Age, the Internet, Space Age, 

breakthroughs in biology, medicine, physics, mechanics; in robotics and artificial intelligence; 

mass transport, mass communication, mass marketing, mass culture, and mass consumption. 

Where does all this leave the existential paradigm of modern man, caught up as it is in an all-

pervasive symbolic web, as well as the material elements made possible by the symbolic 

structures? What is the nature of the structures that govern our lives today? To begin exploring 

such questions we must first ask: what is it that, more than anything else, characterizes modern 

life? The shortest conceivable answer to this question can be rendered as a single word: 

technology.  

Critiques of the impact of technology on human life abound. This literature stretches 

surprisingly far back,110 and has unsurprisingly only grown in relevancy. Some of the most 

poignant of these are the critiques occasioned by that catastrophic climax of the Second 

Industrial Revolution: World War II and the dawn of the Atomic Age. Three works, published 

in three consecutive years, set the tone. Martin Heidegger's lecture series, published in book 

 
108 From the poem “Since 1939,” Lowell 1976, 30. 
109 Watts 1966, 70. 
110 One may surmise that Socrates' aversion to written philosophy was the product of similar consideration as fuel some of 

the modern critiques of technology. Certainly, we can all acknowledge today that once something is written down it has 

already lost something of the vital spark that made it worthy of being written down in the first place. Variants of this 

criticism appear later in Schopenhauer, who laments how the people of his day read too much and think too little for 

themselves (see: “On Thinking for Yourself”). As a side note Cioran seems to have a different take, speculating that the 

reason Socrates wrote nothing has to do with excessive self-knowledge “annoy[ing] and paralyz[ing] our daimon” (Cioran 

1976, 74). 
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form as The Question Concerning Technology in 1954; Erich Fromm's scathing criticism of 

post-war American consumer capitalism, The Sane Society (itself a follow up to his seminal 

1941 Fear of Freedom) from 1955; and, least know but most interesting, Günther Anders' 1956 

collection of essays The Obsolescence of Man.111 Heidegger’s and Fromm’s works are 

interesting and inform some of the following, but my primary interest is in the last of these as 

it is not only the one most in need of a proper introduction, but also, as I hope to show, the 

most prophetic and enduringly relevant. Additionally Anders’ essays remain the least tainted 

by either the problematic conceptual baggage of Heidegger, or the elitist bourgeoisie 

intellectualism of Fromm.112 Anders’ phenomenologically inspired analysis of society is 

supplemented and enhanced by historical/anthropological/sociological narratives, in turn 

enhanced by and culminating in structuralist and poststructuralist readings, e.g. Debord, 

Baudrillard, Zizek. Of key interest is the development of and current manifestation of our sense 

of History.  There is afoot in the world today a pervasive sense of history nearing its climactic 

end. A sense most rationally minded people will disregard, but which nonetheless permeates 

much of our social and political discourse, and whose power is a major contributing factor to 

the ecological crisis. This is symptomatic of the metaphysical-existential crisis that philosophy 

has, if not failed to address, largely failed to make itself relevant to.  

 

 

2.2.1 - The Mass Man 

“It is not enough to change the world. That is all we have ever done.” So begins Günther 

Anders’ preface to the second volume of his The Obsolescence of Man, published in 1980, 24 

years after the original volume. Change, he says, occurs regardless of us. Our task is to interpret 

it, in order to effect its direction: “So that the world will not go on changing without us. And 

so that it is not changed in the end into a world without us.”113 Anders, who died in 1992 at the 

age of 90, remains virtually unknown outside his native Germany. In Germany, during the Cold 

War years, he was one of the country’s most vocal social critics and peace activists. Born into 

 
111 Published as Die Antiquiertheit des Menschen. This work has not been adequately translated into English and published 

as a single whole. However, scattered translations of individual parts, as well as the entire second volume, published in 1980, 

are available online.  
112 The cultural bias which colours Fromm’s arguments in The Sane Society is neatly illustrated by David Ingleby in his 

extensive introduction to the second Routledge edition from 1991. See: Ingleby 1991.  
113 Anders 1980, preface. Note: the quoted lines are italicized in the translation but not in the original German. Overall, though, 

Anders is overly fond of italic and employs them rather more extensively than most. 
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the German-Jewish intelligentsia, the son of noted pioneering psychologist William Stern,114 

the originator of the concept of intelligence testing (IQ), the cousin of Walter Benjamin, first 

husband to Hannah Arendt, a doctoral student to Edmund Husserl, and post-doctoral 

collaborator of Martin Heidegger, Anders was educated in the phenomenological tradition, 

which he used to formulate a “a philosophical anthropology in the epoch of technocracy.”115 

And while Anders obviously shares many of the concerns that colour the writings of his 

collaborators and relatives, what makes him uniquely interesting is his clear-sighted and hard-

nosed dedication to the cause;116 and how his whole philosophical project revolves around the 

theme of technology, mass media, and the effects of these on our emotional and ethical well-

being. In particular, his insights into the effects of mass media – especially screen media (in 

his case television, but this translates easily enough to all modern screen devises) – on human 

society, while such technology was still in its infancy, are remarkable.  

Man, says Anders, is becoming antiquated, he is being rendered obsolete by the fruits 

of his own ingenuity. Very much in keeping with my theme of the Fall of Man, this 

obsolescence, according to Anders, stems from what he calls ‘Promethean shame’.117 By this 

he means the shame at being, unlike our carefully concocted inventions, born rather than 

manufactured. “[Man] is ashamed because he owes his existence to the blind and uncalculated, 

the highly archaic process of procreation and birth, which place him in stark contrast to the 

immaculate products, which are carefully designed”.118 Here we have a modern take on the 

concept of original sin. Something of the experience of Frankenstein's monster when it realizes 

its own imperfection, its exodus from that short-lived Eden. It’s not that this fall stems from 

any abnormality. On the contrary, it’s our excessive normality that renders us uninteresting to 

our own minds, unworthy of the ideal we have internalized.119 What Victor Frankenstein sought 

in creating his creature was an ideal of perfection, the power to impose his order/control. The 

same discovery that drove his creation to sin drove its creator to madness; the discovery of 

what we perceive of as our inherent limitations, our essential imperfection. Sitting here, gazing 

upon the sleek lines and futuristic contours of my recently purchased laptop I can't help feeling 

a touch of that Promethean shame. This device embodies a sense of simplicity and order that I 

would, to some extent, like my subjective experience to possess. The modern Prometheus 

 
114 The Anders name is in fact a pseudonym, meaning ‘other’ in German, used to avoid the Jewish connotations of the Stern 

name. 
115 Anders 1980, preface. 
116 Contrasting to the more academic approach of many others.  
117 “On Promethean Shame” is the title of the first essay from The Obsolescence of Man vol. I. A translation of the essay is 

available in Müller 2016, 29-95.  
118 Anders 1956/2016, 30. 
119 Alternatively, one might say that (human) normality is abnormal in comparison with technology.  
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experiences an existential crisis when confronted with the world he himself has made, a world 

seemingly so much more perfect, streamlined, ordered, neat, clean, and sterile. Our inability to 

understand nature leads us to seek to invent our own order and, in turn, lose ourselves in 

something like Victor Frankenstein's mad pursuit of godlike power.  

This pursuit is directed towards the screen. The images on screen are subject to an 

ontological ambiguity, they are simultaneously present and absent, halfway between reality 

and appearance. They are what Anders call 'phantoms'.120 These phantoms are a world unto 

themselves, synchronized and immersive. Viewing this world only from the outside, never truly 

in it, we experience a false sense of control; we disengage from the real world, allowing the 

present to atrophy.121 The overarching term Anders employs for this development is 

“banalization of the world”.122 By this he means the degree of familiarization we impose on 

creation, bringing the world to our home through mass media in a safe, friendly and, ultimately, 

banal manner; rendering it so that we are never left to our own thoughts for any length of time. 

This process involves reducing all phenomena to the same basic level, a democratization that 

effectively comes to mean a neutralization of distinctions.123 The media speaks for us. It speaks 

personally to us. We are reduced to an audience, a solo audience since we’re no longer groups 

or families or even nations or peoples. On the strength of this banal familiarization humanity 

is effectively reduced to a uniform mass, and the world to a simplistic idealization.124 What this 

entails is a tacit admittance of defeat in the face of our Promethean attempt to impose order. 

We recognize our insignificance versus the universe and withdraw into an abstraction, into the 

mechanically ordered world of invention, into the technocratic world we can at least pretend to 

understand through our symbolic structures. What this withdrawal really means is the 

confirmation of our alienation. We cease to actively produce the world. Instead mechanical 

mass production produces mechanical mass men.  

Banalization functions as a defence mechanism, a false sense of control, a cloaking 

device to hide a level of alienation from that vast superfluous cosmos beyond one’s ability to 

fathom, a shutter to the abyss glimpsed. This banal world is a world of commodities, tailored 

to the mass-made individual to make him comfortable in his illusion, that the world is friendly 

and comprehensible. “[S]ince the world is inconvenient, the commodity simulates precisely 

 
120 Anders 1956/2011, section 11. 
121 Anders 1956/2011, section 12. 
122 Anders 1956/2011, section 7. 
123 Anders 1956/2011, section 8. 
124 Such a simplistic image of the world can then be used to render elements that don't fit well into an ordered worldview, 

effectively constructing a narrative that is comprehensible, but obfuscates important aspects. This is what Adam Curtis refers 

to as ‘hyper-normalization’, which I will discuss towards the end of this section.  



45 

 

those properties that the world completely lacks; and, in spite of everything, this product has 

the audacity or the innocence to claim that it is the world.”125 The trick is essentially that played 

by Satan in convincing the world he didn’t exist. As in Milton’s Paradise Lost, Satan is a stand-

in for nature, that terrifying complexity we prefer to convince ourselves doesn’t exist. Contrary 

to what one might suspect, that man exists under the spell of his own of God-complex, the case 

is actually that a carefully crafted image of humans as the crown of creation is a semi-conscious 

mirage, that at some subconscious level we know this. The world presented to ourselves 

through all media is a phantom made real, while it’s reality – including ourselves – that is 

rendered unreal. Anders illustrates this with the case of television. Far from it being the case 

that television has brought families together in front of the screen, as would indeed seem the 

case to many back in 1956, TV actually completely atomizes the family as each member is 

alone in his or her consumption of the program. There is no dialogue, only discussion, one 

narrative. The TV, according to Anders, is the inverse of the family table. It’s centrifugal to the 

family dynamic as family members no longer look at each other or participate in the common 

creation of a family-world, rather viewing the outside world as presented on screen, all the 

while preserving the outward image of unity,126 the core element of the mass narrative.   

It is truly remarkable that this analysis is written before the current era of universal Wi-

Fi access, smartphones, personalized social media, targeted advertising, and fake news. How 

much further have we progressed on the road to our utter atomization, utter alienation under 

the guise of familiarity and democratization?127 In answer to this question we come across a 

further instance of the container metaphor. “The real home,” says Anders, “has been demoted 

to the status of a container and its function is reduced to containing the video screen for the 

outside world.”128 That's to say, the home contains only an ideal devoid of content, a 

playground for the spectral phantoms whose reality we pretend. This description should call to 

mind that most famous philosophical metaphor, that of Plato’s cave. With the proliferation of 

smartphones, the real home has effectively come to mean our real life as life displayed via 

personalized media. With the screen, the reality-terminal, in our pocket at all times, it’s the life 

we lead outside the device which appears unreal. Life on screen is sleek, ordered, emotionally 

standardized, distant, manageable; whilst life off screen is chaotic and distressingly immersive.  

 
125 Anders 1956/2011, section 8. 
126 Anders 1956/2011, section 3. 
127 This question is particularly pertinent to (mass) education, especially in light of the rise of Massive Open Online Courses 

and educational podcasts, as well as the more standard large introductory courses. Not wanting to sound elitist, but it seems to 

me that the expansion of particularly higher education must delude the dialogical nature of the education process.  
128 Anders 1956/2011, section 3 (emphasis added).  
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This mode of living has generated social alienation, screen addiction, etc. and we’re 

coming collectively to realize how catastrophically this can affect, and has affected, our 

worldview and individual autonomy. “The will to mastery”, wrote Heidegger, “becomes all the 

more urgent the more technology threatens to slip from human control.”129 The effect is a 

feedback-loop: the echo chamber. As solo audience members, each believing oneself in a 

possession of a personal hotline to the world, we’re blind to the fact that the screen isn’t a true 

reflection of the world in its complexity, but a skewed version of our little corner of it. What 

we wishfully consider ‘the outside world’ is a seemingly internally coherent, but disastrously 

limited web of intertwined meanings frightfully vulnerable to sinister exploitation. As the 

technology advances our little bubble of control increasingly becomes the playground of alien 

forces manipulating the individual for their own purposes. The oft-quoted phrase: “If you're 

not paying for it, you are the product”130 is apt here. As Anders puts it, we’re all workers in the 

common mass production of a mass man, the leisure time/products we buy with our labour 

being the essential element in this production, i.e. mass consumption. Paradoxically, man “pays 

to sell himself; even his lack of freedom—which lack he has helped to bring about—he must 

obtain by buying it, since it, too, has been transformed into a commodity.”131  

Modern human life is increasingly atomized and commodified as the human being, that 

unpredictable and incomprehensible primitive, is reduced to a mass-produced automaton that 

is little more than a multiplicity of functions. We have moved beyond the kind of 

standardization that accompanies generic cultural imperialism towards a genuine inhuman, a 

being incapable even of articulating its own unfreedom, to paraphrase Zizek.132 In material 

terms this means a double alienation. Whilst simultaneously being denied the fruits of our own 

labour we’re also required to consume fruits we did not labour for. Even our resistance to the 

paradigm is a product for sale,133 as evinced by the rapid incorporation of any emergent 

‘counter-culture’ into the mainstream.134 Whatever we do the co-dependent production of 

experiences and functions means that “we supply ourselves to ourselves”.135 Correspondingly, 

our historical and social reality is reduced to mere forms, a “totality of models” containing 

phantoms masquerading as actual things. These Anders refers to as matrices, essentially 

containers for the broadcast, that totality of representations which the individual consumer 

 
129 Heidegger 1977, 5. 
130 Who deserves credit for this exact quote is debated, but the principle, using slightly different phrasing, was probably first 

expounded in: Serra 1973.  
131 Anders 1956/2011, section 2. 
132 “We ‘feel free’ because we lack the very language to articulate our unfreedom.” (Zizek 2002, 2). 
133 Anders 1956/2011, section 26. 
134 With perhaps the ultimate irony being the popular trend of a ‘minimalist lifestyle’. 
135 (Anders 1956/2011, section 25. 
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internalizes as the sum total of possibilities.136 Events are real only if they have a use function, 

if they can be addressed to our presumed or predefined needs and disappear as soon as they’ve 

been consumed.137 Thus, not only our experiences, but our most fundamental needs – 

manufactured by those experiences – are moulded for us. Our experiences are only those of 

reproductions, which in turn produce further reproduction, so that “the lie really lies to itself” 

and what we’re left with is a real which is “transformed into the copy of its images.”138  

What underrides this process is a fear of freedom, a dread of autonomy.139 Leisure is 

felt as a void to be filled, free time is a burden to be avoided at all cost since it has effectually 

come to mean the same thing as unemployment.140 To me it seems there are two related things 

at work here. On the one hand, there’s the issue of the work culture ethos driving consumer-

capitalist societies. Far from working to live, as in ‘primitive’ societies, the modern mechanical 

order requires us to live to work. This order, allied with overemphasis on the value of the 

individual, means that the system is largely beyond the possibility of criticism, such criticism 

being implicitly interpreted as a critique of the workers themselves.141 On the other (but closely 

related) hand, free time means time not consumed, and just as non-occupied time equals 

unemployment, non-consumption equals poverty. Hence, as Anders notes, the popularity of 

products, like cigarettes or non-stop TV/radio broadcasts, that may be consumed indefinitely 

without risking satiation.142 To these examples it seems all too obvious to add modern 

smartphones,143 ‘sand-box’ videogames that provide near endless possibilities, and streaming 

services that automatically play the next episode before you can even reach the remote to hit 

pause. The end result of this ‘progress’, this conquest of human existence by technology, is the 

final confirmation of our obsolescence. A process begun by the advent of agricultural 

civilization soon to be brought to completion by the annihilation of real free time, private space, 

and independent thought. A return to the paradisiacal bliss of pre-self-awareness. As Guy 

Debord would write a decade later: 

what is referred to as a “liberation from work,” namely the modern increase in leisure time, 

is neither a liberation of work nor a liberation from the world shaped by this kind of work. 

None of the activity stolen by work can be regained by submitting to what that work has 

produced.144  

 
136 Anders 1956/2011, section 20. 
137 Anders 1956/2011, section 24. 
138 Anders 1956/2011, section 22. 
139 Which echoes Fromm’s position, which I’ll get to shortly.  
140 Anders 1956/2011, section 13. 
141 See: Weeks 2011, 4. 
142 Anders 1956/2011, section 13. 
143 Soon to be available watertight to infect that last refuge, the shower, with compulsive consumption. 
144 Debord 1992, 15. 
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Which is to say, the free time liberated by scientific progress is a mirage obscuring the bars of 

our mass-consumption prison. 

Already in 1956 Anders described the then modern world as consisting of phantoms, 

copies of copies, reproductions of reproductions. Clearly, then, Anders marks himself as a 

precursor to the likes of Debord and Jean Baudrillard, whom I’ll turn to shortly. His is an early 

description of the mass-produced illusion that Debord would term ‘the spectacle’145 and 

Baudrillard would refer to as ‘hyperreality’.146 This growing multifarious web of ‘reality’ is 

the logical result of the view of man that, in Fromm’s words, “runs from Hobbes to Freud, and 

which assumes a basic and unalterable contradiction between human nature and society.”147 

Since man is essentially a predatory beast, the imposition of a social order is required to 

domesticate him, the hyperreal society of phantoms and matrices being only the most advanced 

method in service of this domestication, which stretches back at least to the Agricultural 

Revolution and probably to the birth of consciousness. This is a process in service of a deeply 

troubled, potentially pathological, social order. I’ve argued against such a conception of man, 

and regard it as patently demonstrated that there exists an incongruity between the needs of 

human nature, for lack of a better term, and the requirements of society as presently envisioned. 

What remains is to flesh out further our existential paradigm, its historical origins and socio-

historical sense of itself.  

 

2.2.2 - Hyperreal History  

The crux of modernity is perhaps best encapsulated in the prevailing narrative of History, a 

narrative that mirrors and supports the view of humanity discussed above. History is a difficult 

concept to pin down, its constituent ingredients being necessarily and unceasingly in flux. The 

‘interesting’ periods of history are generally those of strife, conflict, accelerated change; while 

conceptions of an ‘end of history’ envision a static world, an uneventful present seamlessly 

blending into a predictable (pre-programmed) future. In some sense, this might seem a noble 

goal, a stable world free of the violence and vagaries that litter the history books. It certainly 

seems the case that the kind of mechanistic existence described in the previous subsection 

might fall into the ‘end of history’ category, which gives rise to an interesting conundrum: can 

 
145 “THE SPECTACLE presents itself simultaneously as society itself, as a part of society, and as a means of unification. As 

a part of society, it is the focal point of all vision and all consciousness. But due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it 

is in reality the domain of delusion and false consciousness: the unification it achieves is nothing but an official language of 

universal separation.” (Debord 1992, 7). 
146 “Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a substance. It is the generation by models of a real without 

origin or reality: a hyperreal.” (Baudrillard 1994, 1). 
147 Fromm 1955, 71-72. 
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‘progress’ progress towards stagnation? Which amounts to an inquiry into the meaning of the 

term, and, by extension, the meaning of the modern concept of History. In 1967 historian Lynn 

White Jr. drew attention to some of these issues in his article “The Historical Roots of Our 

Ecological Crisis”.148 But despite the very considerable influence his article had in academia 

the faults highlighted in it remain. Judeo-Christian influenced eschatology and messianic social 

mythmaking (including its pessimistic inverse), are helpful aids to current political and moral 

philosophy, and correspond well to ideas within the disciplines of history and sociology, 

particularly those of Pierre Nora and Reinhart Koselleck. These strands may all be subsumed 

under the general catchphrase acceleration of history, a notion describing a sense of history fit 

for the era of human obsolescence and hyperreality. 

 In the aforementioned article White proposes that the prevailing Western attitude 

towards the natural world is the result of the triumph of Judeo-Christian values over earlier 

ethical systems, i.e. the triumph of human exceptionalism – God’s chosen people granted 

dominion over the Earth – over the prior more symbiotic (‘pagan’) paradigm. White calls this 

victory “the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our culture.” According to this view, 

man shares God’s transcendence of nature to the extent the he (too) is above and apart from 

the natural world.149 Such exceptionalism manifests not only in the certainty of human 

superiority, as apparently confirmed by the unstoppable forward march of science, but in the 

inherent belief in the linear nature of time. Whereas the ancients viewed time a cyclical, 

represented in the passage of the seasons, modern humans, religious or not, view time as a 

linear progression from the point of creation to the end times. The end of history is an updated 

secular version of Christian eschatology. Such ideas aren’t exactly ground-breaking anymore, 

with the idea of a ‘post-Christian’ era now well established in the popular imagination, but 

importance of this idea as the foundational point-of-departure for Western metaphysics bears 

keeping in mind. White’s conclusion is that science and technology are irredeemably fused 

with theology and that there is little reason to think that further investment in these will lead us 

out of the current predicament. “More science and more technology are not going to get us out of 

the present ecologic crisis until we find a new religion, or rethink our old one.”150 Be that is it may, 

there’s no denying that the theological-scientific mentality is thoroughly ingrained in our 

conception of history; kept ingrained, moreover, by powerful vested interests in the status quo.  

 
148 White Jr. 1967. 
149 White Jr. 1967, 1205. 
150 White Jr. 1967, 1206. 
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  This status quo narrative, leaving aside to what extent this is conscious or merely cognitive 

inertia, relies on the careful conceptual manufacture of Time and History. What difference there is 

between Christian eschatology and modern political consciousness resides only in our conception 

of who or what is the engine of historical progress. This is a critical point made by historian 

Reinhart Koselleck in his 1979 work, Futures Past, that supports White’s conclusions and helps 

explain the fanatical and persistent devotion to the progress mythos. Linear Time originally meant 

the progression towards God’s kingdom, now transposed to a utopian kingdom on Earth, the 

promise of modern science and technology replacing divine salvation. Following the failure of 

Christ to return before the end of the Apostolic Age, Christian theology pushed the idea of the end 

times into an undefined and distant future, and it’s only with the Scientific and Industrial 

Revolutions that these ideas returned to the fore. Before that, historical progress was imperceptible 

to the average human, since one’s life expectancy did not allow for him to experience real change 

of circumstances. There remained, in Koselleck’s phraseology, a gulf between the space of 

experience and the horizon of expectations.151 History didn’t exist as anything like a singular 

concept. There were histories but no single History. Only when history began accelerating 

exponentially with the advent of industrialization did a singular History arise, history gained 

direction, was ‘temporalized’.152 Key to this conception is the idea of progress, “the first genuinely 

historical concept” which reduced the temporal difference between experience and expectation 

to a single concept.153 That is, our very concept of History is founded on the idea of progress.154 

The histories of past ages didn’t carry this kind of teleological connotation, in a sense they were 

oddly ahistorical in that the past was viewed squarely in the light of the present and the future 

likewise presumed to be more of the same. The temporalization of history is the prerequisite 

for acceleration, and fundamental to this opening move is the realization of the present being a 

former future, i.e. a focal shift towards possibilities, potentials, prospects; towards human 

ingenuity over divine processes. This focus gives rise to expectations of an end-result, whether 

the end of times or a looming golden age.  

This acceleration of history is described by historian Pierre Nora as: “An increasingly 

rapid slippage of the present into a historical past that is gone for good, a general perception 

that anything and everything may disappear – these indicate a rupture of equilibrium.”155 The 

kind of pre-Historical notions of history described by Koselleck are roughly analogous to what 

 
151 Koselleck 2004, 255-276. 
152 Koselleck 2004, 11. 
153 Koselleck 2004, 268. 
154 A view notably born out in practice by decades of UN programs, panels, reports, and discussions.   
155 Nora 1989, 7. 
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Nora, building on the work of sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, calls collective memory.156 The 

minor histories of premodern times were essentially collective memory, shared by communities 

and tied to regions or places. The acceleration of History is a process by which all these minor 

histories are fused and subsumed, the communities lose touch with their histories and cease to 

be communities, as the overload of information drowns all but the singular major History. “In 

a word, universal history is not only retrospective, it is also contingent, singular, ironic, and 

critical.”157 It retrospectively annexes histories, ironically destroying them through critical 

evaluation.  

This History is akin to language retrospectively defining the world in relation to itself, 

shedding its metaphorical nature and mythic roots, reinforcing a singular narrative. The space 

of experience and the horizon of expectation are collapsed into a singularity: progress, in 

language denoted as definition, the all-conquering noun. What is left, like the weathered 

signposts along the highway of History, are what Nora calls realms of memory (lieux de 

mémorie), realms because they are no longer real environments (milieux) but merely abstract 

notions like names of places you’ve heard of but never visited; the stock myths we still allow 

ourselves to ponder even if now devoid of meaningful context. These can be monumental 

buildings, national flags, figures of speech, geographical areas, songs, dances; anything 

wherein “memory crystallizes and secretes itself.” Such objects mark points of departure, “a 

turning point where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that 

memory has been torn…”158 What is left are signpost, names on maps, the lifeless statues of 

once living memory, the disconcerting sense historical dis-continuity in the midst of all the 

progress.159 The value of is History is deluded by its mass-produced nature that it rarely 

succeeds in invoking more than an internalized sense of obligation. Where before our historical 

perception was supplied by the intimacy of a collective heritage this has now been replace by 

“the ephemeral film of current events.”160  

 
156 As an interesting side note Halbwachs studied philosophy under Henri Bergson and his work is heavily indebted to his 

ideas. Debord also acknowledged Bergson’s influence, and Cioran wrote his dissertation on him, while Bergson’s influence 

on Deleuze hardly needs mentioning. It may be surmised then that a Bergsonian notion of time may be widely discerned in 

the backdrop of this thesis.  
157 Deleuze & Guattari 1977, 140. 
158 Nora 1989, 7. 
159 Nora’s realms of memory may perhaps be compared with the grandiose pyramids of the Egyptian Old kingdom, versus the 

ideology of New kingdom pharaohs that produced the hidden tombs established in isolated locals in an attempt to elude grave 

robbers, while the resources thus spared were instead devoted to the cults and mortuary temples that were supposed to keep 

alive the memory of the king. Rather than erecting magnificent but ultimately empty monuments, the later pharaohs, noting 

the lost purpose of the older monuments, chose to conceal their remains but put aside funding to maintain living memory 

(worship) for generations to come. 
160 Nora 1989, 7-8. 
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Perhaps it’s this odd combination of a felt but unacknowledged sense of loss (of 

memory and the past) and the unfelt but much lauded sense of success at the progress order 

(over the chaotic past) that has given birth to the modern schizophrenic attitude towards the 

future. One the one hand, we remain (or pretend to be) convinced of a brighter tomorrow, while 

on the other we feel the future to be “no longer a bright horizon towards which we advance, 

but a line of shadow that we have drawn towards ourselves, while we seem to have come to a 

standstill in the present, pondering on a past that is not passing.”161
 What I’m getting at is that 

the development of language and History is parallel and both are out of touch with their 

mnemonic-structural roots, myth and memory, being left as ghostly skeletal simulacra. “We 

speak so much of memory”, says Nora, “because there is so little of it left.”162 What I’m really 

implying, then, is that our sense both of language and of history mirror how the world we live 

is reduced to a spectacle, a matrix, a simulation, a major narrative. Reality is rendered in the 

hyperreal. This fact, though, as I’ll get to shortly, is neither new, nor problematic. What is 

problematic is that we’re so thoroughly entranced by the marvelousness of the latest rendering 

that we’ve forgotten that this hyperreality is our creation, for the moment at least still ours to 

direct.  

“In the struggle between tradition and innovation … innovation always wins”, writes 

Guy Debord. As history dissolves prior ways of life, leaving culture as “a separate sphere 

within a partially historical society … the meaning of an insufficiently meaningful world”,163 

what ends is not history per se but the history of culture(s). History progresses to leave culture 

in its wake, vainly seeking the return of some lost unity. Culture responds by attempting a “self-

transcendence within total history” on the one hand, and simultaneously “its preservation as a 

dead object for spectacular consumption.” The former leads to the “critical self-destruction of 

society’s former common language” to be replaced by “the commodity spectacle”, i.e. the 

spectacle alone replaces the lost reference points of the “myth-based community.”164 The latter 

is essentially what Nora refers to as realms of memory, which Debord equates with social 

stratification and defence of class power.165 Put differently, the cultural innovation which 

results from “the total historical movement”, as it becomes self-conscious (i.e. culture), tends 

to outpace its cultural presupposition and move “towards the suppression of all separation.” 

The incredibly rapid extension of knowledge thus leads culture to a never-ending critique that 

 
161 Hartog 2005, 16. 
162 Nora 1989, 7. 
163 Debord 1992, 101-102. 
164 Debord 1992, 103. 
165 Debord 1992, 102. 
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comes eventually to negate itself. As culture becomes a singular autonomous entity, every 

result it produces undermines its own foundations, its striving for rationality reduces its 

coherence until it fragments completely.166 All that’s to say, even as the integration 

characteristic of modernity advances what holds it all together becomes ever more elusive, the 

underside of the structure becomes ever more fragmentary. The spectacle we see is “the bad 

dream of a modern society in chains and ultimately expresses nothing more than its wish for 

sleep.”167 For Debord the roots of the spectacle ultimately result from the “specialization of 

power.” Its aim is to speak with one voice for all while its real essence, akin to Anders’ 

description of the atomizing power of media, is separation.168  

This point is taken up by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Empire, where they, 

referring to Debord, describe the spectacle as “a virtual place … a non-place of politics … at 

once unified and diffuse in such a way that it is impossible to distinguish any inside from 

outside – the natural from the social, the private from the public.” The outside, the alternative 

to the established, is simultaneously universalized and “sublimated or de-actualized in the 

virtual space of the spectacle.”169 This is the modern History that has replaced histories and 

myth as our tools of orientation, whereas myths, violent as they sometimes are, are also idyllic, 

fanciful, and open to multiple and not mutually exclusive interpretation, History is brutal, 

statistical, impersonal, and unpitying, an all-conquering major narrative, whereas the nature of 

myths is to be timeless; equally explaining past, present, and future;170 the politics of History 

that has replaced myth in modernity is retroactive, pulling together and collapsing past, present 

and future, reducing everything to an archive, an official narrative not open to either question 

or interpretation, a tracing. This History is hyperreal in the terminology of Jean Baudrillard, 

hyperreality being that simultaneous collapse, into an undefined nebulous mass, of that which 

is being communicated and the means by which it is communicated, a map layered onto the 

territory in toto. As the distinction between medium and message loses relevance, we no longer 

distinguish between the ‘real’ and simulacra. More importantly, this means the ultimate loss of 

coherence in story – of the individual narrative within the wider narrative – to be replaced its 

‘hypernormalized’ presentation. In this way the Historical narrative augments and enforces the 

mass man narrative.   

 

 
166 Debord 1992, 101-102. 
167 Debord 1992, 12. 
168 Debord 1992, 12-13. 
169 Hardt & Negri 2000, 188-189. 
170 Lévi-Strauss 1963, 209. 
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2.2.3 - Topography of Deserts 

No man concerned with his equilibrium may exceed a certain degree of lucidity and analysis. 

How much more this applies to civilization, which vacillates as soon as it exposes the errors 

which permitted its growth and its lustre, as soon as it calls into question its own truths!171 

The videogame Civilization IV begins at the dawn of civilization in 4000 B.C. and progresses 

through the Ancient, Classical, Medieval, Renaissance, Industrial, and Modern eras. The 

player’s progress depends on researching new technologies, from animal husbandry to robotics. 

The span of the game, while extensive, is still finite. Eventually, there are no more techs to 

research, no more units or improvements to unlock. You have entered the Future Era, the 

ultimate era of the game. You can play on and may still funnel money and resources into ‘future 

tech’, which grants you minor economic and cultural bonuses. But by and large there isn’t 

much left to do in the game, no outlet for growth, except, of course, warfare. You can still fight, 

still endeavour to exterminate your enemies. This may be the quintessential ‘end of history’ 

scenario of our modern social imagination. The termination of forward motion means History 

losing cohesion and devolving into a multitude of fragmented minor narratives, returning, as it 

were, to its pre-history roots. Development along these lines is already visible. While it isn’t 

really the case that there has been any slowing down of scientific progress, it’s true that this 

progress has lately been measured more in mechanical/technological improvement and 

refinement rather that the great scientific breakthroughs of the last century. Moreover, as that 

particular narrative has been exported globally and come to dominate in every walk of life, we 

humans are becoming ever more ambivalent towards both its means and its ends.   

What Nora calls realms of memory are a variant of what Baudrillard calls lost 

referentials. From fantastic to mythical-metaphorical to realist and hyperrealist, from 

experience and memory to the simulation mega-narrative, it is the nature of our accelerated 

world construction that the meaning of the steps taken en route is lost. Forgetting the 

extermination is part of the extermination; the reduction of histories to History not only 

threatens to exterminate memories, but, as noted by Debord, itself as well. “What every society 

looks for in continuing to produce, and to overproduce,” says Baudrillard, “is to restore the real 

that escapes it. That is why today this “material” production is that of the hyperreal itself. … 

everywhere the hyperrealism of simulation is translated by the hallucinatory resemblance of 

the real to itself.”172 The narrative is continuously spun, but there’s nothing behind the 

appearance, the image neither represents some reality, nor does it mask its absence. There is 

 
171 Cioran 1968, 55. 
172 Baudrillard 1994, 23. 
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no relation whatsoever, merely a tangled web of referentials.173 Hyperreality expands much 

like the bureaucracy in Oscar Wilde’s famous quip,174 only we aren’t laughing, we’re worried, 

even as the sleekness of the narrative fascinates and assures us. This is a very logical end-

product of millennia of socialization, the simplification of existence.  

The problem, as analysed by Baudrillard, Anders and others, the source of our 

unarticulated unease, is that as we lose the ability to distinguish between the virtual and the 

actual, we lose touch with the actual, thereby seemingly losing our ability to criticise it. 

“Whatever has been fixed by a name, henceforth is not only real, but is Reality.”175 Everything 

becomes a given, completely beyond our ability to influence, a major narrative beyond 

reproach.176 “History,” Baudrillard says, “is a strong myth, perhaps, along with the 

unconscious, the last great myth.”177 The question that this myth confronts us with is the 

question of our place in the process, a question we seem either intent on avoiding or despairing 

of an answer to.  These are the end times. However you greet that statement, despairing or 

jubilant, with cautious optimism or anguished concern, whatever your outlook and whatever 

your understanding of the particulars, there remains that fundamental fact that for better or 

worse everything is changing and radically so. Is this a fact? One could say that that depends 

on what you understand by fact. Things may not change all that radically all that sudden. But 

the fact remains that we perceive and operate on the assumption that this is as a fact. As a result, 

we’re locked in a schizophrenic struggle between our nostalgia for a lost golden age and the 

lopsided anticipation of either a brighter future just out of reach, or a final collapse just around 

the corner. Technology merely exacerbates the situation as technological progress is too rapid 

for society to keep pace, while politics move even slower as they change to reflect societal 

changes. Thus, a gulf is continuously created, a conceptual container filled with a cacophony 

of contradictions. 

In describing the mental state of Soviet citizens during the Brezhnev years, when 

everyone could see the system teetering on the brink without anyone being able to conceive of 

any kind of response, the Russian anthropologist Alexei Yurchak coined the term 

‘hypernormalization’. The response is to metaphorically sweep the problem under the carpet 

and actively embrace the illusion of normality, of a functioning system. In his 2016 film 

HyperNormalization the British documentary filmmaker Adam Curtis makes the case that an 

 
173 Baudrillard 1994, 6. 
174 ‘The bureaucracy is expanding to meet the needs of the expanding bureaucracy.’  
175 Cassirer 1946, 58. 
176 A valid counterpoint to this conclusion can be found in the work of Deleuze and Guattari, which I’ll get to in the final 

chapter.  
177 Baudrillard 1994, 47. 
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analogous kind of hypernormalization is operating in the world today.178 The crisis of post-

capitalism, he argues, has reached the point where the complexities are beyond even attempted 

understanding, that the world system is merely going through emotions, a theatre wherein the 

most flamboyant are the most successful, whatever their politics (if any).  Earlier I said that the 

reign of hyperreality need not be problematic in and of itself. Let me qualify that statement. 

We’re always in a simulation to some extent. Our language, our whole system of thought, even, 

perhaps, our very consciousness, involves a simulation.179 The problem arises not from the fact 

of the simulation, but from our unwillingness to recognize our directing part in it. We operate 

on the (pre)conception that this simulation is and must be directed from outside, that we 

ourselves are merely clogs in the machine and not the active producers of this reality. We look 

away when we see beyond, we shy away from responsibility, preferring whatever distracts us 

or shores up the crumbling edifice of illusory control. Appearances are everything. We, as a 

result, are the keen producers of our own dystopias. To invoke what is becoming ever more of 

a cliché, “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.”180 Rather than 

imagining change, we fantasize about collapse. This fantasy isn’t creative, it’s mechanical. 

Those who see beyond the sheen of the first-order simulation imagine themselves awoken and 

unplugged from the matrix, but rather than seeking to break through the successive walls of 

illusion they linger in the post-apocalyptic second-order simulation, essentially trading the 

major narrative for its inverse.  

Our vision of life in these end times is a choice of alternatively the first order 

hypernormality utopian illusion, or second order dystopian illusion, with both being, at the end 

of the day, every bit as limited, preprogramed, static, and false. They are hyperrealisms 

distinguished more by cosmetic than substantial differences. And as the two approaches move 

in direction of the opposite extremes, they increasingly seem to fuse into one. The end times 

are characterized most of all by a lack of imagination, a fatalist acceptance lacking the 

detachment of true pessimism. Not only do we not seem able to imagine solutions, we can’t 

even conceive of the problem otherwise than as presented to us through the spectacle, whether 

as tragedy or as farce. “[T]he clearly defined crisis of modernity,” Hardt and Negri write, “gives 

way to an omni-crisis … there is no place of power – it is both everywhere and nowhere.”181 

This power is imagination, the choice and promulgation of a self-conscious narrative. The 

really troublesome aspect of the hyperreal lies in its occupation of our imaginative powers. 

 
178 Curtis 2016. 
179 The language/thought part I trust has already been illustrated somewhat. The consciousness part I’ll touch on again later.  
180 Jamesson 1994, xii. 
181 Hardt & Negri 2000, 190. 
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We’re too absorbed in the spectacle to question its function or imagine alternatives. The 

acceleration of History and proliferation of hyperreality isn’t then a problem in itself, or at least 

it doesn’t need to be. The problem is one of our experience of these, our misinterpretation of 

the meaning of these experiences, and the subversion of our experiences by ulterior forces. 

“This self-accelerating temporality,” writes Koselleck, “robs the present of the possibility of 

being experienced as the present, and escapes into a future within which the currently 

unapprehendable present has to be captured by historical philosophy.”182 It sounds like a 

terrible cliché, but what this really boils down to is an inability to navigate the moment, 

regarding the present as merely the preparation for a future, as time out of time. 

It’s old hat by now to debate the respective ‘merits’ of Orwellian versus Huxleyan 

dystopian visions. Both have, in a sense, been proven right. The differences turn out to be 

deceptive, as, indeed, utopias usually prove to be dystopias when viewed up close. Whether 

through indoctrination and misery or eugenics and mindless pleasure, the controlling principle 

is the same. Whether forced through violence or subversion, control is always the control of 

the narrative in force. Earlier I posed the question whether progress could conceivably proceed 

towards stagnation. Baudrillard argues that, paradoxically, the highest energy state leads to the 

maximization of energy controls. “Lockdown and controls increase in direct proportion … to 

liberating potentialities.”183 This may quite conceivably be applied to the idea of progress. The 

exponential growth of potentialities, along with the associated threat of everything spiralling 

out of control, is only too likely to produce a kind of blowback. Progress, thus understood, is a 

kind of cancer. When everything has been absorbed the sum becomes the remainder.184 This 

goes for History, for civilization. As all deviant cases are absorbed the sum-remainder become 

the deviation.185 Nothing is not what’s left when there is nothing further to take away, but what 

has been produced when there is nothing further left to add. That is, when everything is 

accounted for, we’re left with nothing.186 That is the promise of progress, the point towards 

which History is accelerating; a kind of singularity where it either collapses under its own 

weight or achieves the ideal harmony of its levels of abstraction.  

As an analogy, we may understand the concept of civilization as a metaphor in its own 

right; a metaphor for life the way we want to (or must) understand it. Life as understandable, a 

 
182 Koselleck 2004, 22. 
183 Baudrillard 1994, 40. 
184 Baudrillard 1994, 144. 
185 Consider the growth of extreme violence in developed societies. At the same time as crime in general has decreased 

significantly over the past decades, extreme cases of mass shootings and random crimes proliferate.  
186 Consider in this context the role of clinical psychiatry in accounting for and defining all aberrations, a process that has led 

to a massive increase in the number of people diagnosed with psychological ailments of all sorts. At what point do we conclude 

that it’s the system itself that’s insane?  
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model of/matrix for real life. Civilization is a means of definition in opposition to non-

civilization. It’s a cache of information, a simulation of a simulation; a hyperfunction imposed 

on the function of life near the top of the latter of abstractions. This isn’t to say that civilization 

is some Freudian façade obscuring and containing the bestial nature of man, this is to say it can 

be this or it can be something quite different depending on the way the story is told. All the 

narratives in operation are abstractions at differing levels, snapshots that are supposed to 

explain but in reality, hide more than they reveal; because, like prophecies have a tendency to 

be self-fulfilling, narratives create their realities. Temporality is structured by repetition but 

with new events cropping up every so often, giving rise to new contexts and new combinations. 

Time is neither purely linear nor truly cyclical. Time is a spiral, “a snake, which is not a snake, 

coiled vertically around nothing.”187 Any metaphorical treatment of it will always leave 

something out, and the choice of metaphor, of narrative, is always an exercise of power, even 

if only power that obscures the real absence of power.188  

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”189 John Keats famously wrote, and there is substance to 

this refrain, not only as regards aesthetics, but also as regards the hard sciences. As most 

physicists will tell you, one of the more important elements that goes into making a proposed 

theory acceptable is harmony and elegance. The results of quantum mechanics are eminently 

experimentally demonstratable, but the vulgarity of the theory, the disharmony and ugliness 

inherent in the schema nonetheless led many physicists to question the validity of quantum 

theory long after such a stance became indefensible.190 Philosophy is often guilty of similar 

intransigence. It fails to convince, to be relevant, as it lacks the beauty to read well. Broadly 

speaking academic philosophy is too serious, too concerned with describing desert islands of 

Truth in the ugly and incoherent sea of the world.191 My reasons for relating so much to 

mythology is that myths are cultural memory and framing devices for linguistic description. 

As Cassirer writes, “myth and language play similar roles in the evolution of thought from 

momentary experience to enduring conceptions, from sense impressions to formulations … 

Together and in combination they prepare the soil for the great synthesis from which our mental 

creation, our unified vision of the cosmos springs.”192 With their metaphorical language and 

bundles of preestablished relations, myths are structural aids for mapping hyperreality. One 

problem facing modernity stems not from the perversion of myths, their subservience to the 

 
187 Pessoa 1991, 258. 
188 Baudrillard 1994, 26. 
189 Keats 1955, 259. 
190 The Einstein-Bohr debate is probably the most famous example, but certainly not the only one. 
191 Recall Bohm in chapter 1: it’s society itself that has become incoherent.  
192 Cassirer 1946, 43. 
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totalitarianism of a teleological narrative. The rush of progress won’t let us formulate questions, 

much less seek alternative histories to increasingly sterile History. We’re stuck at the base level 

of noun-concepts, unable to (re)frame narratives before every insipid conceptualization is 

rendered obsolete. As History loses coherence its major narrative becomes ever more banal, 

collapsed into that singularity: progress. Set adrift in a mostly irrelevant world we come to 

prefer the orderly dance of shadows on the cave wall; if not the prettiest narrative it at least 

makes some sense while flattering our baser instincts. 

 

Human civilization is defined in a significant way by its relationship to the inhospitable, 

whether deserts, mountains, or primeval forests. The first cultures arose on the edge of deserts; 

Egypt along the thin band of the Nile as is snakes through the Sahara, Sumer along the Tigris 

and Euphrates floodplains as they cut across the Syrian and Iraqi deserts, the Indus valley 

civilization sandwiched between the Thar and the Hindu Kush, Shang dynasty China to the 

south of the Gobi. To all these cultures fertility, with little or no distinction made between the 

fertility of the land and of its people, was of principal importance, defining them in opposition 

to the wastes beyond the reach of human civilization, human control, human thought. This 

mode of thinking persists to this day both in terms of actual geography and, more relevantly, 

our mental geography. And as the physical deserts of the world expand, so does a theoretical 

desert of a metaphysics framed in mechanical vocabulary, the metaphorical desert of our minds. 

Our loss of meaning, the infinite fracturing of narratives within this accelerating mass produced 

hyperreality, represents a mental desertification, a retreat of civilization in the face of the bleak 

majesty of the smooth sands of time. Which is not a particularly helpful way to see it. In The 

Atrocity Exhibition J.G. Ballard writes:  

Deserts possess a particular magic, since they have exhausted their own futures, and are 

thus free of time. Anything erected there, a city, a pyramid, a motel, stands outside time. 

It's no coincidence that religious leaders emerge from the desert. Modern shopping malls 

have much the same function. A future Rimbaud, Van Gogh or Adolf Hitler will emerge 

from their timeless wastes.193 

To shopping malls, one may easily add the whole panoply of the postmodern urban desert, as 

well as cyberspace; the ‘reality’ of mass media as seen on TV, as described by Anders. The 

power of the internet had already been amply demonstrated in recent local, regional, and global 

crises. And it’s from this seemingly incoherent wasteland that many of us increasingly expect 

new ideas to arise. But, of course, like physical deserts this conceptual one offers a myriad of 
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opportunities for the wilful wanderer to lose his way, not to mention that this medium presents 

even subtler methods for manipulation than other such media. Here, as elsewhere, philosophy’s 

main task is to inform and frame an intelligible dialogue.  

And while philosophy has done well to begin drawing our collective attention to the 

simulation, its mapping of hyperreality and its exploration of the underlying power dynamics 

hasn’t been as nearly successful in engaging participation from outside of academia. This is 

understandable and may be forgiven, as this would require a level of reckless abandonment, a 

headlong dive into the abyss without the expectation of answers, barring with the pessimists’ 

wry acknowledgement of his own the ultimate power of creation. This, philosophy is loath to 

do. But ongoing and unstoppable change can only be directed (to the extent that it can) from 

within. Only by embracing active participation over objective analysis, by exploring virtuality 

rather than tracing actuality, can we hope to escape this hypernormalized apocalypse and to 

survey our existential situation from a suitable vantage point. As Hardt and Negri phrase it: 

“Empire cannot be resisted by a project aimed at a limited, local autonomy. We cannot move 

back to any previous social form, nor move forward in isolation. Rather, we must push through 

Empire to come out the other side.”194 This task requires a courageous engagement with the 

accelerating cosmos, task to which we’ll always feel ourselves hopelessly inadequate. For 

better or worse, thought, we’re in History, and at the end of the day it was this very hopeless 

inadequacy that got us here in the first place.  
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“Crazy, but that’s how it goes…”195  

⸺ Ozzy Osbourne 

 

2.2 - Shiny Happy People 

Each one of us is composed of, on average, some 7x1027 atoms. Our bodies comprise some 30-

40 trillion individual cells. Our brains contain upwards to a 100 billion neurons. These are big 

numbers, but few of us would contend that figures like these could ever adequately capture the 

whole of our being.196 We expect to find more within that container we call a person. There are 

our thoughts and memories, our social relations, culture and history, and so much else besides; 

all that which jointly comprises our consciousness, both individual and shared, two sides of the 

same coin. We are defined by our ability to contain multitudes within us. And not just contain. 

We are potentialities for the endlessly varied creative (re)use of all that data. This, alas, is a 

truth insufficiently underscored in modern thought, a truth we would do well to remind 

ourselves of, a truth that philosophy could do more to address; to remind us that as it was our 

creativity and ingenuity that got us here, only these same properties will see us through.   

The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate 

all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, 

and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The sciences, each straining in its own 

direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of dissociated 

knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, 

that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace 

and safety of a new dark age.197 

In these opening lines from H.P. Lovecraft’s famous story, The Call of Cthulhu, the author 

espouses a negative pessimism which sadly is all too pervasive these days. It requires no great 

stretch of the imagination to see the relevance of this description, particularly the two options 

outlined, to our (post)modern predicament. We’re being driven mad by the continuing march 

of progress. To avoid this terror, we escape into the peace and safety of trivial entertainments, 

into the warmly glowing screens, into the simplified variants of the by now all too recognized 

illusion. At least the new dark age is sure to be well lit.  

Feeling means feeling painfully. As a rule of thumb, we learn by first discovering a 

problem with the existing paradigm, much like we only realize the impact of technology when 
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it breaks down. Discomfort, then, is perhaps the single greatest engine of change in human 

societies. This should be a cause for optimism, although, of course, change doesn’t necessarily 

mean change for the better. One problem is that we tend to avoid pain, avoid feeling, avoid 

change. The progress myth, the whole direction of History, is in large part the promise of 

comfort, a narrative backed up by the whole panoply of the scientific-technological apparatus. 

The message is: ‘This is out of your hands now. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride.’ The heading 

of this subsection is taken from a song by the band R.E.M. The lyrics (and video), which are 

saccharine to the point of absurdity, were ridiculed by many; and the band would go on to 

publicly denounced the song, going so far as to request it not be included on their greatest hits 

compilation. To me, this song and the controversy around it perfectly captures the 

schizophrenic situation we find ourselves in. We want to be taken seriously, but we also want 

to be the shiny, happy people modern society tells us we should (want to) be. We think we 

crave the real but we’re content to let ourselves be sold on illusion easily enough. The reasons, 

alas, are simple enough.  

“The capitalistic economy of the present day is an immense cosmos into which the 

individual is born, and which presents itself to him ... as an unalterable order of things in which 

he must live. It forces the individual ... to conform to capitalistic rules of action.”198 If these 

words were true when Max Weber wrote them 90 years ago, just how much more true are they 

presently? More recently Baudrillard would go further, writing that capital “is a monstrous and 

unprincipled enterprise … it is a challenge to society, and it must be responded to as such.”199 

Be that as it may, considering their high level of evolutionary specialization, humans are a 

remarkably adaptive species from a biological standpoint. Our intelligence allows us to survive 

were many comparably developed species would struggle. But this adaptability is at times both 

a blessing and a curse. A blessing for obvious reasons. A curse as this can be a hinderance to 

beneficial changes to our existential condition. That’s to say, sometimes we may simply adapt 

to a situation, rather than seek to ameliorate it. At the very least it’s certainly is the case, as 

already indicated, that humans evolved as members of small groups and not as the kind of mass 

men in mass societies we find ourselves today. There is then a probable imbalance of the group 

dynamic, which in turn may well be reflected in the increasingly problematic pursuit of 

happiness, a pursuit paradoxically made more difficult by the excessive abundance of choices.  

Fromm was quite right to question the sanity of our social arrangement, but he also 

missed a crucial point. Consider the statement: “Science, business, politics, have lost all 
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foundation and proportions which make sense humanly. We live in figures and abstractions; 

since nothing is concrete, nothing is real. Everything is possible, factually and morally.”200 

While this is true as far as it goes, it also misses the point that these things never did make that 

much sense when you really thought about it, nothing ever was concrete or real to begin with, 

everything has always been possible. The way forward never lies back, and the past, as per 

Koselleck’s approach, need not be viewed merely as a past but as the then present of a possible 

future, a living potential rather than a dead archive. Similarly, our own present must not become 

for us a continuously insipid past seamlessly fading into preordained future, but the active and 

imaginative creation of that future. This, however, is not the case today. There is a degree of 

madness in that we feel ourselves more powerless than ever even has humanity ascends to new 

heights of influence over nature, we feel ourselves alienated even as we have never been more 

numerous or better connected, we feel sick even as medical science advances apace, we feel 

more afraid the less there is to fear; we are unhappy, even as the prerequisites for a happy life 

have apparently never been more easily available. In short, there is something wrong with this 

‘immense cosmos’ we’re born into, something off about the rules we’ve learnt to take for 

granted. Even as the future is supposedly so bright, and the present such an improvement over 

the past we are unable to experience this as fact.  

One reason for this is that even as the world is more under control than ever, it’s less 

under our control. As individuals within hunter-gatherer groups, or even as tenant farmers in 

village communities, the world was largely within out control since the world was only the 

immediate world, and ‘requirements’ for control weren’t the same as today. Sure, natural 

disasters, wars, or harvest failure might leave us destitute or dead, but these were events 

comprehensible in their incomprehensibility, recognized as being inherently beyond our 

control. Meanwhile, our place within the social group, the family, the labour we performed 

with our own hands, the lands we owned or hunted on – this immediate world – was 

comprehensible and controllable. Modern society, by contrast, is too complex and too vast for 

us to have any real measure of control. The mass of information available has extended our 

horizon so as to make our immediate world much too expansive. As ever more of the vastness 

of the deep becomes visible it’s no wonder that more and more of us prefer the safety of a 

simplistic presentation over the realization that the rabbit hole has no bottom. Knowledge may 

be power, but too much knowledge leads to a breakdown of comprehension and coherence. 

Correspondingly, even if early farmers were worse off than their contemporary hunter-
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gatherers it would be impossible to argue that modern civilization hasn’t brought us more 

security and control over our destinies, but the mass nature of our society also deprives us of 

any individual sense of that increased security. Much like Anders describes the democratization 

of society as the neutralization of distinctions, the spread of individual security actually and 

paradoxically comes to mean the banalization of the very idea. Nothing comes about not when 

there nothing further to take away but when there’s nothing further left to add; a bonus extended 

to everyone negates its own existence. Further, it’s undeniable that while modern civilization 

has allowed us greater control over nature as a species, it has also given rise to entirely new 

threats, while also allowing a select few individual humans an unprecedented level of control 

over their fellows. Effectively, the modern dynamic has replaced the coincidence of natural-

divine threats with the certainty of made-made ones.201  

A similar effect is in play when it comes to human happiness. Back in 1995 Ted 

Kaczynski described the then nascent epidemic of anti-depressant use as modern society’s 

“means of modifying an individual's internal state in such a way as to enable him to tolerate 

social conditions that he would otherwise find intolerable.”202 This obviously harks back to my 

previous point about human adaptability. Rather than using our intelligence to ameliorate the 

underlying conditions that make us unhappy we use it to create drugs and banal distractions to 

enable us to endure them. Which isn’t to fault our biology. The fact is that evolutionary 

changes, even as they accumulate over long time spans, are originally short-term adjustments; 

they’re responses to local conditions and stimuli and not a prepared and coherent plan. As the 

long-term effect coalesce, though, one may safely assume something like a coherent paradigm 

does emerge, a paradigm which isn’t wholly compatible with all our short-term adaptations. 

Since 1995 anti-depressant use has increased massively. According to figures from the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention 12.7% of Americans over the age of twelve took 

antidepressants in 2011-2014, up from 11% in 2005-2008. This figure is higher for older age 

brackets, and close to seventy percent of users have taken them for over two years.203 At the 

same time, suicide is the second leading cause of death in the US among young people and 

age-adjusted figures show an overall increase in the suicide rate of 31% (from 10.7 individuals 

per 100,000 to 14) in the period from 2001 to 2017.204 And while the US takes the lead in these 

matters, it’s no exaggeration to claim that suicide, depression, and associated mental ailments 

are everywhere on the rise in the developed world. In short, we’re not happy and seem to be 
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becoming ever less happy. Presumably, there are many and varied reasons for this, but in the 

interest of brevity and simplicity I’d like to sum them up as the gap between the short term 

needs/wants that modern society identifies, and the long term needs/wants conditioned by our 

evolution. These aren’t necessarily opposites, much less need they be mutually exclusive, but 

they are out of balance, as evident by an increasing corpus of empirical research.  

While there’s no way to measure human happiness in absolute terms comparative 

research in psychology and the growing field of happiness economics points to a divergence 

between the expectations created by consumer-capitalism and what actually makes us happy. 

The term most often used when calculating happiness is subjective well-being. This is 

composed of two components, affective balance (i.e. positive/negative emotions, moods, 

feelings) and life satisfaction (i.e. value judgements about one’s life). The so-called Easterlin-

paradox205 indicates that while there is correlation between happiness and financial wealth, this 

only holds until a certain level is reached, except as regards life satisfaction. Which is to say, 

measurements of affective balance are not affected by further increase in prosperity even if the 

individual’s own judgements about his life may be positively affected.206 There’s no clear 

consensus about where the threshold lies, but the more interesting question in any case, is 

whether greater wealth can actually result in decreased happiness, as some research seems to 

indicate.207 At the very least, wealth accumulation is time-consuming and often involves 

stressful occupation, and, indeed, there’s plenty of research to indicate that stress and lack of 

leisure time are strong contributors to unhappiness.208 By contrast, the principal conclusion 

offered by Frey and Stutzer in Happiness and Economics, one of the first books to empirically 

link psychological research on happiness with economics, is that increased income only 

minimally affects personal happiness, while institutions that facilitate autonomy and individual 

involvement in politics have a much greater effect.209 Psychologist Barry Schwartz’s 2004 

book, The Paradox of Choice, further articulates some of these same points and argues that the 

overabundance of choice presented to us in modern consumer-capitalist economies may 

actually negatively influence our happiness, both by causing anxiety over the (too) many 

options, and by leaving us with a sense of missed opportunities post-choice.210  

This isn’t intended as an all-out condemnation of capitalism, merely to note that 

consumer-affluence isn’t necessarily synonymous with psychological well-being any more 
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than it’s synonymous with the natural well-being of the planet. When it comes to the economics 

of happiness, these may be just as susceptible to the law of diminishing returns as other 

economic variables, i.e. more isn’t always better. The freedoms afforded us by economic 

affluence may thus be tainted in more ways than one. ‘Freedom is slavery’ was after all one of 

the mottos of Oceania in Orwell’s 1984, or, in Zizek’s words, our very freedoms “serve to mask 

and sustain our deeper unfreedom.”211 In the previous section I noted the similarity between 

Anders’ description of the home as nothing but a container for the TV screen and the metaphor 

of Plato’s cave. What difference there is lies not in the depth level of the illusion or the quality 

of the rendering per se, but in the extent to which we recognize and accept the illusion as not 

only preferable but irreplaceable and unchangeable. The oversaturation of information and the 

overload of choice serves to render us passive to the point where an alternative narrative is no 

longer merely impossible, but increasingly irrelevant as we lose the imaginative potential to 

even conceive of one. We’re passive consumers. Consumption, however, is never purely 

passive. The promise of science and technology is ‘being’ explained in its totality, a narrative 

prepared for our passive consumption by the hypernormalizing effects of media manipulation, 

a narrative that denies us the active production inherent in consumption. A narrative whose 

underlying sedentary and disconnecting nature we must actively seek to expose in order to 

supplement it with a nomadic narrative of connectivity.  

We’re familiar by now with the growing trust issues associated with fake news, targeted 

advertisements and the echo chamber, with the moral blindness festering in the post-political 

landscape, and with at least some of the general trends in world politics rising out of and giving 

rise to these. The technicalities of all this are beyond my means of illustrating here, these are, 

in any case, better left to the likes of Zizek, and Hardt and Negri. There’s only two points I 

wish to press. These concern philosophy’s lack of engagement with, on the one hand, 

psychology, and, on the other, physics; two fields that seem to me the most potentially helpful 

towards framing a more rebellious metaphysics. Psychology and psychoanalysis have 

rebellious potential but remain for the most part dedicated to the adjustment of the individual 

to the unjust society in which he finds himself, rather than seeking to change the situation. The 

reasons, one may surmise, relate to psychology’s need for acceptance as an empirical science, 

leaving mainstream schools firmly in the service of what Fromm called the “pathology of 

normalcy,”212 supplying the pills and talk therapy necessary to (mostly) keep us operating as 
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passive consumers. The radical field of anti-psychology213 meanwhile has been largely 

discredited, and psychoanalysis is ridiculed by the dominant psycho-therapeutic establishment 

as at best a quaint tool for cultural studies and at worst an exercise in deliberate jargon 

invention.  

Philosophy hasn’t been particularly interested in critiquing the prevailing approaches 

in psychology, despite the glaring flaws enumerated above, although it has in recent years 

moved to claim some of the territory traditionally dominated by psychology, as evident by the 

growth of ‘practical philosophy’, philosophical counselling, etc. These seem commendable 

additions to the philosophical toolbox, but, it seems to me, even if they offer positive 

alternatives to strictly psychological methods, they nonetheless operate on the same basic 

assumption that it’s the individual mind that needs adjusting rather than the society in which it 

thinks. The problem is that what we call normality is merely the median of our pathologies, the 

increasingly precarious surface tension. The rise of political extremism, the dearth of civility 

in public discourse, the growing preponderance of mental disorders – all of these may be seen 

as manifestations of subconscious resistance against the authority and institutions in place 

today, against the anachronism of a morality long since obsolete.214 The power of this muted 

scream is wasted on inner conflict, on a private struggle against the internalized norms that 

regularly (and with growing frequency) spills out in chaotic and destructive rage directed at the 

apparent decline taking place, but which might be harnessed as the desire towards a 

constructive metamorphosis.215 The desert frightens us because it’s wild an unexplored, and 

it’s precisely these aspects of the human psyche where philosophy and psychology should be 

heading together, as it’s in light of the extremes that the deficiencies of the base may best be 

understood. “Understandable and analysable … is only the extreme, and the question of 

Individual Psychology can only be approached through pathological material.”216 

To refresh a point made in the previous chapter, any true rebellion must be a rebellion 

against the language framing the discussion (preferable reframing it as a dialogue). And any 

rebellion is inherently an exploration of the pathological. Whereas a revolution seeks to impose 

understanding by rehashing the normal, a rebellion mines the pathological for potential gems 

that may enrich, redefine or restructure normality. This may in part be forgiven because the 

revolution, due to its professed aim of repairing/replacing a broken system, proceeds by way 
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of the most direct route, which, unfortunately means adopting the very language which is the 

fundamental premise of the system. “None of the revolutions belonging to history have been 

successful in setting up the freedom of the individual” Gross claims, “They collapsed because 

the revolutionary of yesterday was installed with authority.”217 That authority is the language 

governing the process. The revolution merely co-opts the language, it doesn’t reject or rewrite 

it. To Gross the underlying cause of this failure, and of the resulting inner conflict that divides 

each person, is the conflict between the inherent (human nature) and the social paradigm forced 

upon us. The paradigm of the individual will, of patriarchal domination whether of the family 

unit or of society, is a paradigm essentially based on the repression of other wills. At over a 

century old Gross’ writings might be seen as dated, but one would be hard pressed to argue that 

there has been any lessening of the supreme emphasis our social paradigm places individuality. 

Similarly, the all-pervasive influence of the patriarchy is only ever becoming better understood. 

One doesn’t have to agree with Gross in viewing the origin of its repression in vague terms of 

Freudian sexuality, but few would argue repression isn’t there to be found. And this repression 

continues to be the bread and butter of the psychotherapeutic industry to this day. Clinical 

psychiatry, to quote David Cooper, forms “a small part of an extensive system of violence,” it 

is infantilizing, normalizing, and devoid of the reciprocity that forms the core of true 

humanity.218 Its only object seems to be to diagnose whatever passes for abnormality as a 

symptom so as to be able to dismiss it.  

Framing a dialogue that makes it possible to intelligently talk about mental and 

psychological extremes may sound simple enough, but the task is made anything but by the 

discussion-driven, noun-centred narrative which dominates psychology as much as the natural 

sciences. Everywhere the problem, at its core, is one of language. “Writing,” writes Rosi 

Braidotti, “is a method for transcribing cosmic intensity into sustainable portions of being.”219 

To this end the discussion approach of the sciences is inadequate. The portions thus created 

aren’t sustainable, their hyper-emphasis on the knowledge of instances to the detriment of 

coherence being little more than a moral-religious drive for Truth at all cost.220 Even within the 

hard sciences, though, the beginnings of a breakdown of this approach as have been 

necessitated by the narrative requirements of quantum theory. Within the field of modern 

particle physics our preconceptions about the world are challenged in ways analogous, if not 
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outright synonymous, with those confronting philosophers. The originator of modern quantum 

theory, Max Planck, stated in an interview in 1931: “I regard consciousness as fundamental. I 

regard matter as derivative from consciousness. We cannot get behind consciousness. 

Everything that we talk about, everything that we regard as existing, postulates 

consciousness.”221 At the time Planck was regarded as something of an oddity by more purist 

rational scientists, but now, some 90-odd years later, the idea of the universe as we perceive it 

being essentially a kind of controlled hallucination has become, if not exactly a given, at least 

an area of intense philosophical speculation, as evident by the rapidly growing literature 

devoted to the philosophical interpretation of quantum mechanics.222  

I could have devoted the whole length of this thesis to this topic without even scratching 

the surface, so I’ll content myself with saying that even more than radical psychology, radical 

interpretations of particle physics offer probably the most promising avenue for minor 

narratives that may serve to undermine rational orthodoxy. Quantum physics reveal a universal 

undergrowth of chaos, of randomness that only morphs into the seemingly stable universe of 

our perception when we zoom out. The quantum viewpoint, then, isn’t unlike the hyperreality 

of Baudrillard or Anders’ matrices in that it exposes to how great an extent the apparent world 

is actually virtual and reliant on our point of view of it. The difference is a matter of attitude. 

Early on many physicists despaired at the conclusions presented by quantum mechanics, but 

as rationality has been forced to give way a positive sense of wonder and curiosity has taken 

over. A philosophy of quantum physics and the role of human consciousness therein is one of 

the most promising areas of research in modern philosophy and presents perhaps the best option 

for breaking the narrative deadlock separating the shiny, happy people of the hypernormalized 

simulation from the posthuman nomads of the hyperreal desert.223  

Not all who wander are lost. We feel lost only because we’ve let ourselves be convinced 

of the importance of the destination over the journey, while we lack the mental tools and social 

motivation to address the imbalance of power between ourselves and the simulation. But a 

desert is only unnavigable to those with a particular destination in mind. When it comes down 

to it, what really drives our primitive human brains more than anything else is a need for order, 

control, stability. This is not new information. This need has been behind every rise of fascism 

throughout history. The prime reason why we feel such a sense of insecurity, why we prefer to 

lose ourselves in a simplified hyperreality rather than enjoying the full range of the desert, is 
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that we lack the conceptual maps needed for navigation, maps whose task to supply has 

historically been philosophy’s purview. As frightening as the world may look and is made ever 

more so by our own designs, whether conscious or unconscious, as tempting as it may be to 

flee from the light, and as difficult it may be to avoid being driven to madness, we must remind 

ourselves that the greatest threat to humanity, the one we should really fear, is not the desert 

but the depletion of desert(ed) space available to our imagination. The hyperreal virtuality is 

our internal landscape, a landscape we must explore without seeking to dominate or reduce it. 

Our own creativity brought us to this pass and only our creativity will see us through.  
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“The number of times a wheel turns / doesn’t determine its roundness”224 

⸺ e.e. cummings 

 

 

2.3 - Education for Rebellion 

A system may be defined as opposition to entropy, and the furtherment of this goal as its raison 

d’être. This is evident of our technologically driven consumer-capitalist system in a number of 

ways, not the least of which are the manipulation of morality and language through the media 

and through the education system. What are the proper aims of education? And what are the 

best means to achieve them? Having explored the individual and social minds, and the 

collective world of ideas and preconceptions formed by those minds, these are the practical 

questions to which I now turn. Addressing these questions requires that we make a distinction, 

however partial and inadequate, between education and schooling. Countermanding the famous 

quip,225 we should recognize that in the present regime schooling will interfere with our 

education. Which is to say, education is more and more being defined as schooling, with stated 

aims and objective goals enshrined in the curriculum. Clear aims are nothing new. In fact, if 

one looks at formal schooling throughout history it has generally been pursued with quite 

concrete aims, i.e. for as a prerequisite for a public career, is might be expected when such 

education was the purview of a very small elite. What is new is the increasing reduction of all 

education to schooling, a process that serves to reduce the more abstract ideals of education to 

concrete curricular aims. “The Western Tradition,” writes Robin Barrow, “has left us with a 

commitment to rationality and a powerful conception of the autonomous human mind, while 

at the same time suggesting that certain knowledge will always be beyond our grasp”. This 

serves to increasingly emphasize “the relativity of our judgements and pronouncements … 

particularly as determined by our language.”226 The result, in Barrow’s view, is an unhelpful 

aversion to ideals and to a proper dialogue on educational aims “in ideal terms”, which should 

“serve as a set criteria against which to determine and judge our practice.”227 Barrow’s point is 

that even if ideals are impossible as firm goals, the quest is not in vain since it will bring us a 

better understanding of the whole project. The aims of education, then, must not be seen as 

something finitely achievable or even strictly definable, as they are described in the schooling 
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model. This point is stated clearly by Atli Harðarson in his aptly named paper, “Why the Aims 

of Education Cannot Be Settled”, when he proposes that should we try to come up with a 

definitive list of educational aims, taking into account the higher ideals of creativity and 

intellectual independence, the ultimate aim would have to be that the students would be able to 

criticise the list and come up with a better one. Such a list, therefore, could never be 

definitive.228 There is a tension inherent in education, the more apparent the more education is 

reduced to schooling. On the one hand, education is the primary bulwark of the system, on the 

other, its primary aim is supposedly to foster imagination, creativity, and critical thought. 

Asking how to reconcile these is asking how to systematically promote entropy, the 

disestablishment of the system, which in a sense is the supreme aim of education. 

 

 

2.3.1 - Human Containers 

No philosophy exists in a vacuum, least of all the philosophy of education. Not only must it 

contend with the ever-present problem of mind-world relations, but in education one becomes 

even more acutely aware of the inadequacy of the (any) communications medium. This is 

evident in the emphasis, particularly in the analytical tradition, on the language of educational 

theory. The focus on conceptual clarity is supposed to underscore the practical issues, but the 

problems, of course, are not just conceptual. Indeed, this approach invites the danger of 

polarization between theory and practice. Meanwhile, the critical tradition has focused more 

on the overall (meta)language of education, on highly theoretical questions like: what is 

teaching? To some extent, then, the different approaches reflect differing mindsets; top-down, 

idealistic, theory-orientated in the case of the critical approach; bottom-up, practical, non-ideal 

in the case of the analytical. Neither, though, really lives up to its avowed standard. The world 

is a messy place, and the classroom is a highly concentrated microcosm of this messiness. 

Developing effective theoretical and practical tools for meeting the requirements of this 

environment is valuable a philosophical endeavour which, however, rarely received proper 

recognition. The popular refrain, ‘those who can’t do, teach’, not only belies the fact that more 

often than not those that can do can’t teach, but also that none of those would be able to do 

much at all if he or she hadn’t been taught. Perhaps this refrain is nowhere less apt than in 

philosophy, where the border between teaching and doing blurs even more than usually. 

Potentially, this porous border may provide the key to remedying some of the pressing 
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existential problems of all three: the individual, society, and philosophy itself. In any case, the 

best way to remedy the faults of the current capitalist system is surely to stop educating young 

people only/mainly to operate as passive-productive cogs of the system. It is to this end that 

the aims of education must aim beyond the stated objectives, to aim “not only at liberation as 

it is conceived by the educators.”229   

Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed ranks among the most succinct, 

comprehensive, and best articulated arguments against the predominant educational rubric. The 

titular ‘oppressed’ are the poor, exploited, colonized in Freire’s native Brazil, and the book is 

the result of practical experiments with the education of these and subsequent experience of 

years of exile spent theorizing and defining those practices.230 The resulting diagnosis applies 

far beyond is original scope. As I’ve emphasised throughout these pages, the problems 

affecting educational practices, as diagnosed by Freire, are essentially linguistic issues 

intimately linked to the major narrative in force and the choice of metaphor in use there. The 

education system in Brazil of the 1960s perpetuated a social dynamic based on exploitation 

and oppression by educating the oppressed to internalize an acceptance of the situation, to “feel 

like ‘things’ owned by the oppressor”, until the whole being of their existential experience was 

reduced to emotional dependence on the oppressors.231 The oppressed thus oppress themselves 

as much as anything and cannot be coaxed out of this mindset by either intellectual activity or 

external activism alone, but only by a combination of action and reflection beginning with and 

progressing through “[c]ritical and liberating dialogue.”232 It hardly needs pointing out that 

those being educated, whatever their further situation, are always positionally disadvantaged 

vis-à-vis those doing the educating. Whether illiterate Brazilian peasants in the 1960s or 

present-day Icelandic secondary school students from high-income families, even as real 

progress has been made with alternative educational techniques, the fact remains that those 

undergoing schooling are always subordinate to those doing the schooling. Conscious 

oppression or not, the same rules apply. Education systems in general are and will remain 

structured around the same principles and employ the same narrative procedures. Moreover, 

with ever more individuals undergoing ever longer periods of schooling this may in fact be a 

growing problem. 

The foundational metaphor used to inform the educational narrative is what Freire 

refers to as the “banking” model of education, according to which those being educated are 
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seen as essentially human containers to be filled. Education is the “act of depositing”, with 

students the depositories and the teacher the depositor.233 In this model knowledge is a gift 

graciously bestowed, while the students are passive collectors, requiring neither creativity nor 

the skills of inquiry, as, indeed, these undermine the foundational logic of the system. Of 

course, modern Western education supposedly operates according to an alternative metaphor, 

with teachers and students engaged in a collaborative pursuit of knowledge based on critical 

enquiry. But to what extent does this ideal hold up in praxis? One may reasonably suppose that 

in the case of higher education the ideal by and large holds true. However, the further down 

the educational ladder one goes, the more distorted the power dynamic between teacher and 

students are likely to become. And, presumably, it’s exactly the most primary education which 

forms the basis for how we as individuals proceed through subsequent education. Once you’ve 

learnt something it’s hard to unlearn it, and this is even more true when it comes to your way 

of learning. Thus, even if the education system is supposed to encourage creativity, autonomy, 

and independent inquiry the very tools employed in promoting these ideals in the earliest stages 

may serve to undermine their pursuit in the final analysis234  – a thought which smacks of the 

same ideas as inform the references to Zizek above, or of what Michel de Certeau means when 

he says that the “autonomy of the reader depends on a transformation of the social relationships 

that overdetermine his relation to the texts.” Certeau goes on to state that any revolution that 

sought to address this would only herald a new totalitarianism of interpretation, except for the 

fact that an alternative experience to passivity exists.235 In absolute terms this may be true, but 

in the specific case of primary education it’s hardly a stretch to argue that student passivity is 

the norm.  

Is there a way out of this paradox? Freire points out how social control is produced by 

simplistic mythmaking, the myth that rebellion equals sin, that private property is essential to 

human development, that the rulers are industrious while the oppressed are lazy.236 The 

common denominator is a representation of the world as static and fixed, mythicized in such a 

way that the oppressed aren’t allowed to operate as “considerers” of the world. This is apparent 

in the focus on minutiae, the division and categorization of phenomena and the associated lack 

of consideration of the whole, of the totality of things. Alienation is intensified by all these 
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subdivisions.237 Through such a noun-discussion-centred approach the oppressed are denied 

participation in a true dialogue. Oppression, Freire states, is necessarily antidialogical.238 

Obviously, this echoes much of what I’ve engaged with already, and it’s for these reasons that 

Freire has become as influential in educational theory as is indeed the case. And whereas 

Anders, Debord, and Baudrillard can (and, at least in the latter two cases, have) all been 

criticised for lacking a constructive program to go along with their deconstructive critique, 

Freire’s aim is, as one would expect, to offer a way out. “Although trust is basic to dialogue,” 

he writes, “it is not an a priori condition of the latter”239 That is, his starting point, like Bohm’s, 

is to promote true dialogue that takes into account the ephemeral nature of meaning and the 

multifaceted nature of truth(s). To begin unravelling the system of power dynamics there must 

be praxis that involves both action and intellectual critique, and which freely and voluntarily 

involves all participants.240 Freire was a Marxist but stressed that any true revolution, as he 

calls it, cannot be brought about either by directives from above241 or brute force from below,242 

true transformation only comes about through the interplay of these contradictions.243  

The key aspect of the banking model of education is that it “directly or indirectly 

reinforces men’s fatalistic perception of their situation,”244 by means of its emphasis on the 

static and unchanging nature of knowledge, and by extension the world. If the world is 

unchanging then your position within it is preordained and radical change therefore an 

impossible illusion. This deception creates what Donaldo Macedo, in his introduction to the 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed, describes the “almost culturally schizophrenic” attitude of the 

oppressed within the education system, the experience of “being present and yet not visible, 

being visible and yet not present.”245 To my mind, this description might be employed verbatim 

in describing every individual experience when confronted with the power asymmetry between 

oneself and the hypernormalized world as presented. We interact with the world as through a 

screen darkly, dimly aware yet unable to articulate a gut feeling that something is off, that the 

world is merely presented (to us) and not truly present (for us). This unease mirrors our 

schizophrenic relationship with time, which, while infinite and unstoppable, is also, for each 

one of us, very much finite. Which brings us full circle back to language, the noun and the verb, 
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the conflict between the major narrative and the multitudes of minor myths, alternative 

metaphors, different meanings. Is there a possibility of an approach to education that promotes 

these without disregarding the role of education in insuring continuity and stability? 

The banking model is fundamentally narrative in nature,246 or, more precisely, it is a 

major narrative framed around a singular version of Truth and History. Moreover, it’s a 

narrative that obviously employs a metaphorical framework that presents information as finite 

and solid, transferrable through the container of language into the individual mind; an operative 

metaphor that obscures the relational nature of information and the translation that necessary 

underscore all linguistic activity. The education model that Freire proposes to counter the 

banking model is what he calls the ‘problem-posing’ method, a method that forms much of the 

basis of the modern problem-based learning model247 so much in vogue in modern critical 

pedagogy. The underlying premise of this model should be self-evident, to induce learners to 

pursue independent inquiry by presenting them with problems to tackle, rather than spoon-

feeding them knowledge. As noted already, though, this may be easier said than done in praxis, 

considering that not only is some basic level of knowledge required before learners can engage 

in independent pursuits – knowledge gained by the use of the banking model, which thus has 

already become the recognized standard – but there are practical problems both with structuring 

education according to this model, since its makes greater demand of the educators, and getting 

the learners interested and engaged. These problems present an educational microcosm of the 

problem of hypernormalization, it’s easier – for the teacher, the student, and the system as a 

whole – to simply present this as the narrative you need to internalize, rather than assuming the 

burden and risking the chaos that would accompany any alternatives.  

At the surface the problem is one of narrative framework, underneath there is the dread 

of the unknown, the unwillingness to explore radical possibilities, the fear of entropy which, in 

the last analysis, is probably as natural to any structure (including life itself) as breathing is to 

us. But this doesn’t preclude the possibility of alternative viewpoints, as powerful a motivator 

as fear is, curiosity can at least potentially rival it at times if properly encouraged. Crucial to 

such encouragement is language, its use and abuse, and, most importantly, its growing poverty, 

something education must address. Any hope of establishing real dialogue, of pursuing 

alternative (minor) narratives, of undermining the oppressive and repressive systems that fuel 

our existential crises, finally depends on our ability to not only preserve but to enrich language; 

to create new concepts, arrange new metaphors, construct new meanings in order that we may 
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speak of things that otherwise will remain unspoken and thus, ultimately, unthought. It is 

through dialogue that we map the deserts of language in order to grasp at coherence in thought.   

 

 

2.3.2 - Anarchist Classroom  

“The less one has to say, the more rapidly does one transform mysticism into a necessity, 

poverty becomes wealth and the more arrogant one becomes in displaying the immensity of 

one’s own experience with the failure of language.” These words of Anders’ succinctly capture 

something of our linguistic predicament, “we have begun to unlearn how to speak.”248  

The initial effects of this development are manifest even today: the languages of all 

advanced countries have become cruder and poorer; and there is a growing aversion to the 

use of language. But not only this—there has also been a corresponding impoverishment 

and barbarization of experience, that is, of man himself, because man’s “inner life”, its 

richness and its subtlety, cannot endure without the richness and subtlety of his way of 

speaking and not only because language is man’s means of expression, but also because man 

is the product of his way of speaking; in short: because man is articulated as he himself 

articulates and is disarticulated to the degree that he does not articulate.249  

Our problem is that we listen and do not speak. Even as we pursue various rebellious and 

revolutionary pretences we rarely if ever rebel against the underlying narrative. We discuss 

options, name objectives, define meaning, without ever questioning the subordinate statutes 

implied by the method. It is here that the role of education shines through most clearly. 

Speaking from my (admittedly limited) teaching experience it is my observation that students 

prefer there to be definitive answers, as these can be learned and do not demand of the students 

the effort required to actually come up with their own answer. Add to this the well-attested 

problems of declining reading comprehension, impoverishment of vocabulary, general apathy 

towards the preservation of language, even the growing trend of anti-intellectualism, and 

Anders’ warning above takes on a prophetic tone.  

The aim of the philosophy of education is, or should be, to incite rebellion. A rebellion 

that is first and foremost a verbal one, managed and promoted at different levels within the 

hierarchy of development, learning, and schooling. It should be incited in schooling and 

fomented in learning, in order that it may erupt in development. Freire writes: “To exist, 

humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the 

namers as a problem and requires of them a new naming.”250 Which may be understood as a 

 
248 Anders 1956/2011, Ch. 1, footnote 5. 
249 Anders 1956/2011, sec. 4. 
250 Freire 1970, 88. 



78 

 

convoluted way of saying that there is no finite definition, that everything is and will remain in 

flux, that it’s the verb that gives rise to the noun, a fact we disregard at our peril. It’s a 

metaphorical rebellion that’s simultaneously a rebellion of metaphor, the negative rejection of 

an existing metaphor which has run its course, coupled with a pessimistic disinclination to 

propose an alternative rather than merely alternatives. Such a rebellion is conceptual in the 

Deleuzian-Guattarian sense of the term. According to Deleuze and Guattari a concept “is a 

whole because it totalizes its components, but it is a fragmentary whole.”251 Concepts aren’t 

static, they’re composed of component concepts, they bleed into each other, they overlap with 

other concepts across a “threshold of indiscernibility”.252 It’s this fragmentary whole that 

should be introduced into education at the earliest opportunity, by means of an education “as 

the practice of freedom [which] denies that man is abstract, isolated, independent, and 

unattached to the world;” an education which denies the existence of the world without 

people.253 What this amounts to is a rebellion against the scientific view of the world, but, 

crucially, a rebellion which must not attempt to displace or replace the system but merely to 

constantly disrupt it; a rebellion that must never be allowed to degenerate into a revolution. 

What would be the specifics of such an anarchist classroom? To start with such 

schooling should, to paraphrase Grant Allen, not seek to interfere with one’s education. That 

is, schooling, from its earliest incarnation, should sow the seeds necessary for independent 

learning and creative development, not by installing knowledge but by inspiring learners and 

instructing them in varied metaphorical language. Such a classroom would seek to develop the 

individual’s critical consciousness (conscientization)254 by encouraging experimentation and 

alternative narratives structured around his or her interests.255 In a world where automation and 

mechanization are increasingly becoming the norm, it seems oddly anachronistic that education 

still be seen primarily as goal-orientated and practical. Changing this is the first and most 

important step in moving away from a major narrative. Learners, whether children, youths, or 

adults opting to actively pursue (further) education, may safely be presumed to already be 

creative and imaginative and should therefore be left to their own conclusions as much as 

possible. This, of course, is easier said than done, and risks devolving into pure relativism or 

merely substituting an alternative major narrative, as exemplified by the binary opposition of 

evolution and creationism. The true enemy is any and all dogmatism of narrative, of any 
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narrative so long as it is a narrative and not narratives. In praxis, this means scepticism, 

constant critique, a vast expansion of the established canon, and supreme emphasis placed on 

dialogue (between student and students and between students and teacher, not to mention 

teachers and teachers) in establishing meaning.  

As impractical/impossible as all this sounds it should be noted that not only are learners 

naturally creative, but children in particular are storytellers and as they’re still in the process of 

mastering language they present the best possible chance of reframing the foundational 

linguistic narrative. Children are also naturally open-minded, curious, and conversant. 

Dialogue comes to them at least as naturally as discussion, and while not fully moulded they 

retain a healthy propensity for critique. The key to this kind of educational anarchism therefore 

hinges on undermining the system in its very infancy. Debord is quite correct when he writes 

that the revolution (substitute ‘rebellion’) is not about righting some particular wrong but the 

“absolute wrong of being excluded from any real life.” A rebellion is not directed at specific 

aspects of the major narrative, but its absolute foundation. It “cannot leave anything outside 

itself”.256 To his credit Debord has little to say of how his revolution should proceed. The 

problems, indeed, are myriad. This approach may seem irrational and excessively radical. And 

it will seem impractical, for how can you undermine a system with tools (the teachers) that are 

themselves a product of the system? These two apparent faults may, however, go some way 

towards cancelling each other out. For, since the teachers are formed by the system, they will 

never be as radical in practice as the ideal suggests, but, as the generation of students graduates 

to become a new generation of teachers, there will result a gradual natural increase in radicality. 

A slow but constant rebellion ceaselessly undermining the system promoting it.  

Consider the analogy of biological evolution. Evolution, simplistically put, is driven by 

the mutation of individual genes. These mutations, while produced in part by environmental 

factors, are said to be random. In a sense they are. They are random in the ‘what’ or ‘how’ 

sense, but not in the ‘why’ sense. It’s the nature of genes to mutate, hence there is nothing truly 

random about this fact; it’s in the nature of genes to rebel against their ‘assigned function’. 

Nature is rebellious. Human thought works on the same principle. The seemingly (at times) 

ordered evolution of thought is actually the result of a series of minuscule ideal mutations, 

rebellions (just) beneath the surface of the intellectual cosmos. And collectively they do come 

to disrupt the medium. The seeming calm is in fact a bubbling genetic pool of ideas. And 

precisely because of the apparent calm, the apparent order and conformity at the surface, it’s 
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the most radical ideas that are the most likely to effect real change, even if only indirectly, 

imperceptibly. The most radical ideas, the ones most universally derided and dismissed, are the 

ones that elicit the most inspired responses. I’m not saying we should have children read the 

Marquis de Sade or make Julius Evola an integral part of the high-school curriculum. I would 

say we should have university-level philosophy students read them. And perhaps we might 

have these teach high-school and primary school students every so often, using them as kind 

of filter. These latter need, more than anything, to learn to think for themselves. Maybe, just 

maybe, we should require less reading of them (which they are often loath to do anyway) and 

more thinking, thinking without any aids other that free dialogue.  

What is needed in education, in short, is a greater engagement with the virtual nature 

of the world, the chaos side of the cosmos. Rather than fixating on the actual, on affirming the 

apparent ‘real’ and objective properties of things, narratives, ideas, we should be expanding 

our horizons to harness our virtual potentialities and alternative meanings. Education is 

conservative, and to an extent must remain so. However, it needs not be static in its focus. 

There is, as noted already, a considerable emphasis being placed on fluidity and creativity in 

educational practices. But so long as this extends only to the methodology in praxis and not to 

the underwriting thought processes this isn’t likely to achieve the required success. “There is a 

very good reason,” writes Lévi-Strauss, “why myth cannot simply be treated as language if its 

specific problems are to be solved; myth is language: to be known, myth has to be told; it is a 

part of human speech.” He concludes that for the proper preservation of the specificity of myth 

“we must be able to show that it is both the same thing as language, and also something dif-

ferent from it.”257 Myths, again, are common memories representing multiple interwoven and 

often contradictory stories open to endless interpretations. They are stories told, and retold, and 

reinterpreted, and reinvented through the love of dialogue.258 This should be the model for our 

education system, a mythic retelling rather than compartmentalized reading. Education, 

especially early education, should be vocal rather than visual, corporal rather than theoretical, 

nomadic rather than sedentary. 

The absolute ideals of education, as all ideals, will and should forever remain out of 

reach. Out of reach, but not out of sight, much less out of mind. We can see the solidity that 

has largely dominated human History so far beginning to dissolve. We humans, sedentary for 

millennia, are being forced on the move again, being driven to return to our nomadic roots, so 
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far mainly theoretically, but, as the growing worldwide refugee crisis illustrates, this is 

increasingly becoming a material fact. We need a rebellious metaphysics suited to these times, 

and this can only really come about through a radical re-evaluation of the education system. 

We need the most extreme and subversive ideas in philosophy to infuse the system from its 

outset. Philosophy properly means free inquiry, it means disciplined learning, and critical 

schooling. It means resistance to all dogma, the questioning of all truths. “Any situation,” 

writes Freire, “in which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of 

inquiry is one of violence.”259 This is the premier violence philosophy must oppose. The most 

insidious, pervasive and dangerous mechanism of control is control by enforced conformity of 

narrative. Imagination, self-conscious interpretation, creative consumption and resulting re-

production, not only form the fundamental basis necessary for cultural continuity and growth 

but the very foundation of what it means to be human. Defending imagination, safeguarding a 

space for the undefined virtual, is the single most important aim of all philosophy, and this 

happens first and foremost within the confines of the classroom. Education essentially boils 

down to framing our governing narrative myths, the story we tell ourselves to make sense of 

the world. This framework isn’t, and cannot be, static. The structures of thought, of life, are a 

writhing mess that does not lend itself to any degree of firm guidance for any length of time. 

This philosophy knows, this it must teach.   
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“If you ain’t outta control, you ain’t in control.”260 

⸺ Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift 

 

 

III. Posthuman Metaphysics 

“I have always thought of metaphysics as a prolonged form of latent madness”, wrote Pessoa, 

continuing: “We should be content with the incomprehensibility of the universe; the desire to 

understand makes us less human, for to be human is to know that one does not understand.”261 

These lines appear in The Book of Disquiet, written under the heteronym Bernardo Soares, a 

fragmentary work left unedited and uncompleted at Pessoa’s death. The book, like the whole 

corpus of Pessoa’s work, is a profoundly metaphysical work which explores all the 

fundamental existential questions. How then is one to understand the statement: Is it ironic? 

An admittance of defeat? Or should we understand this rather as poetic hyperbole renouncing 

our mechanical pursuit of noumenal being to the detriment of the phenomenal becoming? My 

proposed answer should be obvious by the big words employed in that last question.  

In this chapter the time has come to draw some conclusions, to try to sketch some 

answers. These will remain tentative and incomplete, mere beginnings, but as should be clear 

enough by now the point isn’t so much to answer questions as to make sure we keep asking 

them. Anything more will only give rise an alternative dogmatism. And as to the question 

whether the threads woven together so far fit properly or not, we can agree with Zizek when 

he says:  

The properly dialectical solution of the dilemma of “Is it really there, in the source, or did 

we only read it into the source?” is thus: it is there, but we can only perceive and state this 

retroactively, from today’s perspective. This retroactivity was articulated by Deleuze. When 

Deleuze talks about genesis (of the actual out of the virtual), he does not mean temporal-

evolutionary genesis, the process of the spatio-temporal becoming of a thing, but a “genesis 

without dynamism, evolving necessarily in the element of a supra-historicity, a static 

genesis.” This static character of the virtual field finds its most radical expression in 

Deleuze’s notion of a pure past: a virtual past which already contains things still present. A 

present can become past because in a way it is already…262   

This pure past negates the possibility of determinism since the past must always be open to 

change brought on by each new present. Which is to say, whether in philosophy in general, or 
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in this project in particular, every narrative is already retroactive. What we think of as 

established is only established a posteriori. To that end, we must openly ask the question so 

far phrased only indirectly, the backdrop question to all philosophies. How do I figure in all 

this? This is a question that may well drive many of us to madness, many more to flight. This 

is a question that we’re all too content to leave to the hard sciences, even if we know to some 

extent that the answers they provide will never prove adequate; or to religions, whose answers 

are ever less appealing to a growing number of people. This question philosophy cannot shirk 

from, and, crucially, must not attempt to overly reduce, even as the answers are driven headlong 

into the far distance by the momentum of the question. Philosophy isn’t a hard science, it isn’t 

dogma, it has no final answers. Philosophy is a method of directing and disciplining thought, 

of phrasing questions, of establishing one’s own conceptions of what life is and how it should 

be lived. This is mapmaking. Mapmaking which not only produces maps for us to find our way 

in the great big desert of the real, but simultaneously reminds us that while this map is not the 

territory it portrays, it is a territory that emerges in the course of plotting one’s way through it.  

Alfred Korzybski famously wrote that “[a] map is not the territory it represents,”263 an 

idea prevalent in a variety of media from Magritte’s non-pipe to Borges’ famous short story 

(which Baudrillard in turn utilized as his own entry point to the analysis of hyperreality at the 

beginning of Simulacra and Simulation). The idea is simple enough. There is a fundamental 

difference between the representation and that which is represented, between the menu and the 

meal, the medium and the message. A map is a useful tool for finding your way, but this 

usefulness is rapidly reduced the more detailed a map becomes. A map on a 1:1 scale, as in 

Borges’ tale, is utterly useless. Such a map is no map at all, but a tracing claiming a finite and 

perfect truth of representation beyond the need or licence for interpretation. A real map, a true 

representative map, is a living activity,264 the reading of which is part and parcel thereof. 

Baudrillard’s complaint was that the hyperreal not only reduced the message to the medium, 

as in Marshall McLuhan’s formulation, but that the medium in turn implodes into the real with 

all definitions, distinctions, and referentials effectively wiped out. In other words, the map isn’t 

merely useless due to its absurd scale and overwhelming minutiae, there is literally no way to 

distinguish between the territory and the map anymore, resulting in an all-embracing simulation 

with no exit. Baudrillard considered this a bad thing, since with no way to “measure the virtual 

image against the actual” we will “have lost the power of critique.”265 This, however, appears 
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a rather too simplistic conclusion once we delve a little deeper into the real and notice that there 

never was any firm separation between the actual and the virtual to begin with. 

The universe is infinitely complex. There are always more connections than we can 

hope to represent. Thus, an overly detailed map is not only useless but misrepresentative, not 

only does it obscure the big picture; in trying to trace everything it traces the blind alleys and 

cul-de-sacs first and foremost, “the impasses, blockages, incipient taproots, or points of 

structuration.”266 Analogous to the paradox of choice discussed in the last section, sketching 

too many paths blocks any possibility of pursuing one; an overabundance of freedom thus 

comes to equal no freedom at all. Alternatively, too much focus on the actual and its supposed 

relation to the real actually negates the true virtual nature of the real. This is the real danger, 

the truncation of the infinite potentialities inherent in the actual-virtual real, the complete 

striation of the smooth space of the world. Now we’re deep into Deleuzian territory. Smooth 

space refers to infinite cosmos beyond, beneath, and above all our attempts to class and 

categorize it, to striate it. This striation is the necessary foreground to progress, to the 

systematic resistance to entropy; but smooth space is the prerequisite for true becoming.267 A 

balance and productive interplay between the two is imperative. A map, in both a metaphorical 

and literal sense, is the perfect medium of communication as well as the golden mean between 

complete striation and complete smoothness; a representation that does not claim to be more 

than just that, a helpful diagram rather than a live-size 3D model. What Baudrillard failed to 

grasp is that the so-called real is no less contingent, no less unstable, than the virtual. We 

haven’t lost the foundation so much as dug a little deeper to discover that beneath the 

foundation there was another infinite sky. This, to draw a common but apt parallel, is also the 

essential conclusion emanating from quantum physics. If there is any solid ground on which to 

stand, we’re still quite far from reaching the bottom.  

These conclusions run counter to the prevailing course of Western civilization, which, 

driven by a relentless compulsion to perfect and complete its version of the cosmos, has 

focussed on tracings to the detriment of real cartography, preferring static cosmology to vibrant 

chaosmologies. Within the Western school of cartography, knowledge is imagined as a tree. 

Roots firmly in the ground, a solid trunk, branches that may bear more leaves than we can 

count, but which are nonetheless finite. This metaphor, our operative metaphor for 

understanding our perception of the world, presents the world as in theory explicable. But this 

metaphor neglects the birds, insects, and small mammals that make their home in the tree, as 
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well as the lichen and moss the grow on the trunk, the flora and fungi that intertwine along the 

roots. And the other trees, the whole forest thus interconnected. The tree is an attempted tracing, 

and not only woefully inadequate to the task of explaining the infinity of the universe, but 

downright harmful in what it thereby obfuscates. The real nature of the real is virtual, an infinite 

rhizomatic web of crisscrossing threads branching simultaneously in all directions. There is no 

centre, no periphery, no trunk with roots at one end and branches at the other; there are only 

clusters, concentrations that contrast with the spaces of less concentration, but these morph and 

rearrange themselves continuously. A map should sketch the contours of this rhizome, without 

ever attempting to confine or define it; it should partake in it, and for that it must itself be open-

ended. A map may describe a tree, but the tree is merely a subset never fully demarcated, since 

the rhizome will always invite more openings, more connections, than such a description would 

allow. Which is not to say that the rhizome forms a completely smooth space. While it is formed 

of nothing more than its crisscrossing pathways, like a neural image or the galactic filaments, 

it nonetheless is striated in places of the greatest concentration. These concentrations are what 

Deleuze and Guattari refer to as plateaus, the rises from where one may gaze over one’s 

immediate surroundings as the view the rhizomatic threads branching outwards in all 

directions. We may, as a convenient shorthand, call these centres, but they are centres only 

with reference to one’s point of view.268  

Mapping the rhizome is the task of philosophy, according to Deleuze and Guattari, this 

is a way of describing a mode of thinking, an attempt to escape the prison of dualism Western 

philosophy has been incarcerated within for so long. The rhizome is not just another model, 

not a contrasting one, not a more expansive one (even if we may fit the tree-model within the 

rhizome). The rhizome is properly a process, never static, always and continuously upsetting 

all the models we may construct within it, “an antigenealogy.”269 This isn’t easy to fully grasp, 

much less so to keep in mind. It appears natural to us to conceive of the world in terms of 

opposing dichotomies, defining A by its contrast to B. Deleuze and Guattari fully admit that 

we operate on these assumptions, and, therefore, that “in order to designate something exactly, 

anexact expressions are utterly unavoidable.” Such anexactitude, moreover, is neither an 

approximation nor a necessary step towards something more concrete, “it is the exact passage 

of that which is under way.” The aim is to challenge all models by continuously challenging 

each dualism with another, thereby forcing us into a never-ending cycle of mental correction. 

 
268 Deleuze & Guattari 1987, 21-23. 
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In the final equation all-embracing pluralism amounts to the same as monism.270 If the 

possibilities are endless then there is really only one possibility, if difference is the absolute 

rule then it becomes at the same time the unifying principle; the repetition of difference is what 

characterizes the becoming world, its eternal, unified, and underlying immanence. In trying to 

map this immanence, philosophy properly goes about its task be creating concepts, words, 

describing plateaus and shading the contours of particular planes of immanence thereby. 

Concepts are paths, “number systems attached to a particular dimension of the multiplicities”271 

and their crossroads bridge different plateaus, forming the planes of imminence of each 

philosophy.   

The definition of concepts, then, means the addition of place names onto maps. Without 

these, maps, obviously, are of little help for those looking for any particular locality. In What 

is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari define philosophy as “becoming, not history; … the 

coexistence of planes, not the succession of systems.”272 Theirs is an attempt at creating a 

“nomadology” in place of history – which “is always written from a sedentary point of view”273 

– a narrative of both existence and thought, the two fusing into one, that truly reflects the 

nomadic nature of consciousness within the virtual-actual real. Helping us navigate within this 

plane of immanence is philosophy’s contribution, while science deals with its own plane of 

reference and art with its plane of composition. Which is to say, these are differing ways of 

approaching existence and thought, different striations, different but each with its appropriate 

realm. The fount of all is the same underlying chaos, the “infinite speed of birth and 

disappearance.”274 Chaos, then, akin to the Greek mythical conception, the disorder from all 

else eventually-continuously-simultaneously-unceasingly springs. The different disciplines are 

different types of sieves, retaining different elements, constructing different, but parallel 

narratives. Thus, science “relinquishes the infinite, infinite speed, in order to gain a reference 

able to actualize the virtual.”275 It places the event it describes within a framework, a state of 

affairs, it renders concrete whereas philosophy extracts the event from the state of affairs, the 

ideal from the idea, rendering “a smile without the cat”.276 The ultimate difference between 

science and philosophy, the one potentially impossible to overcome and the one that arguably 

is at least part of the root-cause of much of modern ills, is that proper names do not mean the 
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same thing to these two. In the case of science these are a “juxtaposition of reference” while in 

philosophy these mean “a superimposition of layers”.277 Philosophy is an altogether different 

type of sieve concerned with “gaining consistency” while retaining infinite speed, “giving the 

virtual a consistency specific to it.”278 

All thought is mapmaking, but different cartographical schools are appropriate to 

different types of maps. Science wants to trace; its language is discussion, not dialogue; it will 

accept only that which it can actualize and abnegates the virtual as dangerous aberration. This 

is all well an good within the scientific plane of reference, but potentially disastrous when 

applied to other planes that properly abide by other rules. Different maps are made according 

to different methodologies, but “the tracing should always be put back on the map.”279 That’s 

to say, never make the mistake of thinking some tracing a complete representation. Art provides 

yet another way of sorting through the flow, by compounding percepts and affects, creating a 

“being of sensation” that exists “in itself.”280 But while even those that may not have a 

particularly high opinion of art, its mechanisms or its core value in providing meaning are 

rarely called into question. The same can not be said of philosophy to the same extent. Its goal 

of dealing with both and neither the fragments, instances, particles, of science; and/nor with 

the consistency of sentiment in art; but with these as they fit into the sets our thought forms 

within the becoming, opens philosophy up to charges form both sides. There are, of course, no 

firm and unalterable boundaries between these three, but in its fundamental task of revealing 

the existence of THE plane of imminence, “the nonthought within thought”, philosophy 

establishes that most basic, banal even, foundation to all further construction.281 Philosophy is 

cartography that denies the accuracy of its own product, and that of all other cartographers, 

even while its only by its assignment of the most basic designations to the elements on the map 

that other mapmakers are able to proceed. The map, then, is the territory in a more fundamental 

way than not, a paradox only to those that, caught up in their dualisms and dichotomies, deny 

their own existence as branching pathways within the map(ping) virtuality and the foundational 

interplay of the smooth and the striated.   

Crucial to understanding Deleuzian thought is grasping that what is virtual is in no way 

less than what is actual. On the contrary, virtual means that all potential is still in play, whereas 

actual means a choice has been made and a single course chosen. In fact, then, it is the actual 
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which is the lesser of the two, the choice of one out of infinite virtual possibilities, that which 

forces the stream of our lives to follow one and only one path. This actual, of course, is the 

language of modern science, and the core of Deleuze’s (and our) philosophical project is to 

open a way through the blockages thus created; to free human life from its enslavement to 

rational knowledge that defines life as mechanical responses to stimuli. This isn’t to say that 

rationality is evil, only that there is more to life, to thought, than pure rationality; that the 

idealization of some higher, transcendental, definitional truth serves to limit life’s options, to 

reduce the space of the imagination. What we need to be doing is to open ourselves up to all 

the virtual potentialities. We need to utilize our powers of becoming – philosophy, art, and 

science282 – in order that thought may freely roam beyond the confines of rationality in a world 

of immanence, not of being, but of becoming. But for that we need a roadmap, we need 

concepts that condense aspects of becoming enough that we may refer to them, but not so that 

these become static definitions. Lines of flight must be kept open, connecting the real to its 

virtual nature. This is a core element to the becoming-philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari, to 

always keep moving, keep options open, to analyse without models or schemas that try to 

define once and for all, not to seek to narrate what was always and inevitable there, but to relate 

the story as is progresses.  

In the last analysis, this is what I’m trying to communicate: the importance of story, of 

myth, of the language used to tell these; and the crucial importance of keeping our narrative 

options open and of never seeking to add a full stop. In the course of some recent reading 

unrelated to the composition of this thesis I came upon the following quote:  

…story is the engine and vehicle and highway of what matters during the brief lives we are 

given. Indeed, story is so important and all-encompassing that the disassociation from the 

narrative arc – the story – of our lives is always seen as a malfunction: on one side of the 

coin are amnesia and Alzheimer’s, the loss of one’s memory, one’s own history; on the other 

lies antisocial personality disorder, hallmark indicators of which include “the callous 

unconcern for the feelings of others and lack of the capacity for empathy.” In other words, 

the disengagement of self from the story of oneself in relation to others; either way, whether 

we have forgotten our story or become physiologically and/or psychologically unhinged 

from it, we are adrift without it. We are lost. We are not who we are.283 

I doubt I could phrase this better. Alas, the only story really getting told today is the story as 

told by science and by technology. This isn’t the whole story. In fact, the scientific narrative is 

fractious, and ever more so as more information accumulates. As it attempts to force all this 

information into a single coherent story we are simultaneously overwhelmed and left wanting. 
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This is a deterministic narrative, a narrative that we know leaves something fundamental out: 

ourselves. There are many, varied, and complementary ways of weaving different narratives. 

Deleuze and Guattari point to minor approaches, minor understood not in the sense of minority 

but as alternatives to the dominating approach. There’s no need to get bogged down in the 

technicalities of what this means, it is in any case much the same as I’ve been arguing 

throughout. Suffice it do say that minor is that which rejects the major model in force, without 

seeking to substitute its own; it rejects labels and prearranged schemas. The minor is rebellion 

without attempting revolution. The minor is resistance to the violence inherent in the system, 

violence not of exclusion but of inclusion.284 It is resistance to the concept of Truth over truths, 

to the control that definite labels and absolute categories impose on us, to the finiteness of 

being; forward motion without an ultimate goal. This is the elemental nature of human life and 

thought our metaphysics must embrace.  

There is a tagline from a movie I’m oddly fond of. The film in question is Fast and the 

Furious: Tokyo Drift, and the appropriately grammatically dubious tagline goes: “If you ain’t 

outta control, you ain’t in control.” This, I would argue, applies to thought and the framing of 

our narrative lives. The story of life isn’t some highly structured Victorian Era novel with 

moralistic overtures and philosophical underpinnings. The story of life doesn’t fit neatly within 

any genre at all. It is a hybrid. A chimeric piece of confused postmodern ramblings, insightful 

and brilliant at times, at times bland and uninspired, often unintelligible and always structurally 

incoherent. The only way to navigate, to gather any meaning from it, is to read-compose the 

text as you go and on its terms. The study of philosophy, similarly, is a spasmodic venture. The 

best way to teach it is often simply to throw a lot of ideas, names, concepts, theories at students 

and seeing what sticks. This is a kind of microcosm of the history of ideas, and of every 

individual history of ideas, including my own; we are exposed to so much, and so little of it 

makes any impact. One of philosophy’s most important projects should then be to ascertain 

what it is that makes something stick, this I have attempted throughout these pages. “The only 

universal history is the history of contingency,” Deleuze and Guattari write, concluding a little 

later that: “The schizophrenic voyage is the only kind there is.”285 On this schizophrenic voyage 

across the wastes of contingency we would do well then to arm ourselves with a philosophy 

worthy of the name, a love of wisdom in all its myriad and ever shifting forms; a philosophy 

that embraces the rhizomatic nature of a ceaseless becoming over the static phraseology of 

being, a dialogue of concepts over the fragmentary discussion of terms and definitions.  
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When it comes down to it, we are all nomads by nature. And it would appear as though, 

after an extended sojourn as settled creatures, we’re increasingly driven to return to our 

rootlessness; the informational cyberworld of technology proving no more ordered and 

understandable than the ‘real thing’. Like all momentous material and conceptual changes 

throughout human history this particular revolution forcefully phrases both the standard 

existential questions as well as a host of new ones. We have to respond, adapt, come up with 

new and creative answers, new concepts, new metaphors, new narratives. Learning to navigate 

the virtual desert of the modern world is a task philosophy must come to grips with if we are 

not to fall victims to the crises that presently threaten to engulf us. Braidotti writes that 

“memory in the posthuman nomadic mode is the active reinvention of a self that is joyfully 

discontinuous, as opposed to being mournfully consistent.”286 Which is to say, we must 

embrace the inconsistency of postmodernity, to continuously reinvent rather than seek to shore 

up the cracks, to be willing to forget even as we make new memories. Can we propose a theory 

as to how to go about this? Perhaps, but just as Arthur C. Clarke's 3rd law states that any 

sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic, so one may presume that 

any sufficiently advanced theory able to do this will not only be excessively convoluted but 

will, to all intents and purposes, be indistinguishable from mysticism.  
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 “And only where there are graves can there be resurrections.”287 

⸺ Friedrich Nietzsche 

 

 

A Good Story: Concluding Remarks  

A rebellion is always the attempt and the attempt is always, in absolute terms, a failure. The 

ultimate aim of philosophy is to incite rebellion, even if any such attempt will invariably fail. 

In pursuing this failure, I hope I’ve succeeded in some small way, but this has, in any case, 

been more of an extended meditative essay than anything else. That being said, this has been 

quite the journey and I fear I may have reinvented rather too many a wheel along the way (not 

to mention all the threads I’ve been forced to abandon due to considerations of length). But 

when it comes down to it, originality is more about creative recombination than coming up 

with something previously unthought of. Which is to say, I’ve deliberately avoided static 

definitions and final explanations, preferring quotability to argumentative clarity. In 

Plainwater Anne Carson writes: “A scholar is someone who knows how to limit himself to the 

matter at hand.”288 Perhaps, like her, I’m more of a poet than a scholar. But whereas some may 

see this as a fault in an academic thesis, I maintain that, for reasons illustrated throughout, this 

is rather a quality more scholars should cultivate. In writing this thesis I have taken 

procrastination to epic proportions as I’ve struggled to make sense of whatever it was I wanted 

to say. This project has remained in constant flux throughout. Ideas, methods, approaches have 

combined, been sundered, and recombine throughout these pages, with fragments, sections and 

subsections migrating back and forth; the text conterminously existing in far more dimensions 

than one would assume possible for such a deceptively two-dimensional object. It is my hope 

then that the final result is not altogether without either philosophical or creative merit.  

It is one of the hallmarks of good philosophy that, having read it, the reader feels like 

he hasn’t actually learned anything new at all. That he feels as though these were his ideas all 

along, at most drawn forth from the recesses of his mind and clarified. This, to my mind, should 

be the method employed by philosophy in general, and in education in particular, to put down 

the first markers rather than trace the whole terrain, to allow the wanderer his desert. Poor 

philosophy is less the philosophy that fails to clarify its terms but more the philosophy that 

over-clarifies, that (re)phrases knowledge in unintelligible terms, confusing the markers and 
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obfuscating any path. My basic assumption is that the world is more irrational than we like to 

pretend. That there is, invariably, a gulf between our experience and our ability to render our 

experience in words. Experience is like instant coffee or powdered milk. Theoretically, adding 

water should reconstitute these. However, as we all know perfectly well, instant coffee just 

isn’t quite real coffee. Between a singular subjective experience and a common objective 

definition, there is always that troublesome issue of language; no matter how refined it simply 

cannot retain or regain that freshness. You may glimpse that elusive coherence you’re trying 

to articulate, but as soon as you try to separate the understanding from its background it’s 

reduced to a kind of extract that can’t be adequately reconstituted. Language obfuscates as it 

explicates and in response to the question ‘what are you trying to say?’ one will often be left 

only with ‘you wouldn’t understand’. The question one is really left with is: do I understand? 

Is understanding possible? Questions like these are the dynamos powering our existential 

crises, which, at the end of the day, represent a most essential part of what it is to be human.   

This gap between our experience and explanatory abilities may only be bridged in part 

through dialogue and a cooperative creation on meaning, through the creative use of language, 

through education in pursuit of these unattainable ideals. In this philosophy and poetry work 

according to the same paradigm. Both are attempting to grasp something beyond our reach, an 

ideal of meaning. Both are quintessentially human endeavours, the struggle to find meaning in 

one’s existence, meaning independent of anything beyond one’s own mind. And not only is the 

objective of philosophy and poetry the same, its methods are parallel. Both function, in a sense, 

as self-contained worlds. Both employ personal introspection and analyse current event, but, 

moreover, there is in both cases a very strong sense of a community. Poets refer to other poets 

much like philosophers to other philosophers. A poetic dialogue may stretch in unbroken 

succession back through the centuries as a modern poet will pay tribute to a 19th century 

predecessor, which in turn was quoting Milton, who himself was actually referring to Homer 

in the quoted line. Similarly, the History of Ideas is all about tracing the noble lineage of one’s 

own thoughts back to authoritative authors, sketching out how the idea has affected thought 

down the line, how this and that seemingly unrelated idea is really just an offshoot of this or 

that original. The problem with this narrative in the case of philosophy is that it assumes a 

linear path, when in truth the History of Ideas is a histories of thoughts, a rhizomatic web of a 

multiplicities of branching threads, not a cosmology but chaosmologies. My conclusion, such 

as it is, is as simple as it is utopian and impractical. Prefer stories to story, your story to their 

story, a story to the story. My hope is that this has at least been a good story.  
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