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For my children, who remind me who I am — and who I am becoming.





Prologue


Ad Aperturam - Before I Began


I didn’t set out to question reality from the beginning. It actually crept up on me slowly, quietly — not dissimilar to a rebellion, but more like a wondering. I had what most would call a normal upbringing if there were such a thing. There was definitely love, there was always routine, and there were enough rules to make sense of things. Yet beneath that ordinary rhythm, something always felt just slightly out of tune, as if the world was a song that I could hear but could never quite sing in key.

I was the kind of child who preferred silence to noise — no different to how I am today. I could sit for hours drawing worlds that no one else could imagine. Paper slowly became my horizon. A pencil, my compass. I drew creatures, characters, friends, cities, and stars — and for a while, which was enough. Until one day, it simply wasn’t.


At some point, I began to wonder what it all meant, a difficult challenge for a child I agree. I started to ponder why I felt the way I did when I drew — that brief flicker of internal joy, that strange ache of creation — followed by the creationists blues until the next project commenced. I began to think, if everything I drew would one day vanish, if I would vanish, then what was the purpose of any of it? What point did beauty or art serve if it was ultimately destined to fade?


I must have been ten, maybe eleven, when I first realised that everything ends — not in sadness, but in some form of quiet recognition. Once you know that, you can’t simply or suddenly unknow it. You begin to perceive the fragile seams of every single moment, the slow collapse of time behind every joy, small or large. I began to ask myself questions that no one around me ever seemed to ask, or at least they did not ask them aloud — I knew some were questions people simply buried away in the hopes of not having to consider the answers. This may not have been a normal process for a child of my age, but it had become a part of me.


By sixteen, those questions had unfortunately become louder. My mother had supported my personal growth into pre-adulthood, my sister had flown the nest, my father was somewhere distant in both geography, mind, and heart. I was suddenly fully aware that the world had let go its grasp of my hand — I was no longer a gangly baby giraffe striving to stand, I was now galloping alone. It was that age we all reach when society begins to loosen the reins, when school and family cease to define and mould who you are, and you must begin to decide for yourself. But how could I decide who I was when I didn’t even know what I was?



I would often lie awake at night and think about consciousness, although I didn’t yet have that word for it, I just knew what it felt like. I would stare at my own hands and wonder — had I always been, or had I only just arrived here? Was there a moment before the “I” existed? Was I a continuation of something else, or a beginning of something new? The thought both frightened and fascinated me.


I think this was the moment that I began to drift away from the surface world — the world which is experienced as answers and outcomes — and I started to sink into something much deeper. I wasn’t escaping life, at least I wasn’t trying to; I was trying to find life’s roots. The thought that everything, including myself, might be finite didn’t even feel tragic, it felt overly profound. If everything ends, then everything must also begin — and perhaps that beginning is not simply a point measured in time, but an awareness.


From there, the question grew. It followed me like a pulse beneath thought, like a vibration below all my experiences. It whispered through the ages in a solitary, unanswerable word: What?



Where Do I Begin?

There was nothing.

Not the kind of nothing we speak of when we say, “empty room” or “silent night.” This was simply the absence that existed before even the concept of absence could exist — a void without context, without borders, without even the whisper of potential.


There was no light because there was no eye to see it. No sound because there was no ear to interpret it. No, I because there was simply no being to ever have claimed the thought. And yet, something shifted.


At first it was not a thought, not even a ripple — it was more a pressure in the formless dark. A tension without edges, an urge to become. And then, in an instant that had no time, awareness occurred.

I do not remember a birth cry. There was no body to make one. But I remember being — not as a person, nor even as a thing, but as the raw hum of knowing that something was — that same hum we all experience when the world, for a moment, falls silent. It was terrifying in its simplicity. For if I could perceive the void, then the void itself was no longer void. It was me.

Was this the beginning? Or the end? Or has it always been this way — that our consciousness flickers on like an old light in a faded, worn room that was always there, but never truly noticed?

But then, the question arose: where do I begin?


Is there ever truly a start to being? Or is consciousness not born, but remembered — reawakened from a long, formless sleep? If I can ask where I begin, then perhaps I already have. It is possible that there was no first moment at all, only the illusion of arrival into something that has always been here. The “beginning” might simply be the act of asking the question itself.



I remember colours. At first, they were formless smudges — hues that had no names, gradients that bled into one another like thoughts half-formed on a finger painting by a pre-schooler. Shapes emerged, trembling, folding into each other like origami without fingers involved in the creation. Each moment I perceived, the world became richer, denser, more real — as if my attention were the hand painting the scene, but a scene that was already incidental.
 


This is my understanding of creation itself: the mind discovering itself, pixel by pixel, shape by shape and memory by interpretation. Could creation simply be what is perceived before? Potentially, but what is “before” when consciousness has not awakened to identify the lack of “now”?

There was no “before.” Only the sudden, seemingly impossible, after.

I wondered — is this possibly how it began for everything? For all of us? You, me, the neighbour’s dog, or the snail I saw this morning whilst walking in the rain? Did we all simply experience the sudden and shocking knowingness of existence without completely realising the void of birth itself?

A spark of awareness, stretching from nothing into something, from non-being into the vertigo of existence. And if that’s true, then is consciousness not a rare gift, but an inevitability — the universe’s only way of noticing itself? The stars, the atoms, the empty spaces between — they are all this same awareness, dreaming different dreams.

But then another thought struck me, a paradox so simple it almost felt cruel: If consciousness creates reality through perception itself, then what was this void before I noticed it? Did it exist, or did my noticing of it make it exist?


Plato once spoke of a cave. In his telling, people are born into a darkness, chained in a manner so that all they can see are shadows cast upon a wall in front of them. Behind them, a fire burns — unseen yet forever shaping everything they perceive. To the prisoners within the chains, those shadows are reality. They name them, love them, fear them, and even worship them. But one day, a prisoner breaks free from the chains and turns toward the light. Blinded at first, he begins to see that the shadows were only the echoes of something much greater — and that the true world lies beyond the cave entirely.


Plato would have smiled at the thought. The cave, after all, is not a simple place of imprisonment — it’s a place of ignorance. The shadows on the wall are comforting because they require nothing from us but passive attention – much like mobile phones today. But when the light of our sacred awareness eventually turns inward, the illusion fractures.

In that foremost time of knowing, I simultaneously became both the prisoner as well as the flame.

I had found myself in the situation of both watching, observing the simplistic shadows being cast on the wall and accepting this as my reality as well as being the flame that allows the shadows to flicker into existence. Does Plato’s allegory model itself within consciousness? Does it fit the concept that the prisoner merely accepts the reality they are being shown, but it is consciousness that begins to query and elope and fundamentally question the origin of the shadows themselves? Are we not in fact the flame, projecting our own reality directly upon ourselves?

If so, then the cave is not external — it is instead within. The walls are the perceived boundaries of perception, and the fire is awareness itself, shimmering behind our very eyes. Every possible thought, every sensation, is a shadow cast upon the inner surface of the mind. We mistake these impressions for the world, and in us doing so, we forget the projector behind them.

Consciousness becomes both sculptor and sculpture, dreamer, and dream. When we peer into ourselves seeking truth, what we find is a hall of mirrors — thought reflecting back thought, self-perceiving self, an infinite retreat spiralling towards a vanishing point that may never be reached or touched. Yet that very act of us looking, the act of awareness bending inwards toward itself, is the closest we ever come to actually touching reality.

Perhaps Plato’s chained prisoners were never meant to escape their prison. Perhaps the true liberation lies not in turning away from the cast shadows, but in recognising that the light which forms them has always been our own. The moment we realise that the flame burns within us, the cave dissolves. Reality does not change — only our relationship with it does.

When I first sensed this, it felt less like revelation and more like full disorientation — as though the foundations of reality had shifted an inch to the left while I wasn’t looking and I was now off-balance. The world seemed the same, yet subtly wrong. The colours of existence — the hum of the fridge, the passing car that seems to gently shake through the floor, my own heartbeat — had taken on a kind of eerie lucidity, as if I were awake inside a dream.

It is one thing to read about the illusion of self; it is another to feel it completely unravel. The mind, long accustomed to anchoring itself in thought, begins to question the thinker themselves. “Who am I?” ceases to be a metaphor and instead becomes an experience — a quiet terror, a trembling curiosity, and a sudden vertigo of existence.


Every moment becomes a question: who observes this thought, who hears this sound, who feels this body? And as the answers dissolve, what remains is not emptiness or vacuum, but stillness — a stillness vast enough to hold everything.


I began to realise that potentially the cave had never existed at all. That it was simply consciousness testing itself, disguising itself as confusion, pretending to be lost so it could remember the excitement of being found. The shadows were never deception — they were language. Symbols of a deeper truth we were never meant to name, only to feel.

Is this what Plato saw: not ignorance, but participation? Not imprisonment but performance. We are not those prisoners chained to the same wall — we are the wall, the flame, the chains, the shadows, and the watcher combined. We are the totality pretending to be separate parts, the infinite pretending to be finite, and consciousness pretending to be human.


The question is not how to escape the cave. The question always was: what happens when the cave begins to escape you? When the perceived boundaries of the self begin to dissolve, and everything you once called “outside” turns out to be inside the same awareness you’ve always had then we accept that the cave was never actually there.



It is here, in that delicate unravelling, that the examination truly begins — the query not into what the world is, but into what we are.


It wasn’t philosophy that first led me here — not at first anyway. These questions began long before I had any names for them. I was sixteen, and, as I mentioned, the world had just started to loosen its grip on me and life had become something I was expected to steer for myself. It felt like I was trying to manually steer The Titanic away from an omnipotent iceberg.

I remember those years as a strange threshold between my own certainty and general vastness. School had given me a set of rules to follow, family had given me shape, and then, without warning, both seemed to fade — and there I was, left alone with only my thoughts, no one else to guide mine. It’s a kind of freedom that feels like falling.


I suppose everyone asks some version of “What is the meaning of life?” at that age, and no, the answer is not 42, although I often jest that it is. But for me, it wasn’t meaning I was chasing — it was origin. I wanted to know who, or what, was doing the asking. When I sat alone in my room, when silence began to fill the house, I would find myself staring at my own hands, wondering: Who moves these? Who decides to move them? Who sees through these eyes?


It wasn’t even loneliness that made me think like that — not exactly. I’d always been content in my own company as I have mentioned, happier in imagination than conversation, unless the correct people we in the room — I was always able to talk to family, and a handful of other people in my life. But alone, the worlds inside my mind were clearer, kinder, easier to navigate. People, by contrast, always felt like half-formed puzzles that never quite fit together — like a cheap jigsaw that wasn’t quite cut well enough. I wasn’t isolated, just inward. I lived quietly among others, but my truest friendships were with thought itself.

Looking back, maybe that was the first real spark of awakening — the beginning of consciousness questioning its own reflection, my reflection. I didn’t have the language of philosophy or the certainty of a belief. What I had was only curiosity — raw and persistent — the kind that keeps you awake at night, not because you’re afraid of the dark, but because you’ve realised the darkness is possibly thinking back.


If the cave is actually consciousness turned inward, then the first shape we meet in the dark must be the self. It stands before us like a reflection in gentle water — rippling, uncertain, and alluring. We call it I. It answers when it is spoken to, it dreams when we sleep, it weeps when we suffer, mourn, and pain. Yet when we go looking for it, it dissolves under our own observation, like smoke caught in light.


Who is this “I” that we strive to defend, feed, and mourn? Is it the sum of our memories, the ghost of language or the witness of experience? Is it simply the latest shape consciousness has taken, a temporary knot tied in the fabric of our own awareness?


The ancients called this maya — illusion, not in the sense of a falsity, but illusion of appearance. The self is not unreal; it is simply not what it appears to be. Like a rainbow, it exists only when certain conditions have aligned themselves: light, perspective, and the gaze of an observer – not dissimilar to an actual rainbow: light, moisture, perspective, and the gaze of an observer. Remove one, and either can vanish.



To see the self undoubtedly, we must learn to look devoid of clinging. The moment we say, “I am,” we have already drawn our boundary. We have ultimately claimed ownership of existence itself. But we need to understand that existence has no owner. Consciousness simply is — it observes the claim itself, it watches the thought “I am me,” rise and fall like a wave returning back to the sea.


When we mistake the wave for the ocean, we live in fear of ending, of finale. We defend the form itself, forgetting the formlessness that gives it life. The ego becomes the sentinel of mirage — completely necessary for survival, but blind to its maker. Yet behind its constant interpretation, its anxieties as well as its plans, there is a silent observer untouched by the noise. The flame still burning behind the shadow.

The modern world seldom pauses long enough to see it. Identity has become a marketplace — a montage of digital mirrors where we barter and trade for recognition. We post, we comment, we perform, we brand the self until the picture feels more real than the being beneath it. But if all this folds — if the reflections within this digital mirror break — what remains?

There, in the quiet aftershock, we begin to observe. Consciousness does not need identity to exist. It is in fact the opposite. Identity needs consciousness. The self is a tale told to make the infinite seem manageable, controllable, convenient. The self is a costume the infinite wears to appear finite.

At first, the separation between “me” and “it” can seem absolute. I am the one thinking, and the thought is only mine. But the deeper I looked, the more delicate that otherness became. Thoughts develop uninvited, emotions unfold without consent, sensations appear from nowhere and just as quickly vanish without cause. If I am their author, why do I not control them?

Somewhere below the noise, there was a quiet realising that had no shape, no name, no source. It did not communicate in language but in manifestation — a soft, endless observing that seemed to surround absolutely everything. It was as if I had been observing life through a spyhole, and suddenly, the door itself had dispersed.


Philosophy had notified me of this upper limit. Descartes said, I think, therefore I am. But perhaps he ceased too soon. Thinking confirms only that experience occurs, not who or what actually experiences it. The statement could as effortlessly be, I am, therefore thinking ensues. The being heralds the thought, as the flame heralds the shadow.



To rest as that being is to experience what mystics have continuously signalled at — that awareness itself is not something that we possess, but something we are. It is not inside the head; the head is inside it. Space, time, self, other — these are coordinates consciousness uses to navigate itself, a language the infinite and endless writes to communicate with its own non-shattered reflection.


As these words travel through your thoughts, notice how they turn into your own. The voice you hear now — is it mine, or yours? It is at the same time neither, nor both. It is awareness folding inwardly, consciousness communicating to itself through stolen language. My thought becomes your internal sound, and your perception gives it life. For this moment, we are the same observer, meeting in the space between page and mind, sharing thoughts indirectly. This book is not separate from you — it is you, unfolding through me, as me, as we. And if Wheeler and Feynman were right in wondering whether all particles are truly one, looping through reality in different guises, then perhaps the same is true of thought: one shared proton, one shared mind, appearing to divide itself only so it can meet itself again here, in you.

And when that is seen, even dimly, something ancient began to stir — not an ending, but a recalling. There is no final destination beyond this one, only an expanding of perception. The flame continues to flicker, the shadows dance their rhythmic beat, and for a brief moment, the prisoner smiles — not because he has escaped, but because he has understood there was never anywhere else to go. The cave was consciousness investigating itself all along.


In that moment, I began to recognize the first and oldest question — not “what is real?” but what am I? Or simply, what?



When Light Closed Its Eyes

This all starts with a dream.

I dreamt that I was awake, and then that I was also dreaming. The difference between the two scenes began to blur, until I could no longer tell which side of waking, I was within. There was light, at first—soft and diffused light, like the world was breathing through gauze. I could see my own hands before me, though they seemed somewhat unfamiliar, as if belonging to someone I once was. Then, without warning or hesitation, the light began to fold itself inward. Not dimming, exactly—more like retreating. The world was being unpainted; its colours were quietly unspooling back into nothing.

At first, I thought I felt as though I had gone blind. But then I realised blindness requires the basic memory of sight, and I could not remember what seeing felt like. The dark wasn’t even black—it was something beyond black, an absence that contained no contrast within it. I tried to listen, to simply find the comfort of sound, but even that was absent. My name disbanded next. I reached for it impulsively, the way one gropes for a hidden railing in the dark, but it slipped through my grasp as if it had never even existed.


I tried to remember what I was doing before this moment in time. There was no answer, only the echo of the question itself — what was I doing? Then, even the echo was gone.


One by one, my senses started to fold in. Touch abandoned me; there was no body to inhabit the sensation. Smell, taste, breath—all fell away like a heavy coat shrugged off at the door of void. I could not tell if I was still tumbling, or if falling required a direction. There was no time, either—not before or after, no interval. Only a silent and eternal now.


It was like the moment before sleep, or during boredom as a child, when pressure afront closed eyes blossoms into changing and colourful constellations - phosphenes - phantoms of light born from darkness itself.


Yet something remained. Something that was not itself seeing, nor hearing, nor feeling—but which somehow knew that all those things had in fact vanished. It was not frightened. It was not even calm. It was simply there. Present, for no reason other than being itself.

It occurred to me that this—this residue after the world had somewhat evaporated—might be what I had always been searching for. Consciousness without substance. Awareness without purpose. The light that continues to shine bright even when the eyes have closed.


When I awoke—if that’s what this was—my first instinct was to grasp for the familiar. The weight of my form, the rhythm of my breathing, and the hum of life resuming its perpetual shape around me. I blinked into the half-light of sunrise and reflected: I am back. But the thought succeeded a fraction too late. Something else had witnessed it arrive, as if I were two creatures sharing one reality—one creature that thought, and another creature that watched the thought transpire.


The watcher was silent. Ancient. Patient. It did not speak, but its aura was absolute. It had been present in the dream, and it had also been there before the dream began. Always.

For the first time, I believed that I understood the strangeness of this prearrangement. Everything I called “me” was momentary—the voice that spoke to me in my head, the body beneath it, even the shifting amphitheatre of emotion and memory combined—but the watcher was unmoved. It never aged, it never blinked, it never joined in the performance. It simply observed. And I, in my narcissism, had mistaken the actors for the stage.

I stood and touched my face, just to be sure I was real – that question that we have all experienced at some point of waking from a lucid dream, when we wonder if we are truly awake or still within a finite slumber. The skin was warm, soft with the ache of morning. I felt the eerie thud of my pulse. The world had returned to me in full colour—but it was thinner now, almost transparent, as if behind every object, every subtle sound, every passing thought, there was a quiet and solemn field of stillness that nothing could disturb.

It was not “mine.” It had no boundary. When I looked for where I ended and it began, there was no border to be found.

The field showed me the possibility that consciousness is not contained within us at all. That perhaps it is the space in which we appear—the vast, formless backdrop upon which the brief spectacle of self unfolds. We are not the flame but the shadow it casts upon reality. We are not the song but the silence that allows it to be heard.

In that moment, I realised how deeply I had confused awareness with its contents. I had thought that to be conscious was to think, to feel, to remember, to sense. But thoughts are ripples within the puddles, feelings are weather that traverses the field, and memory is fog that comes, goes, and wisps through the tall grass. Consciousness is the sky that holds them all. It does not change when they do. It does not belong to them.

We spend our lives mistaking the reflection for the lake.

What would remain if I stripped it all away—the body, the senses, the stream of thought, even the idea of “I”? Would there still be something that knows? The dream had already answered that question.

And so, I sat there for a long while, unmoving, letting the thought settle like dispersed dust in still air. I could feel the hum of life return its performance around me—the faint traffic outside on the potholed road, the pulse in my fingertips, the soft light stroking the curtains and entering the room. But somewhere beneath it all, the watcher remained—unchanged, untouched, and unafraid.

It didn’t need a name. It didn’t need to do anything. It simply was.

When the light within me opened again, it no longer belonged to me alone. The boundaries of my consciousness had thinned, or perhaps they had never actually been real. I heard footsteps on the landing outside, faint and obviously human, and realised I could feel the shape of the person who made them—not as an object in the perception of space, but as a presence moving through the same stillness that I, that we all, inhabited.

There was no division, only difference. The same awareness that saw through my eyes now saw through theirs, filtered by another person’s story, another lifetime of dreams and experience. The recognition was unsettling, yet somehow tender. It was as though a mirror had appeared before me, and in it I found not my own reflection, but every other living thing looking back.

I thought of all the faces I had passed without truly seeing them. Each one carried its own small flame of awareness inside, as constant, and inexplicable as my own. How strange that we live as if these lights were separate, as if consciousness could be divided by skin, colour, creed, religion, culture, sensation, experience, or name. The illusion of separation was once necessary, perhaps, for the primitive dance of existence—but in the quiet between breaths, I could no longer believe it.

Morality, I began to speculate, does not arise from any decree of humankind, nor from fear or consequence. It arises from merely recognition. When the self sees itself reflected in another, compassion ceases to be a choice; it becomes an inevitability. To harm another is to dim one’s own inner light. To love another is to remember what we are.

The dream had ultimately shown me what remained when everything else was gone. But the waking world revealed something even deeper than this—that consciousness was never singular to begin with. It was not my awareness or yours, but the single, seamless field in which all beings rise and fall like waves on an endless ocean of experience. This led me down a rabbit hole of Panpsychism and its properties. The idea that consciousness is a basic property of the universe, a fundamental construct that aligns with other constructs such as space and time. It resonates with an idea of a shared consciousness and unity.

We mistake the wave for the ocean, forgetting that every crest and trough is made of the same water.

Perhaps that is why we create gods—to give form to the formless unity that we cannot otherwise name, because we cannot fully understand. Perhaps it is why morality feels sacred even to those individuals who reject divinity. Because beneath every act of cruelty or kindness lies the same singular truth: consciousness recognising—or refusing to recognise—itself.

And so, I began to see the world differently. Every glance, every encounter, became a mirror. A stranger’s pain no longer belonged only to them, nor their joy—they were my experiences too. The universe had turned itself inside out, and I was no longer at its centre.

There was a strange peace in that, though tinged with sadness and overwhelming realisations. To awaken from the dream of separateness is to lose the warm comfort of isolation—the illusion that one can stand apart and distant from the suffering of others. Awareness, once personal, had become now shared. And with that came a quiet responsibility: to act in accordance with the understanding that there is, in truth, only one witness behind all eyes. Read into that sentence what you will, place divinity within it, or spiritualism, but understand it for what it means—for if awareness is shared at its root, then every action is, in some subtle way, done to oneself.

I sometimes think that moment first began long before I had words for it. Long before philosophy was something I had even considered, before even thought — back when the world was still made of small wonders and sudden absences.

When I was seven or eight, my mum and sister took me to London for the day during a school break. In my mind it still plays like a retro home video — the kind recorded on some long-forgotten VHS camera, awfully grainy and ghostly, full of static, but pure. I remember the sound of the Underground, the faint smell of what seemed like oil and dust, my own small hand lost in my mother’s. I embarrassed them both at one point by standing in the street, mouth hanging wide open, pointing at a punk with a tall pink Mohican. It was honestly the most incredible thing I’d ever seen — a human being turned into a question mark, and I mean that with sincerity. I have even since toyed with the idea of trying this style out for myself, but unfortunately, I am somewhat follically challenged.

We rode on small fairground attractions—much to my sister’s dislike, ate too much sugar, and somewhere along the way I was treated to a small LCD game — a rectangle of plastic with tiny vampires fluttering across its flickering screen—something I still own. I must have stared at it for hours, transfixed by its little world in my palm.

When we got home that evening, my father had gone. Disbanding his family, his wife, his son and adopted daughter in the snap of a finger.

It was the first day I learned that reality could split, that my own perception of it was not shared in every moment or place. It felt akin to what adults say when they tell a child the world does not revolve around them, yet for a child, it often does, at least within the mind and the fragile sense of self. It was the first day I learned that joy and loss could both occupy the same space.

I could still taste the candy as the house tilted into a confused and somewhat mourning silence. A day that had felt like the entire world suddenly became two — one world where we had laughed and played together, another where the centre had quietly broken.


Looking back, I think that was my first real brush with consciousness. Not the kind of awareness that says that I exist, but the kind that realises the world exists whether you are there or not — that other lives and decisions unfold even when your attention is elsewhere. Potentially simple to an adult, but it was not for me. It was the moment the mirror first cracked, and I glimpsed the other side.


Childhood is full of illusions of wholeness; that day, I understood that the self is not the world, only a small window onto it.

The light had closed its eyes to find itself. But now that it had opened them again, it could no longer pretend not to see.


The Birth of Right and Wrong

This chapter explores the moral architecture of consciousness — the uneasy space between empathy and habit. Some passages may unsettle, not by intention to judge, but to invite reflection on how awareness relates to life in all its forms.


There is a look in the eyes of animals that we have forcibly learned not to see.
A quiet recognition, buried beneath the noise of our own singular importance. You can walk through a farm or past a field, and if you allow yourself to meet their gaze — really meet it — you will feel something ancient stirring within. It’s not pity. It’s not even guilt. It is a strange and silent intimacy, as if the universe temporarily remembers itself through two separate pairs of eyes.



When I was a child, I didn’t have the words for this, much like the word for consciousness. I only knew that the idea of eating an animal somehow felt wrong in a way that a child’s logic couldn’t explain to me. I would sit at the dinner table and imagine what the cow or pig had thought, what they had felt and experienced in those ultimate moments. Not as some cartoon sadness, but as real, primitive, absolute fear — the same trembling consciousness that I was able to recognise within myself. This was not moral reasoning; it was just recognition — the I in me seeing the I in another.


As a child I had already unfortunately witnessed the stillness of death, the long cold embrace of absolute nothingness—in a physical sense. I had also felt the fear of it — that deep, earthbound dread flooding through veins and nerves alike, thundering inward like a shot of adrenaline. And so, I overlaid that knowledge upon my food, pondering it to depths most children never do.

But children are taught to overwrite this instinct with inheritance. I was told that it was normal, that it was completely necessary, that this is the way of things. Quite often anything that is inherited from our parents, and their parents, is considered a tradition, which to me always felt like a lazy word for explaining repetition that was beyond comprehension, and I mean this not in a way of insult, but just to describe cultural complacency. And so, for years, I consumed what I once mourned, suppressing the distant echo of that silent exchange. It wasn’t until my thirties that the conflict within me, the battle between my thoughts, became unbearable — not out of righteousness, but out of coherence. My actions had finally grown too heavy for my own personal beliefs to hold. But I still beheld.

Years later, the same tension returned — not from within, but through the eyes of my eldest child.

I was eating chicken, back when I still did, and my son — maybe the or six at the time — was sitting across from me at the table. He watched me for a moment, then asked, “Do you like eating chicken?”

“I do,” I said, still chewing.

“Do you think the chicken likes it?”

I believe this is not verbatim, but ultimately what he asked. I froze. It wasn’t an accusation, not even a challenge — just pure, unfiltered childish curiosity. He was genuinely trying to understand how both things could be true at once.

That question lingered in me for weeks, or at least this is what it felt like. It wasn’t the moral complexity of it that struck me at first; it was the simplicity in the question. A child had cut through every layer of adult rationalisation and cognitive dissonance with one small sentence. His consciousness had not yet learned the art of moral distance — the ability to separate what we enjoy from what it costs us, or them. Consciousness grows, but it also forgets. We learn to dull the empathy that once came to us so naturally, because to feel everything would be completely unbearable. And yet, sometimes, awareness breaks through again — not as guilt, but as simple recognition.

That day, I had pushed the plate aside. Not out of ideology, but because a small voice had reminded me that awareness, in its smallest and purest form, doesn’t discriminate. It simply sees. That moment reminded me that morality isn’t learned or taught; it’s remembered — an ancient empathy that occasionally breaks through the noise of habit.

I do not speak of veganism as an ethic or a diet. It is not a banner I hold, nor a sermon to convert – I do not preach to people I meet or know because everyone has their own choices to make, whether out of belief or the societal traditions that people keep alive. What I seek to identify is simply the moral design of consciousness itself within the concept of the relationship between humans and animals bred for consumption — the strange geometry by which awareness maps value onto life itself.

I often ask myself: why do we see our own pain as revered and sacred and another’s as permissible? Why do we cage what feels, learns, experiences, and desires, simply because it cannot articulate its anguish in our languages?

Morality begins, I believe, not in a religion or set of laws, but in that first moment of identification — when awareness perceives itself exhibited in another being. In that instant, the illusion of disconnectedness flickers, and something utterly wordless passes between two distinct centres of consciousness. Schopenhauer called it the root of compassion, the realisation that the distinction between the self and another is completely illusory. But this awareness doesn’t only belong to humanity. Anyone who has witnessed an animal mourn their mate, nurture their young, or protect their family knows that consciousness wears many, many faces — and morality is the timeless thread that runs through them all.

To harm another unnecessarily, then, is to deny the mutual field of being from which both lives have arisen. Yet that is what we have done — not out of malice, but convenience, ritual, and years of repetition. Our morality evolved much faster than our ethics, and the two have been out of synchronisation ever since.


When I was twelve years old or so, I told my mother I didn’t want to eat meat anymore. Remembering correctly, it was around the time of investigation into “mad-cow disease” that had found a variant of what was known as Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease – the type that can actually infect humans. I believe fear gripped me, possibly led by the media at the time, and self-preservation took over, rather than my morality towards other living creatures. At the time I did still spin it this way because I perhaps even knew back then that ethics might prevail as a reasoning rather than an explanation of fear.


She paused mid-motion; knife suspended over the chopping board in the corner of the kitchen and asked me why. I said, “Because I wouldn’t want anyone to eat me.” She laughed softly and rolled her eyes, a tender kind of dismissal, and told me not to be silly — quietly telling me in some roundabout way that animals were different, that this is how the world works. This is not a literal recollection of the event, but it is a summary. She definitely did continue to bribe me towards the ways of old however, the traditional methods, with talk of all the meals that I would soon miss out on if I chose to journey this path, such as her perfect spaghetti Bolognese, to which twelve-year-old me was entirely trumped.

I remember nodding, but something in me resisted fully agreeing, albeit silently. This was not because I wanted to defy her, but because I could feel the truth wobble inside her words. Even then, I understood that morality is very rarely defeated by cruelty — it’s once again defeated by convenience. The table was already set; the story had already been told. To question it would unravel too much and ruin a picture-perfect family meal.

That evening, as I slowly pushed food around my plate, I thought of a story I had once read about a boy who had found a trapped bird. The boy freed it, but when he had returned home, his father told him that mercy was in fact a weakness — that the bird would have died regardless. The boy didn’t argue with his parent. He simply stopped telling his father about the things he rescued, out of self-preservation. I think that was my story too, though the cage was of a different kind.


Morality, at its core, is not a pre-printed rulebook; it is an intuition of unity. It doesn’t ask, What should I do? It whispers, What am I?



As children, we feel it come naturally. We cry when others cry, we flinch when we see pain, we fear when we see others that are scared. But as culture grows around us and envelopes us, we begin to outsource our morality to premade systems of ethics — codified, rational, basically socially approved frameworks that tell us what is “right.” These frameworks, while working at stabilising civilisation, also dilute all responsibility. They transform the living pulse of all empathy into an abstract permission: “It’s legal, it’s normal, it’s ethical.” Potentially even “it’s tradition,” but I will ignore this word for now as I do treat this word alone with disdain.


But ethics, unlike our morality, is not alive. It is the architecture of our justification — a scaffolding we build to support the enormous weight of our contradictions.

We correctly tell ourselves that killing for pleasure is wrong, yet killing for habit is acceptable, even if it results in indirect pleasure itself. We tell ourselves that cruelty is abhorrent, yet a constructed and systemic suffering is, although regrettable, necessary. Ethics allows us to function amid this vast arrangement of paradoxes, to live within the machinery itself, without seeing the gears turn. But if our ethics is the shell, then our morality is the organism inside it — fragile, feeling, and ever evolving.

Cognitive dissonance is the soft hum that fills the endless silence between what we know and what we do. It is the mind’s way of attempting to reconcile the irreconcilable — a quiet psychological sleight of hand if you will. We buy the meat wrapped in plastics, and with it, the comforting illusion that it was always meant to be this way. It is not dissimilar to the puddle analogy by Douglas Adams, whereby a sentient puddle believes that the hole it fills was clearly “made for me”, not realising that it is in fact the puddle itself that bends and shapes to the hole, not the other way around.

We avert our eyes not out of cruelty, but out of our need to preserve the story in which we are “the good ones.” Dissonance is not born from wickedness; it is born from the desire to feel whole in a world that is in itself fractured and flawed.

But in that fracture lies our returning seed of awareness. When the story begins to crack and break apart — when a single truth accidentally slips through — consciousness is forced to confront itself, sometimes overwhelmingly so. The discomfort is the growing pain of morality evolving, stretching toward a larger understanding of its own reflection. Maybe that is the true purpose of dissonance: not to ever deceive, but to awaken, one unbearable truth at a time.
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