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To Claudia, the rock upon which my life and work stand.





Und mich ergreift ein längst entwöhntes Sehnen

Nach jenem stillen ernsten Geisterreich,

Es schwebet nun in unbestimmten Tönen

Mein lispelnd Lied, der Äolsharfe gleich,

Ein Schauer faßt mich, Thräne folgt den Thränen,

Das strenge Herz es fühlt sich mild und weich;

Was ich besitze seh’ ich wie im Weiten,

Und was verschwand wird mir zu Wirklichkeiten.

And I am seized by a long-lost yearning

For that quiet, earnest realm of ghosts,

It now floats in indefinite tones,

My whispering song, like the Aeolian harp,

A shudder seizes me, tears follow tears,

The stern heart feels mild and soft;

What I possess I see as if in the distance,

And what is gone becomes reality to me.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

(English translation by the author)





Chapter 1

Setting Sail from Ogygia

This book is the inevitable outcome, in me, of a simple but momentous realization: we, Western minds, have forgotten who we are, despite having never once stopped being who we are. We’ve lost touch with the primordial impetus that fuels the inner fire of our vitality, as well as the innate, archetypal dispositions we embody. We’ve forgotten the inner chamber in the palace of mind where we stem from, as well as why we came into being and what we’re supposed to do. No longer can we sense the immanent context that couches our lives in purpose, or the ever-present inner compass without which we can’t navigate life adequately. We’ve lost our sense of identity and, therefore, that of family and belonging. In the throes of disorientation and emptiness, we’ve even come to deny the very notions of natural identity, inherent purpose, and objective meaning: we’ve come to deny our natural selves, believing instead that the self is an arbitrary construct that we are free to reinvent, tweak, and otherwise force to comply with convenience and escapist strategies. There is nothing inherent, natural, inescapable about us—or so we think. Instead, we are tabula rasa—blank slates—to be filled by the whims, accidents, and circumstances of life. Indeed, we’ve drifted so far from home we’ve forgotten even that there is such a place as home, and such a way of life as rootedness in eternity.

Our amnesia has created a huge empty space in the core of our being, a hollow in the middle of our chest. Like a blackhole, it has its own irresistible gravity well; like a vacuum, it sucks things in, demands to be filled. And so, we dutifully—even obsequiously—attempt to fill it with made-up narratives, projections, and artificial, culture-bound recipes. We tell ourselves that we can be whoever we like to be; that we can not only do as we want, but—absurdly—want as we want. Masters of the self we are—or so we want to believe. We proclaim that life is what we make of it, that the world means what we make it mean. This Promethean attitude is as understandable as it is hopeless, as endearing as it is unnatural. For it simply doesn’t work, does it? It never did, and it never will. After all, we are entities produced by nature and rooted in reality, not characters in a capricious autobiographical fantasy. We won’t stop being what we are just because we tell ourselves convenient stories. This is so obvious it is embarrassing to have to affirm it. We won’t find solace in our escapist fantasies, for solace is the result of an alignment—a resonance—between our inner attitude and our true nature. And to find that resonance we must first remember, and then acknowledge, reality: the reality of our own being and that of the world from which we emerge.

Our forgetting our inborn nature and role has led to a tragic schism in our collective psyche: a divorce between nature and narrative, being and action. This book is an effort to help heal that schism. It is about re-encountering ourselves, remembering how to live naturally; about recalling the archetypal templates and dispositions we embody, what we stand for, and how to navigate the choppy waters of life so to re-align ourselves with the inherent, objective meaning of our ephemeral existences. Its journey represents a return to origins and identity, to authenticity, clarity, and instinctive vitality; a return to the spontaneity of being at home, where the natural energies that kindle our inner fire are allowed to flow.

Contrary to our usual escapism, this return home is a confrontation with reality, not convenient narratives. And there is much about reality that doesn’t fit our tastes and fancies. But that’s okay, for our life isn’t—has never been, will never be—about our personal satisfaction, happiness, or bucket list. What nature is trying to do through you and me is about nature, not you or me. Insofar as my own experience is representative of general truths, there is no viable alternative to living according to nature, our nature. Such is the spirit of this book.

Unlike my previous works, this isn’t a book with an argument. I cannot even hope to objectively defend its message through logic or measurable evidence, for it belongs in the realm of inner life, of soul existence. As such, I can only hope to convey my message to you by striving to help you recognize it in yourself. It is this recognition that renders objective arguments redundant. For when we see in ourselves that which we are, we know it by direct acquaintance and no longer need conceptual abstractions that merely point to it. When we see what the pointing finger is indicating, we no longer need the pointing finger. By remembering something ever present in you, I hope you won’t need a story—a compelling argument—from me. For the reality of what you will then remember resonates within us as us, not as a message addressed to us.

Yet, how can a book, which by its very nature demands that you orient your attention outwards, help you recognize that which resides in yourself? Well, perhaps by analogy with someone else’s inner life, inner reality; someone who shares with you the burden of being human. And that someone I can indeed hope to be. All I can thus do is lay my humanity bare in front of you, in all its fullness and vulnerability. For this humanity is what I have in common with you. Perhaps through the history of my own inner life I can help you evoke in yourself that which I hope you will recognize. For this reason, this book has many autobiographical elements, even though it is far from being an autobiography. My hope is that, by sharing my own raw humanity with you, I can place in front of you a mirror that will help you discern my intended meaning. I hope you will recognize in me that which lives in you, too.

But what is this “Westerness” that this book talks about? Who belongs in this group, and who decides who is in or out?

Westerness is not a location. In fact, today its correlation with the geographical west is merely incidental, a throwback to historical contingencies that are no longer relevant. I have seen more compelling Westerness in Japan and South Korea than in some places in the Americas—and that’s not even to mention Australia and New Zealand. Once upon a time, what I call “the West” was indeed much more prevalent west of the Bosphorus Strait than east, and so the label “West” stuck; that’s all. In this book, I persist in the use of the term simply because it is the most colloquially recognizable.

Neither is the West a race or ethnicity. As a matter of fact, the scientific case for modern humans having races is precarious at best. Dogs do have races: any two Pugs will look more like each other than any one of them will look like any Great Dane. In dogs, groups have internally consistent and externally distinguishable characteristics. Humans don’t. People we refer to as “Blacks,” “Whites,” “Asians,” etc., all exhibit the full range of heights, weights, facial and bodily proportions, mental dispositions and skills, etc. I believe no reasonable person will deny that I have more physically in common with many East Africans than I have with, say, Danny DeVito. I share with East Africans my height and some elongated skeletal features, while DeVito has rounder, stockier features. Yet, those who believe in the existence of human races will almost certainly rather group me with DeVito than East Africans. So, no, the West is not about races, for modern humans have no such thing. Those who think we do simply have a peculiar form of selective attention: they only see some literally superficial features—such as skin color—and fail to notice all the rest.

Humans admittedly do have genealogies, because any member of a sexually reproducing species has a genealogy—i.e., a genetic or family history, a pedigree. But psychological dispositions such as those I associate with the West, even if they are genetic at root, aren’t consistent within lineages. Just think of how different children can be from their parents when it comes to their personalities, tastes, wants, priorities, values, etc. Moreover, economic integration and low-cost, fast transportation technologies have largely globalized the human population. The geographical isolation and inbreeding of lineages that originally led to what we call human ethnicities is in decline, and thus cannot account for what I mean by “Westerness,” which is very alive and growing.

Westerness is a set of innate values and an instinctive inclination to a certain way of life, an inherent mindset, an inborn mode of being and expressing oneself in the world. The Western mind embodies a particular and recognizable set of psychological archetypes—primordial templates of thinking, feeling, wanting, and behaving—and associated dispositions. As such, the West is a psychosocial grouping, not a geographical or ethnic one, this being its strength and the basis of its long-term viability.

As a philosopher, I have the tendency to look to history for metaphors and representative examples of what I am trying to express. But though this might make me sound erudite, it is also less relatable—more remote, abstract—than examples from contemporary culture. And as it happens, there is a near-perfect metaphorical example, in twenty-first-century popular culture, of what I mean by a set of values and way of life that define a group. Just think of the Jedi in the Star Wars fantasy universe: there are Jedi from multiple species, coming from multiple planets and star systems in that galaxy far away. Not only are races irrelevant to being Jedi, but even species and entire trees of life as well. Geography also means nothing, as the Jedi stem from all corners of the galaxy. What unifies them—what makes them Jedi—is a set of values and a way of life, modes of being and relating to self, each other, others, and the world. The West is something like that: we aren’t unified by ethnicities or geography, but by how we express ourselves in the world. The latter, in turn, is determined by the archetypal dispositions we embody. An attempt to reveal the archetypes and dispositions that define the Western mind is the journey of the chapters that follow.

Before we start, however, a couple of observations are prudent, as I attempt to anticipate and prevent pernicious misunderstandings of the above from snowballing. I do think the archetypal dispositions we embody and express are inborn, not merely learned. Yet, I also think that they aren’t meaningfully correlated with so-called ethnicities. Whatever genetic factors might play a role in their genesis seem to be distributed throughout humanity—among “Blacks,” “Whites,” “Asians,” etc.—and not confined to particular ethnic groups. For example, in the early twenty-first century there are few media voices more unambiguously and uncompromisingly Western than Fareed Zakaria’s, an Indian from Mumbai, born in a Konkani Muslim family. So my claim of inborn factors should not be mistaken for an endorsement of “racial theory” in any way or form.

My calling for the recognition of our identity as Westerners also does not entail or imply a ranking of minds or cultures. That I believe in such a thing as the Western mind does not mean that I consider it inherently superior—or inferior—to others. Doing so would be akin to claiming that the yellow pigment in Vincent van Gogh’s The Starry Night is better than the blue one. The claim would be absurd, as the different pigments only have the majestic effect they have when they complement and contrast with each other. In this same spirit, it is abundantly clear to me that the human journey can only exhaust its potential through the interplay of distinct ways of being and living. As I’ll discuss in more detail later, all my life I have been an overt admirer of non-Western cultures. They have enriched me, expanded my horizons, provided depth and nuance to my understanding of self and world, none of which would have been possible without the contrasts they offered to my own dispositions. The spirit of this book is thus not just the recognition of identity, but also the celebration of diversity. I say this not to signal my virtues in the confused age of woke, but because it is self-evident to me.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge upfront that no social group is purely Western, just as no social group lacks Westerness completely. Nature doesn’t deal in binaries. Nobody owns Westerness and nobody is defined exclusively by it. We all express a multitude of archetypal dispositions, a rainbow of values and modes of thinking, feeling, wanting, and behaving. So when I speak of Western minds, what I am really talking about is mostly Western minds; minds in which the values and ways of being that define Westerness are more prominent than other values and ways of being. There are no purely Western countries, just as there are no purely Eastern countries. Easterness and Westerness are ingredients in the complex recipes that give rise to our minds and hearts. Yet, they are distinct, identifiable ingredients.

With these clarifications in place, let us now start our journey towards the rediscovery of ourselves and the hidden templates that govern our lives.





Chapter 2

The Cyclops’s Cave of Mysteries

I was born in 1974, the year in which two seminal events occurred that would set the tone for my entire life. The first was Thomas Nagel’s publication of his paper, “What is it like to be a bat?” Nagel’s work brought phenomenal consciousness—the qualities of experience—back into the investigative agenda in Western academia, after the dark, grotesque decades of Logical Positivism and Behaviorism. It started a process in Western culture that would eventually pull me in and set the context for my work as a philosopher. The second seminal event was Federico Faggin’s creation of the Z80 microprocessor at Zilog, which would go on to become one of the key enablers of the home microcomputer revolution and motivate me to pursue computer engineering 17 years later. Looking back, it’s funny to see how my paths in life seemed to be prefigured already at my birth.

Because of the microcomputer revolution started largely by Faggin, my generation was the first to be able to express their imagination in the worlds of computer games and bedroom coding. You would think that this meant a lot of time spent indoors, and sure enough it did. But there was also another, very different side to my childhood, which not many of my peers had the privilege to experience.

I grew up in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Although one of the most densely populated and heavily urbanized places in the world, Rio was—and I trust still is, despite my not having been there in almost three decades—surrounded by the Atlantic Forest. About 50 Km (30 miles) out of town, my maternal grandfather owned a country property, which the family used for weekend gatherings. It encompassed a hill—with the main house perched right on top of it—and most of the west side of a small mountain. The latter was blanketed by dense, dark green, luxuriant Atlantic Forest canopy. That property is one of my fondest childhood memories, an idyllic place filled with the magic of colorful birds, noisy insects, trees and fruits more varied than my child mind could hope to catalogue, and… mystery; uncanny, morally ambiguous, pulsating mystery.

The front yard of the main house had a small swimming pool where my cousins and I would spend much of our time. From the pool, looking towards the east, the mountain—whose foot was some 400m or a quarter of a mile away from the house—looked imposing, like a very old, primordial creature whose movements were just too slow and labored for us to perceive. To see the peak, we had to literally tilt our heads backwards a little, due to its proximity and fast-rising slopes. Indeed, seen through my child-eyes, that mountain—quite small for Swiss standards, which would come to reset my references only a few years later—was a majestic giant, commanding awe, respect, and admiration. And unlike Swiss mountains, the giant was geologically ancient, very ancient, featuring no loose rocks or jagged edges. Instead, it radiated smooth, granitoid solidity, invulnerability, and gravitas. So powerful it was, in fact, that it could easily crush—without even noticing—these puny, mayfly-like little creatures at its foot, weren’t it too slow to move in time to catch us.

About two-thirds of the way to the top, a lone rocky outcrop jutted out of the forest canopy; a small—but very conspicuous—point where the giant was naked; a seeming vulnerability in the armor of the otherwise indomitable titan. The top half of the outcrop had a protruding ledge or overhang—like a thick eyelid—hiding a small speck of darkness just below and behind it. That was the giant’s single eye, and I was sure it hid the entrance to a cave wherein mysteries lay undiscovered. Looking fixedly at the outcrop from the pool, I wondered endlessly about what those might be. Nothing feeds the imagination of a child more than a mystery; it dissolves the banality of life like acid.

Thinking back to it today, I am not sure there ever was any cave at all. The outcrop’s “eyelid” simply projected a little shadow underneath it, which produced the illusion of some sort of hidden entrance. As a child, however, this thought not once occurred to me. I knew it was the entrance to a hidden cave; that was obvious. And it instigated in me an irresistible urge to explore, despite the uncanniness and utter moral ambiguity of what I intuited might be found inside. The naked outcrop—the exposed eye of the giant—was like a siren song. It seduced and attracted sailors to the deep within, and possibly to their deaths. Once inside—I fantasized—one may never be able to come out again. How exciting!

I mounted countless expeditions up the mountain to find the entrance to the cave. Sometimes I would go accompanied by a cousin or friends, but more often than not I would climb up alone and go higher and deeper into the forest than when accompanied. Because the west side of the mountain was part of my grandfather’s property, my family had a naïve sense of safety: nothing could happen to me if I remained within the boundaries of their own place, right? Little did they know. They never had any idea that I was trying to get to that rocky outcrop so high up; they had no clue how narrow and slippery the trail was, and how steep its slopes. And it was better that way.

But I wasn’t careless or overconfident. Even as a child, I knew better; better than my parents, in any case. And so there was always thorough preparation involved: suitable protective clothing and shoes, a backpack filled with food, water, knifes, ropes, binoculars, etc., and a high-pressure air riffle for good measure (my father had taught me to use that thing when I was eight or nine years old). After all, one may have to defend oneself against the uncanny threats hidden in the cave, not to mention the multitude of very real reptiles hiding along the edges of the trail. If I were to wear a bandana, I might have looked like a small version of Mr. Rambo himself, ready for combat and survival challenges. But I was well past this kind of silliness: confronting the mystery was very real and very serious business indeed; I knew it in the core of my being.

The initial part of the trail, starting at the foot of the giant, meandered through grassy terrain with bushes and shrubs, brightly lit by the relentless tropical sun. Patches of bare, iron oxide-rich red soil scarred it here and there, like burn marks. From this area, one could see as far as the Atlantic shore to the south, as well as a huge brackish water lagoon to the west. One felt like rising slowly above the everyday world, where banality seemed to prevail, and towards a boundary, a liminal region that separated everyday reality from another, different kind of reality.

The transition, when it came, was abrupt: in a few short steps, one would leave the clear, sunlit world of the dry, grassy terrain and enter an impossibly dark, humid region where the forest canopy was so dense that precious little light penetrated it. The trail suddenly narrowed to something hardly broader than my shoulders, odd pieces of vegetation stubbornly refusing to obey the boundary lines humans like to project onto nature. Now and then, a fallen tree—victim of Thor’s latest fits of rage—would block the way, being defeated only by the kind of bodily acrobatics kids can muster. The incessant chorus of bird and insect chanting almost overwhelmed the ears, its sources obviously near but nonetheless elusive. It felt like being gripped by hands one couldn’t see. The feeling of being constantly stared at—even scrutinized—by a thousand invisible, nonhuman eyes was palpable.

The deeper one would go in, the narrower the trail and the darker the atmosphere would become. At a certain point, one’s will to face the mystery would be tested to the limit: the trail cut across the moist and mossy bed of what, in a rainy day, would surely be the middle height of a waterfall. This was the narrowest and most dangerous crossing, the only one where little in the way of vegetation would arrest one’s fall if one were to slip. Loose pieces of rock, eroded to a very smooth texture and covered in moss, were the only things one could step on. Playing these memories back as an adult, it surprises me how insanely dangerous it was for a kid to even attempt the crossing. Yet, I did it more times than I could count, almost hugging the side of the mountain with my arms outstretched, as I tested the firmness of every rock before taking the next step.

Eventually the trail would come to a complete end, only a daunting, dense, and intricate tangle of branches, vines, and shrubs being left to negotiate in the surreal darkness of the forest. Right at that point lay a particularly large and smooth boulder, which kind of invited you to sit on it. Its shape was almost ergonomic—peculiar happenstance given that, at that point of the climb, one would be tired and in need of a clear, solid place to sit on for a while.

What happened next was repeated every single time I made the attempt to reach the cave. I would sit on my “sofa boulder,” as I called it, and lay my backpack, air rifle and machete next to me. While munching on my sandwich and sipping my refreshments, I would then peek through the dark tangle of vegetation ahead, discerning what appeared to be a bright, sunlit clearing some 40 or 50 meters (yards) ahead. That must have been the rocky outcrop—with the entrance to the cave and its mysteries—lying just ahead, as there were no other places uncovered by tree canopy on the west side of the mountain. I knew it was the cave, tantalizingly close, reachable through vegetation that my machete would have made short work of in some 15 minutes, tops. That mysterious and enchanting place, which called me like an irresistibly seductive mistress, lay within my grasp. I had all but arrived at long last.

Then, I would pack all my stuff again, stand up decidedly, and… turn around and go back down.

Again and again, weekend after weekend, after much planning and preparation, I would brave my perilous way to the sofa boulder, have a refreshment, contemplate my goal—a symbol of the ultimate purpose of my childhood—lying right ahead, within easy reach, and then turn around and go back as if that were the only logical course of action. I experienced no cognitive dissonance, no inner struggle, not even a hint of doubt or befuddlement. Having just spent a whole afternoon single-mindedly pursuing my childhood dream, I knew the self-evident next step—the only possible step—was to return home just before realizing it.

As an adult, I spent a lot of time thinking about this odd but consistent peculiarity of my child-self. The conclusion of years of meditation on this is what this book is about: the labored insights of a deeply Western mind systematically surprised by itself, disappointed in itself, wrestling with itself, deceiving and defeating itself in a frantic attempt to understand and accept itself.

The non-existing cave of my childhood was a symbol of something very real and present in the Western mind: the urge to confront and ponder a certain profound mystery; the overpowering drive to realize an archetypal goal so deep it can’t even be thought. This fundamental template of the Western mind expressed itself almost overwhelmingly in my child-self. It projected its own urges onto the world around me, thereby creating the felt reality of a cave of mysteries just beyond my reach. That living symbol indelibly marked my childhood and drew the map of my entire life. Climbing the giant was a metaphorical rehearsal for the coming twists and turns of my fate.

Indeed, the quest for the magic cave was the first and most memorable expression of the teleological drive that underlies my life. The Greek word telos [image: image] is ordinarily translated as goal or purpose. But I will use it in this book in the sense not of an ordinary purpose, but a transcendent one; i.e., a goal beyond conceptual logic, which cannot be corralled into mere words or understood in merely rational terms; an eternal goal that can only be projected onto the canvas of our lives in a seemingly ambiguous, precarious, symbolic manner, and yet can be very concretely felt in the core of our being as something irresistibly powerful.

Teleological drive is one of the basic archetypes of the Western mind. It commands us to live for a purpose, even though a purpose we can’t quite grasp or make sense of. It demands that we orient our lives towards the cave where unfathomable mysteries lie hidden from direct sight, and which is accessible only through a small vulnerability in the armor of the monstruous universe surrounding us; a small, naked outcrop jutting out of the otherwise impenetrable canopy of mystery. The Western mind is the one most prone to being seduced by the siren song of the uncanny; it is, in fact, perhaps the one that hears the siren song most clearly. How could one be surprised that science was born in the West?

Paradoxically, however, our secret fear of realizing the goal—of fulfilling the telos—is so overwhelming that we erect many lines of defense against it. The first of these lines is very recognizable today: we deny that any telos at all is interwoven with the fabric of nature. We (want to) believe, instead, that whatever purpose life may have is one defined by ourselves, subjectively, not something objective or given. And by convincing ourselves rationally that life has no intrinsic purpose, we release ourselves from any uncomfortable feeling of responsibility or duty. There’s nothing we need to do, no transcendent call we need to heed, for nature is fundamentally stupid; it expects nothing of us for it has no purpose—or so the story goes. As a result, we can relax and focus all our energies egotistically on ourselves, on our personal agendas, on the attempt to be happy, as opposed to being of service to something beyond ourselves. Ironically, this is precisely the reason why many of us are unhappy: a life without a natural, objective telos is a life without meaning. Whatever personal, subjective goal we set for ourselves is immediately recognized in the root of our being as artificial, manufactured, a form of self-deception, even if we don’t rationally acknowledge it.

The second line of defense against our natural telos is to stop just short of seriously setting out to achieve it, just as my child-self stopped just short of the final straight towards the entrance of the cave of mysteries. We have a deep, archetypal fear of being disappointed or of having to face something uncanny and disturbing. We intuitively smell that something fundamental about the world and ourselves may not be to our liking; may not fit with our expectations; may exceed our categories and ability to comprehend and integrate. Therefore, we stop within sight of the destination. Although we have the means to cut through the final 40 or 50 meters of vegetation, the sunlight piercing through the dark canopy right ahead is a harbinger of the eerie; it petrifies us. We rather turn around and go back, lest we find ghastly things inside or—the mother of all catastrophes—discover that there has never been a cave at all; at least not in the sense we had imagined there should be. We can withstand great pain and suffering, but we can’t bear realizing that the arduous journey was for no reason; at least in the sense we thought it should have a reason. Thus, we prefer to manufacture our own goals—which exist in the sense we expect them to, even if they are self-made deceptions—rather than wasting our lives pursuing what we might eventually conclude to be a mirage.

Fear of the dark cave of secrets is the flipside of the telos archetype, and as integral to it as the urge to fulfill the telos itself. Every archetype has its shadow, its dark side, and teleology is no exception. The same siren song that pulls us in also repulses us. We are terrified of what we most wish to have; of what we absolutely need to have. The opposite of love is not hate but fear. And so, we both irresistibly love and irresistibly fear what nature demands to discover through us. The love and the fear are the two sides of one coin.

Throughout my childhood I experienced, embodied, and gave expression to the telos archetype in myriad different ways. I always had a “project,” which set a direction for, and motivated, my thoughts, feelings, and actions for a certain period of time, until it would be replaced by some other project. Myriad projects came and went, from programming games on my home computer, to finding out how to spawn some rare fish in my aquarium, to building spaceships (fantasy spaceships, you’d say, but for me they were prototypes of the real thing to come), to contacting aliens by hacking into my father’s HAM radio equipment.

Some might say that my child-self was never “in the moment,” since he was always focused on some purpose or goal, as opposed to what was immediately in front of him. But I beg to differ: my child-self was indeed in the moment, precisely by virtue of having a goal. For him, it was the context provided by the goal that invested the moment with importance, significance, vibrancy, and aliveness. The moment was only substantial insofar as it served a telos; short of it, it was ephemeral and insignificant—it was, well, for nothing.
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